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      Nothing spelled misery like trying to find a seat on the school bus the first day at a new school.

      I scanned the rows, and kids started stretching out so there wouldn’t be room for me. I didn’t want to sit by them either, but it wasn’t like I had a choice.

      As I walked down the dirty rubber aisle, I took note of who was riding—only a handful of people my age sat amongst the crowd of younger kids. Would a grade-schooler or someone my age give me less grief?

      “Don’t sit by me!” a little kid squeaked. He leaned over the seat in front of him and whispered, “I’m afraid she might crush me.”

      Of course, he was as good at whispering as he was at not being a jerk.

      Tears burned my eyes, and I hurried to wipe them. So much for a fresh start.

      “You can sit here.”

      I twisted to see a guy—a good-looking guy, the kind who never talked to girls like me—and said, “What?”

      He pulled his backpack onto his lap. “This seat’s open.”

      I eyed him wearily and was about to turn down his offer when the old bat driving the bus told me to “quit the pomp and circumstance and sit down already.”

      I took the seat, and in an effort to give the guy some space, half of my butt hung off the edge. I hugged my backpack to my chest, wishing I’d just taken Grandma up on her offer to drive me.

      “Are you new here?” he asked softly.

      Glancing at him sideways, I huffed, “Yeah.”

      He smiled so warmly, it caught me off guard. No one ever looked at me like that, much less guys my age. Especially not ones who looked like him.

      “I’m Jon.” He stuck out his hand over his backpack. “Jonathan, but Jon.”

      Praying my hand wasn’t too sweaty, I took his grip. “Abi.”

      “Where are you from?” he asked.

      “McClellan,” I said, and I hoped he would leave it at that.

      “That’s pretty close.” He leaned forward on his backpack. “Have I seen you at a game or something?”

      Was that a joke? I definitely didn’t look like the kind of girl who hung out anywhere near sporting events, except maybe at the concession stands.

      “Doubt it,” I finally muttered.

      He seemed at a loss for words, and I turned my head toward the front of the bus. Were we there yet?

      “Your parents got a new job or something?”

      “Not exactly.” I hoped my thick foundation still covered the yellowing bruise on my cheek. This wasn’t the kind of move caused by a promotion.

      The bus pulled in front of a school twice the size of McClellan, and I took a deep breath. This was it.

      “Well, let me know if you need help finding anything, Abi.” He patted me on the shoulder. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.”

      For the first time in a long time, I smiled. “Thanks.”

      I could feel the ghost of where he touched me, even as I made my way back down the aisle.  Maybe this would be a good new start for me, like Grandma said.

      The shadow of a smile was still on my lips as I walked up the steps to the school. I already had a locker and books, but Mrs. Moscavits, the principal, wanted me to come by her office on my first day for my schedule.

      A receptionist desk positioned in front of Mrs. Moscavits’s office made the plump woman with spiky hair and blue eye shadow sitting behind it look more like a guard dog than a secretary.

      She lifted a red-penciled eyebrow, revealing more blue eyeshadow. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Mrs. Moscavits,” I said.

      “Sandra!” she called to the closed door. “There’s a student.”

      Overpaid doorbell.

      “Hold on,” a voice called from behind the door.

      I glanced at my watch. We still had fifteen minutes until school started, so I took my backpack off and rifled through it until I found the granola bar I’d stashed there earlier.

      The door to the principal’s office opened, and Mrs. Moscavits came out, tucking her glasses into her hairline like a horn-rimmed headband. “Abigail, good to see you again.”

      She offered her square hand in greeting.

      I wiped the leftover melted chocolate on my jeans, gulped down the unchewed oats, and put my hand in her firm grasp.

      “Follow me,” she said.

      Matching her long stride without panting was a challenge, but I managed.

      “Okay,” she began, “we gave you most of the same classes you had at McClellan, but if you have trouble catching up, we can arrange help.” She handed me the paper, and I glanced down at the classes on my schedule. “Your first class is biology.”

      One word glared at me, more menacing than any I’d ever seen. “Gym?”

      She pulled her glasses from her hairline to her nose and scanned the paper. “Yes, right before lunch.”

      “Can I change it?”

      “We have a physical education requirement here at Woodman, Abigail. If you’re not going to play a sport, you have to take this.”

      She came to a door with a sign that said Room 139, Mr. Pelosi and gestured that I should go ahead of her.

      I went to open the door, and she said, “Stop!”

      Her hand brushed my back, making the sound of crackling paper.

      I turned to see a crumpled sticky note peeping through her fisted fingers. “What was that?”

      She cleared her expression. “Nothing.”

      “What did it say?”

      “Nothing,” she said again, her voice firm. “Let’s go into your class.”

      “I think I have a right to know.” I folded my arms over my chest.

      She gave me a glare that could have rivaled my mother’s, then pulled open the classroom door, cutting the teacher off mid-sentence. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, and if not for his dressy shirt and tie, I might have mistaken him for a victory-lap senior giving a class presentation.

      “Hi, Mr. Pelosi. This is your new student, Abigail Johnson. I hope you’ll all give her a warm Woodman welcome.”

      “Hi, Abigail.” Mr. Pelosi grinned at me. “Go ahead and take that seat there.”

      He pointed at an empty desk next to a Hispanic girl in glasses. I had to squeeze between the rows, and my backside knocked over a water bottle on someone’s desk, but I made it to the seat.

      Mrs. Moscavits switched the orange paper to her other hand. “Well then, if you don’t need me here, I’ll leave you to it.”

      “I think we’ve got it,” Mr. Pelosi said and waved her off.

      She dropped the crumpled note in the wastebasket on her way out of the room.

      After the door shut, Mr. Pelosi leaned against the front of his desk. “So why don’t you tell us a little bit about yourself, Abigail?”

      I closed my eyes. “Like what?”

      There wasn’t really anything good to tell. If I was in a newspaper, my headline would be “Girl with weight problem and abusive parents moves to new town seven months before graduation.” Not exactly above-the-fold material.

      “Hmm.” He scratched his chin. “Okay, why don’t you tell us where you’re from, what you like to do in your free time, and why don’t we throw in your favorite animal since it’s biology?”

      At least he didn’t ask me why I was there.

      “I’m from McClellan. I like to watch movies, and I guess a fish?”

      One of the boys in the row ahead of me whispered, “More like a whale,” to his friend, and they both burst out laughing.

      Mr. Pelosi pursed his lips. “Care to let us in on the joke?”

      They both shook their heads. Apparently, my new classmates weren’t into sharing.

      “Well, it’s great to meet you, Abigail,” he said, standing up from the desk. “I’m sure we’ll get to know each other a lot better as the semester goes on.”

      He continued for the rest of the hour with a lesson about the circulatory system, and for the most part, the class was quiet. He called on me once to answer a question, and since I’d scanned the same section in the book about five times, I got it right.

      Finally, the bell rang. On my way out of the room, I bent over and picked up the crumpled sticky note from earlier. WIDE LOAD.

      “Don’t worry about them.”

      I crushed the note in my fist and shoved it in my pocket. “What?”

      The girl who sat next to me in class was now at my side in the hall. She was a few inches shorter than me, but she had to weigh at least eighty pounds less.

      “Those guys in class. They pick on your life because they don’t have one.”

      Instead of telling her I was the last person who had a “life,” I said, “Thanks.”

      She readjusted her messenger bag, balancing the load on her slim shoulder. “I’m Stormy.”

      “Abi.”

      “So just don’t worry about them. Okay?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. “I’ll catch you at lunch.”

      Stormy gave me a parting glance and then tossed herself into the sea of kids in the hallway.

      I stared down at the schedule in my hand. One class down. Seven to go.

      English was fine, math was math, and gym was hell.

      I’d arrived on FTD, “fitness test day,” aka all-students-run-a-mile-and-I-mean-every-student day.

      At Woodman, all freshmen took PE, which met their requirement, so the only people in gym class now were scrubs, transfers like me, or kids who were in PE to get an easy A. Well, easy for them.

      Wearing an old pair of track sweats the PE teacher scrounged up when I said I didn’t have any gym clothes, I stood at the starting line with fifteen other students. Seventeen minutes and eight seconds later, I crossed the finish line, nauseous, gasping for air, drenched in sweat, and red in the face.

      Choking back tears, I walked to the locker room and sat in a bathroom stall until everyone else left. I used wet paper towels to wipe under my arms and cool my face.

      When my breathing slowed and the lump in my throat dissolved into the usual feelings of inadequacy and shame, I left for the lunchroom, bringing the sweats with me. The PE teacher’s office came up on my left, and I stepped in.

      “Hey,” he said.

      I mumbled a greeting, then wadded up the sweats and tossed them to him.

      “It’ll get better,” he said. “Just wait and see.”

      I grunted. “We’ll be waiting a long time.” Seventeen minutes and eight seconds, to be exact.

      Before he could reply, I walked away and made my way to lunch, where I was practically accosted by Stormy, who insisted I sit by her and her friends.

      “Are you okay?” she asked in between lunch ladies. “Your face is really red.”

      “FTDs,” I huffed.

      She sucked in a breath and made a face. “Ew.”

      “Yeah.”

      Once I’d filled my plate with a mass of gravy-covered meat and fruit cocktail, she led me to a round table surrounded by the oddest mixture of students I’d seen before. Two girls with brightly colored hair and gauges, a Hispanic guy with heavy gold chains around his neck, a scrawny guy with more freckles than pounds on the scale, one guy with a buzz cut and a letterman’s jacket, and another boy who looked like a Campbell’s soup kid.

      “This is Abigail,” Stormy announced.

      “I know,” gold chain guy said. “I’m with her in English.”

      But he didn’t make an effort to introduce himself.

      Stormy sat down and stared at me. “Well, sit down,” she said.

      I wasn’t about to argue with the one girl who was trying to get to know me, so I took the chair between her and Campbell soup kid.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m Andrew.”

      “Abi,” I returned and sipped at my water.

      No one else went out of their way to talk to me, but Stormy was adamant I took part in the conversation.

      When the girl with purple hair brought up math, Stormy turned to me and asked, “Aren’t you in college algebra?”

      When Andrew brought up a ski trip his parents were going on, Stormy said, “I really like snowboarding. How about you, Abigail?”

      Then, gold chain guy, who was actually named Roberto, said he was planning a party.

      “Have you ever drank before?” Stormy asked, like it was her last-ditch effort to include me.

      I shook my head. My parents had done enough of that for all of us.

      Roberto ignored us. “Yeah, well, it starts at nine on Friday.” He grinned. “My brother’s bringing the beer.”

      “Cool!” Stormy said. “You’re coming, right, Abigail?”

      Before I even knew if I could, I said okay.
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      Jonathan-but-Jon was in all three of my afternoon classes, but I didn’t get to talk to him in any of them. Not that I would know what to say. Something along the lines of “I thought you were a decent guy, but you put a WIDE LOAD sign on my back. That was a real Richard move.”

      He wasn’t on the bus after school. Thankfully, that meant I had a seat to myself.

      The driver let me off outside my grandma’s house and I walked down the sidewalk, practicing what I could tell my grandma so she’d let me spend time in my room. Alone.

      I opened the door and was instantly greeted by the TV blaring a news station.

      “Is that you, Abi?” Grandma called from the living room.

      “Yeah.”

      “Come in here!”

      Time for my practiced line. “I need to go take a shower!”

      “Just for a second!”

      Just for a second. I dropped my backpack in the doorway. That was ten minutes in Grandma’s world.

      I walked over orange shag carpet to the living room where Grandma rested in her recliner. She lifted the remote and muted the TV. On the screen, I saw winds and rain ripping through palm trees. Trouble in Florida. Again.

      “How was your first day?” she asked.

      “Fine.”

      “Did you make any friends?” She looked so hopeful.

      “Kind of… I got invited to hang out with some people after the game on Friday.”

      “Oh, that’s great, honey! I hoped this would be a good start for you, after everything.”

      “Thanks.” I turned to go to the spare bedroom—my bedroom.

      “Hold on,” she said.

      I turned around and waited. “Yeah?”

      She pushed down the footrest on the recliner. I could practically see the plans brewing behind her bright eyes. She needed something.

      “Well,” Grandma said, “I have a neighbor down the street, Marta Scoller, and she has a son in school that’s your age. She invited us over for supper tonight. Wasn’t that nice of her?”

      I remembered the boys in biology who’d called me a whale. Pass. Hard pass. “I’m really tired. I had to run a mile in gym today and—”

      “They made you run a mile?” Her eyebrows raised, deepening the wrinkles on her forehead.

      “It was awful.”

      “Well”—she put her hand under her chin, in thought—“I could call and cancel, but I think it would be good for you to meet more people from your school.”

      The last thing I needed or wanted to do was meet people from Woodman. Half of them seemed to have a fat-girl-bullying hole I was perfectly sized for, and the other half—with the exception of Stormy, who I considered an anomaly on par with girls who could eat anything they wanted and not gain weight—seemed to find me slightly inconvenient. Like I was a scuff on the floor people walked by every day, thinking “I should clean that up.” My whole goal for the seven months until graduation was to fade into obscurity.

      But I gave Grandma the condensed version. “I don’t really feel up to it.”

      “Just for tonight, Abi, and you can rest all day tomorrow if you want to.” She sweetened the tone of her voice, and her soft blue eyes looked so hopeful.

      “Well, I guess—”

      “Great. You can go ahead and shower. I told her we’d be over at 5:45 sharp.”

      She unmuted the TV, and I looked at the screen. A guy in soaking wet, tattered clothes was kneeling in front of a flooding building. A proposal. Great. I hoped for the girl’s sake he wasn’t as forceful as my grandma was.

      I walked to the bathroom and undressed for a shower. When I tossed my jeans into the hamper, the orange sticky note spiraled to the ground.

      Wide load.

      Between the vanity and the bathtub was my grandma’s old spin-dial scale. The last time I’d been weighed was at the doctor’s office, and it had been quite a while since then.

      I lifted it up and moved it to the center of the bathroom. The yellowed sticker at the bottom read Evenly distribute weight on scale.

      With a deep breath, I lifted one foot, then the other, and watched the black numbers whir behind the red needle.

      That couldn’t be right.

      Frozen, I stared at the little tick marks and counted right from 210.

      Two hundred twelve pounds.

      The familiar sting of tears burned my eyelids. Why had I done this to myself?

      I walked over to the sink and braced myself on the counter as I examined my reflection in the mirror.

      What I saw was ugly.  I saw my father’s round, pudgy face with dishwater blue eyes. I saw my mother’s thick, light brown hair, but without highlights. Stretch marks rippled across my arms, hips, stomach, and legs. I saw my pale face, splotchy with heat. I hated myself. Absolutely hated everything about me.

      If there was one thing I knew, it was that I never wanted to see those numbers on the scale again.

      I stepped into the shower and let the hot water pour over my body. It relieved some of the kinks I’d acquired running, and I sat down, letting the heat work its magic. When steam filled the air and most of the hot water was gone, I got out and reached for a towel.

      The towels at my grandma’s house all matched. They were dark blue and embroidered with creamy, smiling angels. All of the towels at my parents’ house were threadbare and different, faded colors.

      I wrapped myself in a navy towel, making sure the angel faced away from my skin. With its big eyes staring at me, I sat down on the edge of the bathtub and cried.
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      Grandma insisted I dress nicely for dinner, so instead of my typical jeans/T-shirt combo, I wore jeans and a blouse. The outfit didn’t live up to Grandma’s khaki pants and flowery shirt, but it would have to do.

      Since it was just a few blocks down the street, we walked. Grandma’s friend lived in a red brick house with blue shutters and a yard decorated with metal frogs and plenty of flowers. My parents’ house didn’t even have a yard—just a patch of dirt and weeds.

      Grandma knocked on the matching blue door, and within seconds a middle-aged woman greeted us.

      “Eleanor!” Marta cried, wiping her hands on a red and white checkered apron. She wrapped Grandma in a quick hug. “And you must be Abigail.”

      I nodded, and before I could do anything about it, Marta took me in her arms. Her hair-sprayed curls felt stiff against my cheek, and she smelled like sugar and vanilla.

      “It is so wonderful to meet you!” she said, stepping back through the threshold. “Come in, come in.”

      Marta led us to a dining room decorated with framed needlepoint and antique china. “Can I get you anything to drink? I know Eleanor likes sweet tea.”

      “Just water,” I said.

      Grandma followed Marta into the kitchen, and I was left by myself to examine the walls. There weren’t any photos that would clue me in to the identities of her mystery son or husband, so all I could do was check out pieces like “family makes a house a home” stitched in red thread. If she only knew.

      “You must be Abigail,” said a breathy voice.

      I jumped about ten feet out of my skin and looked around the room.

      In the doorway stood a short, round man with wispy brown hair and reading glasses. He came closer to the table and extended his hand that wasn’t holding an e-reader. “We are so glad you could make it over.”

      I took his hand, and he said, “I’m Glen Scoller.”

      He had a sweaty grip. Just as sweaty as mine. Gross. All I could think about was the sweat mingling between our clasped hands.

      “Nice to meet you,” I replied.

      We both sat down, and I used the cover of the table to hide wiping my hands on my jeans.

      “Tell me about your first day,” he said. His round, watery brown eyes made him look more like a curious old child than a middle-aged man. “What do you think of Woodman?”

      “It was alright. Just school.”

      He put the e-reader on the table and wedged himself into one of the worn wooden chairs. “How were your teachers? Do you like your classes?”

      I shifted in my own seat. I wasn’t used to a world where adults cared about school or classes, much less my opinion of them. “They’re alright,” I said, wanting to leave it at that, but he kept looking at me inquisitively, so I added, “Gym’s not my favorite.”

      He laughed a deep belly chuckle and set his reading glasses on the table. “Can’t say I blame you. I wouldn’t much like it either.”

      At the sound of the front door opening, Mr. Scoller twisted in his chair and called, “Is that you, Jon?”

      Oh no.

      “Yeah!”

      With wet hair and a red face, none other than Jon-Jonathan-but-Jon, aka guy-who-put-a-freaking-wide-load-sign-on-my-back walked into the dining room.

      “Hey Dad—” Catching sight of me, Jon paused, and his eyebrows knitted together. “Hey Abi, what’re you?...”

      “Oh good!” Mr. Scoller rubbed his hands together. “I figured you’d met. I mean, how could you not at Woodman, right? Mom invited Abigail and Eleanor over for supper. Abi here is Eleanor’s granddaughter.”

      First thought: Jon’s parents referred to each other as Mom and Dad? Weird.

      Second thought: How were Jon and Mr. Scoller related? It was like an angelic troll doll giving birth to a demented, deceptively handsome Ken.

      Jon ignored my internal diatribe and dropped his backpack in the corner of the room. “Awesome.” He slid into one of the chairs. “Man, that was a rough practice.”

      “Jon’s on the cross-country team,” Mr. Scoller elaborated, beaming.

      “Coach is killing us for this meet on Saturday,” Jon said. “Says if we don’t improve our times, we’ll start having two-a-days again.”

      If I could have faded into the lavender wallpaper, I would have. Hearing “poor” Jonathan complain about running extra for cross-country made me want to puke. Like being athletic, loved, and attractive was such a hard life. Cue the world’s smallest violin.

      “Coach better not forget you guys have classes too,” Mr. Scoller said.

      Jon shrugged. “It’s the fastest way to get in shape.”

      “You better not forget you have classes either,” Mr. Scoller said. Then, as if he suddenly remembered I was in the room, he added, “Do you two have any classes together?”

      Unfortunately.

      “Yep,” Jon said and smiled at me. He looked so kind, like he hadn’t been the one who put a mean note on my back just hours earlier. “Three actually. And we rode the bus together this morning.”

      “Oh, Tony said your car should be out of the shop in a few days. You should give Abi a ride in the mornings when it’s up and running again. Surely that’d be better than riding the bus.”

      “The bus is fine,” I interjected. I’d deal with fifty snot-nosed kids if it meant I wouldn’t have to sit next to Jon again.

      “Whatever you feel most comfortable with,” Mr. Scoller said, pushing back his chair. “I’m going to see if Mom needs any help.”

      Seriously, did people’s parents call each other Mom and Dad? I couldn’t be the weird one here.

      Mr. Scoller disappeared behind the swinging door to the kitchen.

      “I wouldn’t mind driving you,” Jon said with a smile.

      I folded my arms and rested them on the table. “Yeah, but then you’d have to put a ‘wide load’ sign on the back of your car.”

      “What?” he asked, his eyebrows coming together again.

      “I know you put that sticky note on my back this morning,” I snapped.

      His face fell. “No, Abigail. That wasn’t me.”

      “Uh huh.” This guy might have been able to sell manure to a feed lot, but I wasn’t buying his load of crap.

      Marta waltzed into the room followed by Grandma and Mr. Scoller. “Hey, kids, are you ready?”

      Their arms were laden with white dishes overflowing with steaming food, and Marta sat a sweating glass of water in front of me.

      Jon gave me a long look, but he left it at that.

      Mr. Scoller insisted Grandma and I serve ourselves first. I took a little from each dish. When I was younger, my parents would spank me if I had been picky or didn’t clear my plate. Who had the bright idea of calling an empty dish a “happy plate”? Couldn’t they have named it something more accurate? Like “obesity plate”?

      But my parents weren’t here to punish me, I reminded myself, and I didn’t have to eat it all.

      As I pushed bits of casserole and potatoes around my plate to make it look like I was eating, all I could think of was how much I hated my parents, how much I hated school, and how much I hated that my Grandma lived down the street from Jonathan Scoller. Who I also hated.

      After supper, Mr. and Mrs. Scoller insisted Jonathan give me a tour of the house while they did the dishes and “chewed the fat.” Mr. Scoller’s term, not mine.

      Jon led me through the sitting room decorated with floral wallpaper, fake flowers, and family portraits, the den with a popcorn machine in the corner and posters of famous movies hanging on the wall, upstairs past a sea-themed guestroom, and into a tan bedroom with one navy blue wall.

      Jon sat in one of two beanbag chairs in the corner and gestured for me to take the other one.

      I leaned against the doorframe with my arms folded across my chest.

      Jon frowned, looking exasperated. “Do you seriously think I put that sign on your back?” he asked.

      I stared at him, incredulous. “Who else would have?”

      “Do you?” he prompted, sitting up—as much as a person can sit up in a beanbag chair.

      “Um, yes? Isn’t that obvious?”

      “Why would I do something like that?”

      I looked out his bedroom door into the hallway. I wanted nothing more than to walk out of this perfect room, down the street, and into Grandma’s house. Anything other than having some attractive guy play mind games with me just for the hell of it. I’d been through enough already.

      “Abi,” he said, “why would I do something like that?”

      Did I really have to spell this out for him? “You patted my shoulder on the bus, and I somehow magically ended up with a sign on my back. I might be fat, but I’m not stupid.”

      He sat forward on the beanbag chair and put his elbows on his knees. “It wasn’t me that put the sign on your back. It was one of the kids up front. I tried to catch up to you to tell you, but you disappeared somewhere.”

      Truth rang through his voice, but my dad had taught me how convincing lies could sound.

      “Abi?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you forgive me?”

      I let out a small, bitter laugh. “If you didn’t do anything, why do I need to forgive you?”

      “I should have checked on you after class,” he said. “Or at least beat that kid up.”

      This time, my laugh was a little more genuine.

      “So you forgive me?”

      As far as I could remember, he was the first person to ask me that question. Or even apologize. “Yeah. I forgive you.”

      “Thanks.” He looked at me and grinned. “Now, how are we going to get revenge?”
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      When I woke up, I was so hungry I felt nauseous, but instead of eating, I walked to the bathroom and splashed water over my face. I stepped on the scale and watched the dial spin. Two hundred eleven pounds.

      Frustrated, I left the bathroom and went to find Grandma. She sat at the kitchen table with her morning coffee and the Woodman paper spread out in front of her.

      “I’m going for a walk,” I said.

      She finished scribbling a word into the crossword puzzle and looked up at me. “Sounds good. Want some company?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “What do you want for breakfast when you get back?”

      “I can take care of it,” I told her. I’d been handling my own meals for as long as I could remember, and I didn’t need her ruining my diet with her buttermilk pancakes or fatty sausage links.

      She was already looking down at the paper, chewing on the end of her pen. “Okay, see you soon.”

      When I stepped outside, brisk air whipped my face, even though fall was just beginning. I’d gotten up early enough for the sky to have that pink tint leftover from sunrise and all of the houses to still look asleep.

      I followed the sidewalk around the block, slowing only at the Scollers’ to take in the outside of their house. An American flag hung from their porch, fluttering in the breeze. Behind their curtains, lights glowed, and they cast shadows as they walked around inside. They were awake.

      Did Marta make a homemade breakfast every morning? I bet Mr. Scoller wasn’t passed out on the couch while Jon was trying to get ready for school.

      Sweat dripped over my eyebrows and mingled with stinging, salty tears. I closed my eyes against the memories and against the warm exterior of the house where a perfect family lived inside. The kind of family I had always wanted to be a part of.

      Bitterness fueled me for the rest of my walk. Jon had gotten his family by pure luck, and by some sadistic twist of faith, I got mine. I couldn’t control that. But I could control this walk. My legs ached from gym class the day before, and my chest burned as it heaved up and down, never able to get enough air. Pain, I could handle. I’d been dealing with it for seventeen years.

      I decided to go back to Grandma’s house when all the pink was gone from the sky. Grandma had moved from the table to the couch and was watching the news when I walked in.

      “How was your walk?” she called.

      I sucked in a breath and tried to make my voice even through all the panting. “Good.”

      Without pausing for conversation, I made my way to the bathroom, turned on the shower, and let the hot water take away the sweat and tears.

      I couldn’t wash away the fading bruise on my cheek, so I rubbed on heavy foundation until my face looked just as pale as the rest of my body. In my room, I slipped into my usual jeans and T-shirt, shoved a pair of sweatpants into my backpack so I wouldn’t have to borrow any during gym, and left the house with just enough time to catch the bus.

      Jonathan had saved me a seat.
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      Each of my teachers had worked out their own way for me to get caught up in class. English was easy because I just had to read extra and take a quiz over the content. In math, I took a competency test I just barely passed. My current events, art, home economics, and gym teachers let me pick up where I left off.

      Biology was a different story. On Tuesday, Mr. Pelosi had a paraprofessional take me to her office and proctor a series of tests. Even before Mr. Pelosi handed me the graded, red-ink-covered papers, I knew I’d failed.

      To make up for all the lessons I’d missed, he gave me a packet thicker than the textbook of self-guided worksheets and readings, which meant I had to do a month and a half of homework on top of everything else.

      Stormy offered to help me with biology, which I was grateful for. She also made sure I sat with her group again Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. The only other person I really knew was Jon. Even though we’d sorted through the whole wide-load fiasco, the table of football meatheads he usually sat with—including the more-like-a-whale boys—were not my idea of suitable companions.

      Every now and then, someone at Stormy’s lunch table asked me questions, but mostly, I just listened, getting a feel for each of the people in the group.

      Roberto still didn’t talk to me, but, like me, he didn’t eat much at lunch. He told Stormy he was trying to cut weight before wrestling season started.

      Andrew looked at his phone every five minutes to text his girlfriend, Skye. I knew her at McClellan, mostly from English class. She’d been a girl I always wanted to be friends with but never knew how to ask. I felt like we might have had more in common than either of us cared to admit, but I didn’t tell Andrew that.

      She probably knew why I moved to Woodman. Everyone at McClellan did. I worried she would tell Andrew and I would go from being the fat new girl to a victim—an oddity. Pity was worse than indifference, and even bullying, every time.

      As it turned out, the kid who wore the letterman jacket was named Frank. He was in wrestling with Roberto, played football, and was very bad at school. Like, he-copied-Stormy’s-homework-every-morning-before-class-so he-could-keep-playing-sports bad.

      The two girls, Macy and Leanne, didn’t like me, but the way they sat kind of apart from everyone else gave me the feeling they didn’t like anyone but each other anyway.

      Then there was Freckles. His real name was Evan, but everyone called him Freckles. I couldn’t tell whether he liked the nickname or not, but he answered to it. He was quiet like me, but infallibly nice. He was the kind of nice that was the equivalent of British guards; people tried to get under his skin just to see if they could get a reaction out of him.

      By the end of the day Thursday, I finally felt like I had a grip on things, but my head hurt from trying to take it all in. Jon wasn’t on the bus again, so I got a seat to myself and leaned my head against the window. Jon and a few other lanky guys were walking out to the track. It looked like he was joking with a friend, not a care in the world.

      When I got back to Grandma’s house, she was watching the afternoon news. Someone had wrecked a convertible outside of Dallas. The guy was saying a library book flew from his backseat onto his windshield. Like people needed another reason not to read.

      “How was school?” she asked.

      “Good,” I said. “I’m going for a walk.”

      She muted the TV. “Want me to come with?”

      “You can stay here if you want.”

      She pushed down the legs on the recliner. “No, I could use some fresh air.”

      I left my backpack in my room, and when I came out, Grandma was standing by the door already in a sweater and dark sunglasses.

      “Ready?” she asked, like the walk had been her idea.

      “Yeah.”

      We walked together down the block. I stayed quiet while Grandma told me about having tea with Marta that afternoon.

      “Marta and Glen are so glad to have someone Jon’s age living in the neighborhood.” She pumped her arms back and forth like she was walking with the women from the senior center instead of her granddaughter. “They just raved about you. Said you were very sweet and polite, especially considering your situation.”

      I froze on the sidewalk. “My situation?”

      It took her a minute to realize I wasn’t keeping up with her, and she stopped, still pumping her arms. “With your parents.”

      “I know what my situation is,” I snapped.

      She frowned, and I knew if I could have seen behind her sunglasses, her eyes would be crinkled in the corners like my mother’s did when she was upset. “They just asked why you were living with me. It’s not every day a senior transfers mid-semester to live with her seventy-year-old grandmother.”

      “I’m already strange enough, Grandma. I don’t need everyone at school looking at me like I’m a victim.”

      “I know, I know.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I told Marta not to tell Jon.”

      Marta might not mean to, but it would slip out eventually. “I’m sure she won’t tell him about it ever.”

      “I don’t need the sarcasm,” Grandma said, throwing my sass right back. “Come on.”

      She was off, walking down the sidewalk again, and that was the end of the conversation. Apparently, Grandma could keep her mouth shut when she wanted to.

      We trekked around the neighborhood until I was red in the face and Grandma had worked up a light sweat. Goal number one: pass biology. Goal number two: get in better shape than my grandma.

      When we got back, she set her sunglasses on the end table by the door. “I need to go grocery shopping. Will you come with?”

      At this point, I was so hungry I was afraid I’d leave any store with all the candy bars by the checkout. “I have a lot of homework.”

      “It’ll just take an hour.”

      Because I was too tired/hungry/sore/knew-she-would-win-anyway to argue, I said okay.

      At the store, Grandma meandered through the aisles, tossing whatever suited her into the cart. Like my mother, Grandma was beautiful—slim and graceful. They both could eat just about whatever they wanted and stay thin.

      Grandma pulled her head out of the freezer and dropped a pizza in the cart. “If you see anything you want, just put it in.”

      There was a lot I wanted to put in. Including five more boxes of the stuffed-crust delicacy she’d just added to the pile. But I refrained.

      As we walked down the rows and rows of food, I saw the only things I’d been able to rely on.

      Zebra cakes always looked the same in the morning as they did in the evening. An oatmeal cream pie tasted delicious whether I ate it in my closet or after it had sat in my backpack an entire day. Granola bars were always ready, even if my parents weren’t home or were passed out.

      Grandma offered me all sorts of sweets I usually would have devoured upon checkout, but this time, I didn’t. I got some of the diet microwave meals and loaded the cart with all the fruits and vegetables I thought I could stand. Instead of salad dressing, I got vinegar and lemon juice. Instead of pop or Gatorade, I picked up a refillable water bottle.

      At the checkout, I stared absentmindedly at the candy bars, my mouth watering, but the only thing I wanted more than a candy bar was to not hate myself.

      “Good for you, Abigail,” Grandma said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “This is a new start for you,” she said and started loading our groceries onto the conveyor belt. “Now, are you going to help me or not?”
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