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PRAISE

“In Roam, C.H. Armstrong sings with a brilliant, powerful youthful voice as she portrays a narrator named Abby who experiences what it’s like to be homeless with her family while dealing with the emotional and complex daily challenges of attending a new school. We, her readers, are drawn in from the first page. This lovely book has tremendous heart.”

—Brandon Hobson, author of Where the Dead Sit Talking

“An empathetic tale that treats homelessness with respect and makes it visible.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“In her warm and hopeful novel, C.H. Armstrong has created a spirited heroine who triumphs over her circumstances thanks to those who believe in her; friends, family, teachers and ultimately, herself.”

—Lorna Landvik, Author of Once in A Blue Moon Lodge

“Roam is a study in empathy, forgiveness, and second chances—an impactful and memorable story of teenage homelessness.”

—Foreword Reviews

“C.H. Armstrong’s Roam is a book we need; too often we look past families like Abby Lunde’s who live on the periphery of our lives and our novels. Armstrong’s book pays compassionate and eloquent attention to teenage angst and love amidst the backdrop of homelessness.”

—Cara Sue Achterberg, author of Girls’ Weekend and I’m Not Her

“Roam is a compelling, accurate look into the life of a homeless teen. A must-read for all young people to understand the hardship of homelessness and how they can reach out to help others.”

—Cathy Lamb, author of No Place I’d Rather Be
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 “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”

—Dr. Maya Angelou
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CHAPTER ONE
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I HATE THIS TOWN ALREADY.

My stepdad, Nick, drives down the main street of Rochester, pulling even with a car filled with teenagers. I stare at them, thankful for the van’s tinted windows, which keep my gaze from catching their attention. The driver is a girl about my age, and the car is a fire-engine red sports car with temporary tags. She and her passengers dance in their seats, singing to the blaring music.

Everywhere I look screams wealth and privilege—from the carefully manicured lawns to the kids in the car next to us. The cost of their clothing alone would probably eat up Nick’s whole paycheck—if he still had one. But he doesn’t, and neither does Mom.

I wonder about the kids in the sports car. Are they as perfect as they appear, or are their lives secretly as screwed up as mine? Maybe the driver’s dad is embezzling money from his company. He’ll get caught next week, the scandal will hit the newspapers, and the whole family will be ruined. Or the guy in the passenger seat: maybe he’s about to discover his parents are really his grandparents, and his “older sister” is really his mom. Everybody’s hiding something. We all have secrets. It can’t be just my family.

Angry tears threaten. The kids pull ahead, so Nick holds back, allowing them to pass. What would they think if they knew our secrets? Anger flows like hot lava as I imagine them laughing at our ratty old van with the rusted-out fender on the driver’s side. Next to them, we look homeless.

Manic laughter erupts from my belly. I smother it, but not before Mom hears from the front seat. She turns around and shoots me a smile that says, “Tell me what’s so funny,” but I ignore her, turning away and staring out my window. I should feel bad for ignoring Mom but she’s pretty much ruined our lives, so I’d call us even.

Seated next to me, my little sister, Amber, taps my arm. “What’s so funny, Sister?”

“Nothing.” I smile, taking the edge off my short reply.

The sports car disappears around a corner into a residential neighborhood. At the next stoplight, Nick turns into a 24-hour Walmart parking lot, then rolls the windows down about two inches before turning off the engine.

“We’ll park it here for tonight,” he says. “With so many other cars, nobody will notice an extra van in the lot.”

“Is it safe?” Mom scans the parking lot, her expression skeptical.

“Pretty much. The doors’ll be locked, so we should be okay.”

“I miss BooBoo Bunny,” Amber cries.

At six, everything in the last two days has been confusing to her. She’s asked endless questions for which none of us have answers—at least not answers you can give a first grader.

Why can’t we go home?

Why do we have to sleep in the van?

Why can’t I bring my bicycle?

My patience is short and, before I can stop myself, angry words spew out. “None of us like it. Deal with it.”

Mom spins in her seat. “Abby, you’ve made it clear how you feel about this situation, but there’s no need to snap at your sister.”

I narrow my eyes at Mom. Just as I open my mouth to let her know how I really feel about her and this entire messed-up situation she’s put us in, Nick turns and catches my eye. His expression says, “Leave it, Abby. Please.” I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek and turn to glare out the window. For Nick’s sake, I’ll shut my mouth—but only because it’s Nick asking and, deep down, I’m terrified he’ll leave us. Because without Nick, this shit-show our lives have become would be even worse. He’s the one who keeps us going—the one who keeps me from strangling Mom—and he’s the only one who can help us out of this mess.

Be nice. Be nice. The words scream inside my head like a mantra. I take in a breath and, ignoring Mom, I turn to Nick and ask, “So what do we do now?”

Nick smiles his thanks. “Tomorrow, we get you two started in school, then your mom and I will see what the Salvation Army has to offer.” His face flushes. “I hate to ask, but can you help us out?”

I lift an eyebrow. “Sure. What do you need?”

“Can you check out the newspaper office one day this week? If you got a job delivering papers, you could take Amber with you and it’d be a huge help.”

“Sure.”

Nick’s smile is sad—embarrassed, maybe. Asking my help must be a blow to his pride.

“Mommy?” Amber asks. “How’re we gonna sleep in the van?”

“It’ll be fun.” Mom’s chipper voice grates on my nerves. “Like camping. We have pillows and blankets, and we’ve already folded down the rear seats.”

“Will we all fit?”

“We should.”

Amber frowns. “What if someone sees us?”

“Nobody will see us. They’d have to peek in, and there’s no reason for anyone to do that.”

“Like a monster?”

“No, baby, we’ll be fine. Daddy will protect us.”

My face flames red with anger. Daddy will protect us? Is she serious? How much more weight can Nick’s shoulders stand? I bite my tongue before the words spew out.

We left Omaha this afternoon, just one step ahead of eviction. The landlord visited two days ago, warning us we had seventy-two hours to pay the current and last month’s rent or she’d return with a police escort and a locksmith. There was no point in fighting it, Nick said, so we spent all day yesterday packing only our absolute necessities. We left everything else behind—there just wasn’t enough room.

Now, with darkness descending, Amber’s getting antsy and her whining is playing on our last nerves.

“Why don’t we turn in for an early night?” Mom suggests.

“But it’s too early,” Amber cries. “I wanna watch TV.”

“You know the van’s TV doesn’t work, sweetheart,” Nick says. “Just try closing your eyes for a bit.”

Amber grumbles but stretches beside me on the hard floorboard in the back of Mom’s van. Tossing and turning, she reminds me of a dog turning circles before lying in its bed. Just when I think she’s found a comfortable position, she rolls over again.

Oof! A bony elbow gouges my stomach.

“Quit it, Amber,” I growl. “Be still!”

“I can’t sleep,” she whines.

“How about Sister sings to you?” Mom suggests.

I narrow my eyes and shoot Mom a scalding glare.

“Yeah!” Amber agrees. “Sing the rainbow song!”

“Not tonight, Am. I don’t feel like it.”

“Please, Sister?” Amber begs.

“No.”

“Abby.” Nick touches my arm. “Please? You know it helps her fall asleep.”

“Fine.” I blow out a frustrated breath and pull myself to a sitting position beside Amber.

Singing used to be a relaxing outlet for me—something I did effortlessly and often just to see Mom smile. But making Mom happy isn’t at the top of my list anymore and, at the moment, I’m not at all in the mood. Now that Nick’s asked, though, I relent. He doesn’t ask much of me and I don’t want to be the reason he gives up and leaves us. So I close my eyes and disappear inside my head with the first few bars of “Over the Rainbow.” With my eyes closed, I imagine myself as Dorothy and almost forget the last six months.

My mind drifts to my old bedroom. Though small and cheaply decorated with frilly old-lady curtains purchased at a garage sale, it was mine. My heart aches for all we’ve left behind—my books, Amber’s collection of stuffed animals, Nick’s guitar, and even Mom’s Mickey Mouse collection. But we can’t go back, so I focus on happier times, like singing on my comfortable old bed while Amber danced around the room pretending she was a famous ballerina. The memory is bittersweet, and I return to the present as I close out the last measures of the song.

Amber breathes a contented sigh, and I smile down at her relaxed features. Sound asleep, her long, dark lashes gently brush her cheek. My heart warms at her sweetness. As angry as I am at everything, I can’t stay angry with Amber. I brush her soft blond hair away from her cheek, then crawl under the blanket and rest my head next to hers. With Nick on one end and me on the other, and Mom and Amber sandwiched in between, we settle down to sleep for the night.

“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”

The woman’s voice comes through the line as though through a tunnel. My mind goes blank. Cold rain pelts the patio door to my left, while my mother lies on the kitchen floor only inches away. She jerks spasmodically and all I can see are the whites of her eyes as the pupils have rolled into the back of her head. My own body shakes until I almost drop the phone.

“Hello?” the voice says. “This is 9-1-1. What is your emergency?”

An invisible hand squeezes my throat. “My mom.”

 “Ma’am? Could you please speak louder? What is your emergency?”

I clear my throat. “My mom. She’s—I don’t know. She fell down and now she’s—I’m not sure! She’s shaking—like she’s having a seizure or something.”

“What is your address?”

I force myself to think. “Meadowlark Lane. 1113 Meadowlark Lane.”

“I’m dispatching an ambulance, but I need you to stay with me. Is your mother breathing?”

“I think so.” I squat and place my ear near Mom’s mouth. A light waft of breath tickles my chin. “Yes.”

“That’s a good sign. What is your name, please?”

“Abby. Abby Lunde.”

“Okay, Abby,” the operator says, her voice calm. “My name is Elena and I’m gonna stay with you until the ambulance comes. Is your mother lying on her side or on her back?”

“On her…” I pause mid-sentence as a dark stain colors the front of her gray pajama bottoms. “Oh, God. She just—she peed her pants.”

“That’s okay, Abby. Now I need you to listen, okay? If she’s on her back, I need you to roll her into a side-lying position.”

“What does that mean?” Even the smallest instruction confounds me.

“Carefully roll her over so she’s lying on her side if you can. Can you do that for me?”

“Yeah.” I press the speaker button before setting the phone down and kneel beside my mother. Her body jerks and resists, but after several moments I have her on her side.

“Abby, are you still there?” The voice is tinny through the speaker.

“Yeah. It’s just—she’s jerking a lot and I don’t know if I can keep her in that position.”

“The ambulance is two minutes away. Is the front door unlocked?”

“I—I don’t know.” My eyes flash to the front door. “No.”

“Okay, Abby. As soon as you have your mom stable on her side, you need to unlock the front door for the EMTs. Can you do that?”

I reach for a chair, pulling it onto its side and propping it behind Mom’s back. I say a silent prayer that it’ll stay put and move away slowly. It holds—for the moment, at least. “Yes. I’ll do that now.”

In my mind, I run to the door, but everything moves in slow motion. My legs shake like they’re weighted by cinder blocks. It’s all taking too long! I turn the deadbolt and throw the door wide as the sound of sirens reaches my ears.

“Abby?” the voice calls urgently from the phone. “Abby? Abby!”

“Abby!”

I’m jolted awake by Nick’s hand on my arm as he shakes me. My eyes flash open and it takes me a second to realize where I am. Amber lies beside me, her thumb resting inside her gaping mouth. My pulse races as the realness of the dream swallows me.

“You okay?” Nick asks.

I nod, my mouth too dry to speak.

“Same dream? The 9-1-1 call?”

I nod again.

Nick smiles sadly, his empathy reaching me through his gaze. “It’s gonna be okay, kiddo. I promise.”

I moisten my lips with my tongue. “How do you know?”

“Because I do. I swear I won’t let anything happen to you girls. The next few weeks are gonna suck, but we’ll get through it. Someday you’ll look back on everything and a small piece of you will be thankful for it.”

“If you say so.” I roll my eyes, but temper the sarcasm with a smile.

“I do say so. Now go back to sleep.” He squeezes my shoulder twice, something he’s always done to spread his confidence to me.

For the next several hours, I lie there in the gray dark of Mom’s van. My eyes are closed, but every time I doze off, I’m jolted awake. Voices assault me from outside—a young couple laughing as they carelessly bump the back of our van with a grocery cart. I hold my breath, praying they won’t notice us inside the van. They move away until their words are indistinct, then the piercing cry of a young baby echoes through the quiet night. I glance at my watch—3:22 a.m. Who takes a baby out at this time of night?

“Breathe, Abby,” Nick whispers. “I promised you it’ll be okay, and it will.”

The parking lot lights shine brightly through the van’s windows, revealing Nick’s gentle smile as he lies nestled close to Mom.

“What if they saw us?” I whisper.

“They didn’t. Go back to sleep.”

Anger churns in my belly at the helplessness of our situation, but there’s nothing I can do to change it. My home is with my family, which means my home is currently the back of Mom’s van. I close my eyes and force myself to sleep.



CHAPTER TWO
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I’M SITTING IN MS. RAVEN’S OFFICE, WAITING FOR HER TO RETURN FROM A “QUICK TRIP” TO RETRIEVE MY class schedule from the printer, but it’s been at least ten minutes and she’s yet to make a reappearance. I look around her office, noticing her degree certificate on the wall with The University of Minnesota emblazoned in large letters.

She has all sorts of gadgets on her desk, presumably to reduce her students’ anxiety during their visits. I pick up a green stress ball and squish it between my fingers and palm. Do these things really work? I squish it again, and then again. I feel exactly the same: nervous.

“I’m sorry that took so long.” Ms. Raven opens her office door and I quickly return the ball to its home on her desk. “There was a paper jam and we had to clear it.”

“That’s okay.” I accept two sheets of paper from her outstretched hand.

“This first page has your class schedule. Since classes have already started, I had difficulty finding an elective for you but there was an opening in vocal music. I hope that’s okay?”

I shrug. “Sure. I haven’t done much singing except around my family.”

“You’ll be fine.” Miss Raven waves a dismissive hand. “Show up on time, follow directions, and you’ll be okay. I’ve looked at your transcripts, and it looks like you’re on track to graduate in June. Have you thought about what you’ll do after high school? College, maybe?”

“I haven’t thought about it yet,” I lie.

Of course I’ve thought about it—I’m not stupid! Which also means I know we can’t afford it. Maybe we could’ve before Mom screwed everything up, but not now.

“Okay. Let’s worry about that another day. Today let’s focus on your classes, and then we can revisit your options in a couple of weeks. The second sheet I gave you is a map of the school.” Ms. Raven taps the page with a perfectly manicured fingertip. “You’ll notice the school is round, so it’s difficult to get lost. The classroom number corresponds to the closest door, and those numbers are also marked on the floor near the corresponding stairwells. So, for example, classroom 1-326 is on the first floor closest to Door Three. Does that make sense?”

I nod. “I think so.”

“Good. If you get lost, follow the circle of the building and you’ll end up back where you started.”

“Thank you.” Though this school looks easy to navigate, I’m not quite ready to share her optimism.

“You’re very welcome. Now, I’ll have one of our office aides show you around and take you to your first class. Just give me one minute.” She’s out the door in a flash, and I hope I’m not in for another long wait.

Moments later Ms. Raven returns with the most attractive guy I’ve ever seen. He stands at well over six feet tall with eyes the color of melted dark chocolate. He pushes his pitch-black hair away from his forehead and offers me a smile that frames perfect white teeth.

Wow!

“Abby,” Ms. Raven interrupts my perusal. “Meet Zach Andrews. Zach is a senior, like you, and he’s one of our office aides this period. Zach will give you a quick tour of the building, and then walk you to your first class.”

Beautiful and rich. Those are the perfect words to describe Zach Andrews. From his expensive shoes to the Tommy Hilfiger polo, he seems to have wealth, privilege, and “Future GQ Model” tattooed everywhere. He’s probably popular, too—anyone who looks like that has to be popular.

I clamp my jaw shut. Get a grip, Abby! He’s out of your league!

Zach’s face lights up in a blinding grin, revealing a dimple in his left cheek. He extends his hand for a handshake. “Nice to meet you, Abby.”

“You, too,” I say, meeting his hand with my own.

Zach’s smile is contagious and my lips tip upward.

He takes my schedule and scans it briefly. “This isn’t too bad. You’ve got some great teachers. You sing?”

“A little, why?” I ask, following him into the hallway.

“You have Mrs. Miner for vocal music. You’ll love her.”

“You have her?”

“Not this year—it wouldn’t fit into my schedule, but I’ve had her before.”

I smile at Zach, but remind myself not to get too keyed up about him. He’s attractive, true, and if things were different, we might make perfect sense. But things aren’t different, and my secrets would horrify him. I take a breath and focus on the major landmarks of the building as he points them out.

I’m right about one thing: Zach is popular. So far, there isn’t anyone who doesn’t know him, and I lose count of how many people greet him as we pass. We stop outside a closed door on the third floor. The tour is over, and I stupidly wish for an excuse to extend it.

“Okay, so first period is almost over so there’s no point going to that one,” Zach says. “This is your history class. Just hang out here until the bell rings, then go on in.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. Hey—you have ‘A’ lunch. So do I. Look for me, okay?”

Um…no! Bad idea.

“Sure,” I say instead.

“Okay. I’ll catch you later.” Zach smiles one last time and heads back down the hall. I watch him go, and my heart does a little flip-flop at the “what-ifs.”

I lean against the wall next to the closed classroom door. The halls are quiet, but the peace is short-lived. Within moments the bell rings, and doors on three sides of me are thrown open as students stream out of classrooms like worker ants marching to orders. Dozens of eyes fall on me, all wondering the same things: Who is she? Where is she from? But not one person greets me or offers a smile of welcome. And I get it. I’m pretty sure I did the same thing…before.

I busy myself by searching through my nearly empty backpack. When the last two students leave the classroom, I cautiously step inside. Leaning against his desk and glancing over a student’s homework is my history teacher, Mr. Hedrick. Dressed impeccably in a suit and tie, he’s the epitome of “old school.” I groan inwardly at what this means about his teaching style.

He’s absorbed in his work, so I study him. His white hair is clipped military short, and his heavy plastic glasses are propped precariously at the tip of his long, straight nose. His thin lips are pressed together in displeasure, and a deep crease forms a crater-like indentation between his nearly transparent eyebrows. He tosses the papers onto his desk, then removes his glasses and massages the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. I clear my throat, but he doesn’t hear me.

“Mr. Hedrick?” I say.

He jerks to attention and replaces his glasses. “Yes?”

“Hi. I’m Abby Lunde. I was assigned to your class.”

“Oh yes!” Mr. Hedrick rifles through the mess of papers on his desk. “I just got your registration, Abby. Come in and choose a seat anywhere you’d like.”

“Thank you.” I select a seat toward the middle-back of the class.

Students trickle into the classroom—sometimes alone, but frequently in groups of twos and threes. Most of them look the same: name-brand clothing, perfect hair, perfect makeup, perfect everything. I draw a breath and try not to hate them for representing what I no longer have—what I will probably never have again.

As closely as I’m studying them, I know they’re doing the same to me. I pretend to ignore the way they look me over, wondering whether I’m worthy of their consideration then deciding not to put forth the effort to find out. The seats around me fill and I sit in the midst of them, invisible.

I open my notebook and doodle in the margins of a clean sheet. If I learned anything at my old school, it’s the importance of confidence. In this caste system that is High-School Hell, confidence, or lack thereof, determines social placement, and I will never again allow myself to be a bottom dweller. Apparently, however, someone else has a different idea.

“You can’t sit here.”

The comment comes from a girl with beautiful long, straight, blond hair. She has the tiniest upturned nose, which matches her petite frame. Though barely five feet tall, she carries herself with the regal bearing of a queen. Confidence. This one will be at the top of the food chain. I give her a cursory glance then return my attention to my drawings.

“I said you can’t sit here,” she repeats. “Are you deaf?”

I finish filling in the three-dimensional box I’ve drawn, then lift an eyebrow and take her in from head to toe. “Says who?”

“Says me. This is my seat, and I always sit here.”

“Well,” I smile like I’m talking to a small child, “I was told to sit anywhere I liked. I like this seat.”

A few students snigger but are cut off by a sharp glance from the girl in front of me.

“I don’t think you understood me,” she says. “You need to move.”

Instinctively I know the next few moments will define my experience at this school. If I back down today, she’ll think she can push me around forever. Been there, done that.

 “Oh, I understood you fine.” I draw another three-dimensional box. “Sit somewhere else, and you can have this one tomorrow.”

“C’mon, Trish,” says a pretty girl with auburn hair. “It’s not worth it, and Hedrick will count us tardy if we’re not in our seats when the bell rings.”

“Screw Hedrick. I want this chair.”

“You really should take another seat,” I suggest. “I’m not moving, and I’d hate to see you counted tardy.”

Behind her, Mr. Hedrick clears his throat. “I have to agree, Ms. Landry. Please have a seat. With your attitude, I’m thinking I might have a detention slip with your name on it.”

Well played, Mr. Hedrick! I bite my lip to staunch my laughter at Trish’s shocked expression.

“Mr. Hedrick! I—” Her jaw flaps open and closed.

“Yes, Ms. Landry?”

“Never mind.” She storms off and sits three seats behind me. My first class and I’ve already made an enemy. What’s next?



CHAPTER THREE
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HISTORY WITH MR. HEDRICK IS FAR BETTER THAN I EXPECTED. RATHER THAN A TEDIOUS LECTURE FILLED with dates and places, he regales us with stories of historical figures as though retelling humorous anecdotes about old friends. Characters come to life, and I forget to take notes. I’m sitting on the edge of my seat, waiting to learn the ending of a particularly humorous tale he refers to as “The Misadventures of Guy Fawkes,” when the bell rings. The entire class groans.

“Ah. Too bad,” he says, his gray eyes sparkling with humor. “Guess you’ll have to stay awake for another lecture tomorrow to see how it ends.”

I smile for a brief second before Trish catches my attention. Her lips form a thin line, and the malice in her expression is unmistakable. She stares at me, daring me to look away first. When I refuse, she flips her long hair over her shoulder and graces me with an evil smile that says, “Game on.” If I wondered before, there can be no question now: I’m screwed.

My next class is chemistry with Ms. Burke. Finding the class quickly, I scan the room and discover I’m the second to arrive. The only other student is a tall boy seated near the back. His curly dark hair is a little on the long side, but it suits his boyish features. Peeking out from behind his long lashes are eyes the color of cornflowers. He’s beautiful in a masculine way. Our eyes meet and he smiles, his expression open and approachable. I hesitate, hoping I haven’t misunderstood his silent welcome, but since there’s no one else to witness my humiliation if I’m wrong, I take the desk behind him.

I’m barely seated when he spins around and faces me. “Welcome to chaos. I’m Josh.”

“I’m Abby.” A smile teases my lips.

“You new to town, or just new to Rochester South?”

“Both, I guess.”

“Figured. I’ve never seen you before.” Josh shrugs. “But you could’ve transferred from one of the other high schools, I guess.”

I’m saved from responding when Ms. Burke enters the room. The complete opposite of Mr. Hedrick, she’s young with long, platinum-blond hair tipped in black. She wears faded jeans and an even more faded sweatshirt reading Rochester South in big gold letters across the front. If I didn’t know better, I’d mistake her for a student, but she quickly takes command, erasing any doubt.

I’m not sure why, but I’ve always sucked at science. You’d think having a mom whose strengths are in math and science, I’d excel, but my strong subject is English. Maybe I take after the sperm donor who is my real dad—who knows? I just don’t get science in the same way I do English. It’s too bad, though, because I really like science. And I love how, in chemistry, different elements combine to become something completely new without any obvious traits of their origins. But despite how much I like the subject, my nerves are shot after my run-in with Trish and I know I’ll never be able to concentrate. The truth is, it’s not just Trish I’m worried about, though that tops my list. I’m also worried about how long it’ll take us to find a place to live, and whether Mom will screw things up for us again before we do. And then there’s this school and Trish. If there’s one good thing about leaving Omaha, it’s that I get a clean slate where nobody knows anything about me. Here, I can be anyone I want…or at least I could’ve before my exchange with Trish. I can’t help wondering how much damage I’ve already done.

I’m lost in my own worries and miss the direction to move our desks into small groups. As the room erupts around me, I remain in my same position, confused at the disruption. Luckily, Josh is one step ahead and rotates his desk toward mine so I don’t need to go anywhere, and maybe don’t look as stupid as I feel.

“Wake up, Ariel.” Josh snaps his fingers. “We’re supposed to be in groups of twos and threes. Wanna be my partner?”

“Abby,” I correct. “And I guess.”

“You may be Abby, but you look like an Ariel with that red hair of yours.”

My face flames. There’s no malice in Josh’s expression so I stutter out a thanks for what I hope is a compliment, and remind him again my name is Abby.

“If it’s all the same to you, I’ll just call you Ariel,” he says.

And just like that, I have a new identity. I’m no longer Abby—social pariah of Omaha East High School. I’m Ariel, renamed by the weird guy in front of me.

“So what’s your story?” Josh asks, skimming through the textbook for our assigned questions.

I think about making up a story, but I’ve never been a good liar, so I go with the truth. Or mostly the truth, anyway. “I don’t have one. You?”

“Everybody has a story, Ariel. Where are you from?”

“Abby,” I remind him again, but inside my stomach flutters at the nickname. “I’m from Omaha. We just moved here.”

“Let me guess: your dad took a job with IBM or the Clinic.” Josh rolls his eyes, as though he’s heard this a thousand times.

“The Clinic?”

“Mayo Clinic. That’s what we call it here.” He makes air quotes with his fingers. “The Clinic.”

“Oh. No. He just wanted a change.”

“Just like that?”

I snap my fingers. “Just like that.”

“Huh. Go figure. So when’s your lunch block?”

My stomach clenches. “Block A. I have lunch next. You?”

“Same. I’ll walk you down there. You can eat with us.”

Relief floods through me. I didn’t realize how worried I was about lunch, but now I won’t have to decide whether to eat alone or sit with Zach.

“So what about your parents?” I ask. “Where do they work?”

“IBM. They’re both computer geeks.”

Great—computer geeks. Translated, that means money, and a lot of it.

Our conversation stalls out as we complete our group assignment, then Josh staples the pages together and writes our names at the top of the first page. When he gets to mine, he writes, “Ariel.”

I clear my throat. “It’s Abby. You wrote Ariel.”

Josh smiles. Leaving “Ariel” written on the paper, he writes “Abby” beside it in brackets. “That should suffice.”

I laugh. “Is this going to be a problem for you—remembering my name, that is?”

“Nope—but you should probably get used to being called Ariel to avoid confusion.”

Usually this kind of thing might irritate me, but Josh makes me laugh. Already I love that he’s funny and not the least bit pretentious.

“C’mon,” Josh says as the bell rings. “Let’s head to the lunchroom and see what our esteemed nutrition specialists have created for us today.”

“Should I be scared?”

“Very.” Josh fakes a shiver of dread.

We approach the cafeteria and my mind races. First, I’m worried about whether my lunch account is set up properly with sufficient funds. The lady at registration promised Nick it would be and that nobody would know I’m on free lunch, but the fear of anyone finding out how poor we are is pervasive. Then there’s just being in the cafeteria. I hate cafeterias, and I haven’t eaten in one since midway through last school year. I just couldn’t. I still don’t know if I can. Instead, I spent most of my lunch periods hiding out in the school library. But this place is different. Nobody knows me here. I’m no longer Abby Lunde, I’m Ariel.

My stomach growls, reminding me I haven’t eaten since the PB&J sandwich Mom gave us all for dinner last night. I steal a glance at Josh and he smothers a grin.

“Don’t say a word!” I warn.

“What? Me?” Josh throws his hands up.

I lift an eyebrow and give him a stern glare, but his laughter makes it impossible to stay serious. My face breaks into its own stupid grin.

“Yeah—you need more practice, Ariel. You’re way more Little Mermaid than Sea Witch.” He laughs. “C’mon, let’s get something to eat before someone mistakes you for a ravenous Simba.”

Josh picks up two trays and hands one to me. “Now I know you’re hungry, but go slow. The buffet looks really cool, but there are dangers hidden within.” He wiggles his eyebrows.

I bump my shoulder against his. “Can you be serious for one minute?”

“I am serious.” He waves a hand toward the various food lines like Vanna White presenting letters on Wheel of Fortune. In his best game-show-host voice he says, “Over here we have the salad line, and—if your dietary preferences run more toward the carnivorous variety—we offer a burger bar along the back wall on the right side. On the other side of that same wall is today’s ‘special,’ but don’t be fooled. The only thing ‘special’ about it is the hocus-pocus they did to make it look edible. Trust me when I say you’re better off with a burger or salad.”

I smother a giggle. “Thanks.”

I choose the burger bar because it has the shortest line. I select a cheeseburger and add a container of tater tots to my tray.

Josh is waiting for me near the cash register next to a large refrigerator with a selection of fruit drinks and milk. Grabbing a bottle of apple juice, I smile at Josh and join him in line. Piled high on his tray is a small mountain of salad topped with enough croutons and cheese for three people.

“Would you like some salad with your cheese and croutons?” I tease.

He snorts. “Just playing it safe. You can’t really ruin salad toppings when they just pour them out of a bag.”

Josh hands his card to the woman at the register. In seconds, he’s through the line and it’s my turn.

“We’re back in the far right corner. Round table.” Josh nods toward the back of the cafeteria. “I’ll save you a seat.”

I nod, but my stomach churns and nausea overwhelms me. Where only minutes ago I was hungry, now I can think of only one thing: Please let my card go through without a problem! Please don’t let Josh find out I have no money for lunch.

The cashier swipes my card and hands it back to me. Moments pass and the machine does nothing. She smiles awkwardly, but still the machine is silent as the seconds tick by.

“Could I have your card again, please?” the woman asks. “It didn’t seem to register.”

Sweat collects at the nape of my neck, and my hands shake. I hand over my card and she smiles before swiping it a second time. This time, it immediately beeps a confirmation. Relief rushes through me but I’m afraid I’ll jumble my words if I speak, so I nod and search the room for Josh.

The cafeteria is packed with students, and it seems every eye is on me. With so many people, it takes me a moment to find Josh but I soon spot him, waving both hands to get my attention. I offer a weak smile, then carry my tray through the ocean of students toward a table where Josh waits beside two girls who are already seated and watching my approach.

I’m almost there when my attention is snagged by three girls to my right. I turn toward them, and they stare at me behind their hands as they giggle and talk to each other in hushed whispers. I can’t hear their words, so my imagination takes flight. I have no reason to suspect so, but I know they’re talking about me. My skin tingles and anxiety washes over me. I ignore them and continue toward Josh, but my steps are sluggish, as though I’m wading through thick mud. My heart thumps in my chest. The voices buzz around me, indistinct like the hum of bees in a hive. Dread washes over me. I’ve been here before.

SIX MONTHS EARLIER

“So, then…are we on for Saturday?” Sarah picks at the salad on her lunch tray. “I’ll pick you guys up at seven thirty and we can catch the eight ten show.”

“I can’t,” Emma says. “I’m babysitting for the Bendicksons.”

“You’re always babysitting,” Sarah whines. “Can’t you skip it this time?”

“I can’t. I’m saving money for my prom dress. My mom is only giving me a hundred dollars, and the one I want is almost three times more. I have to make up the difference.”

“What about a later show?” I suggest. “Or even Sunday?”

At that moment, our mobile phones ping at the same time—the unmistakable sound of an incoming Snapchat. I take a bite of my pizza then pick up my phone to see what I’ve been sent. It’s a Snap from Alicia, which surprises me. I don’t even know why we’re on each other’s Snapchats. She’s hated me since I took her spot on cheerleading squad two years ago, but it’s been worse since she failed my mom’s AP math class last semester. Like somehow that’s my fault. I can’t help it if my mom’s a teacher, and Alicia is a stupid twit who can’t do the coursework. I consider ignoring the Snap, but curiosity won’t let me. I touch my finger to the icon and bring up the image.

At first, what I’m seeing doesn’t register. The photo is grainy, as though taken at night without a flash. A man and woman stand together, entangled in an intimate embrace. The woman’s peach silk blouse is unbuttoned nearly to the navel…and just like that, the image disappears. I touch the icon a second time and the image returns. The woman’s white lace bra is nearly covered by the man’s large hand as he caresses her through its fabric. Their lips are locked together and I study their faces. Just as recognition sets in, the image disappears again. Frantic now, I touch the icon a third time, hoping to bring it back up—to prove to myself I didn’t see what I know I saw. But the image is gone, forever lost in the cybersphere.

Bile rushes from my stomach and I grit my teeth to keep from throwing up. My skin prickles and my head spins. I need to get out of here. I turn to Emma and Sarah with the intent of excusing myself, but am met by two sets of wide eyes, both holding a combination of shock and sympathy.

Emma’s mouth opens and closes, but no sound comes out. Sarah, on the other hand, has never been at a loss for words. In a too-loud voice, she says, “Your mom and Coach Hawkins? Did you know?”

My head shakes back and forth in denial—not only at what I’ve just seen, but that I could ever have known anything about it. My mom—everyone’s favorite math teacher—with our high school’s football coach. How could they?

Voices hum around me, but I can’t make out their words. I can’t tell if it’s because the words are indistinct, or because I can’t hear past the buzzing in my ears. I glance across the cafeteria and almost every set of eyes is on me. Boys send me sly grins that say, “Well, this is an interesting development,” while girls whisper behind hands thrown in front of their faces. Only a few people are out of the loop, but they’re smart enough to understand something big is going down.

Alicia Fucking Adams. She sent the Snap to almost the entire junior class!

“DAYDREAMING AGAIN, ARIEL?” Josh stands beside me, yanking me back to the present.

“Sorry,” I laugh, but the sound is forced. “I just had a weird moment of déjà vu.”

“Oh man! I hate that! They give me the creeps.” Josh moves back to his table and I follow, the memory of another day and time still racing through my head. He stops at a round table where two other girls are waiting. Like everyone else in the room, they watch me. They don’t look unfriendly, but their curiosity is palpable. I approach the table, then remain standing for a moment as I decide what to do.

Josh rolls his eyes. “Sit down already, Ariel.”

“Abby.” I sigh and place my tray on the table.

“Oh no! He’s done it again!” says the girl closest to Josh.

“Quiet, Tink.” Josh grins.

My eyes flash between them. Tink?

I study “Tink” and comprehension sets in. With her petite stature, perky upturned nose and pixie haircut, she’s the embodiment of Tinker Bell from Peter Pan. Weird!

“Have a seat,” laughs the girl on the other side of Tink. “Josh has this habit of naming his ‘harem’ the names of Disney characters. Bet you can’t guess who I’m supposed to be.”

I study the girl, taking in her long sable hair and almond-shaped eyes the color of burnt umber. Of Middle-Eastern descent, there can be no doubt. I groan. “Jasmine?” I guess, referring to the character from Disney’s Aladdin.

“Bingo!” Josh confirms.

“Well, if I’m Ariel and they’re Tink and Jasmine, who does that make you—Flounder, Mr. Smee, or Abu the monkey?”

Tink barely has time to snort out a laugh when, beside her, blue Gatorade sprays out of Jasmine’s nose as she tries to swallow her laughter and her drink at the same time.

“Oh, my God,” the Jasmine lookalike gasps, wiping droplets of blue liquid from her nose. “I’m totally calling Iago the parrot for Josh!”

Josh smothers a grin and puffs out his chest. “All right you three, enough. If you must know, I’m the master creator, Walt Disney himself.”

“Bullshit,” the Tink lookalike coughs into her napkin, earning another round of laughter from everyone but Josh.

“Jasmine” smiles and reaches her hand across the table to shake mine. “I’m Tera. And Tink over here is Wendy.”

Just as my hand reaches Tera’s, the absurdity hits me and I slap my other hand over my mouth to hide my laughter. “Tink’s real name is Wendy? As in Wendy Darling from Peter Pan? Wasn’t that already Disney enough for you, Josh?”

Josh flushes. “Doesn’t Ariel lose her voice in the movie?”

Once again, the three of us burst into a round of laughter. And just like that, the memories and heartache of another lifetime are momentarily erased. Already in just a few hours, I’ve laughed more today than I have in the last six months.

“So—” I clear my throat. “Do people actually call you by your princess names?”

“No way!” Tera says, her eyes horrified. “Only Josh, thank God. I’d die if anyone else called me Jasmine.”

“I can’t call you Jasmine?”

The voice comes from behind my right shoulder and the hairs on the back of my neck stand straight up. I don’t have to turn around to know who it is. Strangely, I’d already recognize that voice anywhere: Zach. Only a few hours into the day and I already know his voice. This is not good. This is really not good.

“Hey, Abby…Josh…Tink.” Zach grins.

“Ugh!” Wendy rolls her eyes.

“Just kidding, Wen.” Zach winks at Wendy, his bright smile almost flirting, then turns to me. “Hey, Abby—I thought you were gonna find me at lunch.”

“I’m sorry. Josh was in my last class, so I came down with him,” I explain.

“No worries. Another time.”

“Sure,” I say, but I know better. There won’t be another time because I can’t let there be. If the pounding of my heart is any indication, I need to keep my distance. It’s one thing to make new friends based upon lies, but I can’t risk throwing a broken heart into the mix. And Zach Andrews has heartbreak etched all over him.

“Okay, then. I’d better get back to my table. I’ll catch you guys around,” he says.

He returns to a round table in the middle of the room and sits next to none other than Trish. Beside her is the same girl she was with earlier, along with a posse of preppy rich kids. Trish’s eyes meet mine and the malice extends across the distance.

“So…” Josh says. “Zach Andrews, huh?”

“What?” I shrug, hoping he’ll let the subject drop. “He was in the office when I registered this morning, and Ms. Raven had him show me around. He seems nice.”

“Yeah? Well, be careful. He’s actually a really nice guy, but his ex-girlfriend is toxic.”

“Who’s his ex-girlfriend?”

“See the blonde next to him, shooting daggers at us?” Tera asks.

“Shooting daggers at Abby,” Wendy corrects.

“Yeah. She was in my history class. Trish something.” I shrug again.

“Landry,” Wendy supplies. “She’s a real witch. Her daddy’s a neurosurgeon at the Clinic and they’re super rich. They live out on Pill Hill and she lords it over everyone.”

“Pill Hill?” I ask.

“It’s the nickname for the housing development where a lot of doctors live. It’s a really expensive neighborhood with large, older homes,” Tera explains.

“Yup. And it looks like you’ve already made an enemy of her on your first day.” Josh throws an arm around my shoulders. “Nice work, Ariel. It takes most people at least a few days to make an enemy of Trish.”

Groaning, I steal another glance at Zach’s table. I can’t catch a break. Not even half a day at my new school, and already I’ve made an enemy of Miss Popularity.



CHAPTER FOUR
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AFTER LUNCH, I HAVE AN OPEN PERIOD. I DON’T KNOW ANYONE, SO I MAKE MY WAY TOWARD DOOR SIX where I remember a large open area with vending machines and high-top tables. This place is as good as anywhere, I figure. I select a table and pull out my history homework. In no time, I shut out the world and focus on the work at hand. It seems like only minutes later when the bell rings for the next period. I check my schedule: Vocal Music, Room 1-421. I study my map, then set off in what I hope is the right direction.

My teacher, Mrs. Miner, is older than I expected. She wears a pair of gold granny glasses connected to a beaded chain around her neck, and her dark brown skin is flawless except for the smattering of freckles kissing her cheekbones. Something about those freckles brings warmth to her features, but it’s the laugh lines that pull me in. When she smiles, those tiny wrinkles wink at me from the outer edges of both eyes.

“Abby Lunde!” She greets me with a wide smile. “Welcome! Tell me about yourself, please.”

Standing at the front of the room, I glance around to see who’s watching. Students enter from doors located on each side of the large classroom, but they’re all focused on their own conversations and don’t spare me a glance. I offer her a tentative smile. “What would you like to know?”

“Tell me about your singing experience.”

“I don’t really have any.”

“Sure ya do! All of us have sung in the shower, or while driving, when nobody’s listening,” she prompts.

“Well, sure. I mean, who doesn’t sing in the shower? But I’ve never sung in front of anyone except my family.”

“Well there ya go—that counts. I knew you had a singer inside you!” Her smile is contagious, and a grin teases the corners of my own lips. “I’ll tell ya what: don’t think, just answer. Name the first children’s song that comes to your mind.”

I flounder for the title of any song then blurt out, “‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’?”

“Perfect!” Mrs. Miner beams. “Now, in your best singing voice, sing it to me.”

Heat floods my face and my pulse quickens. I scan the room, confirming again that no one is paying attention.

“Don’t be shy—just a few notes.”

I clear my throat and close my eyes. Like a toddler, I pretend if I can’t see them they can’t see me. I know it’s silly, but it’s the only way I’ll get through the next few seconds. Tentatively, and with just enough volume that only she can hear, I sing the first several measures of the nursery rhyme. I finish and open my eyes to Mrs. Miner’s beaming smile.

“Very nice, Abby. Why, your voice is as lovely as a nightingale’s! You’ll be perfect for my alto section.” She points to a middle row where four other girls are seated and deep in conversation.

My face flushes hot and I select one of three open chairs and smile at the girl seated closest. She returns my smile, but her welcome is tentative and she continues her conversation as though I don’t exist. Invisible, I can do.

Vocal music class is far better than I’d imagined. The music is fun and our voices blend together seamlessly until I can’t tell where my voice ends and the others begin. In minutes, my anxiety disappears and I’m lost in the music.

Though Mrs. Miner is strict, with a no-nonsense approach to teaching, she’s fun. Her demeanor is warm and animated, like she loves what she’s doing. She loses her smile only once, and then only after asking the same two girls in the soprano section to pay attention.

“Stop-stop-stop!” She slaps her conductor’s wand onto the podium. Her lips draw downward. “Star and Brook-Lynn, since you seem to require our complete attention, we’ll stop and give you the consideration you’ve denied the rest of us. Please put us out of our misery and tell us what y’all two find so amusing.”

“Nothing, Mrs. Miner,” one of the girls responds, her voice practically a whisper. “We’re sorry.”

“No, really—please. I’m sorry for interrupting your conversation with my class. It’s your turn. Enlighten us.”

Students giggle, and the second girl flushes crimson. A heavy silence settles over the room while we wait.

Mrs. Miner lifts an eyebrow. “Are you done now, ladies?”

“Yes, ma’am,” they reply in unison.

“Good. Then for the remainder of class, I suggest you two quit your dipsy-doodlin’ and humbuggin’ and work with me. Otherwise, you’ll need to find another class.”

At the words dipsy-doodlin’ and humbuggin’, the class roars with laughter. Star and Brook-Lynn stare at spots on the floor, their eyes not meeting each other or Mrs. Miner.

“All right, y’all!” Mrs. Miner claps her hands. “Pay attention! We have a concert comin’ up. Don’t make me have to give all y’all detention so we can make up after school what you didn’t accomplish in class!”

The class quiets and she continues without further interruption. Before long, the bell rings and students fly out of their chairs to leave.

“Okay, y’all. The Fall Concert is November eleventh,” Mrs. Miner announces above the commotion. “Attendance is required, so don’t y’all tell me later you forgot! Mark your calendars and tell your parents—participation counts toward your final grades.”

I enter the hallway and check my schedule for my last class—English with Mr. Thompson. It’s not far away and I’m one of the first to arrive. I scan the room for a seat and spot Zach in the middle row, his backpack slung into the chair in front of him. My heart flutters, but I pretend I don’t see him. It’s too late, though—he’s already seen me.

“Abby. I saved you a seat.” He waves to the desk in front of him and removes his backpack.

“Oh. Thanks. How’d you know I was in here?”

“I saw your schedule this morning, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. But you didn’t say anything.”

He shrugs. “I didn’t think about it.”

I slide into the desk and grab a notebook out of my bag.

“So what do you think?” he asks.

“About what?”

“The school. Your classes. Everything.”

“Oh.” I squint my eyes in thought. “The school is huge, but the layout makes everything easy to find. My classes are decent—and you were right! I love Mrs. Miner.”
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