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    First Edition


	My mother died bringing me into the world, and she left me alone in a house with a stepmother to suffer.

	But she had a best friend — a woman so rich, they say, she could buy a small country.

	When the motorcade came for me, I was out scavenging with a garbage bag in my hand.

	A woman in a gorgeous fur coat threw her arms around me. "My baby. Auntie finally found you."

	She pointed at the tall, good-looking boy beside her — easily six-foot-one. "That's my son. Handsome, right? Marry him. Then I get to be your mom."

	


Chapter 1

	My name is Astoria, and the last name I carry is my mother's.

	Maybe everyone's childhood has its own color. Mine didn't. Mine was a terrible, washed-out gray.

	My mother had a hard labor when she had me, and heaven gave her a choice.

	She gritted her teeth and chose a life for a life.

	I lived. She closed her eyes without ever seeing my face.

	After she was gone, my father was heartbroken — so he didn't love me at all. He didn't even want to look at me.

	Every time he got drunk he'd ask me, disgust all over his face, "Why couldn't it have been you instead?"

	I thought he loved my mother so much that grief had twisted him. That was why he treated me this way.

	Then my stepmother moved in, and everything I'd told myself collapsed.

	That day, six years old, I was standing on a little stool to cook at the stove when my father pushed the door open and walked in with a pregnant woman.

	It was one of the rare times he smiled at me. "Astoria, this is your new mom."

	The back of my hand had a big blister where the burner had caught me, but I didn't dare say it hurt. I said hello to them, sweet and obedient.

	The woman was holding the hand of a girl about my age — my stepmother's daughter, five months younger than me. From the very first look, I could see in this new sister's eyes that she didn't like me. She took my father's surname instead of her own. Her name became Madison Pratt.

	Not long after my stepmother moved in, she had a son. And that was when my gray childhood officially began.

	


Chapter 2

	My father wouldn't let me sit at the table with them. He said the sight of me put everyone in a bad mood — even though every meal they ate had been cooked by me, small as I was.

	My new sister, Madison, knew exactly how to charm our father. Compared to me, the two of them looked far more like father and daughter.

	If there was anything good to eat, she got it first. Then my little brother. Then my stepmother. Never me.

	But I was good. I didn't cry, I didn't grab. I just hoped, if I was patient enough, I might earn a little more of his love.

	He never spared me a second glance.

	My stepmother told me I had to fill a whole bag with plastic bottles after school before I was allowed to come home and cook. My father let that house rule stand — a rule written for me alone.

	I had a soft temper. I couldn't bring myself to fight back, so everyone in that house got to step on me.

	There was no place for me there. And yet they lived in the house my mother had bought before she died. I shouldn't have been the one with no place.

	I kept hoping for a father's love. It didn't seem to be working. At seventeen I had grown more and more silent — but that quiet was an act.

	


Chapter 3

	Madison and I went to the same school. I almost didn't get to keep going to school at all. I knelt outside my father's bedroom door for an entire night, and just before dawn he came out with a coat over his shoulders and looked at me, something complicated in his eyes.

	"You used to be so sensible. Things are hard for the family right now. Your brother's weekend tutoring costs money. You're grown now. Your aunt thinks you should go out and earn something, ease the load a little."

	The sky was turning pale. Sunlight spilled thin into every corner — bright enough to see the road ahead without a single streetlight.

	I knelt there, and for the first time my eyes held a question. "I'm only five months older than Madison. That isn't fair. If Madison gets to study, so do I. I won't make you pay my tuition. I'll earn it myself."

	My father was silent for a long while. Finally he nodded. My stepmother gave me dirty looks for days.

	When Madison found out I'd be going to the same high school as her, she threw a tantrum at the dinner table. "I don't want to go to the same school as Astoria. It's so embarrassing! What will people think when they find out my sister picks bottles other people drank out of?"

	My stepmother put a chicken drumstick in Madison's bowl. "Sweetie, don't make a scene. You're practically grown — why are you still acting like a child? Just pretend you don't know her at school. Problem solved."

	Madison shoved her bowl aside and glared at me. "I don't care. I will not go to the same school as her. If I have to, I just won't go at all!"

	That set my stepmother off — she couldn't have that. She rushed to soothe her. "Don't talk nonsense. You're still so young. What would you even do without an education?"

	Then she shot me a look. "Some people, honestly. Plenty of schools out there, and she has to pick the exact same one as Madison. Pure jealousy. Whatever someone else has, she wants it too. Free room and free board, and not an ounce of gratitude."

	I was tucking dinner rolls into my bag right then, planning to go pick up more bottles down at the park once it got dark.

	That was around the time the seniors came out to do their evening line dancing in the square.

	My father watched me, silent, his brow knotted tight. "Astoria, why do you have to go to the same school as your sister? Can't you pick a different one?"

	My hand stilled on the bag. I looked straight at him. "Maybe you should look into my grades. I was admitted on a full scholarship — tuition completely waived. Madison got in because you paid tens of thousands in placement fees."

	Then I picked up my bag and walked straight out the door. Behind me, I heard a bowl smash.

	


Chapter 4

	The wind that night had a bite to it, and my clothes were thin and old. I'd buttoned my shirt all the way up to the throat, neat and proper, and the wind still cut into me.
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