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WAS I A MURDERER IN a past life? I must have been because my life feels like a divine punishment.

I shiver, hugging myself. I’m naked in the women’s locker room at the country club. Why don’t I just put some clothes on, you might be wondering? Well, half an hour ago, Janice Chance — my former best friend and current psychotic bully — cut my clothes into ribbons, then burned the pieces of fabric right in front of me.

“Have fun walking home naked, whore,” she said before her minions and she left me alone in the locker room. 

Tears sting my eyes. A year ago, Janice and I loved each other like sisters. Then her sleazy boyfriend Logan tried to force himself on me in his girlfriend’s fucking bedroom. When Janice caught us in a compromising position on her bed, I told her what had happened and that Logan was a creep. But he told her that I was a lying slut and that I was the one who tried to seduce him.

I was her best friend of 13 years. I thought she would believe me over a guy she dated for six months.

I was wrong.

After she threw me out of her house, she promised that she would make my life a living hell.

She’s more than kept her promise.

As the only scholarship student in my grade at the Edith Wharton Academy for Young Adults, my rich classmates already had a low opinion of me. But my friendship with Janice Chance — aka the Academy’s unofficial queen bee — forced them to treat me politely. Once Janice ended our friendship, however, so did my classmates’ obligation to treat me with any semblance of respect. Now, not a day goes by without someone calling me a low class slut or putting shit in my locker or trying to trip me.

Because it’s Sunday, I thought I wouldn’t have to deal with any of Janice’s bullshit today. But then she and her posse showed up at the country club where I work as a waitress. At first, they just hung out by the pool and stayed away from me. Alas, the bitches were leading me into a false sense of security. When I made the foolish decision to go to the locker room to change out of my work uniform after the end of my shift, they cornered me, then proceeded to take my clothes and my dignity.

I lay my head against the wall. As there is no one around to see me, I allow a single tear to fall down my cheek. Even if I did attempt to steal Janice’s sleazy boyfriend, my punishment hardly fits the crime. Maybe Janice would be entitled to slap me or punch me, but not to fucking terrorize me for over a year.

Sighing, I get up and look around the locker room for anything to cover me up. After finding absolutely zero clothes, I stare at the moldy shower curtains, wondering if I should take one down and wear it as a makeshift dress. I shake my head. I’m desperate but not that desperate.

Then I come across a pile of white towels and feel like singing, “Hallelujah!” They’re not clothes, but they’re clean and they’ll cover up my private parts. I grab a towel and wrap it around my body.

Before I leave the locker room, I let out a deep breath. It’s a small mercy that Janice decided to destroy my clothes after the country club closed for the day, so at least no one is going to see me leave the club in nothing but a towel.

Or so I thought.

When I step out of the locker room, I see a man staring at me from across the room. And it’s not just any man. It’s Sam Chance.

Aka my bully’s dad.

He lifts his eyebrows. “Chuhua?”

At the sound of his deep voice, I run back into the locker room.

“Chuhua!” he shouts behind me.

Only when I’m deep inside the locker room do I feel safe enough to stop and catch my breath. Because there’s no way that Mr. Chance is going to follow me into the women’s locker room.

Once again, I am wrong.

My eyes leap out of their sockets when Mr. Chance marches toward me with a determined look on his handsome face. Oh my God, why did I think “handsome face?” I mean, he is handsome, but now is not the time to think about how attractive my nemesis’s dad is.

I attempt to run away, but because I’m a short girl who’s not a particularly fast runner and he is a tall man who is especially fit for his age, he grabs me before I can escape.

“Chuhua, why are you running away from me?” he asks. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

But your demon spawn has. My face grows hot. I become acutely, painfully conscious of how I’m wearing nothing but a towel.

“Is everything okay?” he asks.

I snap, “Your daughter is the reason why I’m only wearing a towel, so everything is not okay!” As if I haven’t suffered enough humiliation, I start sobbing. How could Janice, a girl who I loved like she was my own flesh and blood, be so cruel to me? And over some fucking boy?

“What are you talking about?”

I glare at him through my tears. “She burned my clothes. Congratulations by the way for raising a psycho.”

“What?” he exclaims. “Why the hell would she do that? Aren’t you and Janice supposed to be best friends?”

I give him an incredulous look. Damn, he’s out of the loop. Though I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised by his ignorance. Two years ago, Janice’s parents went through a nasty divorce. When they married, they were both poor but in love. Then when Janice was in middle school, Mr. Chance got ridiculously lucky with a couple of investments, and he basically became a millionaire overnight.

But his net worth wasn’t the only thing that changed. Soon, Janice’s mother went from a generous woman who didn’t care about money to a materialistic shrew who only cared about money. Mr. Chance got fed up with her and filed for divorce. And to really piss off Janice’s mom, he refused to give her a cent of alimony and requested full custody of Janice. In retaliation, Mrs. Chance countersued for full custody of their daughter and a million dollars of child support per year. Although Janice sided with her dad, the judge didn’t, and she granted Mrs. Chance both the full custody and child support. And to rub salt in the wound, Mrs. Chance only allows her ex-husband to see Janice a couple of times a year, so he must miss out on a lot of things about my former friend’s life.

“Well, we’re not friends anymore,” I say. “Now can you let go of me? I need to go home.”

He frowns, noticeably not letting go of me. “Are you going to walk home?”

“Well, yeah.” Unlike most of my classmates, I don’t have a fancy car or a chauffeur. When Janice and I were on good terms, she would give me rides in her pink Porsche. Now, however, I either have to walk or take the bus. And there’s no way in hell I’m going on a bus in my current state.

“I can’t let you walk home in a towel. Let me give you a ride.”

My insides twist as his violet eyes linger on my towel and how much it does not cover. While the idea of walking home in a towel doesn’t fill me with joy, neither does the idea of getting into a confined space with my bully’s father. But it’s dark and cold outside, and a small Chinese girl walking alone at night while wearing nothing but a towel sounds like a recipe for a Dateline special.

“Okay,” I say.

Eliciting a sound of surprise from me, he scoops me up.

“Um, why are you carrying me?” I ask.

“I can’t let you walk barefoot,” he replies.

My pulse quickens. I can’t help noticing Mr. Chance’s scent and taking pleasure in it. He smells like fresh laundry with a hint of vanilla. And fuck, he is handsome. Most dads in my town have receding hairlines or no hair at all, but he has a full head of sexily messy auburn hair. I have to stop myself from running my fingers through it. An unbidden thought enters my mind: I’m 18, so... I mentally shake my head, refusing to finish the thought. Sam may be one fine man, but he’s twice my age and the father of my demonic ex-best-friend.

“What were you doing at the country club after hours?” I ask.

“I prefer to play squash by myself, so in exchange for a generous sum of money, the owner lets me play in the club after closing time.”

“Oh.” Yet another rich person thing I cannot relate to. Even before Janice made me into a pariah, I always felt like an outcast at the Academy. On the first day of school, while my classmates would talk about their luxurious vacations in a villa in France or a five star resort in the Bahamas, I silently thought about my unglamorous and shitty summer jobs.

He asks, “Why didn’t you call your mom to pick you up?”

“I don’t have a cell phone.” And even if I did have one, I couldn’t expect my mom to pick me up. Most nights, she’s too drunk to do anything but turn on the TV. A few years ago, she would maybe have a glass of wine once a week. Then my dad died of a brain aneurysm. To make the pain of losing him go away, she picked up a bottle of whiskey, then another and another.

My heart aches. I miss Dad, and I miss the mother Mom used to be. Before he died, I could tell my parents about any little problem I had, and they would take care of it. I know that if Dad were
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