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    This is for all the girls who deem themselves as shy, awkward, and feel as if they don’t have what it takes to make something of themselves one day. You can, and you will, and it will be amazing.
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Chapter One


[image: ]




Does the quality of a yearbook picture have the power to predict how a school year will turn out? If so, I’ve discovered why I’ve hated my past three years at Grahamwood Junior High. Scattered on my bedroom floor, my yearbooks create a time machine, blasting me back to times I wish I could forget. Any chance of a smile disintegrates as I stumble across my sixth grade photograph. Each yearbook picture I’ve taken acts as a stepping stone to the land of dorkdom since that horrid year. If it wasn’t for my cousin Grace’s lack of cosmetology skills, my flowing locks of golden blonde hair would still be intact. Suffice it to say that a mangled haircut was the last element needed to ensure three years of torture.

The gawks I received the first week back to school made me want to hide away like Quasimodo forever. My classmates were relentless, mocking my appearance and shunning me from all cliques. If it wasn’t the haircut that turned them away, it was my braces and the rubber bands I had to wear with them. Further dwindling my confidence, I’m far from my crush’s radar, let alone his league. But I can’t blame him for chasing after the goddesses that walk the halls of Linwood Whaley High instead of me. Brett Harvey is my next-door neighbor, and I’ve known him my entire life, though he’s so caught up in other things to ever notice his awkward little admirer over the fence. Aside from that, he’s two years older than me, the quarterback on the Linwood Whaley High School football team, and a goldmine of good looks. An infatuation going on seven years, which has yet to garner any results, I’m convinced that ever capturing his interest will be a futile feat.

To make matters worse, middle school was a terror trap in which I survived utterly alone. During a random fourth-grade recess, I learned that my best friend had moved away. When my classmates broke off into different cliques, I was left isolated, wondering of Lexie’s whereabouts. Once, on a confident whim, I approached the group of popular girls in an attempt to broaden my circle. Their ringleader took one glance at my new Aeropostale T-shirt and whispered to her clones, “Yeah, Aero’s definitely out now.” So, deem me a loner if you want; it’s nothing I haven’t heard.

Offensive or not, I’m through with falling victim to slanderous words. I’ve been insulted to the point I’ve grown a thick skin, shielding my heart from their meaningless comments. Yet this year, I plan to make my rebirth in the world as a girl people will love and respect.

This seemingly far-fetched goal became possible by subjecting my appearance to a major overhaul. Since the traumatic haircut, I’ve allowed my hair to grow into longer, luscious blonde strands. Only licensed stylists have permission to make any necessary changes (no offense, Grace). Having my braces removed in July became the last step of resigning from my dork-princess days. Needless to say, I no longer flinch when I catch sight of my reflection.

Closing the book, an epiphany arises, knowing that those days of torture will now be few and far between. I will no longer remain stepped on. I will not back down from fear. From this moment, I vow to take a bold leap into my new territory tomorrow at 8:00 a.m.: Linwood Whaley High School.

-
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MY FIRST MORNING AT Linwood Whaley High begins by following the droves of students to the main building from the drop-off area. The moment I walk through the front double doors, my stomach churns, as if urging my morning Poptart to make a reappearance. Though the maroon and charcoal walls decorated with past Arrowhead achievements evoke a welcoming atmosphere, the scowls on the upperclassmen do not. Despite my aspirations, my gaze remains glued to the glowing waxed floors as I attempt to navigate my way to homeroom.

Upon locating Room 4, I wait for the homeroom bell to ring, anxious in all aspects. An eternity seems to pass before other people start to settle into the seats around me. My luck, the first person I recognize from middle school is the inglorious Hailey Carson. My stomach performs a triple-flip as I imagine the horrors I will be facing for the rest of this semester. The fact that she offers a pitying glance at her cohorts as they walk by my desk confirms my fears. 

Hailey, the bane of my existence since the fifth grade, is the original mastermind behind the rude comments made about my appearance. Holding the top-ranked spot on the list of people I detest most, she’s easily a ten on the obnoxious meter. But, being that her parents spoil her to the core, enable her shopping habits, and take up for her narcissistic ways, she’s merely a product of her environment, aka her world. 

As if one dollar-diva isn’t enough, her two evil minions, Tiffany and Nichole, follow her in suit. “Oh great, best day ever,” I mumble to myself. Resting my head on the desk, I’m already praying for this semester to be as short-lived as summer vacation.

A sigh of relief escapes me as Mrs. Wilson makes her way into the classroom. The teachers at Grahamwood Junior High told us that she is one of the nicest staff members, though her teaching expertise is limited to electives like Home Economics. Mrs. Wilson passes out student schedules, and I’m elated to find that I have English this semester. Writing poetry has served as my escape since I picked up the hobby in seventh grade, and Language Arts was my best subject in middle school. Maybe there’ll be some hope for this year, after all.

Glancing back at my schedule, my hope falters when I notice that I’ve been sentenced to Earth Science for third period. Reminiscing back to junior high, flashbacks of suffering through labs and lectures fill me with dread. Being that I passed the class with a C in seventh grade (though I graduated at the top of my class) makes my stomach lurch more.

After Mrs. Wilson finishes passing out schedules, she reads aloud the school rules from the student handbook. Figuring that listening will be a waste of time since I’m not a trouble-making student anyway, I opt to write a poem on the back of my schedule:

.

Watch me defy gravity

With every step I take.

I’ll walk around air-free

At last carefree

Released of past mistakes.

I will not remain restrained.

I will not be cast into darkness.

I will not stand to be pushed down,

Because I’m marching on my own ground.

These dreams are my turf,

My destiny is my guide.

You will not control me this time.

No matter how hard you try,

I will discover my own way.

I will do as I say,

I will make something of myself.

Better than I was

Captive on the dusty shelf.

I’m free. I’m me.

At last, defying gravity.

.

As I’ve mentioned, I have been writing a lot of poems within the last year and a half, collecting them in a notebook stored beneath my bed. Momma read one of them once and told me that it was amazing. Deep down I hope it is, but still, she is my mother, and we all know how they love to tell us our creations are pure genius.

Soon the bell rings, dismissing us from homeroom. As I’m stuffing my schedule and handbook into my bookbag, Hailey prances up behind me, looking for a target. “Isn’t that like a loner to sit by herself and write all the time? Who needs a guy in their life when you have... hmm? What exactly do you have, Riley?”

Rolling my eyes, I scurry out of the classroom in silence. There’s no need to defend myself, for every time I’ve tried doing that in the past, I end up embarrassing myself more. My mind flits back to the sixth grade when I caught her bullying a younger kid that attends the same church as me. Quick to jump to his defense, I took the chance to stand up to Hailey for all the havoc she has wreaked. Instead of backing down, she shifted her ridicule to me, bringing to light every flaw that I was already aware of in myself. So yeah, I have my reasons.

Hmm, first period. Where is that again? To ease my confusion, I try to pull my schedule back out of my bookbag. Tugging and struggling with all my might, the stupid thing refuses to budge, being that it got caught in the zipper. Seconds later, it becomes unstuck, causing the whole thing to unzip. Spilling out of the bag, my notebooks scatter on the floor around me. I thank God for a second that I’m so invisible that no one saw that happen. Yet, as I bend down to pick up my belongings, I hear a voice a little down the hall.

“Hey, need some help?”

Looking up with an embarrassed semblance, I’m shocked to see Brett coming down the hall toward me. He walks past his friend Sawyer, calling over his shoulder that he’ll catch up with him at lunch. For a second, I debate if he’s actually coming toward me, or if this is yet another fake-out I’ll be mortified over for years to come. Instead, as he steps closer he offers a wave, and I’m caught up in the fact that he looks even better with a tan. With the apples of my cheeks tinting pink at his words, I strain for the nerve to reply, “Yeah, thanks!”

He squats, collecting a binder and a couple spiral notebooks. As you can tell, I’m that nerd who comes fully prepared on the first day of school. Rearranging them by size, he hands them back to me, revealing a soft smile. Awestruck at the fact that he approached me, I can’t help but become distracted by his eyes. A majestic dark brown, it’s as if they form a black hole in which I can’t escape from—a portal that allows me to look straight into his heart, into a future I’m convinced I’ll one day be a part of.

“Riley?” Brett whispers, producing a wary look. I must have been staring too long. Then again, I’ve never been able to be inconspicuous about these things. 

“Oh, sorry!” I mumble, jolting back into a standing position when I realize I’m still on the ground. “Thanks again, Brett!”

I turn to walk off, but a question reels me back in. “So, what class do you have for first period?”

Pivoting around, I take another gander at my schedule, my hand shaking. “Looks like Career Management.” I force a smile, attempting to overshadow my nerves.

“Cool, I have Accounting. It’s right down the hall. Do you wanna walk together?”

You have no clue how much of a major breakthrough this is for me, being that this is the first time Brett has talked to me outside of our neighborhood. “Sure,” I reply, though hesitant, as we take off to the school’s business and technology building out back.

Our conversation involves what we did over the summer, my heart pounding harder with every step we take. Though I still feel as if I’m making a meager dent in the shell I oh-so-desperately want to escape from, there’s a hint of confidence in my voice. Every past attempt at talking to him has resulted in me either chickening out or saying something mortifying. However, now that he has approached me, this might have the potential to go somewhere.

We reach our classroom doors, departing to go our separate ways. Watching him wave goodbye to me, I decide that this year may possibly surpass my expectations. 
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Chapter Two
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Career Management passed faster than expected, though my mind was fogged over after I was escorted to class by a certain junior hottie. The same thing happened in second period. I can’t shake the fact that he even talked to me when most of the time he acts as if he doesn’t know me. Still, it occurs to me that he might want to now.

Currently, I’m making my way to my third period class, located on the second floor of the main school building. Ah, Earth Science. My nose wrinkles at the thought of what I may have to suffer through this semester, what with my limited interest and knowledge of all things scientific.

Cracking open the door to the classroom, the chatter of students leaks into the hallway. Glancing at the faces as I search for an open seat, I don’t know anyone and no one appears as if they are interested in getting to know me, so I sit down toward the back of the room and try not to get noticed.

Minutes later, a bunch of jocks from my old school walk in. Oh no, I judge, here’s to another semester of having to sit through class overhearing their perverted conversations. They head past me to the rear of the room, as they want to be concealed from the teacher whenever class starts.

Surprising me, one pats my desk and comments, “Hey, Riley.” Looking up, I recognize him as Jesse, one of the nicer guys of the group. As I say hi back, he smiles down at me, and follows his pack of friends.

I can hear them talking, since they’re always the loudest in a crowded room. At least I’m not eavesdropping. Oh well, so maybe I am, but I’m bored out of my mind. It’s not like I can stop them anyway, so it peaks my interest to listen in on their conversation.

“Dude, are you sure that was Riley?” one of them named Jeremy asks.

“Yeah, pretty sure. Why?”

“She sure didn’t look like that the last time I saw her. She had that jacked up hair that made her look like those twins from The Suite Life of Zack and Cody, and those freaky robot braces!  How the heck did she go from that to hot overnight?”

My nosy nature comes to a halt, my eyes widening in bewilderment at Jeremy’s admittance. Yeah, I had a little makeover session going on prior to the new school year, but it never occurred to me that I would reap any special attention from it. I’ve recently started wearing makeup, so that could have helped, though my basic routine consists of foundation and a bit of mascara. Whatever I’ve done, I guess it’s working if Jeremy, the crown jewel of our middle school, thinks I’m hot.

Seconds before the late bell chimes, my cousin Trent rushes in. Tottering over strewn bookbags, he chooses to sit at the empty desk next to me. Trent didn’t go to Grahamwood like me; he attended Corley Creek Middle School, where his dad works as a gym teacher. Because Linwood Whaley High is a combination of the two schools—Grahamwood and Corley Creek—I now have the interesting opportunity to be in class with one of my favorite cousins.

“Awesomeness, you have this class too?” he greets, waving in my face like the goofball he is. “Yes!  Now I can copy off someone other than Carter!”

“Trent, you’re not copying my work!  I feel sorry for the poor sap, whoever he is, for having to deal with you all the time,” I retort, trying to keep a straight face.

“Hey now, Carter’s the man!  He’s my best friend, Riles. In fact, you two act a lot alike.” Plopping down in his seat, he cracks his knuckles as if he’s about to cut me a deal. “I’ll even introduce you to him if you want? He’s single,” Trent allures, wiggling his eyebrows for effect.

Before I can object, our teacher barges in, balancing a Styrofoam cup of coffee and a brown bag from Hardee’s on top of his teaching supplies. “Hello, my name is Charles Donoghue. I’ll be your teacher this semester.” He then relays that he earned a teaching degree in New Jersey before moving to North Carolina. 

“Northerner in redneck central; this should be good,” I whisper to Trent, after noticing two guys a couple rows over from us making fun of Mr. Donoghue’s accent.

“Now I don’t know any of you, and many of you don’t know one another, but I believe I have a method to mend that barrier. Each of you may come to the front of the class and tell us something interesting about yourself. Starting with you.”

Naturally, he ends up pointing at me. I don’t know why on Earth he pointed at me, but he did. I swallow my nerves as I reluctantly make my way to the front of the classroom. Though I wouldn’t classify myself as shy, public speaking has freaked me out as long as I can remember, dating back to my first Christmas play at church where I went on stage and immediately froze stiff. Fast-forward to age fourteen, and nothing has changed. Everyone staring at me with what feels like judgmental gawks is making it much worse.

“Well, what’s your name?” Mr. Donoghue tries to sound encouraging, but it isn’t helping in the slightest.

“Riley Houston,” I mutter, audible enough for the first row to hear. If they were dogs, that is.

“Go on, please.”

“I’m from Grahamwood, and I like to write poems.” An awkward silence settles throughout the classroom; the same guys who were mocking our teacher share a look of repulsion at the mention of my hobby. Mr. Donoghue offers a sympathetic smile, allowing me to return to my seat. I’m convinced that everyone will now consider me the class freak, my former title. No one besides me at Grahamwood liked to write, so why would any of them?

Once I’ve melted back into my seat, desperate to become invisible, Mr. Donoghue asks for more testimonials. I’m relieved that Trent volunteers to go up after me and accidentally farts on the way back. I guess awkwardness runs in the family.

When the little meet and greet session is over, Mr. Donoghue allows us to talk among ourselves. Trent retreats to go find Carter for me, being that he’s supposedly somewhere in this class amongst the other thirty students. The two remain MIA for a few minutes because Jesse and Jeremy are playing around with a football in the back of the room, causing Trent to have to dodge the ball every five seconds.

While awaiting his return, a lilac fingernail taps my shoulder. Turning around, a girl with strawberry blonde hair is waving at me. I can’t recall who she is based on our introductions, but I wave back anyway.

“Hi, I’m Taylor!  I heard you say that you like to write, which is a rarity around here. I’ve been writing this story about a girl who lives in the Appalachians. Could you read it and tell me what you think?”

She starts to pass over a composition book to me, when Trent runs back to my desk, whispering in an ecstatic squeak, “I found him!”

Smiling, I roll my eyes. “Okay, Trent. Simmer down.”

Taylor shakes her head. “You’ll have to excuse him. He’s a tad hyper if you haven’t already noticed. We went to Corley Creek together.”

“Oh, I’m used to it.” I laugh. “He’s my cousin. I know how weird he is.”

This elicits a snort from Taylor, yet Trent fails to accept my humor. “Yeah Riley, go ahead, be mean!  I don’t have to introduce you to Carter, you know!”

“Funny, because I don’t remember asking for that favor. You’re the one that keeps going on about the fact that he’s single and that I need to meet him,” I argue.

“Alright, that’s it!” He smirks back at me, his freckles making him appear younger than he is. “Hey Carter, come here!”

A guy seated four or five rows away stands to join our conversation, leaning against Trent’s desk due to the lack of available chairs. He appears to be a nice guy, and kind of cute. Okay, so that may be an understatement. Short brown hair reaches the top of his ears, and the brightest ice blue eyes look down on me. They’re almost as stunning as Brett’s, though his are brown. Carter’s face turns red as he meets my gaze, a definite sign of a shy guy. How on earth does he deal with Trent all the time?

“Riley, this is my best friend, Carter. Carter, this is Riley, my cousin.” Trent gestures, sinking back into his chair, a grin the size of a crescent moon plastered on his face.

“Hey Riley. Trent’s told me so much about you over the years. You seem pretty cool based on what he’s said,” Carter admits, his country accent drawling as low as my introduction minutes ago.

His nervous demeanor lessens as I return, “Oh, thanks!  You seem nice, too.” I poke Trent’s arm. “As long as you promise not to help this one cheat through class. He’s already tried to weasel me into it.”

Carter allows a soft laugh to escape, eyeing his friend in a skeptical manner. “That’s easier said than done. This guy’s the reigning king of sneaky tactics, but I’m sure you already know that.” I smile at his wit, and of course, the bell rings.

As we’re gathering our belongings, Carter ventures back to retrieve his bookbag from across the room. Once he’s out of earshot, I offer an apology to my cousin. “Alright Trent, so I may have underestimated you. Carter seems pretty decent. Who knows, I may owe you for this one day.”

Trent, cocky as ever, returns, “Heck yeah, I knew you’d understand, Riles!  Now I have every right to copy your work. See, everyone wins!”

Rolling my eyes at his comment, I force my way out of the classroom before him. Even if he has done one nice thing for me, I still can’t overlook the fact that he’ll take advantage of me every chance he gets.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




Lunch serves as the most frightening part of my first day experience, as I imagined. Walking into the cafeteria after third period, it seems as if a sea of a million souls is crowded into the two serving lines. The single lesson I learn on the first day of school is that “third lunch” is a term interchangeable with “the table scraps left from feeding time at the water hole”.

Waiting in the lunch line for thirteen minutes results in obtaining a soggy BBQ rib sandwich that resembles something my neighbor’s Cocker Spaniel produces in Momma’s flower garden nearly twice a week. So much for healthy school food.

Finding a seat in the midst of the chaos proves to be the most difficult task. Everywhere I look, kids appear hateful, while others are downright scary. I opt to sit in an empty seat beside a trash can, when a golden halo appears on a table where some kids from Grahamwood are gathered. I’ve never spoken to them all that much, but at this point my choices are fleeting.

Aiming to keep a positive outlook, I settle down into the last available seat. Some of them glance up for half a millisecond, but the majority fails to notice. Truth be told, I consider this rather disturbing, as a convict could have done the same thing and no one would have been fazed. Taking a bite into my sandwich, I prefer to keep to myself, blocking out the X-rated conversations going on around me. Finding another table will become my top priority tomorrow. Ignoring them to the best of my ability, I finish scarfing down the rest of my food right before the bell for fourth period rings. English, finally!  I hurry from the crowded lunchroom, tossing my trash in the bin near the double doors, excited for my last class of the day.
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