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Prologue






JAMES






Wednesday August 1, 2012






Reality hits me like a hammer.

7:59 a.m. in bright red on my alarm clock was the
epitome of a nasty storm – screaming hello from miles away with a
promise to viciously rip me to shreds. Pinching my eyes shut tight,
I took long deep breaths, feeling like a frustrated bull, stuck in
a box with no way out.

“Get up, lazy ass.” My dad banged my door. “My house,
my rules. We wake up now. Understand!”

I envisioned my dad as a fat caveman in a cheetah
skin dress, holding a huge bone. Seeing him so ridiculous in my
mind eased the vibe a bit, but that didn’t last. My dad didn’t wait
for me to answer the door and barged inside my room instead. My
heart raced as I got up from bed and stood in front of him.

Face to face.

Man to Man.

“The only thing I understand… is that, a grown
ass man has barged into his oldest son’s room, and is acting
like a prick for no god damn reason.”

Quickly checking over his shoulder, making sure no
audience saw me expose him, he quickly sneered back at me. “Keep
the fucking volume down. My family doesn’t need to hear you
mouth off to me.”

Hilarious. I’m the one who needs to keep the volume
down!

I smirked at him. “Well Jimmy boy, the floor is
yours. What brings the head of the Lawson Brigade 2.0 by my little
room? Oh sorry…. it’s not my room, right? Your
house, your room, this is all your shit.”

Jim Lawson shook his head in disgust. “You’re such a
smart ass. Your mom sure did spoil your ass. She turned you into a
disrespectful bitch that talks back to his father. Listen, if
you’re not up and downstairs in the next five minutes__”

“Or what?” I snapped. “What are you going to do, kick
me out? Do it…. say yes. Free me from this hellhole. Do something
for me for once in your goddamn life.”

Shaking his head, my dad curled his lip like he smelt
something bad. “Jesus Christ, kid. Is it that time of the month, or
something? Do you need a tampon? Are you even a man, James? Quit
that drama queen shit, and get your ass downstairs for
breakfast.”

He stormed out.

Why does he want me here? I sat back down on
my bed and rested my elbows on my knees. I covered my face with my
hands and tried to control my breathing, hoping my heart rate would
lower as well.

The day just started and I couldn’t wait for it to be
over. Six and half months of this shit would be the death of
me. Somebody was bound to go to jail or juvie; the question was…
who would pop off first?

Five minutes later….

“Damn it, Janet. Where’s the food?” Dad grilled
his wife for the tenth time.

I almost felt bad for my stepmom, cooking scrambled
eggs, pancakes, and frying bacon as fast as she could before my dad
grew angrier. Like I said, I almost felt bad for her. She knew who
she married. So my sympathy was short lived, especially when my dad
got out of his chair and marched to a halt behind Janet as
she flipped a pancake. He leaned over her shoulder and pulled her
hair back, kissing her right below her ear.

“Hurry up. I have places I need to be. A man needs
his food if he’s about to go out in the world to provide for his
family.” he declared.

She giggled unsurprisingly and my stomach lurched in
disgust. I did not need to see, or hear that crap. There’s no way
breakfast was going down without a hitch now. I looked away, coming
face to face with Gram, my six year old half brother.

“You’re in my spot,” he declared, reminding me of
someone with the way his lip curled; eyeing space like it was
territory.

“Sorry, little bro. I’m sitting here for breakfast
today, grab the seat to my left, no one’s sitting there.” I told
him playfully, ruffling his hair.

He yanked his head back, fixing his hair instantly.
“That’s my spot.”

“And today it’s mine.” I replied, leaning into
my chair.

Gram grabbed the table with one hand and the back of
my chair with his other. He leaned closer to my face. “You know I’m
going to be taller than you one day, and stronger. Don’t make me
angry. I will beat you up when I get older and bigger.”

My jaw dropped. Who’s teaching him this shit?
I glanced up as Janet set three plates of food on the table. Dad
took a seat and eyed me amusedly.

“Fighting with a six year old, James? Geez, that’s
embarrassing.” Dad scoffed, shaking his head while helping himself
first.

I want to go back to sleep.

Awhile later… slowly on route to the country club, my
dad’s face turned shades of blue and purple with creases
everywhere. He looked like a purple balloon on the brink of
explosion.

“Listen, right now, because I’m not going to repeat
myself!” His monster breath came at me like a missile.

I knew I’d get shit from him for being ten minutes
late, but holy shit… was he saving that dragon breath the whole
way? My heart pounded like a malfunctioning jackhammer.

My fists ached to move, wanting to smash his face. To
show him… he couldn’t treat me like a punk and get away with it,
and that I was stronger than him, and the only pussy here was him,
acting like a King Bitch on his period over a… soft… weak
as hell… golf game, he’d probably lose anyway.

“When I tell you to be in the fucking car by a
certain time, you’d better be on time!” He pressed the car break at
the top of the hill and the car screeched to a stop. “I’m late for
tee time and I’m gonna have to rush out with my golf clubs like a
fucking pussy in front of my colleagues. You hear that, James!
People I fucking work with!”

My patience was on the verge of annihilation. Anymore
dragon breath, and I was jumping out of a moving car and running to
France where my mom and her boyfriend were right now.

“Better be the last time you fuck up my schedule with
your shit!”

He kept screaming about looking like a bitch in front
of his balding beer gut buddies. I took refuge by looking out the
window, wondering why I decided to get my car serviced yesterday.
Shit was getting too real, and I was at my breaking point. My hand
itched, everything inside of me, pushing me, screaming at me to
unlock the door and just go… jump, escape…. no
matter what happened, even if I ended up in the hospital.

But I didn’t.

Something stopped me.

The proverbial storm slowly ended as clouds parted
and sunshine spilled, highlighting a girl on a bike jetting down
the hill like nothing mattered, like nothing could stop her from
being that…. free.

I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

I wanted to feel that free.

 


 



Chapter 1






ANNABELLE






Wednesday October 31, 2012






Carla Bakersmith was not taking no for an answer. She
and her posse of evil flight attendants were blocking the way out
of the washroom.

“Stop ignoring me, Becky. Four years of friendship
and you want to throw it away over a stupid boy? It meant nothing.
It was a dare. We were laughing the whole time.”

Becky remained quiet, not that I blamed her. Disloyal
former friends didn’t deserve acknowledgement in my opinion,
and if Jenna were here, she’d classify Becky’s latest move as “The
Ultimate Bitch Slap”.

Carla’s posse of flight attendants stepped up to save
the day.

Flight Attendant 1: “Carla’s totally telling the
truth. Johnny’s face turned green right after. He looked like he
was going to puke.”

Flight Attendant 2. “Totally.”

Flight Attendant 3: “The kiss wasn’t serious. We were
there when it all started and you weren’t. Don’t you trust our
judgment?”

Flight Attendant 4: “Carla would never do that to
you. Why would you even think that? That’s cruel, Becky.”

Okay… what? That last one, though? Number four’s an
idiot.

Carla nodded frantically. “It was a joke. I don’t
even like Johnny like that. Why would I do something like
that, especially with someone my best friend obviously loves?
Whatever you think you saw, you need to know I’d never do something
like that. It’s ridiculous. I feel like I’m being framed, and…. I
don’t understand why you just can’t get over it!”

Wake up Annabelle.

Jenna would have said something by now.

Stand up for your friend.

I breathed through my nose and glared at Carla. “Get
out of our way.”

Carla flashed her teeth, eyeing me with disgust.
“Mind your own business. You and that show off have done
enough.”

“Done what exactly?” I challenged. “This is all your
fault. So don’t blame anybody but yourself.”

“Shut up!” Carla growled.

“No… you shut up.” I countered.

I felt like my heart was about to race out of my
chest. But despite that, I was practically breathing fire now.
Adrenaline pumped in me, giving me the courage I needed. I looked
at Becky for our next move, which I hoped involved charging out of
the washroom… angry EX-BEST FRIEND be damned.

Carla moved out of our way, as did her posse. “If you
leave without hearing me out, I swear on everything…. we’re done
for life.”

Not much of a bargain if you asked me. Carla’s
friendship wasn’t worth a penny. But that’s what I thought. I had
no idea if Becky felt that way and if she was legitimately ready to
end their friendship officially. Becky glanced at me and she
looked calm as a cucumber, but it was clearly a façade and I wasn’t
buying it. But, we had serious business to deal with right now, so
I’d find out later if she was emotionally “dying” or not.

“Ready to go?” I asked Becky and she quickly
nodded. I grabbed her arm and led the way out, but not without a
few last words from her final, stamp approved EX-BEST
FRIEND.

“You’re nothing to me, you hear me! And you know
what, I’m not sorry for what I did! It may have been a joke to
begin with, but I’m glad I did it. And it was about time you came
off your high horse, and…. Becky, stop. Come back. I’m sorry! I
didn’t mean any of it!”

Carla’s hate declaration/apology drowned away as the
washroom door closed. Not taking any chances for another reunion,
Becky and I rushed away, finding a secluded hallway where we sat on
the floor in front of a row of lockers.

I patted Becky’s shoulder. “You okay?”

Becky finally looked me in the eye; she had that
scorned look down pat. Fifteen minutes ago, she was having a blast,
dancing in the gym. Then the standoff in the washroom happened and
well… I had no idea how to snap her out of it.

“Do you know what love feels like?”

I immediately cringed. “Are you asking me because you
don’t know, or…. are you asking me because you want to compare and
contrast?”

Why on earth did I just answer her question with
another question?

Ugh…. Face palm status.

Light chuckles came from Becky. “You’re funny,
Anna.”

Not the enlightenment I was going for, but it wasn’t
“You suck, we’re not friends anymore!” either. I grinned,
feeling slightly goofy. “Ugh, tragically funny, maybe? Sorry
though, I’m not used to questions, and giving advice and all that
stuff. That’s more Jenna’s domain.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Anna.” Becky nudged her
shoulder into mine. “So one more time… do you know what love feels
like?”

I sighed and went for the simple approach. “Yeah, I
know what love feels like. At least, I think I do.”

“You see,” Becky chuckled again. “That wasn’t so
hard.”

I cleared my throat. “Do you know about the ol’ love
thing too?”

She banged the back of her head against the locker
door. “I wish… I didn’t,”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“Love is horrible,” Becky breathed. “Johnny and me
are… over. But I wake up every day thinking one thing… am I
ever going to be genuinely happy again?”

Wow.

Up until a few weeks ago, my story in the “love”
department ran along the same bitter track as Becky’s. While hers
kept on its course, my story turned a corner and for now things
were going okay. For now that is.

I finally exhaled. “I’m no expert,”

“I need a spell to snap out of this funk.” Becky
scoffed. “Do you know any witches, sorcerers, goblins, or fairies?
I’m not picky. I’ll take whatever I can get, honestly.”

I chuckled quietly. “Yeah, I know a witch. Her name’s
Donna.”

Grinning, Becky straightened her posture. “Donna
Tallins is most definitely a witch. Her room is probably a dungeon
filled with rat bones and snakes.”

I chuckled picturing Donna with nasty boils on her
face. “We’re evil.”

Becky grunted. “I’ll take that pill…. if it means
having control back.”

And…. we’re back to square one. Wonderful.

I cleared my throat and tried again. “And, um, yeah,
if Donna were actually a witch, there’d be a doll with my name on
it, and a thousand pins sticking out of it.”

“Yeah, probably.” Becky murmured, lost in her sea of
darkness again.

Well… it was nice while it lasted.

Down the hallway, a teacher walked by and stopped at
the sight of us. “Ladies, the dance is over. You have to vacate
school grounds for the night.”

“Sorry,” I called out.

Becky cleared her throat. “Yeah…. sorry. We’re
leaving now.”

Unhooking my cape from around my neck, I followed
Becky down the hallway as her phone chimed. She quickly texted
something and stopped by the parking lot exit. She pointed out the
window.

“They were fighting again,” she murmured, her fingers
lingering on the door window.

“What?” I cringed, joining her by the door and taking
a look outside. James? The parking lot was empty except for
Mr. Nolan, the shop teacher. With his back to us, he stood in the
center of the parking lot with his arms crossed.

“What’s going on?” I murmured and pulled my phone
from my pocket. There were five missed text messages from James,
starting back from thirty minutes ago.











Tiger: Fireball, it’s a sausage fest out here.
Get over here.











Tiger: This costume is giving me heat stroke;
I’m taking it off.











Tiger: Where are you?











Tiger: I’m turning into a pussy, but I don’t
give a shit. I need you. Ditch Becky and come to me.











Tiger: Mr. Nolan kicked everyone out of the
parking lot. I’m waiting on the road.











Ugh, here we go again.

Wonderful.

Becky’s phone chimed again, breaking my focus.
“That’s my aunt,” she announced, tucking her phone inside her
pocket. “She’s here to pick me up. See you later, Anna.”

Becky left and it confused me. I thought she’d be
getting a ride home from Peter tonight.

Why am I worried about this? I need to mind my own
business and worry about my own life.

I exited the building and Peter’s car roared down the
street. I had one guess what that was all about…. but it
wasn’t my problem.

But it was probably about Becky.

Again… not my problem.

My “problem” however was across the street, staring
at me with a sly grin. My belly quickly filled with wild
butterflies.

“There you are, Fireball.” Leaning against his car,
wearing a white t-shirt and dark jeans, with his signature backward
baseball cap, my boyfriend’s green eyes were playful.

“What happened?” I asked, crossing the street to him.
His muscles flexed underneath the fabric of his shirt as he reached
out and took me in his arms.

Feeling his warmth on my fully clothed body was both
torturous and amazing. It was out of this world, but the way he
smelled, a mixture of cologne and body wash did more harm than
good. His scent was a switch, turning my hormones to max. Someone
needed to slap me for reacting so quickly to him. It’s so bad,
documentary filmmakers needed to make a film about it.
Adventures in Teen Romance!

“Tell me what happened?” I forced myself to let go of
him, taking a step back.

“Pussies, at it again, trying to make a point. But
they failed.” James smirked, pulling me back in for a hug, resting
his face in the curve of my neck. “But who gives a shit. I don’t. I
don’t give a shit about anything.”

“Okay,” I chuckled, hugging him tighter, feeling his
heat. “I don’t give a shit either.”

He chuckled. “Good.”

Silence.

We swayed subtly, our music, crickets and whistles in
the wind with the odd car noise deep in the background.

James chuckled. “Slow dancing in the middle of an
empty street, it’s official… we’re weirdos.”

I chuckled. “You got that right.”

James scoffed. “If only the boys could see me
now...”

“You don’t have to worry about that now.” I exhaled.
“It’s me and you now.”

James hugged me tighter before leaning back and
tipping my chin back with his fingers. “Me and you.”

I don’t know how we got to the busy parking lot of
Brucey’s, but here I was ten minutes later, in his arms in the
backseat of his car. I kissed James slowly at first. His hands
caressed down my back to the bottom of my dress. They lingered
overtop my thigh as my dress rode higher. Then it was like
lightening, crashing down and blinding anything in sight. All I
knew was that his lips pressed harder, moving faster, practically
inhaling my mouth. I matched his speed and his intensity. I ran my
fingers through his hair, his baseball cap already on the floor of
his car. His messy dark brown locks were slightly sweaty but I ran
my fingers across his scalp anyways, hoping he felt good from
it.

“Shit,” his voice hoarse. “That feels good.”

“Good,” I murmured into his mouth, feeling
powerful.

But James had other plans. He repositioned us and I
was on my back with him overtop me, using his elbows to hold his
weight. He leaned closer and licked my bottom lip, sucking it
before returning his lips fully over mine, kissing me with urgency.
Our kiss turned breathless but neither of us pulled back to catch
our breaths. Why would we after all? I didn’t want to be anywhere
else but right here, with him, like this.

The last thirty minutes with Becky and her drama
dimmed to the back of my mind. I almost forgot it, except for the
rush of adrenaline still pumping in my veins thanks to standing up
to Carla and her brigade of deranged faux flight attendants. And
what a stupid costume idea that was. I mean, if you’re going to be
a flight attendant on Halloween, at least do something cool and
become a zombie flight attendant. Then again, I shouldn’t be
surprised; those girls were dumb to begin with.

James pulled back slightly and stared down at me,
smiling in a way that made my heart skip a beat… or two… or three.
“You with me tonight?”

I nodded slowly. “Only for a couple of hours. I have
to be home before eleven.”

“Shit,” he murmured, leaning back down. “I need
you.”

“You have me,” I murmured back, feeling cheesy as
hell, but who cared. I felt every word past embarrassment.

Right here, only one thing mattered.

And that was love.

Sigh…. I’m a broken record.

Love.

Love was everything.

It sounded cheesy, but who cared.

Cheesiness be damned, being with Tiger was the
definition of peaceful.

When we’re together all I think about was how warm I
feel and how I wouldn’t want to be anywhere but….

“Right here, with you, like this.” James hugged
me.

“This is my spot, right here.” I buried my face into
the curve of his neck. His skin was hot, warm, soft and really –
really – really nice. I caressed my cheek, my lips, and my nose
against his skin, inhaling him, it’s my spot, and I was here to
stay.

“If you think I’m ever letting you go,” he growled
playfully, caressing his face in the curve of my neck. “That’s not
a question by the way. Baby, you’ve known the answer since day
one.”

My heart beats one long thump at a time.

“Everything, Tiger?”

“Everything, Fireball.”

I couldn’t tell how much time had passed; only that
our clothes were still on, and that our hands wandered freely. Each
touch was mind-altering ecstasy. Each stroke burned and my body
screamed in pleasure, urging my brain to throw caution to the wind
and let whatever may happen…happen. But, getting busted at Brucey’s
was nerve wrecking and it wouldn’t be happening tonight, no matter
how badly I wanted his skin on top of mine.

I wanted him in every way possible.

Badly.

But, it just wasn’t possible right now.

“Not in the parking lot of Brucey’s, James.” I
chuckled like an idiot in love, while he sighed playfully in
frustration.

 



Chapter 2


ANNABELLE


Thursday November 1, 2012


The grass sparkled like fine narrow emeralds. Pink
and purple rose petals fell from the sky. Trees were vibrant green,
leaving me stunned by its spellbinding beauty. Fluffy baby animals
ran in circles, playing for hours. A bell chimed loudly from the
sky. I looked up and smiled. Grayson; my metallic violet colored
parrot flew out from fluffy marshmallow clouds and came to me.

“For you, Miss Annabelle.” Grayson handed me a
bottle and I unearthed a small piece of paper weathered by
time.

“It’s a message from my mother. What does she want
now?” My eyes crinkled in confusion as I read her message.

“Well, what is it?” Grayson chirped, jerking his
beak at the note.

Anxiety filled my body to the brim. I dropped my arm
and glanced at the sky in misery. “She wants me to come home….
right now.”

Jagged lines pierced though clouds, turning light
into dark.

“Annabelle Simms, wake up!”

My eyes snapped open, finding MY MOM by my bed in in
her blue floral pajamas. “It’s about time!” she hollered.

“I’m up!” I groaned loudly. I scanned my
actual alarm clock and hissed. It was barely seven in the
morning. “I’m not late for school.”

“I know,” Mom shrugged and then flung my blanket
back.

“Mom!” I screeched, instinctively reaching for my
body even though I had clothes on. “What if I’d been naked!”

“I gave birth to you, Annabelle!” Mom gasped. “I’ve
seen you naked, for Christ sake!”

“Gross!” A gasp came from the hallway, courtesy
of my brother. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Mom shooed him away. “Go get ready for school,
Charles.”

“I think I’m going to puke.” Charles grinned.

“Go away!” I grabbed my pillow and flung it at him,
but he quickly ducked.

Charles laughed and ran to his room. “Get better at
your aim, sis. You suck.”

“Whatever,” I whispered, scowling in disgust as I
left my room, going to the bathroom to brush my teeth. I shut the
door and turned the lock.

Mom knocked on the door. “I almost forgot why I woke
you up early. I’m throwing out all the frozen meals. I decided last
night.”

I froze.

She couldn’t do that.

I cleared my throat. “Why?”

“Well,” she began. “Aunt Claire’s best friend Mandy,
you remember her, she’s a bit overweight. Well, she went to a
nutritionist who specializes in organic food, and they spoke about
frozen diet meals. According to Mandy, they’re filled with
chemicals and are no good. You’ve been eating a lot of them lately,
and I just wanted to let you know that I’m going through them all
out right now.”

“Whatever.” I stared at my reflection and shook my
head slowly. My mom was a very SPECIAL kind of human. It’s way
too early for this crap.

“Alright, well, I’m making omelets for breakfast.”
she informed, leaving for the kitchen where I heard her open the
freezer door loudly.

Mayday – Mayday – Mayday!

Code red.

Level twenty Annoyance Scale.

Initiating chill down….

I exhaled a deep breath and brushed my teeth.

“You’re a growing girl, Annabelle. You need more
vitamins, so you can grow properly.” Mom informed after I entered
the kitchen ten minutes later.

What the hell? I took a quick look at my body
and confirmed I was pretty much “grown”. I grabbed my backpack and
phone, and slid on my flip-flops. I so was out of here.

“Bye!” I called and left the house, feeling the shine
of temporary freedom. Once I was a few minutes away from my house,
I pulled out my phone and unlocked it. A text message was waiting
for me and my heart skipped a beat.



Tiger: I miss your cute bum.



Annabelle: I miss air conditioning.



Tiger: I wish we spent the night together.



Annabelle: Me too.



Tiger: Even just to sleep. I like waking up
with you in my arms.



Annabelle: Ditto.



Tiger: I sound like a pussy right now.



Annabelle: Damn, my boyfriend’s a poet.



Tiger: Don’t tell anyone that! I’ll have to
drop out of school, for sure. LOL.



Annabelle: My lips are sealed.



Tiger: Don’t talk about your lips right
now.



Annabelle: LOL, alright. See you in class.



Tiger: later, baby.



When I arrived at my school, a bus drove to a stop
and its doors popped open with a stampede of students rushing
out.

Someone cleared his throat behind me. “Excuse
me.”

I turned and glanced up at a familiar face. It was
Josh. Instantly, memories of our brief conversation/hallway
standoff from a couple of weeks ago flashed before my eyes, and….
yikes. And I was blocking his way… double yikes.

“Hey… Josh.” I said, feeling a wave of guilt wash
over me.

“Hey.” Josh said, his face stoic.

I gulped. “How are you?”

His eyes narrowed quickly, like something clicked in
his brain. “I’m fine.”

“That’s cool.” I rushed to keep up but he just kept
going faster. I smiled warmly at him, trying to be friendly.

“Yeah, anyways, good talking with you. I gotta go.”
He tried walking faster to get away from me, but I wasn’t having
it.

“Hey, stop.” I grabbed his shoulder. “Why are you
running away from me?”

He looked at my hand on his shoulder and I quickly
pulled it away. He looked angry. “Why do you think, Annabelle?”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, knowing why.

Shaking his head, he grimaced. “Your tool head
boyfriend, that’s why. If he sees me talking to you, he’ll come
after me again. Do you know what it feels like, to be HUMILIATED in
front of everyone?”

Yes, I do! I wanted to tell him that, but for
some reason, I just couldn’t. All I could do was stare at Josh as
he stared back angrily.

Wow…. did I do this?

How could I make A PERSON genuinely feel like
this?

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Josh shook his
head and looked to the ground, taking a deep breath. “I gotta go,”
he mumbled and left me standing on the sidewalk, stewing in his
truth, and in my own guilt that grew nine heads.

So… the guilty verdict… still alive and well….
WONDERFUL.

From sweet breakfast hell this morning, to my failure
to make things right again with Josh… today, so far, was not going
well… like at all.

So tragic… Sigh… goodbye mental health…. hello
mental hospital.

Wow… News flash. I’m a drama queen.

I followed the crowd down the sidewalk, stopping by
the parking lot entrance. A car roared passed us, turning into the
school parking lot. I recognized the car immediately. Holding back
my smile, my heart fluttered.

James sped past others in the parking lot and swiftly
parked his black SUV. Despite his arrogance on the road, he was a
very good driver.

While everyone crossed, I stayed back and stared at
the parking lot. I felt like I was watching a commercial about high
school popularity. It was all very slow-mo. James got out of his
car with ease, lifted his backward baseball cap off his head and
ran his fingers through his wavy brown locks that shined underneath
the sunny morning sky. He’s not alone for even a second before his
friends from all across the parking lot joined him by the trunk of
his car, slapping hands, knuckling each other’s shoulders, and all
that “bro” stuff.

Then the girls came…. ugh.

Squealing.

Acting like idiots at the sight of him… and the rest
of his friends.

Kill me now!

“Hey James!”

“Oh my God, he’s looking at me!”

“Looking good, Lawson!”

“You need to call me!”

“How come you didn’t dance with us last night!”

“Or come party with us afterwards!”

My face grew hot as monster jealousy engulfed me.
They were being so disrespectful. They knew James and me were
together – together, as in boyfriend and girlfriend. Oh
god! I’m making myself sick.

Forcing myself to look away, I checked for Jenna by
the steps and couldn’t see her. It was still a bit early for her to
arrive. I looked back at the parking lot and the situation hadn’t
changed.

But screw it. Something needed to change.

And that was ME.

I needed COURAGE.

I needed FEARLESSNESS.

I needed to be CARELESS, WILD and FREE.

My heart was pounding like crazy, and simply
breathing had turned into a three-step process. New decisions were
about to be made. Life as I knew it…. was about to change.

YOU. CAN. DO. THIS.

Plot twist. Old Annabelle would have scampered off,
stewing in anxiety; over a situation she apparently had NO CONTROL
over. New Annabelle, well she stewed in a mixed bag of nerves,
anger and anxiety, but her legs moved in THAT direction, you know…
inside the parking lot.

BECAUSE I WAS TOTALLY GOING TO DO THIS.

One foot over the sidewalk and onto the parking lot
pavement, my mission was set. I was going to walk over to my man,
and the happy go lucky “popular people”…. and… and… um and…. and….
OH NO!

Nausea and light-headedness struck me like an angry
slap to the face. Fear was back with a vengeance, bursting my
bubble of confidence into smithereens, leaving me more vulnerable
than before, because at least on the sidewalk I’d been safe.

Mayday! Mayday! Mission not complete…. mission not
complete…. mission not complete!

I can’t do this! There are too many perfect type
people out here!

But James is here, and I want to be with him right
now.

But I’m scared. All those people…. they’ll look at
me funny.

So what! Why are you letting them rule your
life?

There was more to this problem than I was letting on,
though. Watching him shine brightly, being happy and carefree, all
without me was a sucker punch to the gut. Another huge slap to the
face, AKA... the ultimate reality check.

Shaking off my issues, I rushed over to the patch of
grass that lined the parking lot. If I couldn’t walk up to the
physical description of “Popularity Under the Sun”, then I’d simply
just hide out behind his car until his personal fan club scampered
off to go fix their hair, or reapply their lip gloss.

I ducked low until I finally made it in front of
James’s black SUV and turned upright, feeling ridiculous. Not only
did I probably look like a creeper, I was acting like an idiot,
too. I was a scaredy cat, all while my boyfriend and his friends
chilled by the trunk of his car, laughing and joking out loud….
like they owned the parking lot. I turned and faced the school,
leaning against the hood of his car, which was slightly hot. But I
didn’t care; the burning sensation was a welcome, taking my mind
off my stupid anxiety. I took calm breaths and watched people walk
by, heading inside school, which reminded me, Jenna would probably
be showing up soon.

“What are you doing?”

That voice sent waves of nervousness through my body.
My heart hammered, because the cat was out of the bag and I,
Annabelle Simms, had been discovered. I quickly leaned off his hood
and stepped away, standing back on the patch of grass, looking
between the SUV and the red car beside it.

Standing there with his muscular arms crossed, with
his dark blue shirt tightening over his broad chest, James smirked
at me.

His friends stayed back, but his crowd of followers
looked our way with weird expressions on their face, obviously
confused why their “star” wasn’t gracing them with his presence
anymore. My anxiety hit the roof. My in-house thermometer hit red,
about to burst. My stomach filled with butterflies. My vision went
wonky. My balance became borderline dangerous, and all I had to say
to that was, thank God for the patch of grass underneath me…. all
the better to fall.

His crowd of followers fucked off, probably realizing
he wouldn’t be acknowledging them, not while I was here anyway. At
least that’s what I wanted to believe.

“Hi,” I finally said, locked in his hypnotizing
stare.

His smirk vanished.

Our reunion wasn’t so amusing anymore.

Everything about this situation was stupid.

And completely unnecessary.

We’d texted earlier and everything had been fine. But
I was the one who’d made things weird again, which I seemed to do a
lot since meeting him back in August. Making things weird was a
talent of mine, and it also must have been in my DNA, because I
could turn any situation into a weird one.

But… he knew me. He knew I acted like this, not
because I wanted to be difficult, but because I couldn’t help
it.

Narrowing his beautiful green eyes, staring at me
seriously, and intensely, he crossed over between his car and the
red one beside him, and before I could react and make things weird
again, his strong arms went around my bottom and I was up in his
arms, with a full view of the roof of his car. I shivered from the
feel of his arms, flexing, and hugging my body. My heart hammered
in anxiety – times a million. I did my best to remain composed as I
wrapped my legs automatically, and tightly around his waist…. which
was wonderful and incredibly scary, because HELLO we were the
visual description of attention seeking.

“Hi,” he whispered.

I gulped my nerves back and inhaled air. “Hi,”

We were in our own bubble where everything around us
went silent. I felt heat from the sun… and his body. Goose bumps
trailed down my arms. Another shiver shot down my spine. My heart
skipped beats. My breathing was slow and steady, yet rough at the
same time. My body felt electric up in his arms. An intense heat
stirred deep in my belly, down to my core. Something new was in
control now. But despite all that, James was the remedy to my
anxiety.

His lips brushed over my lips, soft at first, then
hungry, fast, breathless, full of feeling and intensity. This kiss
was serious, but very public. Exhibitionist worthy… probably not,
but still, kissing passionately in public would never be easy.



*~*~*



ANNABELLE



Lunch was supposed to be easy for me today. I had
every intention of ordering a burger and smothering lots of ketchup
on it, and then I’d eat it.

But that wasn’t going to happen thanks to Donna
Tallins, Royal Heights High’s bona fide psychopath with a French
manicure. Her obsession with serving the “cold hard truth” was
beginning to get really old.

“Go and bother someone else. I
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