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    WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT ENTERTAINING ANGELS


    “I absolutely love feel-good stories, and Emerald Barnes has created a real winner . . . . This story is a fabulous and greatly needed addition to the YA genre, with the benefit of having a Christian message that will warm your heart.”


    —Katie Jennings, Author of the Dryad Quartet and Vasser Legacy series


    “This story is beautiful and so profound. I could really connect with Madison Andrews. I also loved how Emerald Barnes incorporates Madison’s Faith. This is one beautifully written story which makes you feel so many emotions.”


    —Sylvia Stein, Author of the upcoming novella, Closure


    “For anyone who needs to be reminded—or perhaps hear for the first time—just what they’re worth in the eyes of those that matter, “Entertaining Angels” is a book worth looking over.”


    —Danielle Shipley, Author of The Wilderhark Tales


    “This is an excellent book for the YA audience because everyone can relate to listening to the voice inside which refuses to let us embrace who we are. It seems to be easier to listen to those who see the faults we see in ourselves instead of listening to those who love us and see our beauty inside and out.”


    —Christine Cunningham, Author of the Willow Reed series


    “Entertaining Angels was a fantastic work describing the coming-of-age of females in a modern-day setting where weight bears huge standards . . . . The story was also well equipped to bring many emotions to the reader.”


    —Ashlee McNicol, Author of The Secrets of Ghastillanda Series


    “I’ve read many books that tackle the issue of spiritual warfare, but I especially loved this one. Mads was alive and real and jumped off the page! . . . The story flew along at a great pace, carrying me through Madison’s emotions and all the action without dwelling on any one point too long. Barnes is an author to be watching in years to come—I can’t wait to see what she puts out next!”


    —Precarious Yates, Author of Revelation Special Ops Series
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    To all the girls in the world:


    YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL.


    Don’t let the world tell you otherwise.

  


  
    [image: ] Be not forgetful to entertain strangers:


    for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.


    Hebrews 13:2

  


  
    One


    I’m the girl that my friends would throw into a pack of zombies if it meant they could stay alive longer. Well, they really wouldn’t have to throw me to the zombies; I’d probably lag so far behind I’d become zombie food. See, I’m not too thin, and I’m not too pretty. I’m just me, Madison Andrews, a fat sixteen-year-old girl from Nowheresville, Mississippi.


    I sifted through my clothes, looking for something to wear for the first day of my junior year of high school. Standing in front of the mirror, looking at myself, I pinched the fat on my belly, disgusted that I had let myself gain so much weight over the summer.


    I hated that mirror. I hated that it showed me for what I really was. A fat nobody. I could see the lumps, rolls, and fat. The fat did nothing but damage my soul. My blue eyes stared back at me, but they were empty, void of happiness. I wanted to feel beautiful, but I couldn’t. The mirror wouldn’t let me be beautiful.


    I had really wanted to lose weight, but my best friend, Chase Sanders, and I decided to veg out on the couch and watch marathons of our favorite science fiction shows instead of going to the gym. Yeah, that was my best friend for you. A big ole nerd, and he was certainly proud of it.


    I, on the other hand, wanted to fit in this year. I was tired of being a nobody, but since I was still fat and ugly, fitting in wasn’t gonna happen. I’d have to settle for my old life, being someone that everyone was nice to but didn’t bother getting to know. Even my so-called-friends didn’t bother. I continued looking through my clothes, sure that I had something my mom insisted on buying me that would cover this hideous belly. I was wrong.


    Frustrated, I pulled on a baggy t-shirt with my school’s name on it and a pair of dark denim jeans. I slipped on my flip-flops, pulled my frizzy brunette curls into a ponytail, and put on makeup. I studied my reflection in the mirror, curling my nose at the sight. It’d have to do.


    “Mads,” my mom yelled, “hurry up! Breakfast is getting cold.”


    Just what I need, more food. I opened my door and walked down the hallway. My mom stood at the counter, pouring her travel mug full of coffee, while my thirteen-year-old brother, Connor, sat at the table, shoving food into his mouth. He sneered at me when I took a seat beside him. I stuck my tongue out at him when Mom looked away.


    Mom had made her traditional first day of school breakfast—frozen waffles, almost burnt by the toaster.


    “Looks good, Mom,” I said, sarcasm dripping off my tongue.


    She shot me “the look.” Connor and I had learned to fear that look as kids; that “Just wait. You’ll get it when we get home,” look. Now things were different. She’d give us the look, but she’d never see the threat through.


    “Mads, if you don’t like it, don’t eat,” she said.


    “It’s fine.”


    She exhaled slowly, and I felt horrible that I’d bashed her breakfast. I knew she meant well, but my idea of a good breakfast wasn’t this. That was my problem. I longed for more than just waffles. Throw some bacon in there, and all was good. I poked my waffles with a fork. They crunched. I smothered them in butter and syrup, hoping that it would help the taste.


    Connor snickered. “Whoa. Don’t wanna get even fatter, Mads. Better watch it.”


    “Shut it, Connor,” I said, resisting the urge to slap him.


    “Connor David Andrews! You watch your mouth. Don’t make me tell your father.” Dad couldn’t do anything about it right now because he was at work, so the threat wasn’t valid. And Connor knew that.


    That was Mom’s usual tactic. She’d threaten us with Dad, and if that didn’t work, she’d take our cell phones away. That usually got my attention. I couldn’t imagine spending the day without my phone. Connor totally wasn’t worth it. But taking Connor’s phone away wouldn’t stop him. Honestly, Connor teased me all the time. I’d come to expect it. Still didn’t make it any easier to bear.


    I pushed my waffles aside and drank the orange juice. I probably should’ve had water instead, but I needed some kind of sugar to keep me going throughout the day, especially since Mom wouldn’t allow me to drink coffee at my age. Like she didn’t when she was sixteen.


    Connor finished his breakfast and left the table. I stared at my waffles, wondering if I should eat something or not. After seeing myself in the mirror, it was obvious I had to take extreme measures to get this weight off of me. Maybe skipping a few meals would do the job.


    Mom took a seat beside me and straightened out her blazer. “Mads,” she said gently, and I knew what was coming. The talk. I rolled my eyes and leaned back in my seat.


    “Don’t let Connor get to you. You aren’t fat, baby. You’re beautiful.”


    “Thanks.”


    I tried to keep the derision out of my voice. Mom was tall, leggy, and skinny. How did I get the fat genes in the family? I know moms are supposed to think their kids are beautiful no matter what, but did she really think I was? Or was she just saying that because it was what I wanted to hear?


    “I mean it, honey,” she said, patting my hand. I pulled away and crossed my arms over my chest. I looked at the table because I was afraid that if I looked her in the eyes, I would start crying, and I didn’t want running mascara on my first day of school.


    “Okay,” I answered, hoping to end this conversation so I could leave.


    Mom stood. “At least grab a protein bar before going to school.”


    I nodded, walked to the cabinet, pulled out a protein bar and shoved it into the pocket of my jeans. A horn honked outside, and I knew Chase was here to pick me up.


    “Gotta go,” I said, running into the living room. I grabbed my book bag and hurried towards the door.


    “I love you,” Mom yelled from the kitchen.


    I yelled it back as I opened the front door, quickly shutting it behind me. I walked to the truck, and Chase started laughing as soon as I opened the door.


    “What’s so funny?” I asked, plopping myself onto the passenger seat of his old Ford Ranger.


    “You look furious.”


    I shook my head, and he sped off toward school, knowing that if I didn’t want to talk about it, I wouldn’t. It didn’t mean he wouldn’t eventually press me for answers. He was good about getting me to open up when I didn’t want to talk at all. He was the type who put my thoughts and needs before himself, and he would make sure that I didn’t hold anything inside, because according to him, holding things in was only more harmful. For our ten years of friendship, I’d come to realize that he was right. And although I wasn’t always willing to talk about my feelings, I had to admit that it was nice to be able to talk to someone. I hid a small smile from him.


    “Ready for this?” he asked, grinning at me.


    “Yeah,” I said. “Aren’t I always?”


    Chase shook his head. The sarcasm hadn’t been lost on him.

  


  
    Two


    Chase pulled into the parking lot, and we stared at the campus. The buildings were all close together, connected by covered sidewalks. There were a few grassy spots in-between the buildings that served as the junior high and high school break areas, unless it was raining or cold. Then we were allowed to stand in the hallways. As Chase watched a group of our classmates walk beside the band hall, towards the high school building, his silence made me wonder if he dreaded going back as much as I did. Chase usually talked my ear off, but he was way too quiet.


    “What’s up?” I asked.


    I glanced at him to see him watching me. I felt uncomfortable under his gaze and squirmed in my seat. This was so unusual. I’d always been so comfortable in his presence. It was like something had changed overnight, and I didn’t like it. I wanted to know why I felt this way. Nothing made sense.


    He studied my face before finally saying, “Nothing. Ready to go?” He put on his Chase charm, flashing me a brilliant smile. Just like that, his strange mood disappeared, but mine didn’t.


    “Sure.”


    Boy, was I confused, but I strapped my book bag on and walked toward the high school building with him. We passed a lot of people, making me feel even more uncomfortable. The middle schoolers, one of which was my brother who had gotten there earlier with his buddies, had to mingle with us high schoolers until the bell signaled the beginning of the day. It wasn’t so bad, though. They pretty much stuck together in cliques like we did.


    It felt like everyone was staring at us as we passed. I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at the ground. Could they tell that I’d put on some weight? Gosh. I hoped not, but how could they not? I was huge.


    Chase nudged my shoulder. “What gives, Mads? You look like you’re about to puke.”


    He laughed, but I could hear the worry in his voice.


    “Nothing. Just tired. I don’t like getting up early.”


    “Boy, do I know,” he teased. This was more like Chase, and relief flooded through me.


    We stopped to talk to our friend Andy. Sometimes, when Andy wasn’t working, we all hung out together, which usually meant Andy and Chase played video games while I watched.


    I looked around, searching for Leena, Katelyn, and Raven. We had been friends in elementary school, up until the sixth grade when they realized that I was fatter than them. That was when other kids started bullying me. It was then that I decided I wanted to be like everyone else. Although Leena, Katelyn, and Raven weren’t mean to me, I could tell they didn’t really want to include me in anything. It felt like I was someone they pitied, and that was all I’d ever be to them. But still, at least they tried, I guess. That was something.


    While Chase and Andy talked, Leena, Katelyn, and Raven spotted me and came over to talk. They hugged me, which felt more for show than anything else, though I wasn’t sure who would be watching. They were dressed in tight skinny jeans and almost indecent tops. They must have gone shopping together. And, big surprise, they didn’t invite me. They probably didn’t want to go to the fat chick stores that I had to shop at. It was easier to buy clothes in a group when you were all a size zero.


    “Have you seen the new guy?” Leena gushed.


    I shook my head. I wasn’t even aware someone new had joined our school. So much for being in the loop.


    “He’s gorgeous!” Katelyn piped in, tossing her long blonde locks over her shoulder.


    “Definitely swoon-worthy,” Raven added. She wiggled her eyebrows, and I shook my head, trying not to laugh.


    “Dude, have you seen the new guy’s car?” Andy said, pushing his normally deep voice a pitch higher and tossing his bright red hair aside.


    Chase laughed. “No man. Not yet.”


    I searched the break area, commonly known as the grass between the high school and middle school buildings, and there he was. Raven was right. He was certainly swoon-worthy.


    Tall, dark, handsome, and surrounded by beautiful cheerleaders. Had we somehow found ourselves in a chick flick? He brushed his hand through his thick, black hair. His smile was radiant. Seriously, I was gonna go blind if I kept staring at it. His body was big—built like a football player—and he stood at least a good foot taller than me, putting him over six feet.


    Chase leaned close to me and whispered, “Might wanna wipe the drool from your chin, Mads.” He elbowed me in the side, a strained smile on his face.


    Heat rose to my cheeks, and I closed my mouth. Nonchalantly, I touched my chin. Luckily, I hadn’t really been drooling.


    “Who is he?” I asked, turning my gaze back toward Leena, Raven, Katelyn, and Andy. Chase turned his attention to the new guy. So had everyone else in the school. He would be the topic of conversation for a while.


    “Name’s Zachary—well Zach—Taylor. He’s a junior. Moved here from Ohio,” Raven said dreamily.


    “Why would anyone move here?” I asked. The only way to willingly make me move to a town like this would be to drag me kicking and screaming.


    “His parents died, and his grandparents live here. So he had to come live with them, from what I heard,” Katelyn offered.


    I nodded. “Poor guy.” I tried to imagine what it would feel like to be without my parents. I quickly shook the thought out of my head. No, I didn’t even want to think about that. Despite my parent’s craziness, I loved them.


    “That sucks,” Chase said.


    He pushed his black-rimmed glasses up on his nose and then tossed his dark brown curly hair out of his eyes. I smiled when a curl fell back on his forehead.


    “Anyway,” Andy said, changing the subject, “What classes y’all got?”


    Chase explained our schedules to Andy, and I was glad there were at least two people in my classes who would talk to me. Leena, Katelyn, and Raven were still staring at, and talking about, Zach. They’d ignored Andy altogether, and I wondered if I’d have any classes with them. Part of me hoped so, but part of me didn’t. If we did, I wondered if I would be able to get in their clique somehow. Would they accept me? Probably not. It hadn’t happened yet so I didn’t get my hopes up.


    When Andy and Chase started talking football, I turned around to look for the new guy. He’d already made it into the popular clique. And here I had been with these same people since kindergarten, and they didn’t give me a second glance, just a courtesy nod in the hallway—if that. What was I doing wrong? Was I not pretty enough? Not skinny enough? Why does your popularity have to depend on looks or size?


    “How do you know all of this about him?” I asked my friends, trying to see exactly what it took to become popular within a few days of arriving in a new town.


    “All it takes is a little research,” Katelyn said. She laughed.


    Raven rolled her eyes. “She bumped into him at the coffee shop the other day. You know Kate. She’s so nosey.”


    “Hey, a hot new guy shows up, and well, he needs a town guide.” Katelyn winked.


    Leena laughed. “I’d guide him straight into my bedroom.”


    They all giggled, and Katelyn said, “See you around, Mads. Just wanted to show you the new guy.”


    With that, they disappeared. No doubt to hunt down someone else and point out Zach and talk about how they wanted to bed him.


    I glanced at Zach again and wondered what it would be like to be loved, or at least liked, by a man like him. But hot guys didn’t want me; they wanted girls like Raven, Kate, and Leena.


    “What’s wrong?” Chase asked, interrupting my thoughts and breaking through my melancholy. He held that power over me, and it amazed me every single time.


    “Nothing.” I put on my best smile. He was the last person I wanted to have this discussion with. He wouldn’t understand because he didn’t care what others thought of him. Sometimes I wished I could be more like him. Well, I always wished I was more like him.


    “You’re lying.” He considered me, causing me to shift uncomfortably. “Is it your weight again? You never believe me when I tell you that’s not an issue.”


    “I’m not lying.” I was determined to hold his gaze, but I kept fidgeting.


    “Mads.”


    “Chase, please. Just let it go.” I finally looked away, unable to take it any longer.


    “You know I won’t.”


    “Why do you have to be so frustrating?” I asked, huffing. Maybe my response was childish, but I didn’t care at that moment.


    “Because I care about you, believe it or not.” His face was stern, and I wanted to look away again. Why would he say something like that?


    He glared at me, even harder and more intensely. I bit my lower lip, trying to hold his gaze. There was something there that I didn’t quite understand, and it bothered me. What wasn’t he telling me? Why were there suddenly secrets between us?


    “Fine.” He leaned in close; his warm breath touched my cheek. I shivered. “But don’t for one second think this is over, Mads. You’re hurting, and you won’t tell me why. You hurt, I hurt, and, most importantly, I’ll kick anyone’s butt who thinks they have a right to cause you pain. Understand?”


    He backed away, and I nodded. I couldn’t speak. What was going on with Chase? He’d always been protective of me, but this was something I hadn’t seen before. And, I had to admit I kinda liked it.

  


  
    Three


    “Mads, wake up. You’re gonna be late,” Mom said through the door.


    I opened my eyes to a bright room; the sun illuminated everything inside, and the alarm clock said it was almost seven. I had to leave in less than twenty minutes.


    “Crap,” I mumbled. “I’m up!” I got out of bed. I had forgotten to set my alarm the previous night. Getting back into the swing of school was pure torture.


    I slipped on a pair of jeans and another t-shirt, one Chase had left at my house. It had a comic book version of Superman on it. Gah, he is such a geek. I smiled. That was one of the things I loved about Chase.


    I didn’t have time to bother with my hair, so I pulled it into a ponytail. I threw my makeup in a bag and decided to put it on while Chase drove to school. I hurried into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator.


    Mom was drinking a cup of coffee and watching my every move. “Aren’t you going to eat some breakfast?” She stared at me.


    “Don’t have time,” I answered, closing the refrigerator door. I also decided that I didn’t want to eat breakfast.


    I tried to walk away, but she said, “Wait.”


    I turned around to face her. She set her cup of coffee down, walked to the pantry, and pulled out a protein bar. “You can’t starve yourself. It won’t help you lose weight, you know.”


    Did she think I needed to lose weight? Of course she did. Why wouldn’t she? One look at me, and you could tell that I needed to drop these pounds—and quickly.


    “Mom . . .” How could I tell her I was starving, but I didn’t want to eat? I couldn’t. Not after seeing everyone at school yesterday, looking ten times hotter than me. It was best if I cut out a few meals. I had already skipped breakfast and lunch yesterday. I’d do the same today.


    She practically shoved the bar in my face. “Eat this on the way to school.”


    I nodded and took it out of her hand. There was no point in arguing with Mom; it was best to agree and move on. She would always have her way. I guess that was a mother’s prerogative, but what about mine?


    The look in Mom’s eyes let me know she was about to lecture me on skipping a meal, but a horn sounded from the driveway. I wanted to run to the car and kiss Chase for getting me out of this conversation.


    “Does that boy ever knock?” Mom laughed. She loved Chase. They got along really well. Dad liked him too, but I guess it helped that, just as Chase and I grew up together, his parents and mine had been best friends for a long time. And Mom and Mrs. Sanders became even closer after Mr. Sanders left his family. Chase doesn’t talk about it. He pretty much hates his dad because he ran off and started another family. So, us becoming best friends hadn’t been too far of a stretch, and I had to admit I really loved the guy. I didn’t know where I’d be without him.


    “You know Chase,” I said. “I’ll see you later, Mom. Love you.”


    “Love you too, sweetie. Have a good day.”


    She picked up her cup of coffee and took a sip. I nodded, slipped on my backpack, grabbed my makeup, and hurried out the front door. Chase waved when he saw me.


    “You stole my shirt,” he said, laughing, when I sat down in the truck. I shut the door, and buckled my seatbelt as he pulled away from the curb.


    “You left it after we went swimming a few weeks ago. I washed it, and this was the first thing I saw. I overslept this morning.”


    “It looks better on you anyway.” He laughed, and I shook my head.


    “Whatever.”


    We fell silent, so I pulled out my makeup and began putting it on. I needed something to occupy myself and keep my focus off of the hunger gnawing at me. My stomach growled, hungry for the protein bar in my pocket, but it was not going to deter my focus. I was going to lose weight. One way or another.


    “Why are you putting that on?” Chase asked.


    “What are you talking about? Makeup? I need to cover this,” I laughed nervously, circling the mascara tube I held in my hand around my face.


    “Whatever, Mads. You’re absolutely gorgeous without that mess.”


    I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Surely he was joking. “Good one, Chase.”


    “I’m not joking. That stuff isn’t what makes you beautiful.” He glanced at me quickly, and I could tell that he was serious.


    “Really? Then what is? My bubbling personality?”


    “Yes. And your incredible body.”


    I shook my head. “Whatever you say.” Okay. He had to be joking. He’d started saying stuff about how pretty I was this past summer, but I never took him seriously. How was I supposed to?


    He sighed. “Are you ready to talk about it?”


    “Talk about what?” I looked at my bag instead of him. I knew what he was talking about, and no, I wasn’t ready. Even though he knew about my insecurities, putting words to it again just seemed wrong. Would he laugh it off like it wasn’t serious? Although that didn’t sound like Chase, it was still something I was worried about.


    “Don’t be stupid, Mads. You know what I’m talking about, and you can start talking to me about it now.”


    “You won’t understand,” I whispered.


    “Try me.” His voice was soft and warm, inviting me to tell him my crazy thoughts. Sometimes it frustrated me how much I trusted him.


    “Fine. I’m fat and ugly.”


    “You’re not,” he said matter-of-factly.


    “I knew you wouldn’t understand.” I zipped my makeup bag and shoved it into the glove compartment.


    “What are you talking about? I always take this seriously, Mads. You aren’t fat or ugly. Sure, you have curves, but guys find that hot.”


    “Yeah,” I said, mocking him, “because they’re all just fawning over me. And thanks for calling me fat.”


    “I said you weren’t fat!”


    I shook my head and looked away, forcing myself to not cry or be mad at Chase. He was only trying to help, but I couldn’t stop the anger that coursed through me.


    “Mads,” He lowered his voice, his way of trying to stay calm. “You’re gorgeous! Any guy would be lucky to have you.”


    I faced the window as a few tears rolled down my cheeks. I didn’t want him to see me weak. It was bad enough that I’d bared my soul to him. I should’ve kept my big mouth shut.


    “No guy would look twice at me. I’m not pretty enough or popular enough. I’m just a nobody.” My voice was shaky and low.


    “You’re everything, Mads. To someone, you’re everything, and that’s all that matters.”


    “To who?”


    Chase fell silent, and I knew that he didn’t have a clue. No man thought I was his everything. I would forever be alone. Time to start bonding with cats.


    Eventually, he said, “I don’t know, but I’m sure there’s someone.”


    “So a figurative guy thinks I’m his everything. I feel so much better.” Gah, why was I being such a witch? I could hear the nastiness in my voice.


    “Ugh!” Chase pounded the steering wheel. “You’re so frustrating!”


    “Like you’re a peach!”


    “Why can’t you just see your own worth?”


    “What worth is that?” I faced him.


    Of course he didn’t respond. He shook his head and exhaled slowly. He rubbed his hand through his curls and fell silent. Chase’s silence scared me more than anything else. It meant that I’d really pushed his buttons. I knew I had hurt him when his body went rigid. He took a few deep breaths as he tried to calm himself before he said something that we’d both regret. That had happened a few years ago when I’d accused him of hating me because he hung out with Andy more than me, and he’d told me that the way I was acting made him hate me. After he’d said that, he took a few minutes to collect himself, and we both had to apologize. It wasn’t fair for me to say what I had then, and it wasn’t fair for me to say what I was now. Deep down, I knew he was only trying to help.


    I hadn’t meant to say what I did. I mean, I still believed every word I said about myself, but Chase was my best friend. I needed him, and I didn’t want to alienate him. He was only trying to help.


    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, breaking the tense silence.


    “It’s okay.” He reached over and patted my leg. “I shouldn’t have gotten so angry with you.”


    “I kinda pushed you into it.”


    “Yeah,” he said, laughing. “You did, but I get it. You’re hurting.”


    I bit my lower lip, refusing to cry.


    Chase squeezed my leg reassuringly. “It’s gonna be okay, Mads. I promise.”


    “Thanks.”


    I appreciated that he was trying to help me out and comfort me, but guys just didn’t understand. Did they even have worries? I took in a deep breath, closed my eyes, and leaned my head against the window. We didn’t speak another word to each other the entire ride to school. What was left to say?


    He parked, and we walked toward the break area to await the beginning of the school day. Chase and Andy had a riveting discussion about a fantasy game they played, while I sat at one of the picnic tables and browsed the Internet on my phone, ignoring them both. Katelyn, Raven, and Leena were flirting with Zach and the other jocks a few feet away from us at another picnic table. I was completely alone, yet surrounded by people.


    I thought Chase would want to ignore me after our fight in the car, but he kept glancing my way. He caught me looking at him and smiled weakly before turning back to Andy and the discussion they were having.


    I looked at the people surrounding me. The girls in their short skirts, the guys hovering near those girls. Zach and Raven were talking about something, and she was twirling a strand of her hair around her finger. Did they have the same concerns as me? Did they bother with trying to fit in with everyone else, or were they content where they were? My mind raced. How was I ever going to be popular carrying all this extra weight? Even if I lost the weight, how much would that help? In their eyes, I was the fat kid, not worth more than a glance and a snicker. If I changed, would that help? I wanted it to. So desperately.


    I wanted to be content. I wanted to be happy just being the friend of Chase and Andy, but something was missing in my life. I wanted—no needed—something more. Was losing weight my answer?


    My gaze landed on Ashley Woods, captain of the cheerleaders, and her eyes fixed on me. She was popular, blonde, leggy, and—let’s face it—sexy. Anger brewed in her eyes as she watched me, and I wondered why she hated me. We’d never been best friends, but I had never done anything to her. I hardly spoke to her. So why did she look at me like she wanted to devour me?


    Man. High school sure did suck.

  


  
    Four


    The bell rang, signaling the end of the day. I walked to my locker, put away the books I didn’t need, and grabbed the ones I did. Chase leaned against the locker next to mine.


    “Wanna do homework together tonight? Maybe we can knock it out quickly if we put both our minds to it.” He winked, and I laughed, glad that the earlier tension was gone.


    “Sure. Your house or mine? Just a reminder about mine: Connor will be there.”


    “Mine sounds good.” His already wide smile spread further. I felt better about our argument now, knowing that he was still smiling and joking with me. It had been bugging me all day, especially with his silent brooding.


    I laughed. “Agreed.” My locker door closed with a quick clang of metal against metal. I turned around to face Chase and saw that he was watching me closely. I tucked a loose curl behind my ear.


    “Connor’s such a pain in the butt. I swear I don’t know why you put up with him. He’s always up to no good.”


    I shrugged. There wasn’t really much I could do about my little brother. He would be in my life no matter what.


    We walked down the hallway of the high school building together.


    “Why do your parents put up with his smart mouth? I mean, he calls you fat all the time. Plus, he’s a jerk.”


    “They ground him, but Connor doesn’t care
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