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      Addie

      

      The brick wall of my new high school is freezing cold against my back.

      I am cold.

      Nothing in my entire Upstate New York existence has ever prepared me for Montana levels of cold. The worst part? It’s not even winter yet.

      My teeth chatter as I adjust my position on the side of the school. My stepmom dropped me off early because she had to take the twins to the elementary school after this. No problem, I said.

      No problem.

      I’ve been saying that a lot since moving across the country to live with my dad’s new family.

      I could have just gone inside the school when she’d dropped me off. I was early, yes, but the doors to the school were open. But instead I’d walked toward the front doors until I heard my stepmom drive away. Then I’d changed course and found a spot on the side of the school that blocks some of the bitter wind.

      Am I still freezing? Yes. But what can I say? I need time to mentally prepare for my first day at a new school.

      “Addie? Sweetie?” My friend Mara is using her motherly tone as she and the others do their best to calm my nerves via phone. “Where are you right now?”

      “Um, I’m outside the school.” I wedge myself back against the brick wall even further. The front of the school juts out a little on the sides, and if I stand just so, I’m out of sight of the students who are starting to file toward the main entrance from the parking lot.

      “Where outside?” my friend Celia asks with a wrinkle of her nose. “You look like you’re in some back alley.”

      I wince. She’s not wrong. I’m on this brown-grass covered strip of land between the school’s exterior and a chain-link fence. Judging by the cigarette butts and crushed cans littered around me, this is Lindale High’s version of the wrong side of the tracks.

      But no one is back here at the moment, and the wall to my left is giving me a little privacy, and right now I need to talk to my friends from home more than I need warmth.

      “I have a question,” Noelle says, her voice slow like she’s leading up to a punchline.

      I brace myself for it.

      “What are you wearing?” she finishes.

      I wince, pulling the phone closer so all they can see is my face on the screen.

      “Wait, is that makeup?” Celia asks. “Are you wearing makeup?”

      “Um…” Okay, maybe pulling the phone closer was a mistake.

      “Wow,” Mara says. “Addie, you look hot.”

      “Do I?” I wrinkle my nose in disbelief. “I feel ridiculous.”

      All three of them are staring at me in confusion. Understandably. Celia voices what they’re all wondering. “Then why did you wear makeup?”

      “That’s a funny story,” I start.

      I don’t finish.

      Because it’s not funny. It’s not even really a story. My stepmom was just so very excited about helping me get ready for my first day. And my dad was so excited that she was so excited. Even the twins were over the moon about the brand-new wardrobe their mom had bought for me.

      “Okay,” Mara finally says. “And the clothes?”

      She looks worried now.

      Oh shoot. I didn’t mean to worry them. I’d just called because I’d needed a burst of courage, and my friends back home have always been way more courageous than me.

      “Gina bought them,” I say.

      “Your stepmom?” Celia says.

      I try for a smile as I nod, like maybe I can fool these girls who’ve known me my entire life into thinking that I’m super happy to be dressed like a gogo dancer on my first day of school.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love the sixties. My friends always tease me about how I dress like a hippie. But my clothes are typically flowy and functional. Not...this.

      I take a deep breath and puff out my cheeks as I look down at myself. I’m kinda hoping that maybe I’ll get used to it. I mean, my first glance in the full-length mirror in my dad’s house pretty much gave me a heart attack, but maybe I was just overreacting…?

      I blow out the air in my cheeks with a sigh. Nope. I hadn’t been overreacting.

      I’m pretty sure I’m wearing the shortest skirt known to man, which is so not helping with the cold factor. It also doesn’t help that my feet are drowning in wedges that are too big and completely inappropriate for this weather.

      I don’t get it. My stepmom has been living in this state and in this town for decades. Did she really not consider the weather when she bought me this new school wardrobe or is she secretly trying to kill me off to cut me out of my dad’s will or something?

      I’m kidding. Mostly. I definitely don’t think my uber-nice stepmom is out to kill me. It’s not like my dad’s crazy rich, and honestly, Gina seems genuinely sweet. But this stupidly flimsy coat she gave me is doing nothing to keep me warm, and hypothermia is a very real possibility.

      Of course, she probably hadn’t anticipated that I’d stand outside in the cold for twenty minutes before the first bell rang. And technically, I could just go inside...

      But even though the cold wall behind me is making my blood turn to ice, I plaster myself against it as another wave of students file past me on the sidewalk in front of the high school, giggling and talking amongst themselves…and completely unaware of my existence.

      “Dude, you can’t hide out there forever.” Noelle’s voice comes from my phone, which I’m gripping so hard my knuckles are white.

      That was a close call.

      “I’m not hiding,” I say, holding up the phone so I can see my friends on the screen. With the time difference, they’re already well into their school day, and my heart weeps at the familiar sight of the hallway behind them.

      “Sweetie, you are hiding,” Mara says. “And Noelle’s right, you can’t hide out there forever. Your lips are turning blue.”

      “I’m not hiding,” I say again.

      I duck back into the shadows when a car drives by.

      Okay, fine. I am totally hiding. But not forever. I just need a minute.

      “I’m not ready to go in there,” I say.

      My friends exchange looks.

      I sigh. “I can see you, remember?”

      Celia leans forward. “I know it’s scary to start over at a new school—”

      “Senior year, no less,” Noelle adds as an aside.

      “But you can do this,” Celia finishes.

      I force a smile and nod. But the thing is, Celia’s wrong. She doesn’t know what it’s like to start over at a new school. She’s gone to Lakeview High in Upstate New York her whole life.

      All of them have.

      Well, Noelle transferred in second grade. But still. Not one of them knows what I’m facing here. So it’s all fine and good for them to say I’ve got this. But do I, though? Do I really? The cold sweat breaking out on my neck says otherwise.

      “Addie, you are the most outgoing, loveable sweetheart I’ve ever met,” Mara says. “If anyone can fit in and make friends at a new school, it’s totally you.”

      I smile and open my mouth to say thanks, but I’m cut off by a violent shiver instead.

      Noelle’s gaze narrows. “Addie, seriously, what are you wearing? I mean, don’t get me wrong, that top is hot, but it’s also really, really…um...”

      “Not you,” Celia jumps in when Noelle fails to find a tactful ending to her statement.

      I pull the phone further away to look down at myself again. Nothing’s changed since the last time I looked. The top is clingy and low-cut, the skirt meant for someone half my size. The shoes make me feel like I’m playing dress-up in my mom’s work clothes, and the jacket? I now know the jacket was definitely made for fashion, not function.

      “It’s so not me,” I agree with a sigh.

      “That is a massive understatement,” Mara adds.

      We all go silent for a moment.

      “I miss my pockets,” I say.

      I love long flowy skirts and dresses with pockets. Like, with a passion. My friends know it. But I’m pretty sure they also know that pockets are not all I’m missing right now.

      I miss them—my friends. I miss home. I miss my mom.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and take a deep breath before that train of thought makes me burst into tears. My mom is the reason I’m here right now. She deserves to pursue her dreams—even if those dreams are in France.

      “Why exactly did your stepmom insist you wear this?” Noelle asks, her dark brows knitted together in a frown.

      She’s definitely the most striking of my friends with her long, straight black hair, dark skin, and insane cheekbones. She’s got the look of a supermodel about her even when she’s sporting a plain old sweater and jeans like she is right now.

      She’s also the quickest to get angry on my behalf, so I jump to Gina’s defense before I can think twice. “She meant well.”

      “Did she think you were showing up without clothes of your own?” Mara’s expression is the picture of confusion.

      Then again, Mara would have found a way to nicely but firmly explain to Gina that she had her own clothes and didn’t need to be dressed up like a Barbie doll, thanks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know, I think she was just trying to be nice. She kept saying she wanted to make sure I fit in. That’s not such a bad thing.”

      Noelle arches her brows. “Translation? She’s not a fan of your style.”

      “Noelle,” Celia hisses.

      Noelle winces. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” I say. My normal way of dressing isn’t exactly the epitome of chic. And I do want to fit in. I look down at myself with a frown. Do students at this school actually dress like they’re going to a club every day?

      Celia turns back to the screen with an encouraging smile. “You’re probably right, she’s just trying to help.”

      I nod, but I have nothing to say to that. It sounds like a lame excuse when she says it.

      Maybe tomorrow Gina won’t notice if I wear my own clothes. She does have twin seven year olds to look after, and my new stepsiblings are a handful. She’s not going to want to handpick my outfit every day.

      Is she?

      “Yeah, she probably means well.” Noelle’s grudging agreement makes me feel worse for some reason.

      A long silence follows and I’m pretty sure we’re all wondering what Gina was thinking when she picked out these clothes.

      “Maybe Gina was traumatized by a bohemian cult when she was a kid or something,” Mara says.

      Celia snickers. “Maybe she’s allergic to flower patterns.”

      “Pastels give her a migraine,” Noelle adds.

      We all crack up at that, and the laughter feels good after a morning of anxious nausea and jittery nerves over what’s to come.

      “Well, the good news is, you look hot,” Noelle says with such finality, I feel like I just passed a test.

      “Do I?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes,” Celia gushes.

      “You totally do,” Mara says.

      A male voice joins in and I see my friend Elijah pop into the screen behind Noelle’s shoulder. “Hey, Addie! How’s the new—Duuude.” He stopped short at the sight of me, and my friends roll their eyes.

      “You look amazing, A,” Elijah says.

      “Thanks, Eli.”

      Noelle turns around to swat him away. “You can talk to her later.”

      “We miss you already, Addie,” Eli shouts as he backs away.

      My heart clenches into a tight ball. I would kill to be back there with them.

      I hear the bell ring on their end. “Go,” I say. “You’ll all be late if you don’t get going.”

      “Are you sure?” Mara asks.

      I nod and force another smile.

      Little known fact, smiling can actually make you happier. A lesson I’ve taken to heart. I smile a lot. Some might say too much.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say as my stomach lurches.

      A bell rings from inside the building behind me. I still have time before homeroom. But not much.

      “Call anytime,” Celia says. “We’ll be sending you all the good vibes.”

      My smile widens at that. Celia’s so not the type to believe in the power of vibes—good, bad, or other. But she knows it’s what I want to hear and I love that.

      I love them.

      I miss them.

      “I better go,” I say in a too-high, absurdly cheerful tone. But there’s no way I’m going to ruin Gina’s makeup job by crying.

      Do I like the makeup?

      No.

      I never wear more than chapstick, normally, and I barely recognized my reflection in the mirror on the way out the door. But even so, I have a hunch that streaming tears of black goo trickling down my cheeks will not make me feel any better about my current look.

      My friends talk over themselves but I get the gist. They’re wishing me luck and sending me love. And then they’re gone.

      And I’m alone.

      Until I’m not.

      A tattoo-covered giant rounds the corner, his head tipped down so he’s charging like a bull. And that bull?

      He’s heading right toward me.
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      Addie

      

      My heart lurches and I freeze in panic as a massive wall of muscle barrels straight for me.

      “You’re late,” he growls.

      For a second I think he’s talking to me and my heart takes a flying leap off a high cliff.  But his head is down and he’s on the phone and...he doesn’t see me.

      I start to backpedal out of his way but the material of my flimsy jacket catches on the rough brick. My skirt too. My body is leaning away as my clothes hold me captive. I’m tripping over my feet, about to fall on my butt, but then he stops short.

      He sees me.

      Coal dark eyes bore into me from under thick black brows. His dark hair is cropped short and everything about him is big. Just...big. From a thick, corded neck to bulging biceps that are alarmingly bare and covered with tattoos, the guy is as much of a brick wall as the brick wall at my back.

      I start to shake, my muscles trembling from the cold and this surge of adrenaline.

      Okay fine, fear too.

      The shock at his sudden arrival is fading, and my thoughts are drowned out by terror, because…he’s still staring.

      No, glaring.

      And it’s not just his glare that’s frightening. It’s the growl. He lets out a legit growl like he’s some feral animal or something. His eyes flick over me, taking me in with one glance and dismissing me just as quickly.

      I don’t know how I know. His expression doesn’t really shift from this glower he’s got going on, but I swear I can see his disdain.

      “What are you doing back here?” he says.

      His voice is so gravelly and low, I shiver again.

      Or maybe I shiver because it’s freezing cold out and my legs are bare. Either way, I’m trembling like a leaf in the wind when a second guy rounds the corner and joins our fun little party.

      This guy is smaller, but no less dangerous looking. He has long, shaggy brown hair that looks like it hasn’t seen shampoo in years, and his sharp, narrow features are a hard mask as he glances first from the overgrown dude to me and then back again.

      His eyes narrow. “Who’s this? She with you?”

      Big Dude doesn’t respond. He’s too busy glaring at me like I just offended his mother.

      The shorter guy with the ferret face—no offense to ferrets, but he has a twitchy look about him that reminds me of ferrets—he gives me another once over. “What are you doing back here?” Mr. Ferret says.

      “I-I’m—” I stop abruptly because ‘I’m hiding’ is just too pathetic to say aloud.

      Mr. Ferret turns to Big Dude. “What did I tell you about keeping your mouth shut?”

      That finally has Big Dude turning away from me and I swear my whole body goes limp with relief now that I’m out of his crosshairs.

      “What did you say?” It’s another growl from Big Dude, this time aimed at Mr. Ferret. Big Dude’s not loud, but there’s something in his voice that makes me shiver again, and I’m honestly afraid on Mr. Ferret’s behalf.

      Run, Mr. Ferret, run!

      But I keep my mouth shut.

      Mr. Ferret is not so smart as he glances between me and Big Dude. “What is she, your girlfriend?”

      Big Dude’s sneer of disgust is just offensive. I mean, I might not be the hottest chick on the planet but I’m not that repulsive.

      Mr. Ferret grows even more suspicion as he eyes me again. “So what are you? A narc?”

      My chin jerks back in shock. “What? No, I—”

      “I’ve never seen her around before,” he says to Big Dude, talking about me like I’m not even there. “She definitely doesn’t go to school here.”

      Big Dude’s arms cross over his barrel chest. “Well,  she’s not with me.”

      “If she’s not with you, then what’s she doing back here?” Mr. Ferret says, his voice all loud and insistent.

      “You calling me a liar?” Big Dude growls.

      They’re squaring off now and I’m pretty sure I’ve been totally forgotten.

      My heart is pounding so hard and fast that my feet start scrambling to get away before my mind can even catch up. I back away from the guys, who are getting closer and closer to each other, their threats and challenges too low and muttered for me to make out, but it’s clear they’re not about to burst out singing Kumbaya.

      The tension is growing quickly, and it’s palpable. I hate conflict. I hate it with a passion. My lungs are struggling for oxygen, and I swear I can feel the air growing thicker with each heartbeat. I’ve never even seen a fight before, let alone stood right next to one, but I know without a doubt that that’s what’s about to happen right now.

      I hear voices from the sidewalk in front of the school just a few feet away. I’m so close to the main entrance and the other students. The only problem is, my path is blocked by these two. The voices are getting closer, though, and a handful of guys come into view right as Big Dude lifts Mr. Ferret by his shirt, spins him around and slams him into the brick wall.

      I let out a squeak that has Bid Dude looking over. For a second, that glare holds me prisoner again, but his shove has opened a path for me and I scramble to take it. I’m afraid to turn my back though so I’m sidling around Big Dude, and then shuffling backwards, tripping over my wedges until—

      “Whoa,” a deep voice says from behind me. “What do we have here?”

      Hands close over my arms to keep me upright after I bumped into someone.

      “Sorry,” I say, trying to step away. The guy doesn’t let go. I glance up and see a student with a curly mop of brown hair watching Big Dude slam Mr. Ferret into the wall again with open-mouthed fascination.

      I wince on Mr. Ferret’s behalf.

      “Fight,” one of the guys behind me shouts in a booming voice.

      This brings more people over and now I can’t get away. I am front and center of a rapidly growing crowd of spectators and I can’t escape a fight.

      This is pretty much my worst nightmare.

      My stomach heaves as Big Dude leans in and growls something I can’t hear into Mr. Ferret’s ear.

      Mr. Ferret’s arms start swinging wildly, but he looks pathetic and small compared to Big Dude, who doesn’t even flinch as he grabs Mr. Ferret by the throat.

      I hate fights. Yes, this is my first one, but I hate it. My stomach churns, and I make another attempt to run but that just puts me face to chest with the guy I’d backed into. He chuckles, his grip adjusting so he’s holding me close.

      We’re in a crowd. I’m not in danger.

      That’s what I tell myself, but my head is reeling with panic and my heart is slamming against my ribcage erratically.

      I want to leave.

      I just want to be home.

      The guy holding me doesn’t look all that scary. He’s not nearly as big as Big Dude. His arms are a normal size, his neck and chest too. And he’s smiling. That helps. “New girl, huh?” he says.

      I nod.

      “Check it out guys,” he says to the group around him. “We got ourselves a new girl.”

      I look around me and—yeah. I’m pretty sure I’m in the midst of an entire football team.

      “Let her go, Shane,” a big dude toward the back says. Not the Big Dude, but he’s pretty big too.

      What do they feed these guys in Montana? I mean, seriously.

      Shane just keeps grinning down at me as his gaze takes me in from head to toe.

      Now I feel nauseous for a whole other reason.

      Did I just get ogled? I think that’s what that was. So…awesome. Now I feel gross and dirty on top of everything else.

      “Shane.” A guy standing next to me speaks quietly but with authority. I look up at him—blondish hair and super handsome, if you like the whole All-American Hero look. Square jaw, blue eyes, perfect smile. I know this because he flashes me what I think is supposed to be a reassuring grin before saying it again, a little louder this time. “Shane.”

      That has the guy’s hands dropping. “I’m just fooling around.” He winks at me. “No harm, no foul, am I right?”

      I don’t know what to say to that so I smile.

      Yes, I smile.

      He’s an idiot but I can’t help it, my smile is automatic. When someone smiles at me, I smile back. It’s a reflex.

      I glance over at All-American Hero but he’s watching the kinda-sorta fight going on in front of us with an expression I can’t make out. He looks…pissed. Or disappointed? I don’t know. It’s weird.

      I glance around to see if I can escape, and find myself being pinned to the spot with a glare. A girl with curly brown hair and a pretty heart-shaped face is glaring at me.

      What the…

      Her glare narrows and moves pointedly from me to Shane, who’s still right behind me. Shane, who’d been holding me in his arms and leering at me like he was hungry and I was an all-you-can-eat buffet.

      Oh.

      Oh crap.

      I’m definitely getting some jealousy vibes, so I shift over, closer to All-American Hero.

      This...is a mistake.

      He throws an arm around my shoulder. Not in a gross way, just kinda friendly, and says, “Don’t worry, new girl, we won’t let these goons hurt you.”

      But a quick glance at the brunette off to the side makes me wonder if maybe All-American Hero is her boyfriend and I’ve just made a massive misstep. I can’t imagine any other reason for the new intensity in the lethal death glares she’s aiming my way.

      A grunt snags my attention away from the brunette. Big Dude’s let go of Mr. Ferret, and Mr. Ferret has slid down to the ground. He’s clutching his stomach as Big Dude glares down at him.

      And Mr. Ferret? He turns his head and glares—at me.

      I suck in a sharp inhale at the animosity in his eyes, and from the curious looks I’m getting from everyone around me, I’m guessing they’re wondering at his hatred for me too.

      Or maybe they’re just wondering about me.

      The stares make my skin prickle, and I try to shift away from the arm still slung around my shoulders.

      Shane nudges All-American Hero. “Leo, man, your brother is badass.”

      Brother? I glance up at All-American Hero—er, Leo. There’s no way this guy is related to the scary beast who’s currently stalking away toward the parking lot as we all watch.

      “He’s not my brother,” Leo mutters.

      Score one for Addie. I knew they couldn’t be related.

      But from where I’m standing I can see a muscle tick in Leo’s jaw. They might not be brothers but there’s some connection between them.

      Shane turns to face me. “Were they fighting over you, new girl?”

      “What?” My voice is too high because...what? I’d never even met Big Dude or Mr. Ferret before. I still don’t even know their names.

      But I don't have a chance to answer because another bell rings and the crowd is breaking up, heading toward the front doors of the school.

      Leo’s friends walk away, and he turns to face me so I get another glimpse of that perfect smile, complete with a dimple and a cleft in his chin. “Not a great first impression of our school, huh?”

      I shake my head, my smile feeling a little more genuine. “Not my best morning.”

      He chuckles and pats my shoulder. “I swear it’s not always so crazy around here. Welcome to Lindale, new girl.”

      I go to tell him my name, but he’s already walking away with the rest of the crowd.

      I’m about to follow but that curly-haired brunette has stopped beside me, three other pretty girls pausing behind her like they’re trying to act out a scene from Mean Girls.

      “I don’t know who you think you are, new girl,” the brunette says with a sneer. “But stay away from Shane.” She leans in closer until I smell coffee on her breath. “And Leo is off limits. Got it?”

      I blink. I guess that passes for a yes because she turns with a toss of her hair and two of the girls trail after her. A tall blonde with long shiny hair straight out of a shampoo commercial pauses to give me a rueful smile. “Sorry about that. April can be kinda high-strung sometimes.”

      I nod and return her smile. “It’s okay,” I say.

      It’s not, though. I don’t even know why I say that.

      Maybe because if I don’t smile and act like everything is hunky dory, I’ll burst out crying right here and now.

      The blonde hovers for a second like there’s more she wants to say. Her brows are starting to knit together with concern.

      I find myself reassuring her. “It’s fine. I’m sure April is actually really nice once you get to know her.”

      Her eyes spark with amusement. “No. She’s really not.” She gives me a rueful smile. “Do yourself a favor and steer clear of her, ‘kay?”

      “Savannah, are you coming?” one of April’s sidekicks calls back.

      “Good luck, new girl,” Savannah says as she turns to join them.

      I stare after her until she disappears inside.

      I stand there so long that only a couple stragglers are left in the parking lot, and I am in serious danger of being late on my first day.

      Awesome.

      I head to the office first to check in and get my class assignments, and after a few minutes of waiting, an older woman with a short brown bob and laugh lines around her eyes greets me. “I’m Mrs. Shelby, the guidance counselor,” she says. “And you’re in luck.”

      “I am?” Funny, I don’t feel lucky today. Not even a little bit.

      “Follow me,” she says.

      My smile is bright as I follow her into a hallway. Bad start or not, I am bound and determined to turn this day around. I have to survive six months at this school and I mean to make the best of it. I’m going to have a great senior year, dang it, even if it kills me.

      My mind flashes to the murderous look in Big Dude’s eyes. And Mr. Ferret’s. And April’s.  I stumble a little in my oversized shoes.

      “You’re not the only new senior starting at Lindale,” Mrs. Shelby says as we walk. “Two new students in one week. I think that’s a record for our little school.”

      I laugh like I’m expected to and she stops in front of a conference room door. “The two of you have a lot of the same classes and I’ve put you in the same study halls during your free periods so you can help each other catch up to the others.”

      I’m nodding, my heart lightening for the first time all morning. I’m not alone. Not entirely. I have a built-in ally. Another new student. My smile feels infinitely more genuine as she opens the door and gestures for me to walk in.

      “Addie Wade,” she says, “meet Vincent Barons.”

      Big Dude glares at me from the other side of the table.

      My insides fall so flat I feel like I’ve just jumped out of a plane without a parachute.

      Thud! Splat! I’m pretty sure I can hear the sound of my bones crashing as my hopes for an insta-friend plummet.

      “So how are you liking Lindale so far, Addie?” Mrs. Shelby asks as she gestures for me to take the seat beside Vincent.

      Blood is rushing from my head to my feet. My belly is in full-blown rebellion mode. But my smile? My smile is brighter than ever when I turn to Mrs. Shelby. “It’s great! Just great.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Vince

      

      Great. Just great.

      I’m stuck with a lunatic. The new girl’s smile says she’s clearly insane. No one is this happy to be at any school, let alone at a new school. Let alone this private school that’s filled with snobby losers and uppity pricks.

      But then again, maybe Little Miss Sunshine will fit right in. She’s already got Leo and his buddies drooling all over her with that short little skirt and peep-show of a top. I’ll give her this—she’s freakin’ hot.

      Too hot for her own good, though.

      I might not be a smart guy, but I’m not blind. I know that she wasn’t feigning fear back there when that dickwad Shane had his hands all over her. She might be dressed like she knows what’s up, but my bet is she’s as innocent as they come.

      I lean back in my seat as she approaches.

      I’m pretty sure I can taste her fear as she heads toward me. Which is a good thing. Her fear is the only sign that she’s not completely brainless, despite what that vapid smile says.

      “Vincent’s already been attending classes for the last few days,” the guidance counselor is telling Addie. “I’m sure he’d be happy to show you the ropes.”

      Addie glances at me with that big beaming smile, but I see the flicker of doubt in her eyes. So, no. Not as stupid as she looks. “That would be great,” she says.

      I stare right back at her until she looks away, a wave of pink sweeping up her neck and into her cheeks. It should clash with the red of her hair, but she looks pretty in pink.

      Pretty in Pink. The phrase sticks in my head.
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