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“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power 

of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and 
also to the Greek.” 

 

                                 Romans 1:16, New King James Bible 

 



  

Prologue 

The room was plain. Four white walls. Two dark and heavy doors. One door opened into 

the crisp fall air, while the other led to a white-walled hallway where footsteps echoed 

throughout the day. The furniture had been appropriately spaced, theoretically to give each 

family comfortable leg room. None of them had the luxury of privacy, not even in this small 

enclosed area. It was the one place where juvenile delinquents could visit whatever link 

remained to the outside world. For him, it was his brother and mother. His mother refused to step 

one foot through that door. Only his brother visited. 

For the umpteenth time, Cristobal scanned the foyer by the visitor entrance and glanced 

over his shoulder at the door behind him. He wiped his sweaty palms on his orange scrub pants. 

The other orange blobs that surrounded him talked and laughed. Only the corner table had been 

unoccupied when he arrived fifteen minutes earlier. Isolation sucked, but he had no choice. His 

eyes drifted from the noise to the Bible that lay open in front of him. He closed the Bible and 

settled his hand atop it. How would his brother react if he saw the thing? Maybe he shouldn’t 

have the Bible out. Then where did it belong? Far away or close to his heart? He removed the 

Bible from the table and paused as his chest constricted. It was the right decision. His beliefs 

hadn’t faltered, but would his brother readily accept them? With a deep breath, he tucked the 

Bible safely under his leg. 

Cristobal rubbed at his chest, but nothing helped. This conversation needed to wait for 

another day. He cracked his neck, wiped his hands on the scrubs again and stood. Turning 

toward the door behind him, he reached for the Bible as the visitor door opened and closed. Two 

voices in the foyer echoed over the din as if someone was getting checked in. Slowly Cristobal 

straightened. Please, don’t let it be his brother. Just one more day. Sweet silence in the foyer 

returned.  

“Mi hermano.” 

Dammit! Guess it is now or never. Cristobal spun around and smiled at his brother. They 

clasped hands and hugged. His brother was ripped. The last time he had seen the male he had 

noticed some weight gain and certainly more definition to his body, but now ...the guy was 

huge.“Gervasio, it’s good to see you. Look at you. Where did this muscle come from? You seem 

stronger.” 

“Sí, yo soy. I make gym at home, but you, you waste away. What I tell madre?” Gervasio 

grabbed a chair and sat. 

Thankfully his brother hadn’t picked the chair with the Bible. Cristobal sat and with a 

quick peek insured his leg covered the precious item. “I’m fine. How is madre?” 

“She good. Plan big party when you get released.” 



Cristobal chuckled. His mother: what a wonderful, supportive woman. “That is still four 

months away.” 

“Sí. Feliz Navidad madre.” Gervasio clapped his hands together and laughed. 

Would his mother celebrate his new devout view on life? She had always been a God-

fearing woman. Cristobal’s smile faded. Only his brother was left. He couldn’t remember a time 

where Gervasio had ever gone to church or thanked God. What would he think when the Bible 

appeared in front of him? His spine tingled and a shudder grappled his body. Cristobal gripped 

his legs and barely contained himself.  

“What is this look?” 

“What look?” 

“No soy estúpido. Mi hermano, habla conmigo. ¿Cual es el problema?” I’m not stupid. 

My brother, talk to me. What is the problem? 

To talk freely with his brother would be an experience, one he had only had once. All 

their life Cristobal had kept many things from his brother. The first thing he ever learned from 

Gervasio was how to avoid psychotic behavior. The one time he was completely open with his 

brother had been a horrible mistake. The guy had exploded and nearly killed him. And there he 

sat, prepared to face the demon for the second time in his life. Cristobal grasped the spine of the 

Bible. His brother and mother were all he had in this world. If he revealed the truth, how much of 

his family would be left? 

“It cannot be big deal. You sixteen, you live here and do nothing but mop and read.” 

Cristobal’s jaw slackened. He never mentioned reading to his brother before. How had he 

arrived to that conclusion? 

“Ah, yes.” Gervasio wagged his finger. “Problem with reading. Vamos. Dime.” Come 

now. Tell me. 

If Cristobal placed the Bible on the table, would his brother accept it? 

“You must read books. Only way you look so pale. No hay sol en la biblioteca.” There is 

no sun in the library. 

“Sí. Leí libros.” Yes. I read books. 

Gervasio waved his hand as if he swatted a fly. “No te preocupes.” Do not worry. He 

clasped his hands together and leaned forward on the table. “Books make you smart. Madre be 

happy you continue education. Y el conocimiento es útil para nosotros.” And knowledge is useful 

to us. 

Us? The truth had finally been revealed. For a moment, Gervasio was a loving brother. 

Not the leader of The Grim Reapers. In one statement that all disappeared. Cristobal studied his 

brother’s features. He held onto the soft color of his brother’s brown eyes and the black curls 



around the edges of his face. Cristobal locked the memory in place so he could never forget it.. 

He removed the Bible from under his leg and placed it on top of the table. 

Gervasio leaped out of the chair and hissed as if the mere sight of the object burned. 

“¿Qué es esto?” 

What’s this? That is an interesting question. Cristobal covered his mouth and stifled a 

chuckle. His brother hadn’t asked to be literal, but a literal answer was undeniable and pointless. 

“It is the truth of my world.” 

“¡Usted miente!” You lie! 

“Es la verdad. I have accepted Jesus Christ into my heart. I won’t go back to my old life.” 

It’s the truth. 

Gervasio slammed his fist on the table and growled. “¡No! Es imposible.” 

The air thickened around them and a whole lot of eyes turned their way. He refused to be 

bullied. Cristobal pushed forward even if it meant losing his brother. It was a calculated risk, but 

one he was willing to take. “I have made my choice. Usted no me puede obligar a cambiar de 

opinión.” You cannot force me to change my mind. 

Gervasio leaned closer and shoved his finger in his brother’s face. “Hay sólo dos maneras 

de salir. Si usted no cambia, no voy a detenerlo.” There are only two ways out. If you do not 

change, I will not stop it. 

“Que así sea.” So be it. 

Gervasio snarled and pushed up off the table. He turned and started to walk away. 

“Mi hermano —” 

Gervasio spun back around and slammed his fist on the table again. “¡No me llames así! 

No tengo ningún hermano. Estás muerto para mí.” Do not call me that! I have no brother. You’re 

dead to me. 

His jaw dropped. Of all the scenarios he had pictured, this was not one of them. Cristobal 

swallowed the saliva in his throat. He would not cry at the loss. Once again his chest tightened 

and he rubbed at the ache in his heart. 

“Who gave you that thing?” 

“It’s not important.” 

Gervasio crossed his arms. His jaw hardened, eyes narrowed into small slits, and lips 

compressed emphasizing the scar that ran vertically on the right side of his face. That scar ruined 

the tan skin that had once been unmarred. The t-shirt conformed to his bulging muscles making 

him appear taller than his natural five foot eleven stature. All his warm features disappeared and 

were replaced by a much darker look. It was almost as if Diablo himself had joined them. “The 

preacher man. He has daughter, does he not?” 



Cristobal interlinked his arms and kept his mouth shut. This tactic had been pulled one 

too many times and he had witnessed all of them. He denied his brother access to the information 

retained in his brain. The only way anything would pass his lips was if Gervasio drugged him. 

“Yes, he does. It on your face.” A wide-sadistic grin spread across Gervasio’s lips. He 

strutted across the room and cackled like a group of hyenas as he left the building 

Cristobal dropped his arms and gawked after his brother. What had he just done? 

 

  



Chapter One 

Bella braided her long dark locks for the second time. She scanned the hallway. Several 

other students had arrived early for the first day of school at Jackson Heights, one of the few 

high schools in Rescate County, New Mexico. Had they arrived early on purpose? She hadn’t 

known any of them, so no need to ask. She kicked up her chin and studied her reflection in the 

small mirror hung in her locker. What would it be like if she had lighter skin like her father? Not 

her mother’s mocha color. What if she cut her hair? Currently it hung down to her waist. What if 

she had bright, sparkly blue eyes instead of a dull hazel? Maybe then she would be pretty. That 

kind of attention might be nice. Who was she kidding? She could barely deal with negative 

attention, let alone positive attention. If she had her way, she wouldn’t get any attention. She was 

half Brazilian and half Chinese-American. An unusual combination, but who was she to hide her 

roots? Of course, most people poked fun at the way she dressed, not the color of her skin. 

She glanced at the hand of the silver watch on her right wrist. School wouldn’t begin for 

another twenty minutes, but she had a meeting to go to. The principal called the house a couple 

days ago and asked her to see him before first bell. He hadn’t told her why on the phone, but 

there could only be one reason – the tutor group. She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. 

This was going to be bad, but she would do what was warranted. Deep breath. She brushed down 

the full length denim skirt and tugged the bottom of the white short-sleeve blouse down, then 

grabbed a book and notebook for her first class. There was no reason to come back. With one 

more deep breath, she closed her locker and walked down the hall. She rounded the corner to the 

administrative office and paused. What the hell? 

Sarresh Zirlan stepped out of the administrative office and stopped. 

Great, just the person she hadn’t planned to cross paths. They hadn’t spoken in over a 

year, not since their fight. They avoided each other over the summer and in school. The same 

rules applied even if it was a new school year. She simply had to ignore her former best-friend 

and everything would be okay. Bella continued in the direction of the administrative door.  

“If I called you virgin-walking right now, would you be offended?” 

She hugged her things closer to her body. She shouldn’t engage, but she couldn’t stop the 

words from leaving her mouth. “Nice to see you too, Z. How is everything at home? You must 

be doing just fine. After all, it looks like you’ve gained —” 

“Still a bitch.” 

“Said the slut.”  

“At least I know your opinion of me hasn’t changed.” 

She was joking, right? She had a lot of nerve. Bella narrowed her eyes. “You sleep 

around with a bunch of guys and expect me to respect that? And it doesn’t look like that has 

changed since obviously one of them has —” 



“I must’ve been insane to be friends with you. Good thing I fixed that.” Sarresh grinned 

as she had the last word and walked away. 

Bella shook her head. Why had she started? Every argument they had ever gotten into 

always ended one way – Sarresh on top. She hadn’t intended to fight with the girl and managed 

to do so anyway. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she have just kept her mouth shut and 

gone forward? No. She had to say something. Idiot. Chastising herself would get her absolutely 

nowhere. The actions taken couldn’t be changed. Instead she simply had to move on with the rest 

of her day, but still, what a way to begin the school year. What else could go wrong? Bella 

walked into the administrative office. “Morning, Mrs. Brown.” 

Mrs. Brown smiled and stood. She was a total of five-foot-five, the extra inches provided 

by the five-inch heels the woman refused to live without. “Good Morning, Miss Kynaston. How 

was your summer?” 

Bella smiled. The purple suit Mrs. Brown wore was a bad idea. Her natural plumpness 

made her look like a plum. Good thing she was used to the woman’s outlandish clothes. At least 

she could say she never laughed at her. “It was good. Yours?” 

“It was wonderful. Mr. Brown and I went on a cruise to the Bahamas. It was so warm and 

beautiful, we never wanted to leave.” 

Sounded peaceful. “I bet it was hard to come back.” 

“Oh, posh. I’m not ready to retire yet. I still have a few good years on these tires. Enough 

about me. What did you do this summer? Anything exciting?” 

This had been their routine for the past couple of years. Anytime a vacation period came 

up they always shared. While Mrs. Brown’s were always exciting, Bella’s were typically boring. 

She never really did anything, or if she did, it just wasn’t all that newsworthy. This time was no 

different. “I got promoted to the lead vocalist in our church choir.” 

“How wonderful!” 

Bella shrugged. “I guess.” 

“You should be proud of yourself. That is quite an accomplishment.” 

“Sure.” Her parents had been proud, but not her. She liked to sing, but it was better in the 

background. People were less likely to know if she screwed up. Now it was different. What if she 

forgot the words? Or got the melody wrong? She would be up front and center, not somewhere 

she expected to be, ever. But it was best to convince everyone she was happy about it. The phone 

on Mrs. Brown’s desk rang. 

“He’s ready for you.” 

Good, a distraction from the mess in her already-cluttered mind. Bella stepped into the 

principal’s office. 

“Close the door behind you, Miss Kynaston.”  



Bella shut the door, headed to the chair and sat. 

“Thank you for coming in, Miss Kynaston.” The principal clasped his hands together and 

circled his thumbs around one another.  

“Sure.” What was going on? Was he nervous? Oh no. This was definitely not good. 

Something was going to change. Why couldn’t he have just told her over the phone? Bella 

flinched. “Why am I here?” 

“I would like to discuss a couple of things with you. One, we have a few transfer students 

and I want you to be a student buddy to one of them.” 

Whew! Bella slumped in the chair and released a breath. She could handle a transfer 

student. If it was Vick, the assignment would be a breeze. They had practically grown up 

together. “Sure. I can do that.” 

“Good. I’ll be assigning you to Jeremiah Detrone. Come by tomorrow after your last 

class.” 

“Ah, sure. Yeah. Okay.” A new person? Okay, no big deal. All she had to do was show 

him around until he got the hang of things. She could manage that.  

“Second, I need to discuss the Head Tutor position with you.” 

Bella straightened in the chair. “What about it?” 

“As you know we normally elect a senior, except none of them qualified for the position 

this year. With the full support of the staff, I have decided to appoint you.” 

What? Bella blinked. “I’m sorry. What was that?” 

“I’m appointing you as Head Tutor.” 

This was not happening. Bella rested a hand on her chest as her breathing became labored 

and her throat closed up. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Her eyes darted from one side of the 

room to the other. Had the room shrunk? She stood and her things landed on the floor. She paced 

from one side of the room to the other and returned to the chair. She gripped the back of the 

chair, inhaled two ragged breaths, and stared at the principal. “You can’t be serious? I’m not 

qualified. I don’t lead.” 

“You meet all the requirements. Previously in the group, and in grades.” The principal 

ticked the two things off as if they hardly mattered. 

“I haven’t led at anything. I’m not a leader.” 

“Didn’t I overhear you tell Mrs. Brown you got the lead vocalist position at church?” 

Of course he had listened in on the conversation. He had anticipated her reaction and had 

to have something to throw in her face. Well the joke was on him. “That’s different. I don’t lead. 

I don’t make any decisions. I just sing. Principal Owen, there has to be somebody else. Anybody 

else.” 



“I’m sorry, but there isn’t.” 

Bella pushed off the chair, traipsed from one side of the room to the other and chewed on 

the inside of her cheek. There had to be someone else who could lead. And if he was right and 

there really wasn’t anyone else, what the hell would she do? Would the group fall apart if she 

refused? Could she decline to accept his proposal? She pulled the length of her braid over her 

shoulder and played with the ends. Maybe there was someone else. She straightened and turned 

toward the principal. “What about Regina McKamey? Or Sean Johnson?” 

“I’m afraid not.” 

She tossed her braid back over her shoulder, paraded to the chair and dropped down. 

Bella buried her head in her hands and rubbed her face. There had to be another option. Wait. 

She popped up out of her seat. “What about Victor Hilliard? He’s got the grades and he’s a 

senior.” 

“And a transfer student. You know the rules.” 

“Can’t you make an exception?” 

“I am. I’m giving the position to a junior.” 

Bella sat again. Life in the background had ended. She closed her eyes and wiped at the 

tears that threatened to spill over. “What happens if I don’t take the position?” 

“The group will have to be disbanded.” The principal stood and walked around to the 

front of his desk. He leaned back and crossed his arms. “Have you considered you might enjoy 

it? That you might be good at it?” 

He had her. She wasn’t inclined to be small enough to let the group end. Not on her 

watch. She just had to make this work in her favor. “Okay. I accept, but on one condition.” 

 

Bella picked at her sandwich. Aside from her earlier encounter, the rest of the day had 

gone smoothly. The problem was, there was still another half to go and anything could happen. 

In less than an hour her boring life had changed, and not for the better. The principal had 

reluctantly agreed to her proposition. Now she just had to share the wonderful news with the 

other party involved. Would he be okay with the election? What if he refused the position?  

Snap! She looked to her friend, Vick, and the fingers still in her face. Okay, so had gotten 

a little quiet, but had it been necessary for him to get in her face like that? Things would go 

smoother if she apologized. “Sorry.”  



“What’s the matter with you?” 

Bella threw the piece of smooshed bread on the table. “I ran into an old friend this 

morning.” 

“That David character you told me about?” 

“No. Sarresh.” Bella crossed her arms. 

“And?” 

“We had words.” 

“Well, I hope you told her you aren’t going to be friends again. You don’t need her in 

your life.” Vick wiped his face with a napkin, picked up the piece of bread she had thrown on the 

table and added it to his trash. “Are you finished with your lunch?” 

Bella nodded. She had introduced him to her friends when they arrived at the table 

earlier. Usually only Alex sat with her, but today a few others joined them. The consensus was 

that Vick looked like a young DMX. She had no clue who they were talking about. Thankfully 

Alex pulled him up on her phone-thing and showed her a picture. Vick had dark skin, the slight 

appearance of a mustache and a beard (he started to grow over the summer), and a bald head. 

Bella conceded to her friends they shared similar features, but that was all she would stipulate. 

She knew little about this DMX person, but she had grown up with Vick. He had become the 

protective brother she never asked for, ever since they were kids.  

Snap! Vick’s fingers were in her face again. 

Bella gasped and jumped slightly out of her seat. “What?” 

“I asked if you were ready to go?” 

“Yeah.” Bella stood. This blanking out was ridiculous. Her mind drifted one too many 

times to a multitude of things. The student buddy she had yet to meet. Her job as Head Tutor and 

everything it constituted. The fight she had with Sarresh. She turned her attention to Vick. He 

was saying something, and she needed to listen for once. 

“Have you been blanking out all day?” 

“No.” Bella half-shook her head. If she admitted the truth, she would only give him cause 

to worry. “I just wasn’t paying attention here in lunch.”  

“Well, it needs to stop.” 

“Yes, sir.” Bella saluted him military style and giggled. They treaded through the nearly 

empty cafeteria and headed for the doors.  

“I hate when you do that.” 

“Then stop telling me what to do.” 



Vick opened the door and let her out first. “I will until the day I die.” 

“Then I’ll forever be mocking you.” Bella smiled. She was three when she met Vick. 

They were at the playground and some boy had put sand in her hair. Vick promptly scared the 

boy off and had checked to make sure she was okay. They had been friends ever since. Later 

they discovered their parents were friends in college, but had lost touch after graduation. During 

that time he had started to play the role of older and overprotective brother. Even though she 

never asked him to, she also never denied him the role. She linked her fingers together and 

searched Vick’s face. Did he really look like that DMX picture Alex show her earlier? It was the 

beard. If he hadn’t tried to grow that thing, then she would never pair them as a look-alike. 

“What? Do I have something on my face?” 

Bella bit her tongue and scrunched her lips tight. She covered her mouth and stifled a 

giggle.  

“You can stop any time now.” 

Dropping her hand, Bella cleared the laugh out of her throat. “I can’t help it. You open 

yourself up for it every time.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Now that your brain has reinhabited your body, care to tell me about this 

attempt you made this morning to make me Head Tutor?” 

Bella’s jaw dropped open and she stopped walking. Hadn’t they agreed she would tell 

Vick? She closed her mouth and frowned. “Principal Owen told you?” 

“Yes.” 

“He wasn’t supposed to tell you. I told him I would discuss the arrangement with you. Or 

did he do that too?” Bella fidgeted with the hem of her blouse. 

“He kind of had to.” 

Bella let go of her blouse and groaned. “Great. Just great.”  

“I don’t get it. Why aren’t you happy about the promotion?” 

“I don’t lead, plan, or organize, and I don’t want the attention. I just want to make it 

through high school ...quietly.” 

“I doubt anyone at school will care.” 

Bella snickered. “Yes they will. Just wait.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Can we not talk about this?” The bell rung as they approached Bella’s locker. She 

wouldn’t explain to him her daily tortures. Or how the gossip mill around Jackson Heights 

worked. This little bit of news would make her more of a nerd in the eyes of the other students. 

Her rung on the ladder just got lower. 



“Welcome back, prude.”  

And it begins. That voice. It taunted her daily. The words were never different. All the 

sentences that voice strung together sounded the same. Bella glimpsed at Vick out of her 

periphery as she gathered books for her next two classes. He remained to the side, but crossed his 

arms and narrowed his eyes. Hopefully he would stay put and stay silent. 

“I can’t believe you had the nerve to come back. Especially after that whole ordeal with 

my brother last year.” Heather flipped her sleek, midnight blue-black hair over her shoulder. 

Vick glowered. “I don’t care who you are, but you need to show some respect.”  

Bella placed a hand on Vick’s arm and noiselessly pleaded for him to leave it alone. 

“You must be new here. So, let me explain the pecking order. Me, captain, top. Her, 

loser, bottom. I don’t care how you know her, but you’re way too cute to be hanging around her. 

You should really lose the baggage.” Heather snickered. 

“Excuse me. That’s my sister you’re talking about.” Vick uncrossed his arms and jabbed 

a finger in Bella’s direction. 

No such luck. It was impossible for Vick to just let it go. Nope, he had to say something. 

They had to leave. Bella slammed her locker shut, snaked her arm through Vick’s and tried to 

pull him away, but he wouldn’t budge. He was stronger than her and must have locked his feet in 

place because moving him was like going against a boulder. “Come on.”  

“Yeah, brother. Go on. Shoo. Because with an attachment like that, you’ll be a loser just 

like her.” Heather folded her arms. 

“Virgin walking,” Missy chuckled. 

“Here comes the Cat Lady.” Cassie giggled. 

Then all three meowed, laughed, and sauntered down the hall in the opposite direction. 

Forget it. Bella dropped Vick’s arm and shoved her way through the gathered crowd. I 

will not cry. I will not cry. The words hadn’t changed any since last spring when she declined a 

date with David in front of the entire school. And the words hadn’t hurt any less. Why couldn’t 

those girls have left her alone for one day? Or waited until she wasn’t around Vick? Then she 

wouldn’t have to explain anything to him. A hand grabbed her arm. She gasped and spun around 

prepared to slap whoever had a hold of her. 

 Vick released his grip and stepped back. “Please tell me this isn’t normal.” 

Bella wiped away the tears that had escaped and shook her head. After the way the day 

started, she had to be completely honest with him, and that plain out sucked. 

“How can you let them do that to you?”  

“Mom says to ‘turn the other cheek.’” 



“Because that’s what the Bible says?” Vick crossed his arms. 

“Yes. Matthews 5:39. ‘But I say unto you’––” 

“I know what it says, B. The Bible also says to love your enemy, but I didn’t see you 

doing that.” 

Bella surveyed the hall. It slowly emptied. The bell would ring soon. She faced Vick. If 

he had a solution she was all ears, but she had grasped at answers for a while now. “Nothing will 

make it better. I can’t kill them with kindness and I can’t stand up to them. Even if I did, it’ll 

only make things worse.”  

“How can it make things worse? Generally by standing up to a bully, you let them know 

you aren’t a rug they can wipe their feet on.” 

“I don’t know, maybe. Come on, we need to head to class.” Bella walked forward.   

Vick got in step beside her. “I’m not going to let them keep teasing you like that.” 

“Please, just leave it alone. I’m fine.”  

“That’s crap and you know it.” 

Bella stopped mid-step. Maybe if she begged him to let her handle the situation, he would 

back off. “Please. Please don’t do anything. I can handle it.” 

“Can you? Because from what I just saw, you’re doing nothing. Just standing there and 

taking it.”  

Bella stared at the brother she hadn’t asked for. He wouldn’t let it go. If she continued to 

let Heather and her clan verbally attack her, he would step in. That wouldn’t do. He couldn’t take 

over the tutor group if he got in trouble. Dang it! “You won’t let this go, will you?” 

“If you don’t handle it, I will. We clear?” 

“Fine. I’ll take care of it.” 

 “Good.” 

He was no better than the girls who made fun of her. He had just bullied her into dealing 

with something she had control over. At least she believed she did. Bella shook her head and 

marched to her study period. Could the day get any worse? 

 



 “What are you gonna do?” 

“I don’t have a choice.” Her best friend happened to be in her last class. Per usual, Bella 

and Alex staggered beside each other toward her locker. Compared to Alex, she was short and 

stout. So her strides were a bit wider than her own. As she managed to keep pace with her friend, 

Bella spent a few minutes recounting everything that occurred earlier with Heather, her lackeys, 

and Vick. So far (to no surprise) Alex supported everything Vick suggested.   

“All I have to say is, I wanna be there. You have to let me be there when you tell Heather 

off.” Alex tucked a piece of her dirty blonde hair behind her ear. 

“I’m not planning for a particular time or day or anything.” 

“Oh come on. I’ve never seen anyone have the guts to tell Heather Warren off.” 

Bella laughed. “All right. I’ll do my best to wait until you’re around.” 

“Thank you.” Alex smiled and revealed a set of slightly crooked teeth. Usually she hid 

behind a close-mouthed grin, but things had changed over the past few months. Bella never 

questioned why. 

“Don’t mention it.” The two quieted as they rounded the corner of the hallway. They both 

stopped. Bella groaned and tucked her books against her chest. The answer was yes, the day 

could get worse. Then again, he appeared at her locker every day for the past two years. Why 

should the first day of a new year be any different? 

“Do you need me to stick around?” 

“No. I’ll have to deal with him sooner or later. Might as well be now.” 

“Okay, but you know if he’s there he’s a glutton for punishment.” 

Bella snickered. Her friend was right. First he stopped by just to talk to her. Most of the 

time, they spoke about school. In some cases, it was about weekend plans. After a few months he 

tried to make it personal, but Bella rejected every attempt. Then he started asking her out. She 

tutored him and refused to go out with him. Nothing stopped him. Even after last year, when 

everyone at school witnessed her rejecting him, he still pursued her. Of all the guys who chased 

her, she never understood why it was him. “I don’t think it’s necessarily punishment. Somehow 

he got the idea he’ll eventually wear me down and I’ll say yes.” 

“I still don’t get why you won’t go out with him. I mean, David Warren.” 

“If his sister didn’t already make my life miserable, I’d consider it.” 

“So you’ll say ‘yes’ after you tell her off.” Alex wiggled her brows. 

“No.” 

“But why? He’s so fine. I could just eat him up. Let’s not forget he is the most popular 

guy in school and captain of the soccer team.” 



Bella had never denied David looked good, but sometimes bad things appeared in pretty 

packages. “Yes, he’s gorgeous, but my parents won’t let me date and even if they did, they 

wouldn’t let me date him. And how about I don’t even know why he wants to go out with me?” 

“In other words, you’re too chicken to ask your parents for permission, or to ask him 

why. Gotcha.” 

“Have you met my parents? As for him, part of me wants to know, and part of me isn’t 

interested.” 

Alex backed away a few steps. “If you say so. Go reject him, for what, the fiftieth time?” 

“Heck if I know. I stopped counting after the tenth.” Alex disappeared down the other 

side of the hall and Bella walked on to her locker. Maybe he would get tired of waiting and 

leave. No such luck. Alex could be right though. Maybe she was insane for saying no to David. 

He was quite attractive; six feet tall, well-toned, perfectly defined musculature. Not to mention 

all that luscious, blue-black, wavy hair. And he had a smile that could charm its way into almost 

any girl’s world. She loved his smile, but refused to get sucked in by it. If there was anything that 

would ever convince her to go out with him, it would be those piercing blue eyes. So what if she 

had curves and stood eight inches shorter than him. His eyes captivated her, which was the 

reason she avoided them at all costs. Especially now, when she could use some good in her day. 

“Hey Bella.”  

Keeping her eyes averted, she opened her locker. “Hi, David. Have you been waiting 

long?” 

“No.” 

“Good. What’s up?” 

“I heard you’re Head Tutor. I wanted to come by and congratulate you.” 

Shit! No one was supposed to know yet, except the other tutors. He was now the second 

person to find out. Bella gave him a sidelong glance. “How’d you hear?” 

“Principal Owen told me when I stopped in to sign up for tutoring this year.” 

It made sense for Principal Owen to say something to Vick, but David? Maybe he meant 

Mrs. Brown. The woman was nice, but she couldn’t keep a secret if she was paid to. Bella 

focused all her attention on the books required for homework. Otherwise her foot might just meet 

her mouth. “Oh, okay.” 

“Anyway, he told me you may not be tutoring this year since you’ll have your plate full, 

but that I could check with you.” 

“Oh.” Now she understood. She had started tutoring David her freshman year. They had 

worked together for two years, except that one time she attempted to have him reassigned.. After 

she brutally rejected him in front of the entire school, their tutoring sessions had gotten awkward. 

He responded by yelling at the Head Tutor back then and refused to have anyone except Bella 



tutor him. Would he act the same way this time? He was a senior, so this would be their last year 

together. 

“I get it if you really are too busy, but please don’t say you are just to get rid of me.” 

There seemed to be no plausible reason to deny him her tutoring skills. If things got 

weird again she could always reassign him to someone. For now, she would worry about that 

bridge if they ever crossed it. Bella smiled at David. “I’ll still have time.” 

“Cool. When do we get together for our first session?” 

“I have an emergency tutor meeting for tomorrow afternoon, how about Wednesday after 

school?” 

“Perfect. I’ll see you then.” David turned to leave. 

What? He hadn’t asked her out. He always asked her out. Why hadn’t he done so now? 

Bella’s mouth opened and she blurted the question out before she had the opportunity to stop the 

words. “You aren’t going to ask me out again?” 

He glanced back at her. “Would you say yes if I did?” 

“No.” 

“Then no. When there comes a time I believe you’ll say yes, I’ll ask you out again.” He 

flashed her a charming smile and left. 

Bella gripped her locker door and held on tight. It helped keep her upright. She 

swallowed some saliva to settle the butterflies running wild in her stomach. Lord, have mercy. 

She was in trouble. This school year was going to be very, very different. If only she knew 

whether it was a good or a bad thing. Either way, change forged ahead. 


