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      For my parents, the Scorpio who gave me passion, and the Virgo who taught me responsibility.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “There are things known and there are things unknown, and in between are the doors of perception.”

        ALDOUS HUXLEY
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      Stacy Martin stashed a few prescription pills in her clutch.

      You never know when these might come in handy.

      She never intended on using them to drug someone else. Deranged psychopaths did that for unimaginable reasons. Not her. Besides, she didn’t share things well, and she sure as hell would never spare one of her feel good, little round bits of magic. But she had. And the power she felt after the first time she witnessed someone losing consciousness sent her on a three-day high. An instant addiction.

      She admired the way her homecoming dress hugged her body in all the right places. Clasping a designer gold belt around her waist, she smiled at all the possibilities to wreak havoc on the students of Newport Beach High School. Who should her victim de jour be? Aries Dade topped the list, seeing as how she had become a major thorn in Stacy’s side. She took pleasure in tormenting Aries. It had become her mode of survival, like breathing or drinking water.

      Pulling out a small flask, she took a sip of vodka. Shivering, she put it back in her clutch. She applied lipstick, blotting with pleasure. Any guy would be lucky to be going to the dance with her. Speaking of guys, she called her partner in crime, Greg Reed.

      As she waited for him to answer, she chuckled. She liked the name Greg better than his actual name.

      “Hello,” he said, sounding distracted.

      “Hi. What are you doing?”

      “The same thing everybody is doing, getting ready for the dance. What do you want?”

      “To tell you how good I look.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “You’ll see,” she sang the words.

      “Is that it?”

      “Yes. For now.” The doorbell rang. “Bye Greg, see you soon.”

      “Stop call—”

      She hung up and greeted her date with a smile.

      He stood with his mouth agape. “Wow.”

      It must have been the only word the moron could articulate.

      “I’m glad you like.” She slowly turned and paused so he could admire her backside. She relaxed her mouth, almost feeling sorry for her prey. She turned to face him, with her smile beaming again. “Come in.”
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        * * *

      

      After Greg hung up with Stacy, he prayed a silent prayer. “Dear God, please don’t let anything bad happen to anyone tonight.”

      He wrapped his tie around his neck and folded and looped it the way his dad had taught him. He maneuvered into his coat, holding out his arms and admiring the perfect fit. Something about the way it made his chest and shoulders stand out gave him a boost of confidence. Splashing on cologne, he relaxed.

      As Greg headed out the front door, the porch light flickered on and off three times. He glanced around, confirming he was alone. He could fix the light later. He took a few steps down the path when a muffled song began to play, sending a chill down his spine.

      The song played from his cell phone. He pulled it out of his pocket. Somehow the alarm was going off, but Greg hadn’t set any alarms, and he never would have set it to play that song. He collected himself, now more pissed than scared. He called her.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked. 

      Stacy whispered, “What are you talking about?”

      “How did you set my alarm? Were you at my house today?”

      “Hold on,” she whispered again. A moment later, she said in her usual tone, “No, I wasn’t at your house. And why are you raising your voice at me? I haven’t done anything.” She paused. “Yet.”

      “Well, whatever sick joke you’re playing, don’t waste it on me. I’m the only one who knows everything about you.”

      “Again, would you please tell me what you’re talking about?” she asked.

      “My alarm on my phone just went off, and I didn’t set it.”

      She laughed. “Get a grip. So what, maybe you did and you don’t remember. Like a while ago you wanted to remind yourself that tonight’s homecoming. It’s nothing to freak out over.”

      He couldn’t get rid of the goose bumps on his arms. “It’s not just the alarm. The song that played, it’s...it’s creepy, and I don’t think it's a coincidence.” He said the name of the song and tried to remember how to breathe while he waited for her to respond.

      A moment later, she said, “Jake Coleman’s favorite song.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Do you think somebody knows what really happened to him?”

      “No. I think you’re being stupid and paranoid.”

      Shaking his head, he hung up on her. 

      “She can’t get away with this any longer,” he said, staring at his phone.

      The song played again.
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      Aries stood on the beach, taking in the beauty before her. Sensing a spirit trying to break through, she did her best to ignore him. The spirit was the boy who had helped her a while back. She should listen to him, but as the soft blue sky changed into brilliant colors of pink and burgundy, she tuned him out. She almost felt normal. She refused to let a warning from the other side spoil her moment.

      Pushing all the clamor from the spirits aside, she glanced out at the ocean as she sensed, more than heard, him approach. “Thank you for meeting me on the beach.”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “It doesn’t get much better than this.”

      “The sunset?” she asked.

      “I meant you.” He admired her for a moment. “You look just like your mother when she was your age.”

      She smiled. “You like what your girlfriend did?” Aries pulled a strand of her hair in for closer examination.

      He nodded. “You’d look beautiful no matter what, Kiddo. But yes, she did good work.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” she said, using all her strength to hold back the tears pooling in her eyes.

      He nudged her. “You okay with Kimberly helping you today?”

      She shrugged. “I guess.”

      “I was worried,” he said. “She means well.”

      “I know. I’m thankful for her help, but—”

      “It’s not the same,” he said, with a sympathetic look.

      Aries bit her bottom lip. “I guess I always pictured Mom…” She covered her face, unable to complete her sentence.

      Ryan pulled her close to him. “Me too, Kiddo,” he whispered. “Me too.”

      She clung onto him, trying to be brave.

      He rubbed her back. “I love you.”

      She pulled away as he squeezed the bill of his cap. “I love you, too,” she said.

      A set of waves turned into whitewash as she tried to keep her hair from blowing in the wind. “Mom would’ve loved this sunset.”

      “She’d be taking pictures as we speak,” he said. “You know this was one of her favorite beaches. She always talked about raising you here. I bet she’s up there, happy as could be for you.” He pointed at the clouds.

      “I miss her so much.”

      “Me too.”

      She shielded her eyes from the sun. “What do you miss the most?”

      “That’s tough. There’s so much I miss about your mom.” He rubbed his chin. “One thing would have to be the way her smile lit up a room.”

      Aries smiled.

      “But then I look at you, and you not only light up the room, you put on your own fireworks show.”

      She laughed. “You always know how to cheer me up.”

      He gave her a one-armed hug. “Good. Let’s go home and get you warm.”

      She hadn’t realized she’d been shivering.

      When they entered the apartment, they found Kimberly sitting on the couch, sipping a glass of wine. “There you guys are. I was getting worried.”

      Aries sat next to her. “We weren’t gone long. I wanted to watch the sunset.”

      Kimberly grinned. “How was it?”

      Aries turned toward her father. “Perfect.”

      Kimberly smiled at Ryan, most likely celebrating the fact that Aries chose to sit next to her. Aries felt immature for holding a grudge against her. Kimberly never did anything wrong; she just wasn’t her mother. Nobody ever could be. But nobody should have to try.

      Kimberly turned toward her and said, “You look so pretty and…” she paused before adding, “happy.”

      Aries nodded. “I am.”

      The feeling of bliss wouldn’t last long, as various spirits demanded entry into her head. Understanding her life would always be invaded by the other side, she let go of her bliss and focused on the voices to see if anything clear would come through. The boy who tried to get her attention on the beach confirmed her feeling as he said, “Nothing is perfect.”

      Obviously. My mom’s dead.

      “Yes,” he said. “And I know why.”
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      Aries tried to appear normal as Kimberly and Ryan conversed, but on the inside she was losing it.

      Who are you? she asked, even though it was useless to try to communicate with the boy. She had already lost the connection.

      Kimberly got up and walked toward the kitchen. “Can I get you guys anything?” She held up her glass. “I could use a refill.”

      “I’ll take a beer,” Ryan said. “Kiddo?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      The doorbell rang.

      Ryan got up to answer the door, letting Aries’ date inside. The two engaged in a firm handshake for a moment. Why couldn’t her father relax and be normal?

      “Hi.” Cory waved at her, appearing a little nervous. Aries smiled, slouching as her dad stared at the two of them.

      Kimberly had perfect timing, entering the room and distracting Ryan’s gaze. Aries hadn’t paid much attention to Kimberly’s attire before, but with Cory in the room, she grimaced at her cut-off jean shorts and low-cut tank top, with more of her skin revealed than covered. Aries rolled her eyes, embarrassed by Kimberly’s taste in wardrobe.

      “You sure are cute,” Kimberly blurted out. “Hi, I’m Ryan’s girlfriend, Kimberly.” She set down the drinks and looked him over.

      Even though Kimberly had grown on Aries throughout the day, she couldn’t keep from cringing at the word “girlfriend.”

      Cory held out his hand, but Kimberly embraced him in a big hug. Cory stiffened as he hugged her back.

      “Let’s take pictures,” Kimberly said. “Ryan, hand me my phone.”

      “I’ve got it,” Ryan said. He took a few pictures. Walking over, he showed them to Aries. “Your mom would’ve been so proud of you,” he whispered, hugging her.

      Cory stared at Kimberly. Is he checking her out? Aries ran her hand through her hair. Maybe she wasn’t flashy enough for him?

      “Have we met before?” Cory asked. “You look familiar. I’ve been trying to place where I might know you from.”

      Kimberly laughed. “No.” She shrugged. “Maybe I look like somebody you know.”

      Cory narrowed his eyes. “Maybe.” Turning toward Aries, he said, “Ready?”

      After they said their goodbyes and Ryan had made his fatherly speech, Aries sped out of the house.

      Once they were inside Cory’s SUV, she asked, “You really think you know my dad’s girlfriend?”

      “Yes,” he said. “The question is, from where? And the way she looked at me makes me think she knows the answer.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I never forget a face, or a…” His face flushed.

      Aries raised a brow. “Or a body like hers?”

      “Well, yeah, something like that.”

      She stared out the window, expecting him to start the vehicle.  Putting his hand on her leg instead, he said, “Did I tell you how beautiful you look tonight?”

      “No.”

      He smiled. “Well, you do. You’re gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you had me worried.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “When I couldn’t get ahold of you today, I thought maybe it was because you changed your mind.”

      She became aware of the sweet aura of Gladys, and she didn’t have the strength to keep Gladys from sending her a message.

      “Look at how handsome CJ is. You two make my heart sing.”

      Pressing her feet together, Aries stayed present and refrained from speaking out loud. He looks better than I imagined in a suit and tie. Your grandson makes me happy, Gladys. And not having my mom here with me today, I didn’t know if that emotion was possible. But Cory somehow helps me with the stabbing pain I’ve felt in my chest since the day she passed.

      Cory interrupted her conversation with Gladys. “Well?” he asked.

      “Sorry. No, not at all.”

      He laughed. “You sure know how to make a guy sweat over here.”

      “You, Cory Douglas, stud quarterback?”

       “You’re right, I knew all along. I mean...” He pointed at himself, still holding his keys.

      “Right.” She pushed his chest. “It’s been a rough day. I miss my mom even more than usual. I always pictured her helping me get ready for my first dance. Definitely not my dad’s girlfriend.”

      He placed his hand back on her thigh. “I hadn’t thought about that. I’m sorry.”

      She nodded, the feeling of his touch easing some of the pain. She distracted herself by checking the time. “We should go to Piper’s house. I’m sure everyone is there by now.”

      He thought for a moment. “You know what, how about we skip the group dinner and go somewhere just the two of us before the dance?”

      Her entire face lit up. “Really? I love that idea.”

      “Wow, with that reaction I would’ve never mentioned meeting the gang in the first place.”

      He started the engine. “Where should we eat?”

      She shrugged.

      “I got it.” He put the car in gear and headed for the coastal highway as they drove south. They listened to music as she basked in the relief of not having to eat a meal with the P-pack. Cory pulled into a restaurant tucked into one of the retail areas off the Balboa Peninsula. Luckily, the restaurant had a last-minute cancelation, and they were seated right away. Cory pulled the chair back for her. Taking his seat, he scanned the menu.

      “What sounds good?”

      “Everything.” She couldn’t decide, mostly because all the options seemed overpriced.

      “I know what you’ll like,” he said, placing a napkin in his lap.

      When the server came to the table, Cory ordered steak and lobster for the two of them, a meal she’d only had one other time. Her dad had made it for her fourteenth birthday. Little did either of them know, it would be the last birthday she’d have with her mother still alive. For some reason, Elizabeth didn’t make it home in time to eat with them, but the taste of steak and lobster took away any disappointment from the lack of effort on her mother’s part. Aries hadn’t let herself question why her mother wasn’t there, on her birthday of all days, until now. Maybe because she died three days later.

      Where were you, Mom? Laguna Beach?

      “You okay?” Cory asked. “We can order something else.”

      “No, everything is wonderful.” She pulled apart a roll, spreading butter on it. “This place is really nice.” She took a bite, glancing around the room. “And expensive. You should’ve just ordered me a salad.”

      “Nonsense. Only the best for you.” His smile made her feel as though it was Christmas morning when her mother was still alive.

      She struggled with more than her feelings for Cory. She didn’t belong where she was at that moment, dressed up, in a fancy restaurant with the most popular boy in her school. It was as though she had won a radio contest, the prize being a night out with her favorite celebrity.

      Over dinner, they talked about movies, television shows, and music. She relaxed, forgetting about her surroundings, finally feeling as though she belonged.

      “So, you’re saying your all-time favorite movie is the Sandlot?” She laughed.

      “What do you have against the Sandlot? Yes, it has baseball, friendship, and the innocence of childhood. Oh, and don’t forget the dog.”

      “I’ve never seen it.”

      His eyes grew big. “What? It only has one of the best quotes in movie history.”

      “Well, don’t waste it on me, because I won’t know it.”

      “If we weren’t going to the dance, I’d take you home right now to watch it. Next weekend, don’t make any plans.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I can see you’re very passionate about it. But I thought you’d pick a football movie.”

      “Football is a sport; baseball is life.”

      “Is that a quote from the movie?”

      “No, I just thought of it right now.”

      She took a sip of water. “Wouldn’t most boys choose being the starting quarterback over baseball?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But my dad doesn’t like baseball.”

      “Got it.”

      “Alright, your turn, what’s your favorite movie?”

      Biting her bottom lip, she thought for a moment. She couldn’t share her favorite movie with him. It brought up too many memories of her mother. They had watched The Notebook together a dozen times and cried just as hard each time.

      “Don’t do that with your lips,” Cory said.

      The look in his eyes expressed his desire for her, and she was thankful he didn’t press the movie question. “What do you mean?” she asked, biting her lip again.

      “Never mind, you can keep doing it all night.”

      She laughed. Cory’s face turned serious as his gaze drifted beyond her. Turning back, she asked, “What is it?”

      He shook his head. “Hold on, I’ll be right back.” He got up and walked toward the restrooms.

      Eating the tiny amount of food left on her plate, she refrained from licking it clean. She could eat at least two more servings.

      The problem with expensive restaurants is, the portion sizes are too small.

      “I know, right?” the boy from the other side concurred.

      Shocked, she said, Look, you seem nice, and I thank you for helping me with my dad, but who are you, and what do you want?

      He said a long sentence, but all she could pick up was “Joel.”

      Is your name Joel?

      He said something that had more syllables, but she couldn’t detect it, so again she asked, Joel?

      “Sure.”

      What do you want? Do you have a message for someone I know?

      He began with a muffled sentence again. She glanced over her shoulder. She couldn’t keep up with his energy due to the crowd of people. She’d have to try to contact him when she was alone.

      Cory walked toward her as Joel continued talking. She interrupted him. Do you know Cory?

      “Yes.”

      Cory sat down, staring at a booth on the other side of the room, and said, “I think I might know where I’ve seen Kimberly before.”

      “Where?” Aries turned her head back, recognizing the man Cory had his eyes on. “Is that—”

      Cory nodded. “Camden Price. And I think he dated Kimberly.”

      “No. He’s married.”

      He sighed. “So was my dad.”

      “Right.”

      “And I can tell you he’s not with his wife right now.”

      “Who’s he with?”

      “Look for yourself.”

      Aries sneaked a quick peek, turning back toward Cory with her mouth open. “Miss Townsend.”

      “Yep.”

      “Mirage,” Joel said.

      “What?” she accidentally asked.

      “Yes,” Cory responded.

      “Promise me something,” Joel said.

      Why could she clearly understand him now? Okay.

      “When I tell you to go home tonight, you will.”

      Why?

      “You’re in danger.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      On the ride over to the dance, Aries’ mind raced with questions about Joel’s message.

      Danger? Gladys, do you know who Joel is?

      Cory pulled into the parking lot, avoided a parade of limousines, and found a spot to park. Before turning off the ignition, he said, “I think it’s best if we don’t mention Mr. Price.”

      “I agree.”

      As they walked toward the hotel entrance, a swarm of students tried to be discreet with their cell phones as they took pictures of the two of them, most failing miserably. Aries felt like she was back on the radio contest date again and the paparazzi had been tipped off as to the location of the celebrity.

      She tried to smile. The pictures were bound to end up on Newport Dish, which she vowed never to look at again. The comments about her were cruel and made her feel horrible about herself.

      Cory checked his phone. “It’s Michael. They’re just arriving.” He scanned the parking lot. “Over there.”

      The P-pack and their dates stepped out of a limo. The girls looked exquisite, as though they were walking down the red carpet, anticipating winning an Academy Award. They greeted her and Cory, and obviously they had been drinking. They were all ecstatic, with a lot of “woos” coming from the girls, followed with laughter.

      “Ohmigod, I’m so glad you guys are here,” Paige said. She looked stunning, by far the best Aries had ever seen her look. “I love your hair.”

      Aries blushed. “Thank you.”

      “Ha. Are you trying to be like us?” Peyton asked.

      Piper put her arm around Aries. “Don’t listen to her.” She glared at Peyton. “So, she has a few highlights framing her face, I’d highly doubt she’s going for blonde. And why would she with that gorgeous mocha color? She looks amazing.”

      Aries felt invisible, as though they were having a conversation without her there. “Here, you want some?” Piper held up a Gatorade bottle. “You guys need to catch up to us.”

      Cory took a sip. “What’s in this?”

      “Rum punch.” Piper hugged Paige. “Compliments of this one.”

      Aries shook her head when Cory held up the bottle to her.

      “Relax,” Iris, Peyton’s cousin twice removed, said. “Peyton is green with envy over you. Don’t listen to a word she says. Her dress is so tight, she can barely breathe. She’s miserable. Not to mention it’s her time of the month. She thinks she looks fat. And her looks are all that matter to her.”

      Thank you, Iris. Aries glanced over at Peyton, who acted as though she didn’t have a care in the world. It really helps to know she’s as uncomfortable as I am.

      They herded through the art deco lobby, along with a mass of other students, making their way toward the ballroom, which looked more like a wedding than a high school dance. After they took pictures, Piper said, “Let’s dance.”

      The P-pack cheered and gathered all the male attention as they shook their perfect bodies in the middle of the dance floor. Aries stood alone by an empty table. Cory should’ve been more attentive to her, but he was talking with Michael, Brandon, and Danny.

      Hey Joel, are you here? she asked. Now would be a great time for you to tell me to leave.

      From the dance floor, Piper motioned for Aries to join them. What was worse, looking pathetic standing alone, or looking like an idiot trying to dance? She chose idiot.

      “Right on,” Piper said, dancing sexy next to her.

      A few minutes later, the P-pack collectively stopped dancing. Did she look that bad?

      Paige grabbed Peyton’s arm. “Is that? No.”

      Piper stared at the entrance of the ballroom.

      “Oh. My. God,” Peyton said.

      “What’s the matter?” Aries couldn’t understand who could cause so much drama for the P-pack. They all ignored her and continued to stare at the door area.

       “What is she doing here?” Paige asked.

      Peyton shook her head. “No clue.”

      “And with my brother, what the hell?” Paige curled her lip. 

      The girl standing by the door whispered into her date’s ear, then sauntered over. The P-pack’s eyes were glued on the girl.

      “Well, well, well, look who’s back,” Piper said. “Poppy Davenport.”

      Poppy hugged the P-pack. “Hey, you guys have room for one more?”

      Did Poppy ignore Aries on purpose? Or was she focused on the sour look washed across Peyton’s face?

      Downright gorgeous, Poppy had something special about her, the something all popular girls exuded. Are they born with the ‘it’ factor?

      “How’d you two get into the dance?” Peyton asked. “One of you at least has to attend Newport High, and DB already graduated.”

      Poppy looked Peyton up and down. “Piper didn’t tell you?”

      Piper was oblivious as she ignored the conversation and danced. Aries had seen that look before. Piper had more than alcohol in her system.

      “Tell me what?” Peyton asked.

      “I got back in.”

      Peyton snorted. “I don’t understand. You were expelled.”

      “Well, I’m officially a Dolphin again.”

      “Since when?” Peyton still looked confused.

      “Since your money-grubbing dad needed a big donation for his campaign.”

      Peyton shook her head. “But the principal—”

      “Mr. Haggerty likes to win championships.” Poppy looked at her nails. “Girls’ tennis is a sure thing with me back on the team.”

      Peyton curled her lip as her eye twitched.

      “The more important question is, what are you doing with my brother?” Paige asked.

      Instead of acknowledging Paige, Poppy directed her response at Peyton. “Derek and I are a couple.”

      Peyton stormed off, heading straight for Poppy’s date. She grabbed Derek’s arm, guiding him out of the room. Poppy stood, gloating.

      “What happened with Troy?” Paige asked.

      “Boy toy Troy?” Poppy said. “He was just for fun. I think he’s back with Jamie. Gross.”

      The DJ slowed things down as the lights dimmed. Cory walked over, taking Aries’ hand and leading her in a slow dance. With his hands wrapped around her hips, she couldn’t concentrate. Time had stopped as butterflies swarmed around inside her stomach. Stepping methodically to the beat, she rested her head on his shoulder. She silently prayed for the song not to end, savoring every moment of being close to Cory. But the good vibes disappeared when Poppy’s eyes remained fixed on her for the rest of the song.

      The DJ tried to get the crowd excited and then played a popular hip-hop song. Cory looked adorable as he danced to the fast beat. “Are you having a good time?” he shouted over the music.

      “Now that you’re here,” she said, getting bumped from behind.

      “Excuse me,” Poppy said. “But I haven’t seen my friend here in a while.” She cut in front of Aries and hugged Cory, whispering in his ear. The two began dancing.

      Aries walked back to a table, feeling more out of place than ever. A couple minutes later, Piper sat next to her. “Here.” She handed her the bottle of rum punch.

      Aries took a sip and followed it with ice water.

      “Yeah, thought you might’ve needed that.” Piper’s eyes were glazed over. “I probably shouldn’t be…” She hiccupped and continued to slur her words together. “Hey, that rhymed.” Hiccup. “I shouldn’t tell you, but.” Hiccup. “Hold on.” She gulped down the rest of the punch and waited a moment. “Ah, better.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Who, what?” Piper asked.

      “You were going to tell me something.”

      “Who?”

      Aries stared at her. “Are you serious?” How could someone that pretty and smart, with a rock star father, act so stupid? Aries wanted to be anywhere but there.

      Now Joel, is this a good time to go home?

      “What’s wrong?” Piper asked.

      Aries couldn’t exactly say, “You.” Although Piper wouldn’t remember anyway. Instead, she stared at Cory dancing with Poppy.

      Piper analyzed her. “I know what I wanted to tell you. Cory loves her.”

      “Poppy?”

      “Oh God, yeah, everybody knows that. Wait.” She squinted at Aries for a moment.

      Aries gave her a skeptical look.

      “You’re not supposed to know.”

      “Why not?”

      Piper pushed her arm. “Because Cory likes you.”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      “Good,” Piper said. “Let’s go dance.”

      They met everyone on the dance floor, including Peyton and Derek, and Peyton acted a little less miserable.

      Cory grabbed Aries. “There you are. I want to dance with you.”

      Sure. He liked me, but he loves Poppy. Aries shrugged off the bad feeling and danced with him.

      A moment later, Derek interrupted them. “Douglas, where did you find this fine work of art?”

      Cory made the introductions. Aries curled her lip as Derek held her hand. He said, “Call me DB.”

      Something about him screamed “cheese ball.” He tried to act smooth, but he came off fake and condescending. Maybe being in college made him think he was too cool for high school.

      A techno song came on as strobe lights flashed. Suddenly feeling nauseated, Aries tried to focus. Her eyes went from Cory to the P-pack, back to Cory. She couldn’t tell if the strobe lights were making her dizzy or if the room was actually spinning. She made her way to the table, collapsing into a chair. She rested her head in her hands, trying to remain aware of her surroundings.

      “Go home, now,” Joel said.
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      Greg leaned against the wall, observing the crowd. It was a typical high school dance, with everyone being social and trying to have a good time. He shook his head. Nobody outside the school would ever believe the secrets and lies held by most of these students, which included him. It made him sick how fake some of his friends were. He needed to get out of there, get some fresh air, and clear his mind. But he couldn’t walk away from Stacy, and she was the most fake of them all.

      She looked incredible as she swayed to the beat on the dance floor, knowing how to work both her body and the room. With his eyes focused on her, he had lost track of Aries. He had vowed to keep his eye on her all night, to make sure Stacy didn’t do anything stupid to her, but he’d let Stacy do what she always did, distract him.

      Brushing his hand through his hair, Greg tried to relax. He should’ve paid more attention to Stacy’s mental state the night he lost his good friend, Jake Coleman. Closing his eyes for a moment, Greg tried to recall what Jake had said to Stacy as they walked out the door that horrible night. Drawing a blank, he went over everything he could remember.

      When Greg arrived, everyone seemed to be more mellow than usual; the alcohol hadn’t worked its magic yet. So, he took it upon himself to kick up the festivities a notch, handing out pills like they were candy. It was strange that Jake joined in on the fun, as he usually declined. But Jake seemed tense that night, something Greg hadn’t seen before.

      Thirty minutes later, when everyone felt the effects from the drugs, Greg took Stacy upstairs. When he’d finished having his way with her, she threw on her clothes and rushed out the door. He hung back for a while, so nobody would suspect they’d had sex. He didn’t mind; he enjoyed relaxing in the afterglow.

      When Greg did return to the party, he realized he’d stayed upstairs for no reason. His friends couldn’t complete a sentence, let alone know he’d been missing for a half hour or more. He glanced across the room. Stacy was engrossed in a deep conversation with Jake; Stacy doing a lot of finger pointing, and Jake looking pissed. Then she yelled something at him, and the two of them stormed toward the door. But before they walked out, Jake glared at her, shooting daggers with his eyes, and said something.

      Greg put his hand on his forehead. Think, dummy, what did he say?

       “Hey, man,” his buddy interrupted his thoughts, bringing him back to reality. “Are you okay?”

      More people gathered around.

      “I’m fine,” Greg said.

      His friend punched his arm. “Prove it.” They dragged him onto the dance floor.

      A bead of sweat dripped down his forehead as the words that had eluded him were now crystal clear, hitting him like a physical blow. He could even picture the look on Stacy’s face as Jake yelled at her.

      “I’ll be right back,” Greg said to his friend. He walked outside, the cool air washing over him.

      Jake had said, “I’ll prove it.”

      What did you have to prove, Coleman?
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      Aries lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Luckily, Cory acted cool when they had left the dance early. She blamed it on too much butter with the lobster. But for some reason, she felt fine the moment he dropped her off.

      She tried to fall asleep, but with no luck she said, Joel are you here? Did someone put something in my drink again?

      “No. You wouldn’t be wide awake talking to dead people if they had.”

      She smiled. You’re not Joel.

      “What gave it away?”

      You know, smart-aleck, I used to dread talking to you, but now for some reason I enjoy our conversations.

      “Likewise.”

      What can I do for you, Mr. O?

      “Your problem is you don’t listen. What is it you need from me?”

      Aries rolled her eyes. I don’t have a problem. Were you always this difficult? I feel sorry for your wife.

      “Fiancée. And quite possibly, yes.”

      She shook her head. No, you weren’t, you were fun, and you knew how to make people laugh. I felt it in my core right now. Most likely how your fiancée used to view you. You were a gambler though, one to always take risks.

      “But enough about me,” he said.

      Maybe you’re right, I did call on you. I met a spirit tonight. His name is Joel. Did he go to Newport Beach High School?

      “Let me introduce you to that big physical world you live in. There’s this thing called the Internet, the same thing you used to look me up.”

      She sat up, crossing her arms. Look, Mr. Overzealous jerk, I am not an idiot. I did look him up, but I only found one Joel from last year’s records. He graduated, and he’s attending UCLA. Therefore, living. But I might have the name Joel wrong, since I don’t always understand spirit lingo. And Mr. O, why on Earth would I rely on modern technology when I have the nonphysical world? So there.

      “Because you just said you don’t always understand our lingo.”

      She ripped the sheet back, about to go off on him when he said, “Jeez. Women, you can’t joke with them when you’re living, and note to self, you can’t joke with them when you’re dead. Feel free to pass that line on to a comedian.”

      I’ll be sure to do that. Or you could hold your own comedy special up there.

      “I’m glad you said up.”

      She rested back on her pillow. Can we get back to me?

      “Yes, let’s make this all about you.”

      Well, isn’t that why you’ve contacted me? Or wait, is this all selfish so you can send a message to your fiancée or something? I thought you wanted to help me, and possibly my mom?

      “Slow down, Sport. Clearly, I will not be hosting any comedy shows anytime soon. I was kidding.”

      Oh. She sighed. Sorry.

      “Okay, so back to Joel or what’s his name.”

      Yes. He died young. And he knew Cory.

      “What exactly do you want to know about him?”

      He’s contacting me for a reason. He knows about my mom, and he helped my dad avoid an injury at work. I think I should start with how he died, right? Not letting Mr. O answer, she continued. And there’s something Cory’s grandma told me once that has always bothered me. Aries glanced out the window, focusing on the moon and still of the damp night air. An eerie sensation surged through her as she continued talking to a dead person, but somehow silence seemed worse.

      Mr. O? she waited a moment. “Mr. O,” she said.

      “Yes, I’m here. Remember we had a discussion about loud noises?” He chuckled.

      I take it back; you’re annoying, not funny.

      “A little funny?”

      OK, a little bit, she said. But don’t let it go to your head.

      “No, I mustn’t.”

      She laughed.

      “Oh, and that was funny? You living people have a strange sense of humor.”

      No. I could actually feel you rolling your eyes when you said you mustn’t.

      “You need to tap into those feelings. I was figuratively rolling my eyes, because you know, I don’t have any. You were saying something about Cory’s grandmother.”

      So, you were listening.

      “Well, you wouldn’t let me respond. I wasn’t sure if you were talking to me or to yourself.”

      She smiled. I was talking to you. Anyway, she told me Cory was in some kind of trouble, but he’s not responsible. But I have a feeling Cory does think he’s responsible. Are you following me?

      “Surprisingly, yes.”

      Good. I’m thinking it either has to do with Piper’s DUI or Joel’s death. Maybe even both. I even think the two might be related.

      “Okay.”

      Okay, she repeated. That’s it?

      “What would you like for me to say?”

      You probably already know the answer. You know everything. Including how my mom died, she screamed in her mind. Her face flushed as she fought back her rising frustration. Sitting up, she said, And don’t you dare tell me to keep my voice down.

      “Didn’t even cross my mind.”

      Ahh, you’re so aggravating. Can’t you give me an answer, a clue, something? Anything? A fly maneuvered around the window as she waited for Mr. O to respond.

      She thought she’d lost the connection until she heard him whisper, “Damon LeMoore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          SCORPIO MOON

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Stacy had indulged in a few too many cocktails over the course of the night, and consequently she wasn’t on top of her game. She never had the opportunity to mess with her favorite victim because the stupid girl left the dance early. But Aries had already looked miserable. So, maybe all was not lost. Stacy chuckled to herself. Maybe she willed Aries to get sick. It would serve her right.

      After the announcements were made for homecoming queen and king, Stacy walked off the dance floor to get a drink. She could torture someone else, but whom? Her friend distracted her plotting.

      “C’mon, everybody’s going upstairs to one of the penthouses,” her friend said. “I didn’t get the name of whose suite it is, but who cares, let’s go.” She pulled on Stacy’s arm.

      Once inside the hotel room, Stacy smirked at her peers trying to act like sophisticated adults. She sighed at the ridiculous scene. The music and chatter filled the room with people elbow to elbow, spilling out onto the balcony.

      A couple of her friends sat on the edge of a bed with beer in their hands. Squeezing in-between them, she said, “Can I have a sip?”

      “Here, have the rest.” Her friend handed her the cup.

      Taking a sip, Stacy’s face lit up. “I think the night just got better.” She kept her eyes on Cory as he entered the suite, alone. She followed him with her gaze until he disappeared onto the balcony.

      What if she became Aries’ new best friend? The bitch wouldn’t know what hit her. They would confide in each other, promising to keep deep dark secrets, things one only shares with a best friend. Stacy chuckled as she headed for the balcony.

      Cory had his back to her. Squeezing in-between the crowd, she made her way toward him. She stopped short, overhearing his conversation with Michael.

      “Yeah dude, Kimberly is with her dad,” Cory said.

      Michael displayed a blank expression.

      “C’mon, you know, the hot chick that happens to be at our parents’ crap but nobody knows why.”

      “Dude, I don’t know,” Michael said. “There’s a few hot moms I wouldn’t mind—”

      “I don’t think she’s a mom.” Cory took a sip of beer.

      Stacy turned, walking back inside, laughing to herself.

      Wow, Kimberly is with her dad? She shook her head. Maybe I should have Kimberly teach me a thing or two. Damn, that woman is brilliant.
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      Aries stewed for hours, tossing and turning in bed. How could Damon be involved in Joel’s death? She tried to bring the connection with Mr. O back, but true to form, he did not respond.

      She began to talk to her mother as though she were in the room, hoping one day she’d be able to connect with her. “Talk to me, Elizabeth. Elizabeth, Elizabeth.” She repeated her name, hoping that might do the trick. Alright Elizabeth, why are you the only deceased person I want to speak with but can’t? A question she asked at some point in every fictitious conversation with her mother.

      Babbling on as if Elizabeth were listening, she said, “I had a lot of fun with Cory at dinner. The dance, not so much.” She made a sour face. “I think he might still be hung up on this girl. And I can’t blame him. She’s flawless.”

      “It’s ironic, the entire night I never once thought about Damon. Therefore, Cory’s the one, right? Problem is, I’m not the one for him.” She sighed. “Oh Mom, why is life so complicated?

      “Now Mr. O, Capozzi to you, has me thinking Damon is responsible for Joel’s death, but I can’t help defending him. There’s no way.” She shook her head. “I feel safe around him.”

      The way Damon looked after her, always making sure she was comfortable, had her convinced. He somehow knew the second she wasn’t, and he’d fix it. His laid back demeanor and contradicting arrogant attitude made her smile. And there was no denying the sincerity in those gorgeous green eyes of his.

      She shook her head. “Sorry Mr. O, you’re wrong. If you can hear me, Mom, please give me a sign. I can’t handle this without you.”

      She sat up, swinging her legs off the bed, when the scent of tobacco trickled through the air. Grandpa, thank you. Is this your sign, Mom?

      “Hello, beautiful. I’m proud of you.”

      She smiled.

      “You made the right choice, and you honored your word. You’re turning into a fine young woman.”

      Thanks. She glanced up. I had the best example of one. Now all I can do is learn from memory.

      “Your mother’s proud of you, too.”

      Is she with you? Can she hear me?

      “She’s always with me.”

      I wish she’d speak to me. I need her so desperately.

      “It’s all within your power. Rid yourself of anything toxic.”

      Such as?

      The smell of tobacco vanished, along with the connection with her great-grandfather.

      Tobacco is toxic, yet I can speak with you. She stretched out on her bed as the room began to illuminate from the sunrise. Too frustrated to go back to sleep, she showered and slipped into a pair of shorts and T-shirt.

      Starving by the time she finished changing, she headed for the kitchen and made breakfast. She spread peanut butter onto a bagel, taking a bite before sitting down. What could be toxic in her life? Pretty much everything. She took another bite as her father and Kimberly approached the kitchen.

      Message received, Grandpa. I’d love to rid myself of Kimberly.

      “What are you doing up so early, Kiddo?” Ryan reached for his keys as Kimberly said hello.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      “No, not really.”

      He analyzed her for a moment. “Alright. I’m going to Kimberly’s to help her with a leaky faucet, but we’re going to breakfast first. Would you like to join?”

      She held up her bagel. “I’m good.”

      “Okay. You and me, dinner tonight?”

      “Sure.”

      Kimberly said goodbye as they headed for the door. Ryan doubled back. “Are you sure everything’s okay?”

      She nodded.

      “Thanks for coming home early last night,” he said. “I appreciate it.”

      “Uh huh.” She waved.

      “Finally,” she mouthed after her dad closed the door.

      She cleaned up, grabbed a hat and sunglasses, and locked the door behind her. Reaching the boardwalk, she kicked off her flip flops, held them in her hand, and headed across the sand toward the water. After walking south along the shore for a while, a spirit said, “You’re right.”

      Hi, Chuck. She relaxed her stride. I’m so happy to hear from you. She smiled. I’m right about what, exactly?

      “To have questions, and to trust your instincts.”

      About Damon?

      “About everything. You remind me a lot of my daughter.”

      Sarah. I wish you’d guide me to her or jog my memory. I know you tell me all the time I know her, but I can assure you I don’t. I bet she’d be happy to know how wonderful I think you are. And I could tell her whatever you’d want her to know. She gulped as a cold wave splashed over her feet, causing her to scurry up the sand, away from the water a bit.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. You need to be careful about giving someone a message from the deceased. Not everyone is open-minded.”

      You’re right. I guess that’s why I’ve never told anyone. Not even my mother or father. I kind of instinctively knew that, but thanks for the reminder.

      The wind picked up, along with her pace. I can’t stop thinking about how Damon is involved with somebody dying. Or framing Piper. If he was, why would he have shown me the guardrail?

      “Why are you convinced the message you received was warning you about Damon?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe from Mr. O’s depiction, he sounded dramatic, so I assumed he meant Damon did something wrong.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe he meant Damon is your answer to finding out what really happened.”

      She shielded her eyes, staring at the rocks jutting out into the ocean. She’d arrived at the Wedge. Under normal circumstances, she would’ve dreaded every step of a two-mile walk, but somehow Chuck made the walk enjoyable.

      I guess that makes more sense. See Chuck, you know how to cheer me up. Thank you.

      “Any time.”

      As the surf slammed into the Wedge, Chuck had disappeared into the ethos. She stood next to a crowd of people watching the body boarders and skim boarders brave the three to five-foot swells.

      She sat down and observed for a few minutes. The people in the water were crazy. How could anyone ride such powerful waves so close to the rocks?

      She glanced back at the Bradleys’ house. Maybe someday she’d get her mother’s painting back to where it belonged, with her and her father. Why did Mr. Bradley have her mother’s painting?

      Somebody speared a skim board into the sand right next to her.

      Looking up, she shielded her eyes from the sun with her hand.

      “Stalk much?” Damon asked, mocking her by using one of her lines.

      She retaliated with something he might say. “Last time I checked, this is a public beach.”

      He slicked his dripping wet hair out of his face, sporting a cocky smile. “I’m flattered, Sophomore.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t be. How on Earth would I know you’d be here?” With his shirt off, his broad shoulders and well-defined chest and arms stood out. He didn’t have a six pack like Cory, but she still liked the tiny pooch around his gut.

      “But you were hoping I would be.”

      She stood. “So, you’re not mad at me?”

      He leaned on his board. “Why would I be mad at you?”

      She shrugged. “I thought since I went to the dance with Cory. I don’t know.”

      “I’d think you’d be the one who was mad,” he said. “Or make that sad.”

      “Why?”

      “You were home nice and early.”

      She crossed her arms, stepping back. “Were you spying on me?”

      “Easy there, Sophomore,” he said, pointing at the Bradleys’ house. “DB’s my boy.”

      She relaxed her arms, feeling embarrassed. “Oh, right.”

      “I suppose I get credit for your early departure. You just couldn’t stop thinking about me, right?”

      She shoved him. “You’re so damn cocky.”

      He smiled. “You love it.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I know I don’t have to ask if you’re hungry,” he said. “So I’ll just ask, where would you like to go to get something to eat?”

      “What makes you think I don’t already have plans?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Do we really have to pretend like you didn’t come here to find me?”

      “Maybe I came down here to see Paige.”

      He wrapped his arm around her. “C’mon, let’s grab my stuff and get out of here.”

      Her skin prickled as they walked toward the Bradleys’ house. “Where are we going?”

      “DB’s. This is his board, and my backpack’s on his patio. It’ll only take a sec.”

      Damon put the board away on the patio and retrieved his bag off a beach chair, without heading toward the door. She let out a sigh, relieved she didn’t have to see Paige or DB.

      They walked toward the back of the house. Saddling onto Damon’s Harley, she rested her cheek against his back. They took a quick ride to the Balboa Pier, where they settled into a Mexican restaurant.

      They talked over chips and salsa, with Damon doing his usual teasing. She was thankful he didn’t bring up her mother. After their last encounter, she thought for sure he’d want to discuss her mother or his father, or even Anthony Capozzi.

      Reaching for a chip, she heard Mr. O break through. “Ask him.”

      Speak of the devil.

      “We established that I’m up, so you should say speak of the angel.”

      Are you ever serious? She asked as she took a sip of water.

      “Yes. Now ask him.”

      She looked Damon in the eye.

      “What is it?” Damon asked, preventing a fly from landing on the salsa.

      She pictured Mr. O standing right behind him, an eerie distraction. I can’t ask him with you here.

      “Even if I go away, I can still hear you.”

      Okay. Well still, go away.

      Waiting a moment for Mr. O to leave, she said, “Damon.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Why so formal all of a sudden? I feel like I’m in trouble.”

      “I have something serious to ask you.”

      He didn’t look worried at all, which bothered her. Leaning back, he said, “I haven’t had time to look at my dad’s schedule, but we’ll follow Camden soon.”

      “No. It’s not that. Um—”

      “Your mom?” he asked.

      “Stop trying to guess.”

      He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “This is serious.”

      “Okay, sorry. What is it?”

      “Did you know a boy who recently died?”

      His smile faded.

      As she waited for him to respond, Joel tried to get her attention, but she couldn’t understand him.

      “Well?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “How did he die?”

      Damon avoided her stare.

      “What, you don’t speak anymore?”

      He still didn’t respond. He sat still, his eyes looking right through her.

      Joel cut through loud and clear. “Change the subject.”

      But—

      “Now,” Joel said. “Change the subject.”

      Why?

      “You might not want to know the answer.”
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      Aries took Joel’s advice and didn’t probe any further into the recent death. Damon regained his composure and took a bite of his burrito.

      “So, what did you end up doing last night?” she asked.

      He set his burrito down. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For changing the subject,” he said. “I ended up doing the same thing you did.”

      Shaking her head, she doubted he was up all night chatting with the dead. “You were at the dance,” she said, joking with him. “Seriously, what did you do?”

      “I am serious.” He continued to eat.

      She stared at him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Stop being so mysterious. I’m not kidding.”

      “Neither am I.”

      “Really,” she said. “I was there, I would’ve seen you. Now stop with the Scorpio secrets and tell me what you really did.”

      He raised a brow. “Scorpio secrets?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Your birthday’s the end of October, you’re a Scorpio. They’re known for being secretive. Anyway, don’t try to change the subject. Out with it, LeMoore, what did you do?”

      He set his fork down. “I went to the dance. Trust me, I didn’t want to go.”

      His stare went through her, causing her to shiver. He’s telling the truth. “Okay. Why?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “DB’s in town, and when you finally informed me you didn’t want to hang out, I called him. But you have to understand, he’s controlled by the pu—” He cleared his throat. “By chicks. And he’s not going to say no to Poppy Davenport.” He shrugged.

      “Yes, I saw them. Where were you?”

      “Pretending like I was anywhere but there.”

      “Why did you go?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “He forced me.”

      “You?” She gave him a doubtful look. “You don’t do anything you don’t want to do.”

      “True.” He took a moment before responding. “Maybe I wanted to keep an eye on you.”

      “And Cory?”

      He nodded.

      “Are you jealous?”

      “I don’t trust the guy.”

      She finished her meal and pushed her plate forward. “Did you go with a date?”

      “Yes.”

      Her stomach dropped. “Please don’t tell me you went with Jamie.”

      “No. But she was pretty wasted.”

      “Did I attend the same dance as everyone else?” She put her hands up. “I didn’t see Jamie either.”

      “You can rest assured, you’re the only sophomore for me.”

      “Ha. She’s a junior. Anyway, who did you go with?”

      “This chick, Kaelani. One of Poppy’s friends.”

      “Does she go to Newport?”

      “Yes. You haven’t heard of Kaelani Kelly? Senior, cheerleader, ring a bell?”

      She shook her head.

      The server dropped off the check and cleared their plates.

      She still couldn’t believe she didn’t see Damon at the dance. “Were you hiding in the parking lot or something? It doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “No. I saw you.” He raised an eyebrow. “You clean up nicely, Sophomore.” He paid the bill and stood. “Ready?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” She followed him out.

      As they walked toward the parking lot, she asked, “What happened after I left? How was the rest of the dance?”

      “Have you talked to your boyfriend?”

      “I don’t have one, but if you’re referring to Cory, no.”

      “You might want to.”

      “Why?”

      He put his hands up. “I don’t want to get involved.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You might want to check out Newport Dish.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “I’m through with all of that.”

      He nodded. “Not a bad idea. Then you might want to have a little convo with your boy.” He shrugged. “Never mind, it’s none of my business.”

      As they approached his motorcycle, she figured people were making fun of her online again, and she didn’t want to subject herself to that kind of humiliation.

      “Do you have to be home at a certain time?” he asked, handing her a helmet.

      She put it on, straddling behind him. “Not till this evening.”

      “Good. I’m going to try to answer one of your previous questions.”

      “About the boy that died?”

      “Yes.” He made sure she was situated, fired up the engine, and then sped off.

      After fifteen minutes and a few too many winding roads, they arrived at the guardrail. He parked to the side of the road and let her step off first. Walking a few steps in front of his bike, he sat on the curb right in front of the break in the guardrail, motioning for her to sit next to him.

      She set the helmet on the seat, fixed her hair, and then joined him. They sat in silence for a minute.

      “Where are all your questions?” he asked. “You don’t seem surprised that we’re back here.”

      Her stomach dropped as though she were free falling out of the sky.

      He analyzed her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “You’ve already told me about this place.”

      “Yes, but I left out a key element to the story.”

      Her head began to pound. Joel, is this what happened to you? Did you fall over the rail and then die of a head injury? All of a sudden, the pain went away. Focusing on Damon, she said, “You have my full attention. What did you leave out?”

      “Something else happened.”

      “What?”

      “The boy you were asking about earlier,” he said. “He died that night.”
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      Aries had to take the bus to school Monday morning. She bit her nails for the entire ride. Did the boy die at the guardrail? Was Damon somehow involved? Every day had a new mystery for her to solve.

      When she arrived at school, leftover homecoming banners remained on a couple of buildings, along with green and yellow streamers and deflated balloons. The school’s digital bulletin flashed back and forth from congratulating the football team for their victory over their rival to specifically congratulating Cory Douglas for leading the team and scoring two touchdowns on his own. The final announcement lit up with crowns, congratulating the high school’s homecoming king and queen. Aries didn’t recognize either name.

      Walking up the stairs toward her health class, a couple of girls whispered while staring at her. As she neared the classroom, a girl she’d never seen before said, “Sorry.” The girl shook her head as she continued to retrieve books from her locker.

      Aries wanted to say, “I left the dance early, nothing to be sorry about,” but she refrained.  That should be flashing on the bulletin: Aries Dade makes your darling number one quarterback take her home before midnight.

      She entered the classroom, irritated. Swinging her backpack around the chair, she took her seat. A few minutes later, Cory sat down. He analyzed her for a moment, squeezing the bill of his cap.

      She studied his well-defined face, almond shaped eyes, and perfect smile. Sometimes she forgot how perfect he was. Yeah, I know Joel, nothing’s perfect, but I’d say Cory Douglas is pretty damn close. Just in case you’re listening, which I doubt.

      She jumped in her seat when Joel said, “You’re right on the first remark, but—”

      “Listen, it’s not what you think,” Cory said.

      She turned, facing him. “What isn’t?”

      “Um.” He furrowed his brow. “Why are you so upset?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You look like you are.”

      “I guess I’m a little annoyed,” she said. “These girls in the hallway were obviously talking about me, but whatever, I’m sure it’s over rude comments on the Internet.”

      He leaned back. “So, you haven’t been on any school sites?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I can do without the drama and extra insults. Besides, I thought you weren’t into it either. Something about it messing up your game.”

      He smiled.

      Aries had difficulty focusing on Miss Townsend’s lecture. Why did she keep running into Miss Townsend and Mr. Price? Could they really be dating?

      As though Cory read her mind, he whispered, “Kind of hard to take her seriously after Saturday night.”

      “I know, right,” she whispered back.

      Miss Townsend flashed them a look to be quiet.

       Cory squeezed Aries’ hand. She squeezed back, using all her strength not to laugh.

      “Ouch,” he said, shaking his hand.

      She laughed, feeling as though she may never stop. He started laughing as well.

      Miss Townsend looked over. “Everything okay?”

      Cory collected himself. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Would you like to share with the class what’s so funny?”

      “I really don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said.

      “Sure, we can all use a good laugh. Right, class?”

      “What’s so funny, Douglas?” Michael shouted.

      Aries bit her bottom lip. He wouldn’t, would he?

      Cory nudged Aries’ arm. “You know that drives me crazy,” he whispered.

      “I’m waiting.” Miss Townsend put her hand on her hip.

      “It’s really not that funny, just one of those moments where you know you’re not supposed to laugh so you want to do it even more.” Cory leaned back.

      Aries agreed, admiring Cory’s cool disposition.

      “Okay,” Miss Townsend said. “So, I can continue without further interruptions?”

      Cory nodded.

      They both worked on the assignment for the remainder of the period, without saying much. When the bell rang, she gathered her belongings as Peyton walked up with a grin.

      “Hi, guys,” Peyton said. “Aries, how are you feeling?”

      “Fine. Thanks for asking.”

      Peyton flipped her hair off her shoulders. “Hmm.”

      What’s her deal now? She didn’t have the energy to inquire about her odd response.

      “What was so funny?” Peyton asked.

      Cory turned his hat backwards. His way of distracting himself so he wouldn’t laugh. Aries had to get out of there. “Nothing. Bye.” She made it to the hallway and started chuckling.

      Paige caught up to her. “You are all giggles today.”

      “Hi, Paige.”

      “I’m surprised,” Paige said. “I think everybody in class was, too.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh please, you know.” Paige put her hand in the air. “The whole Pa—”

      Cutting her off, she said, “No, not at all.” She didn’t want to hear what was being said about her on the Internet. She put her hand on her forehead. “Oops, I left something in my locker.” Aries spun and headed in the opposite direction, checking back until Paige turned the corner. She needed a break from rumors and gossip.

      Piper startled her. “Ditching Paige, huh? Good move.”

      “No. I um—”

      “Don’t sweat it,” she said. “I’m kidding. Anyway, I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

      She smiled, appreciating the sincerity in Piper’s voice. “Thank you.”

      “And like I always say, you just have to wait for the next scandal.”

      Aries squinted. “Right.”

      “If you’re up for it, let’s jam this week.”

      She nodded, trying to read into what Piper meant by “scandal.” “I’d like that,” she said. “Thanks, Piper.”

      “Anytime.” Piper turned and strolled down the hallway.

      Aries made it to lunch with only a couple of students staring and gossiping about her. The Internet rumors must have been dying down. But she ate lunch in the library in case they weren’t.

      Finding an empty computer, she sat down and clicked onto the Internet. She took a bite of her sandwich as the girl sitting next to her asked, “Is your Internet working?”

      She nodded, swallowing her food.

      “Hmm.” The girl turned off her computer. “You’re in my trig class. Aries, right?”

      Aries couldn’t believe the girl knew her. “Yes. Hi, sorry I don’t recognize you. What’s your name?”

      The stranger pulled her long, dark hair over her shoulder. She looked shocked for a moment and then smiled. “Kaelani Kelly.”

      Aries’ face flushed. I’m an idiot. Kaelani’s only one of the most popular girls in the school. “Hi. Right, sorry.”

      “No worries,” she said, starting up her computer again. “Do you always come in here at lunch?”

      “No,” Aries said. “Not always.”

      Kaelani worked on her computer for a few minutes. “Ah, Internet.” She typed so fast, Aries barely saw her fingers move.

      Aries peeked at Kaelani’s screen. She was on Newport Dish’s website. “I thought that site was blocked in here?”

      Her lips curved up. “Anything can be accessed when you have the right skills.”

      Aries turned back to her computer, not wanting to see any information on Kaelani’s screen.

      “Boring,” Kaelani said, clicking off the site. She pulled up her class assignments. “Do you think you’ll be in here tomorrow?”

      Aries shrugged.

      “I hope you don’t think this is weird, but it’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

      Aries did think it was weird, especially because Kaelani went to the dance with Damon. And why would one of the most popular girls in the school choose to eat lunch in the library? “Why—”

      “Aren’t I with my friends?” She switched her hair over to the other shoulder. “I need to focus on grades. There’s more to life after high school than just partying. And honestly, I’m trying to stay out of trouble. Speaking of which, you know Poppy’s one of my best friends.”

      “Yes.” Aries scrutinized her. Why should she care?

      “I just wanted you to know.”

      “Okay.”

      Kaelani smiled. “Good. I didn’t want you to think I was guilty by association or anything.”

      “I don’t even know Poppy,” Aries said, confused.

      “Yeah, but.” She waved her hand. “Never mind.”

      Kaelani was outright gorgeous, her beauty causing a stab in Aries’ gut, an involuntary reaction brought on from pure jealousy. “Did you go to the dance with Damon LeMoore?”

      “Yes.” She rolled her eyes. “He asked me for weeks. Insisted, in fact.” As Aries tried to read any emotion on her face, the lunch period ended. Kaelani pushed in her chair and continued to speak over the bell. “I was supposed to go with someone else, but I got sick of saying no to Damon so many times.” She smiled. “But we had a great time, you know what I mean?”

      Speechless, Aries sat frozen as Kaelani sauntered out of the room.
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      Aries couldn’t look at Damon when he walked into the classroom, her jealousy morphing into irrational hatred. But deep down, it had to be jealousy because she didn’t have the power to hate him, which had the added effect of making her really want to hate him.

      “Hey, Sophomore,” he said, with a smug look on his face.

      She smirked, placing a strand of hair behind her ear.

      After looking her over, he dropped his bag and sat down. “Let me guess, you talked to your boyfriend.”

      She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead as Cory and Peyton interacted, Peyton flirting as usual.

      Still unable to look at Damon, she turned her attention to Mr. Gutierrez as he said, “Work in partners and speak only in Spanish. Quiero el cuarto bonito y fuerte. But not too loud.” He chuckled. “Comenzen.”

      “So, we handle disappointment with the silent treatment,” Damon said. “Got it.”

      “First of all, there’s no we.” She opened her book.

      “And.” He motioned for her to continue.

      “Isn’t that enough?” She flipped through the pages, almost ripping one.

      “Sure, but then don’t start the sentence with ‘first of all’ if there’s no second of all.”

      “Okay.” She slammed her book shut. “Second of all, don’t be a liar.”

      “Whoa,” he held his hands up. “You’re mad at me? What did Douglas tell you?”

      “Douglas didn’t tell me anything. Your girlfriend did.”

      He shook his head. “Calm down,” he said, putting his hand on top of hers.

      Pulling her hand away, she said. “I am calm.”

      “Clearly, we have different definitions of the word, but okay,” he said. “Can you tell me why you’re so upset?”

      “I don’t like being lied to. I thought you were my friend.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Kaelani.”

      “I told you we went to the dance together.”

      “That part.”

      “Okay, so what exactly did she tell you?” he asked.

      “What a great time you guys had.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I can’t help it if the girl’s crazy about me.”

      “Right,” she said. “According to her, it’s the other way around. Why would you want to hang out with me that night when you were asking her for weeks to go to the dance with you?”

      He let out a laugh. “Good one, Kae.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Look, I told you the truth,” he said. “I only went to hang out with DB and—”

      “And what?”

      “Forget it.”

      “No. Tell me.” She looked into his eyes this time.

      He seemed to be deep in thought for a moment. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Well, aren’t you the neighborhood hero. Making sure Piper’s okay. Checking up on me.” She shook her head. “I’m not buying it.”

      “Good, because I’m not selling anything,” he said.

      “Whatever.”

      Even though they were supposed to work in pairs, they continued to work separately in silence until the class ended.  As she stood to leave, he grabbed her arm. “Seriously, you’re mad at the wrong guy.”

      She sighed.

      “Let me give you a ride home.”

      She pressed her lips together. She wanted the ache in her chest to go away, and he could make that happen.

      Cory and Peyton walked over. “Hey Aries, I’ll call you after practice,” Cory said, shooting Damon a disapproving look.

      Aries nodded as Damon turned away, picking up his backpack.

      “Don’t forget, we have recycling club tomorrow,” Peyton said. “Bye, guys.” Cory and Peyton walked out of the room together.

      Damon bumped Aries. “Let’s get out of here.”

      As they walked down the hallway, she said, “That was awkward.”

      “No, that was Douglas for you.”

      “And Peyton has been eerily nice to me today. As a matter of fact, everybody at school has been overly friendly today.” She stopped.

      Holding up his hands, he said, “You were just pissed at me five minutes ago. I had to defuse the situation.”

      She laughed. “I meant the girls around here. Usually, they’re gossiping and pointing at me or they totally ignore me. But for some reason today, I actually existed, like a real human.”

      “Probably because they have nothing better to do than look at Newport Dish all day to tell them what to think. Maybe today Dish took a break from you. Besides, you girls love drama.”

      “Not this one,” she said, now somewhat curious to check out the website.

      “Exactly,” he said. “One of the many qualities that makes you so refreshing.”

      She smiled. How could she have been so mad at him earlier?

      Making their way to his motorcycle, she situated herself on the back seat. She would never get sick of the sound of the engine revving, and the free feeling of riding on the back of a Harley Davidson. As he idled at the stoplight exiting the parking lot, she could feel stares coming from the girls in the convertible next to them. She glanced inside the car as Poppy and Kaelani stared back at her.

      The light changed, and Damon sped off, riding down the highway for a while, heading toward her apartment. He made all the traffic lights, arriving behind her apartment in record time.

      As they walked toward her door, she said, “I can’t have boys over. I—”

      “Relax, Sophomore, I’m not planning on going inside. Thought we could hang out on the beach.”

      “Oh.” She let out a sigh of relief. “The beach by your house is so much nicer though, and private.”

      “Yeah, but this way you’re already home, so we can hang out longer.”

      She smiled as they made their way through the sand to the deserted shore, only a few people several hundred yards away. The ocean was peaceful, with clear water and calm waves.

      Damon smoothed out the sand before they sat down. “You look into Capozzi yet?” he asked.

      She wanted to take in the scenery and enjoy Damon’s company before getting down to business. But as he stared at her waiting for an answer, she gave in. “A little. He committed suicide,” she said, using air quotes.

      “You’re probably right,” he said. “I bet it’s a cover up.”

      “What do you think really happened?” she asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      A formation of pelicans glided over the surf as a faint whisper invaded her privacy. Tracing a line in the sand, she concentrated. What?

      “Ask him about Camden,” Joel said.

      Like what?

      Damon tapped her leg. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m curious about Camden Price,” she said. “He’s behind everything.”

      “And everyone,” he said. “That man can’t keep it in his pants.”

      Her stomach wrenched at the thought. “You’re not insinuating what I think.”

      “Your mom?” he asked. “Who knows.”

      “I do.”

      “Okay, but I don’t put anything past anyone,” he said. “He’s a good-looking guy, charismatic, with a thick wallet.”

      “What exactly does he do?” she asked. “I know he owns property and he’s running for Congress, but where did that money come from in the first place? I mean your dad’s a judge, Piper’s dad’s a rock star, what’s his deal?”

      “Family money,” he said. “Generations of the Price name.”

      “You don’t know what he does either?”

      “I know the legit stuff.” He patted the sand. “C’mon, let’s go in the water. It’ll make your head hurt if you try to figure out Camden Price.”

      As he took off his jeans, she said, “Do you always wear board shorts under your pants?” She tugged at her shirt. “I can’t go in. I’m not wearing a bathing suit.”

      “I’m sweating my you-know-whats off. It feels like one hundred degrees out here. You’ll dry off fast.” He reached down, scooped her up, and threw her over his shoulder.

      She screamed. “No. Put me down. I’m serious.” She screamed again. He tightened his grip as he waded into the surf and a wave came pouncing up.

      “Too late,” he said as he plopped her into the whitewash, diving in next to her.

      She splashed him. “Jerk.”

      “Admit it, it feels great.” He pulled her leg, bringing her closer to him and out further into the ocean. Looking into her eyes, he leaned in. Her stomach dropped as his lips moved toward hers. She closed her eyes as he said, “Duck.”

      She opened her eyes just in time to dive under a wave. She waited a moment as it tumbled above her. The wave saved her from having to kiss him, but did she want to be saved?

      When she surfaced, he asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.”

      She dodged another set of waves as he body surfed them.

      Feeling a little seasick from going up and down the swells, she said, “I’m going to get out.”

      He followed her. Standing on the shore, she wrung out the bottom of her shirt, then her shorts as best she could. Joel said something that made her laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Damon asked.

      She repeated Joel’s statement to him. “It ain’t easy feeling queasy.”

      Damon’s expression went blank, and his face turned pale. “What the…”

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said.

      He stared at her in disbelief for a moment. “I feel like I have. Or I just heard from one.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He snapped out of it, regaining focus into his eyes. “Nothing. I need to sit down.” They walked away from the tide, sitting up on the sand back by the bags.

      “Nothing? Yeah right, nothing wouldn’t have brought out that reaction,” she said. “What is it?”

      “I’ve never heard anyone ever use that expression before.”

      “Well, now you have.”

      He leaned back and straightened his legs out, digging his heels into the sand. “I never heard anyone else, except for a good buddy of mine,” he said. “That was his favorite thing to say, the morning after a big night of partying.”

      She studied him for a moment. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “You brought back some good, strong memories.”

      A cell phone beeped, signifying a text message had come through. “Mine or yours?” he asked.

      She got up and checked her phone. “Yours.”

      “Can you hand it to me?” She picked up his phone, accidentally viewing who sent the text.

      She sat back down. After glancing at his phone, he looked shocked for a moment.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He smiled. “It’s not important.” He chucked his phone back toward his backpack.

      “You sure?”

      Putting his arm around her, he said, “Nothing else matters when I’m with you, Sophomore. Why is that?”

      She shrugged, glancing down at the sand and then back at him. Let’s see him try to squirm his way out of this one. “Okay, but why is Piper Zacora texting you?”

      It took forever for him to respond. He stared directly into her eyes. “I really don’t know.”
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      Aries came up with a dozen reasons trying to justify why Piper would text Damon, but not one of them made sense. He would love nothing more than for her to drop the subject, but she couldn’t. She felt insecure asking him what Piper wanted, so instead she asked, “Aren’t you going to text her back?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “You don’t know if you’re going to reply or not?”

      “Like I said, it’s no big deal.”

      “Does she text often?” Aries asked. She might be pushing it too far. “I didn’t know you guys were friends.”

      “We’re not.”

      “Well, then why—”

      “I told you I don’t know.” He opened the bag of candy, popped a couple in his mouth, and offered her the bag.

      “No, thanks.” She couldn’t stand it any longer, and she didn’t care if it made her look insecure. “What did Piper want?”

      “Okay, Sophomore, I give. She wanted to know if I was with you.”

      “Really?”

      “Do you want me to tell her I am?”

      “No.” Best for Cory not to know. “I mean, only if you want to.”

      “Not really,” he said. “What time does your dad usually get home?”

      “He didn’t say he was working late, so probably around six.”

      Damon checked his watch. “Do you mind if I use your shower to rinse off? We have a good hour or so.”

      “Sure, but you have to be fast.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Once they reached the apartment, she hesitated. Her father most likely wouldn’t come home, but the size of the place was so tiny compared to his house. His living room was bigger than the entire apartment.

      He leaned against the rail. “Stop worrying, I’ll be in and out.”

      She unlocked the door, heading for the cupboard. She handed him a towel and directed him toward the bathroom.

      By the time she finished a glass of water, he entered the kitchen fully dressed. He looked sexy with his wet hair spiked in the front. “Alright Sophomore, I’m out of here,” he said. “I’ll check the Judge’s schedule, and we’ll come up with a plan.” He scanned the room.

      Still embarrassed by the size of her home, she said, “Sorry.”

      “For what?”

       “My place is tiny compared to yours.”

      “It’s not a competition,” he said.

      “It’s still embarrassing.”

      “Not at all,” he said, walking toward the television. “I like it. It feels like a real home.”

      He picked up a frame containing a picture of her father and Kimberly.

      “This isn’t your mother,” he said while studying the picture.

      She furrowed her brow.

      “I’ve met this woman before,” he said.

      “Where?” she asked, putting her hand on her hip.

      “My house.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t remember her name, but is she dating your dad?”

      “Her name’s Kimberly, and yes, she’s my dad’s girlfriend.”

      He set the picture down, shaking his head. “Your dad’s up to something.”

      “Like what?” She panicked. Damon could be right.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Anything that involves the Judge equals trouble. I remember her because she stood out in the crowd. It was a very prestigious, high class type of crowd, you know what I mean?”

      She nodded. “Rich and famous?”

      “Not famous,” he said. “But Rich, oh yeah, and classy. Don’t get me wrong, Kimberly’s hot, but in that porno kind of way. I knew the second I laid eyes on her she didn’t come from wealth, so I wondered what she was doing there. No offense, but I figured she was bought and paid for.”

      Now he had touched a nerve. She took a step back, disregarding the issue of Kimberly being at the Judge’s house, going into full defense of her father. “Look, Kimberly may not be my favorite person, but she is definitely not a prostitute or escort, or whatever it is you’re insinuating.”

      He held his hands up. “Okay, my bad.”

      It infuriated her that he still didn’t look convinced. “Trust me, my dad would not be with someone like that, especially after…” She turned away from him. Calming herself, she grappled with why Kimberly would be at the Judge’s house. She faced him again. “Okay, so what was she doing at your house, and who was she with?”

      “My dad was throwing a charity event in honor of Camden’s son.” Damon thought for a moment. “I honestly don’t know who brought her.”

      “Camden?”

      “No. It had to be one of the rare occasions he was with the Missus.”

      “Hmm.” Aries couldn’t wait to interrogate her father. If he even knew. “Wait. I didn’t know Camden had a son. What happened to him?”

      “Has a son.” He corrected her. “I think he’s around ten. He has cerebral palsy. Mrs. Price sort of checked out after his birth, but Peyton’s great with him.”

      “That explains why she volunteers at the children’s hospital. I couldn’t figure out why someone as horrible as she would do charity work there.”

      He shrugged, stepping toward her. He looked into her eyes without speaking for what seemed like forever. As she tried to steady her heartbeat, he said, “I better leave before your dad gets home.”

      She didn’t move as he opened the door. “Don’t worry, Sophomore, this will all work out.”

      She nodded as he grinned at her and closed the door behind him.

      Plopping down on the sofa, she said, “Mom, please tell me what is going on. Who can I trust?”

      “You. Your instincts,” Chuck said.

      I wish I knew what they were.

      “Concentrate,” he said.

      Now I’m doubting everybody, even my own father. Why shouldn’t I throw myself into the mix as well?

      “Talk to him. You two are on the same path.”

      She sighed. What do you mean?

      She lost the connection with Chuck as the picture of her father and Kimberly fell to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Aries checked the time when her phone rang, relieved to hear Cory’s voice. It’s 6:45. Where are you, Dad? They spoke for several minutes, a great distraction as she waited for her father to get home.

      After she hung up, her smile faded when she glanced at the frame on the floor. She placed it back on the stand, thankful it didn’t break. She stared at the picture. You better not hurt us, Kimberly. We’ve been through enough.

      Aries had finished showering and tidying up the place when her father walked in.

       “Hey, Kiddo.” He threw his keys and hat on the kitchen counter, looking beat.

      The room filled with a delicious fast food aroma as he set a bag on the table. Retrieving a beer and soda from the refrigerator, he said, “I grabbed us some burgers and fries.”

      Aries picked up the bag and soda, walking toward the couch. “Thanks, I’m starving.”

      She unwrapped her cheeseburger, while Ryan turned on the television, flipping through the channels until he found the football game. The home team’s quarterback threw an interception. As Ryan cheered for the great play made by the other team’s cornerback, she wouldn’t have the opportunity to question him. She continued watching the game.

      Halfway through her meal, he surprised her by muting the sound on the television.

      “You don’t want to hear the commentary?” she asked.

      “It’s almost halftime. Besides, I wanted to check in with you. How’s everything going?”

      “Fine.” She squeezed a packet of ketchup onto the remaining fries.

      “School?”

      “Fine.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I guess.” She continued to eat.

      “How’s Miss Townsend?”

      She glanced up, shocked he’d inquire about her. “She’s whatever.”

      He let out a laugh. “What does that mean?”

      “It means she’s my teacher. I don’t know how she is.” 

      “Well, don’t you eat lunch with her?” he asked. “And she was really concerned about you.”

      “Because she thought I was being cyber-bullied. But I don’t look at those sites anymore, so I don’t know if people are bullying me, and I don’t really care if they are.”

      He crumbled his wrapper, setting it on the table. “Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      He gave her a worried expression. “Anything else bothering you? Maybe Cory?”

      She furrowed her brow. “No, Cory’s great. Why do you think I’m bothered?”

      “I know you, Kiddo.”

      Pressing her lips together, she imagined the relief in getting a few things off her chest. She analyzed him for a moment. He’s not the enemy, stop treating him like one. He only wants to help. “What were the days leading up to mom’s death like?” she asked. “Were you guys happy, fighting, or indifferent?”

      He took a sip of beer. “Whoa, I didn’t expect this. Okay, busy. We were both really busy. It felt more like we were roommates rather than husband and wife.”

      “I remember she was gone a lot. Don’t you think that was strange?”

      “At the time I didn’t.”

      “Were you as upset as me that she missed my birthday?”

      “I was disappointed,” he said. “But you had every right to be upset. And I defended you, letting her have it. She figured she’d make it up to you that weekend with the party, but...” He paused.

      “She didn’t make it to the weekend. I think I’ve blocked it all out, because I don’t really remember.”

      “Good. It’s probably better that way. You two had a bond that was unbelievable,” he said. “It scares me sometimes how much you two are alike. It’s almost like you were sisters rather than mother and daughter.”

      She nodded. “I know. I miss her so much, I can’t stand it. Sometimes when it gets to that unbearable pain where I feel like my chest is going to cave in and suffocate me, I pretend like I never knew her, as if I never had a mother.” She drew a deep breath. “Then maybe if I didn’t know her, I wouldn’t have to feel like I’m dying piece by piece.”

      “Oh, Kiddo.” He got up, walking toward her.

      She held up her hand to stop him. “I’m numb right now, and I don’t want to cry. But if you hug me, I might not be able to stop.”

      He nodded and rubbed her shoulder. Picking up their trash, he went to the kitchen. He opened the fridge and called out, “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, thank you.”

      He came back with another beer, cracking it open, taking a longer than usual swig. He ran his hand through his hair, appearing at a complete loss for words.

      She didn’t want him to feel that burden. There were no words. Nothing he could say would make the pain subside. Nothing he could do would bring her mother back, and that was the only thing that could make her feel better.

      She blocked any thought of her mother out, needing to change the subject. “How well do you know Kimberly?” she asked.

      “That’s a tough question,” he said. “But I think after a year of dating, I can say fairly well. Why do you ask?”

      “I’m curious. Do you trust her?”

      He regarded her for a moment. “Of course. What’s this about?”

      “I have some friends who say they know her. They think that maybe she dated Camden Price or something.”

      He shook his head. “No. We discussed this already. She’s helping us.”

      “I know, but don’t you think you’re putting her in danger?”

      “No,” he stated. “I told you, I don’t want you to worry.”

      “Too late.” She tapped her finger against her leg. “How did Kimberly meet Camden? I mean, he’s married. Would he really pick her up in a bar? And how would she know where he’d be? She’s from Riverside. Or did you introduce them?”

      “No,” he said. “She went through Mrs. Price at her art gallery.”

      Shocked, she asked, “But how would she know to do that? Did you tell her to?”

      He took another long gulp, crushing the can. “How’d you get so smart?”

      She stared at him, waiting for an answer.

      He looked directly into her eyes. “This is going to be hard for you to understand.” He shook his head. “I don’t know if I should tell you this.”

      “Please, Dad. I want to know everything.”

      He paused, scratching his head. “All right. Kimberly and your mother were friends.”
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      Aries sat on the couch, with her hand on her forehead. Her mother and Kimberly were friends? Impossible. They were complete opposites. Aries often questioned if she were betraying Elizabeth by letting Kimberly in. But now there was no way she could ever be close to Kimberly.

      She looked at her dad. “How could you?”

      “I know it looks bad.” He cleared his throat.

      “No, it doesn’t look bad; it is bad,” she said, her face turning red. “It’s wrong, disgusting in fact.”

      “Trust me, Kiddo, neither one of us wanted to fall in love. It sort of just happened.”

      She gasped. “You’re in love? What about Mom? What about thirteen years of marriage? How do you just turn that off?” She threw her hands up in the air. “And Kimberly, Dad? Really?” She stood.

      “Wait,” he said. “I—”

      “Save it. I’m going to bed. I feel sick.”

      “No, sit back down. You said you wanted to know everything. If you don’t want me to treat you like a child, stop acting like one.”

      She fought back her rising rage and sat back down. “A child? You’re in love with a friend of my mother’s, and I’m the one who is acting immature? Her friend. What part of that don’t you understand? You can’t do that to her.” She put her hands on her cheeks, trying to cool them. “Or me.” 

      “Let’s get one thing straight, I will always love Elizabeth.” He gestured at Aries. “She gave me the best thing that ever happened to me. And as the mother of my child, I will always have a deep respect for her. But we got married young, and as we grew up together, we realized how different we were, and we slowly grew apart.”

      “So even if she hadn’t died, you might not be together right now?” she asked. The bile crept toward her throat.

      “Not necessarily,” he said. “We had a certain bond. A bond only marriage can bring. Marriage is a lot like a roller coaster; risky, fun, scary, with a lot of ups and downs. We were on a down cycle, but that’s not to say we couldn’t have made it back up.”

      “Even if you were attracted to her friend?”

      He sighed. “I didn’t meet Kimberly until after Elizabeth passed,” he said. “Kim had called after your mother missed her hair appointment. I had to be the bearer of bad news. She instantly didn’t believe the cause of Elizabeth’s death, so I decided to meet with her. She’s been trying to help us ever since.”

      “How the hell does dating you help us?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “You know what I meant. She’s helping us solve the mystery of your mother’s death. Kim and I had an instant attraction, and don’t blame her, she tried to fight it, but I’m the one who pursued her. I know it’s hard for you to hear I love another woman besides your mother, but Elizabeth would’ve wanted me to be happy.”

      “Sure, but she probably wasn’t thinking it would be with her friend.”

      “Let me tell you something, Kiddo, and remember this advice when you’re older,” he said. “Love is usually extremely complicated and sometimes out of your control, but what you can control is how you handle it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means be faithful, be honest, and as long as you’re not deceiving anyone, follow your heart.”

      “What if you love two people? Isn’t that being deceitful?”

      “Kimberly knows I’ll always love your mother. She’s not trying to replace her,” he said. “But she’s secure with our relationship. Besides, all relationships are different.”

      She tuned him out because she could no longer grapple with everything he had told her, and her question pertained to herself. She might not be in love because she’d never been in love before, but she had deep feelings for both Damon and Cory. And her father was right. Every relationship is different.

      She analyzed her father. He’d been through a lot as well. “Okay,” she said. “I need time to process this, and I have some homework to finish before I go to bed.”

       He nodded, looking as though he didn’t think the issue was settled and still wanted to smooth things out with her.

      Halfway down the hall, she turned when he said, “Kiddo.”

      “Yes?”

      “I know it’s a lot, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but I’m glad we talked.”

      “Me, too,” she said, opening her bedroom door.  She didn’t really have any homework. She didn’t want to discuss Kimberly any further.

      She lay in bed, with only a sheet covering her. I could really use some advice, Mom. She drew in long, methodical breaths until she detected a faint tobacco smell. Resting her hands behind her head, she said, Hi, Grandpa.

      “Hello, young lady.”

      I’m starting to get a complex. I think my mom doesn’t ever want to speak to me and sends you to ease the pain.

      “Well, that there is some pure nonsense,” he said.

      It sure feels that way.

      Aries couldn’t dwell on it while she had the connection with him. You were her favorite. She used to tell me stories of how she liked to hold your pipe. Is that why I can smell tobacco?

      “Makes sense,” he said. “I remember one time when she put the pipe in her mouth.” He chuckled. “The look on her face was priceless. She never did that again.”

      She smiled. I’d do anything to hear her voice. Tell her how much I miss her and to please speak to me.

      “She’s so proud of you.”

      Then why won’t she tell me?

      “She does. You aren’t open to hearing it.”

      Yes, I am, she said, appalled. If I can hear from you, then why on Earth would I not be open to connect with her?

      “What happened on the day leading up to her death? What are your last memories? Think back from the moment you woke up until you found out the horrific news.”

      She followed his advice.

      It started out like any other typical day, until my dad woke me up to the biggest nightmare of my life.

      “What is your last memory of her?” he asked.

      Her putting my hair in braids, her smile, and her telling me she loves me. The excitement in her voice when she said how great my birthday was going to be. That she couldn’t believe how fast fourteen years had gone by and I only had to wait seven more years until we’d go to Las Vegas to celebrate, because she knew how much I wanted to spend my twenty-first birthday there. But that dream is crushed. Aries blinked back a tear.  

      “That was the morning of your birthday. Three days before she died. What happened the morning of her death?”

      She stared at the ceiling for a few minutes, the scent of tobacco completely gone. Grandpa, come back. Please tell me what happened. I can’t remember.
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      Aries tapped her foot in health class, unable to sit still. She couldn’t stop thinking about her conversation with her great-grandfather from the previous night. What happened the day her mother passed? Squeezing her fists, she closed her eyes as a disturbing feeling washed over her. She experienced anger, disgust, betrayal, and fear - all within a fleeting moment.

      Cory tapped her arm, bringing her back to the present. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I’m fine.”

      “You look pretty today,” he said. “I like when you wear your hair up.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.” She felt anything but pretty. 

      As the class ended, Miss Townsend called out for Aries and Peyton to stay.

      Cory waved and walked out of the room with Brandon.

      “Thank you, girls,” Miss Townsend said. “Here’s a flyer for Saturday. We are having our first beach cleanup of the year. It would mean a lot if you could both attend.” She handed them each a paper. “I’ll see you after school as well, right?”

      The girls nodded.

      As Aries and Peyton headed for the door, Miss Townsend said, “Aries, wait, one more thing.”

      Peyton left as she hung back. “Yes?” she asked.

      “I’ve noticed some pretty cruel words about you on the Web again. Would you like for me to schedule a meeting with the principal? Maybe we can solve it once and for all.”

      “Thank you,” Aries said. “But I’m not on any of those sites, so I don’t really care.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. You of all people should know how refreshing it is not to be a part of the drama. Isn’t that what you teach us?”

      “You’re absolutely right,” she said, looking somewhat skeptical. “You are one-of-a-kind, Aries Dade. I wish more students could be like you.”

      “Thank you.” She glanced at the door. “Well, I don’t want to be late.”

      “Right,” Miss Townsend said. “Wait. Um, how’s your dad?”

      She narrowed her gaze. “He’s fine, why?”  Don’t you dare think of trying to date him.

      “We had such a great talk about you, and I just wanted to check in.” Miss Townsend smiled. “Well alright, I’ll see you after school.”
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      Aries couldn’t concentrate during history class. Not after the way Miss Townsend acted. Why was she so interested in me? As Mr. McCready assigned students into the same groups as before, the answer hit her. She’s not interested in me, stupid, she’s interested in my dad.

      In an instant, Piper, Paige, and Michael gathered around her. She liked Miss Townsend, but she needed to mind her own business. “What is her deal?” she accidentally said out loud.

      “Oh, let me introduce you to Paige Bradley.” Piper joked. “She doesn’t want an A, she wants an A plus. So yes, once again we’ll be the only group working outside of class.”

      Aries tried to focus on Piper. “What?”

      Piper held a worksheet in the air. “We have to work on this and come up with the answers together. It’s part of the test.”

      “Dude, are you high?” Michael asked.

      “No,” Aries said. “Okay, let’s get started.”

      As Paige pointed at the clock, the bell rang.

      Michael laughed. “I want whatever you’re smoking.”

      “So, my place again?” Piper asked everyone.

      “I can’t today,” Aries said as she stood.

      “Tomorrow works,” Paige said.

      “It’s a date.” Michael slapped Aries on the back, adding, “And bring some of that good stuff you’re on.”

      “I’m not—”

      “He knows,” Paige interrupted. “He’s teasing you. You were pretty out of it in class. Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” Aries said. “Just great.”

      Piper pointed at her. “Next scandal. It’s coming, I’m sure of it.” She headed toward the hallway.

      Aries should’ve asked Piper about texting Damon, but she went to her locker instead.

      When lunch time arrived, Aries didn’t want to run the risk of encountering Kaelani in the library again, so she ate her lunch under her favorite tree. Leaning against the tree, she bit into a ham and cheese sandwich. She enjoyed eating in silence, finishing her meal. As she batted a fly away, she heard the sweet sound of Gladys’ voice. Silence never lasts long for me, so thank you for letting me finish my lunch.

      “Why do you insist on eating alone, Dear?”

      I have a lot on my mind, Gladys.

      “Every day?”

      Pretty much. Everyone always says things get easier in time. But honestly, since my mother passed, every day gets harder and even more complicated.

      “But look at CJ over there. He’d be thrilled if you joined him.”

      Aries didn’t look; she studied a fly in the grass instead. I wouldn’t be very good company right now.

      “How do you know unless you try?” Gladys asked. “CJ could cheer you up. It’s not healthy to isolate yourself.”

      She glanced at the crowd by the benches. Cory stood next to Brandon and Michael, with a plethora of blondes surrounding them.

      Oh Gladys, I don’t even know why Cory speaks to me. Look at him. He’s laughing, having a great time with every pretty girl at this school. They’re all perfect, and he can have his pick of any one of them. I can’t compete.

      “Good thing it’s not a competition, then,” Gladys said. “Because if it were, you’d knock ‘em out of the park.” She laughed. “CJ would love to hear me use that analogy.”

      Aries smiled, her pity party slipping away. Thank you, Gladys.

      “You can thank me by not sitting alone.”

      The lunch period ended, along with her connection to Gladys.

      She walked to her last class of the day, lacking any motivation to be there. And to make matters worse, Damon pulled his usual disappearing act, ditching school.

      The torturous fifty-five minutes ended, and Peyton lingered in the hallway. “Hi,” Peyton said. “I figured since we’re heading in the same direction, I’d wait for you.”

      “Yeah.” Aries gave her a strange look. She wanted to blow off the Recycling Club altogether. She originally thought it was a one-time deal. But it turned out she had made a year-long commitment.

      As they made their way through the quad, Peyton pulled the flyer out of her backpack. “Are you going Saturday?”

      Aries nodded. “Miss Townsend will appreciate it.”

      “Oh.” Peyton looked straight ahead.

      They walked in an awkward silence before reaching the lunch benches, which were consumed by a cluster of students, mainly freshmen. A few girls waved and called Peyton over to sit by them.

      Michelle waved Aries over. Relieved she didn’t have to stand by herself, she sat next to Michelle. “You remember Kaylie?” Michelle pointed to her friend sitting on the opposite side of her.

      “Yes. Paige’s sister.” Aries smiled.

      Kaylie nodded. “You look happy.”

      “Thanks,” Aries said, with a smirk. What a strange comment. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Well, you know.”

      Miss Townsend appeared from behind Aries, interrupting the group and instructing everybody to listen up. “This will be a quick meeting since you are giving up your time on Saturday,” she said. “You can either sign up to pick up trash or hand out information at one of our designated booths we’ll set up.”

      Michelle nudged Aries. “Pick up trash with us.”

      “After you sign up, you’re free to go,” Miss Townsend said.

      Everyone scattered to sign different forms.

      Peyton walked over. “What did you sign up for?”

      “Trash pick-up,” Aries said.

      “Why?” Peyton looked away, as if she didn’t care about Aries’ answer, then grabbed her arm. “Ohmigod, who is that hottie?”

      She turned in the direction Peyton pointed.

      “Don’t tell me that’s Miss T’s new boyfriend.” Peyton fanned herself.

      She squinted her eyes in disbelief. What’s he doing here? With her face flushed, she said, “That’s my dad.”

      “Your dad’s hot.”

      Those were three words she could go her whole life without hearing. “Isn’t that an oxymoron, ‘dad’ and ‘hot’?’”

      “Apparently not when it’s yours,” Peyton said. “Introduce me.”

      Aries’ face turned crimson as Ryan waved at her. He walked over to Miss Townsend, holding out his hand. She embraced him with a hug instead. She then tucked her hair behind her ear and laughed.

      “You go, girl,” Peyton said.

      “What are you talking about?” Aries asked.

      “Miss T knows how to work it.”

      Aries curled her lip. “Gross.”

      Peyton laughed. “You might end up with more than a teacher.”

      Aries brushed off Peyton’s remark. No, her dad was in love with someone else. Just shoot me now. She cringed as Ryan walked toward her.

      “Hi, Kiddo. I took off early,” he said. “I thought you might need a ride.”

      “Okay, thanks. Let’s go.”

      “Eh-hum,” Peyton said.

      “Dad, this is—”

      “Peyton Price.” She cut in front of Aries, holding out her hand.

      He shook it. “Camden’s daughter.”

      “Yes.” Peyton blushed. “You’ve heard of me.” She giggled.

      “Let’s go, Dad.” Aries pulled him away.

      “Bye, Aries,” Peyton called out. “Pleasure, Mr. Dade.”

      Ryan waved goodbye and then winked at Miss Townsend.

      “What was that?” Aries asked.

      “What?”

      “The way you looked at my teacher.”

      He picked up his stride.

      “And how’d you know where to find me?” she asked.

      “It wasn’t too hard,” he said as they headed toward the parking lot.

      Was he trying to hit on Miss Townsend? She couldn’t handle another problem in the horrific equation that had become her life.

      Once they were in his truck, he put it in gear and asked, “What sounds good for dinner?”

      “Anything.”

      “Chinese?” he asked, slowing over a speed bump.

      “Sure.”

      “Hey, isn’t that…” He pointed toward the school.

      She turned, only to find Cory and Poppy linked arm and arm, with him holding her tennis racquet.
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      Aries retreated to her bedroom, finally able to get away from her father. After a grueling dinner conversation centered around convincing him she was okay, she rejoiced in the solace of her personal space. If she had to tell her father she was fine one more time, she might’ve punched him.

      “He cares about you, Dear.”

      She sighed. Hi, Gladys. I guess there’s really no such thing as alone time for me.

      Gladys laughed. “You are a treasure.”

      She rolled her eyes. I feel far from it. And your grandson doesn’t seem to think so either.

      “CJ adores you.”

      But he loves Poppy Davenport. And who can blame him? She looks like a movie star and has the money to act like one.

      “You know, come to think of it, he was fond of that girl. But CJ’s no fool. She did a number on him.”

      Well, she’s doing it again. Apparently, he’s not as bright as you seem to think.

      “Or maybe he’s just like his grandpa Joe,” Gladys said. “Joe, come on, say hello to Aries. Oh, fine, you old poop.”

      She laughed. I can feel him saying hello, Gladys. You don’t have to force him.

      “Joe thinks you’re a doll.”

      Thank you, Joe.

      “But back to CJ,” Gladys said. “He’s polite, especially to girls. Trust me, his heart is not with Poppy.”

      Then how come it looks that way? I think it’s you who wants him to be with me, not him. There was a knock on the door. “What?”

      “Can I come in?” Ryan asked, sounding timid.

      “Sure.” She sighed. Her dad broke her connection with Gladys.

      “I want to say goodnight.”

      “Dad, I’m fine, really.”

      “I know. Guess I’m being the overprotective parent. Sorry. I love you, Kiddo.”

      “Love you, too.” Please stop worrying so much.

      As she closed her eyes, she mouthed Gladys’ words, “Trust me.” Yeah, right. Gladys seemed like a sweet lady, but Aries had no idea whom she could trust.
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      The next day, Cory acted like his usual jovial self. He even invited Aries to join him for lunch. But when the time arrived, she chose to eat lunch in the library. Poppy would be with his group, and she could do without witnessing the two flirting.

      She said hello to Mrs. Chou, sat down, and turned on a computer. A few minutes later, Kaelani settled in at the keyboard next to her.

      “Hey,” Kaelani said.

      “Hi.” She regretted not having lunch under her tree.

      “Let’s see what’s going on with Dish,” Kaelani said.

      Aries tried her best to ignore her, but Kaelani wouldn’t allow it.

      “Do you know Stacy Martin?” she asked.

      “No.” Aries stared at her screen, praying Kaelani would stop talking to her.

      “She really has it out for you.”

      Aries sighed. “Who?”

      “This Stacy chick.” Kaelani pressed her lips together. “She, like, really hates you. And this Greg Reed guy likes everything she posts.”

      “Oh.” Aries couldn’t care less and didn’t have anything else to say.

      “Don’t you want to know what she’s saying about you?”

      “No.” Aries shifted in her chair. How rude would it be if she got up and left?

      Each time Kaelani clicked her mouse, she’d say, “That’s weird.”

      After the third time, Aries asked, “What?”

      “This Stacy chick is the one who posted pictures of Poppy.”

      “Is she torturing her, too?”

      “No,” she said. “It’s to torture you. Here look.”

      Aries held her hand up. “No, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      As Kaelani worked on her computer in silence for a while, Aries put her hands in prayer position under the table and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      With the bell about to ring, Aries began closing out websites and organized her books.

      “You’re going to Piper’s after school, right?” Kaelani asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Is that on Newport Dish?”

      Kaelani laughed. “No. Piper told us.”

      “Us?” Aries questioned.

      “Me and Poppy. Poppy’s been spending a lot of time over there.”

      “Oh.”

      The bell rang, and the two girls gathered their belongings. As Aries turned to leave, Kaelani said, “Wait. You might want to know this.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no Stacy Martin at this school.”

      Why should she care? “Okay.”

      “Okay? That’s it?” Kaelani gave her a skeptical look. “Somebody’s working under an alias name, and that somebody is after you. Aren’t you curious who it is?”

      “A little, I guess.”

      “I can help you find out.”

      “How?” Aries asked.

      Kaelani smiled. “Well, if you haven’t noticed, I’m pretty good with computers.”

      “I have noticed,” Aries said. “I guess I’m wondering why you’d want to help me.”

      “I like you.” Kaelani shrugged. “Besides, us brunettes need to stick together.” She sauntered past Aries.

      Aries hung back, waiting for Kaelani to be out of sight. But before Kaelani turned the corner, she glanced over her shoulder and stared back at Aries. Aries couldn’t break their awkward gaze as Kaelani kept staring at her, the corners of her mouth turning up in the slightest grin.  After a few unsettling moments, Aries turned away, letting out a quick shiver.
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      Greg couldn’t believe Aries hadn’t seen the pictures posted on Newport Dish. Or if she had, she was an incredible actress, walking around campus as though nothing bothered her.

      He couldn’t figure her out. She often appeared to be in her own world, and a couple of times he had caught her talking to herself. Strange girl. Maybe Stacy’s right and she’s a straight up head case.

      Greg’s phone interrupted his musings, playing the song again. He shouted a few obscenities before shutting it off. That was the fifth time it happened since the homecoming dance.

      Stacy had something to do with his phone periodically playing Jake Coleman’s favorite song, but he couldn’t figure out how she programmed it, and without him knowing. He’d begged his mother for a new phone, but she refused.

      The song brought back memories of the time he and his friends went to see the band perform it live. Jake talked everybody into going to the concert.

      He could picture Jake pumping his fist to the beat. After the song, Jake shook Greg. “Thanks, man. This is awesome,” he said, looking as if he had just gotten laid. “I dig that song.”

      Jake had a thing for up-and-coming bands, and to his credit, he had good taste in music.

      Greg recalled turning toward Jake and shouting over the music and roaring crowd. “I have to ask, what is it about that song? I don’t think it’s their best.”

      Jake thought for a moment, with a goofy expression. “Don’t say anything, man. I…” He slapped Greg’s back. “Never mind, bro. It’s not cool.”

      “Tell me,” Greg said. “It stays here.”

      “Alright. It reminds me of…”

      Jake smiled as he said her name. He confessed his love for a girl, a girl who was off limits since she was dating another one of their friends.

      Jake said, “It’s crazy, but she told me she has deep feelings for me. She thinks she’s in love with me, bro.”

      “But what about—”

      Jake held up his hand. “She’s not into him. She’s going to end it.” He turned his hat backwards. “I told her how I felt about her, but even if she ended her relationship, nothing could happen between us. You know, guy code and all.”

      “You’re a good man, Coleman.”

      “Somebody’s got to make up for your ass,” Jake said. “Now shut up so I can watch the band.”

      Greg stared at his phone, coming back to the present. It shouldn’t have been you, brother. You were and always will be the best of us.

      The only honorable thing Greg could give himself credit for was never telling anyone about that conversation.

      He had to come clean.
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      After school, Paige and Aries waited for the town car Paige ordered to arrive. When the driver finally found the girls, they headed to Piper’s house. Rubbing her hands on the seat, Aries stared out the window. Paige broke the silence, asking the driver to turn up the stereo. She sang along to the song. Paige’s voice sounded incredible. She’d be much better off singing than speaking.

      When they reached their destination, Paige said, “I have to give you credit. You really are strong. I wouldn’t be able to handle losing my mom. And to top it off, all the crap on Newport Dish.” She shook her head as they exited the car. “I’d probably end up in a mental hospital. I admire you so much.”

      Aries smiled. She knocked on the door, needing someone to save her from the conversation.

      Marisol greeted the girls and escorted them to the back yard. Piper and Michael were already in the pool.

      Paige gasped. “We’re here to work, remember?”

      “Can you ever chill out?” Michael asked. “I feel sorry for the guy who ends up with you.”

      Piper splashed water in his face. “Shut up.”

      He pushed on Piper’s shoulders, dunking her under the water. After she popped back up, he said, “And the poor schmuck who ends up with you.”

      “Jerk.” She splashed him again. “You could only dream of being that ‘schmuck.’” Piper hopped out and wrapped a cover-up around her. She dialed up the sound system and turned on a Top 40 mix.

      The four of them sat at the bar and divided the study guide into equal parts.

      Marisol came out, setting down a tray of hot wings and pitcher of margaritas with four cups. Piper hugged her. “Thank you.”

      “So, what, are you drinking every day now?” Paige asked, glaring at Piper.

      “Why do you care?” Michael asked.

      “It’s not healthy,” Paige said. “You guys might need help.”

      Piper poured herself and Michael a cup. “I thought we could celebrate. We got the highest grade on our last project, and I’m sure we’ll crush the test.” Piper held up her drink. “Here’s to a kickass group.”

      “Oh, what the hell,” Paige said, pouring herself a cup and holding it against Piper’s.

      Aries stood before anyone could offer her one. She walked behind the bar and found a soda.

      “You really are special,” Gladys said. “I can see why CJ adores you.”

      Aries held her drink up. Piper looked over and said, “Salud.”

      I’m really holding my drink up to Gladys.

      Paige’s voice shrieked louder with every sip she took, and she began babbling nonstop. Aries tuned her out as she finished her portion of the project. Piper announced she had finished the assignment as well and began refilling everybody’s cup.

      They went over the study guide, concluding they were all going to ace the test.

      Michael closed his laptop. “Alright, somebody needs to shut this girl up.” He scooped up Paige and carried her toward the pool kicking and screaming.

      “One, two, three,” he shouted and then threw her in. He dove in after her. Piper laughed and then joined them in the pool.

      “Go join the fun, Dear.”

      Sweating from the late September heat wave, Aries had to admit it did look like fun. Walking over, she dipped her foot in the water.

      “Right on,” Piper said. “Come in.”

      Aries eased into the shallow end, up to her waist, shivering due to the cool temperature. Taking in the scenery, she marveled at the ocean view. You would’ve loved this, Mom. She pushed herself out of the pool and sat on the edge, letting her legs dangle in the water. A few minutes later, Piper and Paige got out and reclined on the lounge chairs.

      Michael swam over toward her. “Hey.”

      She stopped moving her feet. “Hi.” He had a way of making her skin itch.

      “You know it’s not true,” he said.

      “What?” she asked.

      “The stuff with Douglas.”

      “Okay.” She glanced beyond him, only half-interested in what he was talking about.

      He regarded her for a moment. “I thought you should know.”

      “Thanks.” Gladys, what is he talking about?

      “I gotta say, it’s pretty cool how it doesn’t bother you,” he said, shrugging.

      I’m sure it would if I knew what the hell you were talking about.

      Gladys’ delayed response came through muffled.

      Can you repeat that? Aries asked.

      Gladys spoke again, but all Aries could detect was a “puh” sound.

      “Peyton,” she accidentally said out loud.

      “What?” Michael asked. “No, Poppy.”

      “Poppy?” She gave him a skeptical look.

      “Yeah,” he said. “It’s all over Newport Dish.”

      “Oh, I haven’t been on in a while.”

      He laughed. “You really are a different chick.” Squeezing his hands, he shot water out the other end in her direction.

      Leaning to the side, she said, “I did see them after school yesterday.”

      “Well, yeah, he’s not going to ignore her. But trust me, whatever she’s up to, it’s all her.” He swam back a few feet. “He digs you.”

      “Digs me?” She smiled.

      “Whatever. You know what I mean.” He got out of the pool. “Don’t let all the hype get to you.”

      She shielded her eyes from the sun. “Okay. Thanks for the advice, I guess.”

      “Yep.” He walked over to the bar and grabbed a beer.

      Piper came over and sat next to Aries, slipping her legs in the water so as not to spill her drink. “I think Paige passed out.”

      Paige was completely sprawled across a lounge. “That’s one way to get her to stop talking.”

      Piper laughed. “Well said. How’s everything going with Cory? You guys cool?”

      “I think so.”

      “Don’t believe the rumors about Poppy. She spends most of her time over here. The only reason she’s not here now is, I told her not to come.”

      Why are Piper and Michael so quick to say don’t believe whatever gossip’s going around about Cory and Poppy? She liked Piper more than anyone else at Newport Beach High. But could she trust her?

      “Go on, ask her.”

      Joel?

      “Yes. Ask her.”

      Aries turned toward Piper. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “I suppose,” she answered, examining the remains of her margarita.

      I don’t know, Joel. I feel weird.

      Piper looked up from her drink. “Oh no, you look all serious. I was totally kidding. Of course, ask away.”

      “Okay,” she said. “The other day, why did you text Damon?”

      Piper snorted. “Damon LeMoore?”

      “Yes.” Aries didn’t take her eyes off her.

      Piper leaned back, shaking her head. “I never sent him a text.”
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      Aries glared at Piper for a moment. The only sound came from Piper swirling her legs in the water. Pressing the issue, Aries said, “I know you sent Damon a text because I saw your name pop up on his screen.”

       “Look, I don’t know what you saw, but I wouldn’t.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t send him a text.” She glared back.

      Aries glanced up at the sky as an airplane climbed out of sight. Okay Joel, I asked her, and either she’s lying to me or doesn’t want me to know something.

      “She’s not,” Joel said. “Piper wouldn’t lie.”

      Aries let out a sigh of relief. She had proof she could trust Piper. But now she had a bigger mystery on her hands. If Piper didn’t send the text, who did?

      “Good to hear you using that brain of yours,” Mr. O cut in. “You had me worried there for a sec.”

      “Shut up,” Aries said.

      “I’m serious.” Piper curled her lip, offended. “Michael,” she shouted toward the bar area.

      “Sorry,” Aries said. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Yeah?” Michael glanced up from his cell.

      “Would I ever text, call, or even make contact with Damon LeMoore?”

      He let out a laugh. “Hell, no. The guy would lose his chili.”

      “See?” Piper held up her hand.

      Aries nodded. “I believe you. Wait, why so dramatic? He’s not ugly or anything.”

      “No, it’s not that,” Piper said. “I mean, the guy’s hot. It’s a long story. A story I’d like to keep in the past.”

      “He’s not…” Aries’ stomach churned with jealousy and guilt.

      “He’s not what?” Piper asked.

      “A while ago, you told me you’d been in love once. Was Damon the guy?”

      “No.” Piper turned her gaze up, looking sad.

      Aries tried to mask her smile. “Do you mind if I ask who you were in love with?”

      She didn’t respond.

      “I get it,” Aries said. “You don’t have to tell me, but what I don’t understand is, Paige told me you’ve never had a boyfriend before.”

      Piper smirked. “What’s it to her?”

      Aries shrugged. “Have you?”

      “No. Doesn’t mean I wasn’t in love, you know?”

      Aries didn’t know, but she nodded anyway.

      Piper got up. “I could use a drink. You?”

      “No, thanks.” Aries stayed put. Why did Piper always want to escape reality? A moment later, Piper and Michael chugged a beer. Poor Piper. Even though the girl had everything, she seemed so lost.

      “She is,” Joel said.

      Why? She’s beautiful and rich. Every girl dreams to be like her. I mean, she can have anything she wants.

      “No, she can’t,” Joel said. “Besides, that’s all monetary. Piper’s deeper than you think. She’s in the same boat as you.”

      I guess. But at least her mom’s alive. They have a chance at a relationship someday. I’m…She couldn’t finish her sentence as she tried to regain her composure.

      “You’re right about her mom, but that wasn’t what I was talking about.”

      Then what?

      Piper cheered at a revived Paige hanging on to Michael.

      “C’mon, Aries.” Piper waved her over.

      Aries walked over to the group.

      “One shot.” Piper filled four shot glasses with tequila, then headed to the other side of the bar, returning with slices of lime.

      It would be nice to be accepted by the group, but she didn’t want to have to drink alcohol to be a part of them. Being an outcast sucked, but she stuck to her gut and said, “No, thanks, I don’t think I’ll like it.”

      “You’ll never know unless you try.” Piper held the glass toward her.

      “It’s not going to kill you,” Michael said.

      Aries took the glass and lime from Piper.

      “If I can do it, you can,” Paige said.

      Aries held her glass up, clanking it with the others. She threw back the shot, shoving the lime into her mouth. She hated herself for giving into peer pressure even more than the harsh taste of the tequila.

      “Whoo.” Piper gave her a high-five.

      Aries sat on a bar stool, while the group talked about the upcoming football game.

      “You’re going, right?” Paige asked.

      Aries nodded, but after taking the shot, she didn’t feel like participating in any more school events.

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Joel said. “It was one shot. You’re fifteen, you’re bound to screw up once in a while. Happens to all of us.”

      Did it happen to you?

      “All the time. That’s probably how I ended up here.”

      Aries pressed her lips together, not ready for the answer to her next question. But she asked anyway. With this group?

      “Yep. Not really with Paige, though.” He began to whisper. “Just between you and me, her voice bugged me, too.”

      Aries laughed. Why are you whispering?

      “What’s so funny?” Michael asked.

      Aries straightened her shoulders. “Nothing.”

      Michael shook his head. “You’re a strange chick, Dade.”

      Piper walked over, draping herself around Aries. “Join the fun. We’re talking about your boyfriend.”

      Aries stood as Joel said, “Do me a favor, and relay these lyrics to Piper. It’s not in the way you look or act. It’s in that deep stare we once shared.”

      Aries smirked. Sorry Joel, but I’d feel way lame saying that to her.

      “Please.”

      Seriously?

      “If you help me, I’ll help you.”

      How?

      “What do you want more than anything?”

      You know what I want; I want to talk to my mom.

      “Exactly.”

      Aries took a deep breath, her face flushing from embarrassment. Joel, I’m sorry, but I can’t do it.

      “Yes, you can.”

      Piper scrutinized her. “What’s wrong?”

      Aries hesitated, then whispered the lyrics to Piper.

      All the color drained from Piper’s face as she let go of Aries and clutched her forehead. Her eyes could have popped out of their sockets. “What? How?” She fell forward and clung to the table.

      Aries tried to help her stabilize. “Are you okay?”

      Piper took long, deep breaths, gripping the chair until her knuckles turned white. Throwing the chair toward the pool, she screamed, “Get out. Everybody get out of here. Now.” She ran into the house.

      “What the hell did you say to her?” Michael asked.

      Aries shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You heard her, leave.” He gave Aries a dirty look.

      Paige grabbed her. “C’mon, let’s wait out front for our ride.” She hiccupped. “I’ve seen her act this way before, and it isn’t pretty.” She flailed her arms. “Sometimes the alcohol doesn’t agree with her.”

      The alcohol had nothing to do with Piper’s meltdown; it had everything to do with me. Great, thanks a lot, Joel. What the hell was that about? She followed Paige out of the gate. “Are you sure you want to leave now? You seem pretty drunk.”

      “Yes. Trust me, we don’t want to be around to watch Piper self-destruct. Michael’s the only one who can deal with her.” Paige unwrapped a couple pieces of gum, sticking the wad in her mouth.

      “Thank you,” Joel said.

      The sincerity in his voice eased her anxiety, making the last five minutes almost seem worth it.

      “Thank you,” Joel said one last time before he broke the connection.
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      The following morning during health class, Aries worked on a protein-based vegan menu. Cory strolled in fifteen minutes late.

      Miss Townsend rolled her eyes. “Mr. Douglas, thank you so much for joining us. You know the drill.”

      Cory set his backpack on his desk, flipped his cap backwards, and pumped out ten push-ups.

      “This is getting old, Mr. Douglas.” Miss Townsend handed him a laptop.

      “Sorry, Miss T.”

      “Don’t be sorry; be on time. Now you’re going to come up with a five-day menu for somebody who is lactose intolerant.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      After Miss Townsend walked away, he flashed Aries a sexy smile. “Hey.”

      “Hey. Why are you always late?”

      “So you’ll notice me.”

      “You sit next to me,” she said. “How could I not?”

      “That’s the only reason? It’s not the uniform?” He tugged on his jersey.

      “Well, that, too.” She smiled.

      He fired up the laptop. “Are you going to the game tonight?”

      She typed the word “tofu” on her computer before looking at him.

      “C’mon. It’s a big game.”

      “I haven’t said anything yet.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I know what that means.”

      “No, you don’t. As a matter of fact, I am going.”

      He smiled. “Good. Now do you have a pencil for me?”

      “Of course.” She reached into her bag and handed it to him.

      He held it up. “No good. This is an automatic pencil.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “You always give me a number two pencil.”

      “Are you really that superstitious? I’ve given you a pen before, too.”

      “Alright, but if we lose tonight, it’s all on you.”

      “Okay.” She shook her head. “I’ll take my chances.”

      She finished her assignment, then helped Cory with his. As they exited the room, Cory squeezed her hand. “Thanks for the pencil. See you tonight.”

      By the end of history class, Aries mustered up the courage to approach Piper. “Hi.”

      “Hey,” Piper said.

      Piper appeared to be her usual laid-back self as Aries said, “I wanted to apologize for the other day.” She wiped her sweaty palms on her jean shorts.

      Piper narrowed her eyes, puzzled. “Why?”

      “I guess because I feel like I caused—”

      “I should apologize to you,” Piper said. “Sometimes I drink too much. Or so I’m told. I don’t know. Anyway, Michael told me I kicked you guys out or something. I guess that’s my way of saying, ‘I’m going to pass out now.’” She nudged Aries’ arm. “You’re cool with that, right?”

      “You don’t remember—”

       “A damn thing? Not really.”

      Aries did a mental celebration, but outwardly she kept her cool. “So, Cory asked me to go to the game tonight, and I was wondering if...well, if it was okay if I went with you.”

      Piper laughed. “Of course. You don’t need to be all weird about it. I already thought you were going with us. Meet at my place, like, six-ish.”

      “Okay, great. Thanks, Piper.”

      “Yeah.” She waved. “See ya.”

      Why did she always act like such a dork? Would she ever get used to being accepted by anyone in the popular crowd? She shook her head. Probably not.

      As Aries walked to her next class, Damon headed toward her. Smiling, she started to run up to him, but she stopped short when Mr. Haggerty appeared next to him, his hand on Damon’s shoulder. Damon remained expressionless as Mr. Haggerty escorted him to the office.

      Throughout English Literature class, she tapped her pen against the desk. What could Damon have possibly done this time? She took out her cell, hid it underneath her binder, and sent him a text message.

      Aries:  What happened?

      Damon:  Getting suspended for ditching school. Makes total sense, right?

      He followed his text with a few emoji symbols.

      Aries laughed, causing her teacher to flash her a dirty look. She mouthed the words, “Sorry.” Pretending to work on the assignment, she waited for Mrs. Garcia to turn around, then replied.

      Aries: Sweet emojis. I seriously just lol.

      Damon: Good your laugh drives me crazy.

      Aries: Then stop skipping class so you can hear it.

      Damon: For u I just might.

      Mrs. Garcia walked up to Aries. “What are you doing?”

      “Working on my essay.”

      “I didn’t realize Macbeth was so funny. I look forward to reading your humorous take on it.”

      Aries pressed her lips together as her cell vibrated her binder.

      “Turn off your phone and do some real work.” Mrs. Garcia shook her head. “I wouldn’t expect this kind of behavior from you.”

      “Sorry.” She slumped in her chair as she read Damon’s message.

      Damon: No response? That was a compliment Sophomore. He added more emoji faces.

      She couldn’t text him back with Mrs. Garcia standing over her, waiting for her to turn off her phone. Aries put it in her backpack.

      “Next time I’m going to take it, and you won’t get it back until a parent picks it up.”

      She nodded.

      The remaining fifteen minutes of class were torture. When the bell rang, she knocked over a chair and ran into a shorter girl trying to get out the door. She hopped the steps two at a time up to the library and found an empty computer. Pulling out her phone, she sent Damon a text message.

      Aries: OMG Mrs. Garcia almost took my phone. So what r u doing?

      “Hey,” Kaelani said, slinking into the chair next to her. “Who are you texting?”

      None of your business. “Um, my friend.”

      “Oh,” she said, applying lip balm. “If it was Cory, I was going to have you tell him hi for me.” She turned on the computer and focused on the screen for a few minutes.

      Aries smiled at not having to make small talk with Kaelani. However, listening to her fingers type in a frantic motion was equally annoying. “Well, that didn’t work,” Kaelani said. She typed some more. “Nope, not that either.”

      Aries sighed. “What’s not working?”

      She waved her hand, dismissing Aries. “Oh, nothing. You’re not interested anyway.”

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Aries said. “But by the way you’re typing, I guess I’m interested now.”

      “Stacy Martin.” She raised her brow. “I’m going to find out who she is.”

      “I like your determination. But I still don’t understand why you’re helping me.”

      “I’m charitable like that.” She brushed her fingers through her hair. “No, seriously, it annoys me that someone can out block me. I’m the best.”

      It all made sense. Kaelani wanted to satisfy her own curiosity.

      Chatter erupted in Aries’ head as several spirits tried to get her attention. Sounding like a crazy mob of people trying to get a celebrity’s autograph, she detected Joel’s voice in the mix.

      Joel?

      Again, the cacophony of voices invaded her mind. The conversation sounded like listening to three movies being played at the same time in high speed.

      “Slow down.” She held up her hand.

      Kaelani stared at her. “I’m not doing anything.”

      Aries’ face flushed. “No. I meant it’s okay. You don’t have to figure out who Stacy is.”

      She curled her lip. “Oh, yes, I do. It’s going to happen. Meet me here on Monday. By then, the mystery will be solved.”

      Another person sat on the other side of the row of computers. Aries peeked over the screen and locked eyes with Jamie.
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      Stacy waited after school for Greg. He walked by, barely acknowledging her, testing her patience. She followed him, growing more infuriated with every step.

      They made it to the parking lot before he turned and asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What the hell does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Tormenting me,” he said.

      “Bingo.”

      He glanced up to the sky. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”

      “Because I can’t stop thinking about you,” she said, using her sultry voice. Now she had his full attention.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Use that voice.”

      She rubbed his chest. “Is something growing?”

      “Shut up.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she said in her usual tone. “Why are you ignoring me?”

      “I’m not,” he said. “You’re confusing ignoring with trying to live my life.”

      “Something’s up with you. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “Can’t you give it a rest?”

      “What?” She acted coy.

      “The rumors, the drama.” He held out his hands. “God, can’t you just be normal?”

      “Ha, and what’s that, Aries?”

      He put his hand in his pocket. “Hardly. The girl walks around talking to herself.”

      “Then why can’t you keep your eyes off her?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She sighed. “Forget it. Come back with me. I’ll show you what a real woman’s like.”

      “Been there, done that, not really impressed.”

      “Yeah, right.” He was crazy about her. What guy wouldn’t be? He was trying to get under her skin, and although he was succeeding, there was no way she’d show it. “Your loss,” she said, using an even softer, sexier voice.

      “Perhaps.” He stepped back, studying her, lingering a tad too long on her breasts. His lips began to curve up.

      Got him. Time to flip the switch. “I thought we were in this together?” She pointed her finger at him. “You need to remember, you are in this just as deep as me. And if you even think about taking me down, you’re going down right there with me. You got it?”

      “I’m not saying a word.” He furrowed a brow. “What happened to the hot, sexy girl?”

      “I know you, Greg.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “I can tell you’re about to turn on me,” she said. “We had a deal. Who’s getting to you?”

      He shook his head. “Nobody.”

      “I’m not convinced. Somebody.” She folded her arms and glared at him. “Who?”

      “I don’t know,” he said as he leaned back. “I know this sounds weird, but maybe Jake.”

      “Jake? He’s dead. And it’s not like you have a conscience.”

      “Whatever. But I feel like he’s sending me some type of message. I mean, I keep hearing his song.” He glanced at the sky again for a moment. “It was an accident. If we go to the cops—”

      She held up her hand. “We were drunk, and we covered it up. It’s called manslaughter, aiding and abetting, tampering with evidence, and whatever else they throw at us. You want to go to jail and have your entire life ruined?”

      He glared at her.

      “Well?” She put her hand on her hip.

      “Of course not. But don’t you think his parents have a right to know the truth?”

      “Doesn’t change the fact that he’s dead. It’s not like knowing the truth will bring him back. Besides, he’s still the one who crashed, and he’s still the one intoxicated. Who cares about the exact details?”

      Greg hung his head.

      “Now come back with me,” she said. “I can relieve some of that stress for you.”

      He checked his watch.

      “Really? Like you have to think about it?”

      He smiled. “Damn you’re sexy when you’re pissed.”

      Checkmate. She loved the game, and she had just racked up another victory. “Forget it.”

      He grabbed her waist, pulling her close to him.

      She pushed his chest back. “Too late. Offer’s off the table. See you tonight.” She turned, taking a step forward, but he grabbed her hand and spun her back toward him.

      He whispered in her ear. “Show me this real woman you were talking about.”

      She smiled, took his hand, and led him down the sidewalk, giving him a view of her backside.

      “Damn, you have a great ass,” he said.

      With her back still to him, she indulged in a sardonic smile.

      Useful idiot.
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      Aries walked a few steps behind the P-pack as they passed through the gates of the football field. The lights shone bright over the players as the announcer called out the starting lineup for Newport Beach High School.

      Piper turned back. “C’mon, get up here.”

      Aries sped up until she walked next to Piper. Her stride became awkward, as if she forgot how to walk. She didn’t belong there. With every step, she missed her mother more and more. She missed her old house and old school. She longed for something familiar.

      “You okay?” Piper asked.

      Aries smiled. She glanced at Peyton and Paige, who were ignoring her. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” Piper said, checking her phone. “Here, come with me.” She grabbed Aries’ arm, directing her underneath the bleachers.

      “Where you going?” Peyton called out.

      “We’ll meet you up there,” Piper called back.

      Piper stepped into the darkness as Aries followed her. She pulled out a flask and took a sip. “Whoa, that’s strong.” She wiped her mouth. “Here.”

      Aries held up her hand. “No, thanks.”

      “You sure? It will help with the fact that you can’t stand Peyton.”

      “I never said—”

      “You don’t have to, your face said it all.”

      “Was I that obvious?”

      “Pretty much.” Piper took another sip, stomping her foot as she swallowed. She pulled out her phone and sent a text.

      “Should we go to our seats?” Aries asked, looking back toward the field.

      “In a minute.”

      The wind picked up, causing Aries to rub her arms. “What are you waiting for?”

      “There she is.” Piper stepped halfway into the light and waved.

      Jamie joined them as they retreated into the cover under the bleachers. “Hi,” she said.

      Did Jamie acknowledge her? Shocker.

      Piper exchanged a baggie with Jamie for a wad of cash.

      “Thanks,” Jamie said. “You’ll be at Troy’s later, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you?” Jamie asked Aries.

      “Um.” Aries shrugged.

      “She’ll be there,” Piper said.

      “Cool.” Jamie walked away.

      Aries hated every second of being a part of their little drug deal.

      As they walked around toward the entrance of the bleachers, Piper asked, “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing,” Aries said. “I can’t believe Jamie actually spoke to me.”

      “I know, right? She doesn’t like you.”

      “Why? She doesn’t even know me.”

      “That’s what I told her,” Piper said. “She’s probably jealous.”

      “Of what?”

      Piper stopped in front of the platform. “Oh, let me count the ways.” She smiled. “Or the guys.”

      “What do you mean?” Aries asked, confused.

      “Cory, Damon, Troy, half the football team.” She started climbing the bleachers.

      “Yeah, right,” Aries said. “And I’ve seen Troy maybe once.”

      “Bull. And he checks you out all the time,” she said over her shoulder. “I wouldn’t like you either if my boyfriend was always looking at you.”

      “I find it hard to believe,” Aries called out, following her up the steps.

      Piper reached the third level, paused, and looked back at her. “There’s Troy now. And he’s looking right at you.”

      Troy stood in-between Paige and Jamie. Piper had one too many sips of whatever, because Troy’s gaze seemed fixed on Piper, his eyes tracking her every step as she worked her way over to Michael and hugged him. Aries stood by the aisle, furthest from Jamie.

      The crowd roared as Cory ran the ball into the end zone. “Your boy’s killin’ it tonight,” Michael said.

      “I’d hardly say he’s her boy.” Peyton smirked.

      “More hers than yours.”

      “Please,” Peyton said. “If I wanted him to be my boy, he would be.”

      “In your dreams.” Michael threw his arms in the air after the kicker made the extra point.

      Aries smiled when the band started up, drowning out Michael and Peyton’s argument.

      “I don’t want to be here” became Aries mantra for the night. She looked at her cell, wondering if her father would be able to pick her up. She needed a sign. For some reason, her mother refused to talk to her, but maybe she could send her a sign. Something, anything. How bad would it look if she left? She could say she didn’t feel well. She always wanted to be popular, but now she took it back. It was exhausting and fake. And she needed something real more than ever.

      “Are you finished ranting yet? Jeez.”

      Aries rolled her eyes. Really, Mom? You send Mr. O? I would’ve been happy with Grandpa. She crossed her arms. Whatever, Mr. O. You have no idea what it’s like to be a girl.

      “Thank God. You probably didn’t hear him, but he just said I was welcome.” Mr. O chuckled. “Now look down to your left.”

      Aries focused her gaze as instructed. Damon came into view at the bottom of the bleachers, leaning against the rail, staring up at her.

      “How’s that for a sign?” Mr. O asked.

      She couldn’t control her smile as Damon nodded at her.

      He wore a baseball hat with the bill low, somewhat covering his eyes, but his stare cut through her as her cheeks flushed.

      Peyton cleared her throat. “Um, Aries, your boy is that way.” She pointed in the opposite direction.

      Aries didn’t acknowledge her, unable to break away from Damon.

      “Okay,” Peyton said. “Clearly, we know where her priorities are.”

      The undeniable attraction between Aries and Damon caused her to wipe a bead of sweat from her forehead as she caught her breath. How long could they keep it up? Forever sounded nice. But Poppy, DB, and a group of girls walked up to Damon, blocking her view. Otherwise, she might’ve stared at him for the remainder of the game. 

      Michael also noticed the group below. Rubbing his hands together, he said, “Alright, we’ve got some fresh blood in the house tonight.”

      Paige elbowed him. “Shut up, that’s my sister.”

      He laughed. “I wasn’t talking about Kaylie.”

      “No,” Jamie said in disgust. “He’s talking about my annoying, slutty cousin.”

      “She ignored me at Bradley’s party,” Michael said. “But not tonight.”

      “She’s with Brandon, jackass.” Jamie glared at him.

      “He’s just having fun with her. Besides, Brando likes to share.” Michael slapped Troy’s back. “Isn’t that right, buddy?”

      Jamie pushed Michael. “You’re an idiot.”

      Troy grabbed Jamie from behind and kissed the back of her neck. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.” He flashed Michael a dirty look.

      “What?” Michael asked. “Jamie dated Brando last month. Like that’s news to anyone.”

      “Wait,” Aries said. “Michelle’s your cousin?”

      “Yeah, so?” Jamie said.

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Well, now you do.” Jamie rolled her eyes.

      Aries couldn’t believe her question was so offensive. Is everybody at this school such a condescending bi—

      “No, not everyone,” Joel interrupted.

      His voice helped her calm down.

      “In fact, there’s one amazing, beautiful—”

      “Aries.” Piper clung on to her. “Hey, where’ve you been?” She laughed, reeking of alcohol.

      Is she serious? “Standing right in front of you.” Piper didn’t hear a word, now clinging on to Paige.

      Sorry Joel, so who’s this amazing girl?

      The crowd drowned out Joel’s response with a unanimous “Ooh.” And then silence.

      A lump formed in Aries’ stomach as Cory lay sprawled out on the field. The coach and two trainers ran toward him.

      “Whoa, did you see that?” Michael asked, putting his hands on his head.

      “Not good, bro,” Troy said.

      Aries had missed it, but she kept her hands in a prayer position as everyone waited. She breathed a sigh of relief when Cory moved his legs around. A few minutes later, the trainers helped him off the field as the fans clapped. Cory seemed to shake it off as he did a few stretches with the trainers, then a couple quick sprints down the sideline. The defense held off the opposing team. He put his helmet back on, nodded at Coach Anderson, and ran back on the field.

      “Looks like your boy’s fine,” Michael said.

      Aries said a silent prayer of thanks and then tried to find Damon. A moment later, she spotted him seated in the bottom row next to DB. She kept her eye on him for the remainder of the game, missing Newport Beach’s final touchdown.

      After the players congratulated the other team and headed for the locker room, the cheerleaders performed a victory dance to the music of the band. Most of the crowd had dispersed by the end of the song, but her group and Damon’s stayed put.

      Kaelani ran up to Poppy, handing her pom poms to her, and hugged Damon. Poppy dropped the pom poms on the ground, looking both disgusted and annoyed. Aries turned away, facing the direction of Abby and her mom as they left the field. 

      Damon, DB, and the entourage of girls started heading to the exit. Through her peripheral vision, Aries could tell Damon wanted her attention, but she refused to give it to him.

      “Alright, time to party,” Piper slurred.

      “Isn’t that what you were doing this whole time?” Aries asked.

      “Nooooo, I was pre-partying. Big difference.”

      Oh, dear God. Aries couldn’t take it anymore. She would find a way to go home.

       After they got outside the field, Piper locked elbows with her. “I’m so excited you’re going out with us tonight.”

      Aries smiled. She couldn’t say the same.

      Piper let go of her arm, running up to Peyton and Paige. Aries stopped walking, moving toward the side so others could pass. She could either take the bus or call her father to pick her up.

      A moment later, Piper looked back. “Keep up, slowpoke.”

      “I’ll catch up with you guys at the party.”

      “Are you sure?” Piper called out.

      “Yes.” Piper would protest if she told the truth, but this way she could leave quietly, and most likely Piper would forget all about her.

      Sitting at the bus stop, not caring when the next bus arrived, she closed her eyes. She heard a cluster of voices, but none came from her usual contacts. She called on Mr. O first. Why did you refer to Damon as a sign? As she expected, he didn’t respond. Gladys? It would sure be nice to hear your voice. A parade of headlights came toward her. Three boys hung out of a car, screaming, “Newport rules.” Horns honked as the boys cheered. The last car pulled over in front of her. She couldn’t make out the vehicle as the bright headlights half-blinded her. Please don’t let Piper be in the car.

      Cory stepped out of the car. “Hey. What are you doing here? I thought you were with Piper.”

      She shrugged. “I want to go home.”

      He scratched his chin. “Okay. Well, let me give you a ride.”

      She hesitated before taking a step forward, not sure if he would try to convince her to go to the party.

      Cory walked around the car with a slight limp and opened the door for her.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I banged up my knee pretty bad, but nothing serious.”

      “I saw,” she said. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      He pulled into traffic. “Do you really want to go home? Or you just didn’t want to go to an after party?”

      She shrugged.

      “How ‘bout coming back to my place?” His phone kept buzzing.

      “Someone really wants to get ahold of you.”

      He checked his phone.

      “Don’t you kind of have to go to the party since, you know, you’re the quarterback?”

      He smiled. “No. And that means I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to. I want to do whatever you want.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      His phone beeped again.

      “Are you going to respond?” she asked.

      “Just a bunch of people wondering if I’m okay and going to the party. I’ll text back later. So, my place?”

      “I don’t know, it’s after dark.” She glanced out the passenger window.

       “What, are you the opposite of a vampire or something?”

      “No, I meant going back to your house.”

      “My mom and sister will be there, if you’re worried about something. I’m not suggesting we—”

      “I know,” she blurted out. She wiped her palms on her jeans.

      “I thought maybe we could watch The Sandlot.”

      She smiled. “I’d like that.”

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, pulling into a drive-thru.

      “Starving.”

      They ate some french fries on the ride home.

      Sunny was the first to greet her, then Abby. Abby hugged her, grabbing her hand and leading her to the kitchen. “Mom, this is Aries.”

      “Hello, Mrs…” Aries froze. Is her last name still Douglas?

      “Call me Gwen.” She embraced her. “I’ve heard so much about you.” She smiled at Cory. “From Abby, she just adores you.”

      “And I her.” Aries’ voice cracked, letting her nerves get the best of her.

      “Well, I see you guys already have food and drinks, but let me know if I can get you anything else.”

      “We’re good, thanks, Mom.” Cory hugged her. “We’re going to watch a movie in the family room.”

      She smiled. “Great. Abby and I were just about to watch one upstairs. Nice meeting you, Aries.” She led Abby out of the room despite her protesting.

      “You, too,” Aries said after they had left. Would she always be socially awkward?

      Cory rubbed her shoulder. “Relax. She already loves you, I can tell.”

      They watched the movie while they ate, Aries finishing first. She leaned back, trying to relax. Cory paused the movie. He cleaned up and limped back with a blanket, putting an ice pack on his knee.

      “Are you cold?”

      “A little.”

      He turned off the light and placed the blanket over her legs. Her nerves kicked up again. He started the movie, and she couldn’t concentrate as she picked at her nails. His eyes were fixed on the TV, as if he were a little boy watching a cartoon.

      She gulped the rest of her soda, trying to calm down.  A few minutes later, she stood to use the restroom. “I’ll be right back.” Cory paused the movie again.

      Sunny escorted her to the bathroom, the dog’s tail banging against the door. She looked in the mirror. What was she doing there? She collected herself, wiped her hands, and practically got knocked over by Sunny when she opened the door.

      Kneeling down, she pet her for a moment. “Good girl.” Sunny licked her cheek. “You’re such a good girl.”

      “She is precious,” Gladys said. “It warms my heart to see you two together.”

      “Thanks, Gladys,” she whispered. “Somehow, your voice is relaxing me right now.”

      Abby giggled.

      She glanced up as Abby smiled at her and ran back upstairs.

      Aries grabbed her forehead. She felt like a complete idiot for talking out loud. Hopefully, Abby didn’t hear what she had said. She walked back to the family room.

      “Everything okay?” Cory asked.

      She nodded.

      After she sat down, he scooted closer to her. Rubbing her leg, he asked, “Can I get you anything?” 

      “No, thank you, I’m good. I should be asking you that, with your knee and all.” She stared at the television.

      He tilted her chin in his direction. “Don’t sweat it. You look beautiful.”

      “Thanks.”

      He leaned closer, whispering into her ear, “I’m glad you came over tonight.”

      The warmth of his breath sent a chill down her spine, and the touch of his hand on her chin sent it right back up again. She couldn’t breathe, move, or think. Her vision became blurry as he gazed into her eyes. Her temperature rose from her heart pounding in irregular beats. She closed her eyes, and after what seemed like an eternity, his lips pressed against hers. She let go of any resistance and let the tension release as her mouth slightly opened, eager for a real, passionate kiss.

      As their tongues were about to collide, a bloodcurdling scream ripped through the house. They both jumped off the couch, scrambling to figure out what happened. Her skin tingled while she tried to remember to breathe.

      Cory turned on the lights, wincing in pain. Abby stood holding a blanket, staring out the window.

      “What the hell, Abs?” He caught his breath. “What are you doing?”

      Ignoring him, she tugged on Aries’ hand. Aries squatted down, now eye-to-eye with her. “What is it?” she asked in a cautious tone due to Abby’s stone-cold expression.

      Abby got close to Aries so Cory couldn’t hear and whispered into her ear, “She’s back.”
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      Stacy checked out the room. Same people, same scene.

      God, I’m so bored.

      She walked up to her so-called friends. “Where have you been?” one asked.

      “Over there.” She pointed behind her, thinking how stupid her friend was. She wished she could blame her stupidity on the alcohol, but Stacy had no respect for the pathetic human cliché. She grabbed a bottle of beer off the table next to the group and took a sip. Warm and not her usual choice of beverage, she dealt with it, as she needed something to take the edge off.

      “Hey,” the only boy standing in the group of five girls said.

      “Hey yourself.” She took another sip.

      “You just get here?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as you are drunk,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      He stared at her with a dumb expression on his face. She wanted to slap it off him. “Nothing,” she said. “Cheers.” She held up the bottle.

      She leaned against the table, losing interest in the group’s conversation, growing more disgusted with the people at the party by the minute. Everybody dealing with their own insecurities and trying desperately to impress each other. What a joke. She could vomit, yet at the same time she could only blame herself. She was the one attending yet another Newport High party and expecting a different outcome. She couldn’t wait for college. The boredom of seeing the same people since kindergarten took a toll on her. Maybe they were supposed to be a constant reminder of what she had done to Jake Coleman. She had nothing against Jake; in fact, he had always been friendly to her, a great guy, and hands down the most respectful boy at Newport High. Why the hell did he have to stick his nose in her business?

      Damn you, Jake.

      Wrong place, wrong time. And now he started to make her have a conscience. Maybe Greg was right and they should come clean.

      The boy turned, spilling his beer on her. “Oops.” He rubbed her arm, attempting to dry her off.

      Pulling her arm away, she said, “I’ve got it.” She found a napkin on the counter.

      Observing her inane classmates pretend to have a good time, she shook her head. What the hell was she thinking? There’s no way she’d go down in front of those idiots.
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      Aries glanced around the room, taking a moment to collect herself. Staring down at Abby, she asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Sure about what?” Cory asked, crossing his arms. “Abby, what are you doing down here?”

      Abby kept her eyes on Aries as she responded, “I wanted a glass of milk.”

      Cory sighed. “C’mon, Abs.” He walked her toward the kitchen.

      Aries folded the blanket while she waited. She stepped toward the window as another one behind her rattled. The blinds swayed from side to side.

      Is Peyton in the house?

      She spotted a squashed flowerbed in the moonlight. 

      Cory and Abby returned.

      “Abby, tell Cory who you saw,” Aries said.

      “He won’t believe me.”

      “C’mon. It’s time for you to get back in bed.” Cory grabbed Abby by the hand, directing her toward the stairs.

      What’s going on? Aries put her hand on her forehead. 

      Abby turned back with a quivering lip, trying to hold back tears. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Aries said. “You didn’t do anything.”

      “I know.” Abby sniffled. “I just really like you,” she mumbled.

      Aries’ stomach dropped. Taking a deep breath, she said, “Cory, wait. Abby, is there something you know that you’re not telling us?”

      Cory wrapped his arm around Abby, continuing to escort her out of the room. “Don’t sweat it, Aries, she’s always making up stories and playing in a fantasy world. It’s late, Abs, let’s get you in bed.”

      Abby looked Aries in the eyes. She slowly nodded as Cory pulled her up the stairs.

      Aries examined a cluster of pictures on the mantle while she waited for Cory. Stopping at a picture of an elderly couple, she picked up the frame.

      This is you, Gladys.

      “Yes. I believe that was the last picture taken of Joe and me.”

      “You’re beautiful,” she whispered.

      “And you’re too kind, but thank you.”

      Gladys, do you speak to Abby?

      “I speak to everyone. I’m quite the blabbermouth, as Joe would say.”

      I mean, can she hear you?

      “Abby girl has quite the imagination. She’s a pistol, all right.”

      Aries tried to stay patient. Do the two of you communicate like us?

      Cory placed his hand on Aries’ lower back, causing her to jump. “Whoa. You alright?” he asked.

      She sighed, wishing she could get an answer out of Gladys. “Yes, I’m fine. You startled me.”

      “It’s been a crazy night,” he said.

      She nodded. “Well, Mercury’s in retrograde.”

      He gave her a blank stare.

      “Sorry, it means communication and technology are off,” she said as he continued gawking at her like she was crazy. “Astrology. Never mind.”

      “I figured. Let’s finish the movie,” he said as he sat down, motioning for her to join him.

      She remained standing. “Actually, I should go.”

      “It’s only ten-thirty.”

      “I know.” She tried to find a reason to leave without saying, I really need to finish my conversation with your deceased grandmother.

      He scratched his chin. “Alright.” He stood. “But the ending’s the best part.”

      “Raincheck?”

      “You got it,” he said, forcing a smile as he pointed toward the door. 

      He looked disappointed as they piled into his car. As he backed out of the driveway, she glanced up at the corner window. The headlights flashed on the house, showing Abby standing at the window in her darkened room, staring down at them. As they listened to a reggae station on the drive back to her apartment, she couldn’t get Abby off her mind.

      Cory pulled up to the apartment. “Thanks for coming over tonight.” He leaned over as another vehicle’s headlights illuminated the alleyway.

      Paranoid it might be her father, she flung open the door. “Okay, thanks, Cory. See you at school Monday.”

      The car drove past them as she let out a sigh of relief.

       He stared at her for a moment and sighed. “Bye.”

      She waited until the SUV’s tail lights turned the corner before entering the empty apartment. Changing into pajamas, she headed straight for her bed and began to meditate.

      Gladys, are you there? I need to know if Abby has the gift.

      Concentrating on Gladys, she fell asleep.
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      Aries forgot to set her alarm. Now she had only twenty minutes to get ready and walk a mile to the Recycling Club’s beach day clean-up.

      When she reached her destination, other students arrived late as well. Miss Townsend greeted her. “Thank you for volunteering for trash pickup. It’s always one of the least chosen jobs.” She handed her gloves and a trash bag.

      Aries meandered along the shore, filling her bag. People are so rude. How hard is it to throw your trash into the garbage can?

      Michelle walked up to her, empty handed. “What are you doing?”

      Aries held up her bag.

      “I can see that, but everyone’s at the booth. There’s a DJ, and we’re handing out organic fruits and reusable water bottles, reminding people of the dangers of plastic.”

      Aries furrowed her brow. “You told me you were signing up for trash pickup.”

      She laughed. “I was totally kidding. OMG.” She shook her head.

      Everybody at this school should be committed to a psych ward. Irritated, Aries started moving again to find more trash.

      “C’mon,” Michelle said, following her. “Hang out with us. Most of the football team’s up there.”

      Aries stopped. “Really?”

      “Yeah, Coach Anderson makes them.” Michelle shrugged. “We all think he has a thing for Miss T.”

      “Seems like a lot of people have a thing for her.” She couldn’t help thinking of the way her father had acted around Miss Townsend.

      “What?”  Michelle squinted her eyes.

      “Nothing,” Aries said. “I’ll come over after I fill this bag.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said, walking away.

      Fifteen minutes later, Aries headed toward the booth with a full bag. Peyton had her arms wrapped around Cory. Paige, Piper, and Michael were in a deep conversation, and Michelle and Brandon were engaged in some sort of liplock.

      Aries dropped her bag off with Miss Townsend, who happened to be preoccupied with Coach Anderson. She let out a sigh of relief, not in the mood to make small talk with her, or worse, have Miss Townsend inquire about her father.

      When Peyton finally let go of Cory, he caught Aries’ attention, waving her over. She wanted to talk to him, but she could do without his entourage. She strolled over.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He hugged her.

      “Hi.” She smiled, taking in his masculine scent and warm embrace. Nothing mattered when she looked into his eyes. The feeling dissipated when Peyton nudged into her.

      “Oh, hi,” Peyton said.

      Aries nodded.

      “Way to leave us hangin’ last night.” Piper pushed her.

      “I’m surprised you noticed,” Aries said.

      Piper smiled. “You got me. Actually, I didn’t.” She shrugged. “Still love you, though. Your boy was filling us in on your night.”

      Paige butted in. “Piper, you’re such a lush. Hi, Aries.”

      “Hi, Pa—”

      “Ugh. Are you kidding me? Why is he still with her?” Paige’s gaze locked onto someone beyond the group.

      DB and Poppy were talking in the parking lot.

      “Gross. He’s not with her,” Peyton declared, heading toward the parking lot.

      Cory grabbed Aries’ hand. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      They strolled down the boardwalk, away from the crowd. He stopped, wrapping his arms around her. “I think there’s something we need to resume from last night.”

      With flushed cheeks, she said, “And what might that be?”

      “I think you know.”

      She stepped back, holding his hands. “Not with an audience.”

      He checked over his shoulder. “They’re not paying attention to us.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Can I drive you home?”

      “Sure.”

      They turned back in the direction of the booth. Out of nowhere, Abby ran up to them with Kaelani in hand.

      “There you are,” Cory said.

      “You lost me.” Abby crossed her arms.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Well, I found you,” Kaelani said, giving Abby a high-five.

      “Thanks, Kae,” Cory said.

      “No prob. Well, duty calls. We’re doing a dance, and as head cheerleader, I guess I have to be there.” She sauntered off.

      “Good, this thing’s almost over.” Cory whispered into her ear, “I’m going to get my kiss sooner than I thought.”

      Aries bit her lip, attempting to calm her nerves.  Abby tugged on her hand, causing her to kneel. “What is it?”

      “There she is,” Abby said, pointing toward the gang.

      Cory overheard and asked, “Who?”

      “Aries knows,” Abby said. “I’m going to say hi.” She sprinted toward the booth.

      As Cory and Aries walked back, holding hands, she locked her eyes on Abby. “How does she know Peyton?”

      “Abs knows everybody.”

      Aries stopped when Abby walked right past Peyton. Her jaw dropped as Abby said hello to a different girl, then turned and shrugged at Aries.
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      Aries and Cory continued to walk toward the recycling booth.

      “Are you going to tell me why you looked so shocked back there?” Cory asked.

      “I assumed Abby was going to say hello to Peyton.”

      “No, Paige. She loves the Bradleys. What’s so crazy about that?”

      “Hmm.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Aries said. “Nothing, really.”

      “I think you’re kind of obsessed with Peyton.”

      Aries snorted. “Hardly.”

      He glanced in her direction. “Good.”

      “I think she’s obsessed with you.”

      Cory squeezed the bill of his cap. “It’s a blessing and a curse.”

      She laughed. “Shut up.”

      They reached the booth, and he put his arm around her. A crowd gathered as the cheerleaders danced.

      Piper leaned over. “Everyone’s going back to my place. You two have to go.”

      “Cool,” Cory said.

      Michael slapped Cory’s back. “I’m riding with you.”

      Cory rubbed Aries’ shoulders. “Is it cool with you?”

      “I need to spend time with my dad,” she said. “But you go, have fun.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Spending the day with Cory would be amazing, but having a break from his friends would be even better. Plus, everybody at Piper’s house would be drinking, and possibly using drugs.

      He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “You sure know how to keep a guy in suspense.” She blushed. “I’ll call you later.”

      “Sounds good.” She waved at the crowd, even though nobody was paying attention to her. Slipping away, she walked along the shore. She wanted Cory to blow off his friends and spend time with her, but somewhere in the back of her mind, she couldn’t help wondering about Damon.

      “Maybe there’s your answer,” Chuck said.

      I don’t know, Chuck. If I were with Damon, I’d probably be curious about Cory. I’m a mess.

      “You’re human. Give yourself a break.”

      The water lapped over her feet. I’m so sick of feeling lost.

      “You’re right where you’re supposed to be.”

      In Newport Beach?

      “In general,” he said. “You create your reality.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? I created my mother’s death?” She raised her voice, not caring if anybody heard her.

      “No, of course not.”

      She stopped, letting her skin adjust to the cool temperature of the water as it washed over her feet. Then what do you mean? She relaxed her shoulders.

      “Stop trying to control everything. It’s not up to you to solve your mother’s death,” he said. “Enjoy being fifteen. Really look at the ocean. I never did that in the physical world. Take it in for a moment.”

      I’ve been trying to take it in, but my problem is, I want to ‘take it in’ with my mom standing next to me.

      She moved up the sand away from the waves and stared out toward the horizon. “It is gorgeous,” she whispered. She sat for a few minutes. Chuck had left her there to think in silence.

      I need to live in the moment. Even though he didn’t respond, Chuck would agree. She tried to take in as much scenery as possible on her remaining walk home.

      She cleaned the entire apartment, hoping to make her father happy. But now left with two hours until he’d be home, she couldn’t help thinking about Newport Dish and what might be going on at Piper’s house.

      What’s the big deal between Cory and Poppy? And…Damon?

      Setting her laptop on the kitchen table, she turned it on.

      “Don’t do it,” a random spirit said.

       Halfway through a bag of chips, she opened a can of soda. If everybody else knows, shouldn’t I?

      “Ignorance is bliss. You already know you’re not going to like what you find.”

      I hate that expression. Ignorance is a nicer way of saying I’m stupid. Which is what everyone must think. It’s time I know the truth about Cory. And I’m not sure why you care.

      “Suit yourself. But it’s not wise to participate in their drama.”

      You have a point. But I can’t control myself any longer. I have to know.

      With curiosity getting the best of her, she didn’t care who the spirit was and ignored the warning. Clicking on the site, she typed in her password while sipping some soda.

      “It’s only going to cause you more problems.”

      I appreciate the warning, but here I go. She scrolled back to the night of the homecoming dance. “Oh, my God.” She gasped. Three different pictures showed Cory and Poppy kissing.

      Her mouth began to water as her stomach churned. Scrolling through more pictures, she stopped and had to catch her breath as she stared at Damon embracing Kaelani. Which picture was worse?

      “Don’t say you weren’t warned.”

      She rolled her eyes. Scanning through the site, she read a lot of nasty comments about herself, but it didn’t hurt nearly as much as the pictures of Cory and Damon.

      Jerks. They can all go to hell.

      Her phone crashed to the floor.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      Picking up her phone, she shook her head. Nice entrance, Mr. O. Yes, I do. And I’m sure you were just like them.

      “How so?”

      One girl after the next. I didn’t kiss Cory, so he found someone who would. I didn’t choose Damon, so he found a replacement. My mom died, so my dad is going out with her friend. And on it goes. You’re a guy, so I’m sure you were the same way.

      “For your information, there is only one girl who has my heart. And—”

      Has?

      “Yes. Love doesn’t go away in the nonphysical world.”

      She hesitated before nodding. Makes sense. I never really thought about that before. She smiled. Thank you for sharing that, Mr. O.

      “Sure. But you’re one to talk, li’l miss know-it-all. You can’t decide between Cory and Damon, yet they’re both supposed to wait, pining for you until you make a decision?”

      She sighed. You’re right.

      “Can you repeat that for me?”

      God, you’re impossible.

      “Are you referring to me as God now? I like you more each time we speak.”

      She rolled her eyes. Are you finished yet?

      “I suppose. Now will you please get back on track?”

      “With what?” she asked.

      “With what,” he mocked her. “Teenagers. Maybe this will jolt your memory.”

      She followed a buzzing sound coming from the window. A swarm of bees attempted to poke their way through the screen.

      The truth. “I got it. You don’t have to be such an ass,” she said as the phone rang. I suppose this is you as well.

      She glanced at the Caller ID. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hey, Kiddo. Some of the guys are going out after work, and they’ve asked me to tag along. But first I want to make sure you’re okay with being alone tonight.”

      Disguising her disappointment, she said, “Yeah, no problem.”

      “Good. There’s money in the drawer. Order a pizza or something.”

      “Okay.”

      “We’ll do breakfast in the morning,” he said. “Just you and me.”

      She cheered up a bit. “Can’t wait.”

      After she hung up, she stared at the computer screen. I still think I’m right, Mr. O, boys are one disappointment after another.

      She jumped when the doorbell rang.
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      Aries opened the door, staring in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

      With a confident smile, Damon said, “I thought you might be up for a little adventure.”

      “Adventure? What if my dad was home?”

       He leaned against the door. “I checked the alley. You know, Sophomore, you really need to lighten up.”

      She took a step back. “Well, maybe he’ll be home any second.”

      “Maybe?” He raised a brow. “So, you’re all alone tonight?”

      “What makes you think that?” She crossed her arms. “Maybe I have plans.”

      “I need to teach you about the usage of the word ‘maybe.’ If you had plans, you wouldn’t say maybe. Let’s go. We’re wasting time.”

      She ran her fingers through her hair, attempting to look decent.

      “C’mon. Just grab a jacket, and let’s go.”

      “Okay, fine. Hold on.” She closed the door on him and ran to her room. Finding a rubber band and throwing her hair in a ponytail, she opened the door to his same cocky grin. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They rode down Pacific Coast Highway toward Laguna Beach. The warm fall breeze compelled her to reminisce about her mother. Early October had always been Elizabeth’s favorite time of the year. She used to say, “People think California doesn’t have seasons, but they’re wrong. A true native can always detect the subtle changes, and there’s nothing better than California in the fall. The temperature may be about the same, but the tourists are gone, and there’s a different feel to the air.” Aries smiled. I know exactly what you meant, Mom.

      They pulled into a fancy resort with a golf course sprawled to the left. Damon spoke to the valet attendant for a moment, handing him money. The attendant pointed to a spot for Damon to park.

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      “He’s going to call me as soon as he pulls out the Judge’s car.”

      “Won’t we be seen?”

      “This isn’t my first rodeo, Sophomore.”

      “You’ve followed your dad around before?”

      “No. But I know what I’m doing. Trust me.” He gestured toward the entrance.

      She stood her ground. “My dad told me never to trust a man who says trust me.”

      “Smart,” he said. “Alright, have a little faith. C’mon.”

      “I’m trying,” she said, shaking her head as they started walking.

      He opened the door and held it for her as she peeked in the lobby. “I can’t go in,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “Look at how I’m dressed.” She pointed to her jeans and tank top.

      “Relax,” he said, guiding her inside. “There are a couple of restaurants; we’ll hang out in the casual one.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      They walked down some stairs toward the restaurant in the lower level when she grabbed his arm. “I have a feeling my mother has been here before, walking down these steps.” She felt weak, as though her knees were going to give out.

      “I have a feeling you’re right,” he said, scanning the scenery. “And we’re going to find out why.” He analyzed her. “Sophomore, it’s going to be okay.”

      She began to fall backwards.

      The last thing she heard was Mr. O shouting, “She had cocktails…night of her death.”
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      “What happened?” Aries asked, gaining focus as she lay on a bench outside the restaurant.

       “You fainted. C’mon, I need to take you home.”

      She stood up and steadied herself. “No, I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      She massaged her temples for a moment. “It’s a lot to process right now.”

      “Well, we don’t have to stay,” he said.

      She glanced around. “But I’m hungry. Besides, we need to follow the Judge.”

      “And Camden.”

      “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t realize they were together.”

      He nodded. “Golfing.”

      They chose to sit outside on the patio, overlooking the ocean. She took in the scenery for a moment. Her mother must’ve loved the view.

      Mr. O, were you with my mother when she died?

      “Earth to Sophomore.” Damon drew out the words, waving his hand in front of her face.

      She blinked. “Yes. What?”

      “Since you didn’t acknowledge the waiter, I ordered for you.”

      “Great, thank you.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      “Yes. Fine.”

      He stared at her.

      This is all so overwhelming. Please help me understand, Mom.

      At the time of her mother’s death, Aries couldn’t comprehend all the details of what had happened because most of them were false. She’d been told by officials her mother’s body was discovered on the beach and the hospital had pronounced her dead upon arrival. It all happened so fast.

      “Yes,” Mr. O said.

      Shocked by Mr. O’s interjection, she said out loud, “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I was with her.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Damon said. “C’mon, let’s get our food to go. I need to take you home.” He started to rise.

      “Really, I’m fine.” She needed to continue her conversation with Mr. O, but Damon kept staring at her. “This place is gorgeous.” She nodded toward the ocean.

      He studied her for a moment before sitting back down. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I know how hard this is for you,” he said. “You don’t have to change the subject. I shouldn’t have brought you with me. I should just figure this out for you.”

      She forced a smile. “I’m glad you brought me.”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s stupid,” he said. “I’m putting you in danger.”

      Should she tell him? She trusted him, and more and more she wanted to let him in on her secret, which was also her biggest fear. The fear of what people would think of her ability to speak with the dead. But for the first time, she wanted to share her secret with somebody. And maybe it would help for him to know she could communicate with Capozzi.

      “Damon, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      The server approached the table. “Two seafood platters,” he said, placing the meals in front of them. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, looks good,” Damon said. “You sure you’re okay staying and eating, Sophomore?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t tell him,” Chuck said. “You’ll regret it.”

      But I think Damon will appreciate it.

      “Or he’ll think you’re crazy.”

      He probably already does.

      “No. He thinks highly of you. I advise against it.”

      But I am a medium. I’m talking to you. She tried not to make a sarcastic expression.

      “You have free will, so it’s your choice, but I really think you should take my advice.”

      She suppressed the urge and dug into her plate.

      Damon gave her a skeptical look and began to eat as well. After he ate a shrimp, he said, “What did you want to tell me?”

      She took a bite and held up her finger. She waited a moment, finalizing her decision to take Chuck’s advice. “Nothing.”

      “It sounded pretty important.”

      “I don’t remember,” she said. “So, I guess it wasn’t.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Alright, back to your confusing, frustrating normal self. In a way, I’m glad, Sophomore, you look a lot better.”

      “Maybe I was just hungry.”

      They ate in silence for a few more minutes before Damon’s cell rang. “Hey,” he said. “Yep. Thanks, buddy.” He nodded at her. “Let’s go.”

      “But.” She took a huge bite.

      He stood. “C’mon,” he said, throwing a wad of cash on the table. “We gotta go.”

      She grabbed a roll and followed him out as he motioned to the server with a thumbs up. 

      Damon spoke with the valet attendant, handing him more cash and slapping him on the back. The attendant looked rather pleased.

      “Okay, they’re headed for the gallery,” Damon said as he handed her a helmet. He took her for a quick ride over to the art gallery, parking on the opposite side of the street. They waited for a parade of cars to pass before crossing.

      As they walked behind the store, she asked, “What’s our game plan?”

      He shrugged.

      “You don’t know?” she said, shocked. “I thought you had this all mapped out?”

      “We wait,” he said. “I know they’re up to something.”

      “Great.”

      “Like you have somewhere else to be?” He raised his brow.

      “Maybe.” She put her hand on her hip.

      He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close to him. “You know, when you say ‘maybe,’ it’s a dead giveaway.”

      “You caught me,” she said, avoiding his eyes. “There’s no other place in the world I’d rather be than with Damon LeMoore.”

      “I knew it,” he said, holding her tight.

      “You’re so conceited.” Feeling nervous from his firm grip, she turned her head away.

      “Why are you blushing?”

      She pushed away from him and stepped back. “I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      She could’ve stayed in his arms all night, but there was no way she’d let him know.

      As though he read her mind, he said, “Why’d you pull away? I know you liked it.”

      “Sure.” She sighed. “You’re so cocky.”

      He reached for her hand, squeezing it. He waited a moment until she looked into his eyes. “It’s not cocky if I’m right.”

      She smiled. There was something so undeniably charming about him. He leaned in, and before she could catch her breath, his lips landed on hers.

      His kiss was tender and passionate yet at the same time wild and liberating. He held her tight for a moment, leaving her breathless with her heart and mind in a complete tug-o-war.

      In her heart she was falling for him, but at the same time she tried desperately to convince herself she shouldn’t.

      He stepped back and regarded her for a moment. “God, you’re beautiful.”

      She blushed, looking away.

      “Don’t ever change, Sophomore.”

      She didn’t want the moment to end, but the sudden image of Cory made the breathtaking feeling vanish.

      “What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?” he asked.

      She brushed the thought of Cory away, meeting Damon’s eyes. Damn, he’s sexy. He’s older, but maybe he really does care about me? “I-I don’t know how to put it into words,” she said.

      “You don’t have to. Your eyes say it all.” He nudged her. “And the feeling’s mutual.”

      She gazed at the gallery, blushing.

      A van pulled up to the back entrance of the gallery, grabbing their attention. As two men hopped out, Damon pulled her back behind a car. They watched the men carry some paintings into the store.

      “Why are we hiding?” she asked. “Those men have no clue who we are.”

      “You never know,” he said. “But trust me. The Judge has eyes everywhere.”

      “You really think something shady is going down?” She stood out from behind the car. “It’s still light out, and the gallery’s open.”

      The men came back out, carrying more paintings than they had brought in.

      Damon reached for her, pulling her behind the car again. “I’m telling you, something isn’t right,” he said. “The Judge is smooth. If he needed to meet with someone, he’d do it in broad daylight. After hours could grab someone’s attention, looking suspicious.”

      “Oh no, they’re selling artwork, criminal stuff, LeMoore.” She rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to take me on a date instead of putting on this silly charade?”

      The two men hopped out of the back of the van, slamming the doors shut. When the engine started, Damon grabbed her arm. “C’mon, hurry.” He pulled her toward his motorcycle.

      Damon had no problem catching up to the van in the evening traffic. He followed it up a winding one lane street, onto a toll road, heading south toward San Diego. They were about a mile down the toll road when sirens blared behind them, causing Damon to shout a few obscenities. He pulled over, continuing to rant.

      The police officer stepped out of his patrol car, walking toward them. “License and registration.”

      Damon reached for his wallet, handing him the items.

      The officer furrowed his brow as he checked out Damon’s license. He then looked up the road, as if he were waiting for the van to fade out of sight.  “You’re James LeMoore’s son.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The officer walked back to his car for a few moments.

      “Dammit. We lost the van,” Damon said, looking like he could punch someone.

      She didn’t have time to respond, as the officer returned. “I’m going to let you go this time,” he said, handing Damon his license and registration. “But ride the speed limit from now on. I don’t care whose son you are if I catch you speeding again. Got it?”

      “Yes. Thank you, sir.”

      Damon hung his head, waiting for the policeman to drive away.

      While still waiting on the side of the road, she asked, “But you weren’t speeding, were you?”

      “No, I wasn’t,” he said. “I told you the Judge has eyes everywhere.”
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      Damon headed back to Pacific Coast Highway, the moon casting a mysterious hue as the sky changed into a deep charcoal color. The nightlife in Laguna Beach came alive as pedestrians scurried about the sidewalks, waiting to pour into fancy restaurants and fill the galleries.

      Turning down a side street, Damon crossed over toward the opposite side of the gallery. He stomped on the kickstand and ripped off his helmet. “Dammit.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “The Judge’s car is gone.”

      “What about Camden’s?”

      “You’re kind of the whole package, Sophomore,” he said after she hopped off the bike.

      “Do you see his car?” she asked, looking around.

      His lip curved up. “Even better.” He reached for her arm, positioning her toward the front entrance. “I see him.”

      Camden appeared at the front entrance, locking the door and checking his watch. He began walking up the street.

      “What do we do?” she asked.

      He reached for her hand. “We follow.”

      Hanging back a few feet from Camden, and staying close to the storefronts, they made their way after him. They paused as he stopped in front of a restaurant, waving at someone across the street.

      Aries followed his gaze to a woman on the other side of the street, waving back. “I can’t believe it,” she said as the woman darted across traffic.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Look who’s meeting him.”

      Damon shook his head. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “I don’t get it,” she said, witnessing Camden kiss Miss Townsend on the cheek. The two entered the restaurant.

      “Mirage,” Joel said.

      Not now, Joel. I need to figure out why on Earth Miss Townsend would be dating Camden Price.

      “Like I said, mirage.”

      “What’s a mirage?” she accidentally questioned.

      “Um,” Damon said. “A mirage, Sophomore, is an optical illusion caused by atmospheric—”

      “Thank you, I know what a mirage is, LeMoore.”

      “Then why did you just ask me?”

      “Not the definition. I meant, what does it have to do with Miss Townsend and Camden?”

      “I’m not following you,” he said, looking perplexed.

      “Good, because I wasn’t talking to you.”

      He looked around. “Note to Sophomore, I’m the only person here. Maybe we should have you checked out for a concussion.”

      “I’m fine.” Joel? Joel, are you there? “Great.” She sighed. Of course you’re gone.

      “Okay, I get it, you’re fine,” Damon said. “Let’s go.”

      “Why? Shouldn’t we wait and see what happens?”

      “Obviously, they’re on a date. I can pretty much sum it up for you. They’re going to eat dinner, and then, you know,” he said, punching his fist into the air a few times. “Unless you want to watch?” He raised his brow.

      “Shut up.” She hit him. “Don’t be gross.”

      He wrapped his arm around her, directing her toward his bike.

      As they walked, she said, “It doesn’t make any sense. I mean, Miss Townsend’s beautiful, smart, young. Why would she want to date an older, married man?”

      “Let me enlighten you, since you’re not from around here. It’s called a thick wallet. This is the OC, and money talks.”

      “I can’t picture her being that shallow.” She shook her head.

      “And I can’t imagine a good looking woman not being that way.”

      She stopped and analyzed him. “How sad.”

      He shrugged, motioning for them to keep going.

      Feeling sorry for him, she said, “Well, I’m not.”

      “Give it time,” he mumbled as he continued to walk.

      She caught up to him. “I heard you,” she said. “And I’m offended.”

      He pushed her behind a pillar.

      “What the hell?”

      “Shh. Peek around and look at the shop.”

      An unfamiliar man unlocked the gallery. “Who is that? And why is he going back in after Camden locked up?”

      Damon’s phone rang. Holding it up, he said, “Crap. Stay here.” He walked up the street a bit.

      The light turned on in the gallery. She sat in front of the pillar on a brick step. Great, now what?

      “You need to find out about the paintings.”

      I’m trying, Mr. O.

      “I know, but it’s not what you think.”

      How do you know what I think? She glanced up. Right, of course you know. Sorry, stupid question.

      “It’s not the paintings, it’s…”

      A car alarm blared, drowning out Mr. O.

      Can you repeat that? she asked.

      She could hear Mr. O but couldn’t make out what he was saying. She did, however, hear the word Mother’s.

      A woman across the street held up her keys, clicking a button, causing the brake lights on a luxury sedan to flash and alarm to shut off.

      What did you say, Mr. O? Please, one more time. Waiting a moment, she said, are you talking about my mother? Come back, please come back.

      The door to the gallery opened, and the man walked out, holding another wrapped painting. She scanned around, glancing up the street, but didn’t see Damon. She turned back toward the store as the man locked up and headed over to an expensive sports car. He put the painting in the back seat and drove away.

      Mr. O, talk to me. She paced. Joel? Chuck? Gladys? Somebody please talk to me. Grandpa? Anybody.

      What is going on, Mr. O? Do you mean my mother’s painting? Does this have something to do with Neptune’s Window?

      The same car alarm began beeping again as the headlights blinked. Mom, is that you? Are you giving me signals instead of words?

      The woman came back out, turning off her alarm again and shaking her head. She shrugged at her friend.

      Aries held her head in confusion. Miss Townsend and Camden. Her mother’s painting. Was there something inside the frames?

      The car alarm echoed throughout the block again. Several minutes later, the woman stomped out of the restaurant and turned it off as she and her friend got into the car. She slammed the door, started the engine, and peeled out onto the street.

      Damon appeared with his fists clenched and brows furrowed.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Where did you go?”

      He pointed up the street.

      “Who called you?” By the expression on his face, she asked, “The Judge?”

      “It was nobody.”

      “Okay.” She let it go. “The man left. He carried out a painting.”

      “That’s weird.” He turned and stared at the darkened gallery.

      “Who is he?”

      Damon appeared to be deep in thought.

      She grabbed his arm. “Damon?”

      “Oh yeah, right. Sorry,” he said, looking distracted. “Um, that was Mr. Bradley.”
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      Stacy threw her phone across the room, furious at the way Greg had spoken to her. Who the hell does he think he is, telling me to stop creating drama on Newport Dish? Maybe he needed a reminder of who she was. Shaking her head, she clenched her teeth. That stupid, stupid boy.

      Retrieving her phone, she surveyed the equipment next to her television. She picked up a small digital camera. She could livestream without anybody knowing where it was coming from.

      Sitting on the bed, she smacked her forehead. Jake. She had completely forgotten about the bug she planted on him. She leaned back, remembering his conversations. Most were a yawn-fest. Except one. She smiled, thinking about the information she had learned about him.

      He’d never done anything seriously wrong that she knew of. And what she heard wouldn’t have been noteworthy when he was alive. But now she could twist the information around to work in her benefit with him dead.

      She stood and looked in the mirror. It’s time. She was going to plant some bugs on some other unsuspecting “friends.” What were these idiots for if she couldn’t use them?

      She gathered the equipment, putting it in a bag. She almost forgot about the drone. She inspected it before adding it to the bag, satisfied it would do the job. 

      “Off to make a few home visits,” she said. 

      Looking back into the mirror with a devilish grin, she said, “Oh Greg, just you wait and see, my friend.  You are messing with the wrong girl.”
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      Damon pulled into the alley behind Aries’ apartment. She hopped off the bike as he leaned back.

      “Sorry we lost the van,” he said. “Probably our best chance at getting some answers.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “But I don’t think tonight was a complete waste. I mean, Camden and Townsend?”

      “I don’t see what their affair has to do with your mom, but yeah, okay.”

      “Guess it doesn’t,” she said. “But it’s weird. And Mr. Bradley, what’s up with him? Do you think he’s stealing from Camden?”

      “No.”

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      “I don’t know, but they go way back. Besides, Camden’s not an idiot, he wouldn’t give the guy a key if he didn’t trust him.”

      “I guess,” she said. “Something crazy is going on with the paintings, though.”

      “I agree with you there. And we’re not stopping ‘til we figure it out.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t really do anything.”

      She shrugged. “You did more than you know. And I appreciate you helping me. I don’t know what I want more, to find out about the paintings or get my mother’s back from Mr. Bradley.”

      “How about both?” he asked, with a smile.

      “Sounds too good to be true.”

      He reached for her hand, squeezing it. “Have a little faith.”

      She nodded, letting go of his hand.

      “See you later, Sophomore,” he said and took off.
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      They had chosen a restaurant at the end of the Balboa Beach Pier. Ryan barely touched his omelet and hadn’t said much all morning.

      Aries finished her pancakes, pushing her plate to the side. “Dad, we can go. I know you don’t feel well.” Rolling her eyes, she said, “Rough night?”

      “You’re too smart, Kiddo. Yeah, it’s been a while since your old man’s hung with the boys, but—” His cell rang. Holding up a finger, he said, “Hey. Yeah, okay. Um, I wrote it down. Let me call you right back.”

      Putting his phone away, he said, “Okay, what was I saying?”

      “How it’s been a while.” She sighed. “Who was that?”

      “This guy,” he said. “He’s looking into something for me.”

      Her eyes lit up. “About Mom?”

      “Maybe.”

      She curled her lip. “Maybe? What does that mean?”

      He motioned to the waiter for the check. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Kiddo. It could turn out to be completely coincidental.”

      She stared at him. What’s he up to?

      After paying the tab, he said, “Let’s go.” He stood, scanned his wallet, and pulled out a business card.

      As they walked out of the restaurant, he paused. “Hold on, this will only take a minute.” He pulled out his phone.

      He needed privacy, so she left him by the door and walked toward the edge of the pier. Despite the chatter of the fishermen around her and noise from the seagulls, the ocean breeze carried his voice as he said, “Okay, I was right. I just wanted to double check.”

      She did her best to tune him out, until he said a name. She froze.

      Ryan repeated the name. “Yep, that’s it, Capozzi.”
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      On the ride home, Aries asked, “Who’s Capozzi?”

      Ryan raised a brow. “You heard?”

      “Yes. You don’t exactly speak in a low voice.”

      “Right.” He put on the blinker, switching lanes. “I don’t know, he might have information regarding your mother.”

      Mr. O, are you there? Does he think you’re alive? She tapped the window as her cell rang.

      Shocked when she looked at the Caller ID, she said, “Hi, Piper.”

      “Hey. Do you want to jam today? My dad’s coming to town soon, and I need to work on my chops.”

      “Sure,” Aries said. “When?”

      “Now good?”

      “Hold on.” She took a deep breath, taking in the moment. Maybe she could finally have a friend. “Dad, do you mind dropping me off at Piper’s?”

      “I thought we were going to spend the day together?”

      “Right. You know you’re going to pass out as soon as we get home.”

      He nodded. “Sure.” He switched over a couple lanes, making a U-turn.

      She put the phone back to her ear. “I’m on my way.”

      “Sweet.” Piper hung up.

      She stared at her phone.

      “What’s wrong, Kiddo?”

      “I’m shocked. I mean, Piper’s so popular.”

      “I think it’s great you have a friend.”

      “I guess,” she said, turning her gaze out the window. There had to be a catch. Over the past year-and-a-half, nothing in her life had turned out right.

      Relieved her father didn’t want to meet Piper and take a tour of the house, she approached the door alone and knocked.

      Marisol showed her through the house outside to where Piper lay reclining in a lounge chair.

      “Aries, hey.” Piper stood, hugging her.

      “Hi.”

      “You just missed everyone,” Piper said. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Sure, water would be great,” she said, following Piper over to the bar area. “Everyone?”

      “Yeah.” Piper grabbed a bottle from the refrigerator, twisted off the cap, and handed it to her. “Everyone from the beach yesterday came back here, and then, well, you know how word spreads, so pretty much all of Newport High. Except you, weirdo.” She made a funny face. “Most people crashed here. Cory, Poppy, and Peyton just left. I’m surprised you didn’t see ‘em.”

      “No.”

      Aries felt awkward as she took a sip of water. She looked toward the front of the house, even though she had just been through there. Did everyone think she was weird now because she didn’t attend the party?

      Someday life will get easier, right?

      “Didn’t you see how wasted everybody was? It’s all over social media.”

      “Yeah, I’m not really…” Her mind drifted as Piper twisted open a bottle of beer, shoving a lime into it. “Um, it’s not even noon,” she said.

      “I know, right, but I have a massive headache.” She tipped the bottle toward Aries. “Salud.”

      Aries pressed her lips together, while Piper took a huge gulp.

      “Are you okay?” Piper asked. “Here, let’s sit.” She sat at the bar.

      Aries sat next to her. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. Maybe you need a drink. You name it, I’ve got it.”

      “No. Thank you, though.”

      They sat in silence for a couple moments. “Awkward,” Piper said, tapping her nails on the table. “Don’t tell me you’re turning into one of the drama girls, all judgy and crap.” She took another sip.

      “No, it’s not that,” Aries said. Although Piper did have a major drinking problem. “I guess I’m wondering why you wanted me to come over. Especially since you just had a ton of people here.”

      “I’m tired of that scene. You’re like the only girl I know who’s drama free.”

      “Ha,” Aries couldn’t help herself. “I have more drama in my life than anybody I know.”

      Piper took a swig and shook her head. “Not what I meant. I get you have real life crap.” She glanced down for a moment. “I’m sorry about your mom. But I really don’t think you want to go head-to-head with me. I just meant you don’t create it, and it’s awesome you don’t give a crap what people post about you. Do I have to go on? I love you, man.” She raised her beer toward Aries.

      Aries smiled and pushed her water against it. “Thanks. Finally, a girl at Newport High gets me.”

      Piper nodded, finishing the beer. “I brought out two guitars. I just need to tune one. You mind playing a little acoustic?”

      “Not at all.”

      Piper tuned one of the guitars, then handed it to Aries. They started with a classic hit, followed by a few more lesser-known rock songs before Piper taught her one of her dad’s latest.

      “Right on, you got it,” Piper said.

      “I like it.” Aries stood to get another water.

      “Hey, will you hand me a Corona and a lime?”

      As Aries gathered the drinks, she listened to Piper play. “Wow, that’s beautiful, did you write it?”

      Piper shook her head. “I wish. The lyrics are even better.” She pressed the lime into the bottle, taking a sip. “I’ll teach it to you.”

      Aries grabbed the guitar, watching Piper’s fingers.

      “G,G, G, D minor, B minor,” Piper said. “There you go.”

      “What’s the name of the song?”

      “‘Deep Stare,’” Piper said. “Let’s start from the beginning. One, two, three.” 

      Aries fumbled through the song a couple of times before they played all the way through.

      “Awesome,” Piper said. “One more time.”

      After they strummed the third G cord, Piper began to sing. “It’s not in the way you look or act, but in that…”

      Aries began to sing with her in harmony. “Deep stare we once shared.”

      Piper stopped, mouth wide open. “I thought you never heard of it before?”

      Aries shrugged. “I haven’t, it just made sense.” She had to half-lie. Even though she had never heard the song before, there was no way she could tell her about Joel. “But I’ll leave the rest of the lyrics to you. Your voice is way better. And I don’t want to guess and get them wrong.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Piper didn’t look convinced, but she started where they left off.

      Aries stopped playing to watch how amazing Piper looked and sounded. She could feel Piper’s raw emotions coming through, as she lost herself in the moment, emoting as she sang, “I watch you from afar, prayin’ one day you are, God, can You give me this one star? I walk a straight line, waitin’ for the right time, and don’t tell me you’re not mine. So damn fine, but why, why, why, you’re not mine. Maybe one day, or even another lifetime.” She played a long guitar break before she hung her head and a tear streamed down her face. As she sang the last verse, her voice faded out.

      Aries blinked a couple times, making sure she didn’t let any tears sneak out. “Wow, you’re amazing.”

      Piper stood, looking away, attempting to hide her emotions. She rummaged through the bar, sniffling. “I’m average.” She blew her nose.

      “Um, if you’re average, then I’m complete crap.”

      Struggling to get the cap off another bottle, Piper popped a couple pills into her mouth. She washed them down with beer and then sat back down. “Not true. You’re a quick learner,” she said, looking miserable.

      “Is everything okay?” Aries asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      Maybe because you’re on your third beer before noon and you just took some type of pills, which were more than over-the-counter drugs. “I know that look.”

      Piper tried to snap out of it, attempting to smile. “What look?”

      “It’s the look I get when I miss my mom. I mean, I always miss her, but sometimes it’s so unbearable, I can’t stand it any longer, and I don’t know how I’m going to get through it.” She drew a deep breath. “But then somehow I do.”

      A tear strolled down Piper’s face as she sighed. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “I mean, this has to stay here,” Piper said, wiping her cheek with the back of her hand. “Dude, you have to swear on your mom’s grave or something you won’t tell a soul. I’m serious.”

      “I promise.”

      “Not Cory,” she said, looking into Aries’ eyes. “Nobody.”

      “Got it.”

      Piper glanced up at the sky. “You know how I told you I was in love once?”

      Aries nodded.

      “It was the real thing. We were so in love. I acted like a baby just now because that was our song.” She hung her head for a moment. “But we couldn’t be together.”

      “How come?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “I’m sure,” Aries said. “I guess it always is. But what happened?”

      “You promise not to get mad?” She took a sip of beer.

      “Yes. Why would I get mad?” Aries looked confused.

      “Well, I know you have some sort of thing with Damon LeMoore.” She shook her head. “Which is crazy because, hello, Cory Douglas. But anyway, I get it, Damon’s edgy, hot. I know because I dated him.” She looked away, taking another sip before turning back. “Sorry.”

      “I kind of had a feeling,” Aries said. “I’m not mad.”

      “Okay, good. Well, Jake, the boy I was in love with, was good friends with Damon. So that’s why we couldn’t be together. But I had always liked Jake, he was just too damn shy to make a move. He told me my looks and my dad intimidated him. So, when Damon asked me out, I said yes to be close to Jake. Stupid, I know. But then I couldn’t stand it, I had to tell Jake.” She smiled. “And he told me he loved me, too. I promise I never did anything more than kiss Damon. And I only got to kiss Jake once.” She touched her lips. “I’ll never forget that as long as I live. Jake Coleman was one of a kind, Aries.”

      “You never know what the future holds,” Aries said. “Maybe after high school, you two will be together.”

      Her eyes glossed over as she whispered, “Not to be. He’s dead.”

      Aries put her hand on Piper’s shoulder. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      She shook her head, letting the tears stroll down, causing Aries’ eyes to well up.

      Aries retrieved some napkins, handing one to Piper. “How did he die?”

      “Motorcycle accident.”

      “Sorry.”

      Piper nodded.

      “Did Damon find out about you and Jake? Is that why you guys don’t talk?”

      “No, not that I know of. Maybe he had a feeling. I doubt it, though,” she said. “For some reason, he thinks I had sex with Cory. And I swear to you, we never had sex. He’s like a brother.”

      Aries remembered Cory telling her the story about Damon accusing him of sleeping with his girl, and she found it odd when he said he could never do that to her. But now it made sense. He meant he could never use Piper. Looking out at the ocean view, she felt horrible about the tragedy of Jake Coleman. Something flashed in her mind as she processed Piper’s confession.

      Joel? Joel, are you there? You’re Jake Coleman, huh?

      Piper sniffled. “So you better not tell anybody.”

      Aries held up her hand. “Of course not. I promise.”

      Piper stood, staggering over toward a lounge chair. She flopped down and passed out.

      Aries walked over to make sure she was okay. “Piper.” She didn’t budge. Aries could tell Piper was breathing, but she didn’t know how long she’d be out.

      Well, this must be my cue to leave. Looking down at Piper sleeping, she felt a strong bond. Piper really is misunderstood. Aries couldn’t believe Piper trusted her enough to tell her such a big secret, and she’d never tell anyone. She never had a true friend before, and she felt as though she and Piper were destined to be lifelong friends.

      Aries turned to leave as the door to the bungalow opened.

      She froze as Paige, Kaylie, and Michelle stumbled out.
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      Aries stood like a mannequin as Michelle approached her.

      “Hi,” she said, hugging Aries, reeking of marijuana.

      “Well, hello,” Paige said with a twisted smile as her sister waved.

      “Are you okay?” Paige asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” She giggled. “Ghost. Ooh, ghost. Ha, that’s fun to say, ghost.”

      “Or three ghosts,” Kaylie said, with bloodshot eyes. She held up three fingers.

      Paige laughed.

      Aries had to get out of there. “Piper said everybody went home.”

      “Nope.” Michelle put her finger to her lip. “Shh. Don’t tell anybody, but we were getting high.” She pointed to the sky.

      “Oh, so high,” Kaylie added.

      “Did you guys know I was here?” Aries asked.

      Paige shrugged. “We’re high, not detectives. Don’t hold it against us.”

      “No,” Aries said. “Did you hear Piper and me playing guitar?”

      “Again, we’re wasted.” Paige shook her head. “Geez.”

      “Good, so you didn’t hear anything?”

      “Dude, what’s up with all the questioningsis?” Paige asked. She looked at her sister. “Is that a word?”

      “No,” Aries said, irritated but relieved they didn’t hear her conversation with Piper.

      “It should be.” Paige giggled. “I like it. Questioningsis.” She coughed for a moment. “What’s up with Pipes?”

      “Looks like you guys had a rough night,” Aries said.

      “Oh, yeah, we did.” Michelle clung onto Paige, steading herself. “Where’s Brando?”

      Aries shrugged, while Paige went over and shook Piper.

      “Should we go?” Aries asked.

      “Yes,” Michelle said. “I’m starving.”

      “Me, too.” Kaylie held up two fingers. “French fries.”

      “Yes, I’m starving,” Michelle repeated.

      “C’mon, Aries,” Paige said. “Get lunch with us.”

      “Thank you, but I should go home.”

      “Okay.” Paige picked up her purse. “We’ll give you a ride.”

      “You guys are high. I’ll call my dad.”

      “We don’t drive.” Paige curled her lip.

      Kaylie laughed.

      Paige took out her phone. “Driving service.”

      The girls waited outside the gated community for a few minutes. Aries thanked God when the car arrived. She wouldn’t have lasted another second listening to the girls have three different conversations at the same time.

      After giving the driver her address, Aries had to put up with the girls arguing about where to have lunch.

      When the driver pulled into the alley, Paige said, “How cute, it’s so tiny.”

      Aries couldn’t get out of the car fast enough. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Sure.” Paige hung her head out the window. She whispered, “And don’t worry, your little secret’s safe with us.”

      The car drove away. What? “What secret?” she shouted.

      Fuming as she ascended the stairs, Aries said, “She better not be talking about Piper and Jake.”

      She opened the door, finding her father sprawled out on the couch, watching a football game. “Hey Kiddo, you’re home early.” He sat up. “How’d you get home?”

      “Apparently when you’re rich, you can order a driving service any time you want.”

      “Good to know. Hey, you don’t look happy. Did something happen with Piper?”

      “No. I had a lot of fun with her. I just have a bad feeling.”

      “About what?” he asked. “Here, sit down.”

      She sat. “About a different girl. It’s probably nothing,” she said, unable to erase the image of Paige hanging out the window.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” She tried to shake off the bad feeling. “You want to watch a movie?”

      “Um.” He regarded her for a moment. “Sure.”

      “Oh, right.” She pointed at the television. “Football.”

      “Well, that and…” He reached for his phone. “I didn’t know what time you were coming home, so Kim’s on her way. I can call her and have her come over later.”

      Great. Trying hard not to look upset, she said, “No. I have homework anyway.”

      “You?” He raised a brow. “Saving it ‘til Sunday. Let me call her.”

      She stood. “No Dad, she’s on her way. It’s fine.” She went to the kitchen and made a couple sandwiches, grabbing a bag of potato chips and milk.

      While eating her lunch, she thought about Piper and Jake. Joel, please talk to me. I know you’re really Jake Coleman, but I don’t think I can call you Jake. You’re Joel to me.

      She took the last bite of her sandwich, finishing the glass of milk. C’mon, talk to me.

      A faint Ja sound came through from a spirit.

      “Hey Kiddo, you mind if I join you?” Ruining the connection, he took a seat next to her.

      “Sure.”

      He grabbed a couple of chips. “What did you and Piper do that was so fun?”

      “She taught me some stuff on the guitar.”

      “Cool. Maybe you can teach me a thing or two.”

      “Ha. I don’t know about that. I’m really not good.”

      “Yeah, but learning from Robby Zacora’s daughter is probably better than any lessons I could get for you,” he said, reaching for more chips.

      “I guess.”

      He stood and rummaged through the refrigerator. “We need to go grocery shopping soon.”

      “I know.” She studied him for a moment, timid about her next question. “Um, did you hear anything about Capozzi?”

      “Ah, I knew I had one more beer.” He closed the door. “Oh, hey babe.”

      Aries turned.

      “You told her?” Kimberly asked.

      He pulled the tab back, taking a sip.

      “Shouldn’t that be my question?” Aries said. “This has to do with my mom.”

      “Have a seat, babe,” he said. “Let me pour you a glass of wine. And to answer your question, Kiddo, no I haven’t heard back yet.” He uncorked a bottle of Chardonnay, setting a glass in front of Kimberly.

      She took a sip. “You’re right, he is the man who called nine-one-one, and quite possibly tried to revive Elizabeth.”

      Ryan rubbed Kimberly’s shoulders. “Great, when can we meet him?”

      Aries smiled. Thank you, Mr. O.

      “We can’t.” She took another sip. “He’s dead.”
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      Greg gawked at the computer screen, livid. How could she? Even for her, it was the cruelest thing he’d ever seen.

      Unbelievable.

      He stood and punched the door, leaving a dent. The lights flickered.

      Don’t do it, he told himself. Don’t call her. How could he let it get this far? God, I’m an idiot.

      He couldn’t contain himself any longer. He picked up the phone, playing right into her manipulative little hands.

      “How’d I know you’d be calling me?” Stacy said.

      “Why?” he asked. “Why’d you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      He clenched his now aching fist. “Dammit, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Calm down,” she said. “Take a pill.”

      “After what you just posted, you expect me to be calm?” he screamed.

      “What makes you think it was me?”

      “Come on!”

      “It’s not my name on the post.”

      “So what?” His voice cracked. “I don’t give a crap what name it’s under. It’s you.”

      “You know I can help release some of that anger,” she said, using her sultry voice.

      “Fu—”

      “Whoa,” she said. “You’re so hostile. You know, that could make for a great lay.”

      “Aren’t you sick of being the party favor?” he asked, trying to control his anger and regain the upper hand.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, I am the party, not the favor,” she said. “Now why are you getting so worked up?”

      “Because you’re a liar.”

      “I’d never lie to you, Greg.”

      “You’re so full of it.”

      “Isn’t it great?”

      “What?” He wanted to punch her now instead of the door.

      “Life.”

      “There’s something seriously wrong with you,” he said. “Get help.”

      “I’m trying, but you won’t let me. You called me, remember? Maybe you need help.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Hate’s a strong word,” she said. “I love having that kind of effect on you. Aw, means you still care.”

      “Go to hell.” He hung up, slamming his phone down and pacing the room. When his cell rang, he turned it off.

      She has to pay for this.

      The lights flickered again. He took that as a sign. She was going down at all costs, and he didn’t care if he went down with her.
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      Aries wrestled with a horrible feeling in her gut on the ride to school. With her anxiety rising to an all-time record, she could taste the bile in the back of her throat. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear her appendix burst. But the feeling had more to do with the students at Newport Beach High than her personal situation. Her number one suspect: Paige Bradley.

      Ryan pulled over, letting her out. “See you tonight, Kiddo.”

      After his truck disappeared into the morning traffic, she couldn’t move. A car flew by her as a passenger threw something at her, missing by an inch. She fled inside the building. A girl slammed her locker and said, “Bitch” as Aries walked by. 

      Another girl said, “I can’t believe you’d do that to Piper. You suck.”

      Aries shook her head. “No, no.” She grabbed her chest, leaning against the wall. The girls shouted more obscenities before walking away.

      Leaning over, she whispered, “I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe.”

      Cory and Brandon walked by. “I can’t even look at her, bro,” Brandon said.

      “C’mon man, let’s go to class.” Cory directed Brandon upstairs, without acknowledging her.

      “Mom, please help me. I’m begging you,” she whispered while running to the bathroom, in case she threw up.

      She hid in a stall, fumbling for her phone. Please, not anything about Jake. God, please. Her hands trembled as she pulled up the website. Bracing herself against the divider, she typed in her username and ID.

      “Relax, dear, everything is going to be okay.”

      “No, it’s not, Gladys.” She smashed the side of her fist against the stall a couple of times. “Leave me alone.”

      Trying to control her breathing, she stared at a picture of Piper playing guitar. “From yesterday,” she whispered.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she prayed, “Please God, help me.” She didn’t have to read the caption; she already knew.

      “Ja—”

      “I know, Gladys.” She clenched her teeth. Of course it’s going to be about Jake.

      She dry-heaved a couple times before looking back at the screen, reading everything Piper had divulged about Jake, almost word-for-word.

      The post had to be from the same alias, Stacy Martin, but she checked anyway. When she saw her own name, she dropped her phone, screaming and yelling obscenities. Somebody had hacked her account.

      I want to die.

      A couple stalls down, the toilet flushed.

      Aries fanned herself to keep from fainting. With the walls caving in on her, she tried to remember how to breathe.

      She peeked through the crack of the door. Jamie washed her hands, then had to search through a couple dispensers before finding a paper towel. She applied lipstick before turning toward the stalls.

      Aries jumped back.

      “So Aries, who’s Gladys?” Shaking her head as she walked out, she said, “Freakin’ psychopath.”

      Aries banged her head against the door a couple times. Gladys, are you still there? Did you mean Jamie instead of Jake? Does she have something to do with this?

      She had to get out of there. But if she left the school, she’d look guilty. She had to let Piper know she’d never do this to her. But how? She broke down, collapsing to the cold tile floor. Trying to regain her composure, she blew her nose.

      After another fifteen-minute personal pep talk, she stayed at school so she could defend herself.

      She’d missed her first class with Piper, but she’d see her in third period.

      Being the first student to arrive to trigonometry, she started on the warm-up problems. As more students trickled in, she found relief when they didn’t say anything to her.

      She thought she was in the clear until Kaelani approached her. “How could you?”

      “I didn’t, Kaelani. I swear.”

      Kaelani pulled her hair all to one side. “Wow? Denial, huh? You know Piper’s like royalty around here.”

      “I know, but somebody hacked—”

      Kaelani held up her hand. “She really liked you, and stood up for you. I mean, didn’t you ever wonder why everyone accepted you so fast?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Well, it’s because Piper gave you the okay.” Kaelani put her hand on her hip. “And this is how you repay her?” She shook her head and smirked as the bell rang. She glared at the boy sitting next to Aries. “Move. I’m sitting here.”

      The boy scurried to a different desk as she sat down.

      “But that’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Aries said, putting her hands in the air. “I didn’t do it.”

      “Well, nobody’s going to believe you. And really, Jake Coleman? Ha, how’d you even hear about him? You weren’t around when he died. That is so low. You’re trying to tell people Piper liked innocent-ol’-nice guy Coleman.” Regarding Aries for a moment, she pressed her finger against her lips. “Oh, I get it, you found out your friend was in love with her. He worshiped her. Is that it?  I’m right, huh? He’ll never love anybody the way he loved Piper.”

      “No. Seriously, I’m not like that. I’m trying to tell you, I didn’t—”

      “Save it. I know I hit a nerve and I’m right. But wow, did you ever dig your own grave.”

      It was useless. Kaelani wouldn’t even listen to her, let alone believe her. She’d have to convince Piper herself. Aries fought to control her rising anger at Kaelani’s theory, seeing as how Kaelani was the one who seemed hung up on Damon.

      “I’d almost feel sorry for you, but Piper’s like family.”

      Aries didn’t say anything. Pressing her lips together, she sat there, taking all the crap Kaelani dished out. She blocked her out, mentally screaming.

      “Oh, and another thing,” Kaelani said.

      Aries kept working on the assignment.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      “No, not really.” Aries couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Well, hear this.” She put her hand on Aries’ book, covering the problem.

      Aries smirked.

      “Cory’s just using you to get to Poppy. He’s trying to make her jealous, and it’s working. But Cory’s in love with her. Always has been, always will be.”

      Aries rolled her eyes. “Are you finished?” She tapped her foot, praying for the class to end.

      “As a matter of fact, no, I’m not.” She flipped her hair over to the opposite shoulder. “I can’t believe I was trying to help you.”

      “I know,” Aries said. “And why were you doing that?”

      “Like I said, Piper vouched for you.”

      What was all this “vouching” about? Piper seemed to like everybody. “Okay.”

      “Anyway, I found what I was looking for.”

      Aries narrowed her eyes. “Okay. And what did you find?”

      “Too bad you’ll never know. I’d never help somebody who’d try to sabotage Piper.”

      “Good for you, then.” Aries sighed.

      “It is good for me,” Kaelani said. “Because I know who Stacy Martin is.”
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      What’s Kaelani’s problem? Aries came up with a few answers on her way to history class. She’s insecure yet intimidating at the same time. She continued to walk, unfazed by the barrage of name-calling from the students in the hallway.

      “Hey,” Paige shouted in her annoying high-pitched tone.

      “Oh, hi.” Even though Paige annoyed her, at least she acknowledged her.

      “You’ve really done it this time,” Paige said. “You know, ever since you got here, you’ve been causing problems. But this has to be the lowest thing anyone has ever done. And that’s saying something for this place.”

      Dear God, shut up. Aries couldn’t take anymore lectures, especially from somebody who sounded like a mouse. “Look Paige, I swear to you, it wasn’t me. I would never do anything to hurt somebody, let alone Piper.” Aries furrowed her brow. “You were there. You overheard our conversation. You probably created all this, and now you’re blaming me.”

      “Wow, you’re good.” Paige put her hands on her hips. “I don’t even know how to respond to that.” 

      “Try nodding your head because you know I’m right.” Aries glared down at her.

      Paige remained silent, with her mouth agape.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Aries said. “Where’s Piper? I want to make it right with her.”

      “Good luck with that. She’s not here. Neither is Michael. He’s probably worried sick about her.” Paige crossed her arms, scrutinizing her. “But you know the information came from your profile. How the hell can you stand there blaming me?”

      “Somebody hacked into my account.”

      “God, you’re good,” she said. “The lies just fly right out of you. Is your mom really dead?”

      Aries’ face flushed with furry. Paige had crossed a line. Fearing she might slug her, Aries turned around and sat down. She had never wanted to punch somebody as much as she wanted to punch Paige.

      She watched Mr. McCready’s lips move, unable to discern a word he said as her world imploded in front of her.

      She could leave school and try to find Piper, but she stayed in the hopes of talking to Damon first; the one person with logic, who would know she’d never do anything to hurt Piper. She didn’t want anything to do with social media before, and now she absolutely despised it.

      After thirty long minutes of dirty stares from Paige, she finally made it to her next class. With her head hung and sweating through her palms, she tried to write the assigned essay, but she couldn’t concentrate.

      “You’ll figure it out, dear.”

      I don’t think so, Gladys. Not this time. It’s too big, and nobody believes me.

      “They always say in time.”

      Yeah, but I’m beginning to think ‘they’ are full of crap. Did I do something wrong? Does the universe hate me?

      “What makes you happy?”

      What?

      “You heard me.”

      Not this crap. Not my mom’s death. Everybody hates me, and I’m starting to hate myself, too. I can’t even think about happiness right now.

      “Nonsense. I don’t believe that for a second.”

      See, not even the deceased believe me.

      “Because I know what you’re really thinking. You can’t fool a spirit. Now, what makes you happy?”

      If you already know—

      “Say it.”

      She sighed. For the first time in my life, I felt like I had a friend. I felt accepted, and it felt amazing.

      “Go on.”

      Cory makes me happy. Is that what you want to hear?

      “Yes. Can’t a grandmother gloat?”

      Aries smiled.

      “There you go. Focus on the positive.”

      But he didn’t want to talk to m—

      The bell rang, ending the class, along with the connection with Gladys. Aries stood, continuing the conversation anyway. My dad makes me happy, and Damon. 

      Her good mood evaporated when somebody stuck out their foot, causing her to fall. She heard laughter as she stayed on her knees and gathered her belongings.

      Where would be a safe place for her to eat lunch?  She wound up knocking on Miss Townsend’s door.

      “Aries, you’re here today. I’m so worried.”

      “Sorry I missed class today. I was wondering if I could get the work.”

      Miss Townsend motioned for her to sit. “We watched a video on nutrition, so don’t worry, you didn’t miss much. Now, I want to hear what’s going on with you. Are you retaliating—”

      “No.” She couldn’t handle it if Miss Townsend didn’t believe her, too. “Somehow, somebody figured out my password. I’m being framed.”

      Miss Townsend observed her.

      “I didn’t do it,” Aries said. “What on Earth would I have to gain by posting that stuff about Piper? It doesn’t make sense. I’m telling you, somebody has it out for me.”

      Miss Townsend nodded, expressing she believed her. “I’m sorry.”

      Aries still couldn’t relax. “I’m worried about Piper.”

      Miss Townsend fidgeted with her necklace, moving the charm back and forth. “I’m worried, too. I’m going to talk to all of my classes tomorrow. I believe you, and maybe that will help the others, too.”

      “Thank you,” she said, noticing the silver heart charm with the letter “T” on her necklace. “Does the ‘T’ stand for ‘Townsend?’”

      “Oh.” She dropped her hand. “Nervous habit. No, it stands for Tony.”

      “Is he your boyfriend?” Aries asked as the bell rang, relieved she wasn’t wearing the letter “C” for “Camden.”

      Miss Townsend stood. “I need to set up for the next class. You’re welcome to eat lunch in here for as long as you need.”

      “Great. Thank you.”

      Aries walked to Spanish class analyzing a strange vibe about Miss Townsend. Nervous habit? What would make her nervous?

      She shook off the feeling, excited to finally speak to Damon. Ten minutes into class, her excitement dwindled. Damon ditched class again. Frustrated, she flung open the book. If she’d known he wasn’t at school, she would’ve ditched as well and not gone through all the humiliation.

      So typical of him.

      She glanced at Cory’s desk. He wasn’t in class either. Peyton turned, flashing her an evil look.

      No Damon or Cory, but oh, goodie, Peyton’s here. Can this day get any worse? Don’t answer that, Mr. O. She didn’t sense his energy, but she said it anyway.

      She kept her head down for the remaining forty-five minutes. She’d had enough dirty looks for one day.

      She made it out the door, thankful the school day had ended, when Peyton caught up to her. “Congratulations,” she said.

      “For what? Aries stopped.

      “You wanted to hurt Piper.” Peyton glared at her. “Well, you succeeded. You have more skills than I thought.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aries’ stomach dropped.

      “Ooh, didn’t know? Typical. She’s in the hospital.”

      Aries had to catch her breath. “What happened?”

      Peyton glared at her before smiling. “Overdose.”
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      When Aries got home from school, she went to her bedroom and retrieved her laptop. Although she despised all the Newport Dish nonsense, she had to try to find out something about Piper’s well-being.

      Luckily, that was all anyone was posting, the most recent one coming from Michael.

      MR:  Piper is back home and thankful for everyone’s concern but she asks for privacy at this time. She’s in good hands with her dad and close friends.

      Aries sighed in relief. Thank God she’s okay. Her computer started to make alert noises at an accelerated rate due to all the responses to Michael’s post. It sounded like a slot machine. Shaking her head, she couldn’t believe people were more concerned with Robby Zacora being in town than Piper’s health.

      After hundreds of responses to Michael’s post, a new thread started about what a horrible monster Aries was, doubling the number of comments. She turned off the sound on her computer.

      Her mouth dropped as she read the latest comment from Stacy Martin.

      SM:  Don’t worry Piper, we’ll kick Aries’ ass so she’s the one in the hospital.

      Responses flew in at record speed, all agreeing with Stacy.

      She slammed her computer shut and called Damon. With no luck of him answering, she left a message.

      Taking out a pen and paper, she wrote:

      Paige

      Kaylie

      Michelle

      She circled Paige’s name. It had to be her. She tapped her pen against the paper. They were the only three who could’ve overheard her conversation with Piper. But maybe one of them told someone else?

      Aries stared at the paper. She couldn’t imagine Paige being able to hack into her account. She’s not dumb, but she doesn’t seem tech savvy. And she doesn’t seem evil enough to harm Piper. Maybe she told Peyton? She pressed her lips together in doubt. Peyton would do this to her, but not to Piper. Who has it out for Piper? And why?

      She checked over her list again. Kaylie? Aries didn’t know anything about her, but she seemed nice enough. Maybe she doesn’t like Piper. She put a question mark next to Kaylie’s name.

      Michelle befriended her at Paige’s party, which seemed organic. Aries highly doubted she’d do anything to either her or Piper. Unless maybe Piper had a thing with Brandon. She shook her head. No, that would be ridiculous. Then it hit her.

      “Michelle is Jaime’s cousin,” she whispered.

      Jamie’s jealous of everyone, and a complete bitch. She underlined Michelle’s name three times. Did Michelle tell Jamie?

      Joel, are you here? I know you must be concerned for Piper. Please talk to me. I could use your help.

      The digital clock on the stove went dark as the power flickered out.

      Is someone else here? Mom, is it you?

      “I’m so lost,” she whispered, choking on the pain. “My stomach hurts, and I have no idea what to do. I’m in a bind, and I don’t know why this keeps happening to me.”

      Aries screamed as loud as she could, followed by a few curse words. The clock started blinking.

      She called Piper, but her phone went directly to voicemail. Her brain froze as she hung up. There were no words she could think of to leave in a message. She needed to talk to Piper in person.

      Deciding to call Cory, she punched in his number, then hung up after the first ring.

      She sensed a familiar presence. “He’s confused,” Gladys said.

      Why? Doesn’t he know me? And he knows how much I hate Newport Dish.

      “I know, dear.”

      Well, then why doesn’t he?

      “Deep down, I’m sure he does.”

      Great. She sighed. I don’t need the deep-down crap. I need him to defend me.

      “I know.”

      Stop saying that. I don’t want you to agree with me. I want your help.

      “I know,” Gladys repeated.

      She pounded the table, screaming, “I hate being able to communicate with you. I wish I wasn’t a medium.” Catching her breath, she said in a stern tone, “If you say ‘I know’ one more time, I swear.”

      Daring Gladys to respond, she waited, but Gladys did not respond.

      She began pacing. Putting her hand on her forehead, she stopped. “Wait. Gladys, your voice sounded matter of fact. You weren’t agreeing with me, you were telling me you know who leaked Piper’s secret.”

      She waited a moment in silence. Gladys, I know you’re here. I can feel your presence. What do you know?

      Gladys’ voice sounded muffled as Aries detected a puh sound.

      Paige? Did Paige do it?

      “Muh.”

      Michelle?

      “Puh.”

      Which one? Or both? Why do you sound so far away?

      “Kuh.”

      Kaylie? Who dammit? Aries was losing patience. All three? Gladys, please talk to me. She closed her eyes, taking deep breaths to try to get enough energy for Gladys’ vibration.

      Imagining the sound of Gladys’ voice and weightless feeling she emanated, Aries waited in silence for a few minutes.

      She opened her eyes. Great. Thanks a lot, Gladys. I’m in the exact same place as I started, but more exhausted and irritated, as if that were possible.

      Like always, you’re no help at all.
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      Tuesday morning, on the way to school, Aries couldn’t stop sweating. She should have asked her father to turn the truck around and take her home. But why bother? She conceded to living the rest of her high school years in some type of hell.

      “What’s bothering you, Kiddo?”

      Everything. Where should she begin? Staring out the window, she said, “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      She studied him for a moment. He had enough worries of his own. “No.”

      Ryan pulled into the parking lot, finding a spot next to the staff section.

      As he unbuckled his seat belt, she asked, “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to have a little chat with your teacher.” He hopped out of the truck.

      She slammed the door. Now she couldn’t stand Miss Townsend. Why is she so damn nosy? Aries stormed toward him.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “Why do you need to talk to her?” She picked up the pace, with him following. “I get straight As, I’m in all honor classes. What more do you want?” It better not be to ask her out on a date.

      “I’m proud of you, Kiddo, there’s no doubt about that,” he said, catching up with her.

      “Well, I wish she’d mind her own damn business. So what if kids hate me.”

      “What?” he asked as they headed up the stairs.

      “Oh, I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to fill you in on everything. Wouldn’t want to spoil her fun since she obviously has no life.”

      “Okay,” he said. “But I’m the one who asked to speak with her.”

      “Why?”

      “Hello,” Miss Townsend said, standing by her door. “You’re right on time.”

      “This shouldn’t take long, Kiddo.” He smiled, shaking Miss Townsend’s hand.

      Aries despised the way Miss Townsend twirled her hair, with a look of admiration washing across her face.

      “Wait here, we’ll be right out.” Miss Townsend closed the door behind them.

      Peyton’s dad, now mine. Is she on a mission to see how many students’ fathers she can screw in a school year? Aries slid to the floor.

      “You finished?”

      She blew a strand of hair out of her eye. What do you want now, Mr. O?

      “To tell you you’re welcome.”

      For what?

      “You don’t remember thanking me?”

      My mother. Yes. I’m so thankful. I’m glad she wasn’t alone. Did she suffer? No, don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.

      “Okay. But, no she didn’t.”

      She glanced up, smiling. Thank you.

      “You can thank me by staying on track.”

      One problem, I don’t even know where ‘the track’ is. And if you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of going through a lot right now. Everybody hates me. And I’m not talking that new girl ‘she’s stupid because we don’t know her’ hate. They really despise me.

      “They don’t hate you.” 

      I know they wouldn’t hate the real me, but they’ll probably never take the time to discover me. Especially now.

      “Unless you stay on track.”

      How does finding my mom’s killer help with Piper? Unless…did the same person murder you? She gasped. And Joel?

      The door opened.

      Don’t leave, Mr. O. Probably not Joel, because I think he really was in an accident, but is it somehow connected?

      “C’mon, Kiddo.” Ryan helped her up and put his arm around her, directing her toward the stairs.

      She glanced back at Miss Townsend, who stood by the door with a sympathetic look.

      Mr. O, please come back. How did Kimberly and my dad find out about you?

      Ryan kept his hand on her back. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Taking you home.”

      “Why? I already went through all the humiliation yesterday.”

      “I’ll feel better if you take a couple days off.”

      “A couple?” she asked.

      “Just until you stop getting threats. I’m worried about you. I didn’t realize it was this bad. And like you said, you have a four-point-oh GPA. I’m sure a couple days won’t hurt.”

      “Twist my arm,” she mumbled as they exited the building and headed to the parking lot.

      He dropped her off at the apartment, confirming they’d continue their discussion over dinner. Not that she wanted to continue the conversation, but there was no way to avoid it.

      Thanks a lot, Miss Townsend.

      After watching a talk show, she didn’t want to waste the rest of the day indoors. She picked up her cell phone. Maybe Damon decided to take the day off from school as well. Rolling her eyes when she got his voicemail, she hung up and sent him a text. She put her phone on the table. Call back, stupid.

      She ate a bowl of cereal, coming up with a game plan. Alright Mr. O, it’s a shot in the dark, but maybe Mr. Price’s art gallery is the track?

      After figuring out bus schedules, she made it to the gallery by noon. A driving service would’ve come in handy. But unlike Paige, she didn’t have that luxury. If Paige was the one responsible for ruining Aries’ life, she should get expelled. There had to be some sort of justice.

      The bells chimed as she opened the door to an empty shop. The air conditioning cooled her skin. Although it was October, the temperature outside remained in the eighties.

      “May I help you?” a well-dressed woman asked.

      Could the woman be Mrs. Price? “No, I’m just looking.”

      “Hmm.” She put her finger on her lips.

      The woman wore expensive jewelry with diamonds the size of gumballs. She reminded Aries of one of the women standing on the beach in Neptune’s Window.

      “You look strangely familiar,” the woman said. She put her arms behind her back, as if she were hiding her jewelry. “Is there a warrant out for your arrest?”

      Aries stepped back. “What? No.” She put her hand in her pocket, fidgeting with her house key. The woman kept scrutinizing her, so she turned to admire the paintings.

      Aries walked over to the painting of dolphins. She smiled, remembering when she first saw it with Damon. A “sold” tag covered the bottom corner. She was disappointed, even though she never could have dreamed of affording it.

      She couldn’t relax with the woman watching her like a hawk. Turning to leave, she heard a familiar voice say, “Look to your left.”

      “Joel?” she whispered, looking to her left.

      A painting caught her eye. Created to catch light from different angles, the optical illusion in the desert was magnificent. But she kept her eyes glued on the title. “Mirage.”
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      Aries walked up to the Mirage painting, focusing on the “sold” tag above it.

      Joel, did Miss Townsend buy this? Is that what you were trying to tell me? She admired the picture. And what is she doing with my dad?

      “That painting is sold,” the woman scoffed as she approached, tapping the tag. “Not that you could afford it anyway.”

      “I know,” Aries said. “I’m admiring the colors.”

      “And shouldn’t you be in school?” The woman stood with her hand on her hip.

      “I was just leaving.” Aries turned and walked out the door, getting as far away from the woman as possible.

      She called Damon and left him a message about the Mirage painting.

      While waiting for the bus, she tried to contact Joel. I need to know what the painting has to do with Miss Townsend. I thought you meant maybe Mr. Price and her were an illusion and not having an affair like I had assumed, but now I’m so confused.

      Looking across the street, she saw a bunch of campaign signs for people running for various offices. She focused on the biggest and brightest one: Camden Price for Congress.

      What are you up to, Mr. Price? The sign blew over. Mr. O, did you do that? Or Mom? Mom, if you can hear me, please talk to me.

      The bus pulled up, letting a woman off before she stepped on. As she sat behind the only other passenger, a man engrossed in a newspaper, a faint smell of tobacco lingered in the air.

      With no smoking allowed on the bus, she said, Hi, Grandpa.

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      Tell my mom I love her.

      “She knows.”

      She sighed. It sure doesn’t feel like it.

      “And why might that be?” he asked.

      Because she always sends you to soften the blow. I get it, she doesn’t want to speak to me. I mean, how can I blame the entire school for hating me when my own mother won’t talk to me?

      “Have you thought about our last conversation?” he asked. “Do you remember your last encounter with her?”

      Grandpa, I’ve had so much on my mind, I don’t even know where to begin. All I can think about is Piper, and finding out the truth about Mom’s death. Yes, Mr. O, I’m trying.

      “Mr. O?”

      Sorry Grandpa, not important.

      “If you can try to remember, it will help you.”

      Okay, I’ll try.

      The smell of tobacco faded. She leaned over, with her elbows on her knees. What was the last thing she said to her mother? Most likely, they had hugged and said goodbye as she left for school, like every weekday morning.

      The bus pulled over to her stop. As she exited, she glanced at the caption on the man’s newspaper. “Newport Beach expecting 5-7 foot swells.” Maybe Damon’s skim-boarding.

      Making her way to the boardwalk, she looked out at the ocean and began to walk in the direction of The Wedge. She took off her shoes, heading across the sand to the water’s edge.

      The air was unusually humid, and as she ran back up the sandbank from the whitewash, a light drizzle started to fall.

      The sun disappeared behind the clouds. Was the sudden change of weather from a spirit? Joel, can spirits manipulate the weather? Because the sun was blazing a few minutes ago. I really need to talk to you. Please respond.

      A wave smashed into the man-made breakwater, making a thunderous sound.

      Mom, do you contact me through signs and sound? she asked, listening to another wave roar. Is that a yes?

      The Wedge loomed in the distance. I heard you the night of Paige’s party. So, if Grandpa’s right, why am I blocking your connection? What were our last words?

      She visualized her mother standing by the front door of their old house, looking beautiful. She wore a sleeveless red dress, her golden blonde hair hanging in loose waves.

      Aries could picture every detail of her mother as if she were standing in front of her. Grandpa, I don’t think you know what you’re talking about.

      The drizzle turned into large drops of rain as she ran under the lifeguard station for shelter. Rubbing her arms from the chill, she glared at the Bradleys’ house behind the station.

      I’m getting my mother’s painting back.

      She turned back toward the Wedge. Quite a few people were in the water. They’re crazy. The whitewash exploded off the massive rock formation. One wrong turn into the wave, and they could get slammed against the rocks.

      “Your grandfather is right,” a familiar voice said.

      Smiling, she concentrated. Well, hello Chuck, you’ve been quiet lately. To what do I owe this honor?

      “Your energy.”

      My energy?

      “Yes. It brought me through, but it must be blocking your mother. Now why is that?”

      I wish I knew. You’re my voice of reason. Why don’t you tell me?

      “Usually, we block things out when they’re too painful to remember.”

      Well yeah, her death’s the most painful thing in the world.

      “But your grandfather’s asking you to remember the events before her death.”

      I know, and there’s nothing out of the ordinary.

      “That you can recall,” he said. “But you were mad about her missing your birthday.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Whoa, how’d you do that?” A boy dropped his board and stood next to her under the station.

      “Do what?” she asked, annoyed she lost the connection with Chuck.

      “I was going to ask if you had room under here, and you said yes before I could ask.”

      She stared at him until the recognition hit her.

      “Oh. I don’t know if we’ve formally met.” He stuck out his hand. “Troy.”

      She shook his hand. “Yes, I know who you are.”

      He flicked his long bangs out of his face. She admired his clear blue eyes and charismatic smile for a moment.

      He tilted his head, analyzing her.

      Furrowing her brow, she said, “What?”

      “Just realizing what all the hype’s about,” he said, flicking his bangs again.

      She smirked. “What hype?”

      “Douglas, LeMoore, Richardson—”

      “Michael Richardson?” she asked, taking a step back.

      “Yeah, and I wasn’t finished,” he said.

      “Ha. You’re delusional.”

      He held his hand out into the open air. “It stopped raining.” He grabbed his board. “C’mon, no reason to keep hiding under here, right?” 

      The sky lit up as the sun reappeared.

      She followed him out from under the lifeguard station.

      Even though Troy acted friendly, he gave her the creeps. How long did he plan on hanging around?

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I guess I’m wondering why you’re talking to me. Nobody else from school will. Especially your girlfriend.”

      “Which one?”

      “You have more than one?” she questioned.

      “I’m kidding. I don’t have one.”

      “I thought Jamie was.”

      “We’re not exclusive,” he said. “Anyway, I never believe all the crap going around.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I mean, Coleman, c’mon,” he said. “There’s no way. Maybe like Paige or somebody average, but not someone like Piper. Besides, you didn’t know him, so how could you come up with that? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “So, you don’t believe the story, or you don’t believe I’m the one who started the rumor?”

      “Both,” he said. “You don’t seem the type, and the story’s comical.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I think.” If he only knew how true the story was. Maybe other people at school don’t believe it either.

      “Yes. It’s a compliment.” He smiled.

       Is he flirting with me?  “I wish the rest of the school had your attitude,” she said.

      “They will.”

      She nodded. “I hope so.”

      “What are you doing out here?” he asked. “Avoiding the hell that is Newport high?”

      “Something like that.” It would’ve been weird to say she came looking for Damon. “What about you? Why aren’t you in school?”

      “With waves like these?” He pointed at the surf. “The teachers don’t even expect me to show up.”

      She smiled.

      “I can’t believe Piper’s there,” he said.

      “She’s at school? How do you know?”

      “Don’t look so surprised,” he said. “Nothing’s private around here. Besides, that’s like the only place she won’t use. She probably doesn’t trust herself to be alone right now.” He shrugged. “It sucks, but she’s an addict.”

      They stared at the waves for a few seconds.

      “Well, I better get going,” she said.

      “Yeah, okay.” He flicked his hair again. Was that a nervous habit of his, or did he think it made him look cool?

      On the walk back home, she tried to contact Chuck. After a mile, she gave up and focused on Troy. Was every boy at that school in some type of competition to get the new girl? And the way they all seemed to date the same girls made her nauseous.

      As soon as she got home, she heated up a couple of burritos and opened a bag of tortilla chips. She grabbed some salsa and a Sprite before sitting down.

      Her laptop lay on the table, tempting her to look at the website. She’d deleted her account so nobody could set her up again, but now she couldn’t check to see the latest news regarding Piper. She avoided the temptation for the moment and ate a couple chips. But her laptop kept daring her.

      She drenched her burrito in salsa, taking a bite. Alright, Stacy Martin, two can play this game. A few minutes later, she had created a fake account.

      Taking a sip of Sprite, she saw a new post from Stacy pop up, causing her to spit out the soda. She cleaned off the screen in disbelief.

      SM:  Aries Dade is spreading a new rumor. It’s coming straight from her mouth. Are you guys ready? Here’s her latest…Piper killed Jake.
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      Aries couldn’t sit still. She screamed, “Why is this happening to me?”

      Unable to control her emotions, she called Piper and left her a message. “Piper, it’s Aries. I never said a word. I don’t know how somebody got into my account, and I’d never think that ridiculous remark Stacy posted. Whoever the hell she is. Anyway, I’m so sorry. Please call me back.” She hung up, throwing the empty soda can at the wall.

      Regaining her composure, she read more comments. Some random girl chimed in.

      LH: Yeah, I think I overheard something like that.

      Clenching her fist, she read the next response, posted by Kaelani Kelly.

      KK: Aries told me, it’s no coincidence that Piper got a DUI the same night Jake died.

      “Bullshit, Kaelani.” 

      Too numb to cry, she stared at the screen. Horrible remarks kept coming in until she read a post from a guy named Greg Reed.

      GR: None of this is true. And can anyone tell me who Stacy Martin is?

      Michelle chimed in. MJ: Yeah, I don’t think Aries would say that about Piper.

      “Thank you, Greg and Michelle,” she whispered.

      Looking back at the computer she read, SM: Fact check…who are you going to believe? Some loser, or the head cheerleader? And you can meet me in front of the school tomorrow morning, Greg.

      “I have to go to school tomorrow,” she said to the laptop.

      Even though whoever was pretending to be Stacy probably wouldn’t be stupid enough to get caught. But it would be nice for her to speak to Piper in person. And what the hell, Cory and Damon? She went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water, pissed neither one had called her back. At least this Greg guy had defended her, giving some cause for doubt to anyone who had a brain.

      Taking a sip, she went back to the laptop, logged off the site, and began researching Jake Coleman. When she found some relevant sites, she read about his death, and how it was ruled an accident. The toxicology report showed alprazolam and alcohol in his system.

      She scrolled through the different images of Jake. He had a certain charm. She understood why people wouldn’t think Piper would be interested in him, but she saw right away why she would be. Tall and lanky, with curly brown hair and glasses covering his dark eyes, he had a unique style that complimented his charisma. In one picture, he sat on his motorcycle wearing a bowtie. In the next picture, he stood next to Damon in front of the Bradley’s house, wearing a vest and tie and fedora.

      Aries already liked his spirit, but seeing him in the physical world made her adore him.

      Joel, can you hear me? After a moment, she said, I hope the reason you’re not talking to me is because you’re somehow helping Piper. You two would’ve been an amazing couple.

      I’ve been thinking a lot about my mother. Yes, even more than usual. How do you know about her death? Can you guide me? Show me through feelings, or sounds, or I don’t know, even the weather.

      She searched for information about her mother. Clicking on an article, she took a deep breath. Finding it still too painful to read the entire report, she skimmed through it. Her watering eyes stopped on a name at the bottom. Police officer, William Benson.

      Benson, where have I seen that name before?

      The sound of water dripping scattered her thoughts. It came from the kitchen sink. As she checked the faucet, she saw a swarm of bees outside the window. Joel? Talk to me if this is your doing.

      Rushing back to the computer, she clicked on the article regarding Joel. Nothing regarding Benson. A couple minutes later, she searched Capozzi. Sure enough, the officer mentioned at the scene was Billy Benson.

      Several minutes later, she found a picture of Laguna Beach Police Officer William Benson. Oh. My. God. She covered her mouth. The policeman who pulled Damon over.

      She called Damon, frustrated to get his voicemail. “Okay, I’m officially a stalker, but you have to call me back. It’s urgent.”
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      After a restless night’s sleep and no return calls, Aries’ nerves took over as she got ready for school. Unable to stop her arms from tingling, she twirled a strand of hair around her finger, waiting for her father.

      He tied his work boots, put on a cap, and grabbed his keys. Regarding her for a moment, he said, “Why don’t you take one more day off?”

      “I’m fine, Dad. Besides, I need to face it sometime. Might as well be today.”

      “Okay,” he said, shaking his head as they headed out.

      She bit her nails the entire ride to school.

      As she opened the door to get out, he said, “Call me if anything happens.”

      She nodded.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “You have my permission to leave if you feel uncomfortable at all, Kiddo.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” She shut the door.

      She waited in the front of the school for a few minutes in hopes of discovering who Stacy and Greg were. Dozens of students walked by, but nobody lingered for too long. She gave up and walked toward her first period class.

      Stopping in the middle of the hallway, she switched her bag to the opposite shoulder. The P-pack had huddled up around Miss Townsend’s door, blocking the way. Walking up to the group, she wiped her hands on her shorts and said, “Hi, Piper. Can I talk to you alone?”

      “She has nothing to say to you.” Peyton smirked.

      “Piper, I didn’t do it,” Aries said. “I didn’t write or say any of it.”

      Piper stared at her.

      “I swear.” Aries held up her hand.

      “C’mon, Pipes,” Peyton said. “Don’t listen to her.”

      “Piper, I would never do that to you,” Aries said, “I promise.”

      Shaking her head, Piper said, “You were the only person I told.” She looked disgusted by Aries’ existence.

      “Don’t talk to her,” Peyton said. “She doesn’t deserve it.”

      Piper turned to walk into the classroom.

      “You were there,” Aries said, pointing at Paige.

      “What?” Paige looked shocked.

      Piper stopped, turning to look at the girls.

      “Tell her, tell Piper how you, Kaylie, and Michelle were in the bungalow. You could’ve overheard us.”

      Piper focused on Paige. “Is that true?”

      Paige laughed. “I don’t know what she’s talking about.”

      Aries stood, mouth agape. “You guys dropped me off after Piper passed out.”

      “Well?” Piper kept her gaze on Paige.

      “Obviously, she’s a liar,” Peyton said, attempting to lead Piper through the door.

      Piper didn’t budge. “I want to hear it from Paige,” she said.

      “Ask Michelle,” Aries said. “I know she’ll confirm the three of you were there.”

      Paige rolled her eyes. “Okay, yeah, I think I remember seeing her at your house. But trust me, we were way too high to eavesdrop on your convo.”

      “See,” Aries said. “They were there.”

      The bell rang, and Miss Townsend escorted the crowd around her door inside.

      “Then tell her what you meant by ‘your secret’s safe with me,’” Aries said.

      Paige curled her lip. “I probably meant about where you live.”

      “Sure,” Aries said.

      Peyton, Brandon, and Michael pulled Piper away, exchanging mean remarks about Aries to each other, loud enough for her to hear.

      After a few minutes, Miss Townsend got the class to settle down and focus on the assignment.

      Cory walked in late, avoiding eye contact with Aries.

      Miss Townsend rolled her eyes, handing him a detention slip.

      “Seriously? C’mon, Miss T.” He flashed an innocent smile. “Give me one more chance.”

      “I warned you, Mr. Douglas.”

      He glanced back at Piper. “A lot’s been going on.”

      She grabbed the slip from him. “All right, but this is the last time.”

      “Thank you.”

      Shaking her head, she walked over to the trash can and threw away the slip.

      “That was lucky,” Aries said.

      “Yeah.”

      Yeah? That’s it? She wanted to scream at him. After twenty minutes of stewing over how pissed she was at him, she said, “So why haven’t you called me back?”

      Miss Townsend looked over, putting her finger to her lips.

      Great. Aries tapped her foot, growing angrier by the minute.

      When class ended, Miss Townsend said, “Piper, will you please stay a minute?”

      Almost the entire class huddled in the hallway, eavesdropping.

      Aries approached Cory. “Can I talk to you?”

      He shrugged. “Sure.” He didn’t move.

      Michael glared at her.

      “In private,” she said.

      “Catch you later,” he said, bumping fists with Michael. He turned toward Aries. “C’mon, let’s clear out of here.”

      As they walked out of the building, she said, “I hope you know I didn’t write any of that crap.”

      Cory looked away from her. “I don’t know, Pipes said you’re the only person she told.” He shrugged.

      “I can’t believe you.” She glared at him for a moment. “I wasn’t the only person in Piper’s backyard when she told me, you know. Not that I should have to justify myself to you.” She turned and walked away.

      He grabbed her arm. “Wait. None of it makes sense. It just all happened so fast.”

      Her eyes watered. “You didn’t call me.” 

      “Don’t cry.” He rubbed her arm. “We had to make sure Piper was okay.”

      “What about me?” She pulled away.

      He tilted his chin down.

      “Forget it.” She walked away.

      “Wait.” When she didn’t stop, he yelled out, “Aries, come back.”

      She turned around.

      Poppy came out of nowhere, locking elbows with him. She laughed at Aries, pulling Cory in the opposite direction. He looked back, mouthing, “Sorry.”

      She tried to swallow the lump in her throat as she turned to leave. Looking to her right, she locked eyes with Damon. He stood with his back against a building, not taking his eyes off her. Her heart fluttered as she froze mid-step. His stare had a way of going right through her.

      His lips curved up, causing her to mirror him, until she realized the person who stopped in front of him. Kaelani had her back to Aries, stirring up a rage she didn’t know she had. Unable to look at them any longer, she continued toward her next class.

      Kaelani turned around, catching Aries’ attention.

      Tilting her head to the side, Kaelani backed up against Damon and displayed a sardonic smile.
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      Mr. Gutierrez finally stopped lecturing about Spanish Culture long enough for Aries to confront Damon.

      “So why haven’t you returned any of my calls? Kaelani taking priority?”

      He raised his brow. “Do I detect jealousy, Sophomore?”

      “You detect frustration. I mean, haven’t you heard of common courtesy? At least call me back and tell me you’re with her.”

      He put his hand on her leg. “It’s nice that you’re concerned with my every move, but rest assured, I wasn’t with her.”

      She removed his hand. “I wasn’t worried about her. I’m worried you believe I started the rumors.”

      “I never thought that.” He leaned back, a serious expression replacing his cocky grin.

      “Okay, then why didn’t you call me back?”

      He stared at his computer.

      “What’s wrong, LeMoore?”

      He regarded her for a moment. “It wasn’t on purpose.”

      “Then what?” She furrowed her brow.

      He shrugged.

      “Tell me.”

      He glanced out the window. “It’s nothing.”

      “C’mon. I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      “Like what?”

      “Bummed out,” she said. “You’re usually too cocky to look sad.”

      “Jake.” He gently knocked on the desk a couple of times before looking into her eyes. “He was like a brother to me. I thought the whole rumor was bullshit, until…” He turned away.

      “Until what?” she asked.

      “I went to see Piper in the hospital.”

      “And?”

      He nodded. “She loved him,” he said, running his hand through his hair. “But Coleman being Coleman, he wouldn’t do anything about it.” He shook his head and pointed up. “Thanks, bro.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I know you really liked her.”

      “I did, but I lost all respect for her after the Douglas thing. But now I believe her that nothing happened between the two of them.” He paused for a moment. “Knowing how she feels about Coleman, there’s no way. So, I apologized to her, then to him.”

      “To Cory?” She couldn’t believe it. “Are you friends now?”

      “C’mon, we’re talking about Douglas,” he said. “He’s never going to let the Davenport thing go.”

      “Right, you slept with Poppy.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t get why you’re with her best friend.”

      “You’re Poppy’s best friend?” He flashed a cocky smile.

      “Glad to see you’re back, LeMoore. No, but Kaelani is. What’s the deal with that?”

      “What can I say, Sophomore? I’m too damn irresistible.”

      “Uh huh.”

      With the period about to end, she put away her notebook. “Can you go to the gallery after class? I want to show you the Mirage painting, if it’s still there.”

      The bell rang.

      “Oh, and I’m so bummed, my dolphin painting sold,” she said, standing.

      He stood as well. “Sorry, I can’t today. Tomorrow, though.”

      “What are you doing today?” she asked.

      She followed his gaze toward the door. Cory glanced back, then followed Peyton out.

      “I told Kae I’d give her a ride.”

      “Kaelani, seriously?” she asked. “She’s a liar. You saw what she wrote about me, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well?” She crossed her arms.

      “So she’s factually challenged,” he said. “Relax.”

      “No. If she’s a liar, what am I, then?”

      “Complicated.” He smiled.

      “Screw you, LeMoore.” She stormed out the door and down the hallway.

      Catching up to her, he said, “Why are you so upset?”

      “Because you’re giving somebody who lied about me a ride home when you should be helping me.”

      “Why do you think I’m giving her a ride?”

      “Ahh,” she screamed. “I have no idea.”

      “It will keep her off your back,” he said. “I’m only taking her out to eat. Nothing will happen. Don’t worry, I don’t like her.”

      “But why go through the charade?” she asked. “You’re leading her on.”

      He paused, flashing a cocky smile. “I’m finding out what she knows.”

      “What is there to know?” she asked. “You’re acting weird. I don’t need you to fight my battles. I need you to help me with my mom’s death.” She headed down the hall again.

      He grabbed her arm, stopping her. “Look, Kaelani knows everything that goes on around here, and the fact that Piper isn’t talking to her is huge. And what if I want to protect you?  Is that so bad?”

      “But—”

      He put his finger on her lips. “I wasn’t finished. The gallery isn’t going anywhere, and Price and the Judge aren’t going anywhere. Relax, Sophomore, we’ll go tomorrow.”

      “Fine, do what you want.”

      He laughed.

      She turned and walked away.

      “See you tomorrow, Sophomore,” he called out.

      She smiled. Maybe he really was helping her. Her smile faded. Or maybe he’s just a liar and a player.

      Walking through the courtyard toward the front of the school, she worried about Piper. She’d remained unusually quiet all day and wouldn’t tell anyone about her conversation with Miss Townsend.

      Aries found a bench in the main quad and took out her phone to check for any updates regarding Piper. People speculated about her, but there was no useful information.

      Skimming through all the comments, she marveled at the fact that none were about her. A new comment from Piper popped up.

      PZ: This story is so old! Aren’t you people over it? New scandal please…

      Within seconds, a new thread started about the upcoming Halloween dance.

      The electronic assembly line continued cranking out people’s comments. After fifteen minutes passed without any mention of Piper, everybody had moved on.

      The sun felt good on her face, so she stayed on the bench to finish her homework. She put her books away in time to make the four-thirty bus.

      Rounding the corner, she had a head-on view of the tennis courts. Cory stood shirtless, wearing his shoulder pads and holding his helmet. Poppy flailed her hands around as she talked to him.

      Aries rushed back toward the entrance of the school. The bus stop was near the courts, but she couldn’t risk Cory seeing her. She smirked.

      Wouldn’t want to interrupt the happy little couple.

      Doing a double-take, she couldn’t believe her luck. Her father’s truck was parked on the street.

      Oh, thank God.

      She ran toward the truck, only to find it empty. She dialed his number.

      “Hey, Kiddo. Everything okay?”

      “Yes. Where are you?”

      “Um, out running errands.”

      She glared at his truck, pissed. Do these errands involve screwing my teacher? “So, you can’t pick me up?”

      “You’re not home yet?” he asked.

      “No, I’m at school.” She tapped her foot.

      “Um, yeah, give me a few minutes. I’ll be right there,” he said. “I’ll meet you in the back parking lot.”

      “Great.” She hung up.

      Why not meet her in the front? His truck was already there. Now what? Should she wait in front of it to see him try to squirm his way out of it?

      Taking a few deep breaths, she tried to calm down. She gave him a break and headed toward the back parking lot, passing the science building.

      She slowed and stared as her father exited the main door, hugging Miss Townsend goodbye.
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      Back at home, Aries couldn’t get the image of her father and Miss Townsend out of her head. Not to mention the fact that he’d been hiding it from her. She’d waited for him to confess, but he said nothing. She stewed at the kitchen table, while he watched television in the other room.

      “How does Chinese sound?” he called out.

      She sighed.

      “Or pizza,” he said. “Your call.”

      Maybe I want hamburgers. Oh, apparently it doesn’t matter what I want.

      He walked into the kitchen. “Did you hear me?”

      She waited a moment. “Yes.”

      “Well, what sounds good to you?”

      “Either.”

      He regarded her. “What’s the matter?”

      She couldn’t stand the idea of him dating Miss Townsend. Kimberly was hard enough, but not her teacher. She shrugged.

      Sitting down, he said, “I thought it was getting better at school?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t shut me out, Kiddo. Talk to me. Let me help you.”

      She couldn’t ask him about Miss Townsend yet. She wouldn’t be able to handle an unwanted answer. “How’d you find out about Capozzi?”

      “Is this why you’re so upset?”

      Not even close. But she was curious. She stared at him, waiting for an answer.

      “Okay, I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess I should’ve talked more about him with you since he was with your mother at the time of her death. There’s a lot of things that don’t add up. Hold on.” He got up, retrieving a beer. After taking a sip, he said, “It’s true, we live in a very small world.”

      “Why are you avoiding the question, Dad? Are you afraid to tell me?”

      “No. Kimberly’s client.”

      “He was her client, or her client knew him?”

      “No, it’s more like a friend of a friend’s ex-husband. Long story short, her ex-husband’s a lawyer, and that’s who Kimberly had been working with to get information regarding Camden Price. But the lawyer’s been backing off since Kim asked about this Capozzi guy.”

      She nodded.

      “There’s a lot more to your mother’s death than we originally thought, and I don’t want you involved.”

      “But I want to know,” she said. “Please don’t hide anything from me.”

      He took another sip. “Don’t worry, Kiddo. Now, what would you like for dinner?”

      “I don’t care.”

      He raised a brow.

      “Pizza, I guess.” She stood and pulled some juice out of the refrigerator.

      After Ryan ordered pizza, he said, “I have a feeling something else is bothering you.”

      She couldn’t hold back any longer. Tapping her fingers on the table, she said, “I saw you with my teacher.”

      He nodded.

      “Why would you hide that from me?”

      “She’s concerned about you. We’re concerned, I should say. And I know you don’t like me checking up on you.”

      “Okay, great. But why didn’t you tell me you were at the school when I called you?”

      “Your teacher asked me not to tell you.”

      “What?” she asked, raising her voice. “Why?”

      He appeared to be deep in thought.

      “Are you dating her? And please don’t lie to me. I can’t handle it if you do. I don’t know who I can trust anymore.” Her eyes moistened.

      He looked into her eyes. “Believe me when I tell you, no, I’m not dating her. You know how I feel about Kim.”

      She exhaled, realizing she had been holding her breath.

      He got up and hugged her. “It’s going to be okay. I’m doing everything I can to make this right for you. You’re my world.”

      “One more thing, what’s the lawyer’s name?” she asked.

      “Why does that matter?”

      “I’m curious”

      “I told you I don’t want you getting involved,” he said.

      “I know. It’s just a name, Dad.”

      Folding his arms, he thought for a moment. “Glen Murphy.”

      The doorbell rang. As Ryan interacted with the delivery man, she asked, Mr. O, did you know Glen Murphy?

      Ryan called out from the living room. “C’mon, Kiddo, let’s eat in here.”

      They watched television as they ate. She couldn’t wait to tell Damon about Glen.

      During a commercial break, she asked, “Is Kimberly coming over tonight?”

      “No. Oh, but she needs some help around her condo. You okay if I go over there tomorrow night?”

      She held back her excitement. Now she’d have even more time with Damon. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

      After they finished eating, she helped clean up, then went to her room. Against her better judgment, she logged onto Newport Dish, relieved nothing had been said about her or Piper.

      She scrolled through pictures of the cheerleaders at their last competition. Kaelani looked beautiful in every pose. Couldn’t the camera at least catch her in one bad angle?

      Right, she doesn’t have any.

      She kept scrolling down, stopping at a picture of Kaelani on the back of Damon’s Harley. The caption read, “Looks like Newport Beach is back to order, the way things are meant to be.”

      She clicked on the next picture. Cory and Poppy by the tennis courts. Jamie commented.

      JA: Finally! LOL

      And of course, Kaelani and Poppy put smiley faces and hearts next to Jamie’s post.

      Her computer alerted her that a new post had come in. Stacy Martin’s name came up. Let’s see what mean things she has to say about me now.

      SM: Piper wants a new scandal, well here it goes…rumor’s out about who REALLY drove the night Piper got a DUI. We all know it wasn’t Piper. Ready??

      “Yes,” Aries said to the screen.

      Comments flew in from dozens of students replying, “Yes.”

      Ten minutes later, Michael replied.

      MR: Tell us already.

      More comments came in for a few minutes.

      SM: Peyton Price

      “What?” She covered her mouth. Ohmigod. Let’s see how Little Miss Perfect handles this.

      Disgusted by the responses, she couldn’t believe how many people were defending Peyton. This is so stupid. She shut off her computer and went back to the kitchen to get a snack as her dad’s cell phone rang. She couldn’t help glancing at the Caller ID.

      He ran in, grabbed it, and sat back down on the couch.

      He wasn’t dating her, but why the hell was her teacher calling him at nine o’clock on a school night?

      “Goodnight, Dad.” She walked down the hall.

      “Goodnight, Kiddo,” he called back.

      She closed her door for sound effect and crept back to eavesdrop on his conversation.

      Standing in disbelief, she overheard her father say, “Yes. And she keeps asking about Capozzi.”

      What is going on? Mr. O, talk to me.

      “Look, I’m not going to lie to my daughter. If she asks again, I’m going to tell her the truth.”

      Tell me what, Mr. O?

      The kitchen window rattled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As Miss Townsend taught the class how to figure out body mass index, Aries analyzed her every move. Dressed conservatively, wearing navy slacks and a striped blouse, Miss Townsend’s innocent smile, accentuated by her dimples, made it hard to believe she’d be out seducing men. But what was her deal with her father?

      And how the hell does she know Mr. O?

      Cory leaned over her shoulder. “What did you get?”

      She looked at her computer. “Twenty-three-point-seven.”

      “You’re still way too skinny. Miss T said a healthy BMI range is twenty to twenty-five, but I don’t know about that.”

      “Well, what did you get?”

      “Fourteen-point-five,” he said. “Nice and healthy.”

      “Of course you are.”

      “Keep it down, please.” Miss Townsend glanced over at them.

      After making an exercise plan based on her BMI, she tried to contact Mr. O.

      Sketching a sailboat, she said, Mr. O, how do you know Miss Townsend? Drawing helped her relax, and she needed to try anything to make the connection with him.

      After a few minutes, she gave up. He probably wouldn’t tell her anyway.

      While Miss Townsend waited for everyone to finish the assignment, she glanced around the classroom, fidgeting with her necklace, moving the charm from side to side. She had a lot of interesting quirks.

      “Are you finished?” Cory asked.

      “Yes.”

      He touched her hand. “I really am sorry about the whole Piper ordeal. Sucked for both of you. I didn’t mean to take sides or anything.” He squeezed the bill of his cap. “It brought back a lot of emotions I think I haven’t dealt with. Jake was a good friend of mine, and nobody ever talks about his death. I just needed to check out for a bit.”

      She smiled. His apology was a little late, but she couldn’t resist his touch.

      “I should’ve called you back,” he added. “And I’m sorry about that.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “And I’m sorry for your loss. He sounded like a great guy.”

      “He was.” He nodded. “Better than I could ever be.”

      His comment struck a nerve. What is he hiding?

      They turned in their assigned laptops as the bell rang.

      Aries wrapped her bag around her shoulder as Cory pushed in both their chairs. “Let me make it up to you,” he said. “Friday night sound good?”

      “Poppy must have plans.”

      He tilted his head back. “Whoa. Don’t be like that.”

      “What? It’s all over Newport Dish,” she said. “Everything’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

      “C’mon,” he said. “That’s all drama. Weren’t you the one who told me that?”

      She sighed. “Don’t you have a game?”

      “Game’s Thursday night this week. I’m all yours Friday, if you want.”

      The P-pack, Michael, and Brandon hovered in the hallway, waiting for Cory, disapproving looks spread across their faces.

      “Okay,” she said, walking past them.

      She glanced back at him. He nodded his head with a smile.

      “Aries,” Paige said.

      “Yes?”

      Paige fidgeted with her hair, while they stared at each other.

      “Well, I need to get to class.” Aries turned.

      “No, wait,” Paige said. “I want to apologize. I’m sorry for what I said about your mom.”

      “Okay,” Aries said, annoyed by everything about her. She smirked before walking away.

      “Really, I am,” Paige called out.

      Aries stopped by her locker to switch books, but mostly to get away from Paige. The P-pack strolled away. Piper hung her head, frowning, while Peyton and Paige talked. Piper didn’t walk with her usual strut; she shuffled a bit with her shoulders slouched, and she’d lost weight, if that was possible.

      Aries understood the loss of a loved one more than anyone, but she didn’t know how to reach out to Piper, or if Piper even wanted her to. “Sorry,” she whispered, walking into her trigonometry class.

      “She knows,” Joel said. “Just give her time.”

      “Joel,” she said, wide-eyed.

      “Who’s Joel?” Kaelani snuck up from behind.

      Dammit. Not only was Kaelani trying to destroy her personally, she’d now destroyed her connection with Joel.

      Kaelani glared at her.

      “Why’d you lie about me?” Aries asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh ,God. Is this about Damon?”

      Is she crazy? “No. It’s about you spreading a lie about me.”

      “Get over it.” She laughed. “Besides, you do enough damage to yourself.”

      Aries couldn’t believe Kaelani. She had never experienced anyone like her before, and she had no idea someone could be that malicious.

      “Maybe Joel can help you.” She turned and sat down.

      Aries found a desk furthest from her. She spent the entire period trying to contact Joel, with no luck.
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      After school, Damon and Aries hopped on his Harley and headed toward Laguna. Aries tried to control her emotions, as Kaelani had been sitting where she sat approximately twenty-four hours ago. Did she wrap her arms around his waist? Did he kiss her? She frowned.

      Stop imagining the worst.

      Damon parked on the side of the gallery. He pulled off his helmet, rubbing his hand through his hair.

      Aries stepped onto the curb, waiting for him.

      Wrapping his arm around her, he said, “Ready?”

      “For what?”

      “Whatever it is you think we’re going to find.”

      “You think this is a waste of time?” she asked.

      “Oh, time with you is never wasted, Sophomore.”

      She leaned into him. “Shut up.”

      Walking up to the front of the gallery, he pulled on the door. “It’s locked.” He stepped back, reading the sign. “Private event.”

      She turned, spotting a man wearing a suit and tie, escorting a woman in a formal gown toward the back entrance. “What kind of event would be going on at three-thirty in the afternoon?” she asked.

      “Who knows?” he said. “Auction, maybe a fundraiser for Price’s campaign.”

      “At three-thirty?”

      He checked his watch. “Actually, it’s a quarter to four.”

      She pushed him. “Get that cocky grin off your face. You know what I mean.”

      “C’mon,” he said. “Let’s get something to eat.”

      They walked down the street to a trendy restaurant with a rooftop patio.

      The afternoon sun rays warmed her face as she looked over the menu. After they placed their order, she said, “How was your date with Kaelani?”

      “You really want to know?” He grinned.

      “Maybe.” She took a sip of soda.

      “That’s evasive.”

      “Okay, yes,” she said. “Are you really helping me, or are you really just a jerk?”

      He laughed. “What do you think?”

      “Both.” She smiled.

      “You’re probably right about that, Sophomore. But has anything been said about you online lately?”

      “No,” she said, mesmerized by his eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Well, what do you know? She does know how to give a compliment.” He clapped his hands a few times.

      “Are you done?”

      “No,” he said. “You’re welcome.”

      “Did you find out anything from the all-knowing Kaelani?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      The waiter brought their meals. “Would you like a refill?” he asked.

      “Yes, please,” Aries said. She waited for him to bring two more sodas before asking Damon, “What does that mean?”

      He poured hot sauce on his fish tacos. “It means no, I didn’t find out anything, but she’s definitely up to something.”

      “Well, duh.”

      “Duh? What are you, seven?” he asked.

      “Of course she’s up to something,” she said. “I take it this means more dates.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      She took a bite of her ahi burger. Are all boys this stupid? “You’re an idiot.”

      “Why, thank you, Sophomore. I enjoy spending time with you, too.”

      “Don’t you see what she’s doing?”

      “No. Enlighten me.” He put his taco down, staring at her.

      “She’s going to do whatever it takes to keep going out with you. She’s totally manipulating you,” she said. “How do you not see that?”

      “Trust me,” he said, picking up his taco again. “I know her moves before she even thinks them.”

      “Okay.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Now can we drop this?”

      “Fine.” She took a sip of soda.

      After a few minutes of silence, she asked, “Have you by chance ever heard of a man named Glen Murphy?”

      He choked on his food and started coughing. After taking a drink, he said, “Yes, why?” He gave her a peculiar look.

      “My dad’s been talking to him about Capozzi.”

      “Hmm.” His gaze drifted.

      She analyzed him for a moment. “What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing.”

      “C’mon LeMoore, don’t hold out on me now.”

      He wiped the corner of his mouth. “It’s interesting.”

      “That my dad found out about Capozzi?”

      “Yes,” he said. “And Murphy.”

      “Well, who is he? And how do you know him?”

      “I’ll show you.” He motioned for the check.

      “Does this have to do with the Judge?”

      He held up his finger. “Patience.”

      “I’m running out of it.”

      He pulled out his wallet and put it on the table, waiting for the bill.

      “And Murphy was helping Kimberly, but now he’s backing off because she inquired about Capozzi. You know he tried to help my mom?”

      “Murphy?” he questioned.

      “No, Capozzi,” she said. “Probably what got him killed.”

      He nodded.

      “Do you think my mom figured out what’s going on with the paintings?”

      “Possibly,” he said.

      “Why are you being so quiet?”

      He looked at her. “I’m not. I’m waiting for the check.”

      “You were being all one-wordy.”

      “One-wordy?” He raised a brow. “Okay.”

      “Yes. Oh, and I almost forgot.” She told him about Benson, waiting for his shocked reaction.

      The waiter dropped off the check, and Damon pulled some bills out of his wallet and set them down. “You ready?” he asked.

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked. “Why aren’t you freaking out?”

      “I don’t freak out,” he said. “And I figured he had something to do with the Judge, Price, or both. You know, come to think of it, I should take you home. This is more dangerous than I thought.”

      “Oh, no you don’t LeMoore. You are showing me who this Murphy guy is. Maybe he knows about my mother’s death.”

      “No,” he said. “C’mon, let’s go.” He stood.

      She stayed put.

      “Let’s go.” He glared at her.

      “I thought you were going to help me.”

      “I am,” he said. “I’m saving your life.”

      “Really? By not introducing me to Murphy?”

      “Who said anything about introducing you? I was going to show you something.”

      “Okay, then show me,” she said. “It’s not going to kill me.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t know that. And I don’t want you snooping around, asking Murphy questions when I’m not there.”

      He was on to her. “Okay, I promise, I won’t,” she said. “But nothing’s happened to Kimberly, and she and my dad have been asking Murphy questions.”

      “Yet,” he said. “Can we go?” He motioned toward the door.

      “Will you show me?”

      He sighed. “Sure.”

      On the way out of the restaurant, he said, “Don’t make me regret telling you this, but that’s who took Kimberly to the Judge’s house party.”

      “Really? Who is this guy?”

      “You’ll see,” he said, straddling his motorcycle and steadying it for her to get on.

      “Does Cory know this guy, too?” she asked.

      Damon didn’t respond. He revved the engine, peeling out as they roared onto Pacific Coast Highway.

      As they rode up the coast in the evening traffic, she didn’t press the issue, figuring she’d find out soon enough.

      She glanced out at the ocean in the fading sunlight. Such a beautiful place, with so many messed up people.

      Damon turned onto Newport Boulevard, heading in the same direction as her apartment. When he stopped at a traffic light, she said, “You better show me.”

      “Relax.”

      He continued down the Balboa Peninsula, passing an Irish pub before stopping in front of a tiny strip mall.

      She looked around, noticing a vacation realtor, dry cleaner, and liquor store.

      “There you go,” he said.

      “What?”

      He pointed at the building next to the realtors.

      It took her a moment to notice the sign: “Law offices of Coleman, Douglas, and Murphy.”
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      Aries fixated on the sign, reading it over and over, as if somehow that would make the names change.

      “You happy now?” Damon asked.

      “No, I’m not happy,” she said. “I’m confused.”

      “Well, you are a confusing girl.” He smiled.

      “Not now, LeMoore. I’m serious. How’d I not notice this building before? Let me guess, they’re Mr. Price’s lawyers. Does the whole freakin town work for him?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Great,” she said. “Do you think Murphy stopped helping Kimberly because he had something to do with Capozzi’s death?”

      “Maybe,” he said. “And you better tell her to let it go.”

      “Coleman,” she whispered. “Do you think Mr. Price had his son killed?”

      “No. Jake’s death was definitely an accident. Besides, why would he kill his lawyer’s son?”

      “You’re right,” she said. “It’s weird how you’re all intertwined somehow.”

      “Welcome to Newport Beach.”

      “All the adults work with each other, and all the kids date each other,” she said. “It’s gross.”

      “One big, F’d up family. You satisfied? Should I take you home now?”

      “Yes. Thanks for showing me this.”

      He took her down a few blocks, pulling into the alley.

      Swinging her leg off the bike, she stood next to him. “What I don’t understand is, if Capozzi worked for Mr. Price, why do you think he helped my mom?”

      “Hell if I know.” He analyzed her for a moment. “I take that back. He was most likely trying to get laid.”

      “Shut up. That’s my mother you’re talking about.” She crossed her arms.

      “Sorry, just speaking the truth.”

      “Is that all guys ever think about?”

      “Not all guys.”

      “Really?” She relaxed her arms. “Not you, huh?”

      “I didn’t say that,” he said.

      He looked too cute for her to get really mad at him. “You’re such a jerk, LeMoore.”

      “And you love it.”

      “No, really I don’t.”

      “So why are you still standing there, talking to me?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe I have nothing better to do.”

      “Maybe?” He tilted his head.

      “You’re right, what am I thinking? There’s a million other things I could be doing.”

      “And yet you choose to be with me. Thanks, Sophomore.”

      Shaking her head, she checked out the alley.

      “Right. I should go. Your dad will probably be here any minute.”

      “Yes,” she said, even though he was staying at Kimberly’s. “Real quick, so we agree my mom found out something shady about Mr. Price, right? And she probably told Capozzi, so Mr. Price had them both killed.” 

      He nodded. “That’s a possibility. Or they were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “But if I’m right and Capozzi told his lawyer, maybe Coleman, instead of killing him, too, Mr. Price had his son killed. Like a warning, maybe.”

      “No,” he said. “I already told you, Jake’s death was an accident.”

      “And he died on his way home from Peyton’s birthday party?” she asked.

      “Correct.”

      “He didn’t die by the guardrail?”

      He fidgeted with the handlebars. “Why are you asking so many questions about Jake? The two are not related. Capozzi’s death was most likely on purpose. Coleman’s was an accident.”

      “Because there are two things bothering me about that night. If Piper or whoever was driving crashed on that road, why were the police called? It’s a quiet street. Seems like whoever the two people were you saw in the SUV could’ve moved the car, and nobody would’ve known.”

      “I guess a neighbor heard the crash and called the cops,” he said. “I wish I would’ve gotten there sooner so I could’ve prevented her DUI somehow.”

      “Unless the neighbor heard more than a crash.”

      “What are you getting at, Sophomore?”

      “A scream,” she said. “Jake plummeting to his death.”

      “You’re wrong. Now drop it.”

      “You said you got to the scene late, so how do you know?”

      “I just do,” he said, with a look of doubt, or maybe guilt? “What’s the second thing bothering you?”

      “What?” she asked, deep in thought about who could’ve called the police that night.

      “You said two things were bothering you about the guardrail.”

      “Right,” she said. “Actually, three things.”

      “Okay, so what else?”

      “Why would someone leave flowers over the ledge? I saw poppies once. Would it really be Poppy Davenport?”

      “No,” he said. “Even she wouldn’t be that stupid.”

      “Well, is it code for something?”

      “How would I know?”

      “You seem to know a lot,” she said. “And the third thing, do you believe Newport Dish? You think Peyton was the one who crashed the car?”

      “I used to,” he said. “But now I’m not sure.”

      “Well, who?”

      “Most likely her,” he said.

      “Then why did you say you’re not sure?”

      He glanced around the alley. “Isn’t your dad going to be home soon?”

      “Don’t avoid the question,” she said. “You suspect somebody else. Who?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t see it getting posted on Dish if it really was Peyton.”

      “How can she control that?”

      “The same way Price controls Newport Beach,” he said. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, who else could’ve been driving?” she asked. “Poppy?”

      “Maybe.” He avoided her gaze.

      “You have someone specific in mind.”

      “Look, it could’ve been a number of people: Peyton, Poppy - hell, even Kaelani.”

      “Why do you suspect a girl?”

      “I just do.”

      She stepped in front of him and looked into his eyes. “You’re hiding something.”

      He held up his hands. “My money is on Peyton. But I’ve lost bets before. Maybe Paige.”

      “Really?”

      He shrugged.

      “Well, my gut says that’s where Jake died. And I’m sure it was an accident, but he knows why my mother died.” Pressing her lips together, she regretted letting that last bit slip.

      He narrowed his eyes. “What on Earth would make you think that? He didn’t even know you.”

      She swayed her arm, attempting to look nonchalant. “I don’t know. I’m thinking out loud of all the possibilities.”

      “I think you need to get some rest,” he said. “’Cause that’s crazy talk. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Using his heel, he knocked the kickstand up and started the engine.

      She waved, waiting until he rode out of the alley. Great, now he thinks I’m crazy. Can’t imagine what he’d think if he knew I talk to dead people.

      Once she got settled in the apartment, she took out a journal. She wrote down, Mother’s death, Capozzi, the gallery, Jake, and the guardrail.

      Making a chart, she came up with a connecting factor to her list. Camden Price.

      She couldn’t pinpoint how he could be involved with Jake Coleman’s death, but her intuition told her there was some type of connection.

      Pulling out her laptop, she found an article about Capozzi. Mr. O, it would be a lot easier if you would just talk to me. A few minutes later, she smiled, feeling his vibration. She waited a moment before saying, I know you’re here.

      Looking at the screen, she read, “‘Anthony Capozzi, age thirty-three, commits suicide.’ Which you didn’t.” She glanced around the room.

      “Obviously.”

      “Ha. I knew you were here,” she said, unable to control her excitement.

      “Aren’t you the smart one.”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “And you’re the smart-ass. Where have you been? I have so much to ask you.”

      She waited for a couple minutes.

      “Mr. O?”

      “Yes.”

      Putting her hand on her chest, she said, “Good, you’re still here. I thought you were being your rebel self and leaving me when I need you the most.”

      “I’m a rebel?” he questioned.

      “Yes.”

      The windows rattled.

      “Was that you?” she asked.

      “It’s called an ocean breeze.”

      “Sure,” she said. “Can we get back to business?”

      “Let’s, shall we?”

      She sighed. “You’re so frustrating. Anyway, did you know Glen Murphy?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?” she asked.

      “He’s Camden Price’s lawyer.”

      “And Coleman and Douglas?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Are they shady?”

      It took almost a minute for him to respond. “Define ‘shady.’”

      “Dirty or unethical,” she said.

      “In some ways, I suppose.”

      “Well, did Mr. Price have Jake killed?”

      “No.”

      “Thank God.” She looked up. “Now how on Earth do you know Miss Townsend?”

      Her phone rang. Looking at the Caller ID, she had to answer.

      “Mr. O, hurry, tell me, how did you know her?”

      The windows shook.

      “No. Come back, dammit.”

      She answered the phone, irritated. “Hello?”

      “Hey Kiddo, everything all right?”

      No, she wanted to shout. Could he have any worse timing? “Yes,” she said. “I’m just doing homework.”

      “Okay, good. I wanted to check in. I’m not sure if I’ll be home tonight. If not, you’ll have to take the bus tomorrow.”

      “Okay.”

      “Goodnight Kiddo, I love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      She tapped her computer, causing the screen saver to change to the Capozzi article. Well, Mr. O, how do you know Miss Townsend?

      She waited in silence for a moment.

      And you questioned me for calling you a rebel. Okay, fine. You always tell me how smart I am. I’ll figure it out on my own.

      She re-read the article until her eyes hurt. Something had to be in there to help her solve the Miss Townsend relationship.

      What am I missing?

      Capozzi and Miss Townsend, she wrote down in her journal, again connecting it back to Camden Price. She wrote down the word mirage.

      Mr. O, do you have something to do with the painting?

      Needing a break, she grabbed some crackers and poured a glass of milk.

      A few minutes later, she picked up her pen, circling Miss Townsend’s name a couple times. She visualized her in her classroom, the way she lectured, her mannerisms, and some of her strange habits, especially the way she fidgeted with the charm on her necklace.

      The windows rattled, causing Aries to jump, triggering her to remember when she asked Miss Townsend if the “T” on the charm stood for her last name. She had replied no, it stood for Tony.

      Aries glanced at the computer. Anthony Capozzi. Anthony…Tony.

      Did she call you Tony?

      The lights flickered. Ohmigod. Mr. O, Miss Townsend was your fiancée.
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      Stacy arrived at school an hour early, craving some much-needed alone time. She sat on the bleachers inside the football field. Nobody would find her there. She blew on the top of her latte, taking a sip, flinching at the taste.

      Is everybody in this world stupid? She wanted caramel, not vanilla syrup. She continued to drink it anyway.

      Digging through her purse, she found her phone and pulled up Newport Dish. After a few minutes of scanning the site, she glanced toward the field’s western endzone.

      Boring. Why is this school so lame?

      She tried to comprehend how Aries pulled herself out of the Piper mess so fast, to no avail. She wanted her to suffer for months, not two lousy days. So what, she’s sort of pretty. But not better looking than half the girls at this school. And she doesn’t have the new girl appeal anymore, so what’s the deal with Aries Dade? She tapped her nails on the bench.

      And Greg, that stupid loser. She furrowed her brow. He’d defended Aries, then somehow conjured up the balls to question her. What kind of stunt was he pulling?

      Going back to her phone, she typed out a secret of his, using his real name. Let’s see how he likes being the center of attention. She took a deep breath, trying to calm down. She was about to start a war; one she might not be able to win.

      She deleted her comment and logged out. She’d been so engrossed in getting even with Greg, she almost came out of her seat when a so-called “friend” walked up to join her.

      “Hey there.” Her friend sat next to her.

      Trying to play it cool, Stacy said, “How’d you find me here?”

      She pointed at Stacy’s phone. “You have your ‘find friends’ turned on. Might want to turn that off if you want to be alone.” She gave Stacy a cunning smile. “So Stacy, what brings you out here?”

      Stacy drew a breath. “You just said it. I wanted to be alone. My bad on the app, I guess.”

      “This won’t take long. However, we haven’t had much quality time together lately. Apparently, you’ve been pretty busy.”

      “Okay, what do you want?” Stacy asked.

      “What makes you think I want something?”

      Stacy narrowed her eyes. She was in no mood for games. “Because I know how this game is played, and you always want something.”

      “Not true. I have everything I want,” the girl said, admiring her manicured nails.

      “For now,” Stacy mumbled.

      “Yes. You ever think maybe I just want to hang out with my good friend?”

      “Sure,” Stacy said. “Okay, friend, since you’re not going to leave me alone, let’s chat. What’s new with you?” 

      “Oh, the usual.” She looked Stacy over before saying, “As you are well-informed about. But I must say, you have been very impressive this year. Having fun with your new target?”

      “Not as much as you’d think,” Stacy said. “And impressive. How so?”

      “Well for starters, it’s only October, and you’ve already created more drama than all of last year.”

      Annoyed by their conversation, Stacy had to end their pointless banter. “Just stepping up my game.” 

      Her friend clapped. “Bravo, well done. I can’t believe what you did. It’s genius.”

      “Which part?” Stacy asked.

      “All of it, but you know exactly what I’m talking about. I mean, hello?” She held up her arms.

      “You know me.” Stacy toyed with her hair. “I’m a genius.”

      “Seriously. I can’t believe you would post about the DUI.”

      “Keeping you on your toes,” Stacy said.

      “Really, me? C’mon, I know who was driving.”

      “Piper,” Stacy said in a sarcastic tone.

      The girls laughed.

      “And Jake Coleman? Really?”

      Stacy stared across the field.

      “How long have you known?”

      Stacy glanced at her cell. This nosy bitch needs to leave.

      “Why didn’t you blast that all over Dish a long time ago?”

      “He’s dead,” Stacy said. “It didn’t seem right.”

      “Why now, then?”

      Stacy gave her a blank stare, waiting for her to figure it out.

      A moment later, she said, “Oh, Aries. Got it. So, Piper was the casualty.”

      Stacy shrugged. “It happens.”

      “You are pure evil.”

      “I thought you said I was a genius?”

      “Evil genius,” she said. “Why Stacy Martin? How’d you come up with that name?”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “I don’t know, you’re usually more creative.”

      Stacy explained the Scorpio Moon relevance.

      “Ah, I knew it. See, now that’s actually creative and funny.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments.

      Stacy looked her friend in the eyes. “So really, what do you want?”

      She stood, smiling. “Nothing. And don’t you worry, I’ll keep your little secret, Stacy.”

      “Somehow, I don’t believe you,” Stacy said. “But I do look forward to your little mind games.” She smirked.

      “I’ll let you know if I need anything,” she said, stepping off the bleachers.

      Stacy glared at her friend’s back as she sauntered across the field. When would be the right time to destroy her as well?
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      While waiting for the bus, Aries’ mind reeled.

      Mr. O and Miss Townsend were engaged?

      As she stepped onto the bus, Mr. O cut through.

      “You’re smarter than I thought.”

      Oh, hi Tony. She smiled.

      “Only your teacher can call me that.”

      OK. Well Mr. O, why didn’t you tell me?

      “You never asked.”

      I asked last night.

      “It’s not my fault you didn’t wait for the answer.”

      True. There were so many things to piece together. She concentrated to keep the connection strong. Is Miss Townsend trying to find out the truth about your death? And does it have something to do with the Mirage painting? And is she working with my dad on it? Is that how he knew your name?

      “Whoa, slow down there, kid.”

      I can’t. Well?

      “Can you repeat the question? Or multitude of questions, I should say.”

      Detecting a different inflection in his tone, she wanted to scream. You’re not funny. God, you’re so frustrating, Mr. O. Even from day one, with the stupid buzzing sounds. Answer me.

      “Yes.”

      Yes to which part? All?

      “Yes.”

      Ahh. She rested her head back. I really hate communicating with you sometimes. I bet it’s hard for you to watch her with Mr. Price. Did he have you killed?

      “No.”

      No?

      The bus stopped near the school.

      “Excuse me.” A girl bumped into her, departing the bus. If the girl hadn’t brought her back to reality, Aries might’ve missed her stop.

      As she exited, Mr. O departed as well. Even though she lost the connection, she fired off questions to him anyway. No, as in it doesn’t bother you to see Miss Townsend with Mr. Price? No, he didn’t have you killed, he did it himself? Or, no he’s innocent and not involved in your or my mother’s death? Come back, Mr. O.

      She reached the science building at the same time as the P-pack. The girls didn’t acknowledge her, giggling as they sauntered past her, although Piper remained expressionless. How could she help Piper? Aries was the wrong person to think of a solution. She couldn’t even help herself.

      Someone tugged on her bag at the bottom of the stairs. She looked back, happy to see Cory. “Wow, you’re on time today.”

      “Can’t afford to get detention today. I have a hot date tonight.”

      “Who’s the lucky girl?”

      He smiled. “I’m looking at her.”

      She blushed. Luck had never been a friend of hers, but for a moment they became acquaintances.

      They reached the top of the stairs as Jamie appeared, giving Aries a caustic look.

      Trying to shake off the strange vibe Jamie gave her, she focused on Cory. “Did you win last night?”

      He pointed at himself. “But of course. Still can’t believe you don’t keep up on the team, though.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Sorry. Good job, congrats.”

      “Thank you. It’s especially sweet to beat Harbor.”

      “Why is that?”

      “They refer to us as their step-child,” he said. “Beach and Harbor have been rivals for years. It’s always a good game, but we usually win. This makes it twice this year. Gave them the smackdown, home and away.”

      “So why are we the step-child?”

      “Harbor has been around a lot longer.”

      They sat down as Miss Townsend set up her computer. Aries had a new respect for her, thankful she wasn’t as nosy as she once seemed, and she did have a life that didn’t involve seducing men.

      In the beginning of the year, she’d felt a bond with Miss Townsend because astrologically they were both Aries, but now the bond went much deeper. They were both grieving the loss of a loved one, and somehow their loved ones knew each other.

      It’s amazing how one’s perception of someone can change with different circumstances.

      Aries wanted to hug Miss Townsend and learn as much as possible about Mr. O. Her feelings for Miss Townsend were so intense, she could hardly stand it.

      “Are you okay?” Cory asked.

      “Yes. Why?”

      “You look a little flushed.”

      “Oh,” she said, putting the back of her hand on her cheek. “I don’t know.”

      “You must really be interested in anaerobic and aerobic exercises.”

      “No.” She pushed his arm. “Shut up.”

      He held her hand, while Miss Townsend lectured. Her body tingled from his touch.

      At the end of the period, he asked, “What should we do tonight?”

      She shrugged. “You’re the one making it up to me.”

      He cracked his knuckles, grinning. “Right. Can I pick you up?”

      “If it’s before six o’clock. Otherwise, my dad will be home, which would be a no.”

      He put his finger on his chin, thinking. “Is it okay if I come straight from practice?”

      “Yes, why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Because I’ll have to take you back to my house, but just to pick up some stuff.”

      “That’s fine.” She gave him a strange look.

      “I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Good,” he said. “I’d never pressure you.”

      “I know.”

      He nodded. “I’ll pick you up around five-ish.”
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      Back at Cory’s house, Aries waited for him in the kitchen while he changed. She regretted her outfit choice, as she tugged on the bottom of her jean mini-skirt in a vain attempt to make it longer.

      Daisy, their housekeeper, walked in with a frantic expression. “Hi. Where’s Cory?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “I’m sorry to say, but I have an emergency. I won’t be able to watch Abby tonight.”

      “Oh, okay. I hope everything’s all right,” Aries said.

      Abby played with Sunny in the back yard, while they talked.

      “Thank you,” Daisy said. “I’ll let Cory know.”

      Abby yanked open the sliding glass door, entering with Sunny in tow.

      Sunny barked, jumping into Aries’ lap. “Well, hello, good girl,” she said, petting her head. Sunny licked her cheek.

      Abby poured herself a glass of lemonade and joined her. Taking a big gulp, she licked her lips. “Hi,” she said, out of breath.

      A few minutes later, Cory entered the room wearing jeans and a polo shirt and smelling delicious. Her stomach dropped.

      “Problem solved.” He smiled. “Daisy left, but I found someone to hang out with you tonight, Abs.” He winked at Aries.

      “I don’t need a babysitter.” Abby frowned, folding her arms.

      “I said hang out. She’s on her way now. It’s going to be awesome.”

      “Fine.” Abby dropped to the floor, playing with Sunny.

      “Can I get you anything?” Cory put his hand on Aries’ shoulder.

      “No, thanks, I’m good.”

      He grabbed a water bottle, taking a sip. “Should be about five more minutes.”

      “No problem,” she said. “I like hanging out with Abby and Sunny.”

      Abby giggled.

      Cory grabbed his phone. “Hey, Mom. Where’s the cash? It’s not in your drawer. Uh huh. You what? No. No, I don’t want to see him. Fine. No, it’s not your fault. I know. Okay, love you, too.”

      Aries flashed him a curious look.

      “We need to make a stop before dinner,” he said, looking agitated. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Look at my precious girls,” Gladys said. “I love seeing Abby with my Sunny girl.”

      Aries smiled.

      “Will you rub Sunny’s belly?”

      Aries sat on the floor next to Abby and pet Sunny. Sunny rolled back and forth.

      “She loves you,” Abby gloated.

      “Thank you,” Gladys said.

      “Do it again, Nana.”

      “What? Oh, that’s right,” Aries said. “You call Sunny ‘Nana.’”

      Abby stared at her. “She’s here.”

      “Nana?” Aries questioned. Gladys, can she hear you?

      The doorbell rang. Abby ran toward the front door, with Sunny barking and chasing her.

      Aries rubbed her arms, trying to stop the sudden chill Abby gave her.

      Abby opened the door. “Hi.” She gave Kaylie a hug.

      Cory hopped down the stairs. “Thank you.”

      “Sure,” Kaylie said. “Can’t wait to hang out with Abs.” She smiled at Cory.

      Abby looked proud. “C’mon.” She dragged Kaylie through the house, Sunny now jumping on Kaylie.

      “Ready?” Cory rubbed Aries’ lower back.

      “Yes,” she said, walking out to his SUV.

      “Hey, man,” Cory called out to a guy in a white Range Rover parked by the curb. He walked down the driveway and did a special handshake.

      “Derek Bradley,” Aries mouthed in disgust. Derek looked at her and waved. Even though the boys were a few feet away, she could hear their conversation.

      “You still hittin’ that?” Derek asked. “Thought you passed it to LeMoore?”

      “Shut up, dude. It’s not like that. I like her.” Cory smacked him on his forehead.

      “So does LeMoore.” Derek shook his head. “You two still at it? Well, good luck, bro.”

      “Get out of here.” Cory walked back to his car as Derek drove away.

      She frowned as Cory opened the door for her.

      When he hopped in, he asked, “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He backed out, turning down the music.

      A few minutes later, he swung onto Newport Boulevard. “You don’t seem fine.”

      “I could hear you guys. Whatever, I’m fine.”

      “Don’t sweat it. DB’s an asshole. That’s just guys. But I told him it’s not like that with you.”

      “I know, I heard. It’s just, everybody thinks you and Damon are in some type of competition, so I can’t help wondering if you really like me or if you just want to beat Damon.”

      He put his hand on her knee. “I really like you,” he said, pulling into the parking lot of his father’s firm.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “My mom didn’t have time to get money from her ex-husband, so I’m picking it up.”

      “Her ex?” she asked. “Don’t you mean your dad?”

      “Whatever. He’s a paycheck to me and my mom. I’ll be right back,” he said, shutting the door.

      She stared at the law office sign until she couldn’t stand it any longer. Unable to sit still, she got out and followed Cory in without him knowing.

      She stopped in the lobby as Cory turned left, toward an office in the corner. Peeking to the right, she saw an open door and walked toward it. On the outside was a nameplate: Glen Murphy. She exhaled, taking a cautious step inside.

      She glanced around the room, scared of getting caught, scared of what she might find, or possibly both. Her skin prickled and throat constricted as her heart raced. Her instincts were to run, but she willed herself to stay. Waiting for her pulse to return to normal, she took a step toward his desk.

      A frame with a professional photo of two young boys on the beach sat on top of the desk. The back shelf had a picture with the same background, but of a man and woman.

      The man had ginger-colored hair, a thick beard, and an attractive smile. Most likely Glen. He looked like a decent enough man.

      Stepping closer to the picture, she focused on the woman. She lost the ability to think as her knees buckled. A few spirits tried to communicate, but they drowned each other out.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she steadied herself and waited a moment. Praying to be wrong about the woman, she opened her eyes again, desperate to see someone else.

      Kimberly.
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      Aries ran back to Cory’s SUV, trembling. She couldn’t stop shaking while she waited for him. All this time she disliked Kimberly because she was betraying her mother, but now her loathing went deeper. Although Kimberly had always been nice to Aries, her instincts were trying to tell her something, and she was an idiot for not listening to them.

      What else am I ignoring?

      Needing to warn her father, she called him. When his phone went to voicemail, she hung up.  Unbelievable. How am I going to tell him anyway? What could she say? She shook her head, not having a clue. Would he believe her? She debated going back in and taking a picture so she’d have proof, but Cory walked out of the building.

      He hopped in, started the car, and threw it in gear. “Sorry about that.”

      She nodded.

      “Have you been to HB?”

      She shook her head. She wanted to go home, but Cory looked agitated from seeing his father, and she didn’t want to upset him more.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “You seem awfully quiet.”

      “I’m fine. Where or what’s HB?”

      “Huntington Beach. I need to get out of Newport.”

      They headed north for about fifteen minutes, arriving at their destination in Huntington Beach, a huge development stretched along Pacific Coast Highway. Circling the parking lot for a while, unable to find an open spot, Cory drove up to the valet.

      Out of a variety of restaurants, they agreed on Mexican food. After they ordered, she said, “This is nice. I’ve only driven through Huntington Beach.” She glanced around the restaurant and ocean across the street. “I feel like I’m on vacation.”

      He nodded. “Sorry again for making you wait in the car. I didn’t think the Pay Check would take so long.”

      “You refer to your dad as Pay Check?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t have to keep saying you’re sorry.”

      “Well, you were quiet the whole ride over, and, I don’t know, you seem different.”

      Could she trust him? She looked into his eyes for a moment. “I wasn’t waiting in the car the whole time. I went inside.”

      “Really, why?”

      Their dinner arrived. She waited for the server to leave before responding. After she explained everything, she asked, “Is that where you recognized Kimberly from?”

      He gazed out the window. “Yes. I couldn’t remember for the life of me, but yeah, I saw her with Murphy.”

      “Are they married?” she asked, nervous about the answer.

      “I don’t know. I spend the least amount of time there as possible. And when I am there, I don’t ask a lot of questions. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve ever been in Murphy’s office.”

      “You saw her in person?” she asked.

      “Yes, but I don’t think it was at the office,” he said, taking a bite of his chicken enchilada.

      “Then where?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll come to me.”

      Aries ate her carnitas, deep in thought about Kimberly. “If she’s with Glen Murphy, what do you think she’s doing with my dad? And do you think Glen knows?”

      “Glen knows,” a spirit said.

      Okay, then what’s his deal?

      “I have no clue,” Cory said.

      Wait, come back. Tell me more about Glen Murphy, Aries said, but the spirit disappeared.

      “Do you think you could find out?”

      “For you, yes.” He tilted his head. “But it might cost you a kiss.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Anything for that smile.”

      She blushed as she finished her meal.

      Cory pushed his plate forward and leaned back in his chair. “I think you owe me another dance. And it just so happens the Halloween dance is right around the corner.”

      “Yes, it is,” she said, placing her napkin on her plate.

      “Will you go with me?”

      “Does that mean I have to wear a costume?”

      “Yes. I’m thinking you’d make an excellent nurse.” He raised his brow.

      “Shut up.”

      “I have it all planned,” he said. “I’ll be a sick patient. It’ll be great.”

      “Keep dreaming.”

      He shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. But seriously, do you want to go?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, because I was going to make you sit here ‘til you said yes.” He paid the bill. “Ready?”

      She nodded as he pushed in her chair and followed her out. They walked around the massive retail center, holding hands for a while. He stopped in front of a boutique, pulling her in close.

      She smiled as he leaned closer, giving her a passionate kiss.

      Resting her head on his shoulder as he held her tight, she tried her best to be in the moment. After soaking in the bliss for a bit, she asked, “What time is it?”

      He checked his watch. “Ten-thirty.”

      “Oh, shoot,” she said. “I told my dad I was at the movies with some girls from school and I’d be home around ten.”

      “Let me call him.” He smiled. “I’ll straighten it out, man-to-man. Tell him I’ll have you home by midnight.”

      “Ha. Yeah, sure, that would go over fantastically.”

      He kissed her again.

      “Trust me, I don’t want this night to end,” she said. “But if you want to see me outside of school before I’m eighteen, then I should probably get back.”

      “Let’s get you home, then.” He wrapped his arm around her, escorting her toward the valet.   

      He sped back, making most of the traffic lights, almost running a couple of them. Stopping before the alley, he looked around. “Where should I drop you off?”

      “He won’t be outside, so anywhere.”

      He pulled into the alley, driving a few doors past the apartment. “I can see you from here to make sure you get in safe. Normally, I’d walk you to the door.”

      “I know,” she said. “Thank you for tonight. I had a lot of fun.”

      “Me, too,” he said. “And I’ll check out the Murphy sitch for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      He tilted up her chin, kissing her one more time. “Goodnight.”

      She waved goodbye, smiling all the way to the front door.

      Her smile disappeared as soon as she opened the door to Kimberly and her father on the couch.

      “Hi,” Kimberly said, grabbing a handful of popcorn.

      Aries glared at her, unable to control her emotions.

      “How was the movie?” Kimberly asked.

      “Fine.”

      “What did you see?”

      Oh, you know the movie, the one where you’re in a picture with Glen Murphy, but you’re seducing my dad for some reason, she wanted to scream at her.

      Biting her lip, Aries glanced at her dad.

      “Hey Kiddo, come join us.”

      “No, thanks, I’m tired. Goodnight.” She rushed to her bedroom.

      Sitting on her bed, she closed her eyes. I need your help, Mom. How do I tell dad? I can’t stand it. I need her out of the apartment now.

      She got ready for bed, fuming that Kimberly sat outside her door, on her couch, in her living room.

      Grandpa, Mr. O, Chuck, somebody talk to me. She peeled back the sheets, frustrated she couldn’t warn her father.

      Stretching out, she sensed a warm presence. Hi, Gladys.

      “Oh, you two are just precious, dear.”

      Thanks. It feels weird that you witnessed our date. Anyway, do you know what Kimberly is up to? Why is she using my dad? Would she really go as far as sleeping with him to cover something up?

      “You two remind me of the way Joe and I started out. That same shy, awkward state of not knowing how the other one feels. Such insecure innocence.”

      When Gladys paused, she tried to redirect the conversation. Can you tell me anything about Kimberly?

      “Oh, yes, Cory is a sweet, kind boy. He makes us so proud.”

      Not Cory, Kimberly.

      “The way he took your hand was exactly what Joe did on our first date. He was in the Navy, stationed in San Diego. I’ll never forget the day I first laid eyes on him. Even with all the men in uniform entering the restaurant, I knew Joe was the man I would marry. He was tall and strong like CJ. He made my heart flutter, just as CJ makes yours.” She let out a soft giggle.

      Aries sighed. Gladys had no intention of telling her any useful information.

      “Joe made me feel as though I was the most beautiful woman in the world. It was love at first sight. Don’t let anyone tell you there’s no such thing. And I’ll share a secret with you. Love is even stronger in the afterworld.”

      Aries smiled.

      “But young love is simply precious.”

      Gladys’ story soothed her. She almost forgot about the deceitful liar inside her home. She took a different approach. Do you know a man named Glen Murphy? He works with Cory’s father.

      “CJ is nothing like his father. He will turn out to be a real man, just like Joe.”

      Okay. You clearly want to focus on Cory. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing to keep the connection strong. What did you mean when you told me Cory was in some type of trouble? She stared at the ceiling, waiting for Gladys to respond.

      Gladys, are you there? 

      She heard Gladys’ voice, but she couldn’t make out any words. Please don’t leave. If Cory’s in trouble, I want to help.

      “Ka.”

      The connection began to fade. Yes, Cory, she said, is he in trouble?

      “No.”

      Then why did you tell me he was? She sighed and opened her eyes.

      Looking toward her window, she concentrated on the darkness outside, feeling as one with the veiled world beyond. Her gift of being a medium gave her the ability to look inside others, as a window allows a person to see inside a building or house, but all she could see was darkness. Was she looking in the wrong direction? She had no other insight, so her gift to connect with the non-physical was useless.

      What am I missing? She kept still. Or maybe there’s something I don’t want to see.

      Trying to make sense of her conversation with Gladys, she sat up. He’s not really in trouble, but for some reason he thinks he is.

      “Precisely.”

      Aries looked around in silence for a few minutes. You’re still here?

      “Yes.”

      Why does he think he’s in trouble? Does it have to do with Jake Coleman?

      Her phone lit up the room, vibrating on her desk. Jumping out of bed, she checked the Caller ID and whispered, “Hi, Cory. Hold on.”

      Gladys, come back. Peyton, does she have something to do with it? She placed her phone down, not wanting him to have to wait too long, but desperate to get an answer out of Gladys.

      Gladys said something, but she couldn’t understand, except for a “Puh,” which came through loud and clear.

      Poppy? Aries questioned. She waited a moment, but Gladys had left. Picking up the phone, she said, “Sorry.”

      “No worries. I wanted to make sure everything was cool with your dad and all.”

      “Yes. Except you-know-who is here.”

      “Yeah, speaking of her,” he said. “I remember where I saw her.”

      “Where?” she asked. “Was she with Glen?”

      “Yes. I should’ve thought of it sooner, but I think I blocked that entire day out of my mind. She was in a hot little black dress, and all the guys were checking her out—”

      “Great.”

      “Sorry. But it matters because it was highly inappropriate. I think that’s why we were all trippin’ out.”

      “Sure.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, she’s hot and all, but it was for sure not the time or place. She sat in the back, so we only saw her at the end.”

      “Okay, tell me. The end of what? Where were you?”

      “Jake Coleman’s funeral.”
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      Aries awoke early to avoid running into Kimberly. She spread peanut butter onto her toast and poured a glass of milk. How should she broach the subject of Kimberly with her father? She glanced out the window, smiling at a hummingbird flouncing around a tree. The bird flew toward the window, peering in as if to say hello.

      Are you a greeting from my mother? 

      She pictured her mother in the kitchen of their old house, baking chocolate chip cookies. Concentrating on the image, she could actually smell the aroma of the cookies.

      The visualization became stronger, as if Elizabeth were taking the cookies out of the oven. “Wait a minute for them to cool.” She smiled, knowing Aries could never wait. After a couple of minutes, Elizabeth handed her a cookie. She watched Aries take a bite and in a matter-of-fact tone said, “No matter what, sweetheart, you can always tell us anything. Your father and I love you to the moon and back.” She handed Aries another cookie.

      Aries snapped back to the present, turning her gaze out the window as the hummingbird dashed away. As a child, she never understood why her mom would say things like that to her. Other than being a medium, she never had anything difficult or important to tell her parents. But her mother must’ve known one day she would.

      “Thank you, Mom,” she whispered. “I’ll tell Dad tonight.” She took a couple bites of toast, wishing it was a chocolate chip cookie. “I miss your cooking so much.”

      Unable to finish her toast, she threw away the rest and changed into shorts and a tank top. Finding a rubber band, she combed her hair back into a ponytail and grabbed a hat, sunglasses, and sandals.

      She strolled out onto the beach, sitting near the water’s edge. Several sailboats making their way out to sea faded in the distance as seagulls squawked above her. Her mother’s favorite beach had now become hers as well. The beauty was magical, breathtaking. It made her believe anything was possible. Smoothing out the sand, she drew a heart and analyzed it for a moment.

      “My heart will never be complete without you here, Mom,” she whispered as she erased her drawing.

      “It’s never easy to lose a parent,” Chuck said. “Especially as a teenager. But that’s the circle of life. Much harder the other way; a parent losing a child.”

      It all sucks. She grabbed a fist full of sand, letting it slip in between her fingers. But you’re right, and I’m sure your daughter feels the same way.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m so proud of Sarah.”

      I could tell her if you would just tell me who she is.

      “She knows.”

      Okay, I’ll drop it. Drawing a sailboat in the sand, she said, It’s so unfair, my mother died so young. And why? Maybe she was in the wrong place at the wrong time and it was an accident. Or maybe she discovered something and it got her killed. I spend every second of every day thinking about it. And questioning God. Why? Why my mom?

      The foam from a huge wave exploded into the air, giving Aries a shiver as the invisible droplets peppered her face. But I guess everybody questions why their loved one had to die. I want to believe everything happens for a reason, that there’s some greater purpose, but it’s so hard when I think of my mother’s death. What was the purpose of that?

      “There is meaning and purpose in everything,” Chuck said. “Sometimes you don’t get an answer, and sometimes it’s not your job to figure it out.”

      But it consumes me. I feel like that’s who I am. I’m the girl who lost her mother. I’m not thinking about what I want to do for a living when I’m older, or what college I want to go to. I don’t know who I am. All I know is, my mother’s gone, and I need to find out why.

      “Nobody knows who they are at fifteen,” he said. “That’s what’s great about being young. You make mistakes, you may change careers a few times, or you may not. You don’t have to have it all figured out.”

      I guess. At least I know I’d make a lousy detective.

      “Why would you say that?”

      I can’t solve my mom’s death, and I have help from spirits.

      “You knew she didn’t die of an overdose. And you know a lot more than you realize.”

      She sighed. I wish I could hurry up and figure it out. Then she’d talk to me.

      “Is that the reason why you’re trying to solve her murder?”

      Yes. Well, that and I want justice for her.

      “That isn’t the reason you can’t communicate with her.”

      Aries sat up straight as her body went rigid. Then why can’t I?

      “We’ve gone over this before. It’s your energy.”

      She pounded her fist into the sand, destroying her sailboat. Whatever. I don’t understand. It makes no sense to me. Do you know how frustrating that is? I have energy for you, my great-grandfather, Cory’s grandma - hell, even Mr. O, but not my own mother? I’m not buying it. I have to find out who killed her. She stood, shaking the sand off her shorts.

      “Where are you going?”

      The gallery.

      “Do me a favor.”

      Sure.

      “Please be careful. And listen to your instincts.”

      She sighed. Chuck, do you know something?

      The waves roared up the sand again as Chuck evaporated from her consciousness. She should’ve called Damon to help her, but she headed out alone. 

      When the bus arrived, she hesitated at the steps.

      “Well, you coming or not?” the bus driver asked.

      “Yes.” She hurried and found a seat.

      The bus fought its way through the weekend traffic, arriving at the gallery around one o’clock. Cars piled up in bumper-to-bumper traffic behind the bus as it pulled over to add more pedestrians to the already packed sidewalks. Aries exited the bus and navigated through the throng of strangers.

      As she entered the gallery, the bells on the door chimed, giving her chills. She clenched her fists as she attempted to rid the eerie feeling the shop gave her. She walked over to where she had last seen the Mirage painting, but a new painting of sea turtles took its place, with the same “sold” tag above it.

      She admired the detail in the sea turtles for a few minutes.

      “That is a lovely piece,” an elderly man said. “Sold rather fast.”

      “Yes,” she said. “I was in the other day, and I didn’t see it. There was a painting of a mirage here.”

      “No, you’re mistaken, young lady. Mirage is over here. I’ll show you.”

      She followed him to the opposite side of the gallery.

      “It’s right here.” He pointed to the Mirage painting. “The artist is unknown, and it’s going for an ungodly price. It won’t sell any time soon.”

      “But,” she said, confused.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing.” She observed the painting for a moment. “Do you work here?”

      “No,” he said. “I live up the block. I’m friends with the owners. Lovely people. I believe she’s around here, somewhere.”

      “That’s okay. I just like to look. Thank you, though.”

      “Aspiring artist?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Nice to hear.” He smiled. “Well, best of luck to you, young lady.”

      “Thank you.” She walked outside and called Damon. Sighing when it went to voicemail, she left a message.

      Why would the mirage painting have a “sold” sign the other day? Did the buyer back out? It probably had something to do with the snooty woman working that day, and her bony finger with the huge diamond weighing it down. And her condescending voice, “Not like you could afford it.” Lovely people? Sorry, old man, do they ever have you fooled.

      The man appeared next to her, grabbing her attention. “The owner, Madeline Price, is back inside. I’m sure she’d be happy to help a future artist.”

      “Great. Thank you.” She waited for the man to walk away before going back inside.

      The woman from the other day escorted a middle-aged couple around the room. “I knew she was Mrs. Price,” she whispered to a dolphin sculpture.

      Lowering the bill of her cap so Mrs. Price wouldn’t recognize her, she stood in front of the sea turtle painting.

      What am I missing?

      She scanned the wall, spotting two other paintings, both with “sold” tags next to them as well.

      Is this what you discovered, Mom?

      Mrs. Price headed down a small hallway leading to the back door. There were a couple of offices coming off the hallway, with windows she couldn’t see through. She wasn’t sure if somebody else was inside and could see her, so she drew a deep breath and followed Mrs. Price anyway.

      She stood to the side of the open back door, where she couldn’t be seen, and peered out. The same van sat idling in the back. The doors of the van opened, so she fled back toward the front of the shop.

      Two men burst out of the hallway, heading for the sold paintings. They pulled them off the wall and took them out the back door.

      Her phone rang, causing Mrs. Price to look over. She hurried out the front door and answered it. “Hey,” she whispered.

      “Are you attempting to seduce me, Sophomore? I kind of like it.”

      “Shut up,” she said, running around the building toward the back. She stopped short so as not to be seen as the men loaded the van.

      “Okay, but it might make it difficult to communicate on the phone if I shut up.”

      “Not now, LeMoore. Weird stuff is happening at the gallery.”

      “I told you not to go by yourself. I’m coming to get you.”

      “It’s too late. The same van is here, but it’s pulling away now. Do you have a pen?”

      “Yeah, it’s right in my back pocket.”

      “God, you’re so immature,” she said. “Hurry, get one.” She rattled off the license plate. “You get it?”

      “Yep,” he said. “Okay, Inspector, what’s next?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I really hate you sometimes.”

      “Sure you do.”

      “Whatever,” she said.

      Mrs. Price checked her watch as she waited out back. Luckily, she faced away from Aries.

      Aries explained the paintings to Damon.

      He cut her off. “Why don’t you tell me the rest in person? I’ll be right there.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Wait. Damon, why is Mrs. Price waiting outside?”

      “How should I know?”

      “I don’t know, you seem to know everything.” A man in an expensive car pulled up, and she gasped.

      He imitated her gasp. “What, did she go back inside?”

      “No, jerk. A car pulled up.”

      “Well, who is it? Can you tell?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Relax, Sophomore, I’m sure it’s nothing. I’m on my way.”

      She hung up, mimicking him, I’m sure it’s nothing.

      The man handed Mrs. Price a large envelope. Squinting her eyes, she got a glimpse of him.

      Her pulse raced. “It’s okay,” she whispered, trying to calm herself. Chuck had told her to trust her instincts.  Well Chuck, my instincts are telling me my mom knew what was going on with the paintings and that’s the reason she’s dead.

      She glared at the man as he hopped into his car, pulling away. Fuming, she said to his taillights, “So Mr. Bradley, did you kill my mother?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      When Damon arrived, Aries ran over to him.

      “Finally,” she said.

      He pulled off his helmet. “I got here in twelve minutes.”

      “Whatever, c’mon, I have to show you the paintings.”

      “Not a good idea,” he said. “Mrs. Price knows who I am.”

      “You’re right,” she said, disappointed. She caught Damon up on everything before asking, “How well do you know Mr. Bradley?”

      He shrugged. “He’s DB’s dad. I never really put much thought into him. He seems cool.”

      “I think he has something to do with my mother’s death.”

      “Your problem is, you think too much, Sophomore. C’mon, let’s get something to eat.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He raised a brow. “Sure. Well, you can watch me eat, then.”

      She gave in, hopping on his bike. They ended up at the Newport Beach Pier. Damon wanted pizza, and after walking into the restaurant and smelling the delicious aromas, she capitulated, agreeing to split a large pizza with the works.

      As they ate, she told him about Kimberly.

      He waited for her to put another slice on her plate, helping her with the extra cheese spilling off. “And how did you get into Murphy’s office?” he asked.

      “Really, that’s what you’re going to focus on? Why aren’t you shocked?”

      “I told you nothing shocks me around here. So how is Douglas?”

      “I’m serious, LeMoore. I need your help. How do I tell my dad?”

      He wiped some grease off his hands, crumbling up the napkin. “Alright. Maybe hold off on telling him.”

      “But he’s in love with her. And I can’t sit back and watch her use him. Why would she do that?”

      He gave her a blank stare.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “You’re using me for pizza. Not the same ballpark, but not far from Kimberly’s doing.”

      She tilted her head, giving him a sarcastic look. “Come on.”

      “You really expect me to know the answer?” He thought for a moment. “I don’t know, best guess is money.”

      “My dad doesn’t have any money.”

      “I wasn’t talking about him.”

      “Glen?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Or even higher up. Possibly Price.”

      “I hate her. I can’t believe my mom was friends with her.”

      “You never told me that.”

      “What difference does it make?”

      He threw a piece of crust on his plate. “Angles.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Different perspectives. Your mom might have told her things, and Kimberly is using that to her advantage.”

      “Do you think Kimberly has something to do with my mother’s death?”

      He shrugged. “I wouldn’t rule it out.”

      “How could she?” Aries shook her head. “After everything we’ve been through. Wouldn’t my dad be able to sense something? I mean, is she really that good of an actress? She needs to be in jail, or even better, dead.”

      He glanced at the door. “Let’s change the subject.”

      She followed his gaze, spotting DB and Peyton.

      “Hey, bro,” DB strolled up and shook Damon’s hand.

      Aries smirked when DB looked at her. “You sure get around,” he said. “Didn’t I see you with Douglas last night?”

      Peyton snorted. “Interesting. And you were with Kaelani.” She pointed at Damon. “C’mon DB, I’m hungry.”

      “Later.” DB bumped fists with Damon.

      After they walked up to the counter to order, Aries asked, “If he graduated, why does he still hang out with high school girls?”

      “Easy targets.”

      She curled her lip. “Does DB stand for ‘douche bag?’”

      He smiled. “Sometimes.”

      “Are they a couple?” she asked.

      “Doubtful,” he said. “But those two definitely deserve each other. He’s a dog, and she’s crazy.”

      “I always thought she was hung up on Cory.”

      “I try not to pay attention to her. Or Douglas,” he said. “But you seem to, so how was last night, Sophomore?”

      “I could ask you the same question, LeMoore.”

      He smiled. “You ready to get out of here?”

      “Yes.”

      They walked through the parking lot toward his Harley. He stopped short of his bike. “You up for a walk?”

       “Sure.”

      He put his arm around her, directing her toward the beach. They walked down the length of the pier in silence. Reaching the end, they stopped and stood next to a man fishing. She leaned against the rail, soaking in a perfect view of Catalina Island. She tried to ignore the strong fish odor coming from the man’s bucket.

      Damon glanced down at the water. “So, you and Douglas, is it getting serious?”

      She kept her gaze fixed on the island, not ready to respond. Conflicted beyond words, she couldn’t admit the answer to herself, let alone Damon.

      “I take it that’s a yes.”

      She looked at him as he continued to watch the ocean. “No,” she said. “I don’t know what it is.”

      “What do you want it to be?” he asked.

      She wanted nothing more than to be Cory’s girlfriend, and after their date she had felt clear about her decision for the first time. But standing next to Damon, she doubted herself, which brought on guilt. “I-I can’t answer that.” She shook her head, pissed at herself for not being able to make up her mind.

      “Can’t, or won’t?” He fixed his eyes on her.

      “Can’t. I’m confused,” she said. “What about you?”

      “What about me?” He took a step back.

      “Don’t play innocent.” She pushed his shoulder. “Kaelani.”

      “I told you, it’s nothing.”

      “C’mon. She’s beautiful.”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “Maybe? You know she is. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Okay, yeah she is. But...” He turned away.

      “What?” she asked, confused by his odd reaction.

      Staring back at her, he said, “But she’s not you.”

      Her face flushed. “Good line, LeMoore.”

      “Why are you blushing?”

      “I’m not.” She attempted to push him, but he caught her arm, pulling her close.

      Locking eyes with her, he whispered, “Yes, you are.” He leaned in, slowly kissing her.

      She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, lost in his kiss. She lingered in his embrace for a moment before pulling away.

      Turning her back, she stared across the ocean. She couldn’t control her emotions, feeling nervous, safe, and overwhelmed all at the same time. What is happening?

      He held her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, unable to speak.

      He held her for a while as the waves crashed against the pier. She wanted to stay in his arms forever. He could protect her from the world.

      He rubbed her shoulders. “What are you thinking about?”

      Turning around, she said, “I feel safe with you.”

      “You are.”

      She nodded.

      “C’mon.” He took her hand, leading her down the pier, back toward the parking lot.

      As he handed her a helmet, she said, “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “I didn’t think about anything except being in the moment with you. It was a nice break from my life.”

      “I aim to please,” he said. “Now if a kiss can do that for you, just imagine what—”

      “Shut up, LeMoore. Don’t ruin my moment.”

      He smiled.

      “You and that damn grin.” She shook her head.

      “Get on.”

      Once she situated herself, he pulled out of the parking lot and turned onto Newport Boulevard, stopping at a traffic light.

      She glanced across the street at the law offices of Coleman, Douglas, and Murphy. A man and woman walked out. She narrowed her eyes, spotting Kimberly.

      Leaning against Damon, she said, “Pull over, it’s Kimberly.”

      When the light changed, he gunned the engine, cutting off a car to pull over to the side of the street. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. And she must be with Murphy. They’re getting into a black BMW.”

      “Do you want me to follow them?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if she recognizes you?” he asked.

      “She’d never expect me to be on the back of a motorcycle.”

      He nodded.

      They waited for Murphy to pull out. Damon followed, trailing two cars behind.

      Aries envisioned her father’s lying, cheating girlfriend and her “lover” getting in a fatal accident, his fancy car blowing up like in the movies.

      They turned off the main highway, following the sedan up a winding road to a wealthy housing tract.

      The car drove through the gated entrance. “Now what?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “We can wait.”

      “What if they don’t leave?”

      “True. At least we know where he lives,” he said. “Hold on, I think your phone is ringing.” He reached into the side bucket, handing over her bag.

      She checked the Caller ID, pressing decline. A moment later, she listened to her voicemail. “My dad’s wondering where I am. I should get back.”

      Damon sped back, swerving in and out of traffic, making her anxious. She relaxed when he slowed down, turning onto Newport Boulevard. He stopped in an alleyway, a couple streets before reaching her apartment.

      “I know your dad’s home, so I’ll let you off here,” he said.

      “Thanks.” She fixed her ponytail.

      “Text me later so I know you got home safe.”

      “I will.” She walked away.

      “Hey, Sophomore.”

      Looking back, she said, “Yes?”

      “You worry too much. We’ll figure this out.” He smiled, revving the engine as he rode away.

      When she walked into the apartment, Ryan paused the television. “Where have you been? I was starting to get worried.”

      “I went for a long walk. I needed to clear my head.”

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Let me know if I can help.”

      She nodded.

      “Kim’s coming over,” he said. “I’m going to grill some steaks.”

      Her stomach lurched as she tried to take a breath.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      “Yes, fine. I’m going to shower.”

      Walking into her bedroom, she called Damon. After several rings, he picked up.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Are you already home?”

      “No. I pulled over. Thought it might be important. What’s up?”

      “It is,” she said. “Kimberly’s coming over for dinner. What do I do?”

      “Nothing. Just act normal.”

      “How? I hate her. I can’t do this, LeMoore.”

      “Take a deep breath. Relax, Sophomore. You got this.”

      “What if I don’t? What if I blurt everything out?”

      “Then you blurt it out. But it will give her time to cover things up. Your best bet is to play it cool. You need more facts before you blow the whistle. Which by the way, I can think of a much better whistle for you to—”

      “Gross, LeMoore. Why do you always have to ruin your great pep talks?”

      He laughed. “Haven’t you figured it out? I’m trying to get a rise out of you.”

      “Seems like you’re the one with the rise.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Well played, Sophomore. You’re an impressive one.”

      “Great. Now back to Kimberly. What the hell?”

      “Trust me, don’t say a word.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Let me know how it goes,” he said.

      She sighed. “Yeah. Bye.”

      She turned on her laptop, using a search engine to look up information regarding Kimberly Lewis. She typed in her name, and several minutes later she came to a dead end. Attempting a different approach, she researched Glen Murphy and his law firm. Again, nothing in regards to Kimberly.

      As she stared at the keyboard, she came up with one last option. She researched Camden Price. Finding nothing there either, she gave up. But before she could hit the exit button, she noticed a blinking advertisement for CP Enterprises.

      Clicking onto the link, her jaw dropped as she stared at a profile picture of a woman named Victoria Patton. The woman had straight blonde hair styled in a shoulder length blunt cut. She wore a navy suit with a white collared shirt. Her cat-eye shaped glasses looked stylish yet conservative. This woman looked professional, classy, and smart. Three adjectives she would never use to describe Kimberly. As her mind raced, she couldn’t comprehend why this woman had Kimberly’s face.

      Who the hell are you, Kimberly? Or Victoria? Hair stylist, my ass.

      She looked at the caption under the picture. Victoria Patton, CP Enterprises, exporting and customs consultant.
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      Aries sat at the kitchen table clenching her fists. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she tried to remain calm. Kimberly walked through the front door. 

      Kimberly peeked around the corner. “Hi Aries, your dad told me the door was unlocked. Is he on the back patio?”

      Aries nodded.

      “Great.” Kimberly sauntered out of the room.

      Aries couldn’t act cool. She couldn’t even look at Kimberly. Feeling as though tiny bugs were crawling up and down her body, she scratched her arm.

      “You can, and you will,” Mr. O said. “And listen to your friend. Don’t say anything.”

      Did you know, Mr. O? All this time, did you know Kimberly worked with Mr. Price? What is she doing with my father? I don’t understand.

      “Which question would you like me to answer first?”

      She gritted her teeth. God, you are so frustrating.

      “Hey, Kiddo.”

      She jumped in her seat. “Hey.”

      “Medium?” he asked.

      She tried to rub away the goose bumps on her arms. Did her father figure out she was a medium, speaking to a spirit? “What?” she asked.

      “Your steak,” he said. “You like it done medium, right?”

      She let out a long breath. “Yes.”

      He opened a bottle of wine, filling two glasses. “What would you like to drink?”

      “Juice, if we have any.”

      He handed her a glass. Waiting for her to take a sip, he said, “Thank you.”

      She smirked. “For what?”

      “Not putting up a fight about Kim coming over.”

      She nodded.

      “Dinner should be ready in a few.”

      As Ryan went back outside to the grill, Mr. O went back to wherever he went when he wasn’t invading her mind. Great, no answers from Mr. O, but lucky me, I get to have dinner with the liar.

      She appreciated the silence for a few minutes while she set the table until Ryan and Kimberly burst in, filling the room with laughter, as he set the steaks down and she refilled their glasses.

      Kimberly wrapped her arm around him. “We make a great team.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Yes, we do.”

      Gross. Aries looked down at her steak.

      “Do we have everything?” he asked.

      “Yes, looks great,” Kimberly said.

      Ryan pulled out a chair for her.

      “How are you?” Kimberly asked as she sat down. “What did you do today?”

      It took all her willpower not to say, I spent the day following you and Glen Murphy around, Victoria. Digging her nails into her palm, she said, “Nothing, really. Hung out at the beach.” She took a bite of steak, avoiding eye contact with her.

      “Well, that sounds fun. I love the beach. Babe, we should have a beach day.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he said.

      Aries put her fork down and glared at Kimberly. “So, what did you do today?”

      “Boring work,” Kimberly said as she stared at the wine in her glass, swirling it around.

      “At the salon?”

      Giving Aries a strange look, she nodded.

      “Where is it? I’d like to get my hair done.”

      Kimberly picked up a napkin, wiping the corner of her mouth. “It’s all the way in Riverside. But I can do your hair here if you like.”

      “That’s okay, I can go with my dad.” She glanced at him. “When’s your next appointment?”

      “Kim just cuts my hair here or at her place. It’s no big deal, Kiddo.”

      “Have you ever been to her salon?” she asked him.

      “Yes. What’s this about?”

      She let the tension build for a few moments. “Mom used to go there.”

      Ryan slouched, giving her a concerned look. “Right, I should’ve known. This is about your mother, not an interrogation.”

      She turned to face Kimberly. “What’s your favorite memory of my mom?”

      Kimberly looked startled for a moment. She took a sip of wine. “I, um, I’d have to say her kind spirit.”

      Sure. She probably didn’t even know Elizabeth. Aries lost her appetite. “What did you guys do for fun? Did you hang out or just cut her hair?”

      Kimberly glanced at Ryan, giving him a pleading look. He didn’t get the hint.

      “Well?” Aries asked.

      “We would have dinner and drinks from time to time. She loved art, so she introduced me to some fine art galleries.”

      Still not satisfied, Aries asked, “What perfume did she wear?”

      Kimberly furrowed her brow at Aries. They sat in uncomfortable silence for a moment. Ryan continued to eat.

      “You don’t know?” Aries asked.

      Kimberly played it off. Flipping her hair off her shoulder, she giggled. “Babe, what kind of perfume do I wear?”

      Ryan shrugged.

      “I don’t know, Aries. It was a floral scent. I’m sorry, I know you miss her. And I understand. I’ll try to get you in the salon to do your hair, okay?”

      Either Kimberly made a lucky guess going with a floral scent, or more likely she had met Elizabeth. Either way, they were never friends. “Okay,” she said in a sarcastic tone.

      Ryan gave Aries a look, suggesting for her to be nice to his girlfriend.

      Kimberly asked, “What are you thinking of having done? More highlights, or just a trim? I wouldn’t dare cut your long hair.”

      “Actually, I’d like for you to take the highlights out. I want my natural color back.”

      “Easy enough.” She smiled.

      Why didn’t Kimberly look worried? She must have a plan.

      “How’s your boyfriend?” Kimberly asked. “He’s such a cutie.”

      Why don’t you ask your boyfriend? After all, he works with Cory’s father. She bit her bottom lip to keep from going off on her.

      Ryan cleared his throat. “He better not be your boyfriend.”

      “Oh, you know what I meant,” Kimberly said. “Protective old man.”

      “No, he’s not my boyfriend,” Aries stated.

      “Good.” He took a sip of wine.

      “He’s the quarterback, right?” Kimberly asked.

      “Yes.” She grabbed her juice. I’m sure Mr. Douglas fills you in on Cory.

      “How cute,” Kimberly said. “Ryan, we should go to a game.”

      He nodded.

      Aries rolled her eyes. Just shoot me now.

      Aries refused to abide Kimberly attending a high school football game with her, and she wanted to make her sweat more. “Do you think you can get me in for my hair next Saturday?”

                  “You’re working, right?” Kimberly asked Ryan.

      He shrugged. “I can take a long lunch and work a little later.”

      Aries smiled. Winning. 

      “Hmm, let me check my schedule. But I’m sure I’m booked solid. Saturdays are my busiest.”

      Busy hanging out with Glen.

      “But I can get you in on Sunday.”

      Aries put her finger on her chin. “Aren’t salons usually closed on Sundays?”

      “Yes,” Kimberly said. “But I have a key. It’s no problem at all. And babe, you won’t have to take any time off Saturday.”

      He set his fork down. “All right, it’s a win-win. Sound good to you, Kiddo?”

      Aries pressed her lips together. “Sure. What’s the name of your salon?”

      Without skipping a beat, Kimberly responded, “Breezes.”

      Aries couldn’t wait to finish dinner so she could research the salon. Tuning out Kimberly and Ryan’s conversation, she shoveled the rest of her meal down. She rinsed her dishes, saying, “Thanks, Dad, I’m going to read. Goodnight.”

      “Why don’t you watch a movie with us?” Kimberly asked. “Or we can play a board game.”

      Aries shook her head. “It’s a really good book. Thank you, though.” She managed a half-smile.

      “Goodnight, Kiddo. I love you.”

      As she walked down the hall, she overheard Kimberly tell Ryan, “She spends an awful lot of time alone, babe. I don’t think it’s healthy.”

      “She’s fine,” he said.

      Aries closed her door. No, I’m not fine. And neither are you, Dad.

      She researched Breezes for a while, reading good reviews about different hair stylists, Kimberly not among them.

      Mr. O, please talk to me. I want answers about Kimberly. After waiting in silence for a few minutes, she gave up. Fine, I don’t need you anyway.

      She jumped when her cell rang. Is this you? She checked the Caller ID and picked up. “Hi, Cory.”

      “Hey.”

      He didn’t sound like his usual jovial self. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “No,” he said, his voice sounding even deeper than usual.

      “Are you upset?” Her stomach dropped as she crossed her fingers, hoping he wasn’t mad at her.

      “As a matter of fact, I’m pissed.”

      Her body temperature rose. “At me?” she asked, barely audible.

      “Yes. Do you know how embarrassing it is to hear from Peyton my girl is out on a date with Damon LeMoore? And how I denied it, telling her she’s out of her mind? And—”

      “Cory, I—”

      “I’m not finished. Peyton Price and DB shoving it in my face? And me looking like some pathetic punk, nearly in a fist fight with DB. Until it dawned on me, why the hell would he collaborate on a story like that with Peyton? Tell me he’s just trying to get laid, and it’s not true. Tell me you weren’t with LeMoore today.”

      “Please stop yelling at me,” she said. “Yes, I was with him today. But it wasn’t a date.”

      “Dammit, Aries.”

      “He’s just helping me—”

      “No, he’s helping his way into your pants, and you’re letting him.”

      “Stop. It’s not like that.”

      “I’ll tell you what it’s not like. It’s not like our date meant crap to you. What are you doing?” he asked. “Do you even know?”

      “No.” She trembled, barely able to hold on to the phone. “Our date did mean something to me. Damon is helping me with my mom. We followed you-know-who around.”

      “No, I don’t know who,” he said, agitated.

      “Well, she’s here now. She makes me ill.”

      “Got it, but I could’ve helped you with that. Why didn’t you call me?”

      She let out a long breath. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, don’t you think you should figure it out? And stop making me look like a fool.”

      “A fool, Cory, really? Is that what this is about? You? Do you even care about me? Or finding justice for my mom?”

      “Now that’s a stupid question. Of course I do.”

      “I don’t think it’s stupid.”

      “Don’t turn this around,” he said. “This is about you and whatever the hell you’re doing with me and LeMoore.”

      “Oh, I’m doing something to you guys?” she asked, more upset than sad. “Yeah, right. You two are playing some sick game with each other, and I’m the pawn that’s going to get destroyed.”

      “Look, I can’t do this,” he said.

      They were silent for a few moments as her heart shattered into pieces. “Do what?” she finally managed to ask.

      “This. Us. Whatever it is, or was.”

      Her heart ached so bad, she couldn’t breathe.

      “Please don’t do that,” he said.

      “I’m not doing anything.” She couldn’t stop shivering.

      He sighed. “Aries, I care about you. More than you know,” he said, his voice soft and tender. “But I can’t be with someone who doesn’t feel the same about me. I watched it for too long with my mom and dad.”

      She held the phone away, composing herself. “What makes you think I don’t feel the same? I’m scared.”

      “And you’re looking to LeMoore to protect you?”

      “No.”

      “I need to think about this,” he said.

      She nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. “All right.”

      “I’ll see you at school, and we’ll talk some more.”

      She didn’t know what to say.

      “Bye,” he said, making it clear whatever they had together was over.

      “Bye,” she mouthed to her phone, staring at it in a daze.
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      Aries longed for the day when she could attend school without the feeling of free-falling off a cliff. She managed to make it up the stairs to health class without keeling over and throwing up.

      She didn’t care that she looked as bad as she felt. Puffy and swollen from a night of anxiety, her eyes defied any help from her makeup.

      When she sat down, Cory acknowledged her with a nod. She attempted to smile.

      She worked on the kinesiology lesson, ignoring him, but she caught him glancing at her every so often.

      She didn’t understand most of the questions. But she refused to ask Cory for help, even though he appeared to be whizzing through the assignment. And she didn’t want to draw attention to herself by asking Miss Townsend to come over, so she left most of her paper blank.

      As the period ended, Cory asked, “You have a minute after class?”

      She nodded, following him outside, away from the crowd. He led her toward the back side of the building.

      Putting his arm out, he leaned against the wall, unable to meet her eyes.

      “This isn’t going to be good,” she said.

      “Look Aries, I don’t know what it is.”

      A lump in her throat formed. She couldn’t bear for him to say the words. Whatever the words would be, at least one would be “over,” or “through,” or maybe even “finished.”

      “I can’t be late for class,” she managed to say. “Can we talk later?”

      He shrugged.

      She turned in the opposite direction.

      “Aries, wait,” he called out.

      She didn’t look back, picking up her pace with every step.

      Throughout the entire period of trigonometry, she tapped her foot and bit her nails. With all her willpower, she tried not to think about school, Cory, her mother, or Kaelani’s evil glare, failing miserably.

      Between trigonometry and history, she debated whether or not to blow off the rest of the day, go home, and hide underneath the covers.

      About to leave, she stopped short when Piper crossed her path, saying, “Whoa, you don’t look so hot.”

      Aries’ mouth dropped.

      “What?” Piper furrowed her brow.

      Aries shook her head. “You’re talking to me.”

      Piper shrugged. “Yeah. Am I not supposed to?”

      “You haven’t since the whole...you know.”

      “Jake thing.” Piper smirked. “You can say his name. It’s okay.”

      “I’m shocked.”

      “I can tell. But why?”

      “I didn’t think you’d ever talk to me again.”

      Piper regarded her for a moment. “Why would you think that?”

      Aries looked down at her shoes. “I thought you hated me.”

      “Maybe when I thought you were the one who told the whole school,” Piper said. “But now I know it wasn’t you.”

      Aries sighed. “Oh, thank God. Piper, I would never.” The tardy bell rang.

      “I’m not going to lie, it’s still hard,” Piper said. “Sucks, you know?”

      “I do,” Aries said. “Well, we should probably go to class.”

      “We’re already late, what’s a few more minutes?”

      “You’re right.” Aries smiled. “I’m so glad you’re talking to me, I couldn’t care less if we even go to class at all.”

      “Yeah.” She glanced over Aries’ shoulder, down the hall.

      Aries put her hand on her forehead. Stupid comment. Trying to recover, she said, “What made you believe me? I mean, how did you figure out I wasn’t the one?”

      “Deep down, I guess I had a feeling it couldn’t be you. I just needed someone to blame. But the truth is...” She paused for a moment. “Never mind.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Alright. I had a weird dream. It felt so real.” Piper pressed her fingers on her mouth for a moment. “I wish it were. Don’t think I’m a freak, but I believe Jake was really in my bedroom. Or all the drugs are catching up to me and I was hallucinating.” She let out a soft laugh. “Anyway, he confirmed it wasn’t you. And he told me he loves me and I need to stop using.” She blushed, holding up three fingers. “Three days sober.”

      Aries smiled. “That’s awesome.” She glanced up, silently thanking Joel.

      “One day at a time, right?” she said. “Anyway, enough about me. Sorry about Cory.”

      Aries tilted her head. “What about Cory?”

      Piper shrugged. “He gave me a ride to school today. I kind of got an ear-full.”

      “Go on.” Aries gestured for her to continue.

      “I saw you guys talking after class. He did tell you, right?”

      “Tell me what?”

      Piper shrugged. “Oh. Nothing.”

      “C’mon Piper, what did he tell you?”

      She put up her hand. “This isn’t my place.”

      “What, he’s dumping me? He doesn’t want to take me to the dance? What?”

      “You two need to talk,” Piper said. “This is none of my business.”

      “Too late now.” Her face flushed.

      “Look at you,” Piper said. “You need to talk to him. I can’t handle any more drama.”

      “I don’t want to talk to him. I can’t handle any more either.”

      “Sorry.” Piper looked around and pointed to a bench. “We’ve already missed most of third period. Let’s go sit and wait for fourth.”

      Aries agreed, following her over.

      “It’s not as bad as you think,” Piper said, taking a seat. “Cory’s pretty hurt, too. You guys just need to talk to each other.”

      Slouching, she dropped her bag and sat down as well. “Okay.”

      Piper scooted back, stretching out her legs. “Can I ask you a question?”

      She nodded.

      “What’s up with LeMoore? Take it from me, Cory’s a way better catch.”

      Aries thought for a moment, lost in the memory of their kiss on the end of the pier.

      “Sorry,” Piper said. “I know, it’s your deal. But there’s something I don’t trust about him.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Well, you know we went out for a hot second.” Piper put a strand of hair behind her ear. “He was always respectful to me, but I guess from the stories Poppy told me.”

      “Stories,” Aries repeated. “Doesn’t mean they’re true.”

      “I know, but where there’s smoke, there’s fire, you know?”

      “How so?”

      “It might not all be true, but maybe a little bit,” Piper said. “He’s got an edge to him.”

      “On the outside maybe.”

      “All I’m saying is, be careful.” Piper reached into her purse. She applied lipstick, snapping her compact mirror shut. “I don’t fully trust him. He seems to be either halfway involved or on the outskirts of every scandal around here.”

      Aries furrowed her brow. “You know, most of the time he was making sure nothing bad happened to you.”

      She snorted. “Is that what he told you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Look, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Piper said. “I’ll drop it. I guess my point is, I’m Team Cory.”

      “Noted.” Aries glanced in the opposite direction. “Unfortunately, Cory is Team Poppy.”

      Piper put her hand on Aries’ shoulder. “Just talk to him.”

      “Okay.”

      Piper checked her phone, texting with somebody for a few minutes. “Here, take a pic with me.” She held out her phone before Aries could respond.

      “He’ll love it.” Piper laughed. 

      “You’re not sending that to Cory, are you?”

      “No, Michael,” she said. “He’s wondering where I am.”

      As Piper waited for Michael to respond, the bell rang, causing students to pour out of the buildings. The girls stood. “I’m glad we talked,” Aries said. “Thank you.”

      “Me, too.” Piper waved, walking in the opposite direction.

      When lunch arrived, Aries didn’t have many options. She couldn’t risk seeing Cory, not ready to have the talk with him. The library no longer felt safe, thanks to Kaelani. Going home kept sounding better and better.

      She remained in the English building, outside her fourth period class. Leaning against the wall, she closed her eyes. My life’s a mess. Her mother would’ve known what to do.

      “Your life is what you make of it,” Chuck said. “You see a mess, I see endless opportunities. If you keep thinking your life is screwed up, then that’s what you’ll keep getting.”

      Yeah, sure. I wanted my mom to die, and for everyone at school to hate me, and to have my heart broken. C’mon Chuck, you’re supposed to be my guide of logic.

      “Think about it.”

      “I can’t,” she said, frustrated.

      A teacher pointed toward the door. “You can, and you will exit this building. No students during lunch.”

      “Sorry,” she said, walking out. With no direction, she ended up in the science building, heading toward Miss Townsend’s room. She knocked on the door.

      Miss Townsend greeted her with a smile. “C’mon in.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I was wondering if you could help me with today’s lesson.”

      “Here, sit,” Miss Townsend said. “Practically the entire class didn’t understand it. We’ll go over it tomorrow. But you’re more than welcome to ask me questions about it and stay for lunch.”

      “Great. Thank you.”

      “How are you?” Miss Townsend asked, concern washing across her face.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      Aries couldn’t discuss her situation with Miss Townsend. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      “That depends.” Miss Townsend furrowed her brow.

      “You recently tried to tell me about your fiancé and how he had passed away as well.”

      “Yes.” She fidgeted with her necklace, moving the charm from side to side.

      “What was he like?”

      “Tony was everything I’d ever want in a man. He was my soulmate.”

      “You believe in that?” Aries asked.

      “Definitely.”

      “Do you think there’s more than one?” Sorry Mr. O, I hope you’re not listening.

      Miss Townsend stood, rearranging some papers on her desk.

      “Sorry,” Aries said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “No, it’s a legitimate question. I believe someday Tony and I will be together again. But I can’t imagine going through the rest of my life alone. So, maybe.” She held on to the charm. 

      Aries sensed Mr. O was in the room, smiling. “You will, Miss Townsend. I can picture you with a husband and kids someday.”

       “Thank you, Aries.” She smiled. After organizing the top of her desk, she asked, “How’s your father doing?”

      Well, I didn’t mean it would be with him. “He’s good.”

      The door cracked open as a loud voice filled the room. Aries hopped up, startled.

      Miss Townsend glanced toward the door. “Coach Anderson, what a pleasant surprise.”

      “Hello there.” He nodded at Aries. “I haven’t seen you around. What period do you have Phys Ed?”

      “I don’t have it this year, sir. I’m new and very uncoordinated, so I decided not to embarrass myself.”

      “Nonsense,” he said. “With your height, I’ll make a point guard out of you. Promise you’ll try out for basketball next month.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “That’s really not a good idea.”

      “Aries, it’s a wonderful idea.” Miss Townsend winked at Coach Anderson. “I’ll work on her for you.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I just stopped by to see if you had any more of those body mass index charts. I have a few more freshmen in my class than I thought. Trying to get the pre-test fitness exam over with.”

      “Of course.” She opened her file cabinet, handing him a stack.

      The bell rang.

      “Alright kid, see you next month,” Coach Anderson said.

      Aries managed a smile.

      As he walked out, he held up the cards. “Thanks again, Sarah.”

      “Anytime,” she called back.

      Aries froze.

      When students filled the room, Miss Townsend looked back at her. “You better hurry, don’t want you to be late to class.”

      Aries nodded, almost tripping on her way out. In the hallway, she leaned against the wall as a mad rush of teenagers passed by.

      Oh my God, Chuck, Miss Townsend’s your daughter.
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      Greg observed Stacy from afar. Unable to walk across the school campus to talk to her, something kept him standing in the same spot, analyzing her.

      He admired the way her hair bounced in the slight breeze as she gently moved her head to keep it from blowing in her face. The way her cleavage peeked out of her tank top, and her miniskirt daring him to think about what lay underneath, drove him crazy.

      Why does she have to be so damn hot?

      He’d do anything for her. And she knew it. They could never be a couple, though. He could never truly love someone so deranged, but for some strange reason she had a piece of his heart. It’s sick. But somewhere inside of her was a decent person. He had seen it...once.

      He was an idiot. Who was he trying to kid?

      She’s damaged goods for sure.

      What was she afraid of?  She had mastered the art of putting on a good act, but he knew better than anyone. Secretly, she was a wounded puppy, begging for someone to love her. The fact that she had stayed off social media the last few days proved it. Especially with all the drama going on around school. She could be having the time of her life destroying her usual victims.

      He caught her attention and had no choice but to acknowledge her. Tilting his chin up, he played it cool, as if to say, “What’s up?”

      She smiled, swinging her hips as she glided toward him.

      He drew in her tight body, appraising her perfect curves as she approached him.

      “Hi,” she said. “So why are you being all weird over here, gawking at me like some freshman?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want to jinx anything.”

      She smirked. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ve been quiet lately. It’s nice. Makes you semi-attractive.”

      “What, with Dish?” she asked, staring at her nails.

      “Yes. And in general,” he said. “It’s like you’re almost human.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “So, what gives?” he asked. “What am I missing?”

      She glared at him.

      “Okay, that look I don’t miss at all. Shouldn’t you be in class?”

      She sighed. “Can I ask you something?” she said, not letting him answer. “Have you ever heard of the calm before the storm?”

      He grabbed his forehead. “Please no.”

      “I take it you have.” Her face beamed with pride.

      “What the hell did you do?” he asked, worried. No amount of beauty she possessed could stem his rising anger.

      “It was a question, Greg. Glad I still have that kind of power over you. Maybe we should take it out on each other. My place?”

      “You’re sick. There is something seriously wrong with you.”

      She put her hand on her hip. “Well, you’re the one checking me out all lunch and missing class to talk to me. What does that say about you?”

      “You’re right, I’m an idiot. Now, please tell me what you did.”

      “Why? What’s done is done.”

      “C’mon. Just stop. Look at you, you’re gorgeous.” He paused, wishing he hadn’t said that. He hated how she maneuvered him, giving her ammunition to use against him.

      “Go on,” she gloated.

      “You can have anything you want. You don’t need to put others down. Tell me, what is it you want?”

      “Don’t try to save me, or give me your psycho analytical bullshit.”

      “Then let me save somebody else,” he said. “What did you do?”

      She gazed beyond him, smiling. “You might find out sooner than you think.”

      Following her gaze, he turned and looked behind him. A friend of his was walking with Mr. Haggerty, and she appeared to be crying as she held her arms up and shook her head, obviously trying to convince him of her innocence.

      “What did you do to her?” he asked in a stern voice.

      “Go. Run to her,” she said in a hopeless tone. “Save her, be her knight in shining armor.”

      He narrowed his eyes. Why would she accuse his friend of something?

      “What?” she asked.

      “I don’t know what you did, but why her?”

      “Another puzzle for you to solve,” she said, batting her eyelashes. “Plus, she deserves it.” She looked him up and down. “Really, you can’t figure it out? Pathetic.”

      They watched as two police officers greeted Mr. Haggerty, the group then proceeding into the administration building.

      “At least tell me what you did,” he said. “You owe me that.”

      “I don’t owe you anything.” She raised a brow. “But I guess it could be fun watching you freak out about it.”

      He crossed his arms. Just wait the evil bitch out. She can’t hold the information in much longer. She thrives on drama.

      “Are you sure you want to know?” she asked.

      He didn’t move, continuing to stare her down.

      “Well, if you insist,” she said, with a wicked laugh. “I framed her sorry ass. They think they found out who Stacy is.”
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      Aries went home after lunch, desperate to get in touch with Chuck. Miss Townsend is your daughter? The shock of her discovery blew away any fear of getting into trouble for ditching her last class.

      She put away her backpack, grabbed a hat and sunglasses, and headed down to the shore. Taking a seat near a couple of seagulls, she said, “Chuck, please say something. I know who Sarah is now. I can’t believe it, but I guess I understand why you didn’t want to tell me. Are you with Mr. O? I know Miss Townsend would be happy if you two are together.”

      A couple more seagulls landed next to her. “Sorry guys, I don’t have any food.” Dancing off the ocean like strobe lights, the sunrays hypnotized her with their bokeh effect.

      She sat in silence until her phone rang, interrupting her deep trance. When Cory’s name popped up, she let it go to voicemail. Turning toward the seagulls, she said, “Let’s see if he dumps me over the phone.”

      A few minutes later, a text came through from him.

      Cory: Please call me.

      She listened to the message first. “Hey, it’s me. I’m looking for you. Where are you? I talked to Pipes. Look, I didn’t mean to make you feel like we’re completely over. I need to know what your deal with LeMoore is. I’m late to practice. Do you know the amount of laps and push-ups I’m going to have to do? That has to prove something to you, right? Call me.”

      She smiled as she called him back.

      “Hey,” he said. “Thanks for calling.”

      “There’s a horrible echo,” she said. “Where are you?”

      “The locker room. Can we talk tonight?”

      “Sure. Bye, Cory.”

      “Wait.”

      “Yes?” She picked up a shell, making a line in the sand with it.

      “I still want to go to the Halloween dance with you. If you want, of course.”

      “Yes,” she said, unable to control her excitement.

      “Cool. Talk later.”

      Putting the phone in her pocket, she drew a heart in the sand with the shell.

      “Is that for me?” Damon asked.

      She jumped, startling the seagulls into flight.

      He sat next to her on the other side of the heart.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Oh, just thought I’d do some homework.”

      “Shut up.”

      “C’mon, I came to get you.” He stood, extending his hand to help her up.

      “Why? Where are we going?”

      “I’m going to show you.”

      “Why do you always have to keep me in suspense, LeMoore?”

      “The same reason you always have to know everything, Sophomore. It’s how we flirt.”

      “I don’t flirt.”

      “Fine, it’s how we communicate.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Maybe I really can’t go with you.”

      “There’s that word ‘maybe’ again, which means you can and you will.” Wrapping his arm around her, he guided her across the sand toward the houses. “Plus, I think I found something you’re definitely going to want to see.”

      She looked around to ensure nobody from school could be spying on them. Smiling at the empty beach, she leaned into him. “Okay. I’ll take your word for it.”

      “See, that right there, that’s flirting, Sophomore.”

      She pulled away. “No, it’s not. Why do you insist on ruining every moment?”

      “Ha. Me, ruin the moment.” He feigned a shocked reaction. 

      “Cute,” she managed to say, lost in his grin.

      “I looked for you at school,” he said. “You take off because of all the drama?”

      “How’d you know?” she asked without thinking. He couldn’t possibly know about Miss Townsend and Chuck.

      “Because it’s all anyone is talking about.”

      “What?” she asked, confused.

      He stopped walking. “The whole Stacy thing.”

      She tried to play it off. “Yeah,” she said, waving her hand. “Drama, right?” She could look it up online later.

      “I thought you’d be happy. I mean, after all the crap she said about you.”

      She nodded.

      “I can see you don’t believe it’s her either.”

      “No.” I hope I made the right choice. Chuck, what’s he talking about?

      “Yeah, when I heard they found out who Stacy was, I knew it was a set-up. But you’re smart for bailing right away.”

      She couldn’t stand it any longer. She had to know who Damon was talking about. “Why do you think she was set up?”

      He shrugged. “The same way I know you’re crazy about me.”

      Needing to get away from him so she could look up the information online, she asked, “Do I need warm clothes for wherever you’re taking me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, we’ll swing by your place so you can grab a jacket.”

      When they reached the apartment, she said, “Wait here” and ran inside.

      After putting on a pair of jeans and a hoodie, she pulled out her laptop, logging on to Newport Dish as fast as her fingers could type. Covering her mouth, she couldn’t believe the picture on the cover.

      Paige Bradley stood next to two police officers in tears.

      She turned off the computer wanting to change her answer to yes. Absolutely, Paige could be Stacy. It made sense; after all, she was at Piper’s house and could’ve easily overheard their conversation about Jake.

      But why? Jealousy, maybe?

      “Maybe,” Joel said.

      “So, it is her?”

      A loud knock on the front door cut Joel off as she walked over to open it.

      Damon looked annoyed. “I said grab a jacket, not pack for Mt. Everest.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      He peeked inside.

      “What?” she asked, ushering him out.

      “You’re acting weird.” He stared at her.

      Curling her lip, she said. “You are.”

      “Whatever, we need to hurry now.” He glanced at his watch. “We might not make it in time.”

      “Well, you should’ve told me we were on a time limit to this mysterious place of yours.”

      They hopped on his motorcycle and took off, speeding north on Pacific Coast Highway. Nostalgia hit her as they rode through Huntington Beach, passing the super retail development, reminding her of Cory.

      The sun touched the horizon, illuminating the sky with perfect pastels of peach and yellow. Twenty minutes later, she began to worry, wondering how far they were going, until he pulled off toward downtown Long Beach.

      When he parked, she asked, “Are we going to the Queen Mary?” She stared at the massive ship on the other side of the harbor.

      Putting his wallet in his back pocket, he said, “No, the port.” He grabbed a large envelope from the side bucket of his Harley.

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ll see.” He pulled out some papers, analyzing them.

      She peeked over his shoulder, identifying a date, time, address, and dock number.

      He shoved the papers back in the envelope. “Nosy.”

      “It’s not like it answers any of my questions.”

      “We have five minutes.”

      “Until what, a fireworks show?” She sighed.

      “It’s a possibility, but with firearms.”

      She stopped. “What are we doing, LeMoore?”

      “Relax. I’m kidding. I’d never put you in danger.” He urged her to keep walking.

      Aries followed his lead as they approached a bench across from a large storage unit. She sat down after him and glanced out at a cargo ship with a few longshoremen working on it. “Now what?”

      “We wait.” He leaned back.

      She tapped her foot for a moment, unable to sit still.

      He put his hand on her knee. “Relax, Sophomore.”

      “Maybe I could if you’d tell me what we’re doing here.”

      “A few more minutes, and I will.”

      Feeling uneasy, she said, “Alright. Well, at least tell me why you’re so sure Paige couldn’t be Stacy.”

      “Because I know her.”

      “How well?” she asked.

      “Well enough. Drop it. We have more important things to focus on right now.”

      “Fine.” She couldn’t let it go, though. Paige could certainly have created the fake account under Stacy Martin.

      “Then who do you think Stacy is?”

      “Really? You’re not going to let this go?” He checked his watch, tapping the envelope against his jeans.

      “Could it be her sister? Or Michelle?”

      He stared at the storage unit.

      “Kaelani?” She kept throwing out names. “Peyton?”

      “Shh,” he said as the longshoremen from the ship walked toward them, one of the men nodding at Damon. He nodded back.

      After the men passed, she asked, “Do guys always stare each other down? I mean, is it in your DNA to do that?”

      “Yes.” He kept looking forward. “Now be quiet.”

      She remained silent.

      Paige appeared sweet and innocent, but Aries could detect storm clouds brewing under her calm surface. She could totally be Stacy. Paige’s two supposed best friends were by far prettier, wealthier, and more popular, giving her a possible motive.

      Aries adjusted her position on the bench. It had been more than five minutes, but she didn’t dare say anything after observing Damon’s clenched jaw.

      Glancing at his watch again, he shook his head. “Dammit. I should’ve known.”

      “Known what?” she asked, taken aback by his body language.

      “A-hole Judge.”

      “Oh.”

      He stood. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “At least tell me what happened.”

      “I will,” he said. “Not here.”

      They rode back south, the silver sky beginning its slow fade to black. She closed her eyes as the breeze picked up, numbing her face.

      At a stoplight, he looked over his shoulder. “Shit, I knew it.” He revved the engine.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “We’re being followed.” He took off as soon as the light turned green, zooming in and out of cars. He pulled off the highway, heading past an oil rig in Huntington Beach. He turned into a gated community, circling the roundabout, and stopped by the curb outside of the gate.

      They idled for a few minutes before she asked, “Who was following you?”

      “A cop.”

      “Why didn’t he put his sirens on and pull us over? You were totally speeding.”

      “He knew I got the hint.”

      “What hint?” she asked.

      “The Judge set me up.”

      “LeMoore, tell me what the hell is going on.”

      “Over dinner.”

      Once they reached the Newport Beach pier, he parked. They entered a Mexican restaurant, finding a table on the patio.

      After they placed their order, she said, “You’re killing me here. What is going on?”

      He leaned over the table, looking into her eyes. “You’re right. Something’s going on with the paintings.”

      She leaned closer. “I knew it. But what?”

      “The Judge left a painting in his office at home. I’ve been breaking in once a week, and I found it last night. The envelope was in the back lining. That’s how they’re transferring the information to meet at a certain time and location. The Judge is way too smart to leave a cellular or cyber trail.”

      “But how did he set you up?” she asked.

      “That cop following us was probably Benson. He might have someone following you, too.”

      She gasped. “Kimberly?”

      “Maybe. We need to back off. I’m worried about you. I couldn’t handle it if anything happened to you.”

      “But we’re so close,” she said. “I don’t get why you think he set you up.”

      “The date and time in the envelope were bogus. There’s probably a cipher. I need to find it to figure out the real locations, and what’s really being transferred. But not right now.”

      “Because he set you up?”

      “It wasn’t me personally. He probably has people staked out at several bogus locations, but if that cop was Benson, then he’ll find out I’m on to him.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s back off for a while. Or approach it a different way.”

      “How? You don’t know the Judge, and what he is capable of. And the damn election for Price is right around the corner. I’m sure there’s a lot at stake for both of them.”

      “He wouldn’t do anything to his own son.”

      He shrugged. “Like I said, Sophomore, you don’t know him. I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      Aries shivered, recalling the evil feeling the Judge gave her outside his house.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes before her phone vibrated the table. Looking down, she read a text from Cory.

      Cory: Thinking about u. Hope u r having a good night. Call u later.

      Flipping her phone over, she smiled.

      “Let me guess, Douglas?”

      She nodded.

      “Figures.” He threw his napkin on his plate.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I know you guys hate each other.”

      “No, we don’t hate each other. And don’t be sorry.”

      She scrutinized him. “Really? It seems like you do.”

      “That would mean I gave a crap about him, which I don’t.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay.”

      “But you do. And it’s okay, Sophomore.”

      “You’ll still be my friend?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And even if I date him, you’ll still help me with my mom?”

      “Of course. Nothing will stop me from helping you. I’ll think you’re a moron, but I’ll still help you.” His mouth curved up.

      “Thank you.” She relaxed her shoulders.

      “Why are you thanking me?”

      “Because you gave me the impression if I didn’t date you and I dated Cory, you wouldn’t be my friend.”

      His smile faded. “I didn’t mean to do that. I’ll admit, I was frustrated you’d even consider picking him over me.”

      “So what changed?” she asked.

      “You.”

      “Me?” She pointed at herself. “I hadn’t picked anyone before. But now I’m able to tell you I want you to just be my friend. And I have to confess, I’m going to the Halloween dance with Cory. You’re cool with it?”

      He thought for a moment. “So, you’re saying you choose Douglas. Okay.” He leaned back, looking into her eyes.

      She sighed, her anxiety slipping away. She had finally decided between Cory and Damon. One less thing she had to worry about. She smiled, looking back into his eyes. “I’m so happy you’re okay with it. Is it because of Kaelani?”

      “No,” he said, holding her gaze.

      An electric shock went through her body. There was something powerful in his eyes.

      “Then what?” she asked.

      “I learned a long time ago, Sophomore, it’s actions; not words.”

      She furrowed her brow. “I’m not following you.”

      “Your body language says it all, not the words coming out of your mouth. Your posture when you’re with me is different than when you’re with Douglas. The way you look at me compared to him. Do whatever you have to, but I already know the truth. Now, let’s get you home before your dad starts to worry.”

      She shook her head as she followed him outside. He’s so wrong. He had a way of making her doubt herself when it came to Cory, but this time she didn’t care. She had come up with an answer. One she had known all along. She chose Cory.

      On the quick ride back to her apartment, she held on to him tighter than usual, thankful for his friendship.

      As she stepped off his motorcycle, he squeezed her hand. “We’ll hang back for a bit. But I think we strike before the election. Like I’ve always said, we’ll figure it out, Sophomore.”

      “It’s a plan. Thank you, LeMoore.”

      She hung back before heading up the steps, until he rode out of sight. Leaning against the balcony rail, she admired the moon. “I can see it, Mom. Clear as day. It’s as though somebody defogged a window, or turned on the lights, or I don’t know. But I’ve finally opened my eyes. You were murdered because of whatever is being transferred in the paintings. I think you discovered it in Neptune’s Window.” With her elbows on the rail, she rested her chin in her palms. “I bet that’s why Mr. Bradley has it,” she whispered.

      A light from a distant ship flickered in the fog. She concentrated on the memory of her mother again. Even in the dense fog, she had perfect vision. “I know you’re trying to communicate with me. I can sense it. I need to take it step by step. Step one, I chose Cory, check. Now work on the following: Step two, figure out the paintings. And the most important step of all, the one I care the most about, step three, find a way to hear your voice.”

      She drew a deep breath as a wave crashed in the distance. The salty air caressed her hair.

      “Like you always taught me, I need to find the bright side in every situation. Life may not be perfect, or go the way I want, so instead of wasting energy on the uncontrollable, I need to focus on what I can control. Me.”

      “I lost you, but I can still choose to be happy. I’ve been having a hard time with that one, but I’m slowly figuring it out.” She tried to smile. “You taught me so much, Mom. It hurts so bad to know I’ll never get advice from you again. Unless…” Her eyes moistened. With the back of her hand, she tried to cool her forehead. “Unless I can let you in somehow. According to the spirits I’m blocking you. I don’t get how, but I’m determined to figure it out. I love you so much.”

      The light in the apartment turned on as her father’s footsteps approached the door.

      “One last thing, Mom. The path to discovering what really happened to you has been crazy, with so many twists and turns, but I won’t stop until I reach my destination. The truth.” She stared at the moon.

      Neptune’s Window is wide open, and I’m staring at justice in the distance.
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      Aries leaned against the Science building, waiting for Cory. Newport Beach High School didn’t seem as big or intimidating as it once did. As she scanned the familiar courtyard, peace and joy had replaced panic and fear.

      “I wouldn’t get too comfortable.”

      Joel?

      “Yes,” he said. “And I like that you still call me Joel.”

      I’m glad. Is there a particular reason for your warning?

      “Yes.”

      What is it?

      The morning bell rang, drowning out Joel’s response.

      Can you repeat that? she asked, closing her eyes.

      “Don’t get too comfortable.”

      I know. But, why?

      He mumbled something.

      Sorry, one more time Joel.

      “Don’t get comfortable.”

      I got that part. “Do you know how frustrating you are?”

      “Whoa,” Cory said. “I hit traffic, but the tardy bell hasn’t gone off yet.”

      “Oh, no, I didn’t mean you.” She blushed.

      “Okay,” he said, giving her a strange look. “Are you feeling all right?” He put his arm around her.

      “Yes,” she said as they headed to class.

      Peyton strutted down the hallway with an extra ray of arrogance. Stopping in front of the entrance to the classroom, she glanced over her shoulder and waved at Cory. He nodded as Aries turned away.

      Aries didn’t have the patience to witness Peyton flirting with him.

      “You look happy today Price,” he said. “What’s going on?”

      “I guess because it’s Tuesday.” Peyton gloated.

      Aries tried to let go of Cory’s hand, but his grip was too tight. She blew a strand of hair out of her face, glancing into the classroom.

      “I didn’t get the memo, is Tuesday the new Saturday?” he asked.

      “No.” Peyton put her hand on her hip. “This Tuesday is election night. And after my dad wins, you’ll be partying with the congressman’s daughter this weekend.”

      “How can you be so sure he’ll win?” Aries asked. She and Damon had come up with a plan to bring Camden Price to justice on election night.

      Peyton rolled her eyes. “Please. Like his opponents even have a chance. A good politician knows when the campaign is wrapped up.” She glared at Aries and sauntered into the room, taking her seat next to Michael, whispering something into his ear.

      Aries cracked a smile when Michael looked annoyed.

      Walking by them, Aries overheard Peyton bragging about her victory party. Hate to break it to you sister, but you’re not going to have anything to celebrate. Aries pressed her lips together. But she, on the other hand, would. Camden behind bars would call for quite a celebration.

      After Miss Townsend issued laptops and guided the class through the websites for the lesson, Aries fantasized about destroying both Camden Price and James LeMoore. She pictured the two men with their hands cuffed behind their backs as a police officer read them their rights.

      She smiled as her imagination ran wild. The story would be on every news feed and Peyton wouldn’t be able to go anywhere without the humiliation of her father’s arrest. Forget being embarrassed on some stupid high school website, she’d be disgraced nationally.

      The fantasy made Aries happy, but what made her heart soar was the fact that she would have justice for her mother’s death. And then maybe…her stomach dropped. Maybe she’d be able to communicate with her.

      “I don’t think you have it quite right.”

      Chuck? she questioned. I haven’t heard from you in a while. Your daughter’s sitting at her desk right now. She peered over at Miss Townsend.

      “Yes, I know.”

      Of course you do. Concentrating to not speak out loud, move her lips, or look weird, she said, what don’t I have right? Oh, the reason my mom won’t contact me. I know, you think it has something to do with me blocking her out, but I think the reason I might block her is because I have to find out who killed her.

      “We’ll get to that in a second,” he said. “But what I meant is you have it wrong.”

      I get it.

      “No, I don’t think you do.”

      “Hey,” Cory said as he finished the assignment and turned off his laptop. “You haven’t even started, what’s going on? It’s easy.”

      As she focused on keeping the connection with Chuck, she detected a puh sound.

      “Peyton?”

      “You’re still thinking about her?” Cory shook his head. “What is it with you two?”

      “Nothing,” she said, scrambling to recover. “She’s annoying.”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “But her party will be epic. And I’m going with you. So, stop worrying about her.”

      “I’m not worried. And I’m sure you’ll have a great time at her party.”

      He looked into her eyes. “We will have a great time.”

      She sighed. “Sure.”

      “Good.” He flipped his baseball cap backwards. “You want to copy my answers?”

      “That’s okay.” She clicked onto her computer, pretending to work on the assignment.

      She had an unusual feeling, sensing Chuck’s spirit. You’re still here.

      “Yes,” he said. “Why are you so amazed?”

      Because I usually have a hard time keeping a connection after somebody has interrupted me for a while. Am I getting better at this?

      “I don’t know. But what I do know is you have it wrong.”

      Okay, I give up. What do I have wrong?

      “Price.”
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