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Dedication

To the real Maria Torres . . .

and secret superheroes everywhere





CHAPTER 1:

Breaking and Entering

It was a moonless winter night when a stealthy man in a long black trench coat inched through the aisles of a dark laboratory. He didn’t need much light since he knew the place well—he’d be able to tell by feel when he found what he was looking for.

When he came upon a glass case, he thrust a metal pick into the lock and turned it. The lock clicked, and the man slid the door aside.

A shrill alarm pierced the air, and the man cursed under his breath. He lunged for the contents, blindly grabbing what he could from inside and dashing for the door. He ran through the hallway and flew down the stairs, coattails flapping, all the way to the ground floor and into the night.

The alarm was just as loud outside. The man heard sirens in the distance and fled down the sidewalk into the darkness.

As he rounded the corner and ran under a streetlight, he glanced at the items he clutched. He grimaced, frustrated that he’d only managed to grab two of the devices he’d wanted: his own and one other. But the alarm on the glass case had been unexpected. There hadn’t been one in the past. Dr. Gray must be growing paranoid, he thought.

He heard footsteps behind him, and his heart jumped into his throat. A figure in a sleek bodysuit came speeding toward him and lunged for his feet, managing to shred his pant leg with razor-sharp fingernails. The man tripped but kept going as a second figure appeared in front of him. It screeched and jumped up in the air like an acrobat, pushed off against a building, and landed on him.

“Oof!” cried the man as he went down. He slammed his hand into the attacker’s face, then scrambled to his feet and stumbled onward, still clutching the precious items.

With lungs burning, the man glanced over his shoulder as the sirens grew louder. The two figures gave chase again. The man ran full throttle through the shadows of the inner city and ducked down an alley. He ran toward a grouping of trash cans, breathing hard and trying not to make any noise.

A woman stepped out of the shadows. The man slowed. He couldn’t speak.

“I suppose you did that,” she muttered, indicating the sirens.

The man nodded. “Sorry,” he gasped. He handed her one of the items and kept his own, and dashed away, not waiting to hear her reply. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw her climbing up a fire escape and disappearing over the edge of a roof. He could hear the footsteps of the two attackers in the distance.

Soon the man came upon a lone vehicle parked alongside the curb. He wrenched the door open and got in, and sped off into the night.

Thirty minutes later, the man pulled into a parking spot on the top level of the airport parking garage. He looked all around and expelled a relieved breath, then dabbed the sweat from his forehead and smoothed his hair. He checked the rips in his pant leg for blood and wiped his ankle clean. Satisfied, the man reached for his passport and overnight bag, and opened the car door.

Tires squealed. An SUV skidded wildly into view. Three figures in full bodysuits, like the ones the man had escaped from earlier, burst out and rushed at him. Before he could yell for help or lock himself inside the car, the figures grabbed him and ripped the device from his hands. Then they bound his wrists, shoved a cloth in his mouth, and tossed him into the back of their SUV. A moment later, they were off.





CHAPTER 2

The Package

Charlie Wilde let the front door slam behind her and shuffled listlessly to the living room for the last box. She gave a fleeting look around the empty house and sighed. The Wildes’ cats, Big Kitty and Fat Princess, warily circled and sniffed at two pet carriers on the floor. Their dog, Jessie, whined and paced anxiously at the window. “I feel you,” said Charlie. “Believe me.”

Charlie’s younger brother, Andy, followed her in, carelessly dragging snow across the carpet. Without a word the kids lifted the box and carried it out of the house together. The door slammed again, and the children waited at the back of the moving truck for their mom to grab the box from them.

All around, the noises of the city went on as if everything was normal: honking horns, waves of music from passing cars, and the occasional siren. But things were far from normal for Charlie. When her cell phone vibrated in her pocket, she balanced her end of the box with one hand and reached for it.

It was a text message from Charlie’s best friend, Amari, consisting of two emojis: a sad face with a teardrop and a green moving truck.

Charlie used her thumb to reply with a row of sobbing girl faces.

Andy, who was ten, grew bored waiting for their mother and started smacking the heel of his boot into the ice on the driveway to see if he could make a hole. After one particularly hard kick, he accidentally dropped his end of the box. The lid slipped off, and a couple of coffee mugs spilled out onto the ice.

Charlie sighed and lowered her end of the box to the ground. It had been a long, cold morning. Now that the house was empty and she’d said good-bye to her friends, she just wanted to get moving.

A blue car slowly passed by, the driver peering out the window like she was searching for an address. The car kept going, and Charlie turned back to Andy, who was just standing there. “What are you waiting for? Pick up that stuff,” she said. “And quit messing around.”

“You quit,” muttered Andy. He dropped to his haunches and pulled off his gloves.

Charlie’s mom poked her head out from the moving truck. “Any more boxes?”

Charlie frowned and stared stonily at the driveway.

“This is the last one,” Andy said. He chucked the coffee mugs into the box and smashed down the lid.

“Impressive,” Charlie said sarcastically. She helped him lift the box up to their mom, who put it on top of a stack and shoved a sleeping bag next to it to keep it in place. They could hear their dad grunting from inside the truck as he tightened the straps that would hold the fragile stuff in place for the seventeen-hundred-mile journey, taking them from the awesome city limits of Chicago to what Charlie called Absolutely Nowhere, Arizona.

“Almost done,” their father called out. “Load up the warm bodies and we’re out of here.”

“Okay, kids,” their mother said, “crate the cats and grab Jessie. We’ll put them in the car with me. You two ride in the moving truck with Dad.” She jumped out onto the driveway. “We’ll know soon enough how well this’ll work—I’ll spare you the meowing and the puking for the first few hours, at least,” she said with a wry smile. All three pets had been rescues with unknown pasts, but the animals had one thing in common: they hated riding in the car. Jessie got carsick if she moved around too much, and Big Kitty was especially skittish and had an earsplitting, banshee-like meowl whenever she wasn’t enjoying herself. Fat Princess chewed on things when she was anxious.

Andy darted inside, and Mom gave Charlie’s shoulder a squeeze as she passed. Charlie pulled away. She could hardly believe this was it—their last moments in their beloved house.

As Charlie lagged after them, she saw the blue car coming back this way just as slowly as before. She hesitated at the door to watch it. But a second later Andy began hollering from inside. The cats were clearly not cooperating. Charlie went to help.

Ten minutes and several scratches later, the cats were successfully enclosed in their crates. Charlie and Andy each carried one out to the Subaru. While Charlie carefully loaded them into the backseat and secured them with seat belts, Andy opened the hatch for the dog. He unfolded the waterproof sheet they kept back there and spread it out in case of an unfortunate barfing incident.

“I’ll get Jessie,” Charlie told him once the cats were loaded. As she jogged back to the house, she saw a small package propped up next to the door. “Where did this come from?” she murmured. She picked it up and looked around, but saw no one.

“Is this yours?” Charlie called to her dad, holding it up.

Her father appeared at the back of the moving truck and started lowering the roll-up door. “I don’t know,” he said, hopping out and continuing to pull it downward, “but anything that doesn’t make it in here in the next two seconds has to ride on your lap for three days.”

“Eep!” Charlie tossed the package into the back of the truck, just making it.

“First goal of the spring season,” her dad remarked as he slammed the door closed and latched it. “Nice shot.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said, but it came out halfhearted. Her stomach hitched as everything about moving away suddenly became so immediate. The truck was loaded, the house empty. She’d never play soccer with Amari or her other friends again.

At least I’ll be able to play soon, Charlie thought. If there was one nice thing about having to move so far away, it was that her new school in Navarro Junction had a sixth-grade girls’ spring soccer team, and tryouts were next Thursday. But Charlie would give that up in a heartbeat if she could just stay in Chicago. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard.

“Have you got Jessie?” her dad asked, and started toward the driver’s door.

“I’m getting her,” Charlie said, her eyes flying open again. She darted into the house, past her mother, who was grabbing snack bags from the kitchen counter. Charlie took Jessie by the leash and rested her hand on the dog’s head, trying to calm her. She looked around one last time, letting another sigh escape.

“Charlie,” her mom called, the click of her boots echoing in the hallway as she walked toward the door. “We’re ready! Time to go.”

Charlie felt a wave of anxiety, and tears sprang to her eyes. “Just give me a second to say good-bye to my house!” she yelled back with more attitude than she probably should have had. But she couldn’t help it. Didn’t her mother understand what she was doing to her? Charlie had lived in this house since the day her parents brought her home from the hospital. Her whole life was here. And now everything was falling apart.





CHAPTER 3

Starting Over

The Wildes rolled into Navarro Junction on Friday afternoon, just in time to get a quick tour of Andy’s and Charlie’s schools. When they moved into their new house on Saturday, they got everything unloaded into the garage and their beds and desks set up, and that was about all they could manage before they collapsed.

On Sunday Charlie stood in the garage and stared at the stacks and stacks of boxes that still needed unpacking. She wondered idly where her soccer stuff was, but looking for it seemed like an overwhelming task. Besides, her thoughts were consumed with having to start school in this strange place. It made her stomach hurt to think about it.

She turned away from the mess and instead took in the neighborhood. All the homes had stucco siding and ceramic-tiled roofs, which reminded her of gingerbread houses.

The street was quiet, and there was no one outside that she could see. She went to the screen door and called inside, “I’m going for a walk!”

“That’s great, honey!” came her mother’s overly cheerful reply.

Charlie frowned at her mom’s enthusiasm—after all, it was her fault they had to move—and ventured down the driveway to the sidewalk. It was weird taking a stroll in such an unfamiliar place and thinking at the same time, This is where I live now. She slipped her hands into her hoodie’s pouch pocket and clutched her cell phone. It made her feel better, somehow, to know that Amari was just a text message away. Charlie took a photo of her house and sent it to her, then kept walking.

It was quiet compared to her old neighborhood. There were no skyscrapers here, no honking horns or random sirens at all hours of the day and night. No businesspeople rushing down the sidewalk to work or to get in line at the coffee shop, or to catch the train like Charlie often did. That had been an adventure every day. Life was happening everywhere all the time at a breakneck pace, and a kid had to be quick to keep up. Of course Charlie had to be cautious when she was out alone in the city, but her parents had made her and Andy take self-defense and safety courses at the Y since they were little. And because her mom was an ER doctor, Charlie even knew CPR—you never knew when that could come in handy. By the age of twelve she’d been able to handle just about anything, but if she’d ever needed help, her stay-at-home dad had always been available by phone.

Now, walking through her new neighborhood with its strange stone-covered yards, cacti, and flowers blooming in February, Charlie felt uneasy and unsure about what to do with herself. It was too calm here. If she were back home, she could meet up with her friends or take the “L” train somewhere exciting. But here there wasn’t much of anything going on—not that she knew of, anyway. Her mind returned to school and the quick tour they’d taken in and out of a jumble of small buildings. She began to worry about getting lost or finding a place to sit at lunch tomorrow.

Charlie picked up her pace, always expecting to see tall buildings around the next curve in the road but never finding them. Navarro Junction was an hour’s drive from Phoenix, plopped down in a valley in the Sonoran Desert. There weren’t many trees, but mountains surrounded them. When their Realtor had handed Charlie’s parents the keys to their new house, he’d joked that the schoolkids always knew which way was home based on which mountain range they were looking at.

Charlie hadn’t understood why it was funny. Didn’t kids here memorize street names? In Chicago, the president streets went east-west. If you got lost, you just walked until you hit one and figured out your way home from there.

Charlie squinted against a sudden squall so she wouldn’t get dirt in her eyes and flipped her hood over her head. She jogged across the street and saw a tiny children’s play area between two houses, surrounded by stones. A couple of giant saguaro cacti stood in one corner. Charlie knew what kind they were because, on the long drive, their father, a biologist, had talked about how different the plant and animal life would be in their new home. The saguaros were the tall ones often pictured in postcards of sunsets and cowboys and ghost towns, their prickly arms pointing out and up to the sky. Charlie looked at them, puzzled. Who would put something so prickly near a kids’ play area? It didn’t make sense.

Charlie’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She stopped walking and pulled it out, smiling when she saw that Amari had sent a photo in return. Charlie looked closely and realized it was a photo of Charlie’s old house, with snow falling all around. “Bet you’re a lot warmer over there!”

Charlie’s eyes teared up. Amari had gone out in the cold and snow to do that for her. She longed for her friend.

“I miss you,” Charlie replied. “And snow.”

“Seriously, don’t miss snow,” wrote Amari. “Totally overrated.”

“Haha,” wrote Charlie, though she was far from laughing. There was so much she wanted to say to Amari about how different it was and how sad she felt, but trying to find the words was too painful.

Instead she typed, “I should have given you my new snow boots.” There was definitely no need for the new boots Charlie had gotten for her birthday last fall. That was before Mom dropped the bomb about moving.

“You’ll need them when you visit,” replied Amari. “Or when you go skiing in the mountains! Lucky.”

“I suppose,” Charlie wrote.

“Are you moved in?”

“Not really. Everything’s a mess. Big Kitty freaked out and hid behind the stove. She hasn’t come out yet.”

“Oh no! She’ll feel better soon,” wrote Amari. “And she’ll come out when she gets hungry enough.”

“Yeah, I hope so. Thanks.”

There was a pause, and then Amari replied, “Hang in there!” with a brightly smiling emoji.

Charlie’s eyes lingered on the screen, but she couldn’t think of anything to say to that. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat, and then she shoved the phone back into her pocket and continued walking, making a loop that she hoped would bring her back to her house.

She passed a large grassy area, noting it would be a good place to kick a soccer ball around, and turned down her street. Charlie scanned the driveways looking for their Subaru, but she didn’t see it, and for a frantic moment Charlie couldn’t remember which house was hers. Why would anybody want houses to all look the same?

Finally Charlie spotted the right house number. She headed up the driveway just as her dad pulled in and parked.

“Help me with the groceries?” he asked, getting out.

Charlie shrugged. “Sure.”

Charlie’s father, Charles Wilde, was tall and lean and wore glasses, and she was named after him. Amari had once told him that he looked exactly like a scientist was supposed to look, which had made him laugh, though to Charlie he just looked like a dad. Technically he was a doctor, like Charlie’s mom, but he often joked that he was only the PhD kind, which didn’t count for squat most of the time. And he hadn’t actually worked as a scientist in years, so it was a little weird for Charlie to think of him as one. That was about to change, too.

They brought everything inside and began putting things away in the empty refrigerator and pantry. Charlie’s mother flew past them, car keys jangling. “I’m running into work for a couple of hours,” she said, her face lit up. “They’ve got paperwork for me, and one of the doctors called in sick, so I guess I’m jumping right into the fray.” She grinned. “I don’t know when I’ll be home—don’t hold dinner.”

“Good luck!” said Charlie’s dad, swooping in to give her a kiss before she rushed off.

Charlie didn’t say anything. Soon they heard the car pulling out of the driveway.

“I thought she wasn’t starting until tomorrow,” said Charlie.

“Yeah, me too,” said her father. “But we knew it would be a little hectic once we got here.”

Charlie looked around for a bowl to put some fresh lemons and limes in, but there wasn’t one. She lined them up in a row on the counter instead.

“So,” Charlie’s dad said, putting milk in the refrigerator, “did you take a walk around the neighborhood?”

“Yep,” said Charlie.

“What did you think?”

Charlie rolled her eyes at the pantry shelves. “Boring.”

Charlie’s dad stopped what he was doing and came over to the pantry doorway. He studied his daughter. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Talk about how boring it is?” Charlie said with an edge to her voice. “No thanks.”

Her father pressed his lips together, and Charlie knew she’d gone too far, but she couldn’t help it. She didn’t want to be here. Final answer.

“Look,” said Dad, “I know this is hard on you. But Mom had a great opportunity, and we just couldn’t—”

“Just couldn’t pass it up,” said Charlie. “I know.” She’d heard that line a thousand times. “But that doesn’t make me happy about it.” She brought some items to the pantry and pushed them around on the shelves, trying to make it look like what they’d had back home in Chicago. Her eyes stung.

“Aw, kiddo.” He put his hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “It’ll get better. I promise.”

Charlie doubted it. “Maybe for you and Mom. But not for me.” She pushed past her father and blindly unloaded the rest of the groceries onto the counter, opening cupboard doors and closing them again, feeling completely lost as to where to put things. Then she gathered up the empty bags, trying to figure out how to recycle them when they didn’t even have a recycling bin yet. She smashed them together into a big ball. “This house is so stupid,” she said bitterly.

Dad glanced sharply at Charlie, then his face grew sympathetic. But it was clear Charlie needed to blow off steam. “Just put all the cupboard food in the pantry for now and the refrigerator stuff in the refrigerator. We’ll sort it out later.”

“Fine,” said Charlie.

Charlie’s father eased his way out of the kitchen so Charlie could bang around undisturbed. “I’ll be in my study getting ready for tomorrow,” he said.

When the groceries were all put away, Charlie fled to her room.

As she lay on her bed, Charlie fumed. She was furious at her mother for making them move here. Dr. Diana Wilde had been offered an amazing job as head of the emergency room at the hospital in Navarro Junction. It was an opportunity she would’ve never had in Chicago—or so she repeated about fifty times a day to all their friends, neighbors, and relatives back home. The ER here was understaffed, and she’d be working a really crazy schedule, but the commute was only ten minutes—and she could even take the bus so they wouldn’t need to buy a second car. She was so pumped up about it that Charlie didn’t think she’d even noticed how unexcited her own daughter was about this “great” opportunity.

And her father was messing things up, too. He accepted a position teaching biology at the nearby community college, filling in the rest of the school year for a professor who was taking a leave of absence. So he was excited to work outside the home again for the first time in a long time. Charlie felt like all her lifelines were being taken away at once.

After a while of moping, Charlie heard Andy and her father talking, but she couldn’t make out the words. When curiosity got the best of her, she slid off the bed and found them in her father’s study. Dad was on the floor under his mahogany desk, setting up his computer. Andy was sitting on the desktop, plugging in the speakers.

“If you’re teaching tomorrow,” Andy was saying, “who’s bringing us to school?”

Charlie leaned against the doorframe, wondering the same thing.

“My first class starts at nine. I’ll drop you off on my way. I’ve got time to go inside at both schools, so don’t sweat it.”

“That’s okay,” said Charlie coolly. “I’m good.”

Dr. Wilde looked up from under the desk. His hair had fallen forward. “All right, suit yourself.”

“You’re going in with me,” said Andy. “I don’t know how to get anywhere.”

“We took a tour,” said Charlie disdainfully. “How can you not remember?”

“I wasn’t really paying attention. I was looking at the kids.”

On Charlie’s tour she’d tried not to make eye contact with anybody—but they were all staring at her. “Well, no wonder, you goof.” But Charlie’s confidence faltered as she tried to remember exactly how her campus was laid out. Everything was muddled.

Andy turned back to his dad. “Are you going to be home after school like always?”

“These first few days I will—I’ll pick you both up from school until we get the hang of things. After that you’ll ride the bus home sometimes, and Charlie will be able to walk,” said Dr. Wilde. He disappeared under the desk again. “I’m teaching evening classes twice a week, so some days you might come home from school and be alone for a few hours, unless Mom is home. But you two are old enough to handle it.”

“Home alone,” said Andy, nodding. “I like it.”

Charlie crossed her arms in front of her, a look of consternation on her face. It felt wrong, her father going to work, especially when everything else was so unsettled. Who was going to be home to cook and keep their schedules organized . . . and go to their after-school events? “So I’m stuck babysitting?” she asked.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” Andy said. “Besides, you might not be here much either if you make the soccer team. I’ll take care of myself just fine.” He seemed very eager to do so.

“It won’t be every day,” said their father. “And it’s only for three months. If I like teaching and it’s working for our family, I can try to stay on. And if I don’t, I can quit.”

“Great,” Charlie said icily. “Can I say the same thing about living here?”

Andy scowled at her. “Why are you being so annoying?”

Charlie shrugged. “Clearly you wouldn’t understand what it’s like to have friends and a life back home.”

“I already have one friend here,” Andy said smugly. “Met him this morning while you were still sleeping. He lives down the street and is letting me use his old longboard until we can unpack mine.” Andy turned back to his dad. “Your job sounds cool, Dad. I’ve always wanted to have the whole house to myself. Does my school end before Charlie’s? I hope so. Hey . . . what exactly is biology again?”

Charlie sighed and went to her room.





CHAPTER 4

First Impressions

Charlie’s school was in walking distance, but she wasn’t sure how to get there yet, so she definitely didn’t mind having her dad drive her, especially the first day. She was so nervous she hadn’t slept well or eaten much breakfast. As they rode along, she stared out the window, ignoring Andy, who chattered like a chipmunk in the backseat.

Her dad stopped at her school first. When they pulled up to the drop-off spot by the big Summit Junior High School sign, Charlie’s hands began sweating. She wiped them on her jeans and picked up her backpack.

Dr. Wilde leaned sideways so he could kiss her on the head like he’d done every day of her entire school career. Charlie stiffened and pretended not to see. She opened the door and put one foot onto the curb. “Bye.”

Her dad blinked, then sat up straight, trying to hide the hurt look on his face. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go in with you?”

“Yeah,” Charlie lied. She looked back at Andy. “Good luck, squirt face,” she said. “Don’t get in trouble on your first day.”

Andy grinned and slapped the back of her seat. “Don’t be annoying on your first day.”

Charlie managed a weak smile for his sake. He had to be at least a little nervous too. She got out of the car, then walked slowly to her doom.

When she reached the school steps, she stopped and glanced over her shoulder. Her dad was still sitting there, waiting until she went inside. Charlie felt very alone.

It’s not like she had to go in without him—but things were different now. She was twelve, not a baby, and this was junior high. Charlie had seen the campus, and she tried telling herself it was no big deal—her sixth-grade class in Chicago was bigger than this entire school. But now she wavered. This was harder than she’d expected it would be. Everybody else knew each other, and she was alone. Kids were looking at her.

She expelled a heavy breath that sent her bangs fluttering in the cool air and tried to focus on something positive, like the upcoming tryouts for the soccer team. Amari, for one, was jealous that Navarro Junction had a spring team. Or at least she pretended to be, which was nice.

But this place felt foreign. Half the kids were wearing shorts—in winter. And the layout of the school was really different from the four-story mammoth brick building on the corner of two busy streets back in Chicago. This campus was central to several quiet neighborhoods, and each of the small, separate school buildings housed a different subject of learning. So there was a building for math, science, language arts, and so on, as well as an auditorium and a library. And while there were outdoor walkways between, there were no huge maple or oak trees standing tall and uprooting the sidewalk like back home. The few trees lining the property here were scraggly and sparse and looked like they were trying to figure out how to grow leaves.

Charlie held her head high, climbed the steps, and marched inside, wearing the fake face of confidence she’d often put on when dealing with something scary back in the city. “Let’s get this over with,” she said under her breath, and forged through the crowded hallway toward the office.

The school looked new inside, and the walls were free of lockers. On their tour, Charlie had seen clusters of them outside, of all places, between buildings. Clearly students really didn’t have to worry about the weather here. When Charlie reached the office, she paused for a moment, then squared her shoulders and opened the door.

A man sat behind a counter studying papers and scribbling on them with a green pen that had a fake sunflower attached to it. He wore a bright yellow button-down shirt, with a silver-and-leather bolo tie around his neck. He looked like he could be in a Western movie. Charlie slid her backpack off her shoulders. It thumped to the floor.

“Good morning,” the man drawled in a deep voice. He looked up from the paper he was writing on.

“Um, hi.” Charlie wasn’t sure what say.

“What can I do for you, young lady?”

“I’m— Hi,” she said again, flustered. “It’s my first day.” She shifted her feet. “I’m new,” she added, though she thought that was becoming pretty obvious by now.

“Oh!” he exclaimed. “Of course. One second . . .” The man took off his glasses and put one of the stems between his teeth, then flitted through papers on the desk, looking for something. He dropped the drawl. “Ah yes. Welcome, new student. I am Mr. Anderson. And you are . . . C. It’s a C name, right? We’re expecting you, of course.” He grabbed a folder and looked at the sticker in the corner of it. “Charlotte . . . ? Isn’t it?”

“Yes. Charlotte Wilde,” she said. “But I go by Charlie.”

The eccentric man clasped his hands together. “Of course, Charlie—avoid the spider and pig jokes at all costs, hmm? I don’t blame you. We’re so glad to have you here at Summit. So you’re an actor?”

Charlie blinked. “Um, what?”

“You like to act? Or are you more of a backstage type? I noticed you’re enrolled in my theater class sixth period.”

“Oh—uh, yes, I guess so.” Charlie was confused. The office receptionist was apparently also the theater teacher. She knew this school was a lot smaller than her old one, but this was ridiculous. She started to say that she’d only enrolled in theater class because she thought it would be easy and her mom figured it was a good way to make friends, but then she realized it would be better not to mention it.

“Great!” Mr. Anderson said, energized. “I’ve already chosen a cast for the current musical—Bye Bye Birdie, my favorite!—so you’ll have to be assigned to stage crew. All right?”

Charlie smiled weakly. “Sure.”

“Lots of after-school opportunities as well,” he said.

Charlie grew concerned. “But I might have soccer,” she said.

“Don’t worry, it’s optional.”

“Oh, okay,” said Charlie, relieved.

“One moment,” Mr. Anderson went on. “I’m going to track down your guide for the day.” He rolled his chair sideways to the next station and grabbed the phone.

Guide? thought Charlie. She didn’t know what he was talking about.

When he hung up, he rolled his chair back to his original spot. “Kelly Parker will be right here—you’ll love her. She has your identical schedule, so she’ll take you around today and have lunch with you and all that jazz.”

Charlie let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Okay. That’s—that’s cool.” It was a relief to know she’d have someone to help her. Everything was so much easier when you had friends. Maybe Kelly would be one.

While she waited, a couple of kids trickled into the office to drop off notes and pick up papers from Mr. Anderson. He spoke to all of them in his slightly strange manner, but they seemed to like him. He called some of them “minions.” Charlie decided it was probably because he couldn’t remember their names. Adults did stuff like that a lot.

When they left, Mr. Anderson smiled sympathetically at Charlie and leaned across the desk. “You know,” he said in a normal, quieter voice, “there’s only one thing worse than moving halfway across the country and starting at a new school, and that’s moving halfway across the country and starting at a new school in the middle of the school year.”

Charlie dropped her gaze. “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up,” she said. She wanted to say it stank, but she didn’t think that would be polite.

“Give us a fair shake, though. I think you’ll like it here. A new adventure at every turn.”

Charlie wasn’t sure what that meant, but she nodded anyway. “Yes, sir.”

He studied her folder, slid some papers into it, and handed it to her. “Here you go. Inside you’ll find your schedule and a map that shows you where your classes are in case you get separated from Kelly. And I’ve circled the location of your locker, right outside this building in the covered walkway. Did you bring a padlock, or do you need to rent one from the school?”

Charlie took the folder. “I brought a lock. Thanks.”

“Excellent,” Mr. Anderson said. “I’ll see you in class. We’ll be doing some set building after school later this week and next week over lunchtime if you’d like to help. Lots of kids chip in. It’s not required, but I’m warning you, it’s fun.” His eyes twinkled.

“I’ll ask my parents.”

Mr. Anderson’s gaze tracked to the door behind Charlie as it opened. “Ah, good,” he said. “Here she is.”

Charlie turned. In walked a pretty, athletic-looking girl, a little taller than Charlie. Her blond hair was loosely woven into a French braid around her head. It kind of looked like a crown.

“Kelly,” Mr. Anderson said, “this is Charlie Wilde. She’s going to tag along with you today to get the lay of the land.”

Kelly gave Charlie a scrutinizing look. “Hi there,” she said. She had a sunny smile on her face, so bright it almost seemed fake. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m glad I get to keep an eye on you today.”

“Me too,” Charlie replied tentatively. “Thanks for showing me around.” She wasn’t sure what to think about Kelly’s odd smile. Maybe that’s just how she looks, Charlie thought. She cast a fleeting glance at Mr. Anderson, but he’d put on his glasses and dived into his pile of papers again. So she picked up her backpack and offered Kelly a guarded smile. “Lead the way, I guess,” she said.

“Sure. Follow me.” Kelly pushed the door open with her shoulder and went out into the hallway. “Sooo. Charlie, huh?”

Charlie took long strides behind her to catch up. She wasn’t really worried about losing sight of Kelly’s crown head in the crowd, but she didn’t want to take any chances. “Yeah. It’s short for Charlotte. Named after my dad, Charles.” It was an automatic answer.

“Named after your dad? That’s weird. Did your parents want a boy or something?”

Charlie blinked. “Um, yeah,” she said, a sinking feeling coming over her. “That’s exactly it.” It was going to be a very long day.





CHAPTER 5

A Very Long Day

Charlie followed Kelly from building to building making small talk, a smile stuck on her face. She knew it was important to make a good impression with the students and teachers, but inside she was dying a little. She wasn’t sure how to act with these kids who all knew each other and had one thing in common: they didn’t know her.

Her face hurt from smiling. And from repeating phrases like “Short for Charlotte. Named after my dad, not the spider. No, his name is Charles. Yes, it was a great book. No, I don’t mind that Charlotte dies. It’s integral to the story.” That last line tended to stop the kids’ questions about her name, probably because they didn’t know what integral meant.

Kelly was nice to everyone—to their faces, at least. Between classes Kelly breezed through the hallways and across the courtyard, speaking cheerily to the students who seemed to go out of their way to say hi to her. But in between pleasantries Kelly kept a running commentary in a low voice to Charlie, explaining who people were and what she liked—or didn’t like—about them.

“Hey, Kel,” said a plain-looking girl in a brown dress.

“Oh, hi, Carmelita,” exclaimed Kelly. “Great job finding those stage props.”

“Thanks! I got them at a garage sale,” said Carmelita, beaming.

Kelly gave her the thumbs-up as she whisked away and muttered, “That’s probably where she got her clothes, too.”

Charlie frowned. “You never know what you can find,” she said lightly.

Kelly turned to her. “Really?” she asked.

“Well, yeah,” said Charlie as she followed Kelly into another building and down a hallway to the next classroom. “I mean, I’m guessing that when your family has a garage sale, people think they’ve come across some pretty nice stuff.”

Kelly knit her brow. “My family doesn’t do garage sales,” she said, like it was beneath her. “We donate.”

“Oh,” Charlie said. “That’s . . . really interesting.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to keep discussing it. She was relieved when the teacher walked in so she could report to him and get her seat assignment.

At lunch students waved at Kelly from the back table in the cafeteria and moved to make room for her and Charlie. Kelly introduced Charlie all around, and Charlie felt a little uneasy until she discovered that she didn’t have to talk so much within this group of chatty students. It gave her a chance to eat her lunch, and she was starving after her light breakfast. Once Kelly got up to leave, with Charlie following, the commentary returned.

“Did you notice the girl who sat across from me?” Kelly said in a hushed voice on their way to drop off their lunch trays. “Her brother got arrested last year.” She whispered the last word. “Shoplifting.”

Charlie cringed. She didn’t want to know that. But she also didn’t want to alienate Kelly by telling her to stop—she was stuck with her for the rest of the day. Charlie had known people like Kelly at her old school, and she’d steered clear. But she couldn’t do that now. Kelly was all she had.

With a sinking feeling she started to realize that if Kelly gossiped about other people to her, a complete stranger, she would probably do the same about Charlie. That made Charlie want to be very careful about how she acted. Yet Kelly continued to be outwardly charming to almost everyone, and they all seemed to like her. Maybe they were all too scared to act any other way.

“So who’s your best friend?” Charlie asked, thinking the best way to get through the rest of the day was to be the one asking the questions. “Was she there at lunch?”

Kelly’s face clouded. “Oh, you know,” she said. “I think having a best friend is kind of babyish, really. Don’t you?” She waved to a group of boys walking down the hall the other way, and they all waved or lifted their heads or smiled in acknowledgment.

“Hmm.” Charlie nodded thoughtfully, but totally disagreed. Having Amari as a best friend was not babyish at all. Maybe Kelly thought that way because she didn’t have one.

On their way to sixth period, Kelly kept on with her cheery, outgoing personality, while never failing to follow up with casual, sometimes biting remarks about people once they were out of earshot. Charlie was growing tired of it. She almost stopped Kelly several times, but then remembered that if she did something to make Kelly mad, Kelly might just tell the whole school behind her back—and that was just not something Charlie needed to happen on her first day. Charlie began to dread the time between classes almost as much as she dreaded facing another period where she had no idea what was going on. The entire day was overwhelming.

As Kelly and Charlie walked through the sunny courtyard to the auditorium for sixth-period theater class, a girl with black hair and an athletic build waved. “Three days!” she belted out to Kelly.

“Can’t wait,” said Kelly, with a genuine smile this time. Charlie looked on curiously.

“Hiya, Charlie,” the black-haired girl said. “I’m Maria Torres. I’m in your first and second periods, though I’m sure you wouldn’t remember me.” She flashed an infectious grin.

Charlie felt herself smiling back. “At this point I can’t even remember what my first- and second-period classes are,” she said.

“Math and science,” Maria said with a laugh, and continued walking. “See you around!” she called, and waved at the girls.

Charlie waited cautiously to see what negative thing Kelly would say about Maria, but the girl was silent.

“What’s happening in three days?” Charlie asked.

“Soccer team tryouts,” said Kelly.

“Oh, right!” said Charlie, growing excited. “You play soccer? Me too! I’m definitely going to be there.”

“Yep,” said Kelly, who didn’t seem nearly as excited. She pushed through the door and narrowed her eyes at Charlie. “Are you any good?”

Charlie was taken aback, and then she struggled over how to answer. If she said yes, would Kelly think she was bragging? If she said no . . . well, that would be silly. Charlie shrugged and tried to look mysterious.

Kelly put on her plastic smile again as theater students surrounded her with questions and shoved fabric for costumes in her face. Soon she was swept away, leaving Charlie standing alone, trying like mad to figure out what Kelly’s deal was. But soon Mr. Anderson and his bright-yellow shirt beckoned her backstage and explained what the class was working on to prepare for the big show. He introduced her to Sara, the stage manager, and then assigned her to work with the student props manager, Carmelita, the girl Kelly had talked to in the hallway earlier. Carmelita kept Charlie on the move fetching things.

At first Charlie didn’t know the difference between upstage and downstage, and she had stage right confused with stage left, so she wasn’t very useful. But Carmelita and the other crew members helped her out, and by the end of the class period she was feeling more confident. Despite her initial confusion, she really liked the unstructured atmosphere of theater class and the friendly students. The fact that there was no homework wasn’t bad either.

Every now and then Charlie glanced at Kelly, who was fully in her element as one of the lead actors in this musical. She rehearsed scenes in the back of the auditorium with fellow actors who often asked her advice on how to deliver their lines. Charlie wondered what sort of mean things Kelly would say after class about them.

When the bell rang, Charlie caught up with Kelly as usual. Walking to their last class, Kelly was preoccupied with texting, even though they weren’t supposed to be on their phones during school. They passed two teachers on their trek to the language arts building, but neither of them seemed to care. Maybe Kelly had special powers with teachers, too.

“Is everything okay?” Charlie asked when Kelly stopped outside the classroom door to finish texting.

“Ugh, parents,” said Kelly, not looking up.

“Yeah, tell me about it,” agreed Charlie. “They’re the worst.”

“For sure.” Kelly put away her phone and stared at Charlie for a long moment, as if she was going to say something more. But then the warning bell rang, and the look on her face went away. The two dashed into the room and separated, Kelly to her desk and Charlie to get her final seat assignment of the day.

The teacher gave her a seat by the window. As Charlie stared outside at the tops of the barren tree branches, her mind wandered. She was exhausted from the new faces and questions. All day long, students and teachers had wanted to know why Charlie’s family had moved in the middle of the semester, and what kind of jobs her parents had, and how she liked it here. And she’d answered them all, over and over again, to be polite. Now the day was almost over, and Charlie couldn’t wait to call Amari and tell her about it.

A wave of homesickness swept through her. She wondered how long it would take her to walk back to Chicago.

“Charlie?” the language arts teacher said, interrupting her thoughts. “Something interesting going on out there?”

Charlie whipped her head around to face the front, her cheeks growing warm “Sorry,” she said. “Just . . . doing a, um, a math problem in my head that I was stuck on in, um, in math class. Earlier, I mean,” she mumbled. She glanced across the room at Kelly for support, but Kelly was whispering something to the boy in front of her. The boy glanced sidelong at Charlie.

Charlie shifted uncomfortably. Was Kelly talking about her now? She forced herself to face the whiteboard, where the teacher was pointing to a sentence and talking about direct objects, but her mind swam.

Finally the bell rang at the end of the day, and Charlie couldn’t be more ready for it. Flustered and not sure what to say to Kelly, she decided a hasty thank-you would do. She smiled weakly and ran out of the language arts building, reoriented herself to the lockers, and then followed the masses to the pick-up area in the circle drive. She scanned the line of cars, looking for her dad.

When she finally found him, she walked rapidly toward their car and climbed inside.

“Let’s go,” she said, closing the door.

Her dad pulled away from the curb. “How was it?” he asked, his voice guarded. It was like he already knew.

Charlie clipped her seat belt together, then leaned her head against the headrest, closed her stinging eyes, and sighed, exhausted. “I want to go back to Chicago.”
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