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			The first day you show up at a new school, some teachers give the person bringing you in a real earful. They say something like “Don’t you see how many I’ve got in here?” Then they make a face and look you up and down. One teacher pointed at me and made an outline of me in the air. Like I was so big, where was she going to put me?

			I have a right-before-the-school-year-starts birthday, so whatever age everybody’s turning that year, I’ve already turned it before the year’s even gotten started. Plus, one time when we moved, they made me do second grade a second time.

			But this teacher didn’t point at me when I showed up at the door. She didn’t roll her eyes and breathe out sharp like I was the last thing she needed that day. She smiled, and I don’t even think it was a fake grown-up smile.

			
			“Welcome,” she said. “I’m Ms. G.”

			She wasn’t one of those young teachers who try too hard to be your best friend, but she didn’t seem like one of those old-fashioned, super-strict ones, either. She looked like just a normal teacher, except that she was tall, tall, tall. She was maybe the tallest teacher I’d ever had. Even I had to look up to really see her.

			The kids were sitting all curled over their desks like a bunch of fiddlehead ferns. Maybe they were taking a test. That’s one of the only good things about your first day at a new school. If there’s a test, most teachers will say “Oh, don’t worry about this. You weren’t here when we learned it.”

			She pointed to a desk smack-dab in the middle of the checkerboard room. I would rather have a back-row desk or at least an on-the-edge desk, but this was the only empty one, except for a seat way up at the front, where everyone could see you all the time, and I definitely didn’t want that.

			On top of the desk was a book. Its cover was bright pink and shiny, and on top of all the razzmatazz, a bunch of numbers were floating out of some kid’s head. Math. Good.

			It was the kind of book with pages you can write in. Most teachers barely ever really check them. They just glance them over to see if all the blanks are full.

			“Page one hundred and seventy-eight,” she whispered to me. Almost the end of the book because it was almost the end of the year.

			
			My last school told my mom we should maybe wait to move, that it would be better for me to “finish out the term.” But my mom said it was time for us to go, even if it was the beginning of June.

			“Need a pencil?” the teacher asked next.

			I nodded.

			Don’t bring anything in until your second day at a new school. You have to see what kind of class you’re in so you don’t stick out too much. And if you think at least a pencil would be a safe bet, you’d be surprised. I was in one place where everybody got their own laptop and another one that used these old-fashioned mini-chalkboards. You don’t want to be the only kid holding a pencil when everybody else has a piece of chalk.

			But this seemed like your basic pencil class. She handed me one that was long and new and still had a full eraser. And when she turned to walk away, I saw she had about five more, pointing in all different directions through her ponytail. The back of her head looked like some kind of flying sea urchin.

			I sat down and bent over my desk like everybody else. The math was easy. I looked at the numbers, and the answers showed up. Even if it’s supposed to be letters that tell you things loud and clear, numbers talk to me a lot louder.

			I finished the page and went on to the next one. I didn’t know if we were supposed to, but I never met a teacher who got mad and upset because a kid did more pages than they were supposed to do. The next page had some wordy problems, though. I watched the letters moving from one line to the next.

			
			But before I could worry about which blanks looked like they wanted letter-answers, and which blanks looked like they wanted number-answers, the teacher rang a little bell. It was the kind you ding at a store counter when you need somebody to help you—round and silver and very shiny.

			The kids closed their books and put them away. I did, too. I’m good at following directions. If you don’t give teachers any problems, nine times out of ten, they won’t give you any problems.

			Then I realized what was coming next—The Introduction.

			The teacher would say she had an announcement to make. She’d tell everybody my name and that they should be welcoming to me. Then she would ask me to say a few words about myself, like what I enjoyed doing in my free time and why my family had moved.

			I have a couple of speeches all made up and memorized. I always say my hobby is snorkeling. It’s the kind of hobby that could be normal where we used to live but is really hard to do here. And it’s not the kind of hobby that a lot of people have and then want to talk about. I’ve never met another kid who said, “Oh, you’re a snorkeler? Hey! Me too!”

			Then I say we moved either because my dad got a new job or because my mom wants to be closer to her sister who is “quite ill.” I can do these introductions so well, even I half believe them.

			
			“I have an announcement,” the teacher said. Told you.

			And even though I’ve done The Introduction, like, a million times, I still get that feeling. I don’t understand why people call it “butterflies in your stomach.” Butterflies are happy and colorful and free, and this feeling is none of those things. This feeling is spiky and tricky, and it stings. I call it “yellow jackets in your stomach.”

			But all she said was: “Time for lunch.”

			Huh. I stood up and walked to where I thought the line would be. But the kids were still hanging around, like they were waiting for something.

			“Okay,” the teacher finally said. “Alphabetical order by first name.”

			I didn’t get it.

			“And by the way,” she added, “our new friend’s name is Austin.”

			A short girl with big glasses came right up to me. She showed me a smile all railroad-tracked with braces and stuck out her hand to shake mine. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Bertie.”

			I didn’t say anything. I just shook her hand and nodded a little. I mean, I didn’t really shake her hand—more like I squeezed her fingers for a second.

			“You’re first,” Bertie said. “Because you’re A and I’m B. Except for Bodhi, but he’s B-O.” She slapped her palm to her forehead and giggled. “I mean, he’s not B.O. His name starts with B-O and mine starts with B-E, and E comes before O, but you knew that already.”

			I scooted around her to get to the front of the line. It was kind of cool to be the kid standing in the doorway with a view into the hall. This school had very shiny floors.

			
			“My real name is Beatrice.” Bertie was still right behind me. “But I don’t like being called Bea because I don’t like bees. I’m not allergic or anything. I just don’t like them.”

			Bertie’s words were buzzy like bees, but not like yellow jackets in your stomach. They were more like those puffy bumblebees just flying around, looking for a flower or something.

			“Do you have any nicknames?”

			I shook my head no.

			“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Austin.” She smiled all the way back to the rubber bands on her braces, which made one side of her face squish down more than the other. But her eyes were still twinkly-crinkly, and her braces were a cool-blue color, like pacific blue.

			Still doesn’t mean I smiled back.
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			I followed the teacher to the cafeteria. I was glad she was in front of me because I had no idea where I was going. I think all the schools should get together and decide to build themselves the same way. Then you’d always know where the cafeteria was.

			“Mission control to Austin. Mission control to Austin.” Bertie was still behind me. She made a noise like static on a walkie-talkie. “You need a tray. And a milk.”

			I picked up a tray. I picked up a milk.

			“Now slide down toward the main course,” Bertie said. She used her tray to push mine along the little track.

			Bertie was acting like she thought I’d never, ever been in a lunch line before, or that this school’s lunch line was somehow way different from every other lunch line. Or maybe she was just the kind of kid who really liked being a helper.

			
			“Spaghetti or sandwich?” the lunch server asked me.

			“Now you say if you want spaghetti or a sandwich,” Bertie whispered into my arm. I think she was trying to whisper it into my ear, but I’m that much bigger than she is. You could fit about a hundred Berties into a classroom and still have plenty of space when someone brought a big new kid to the door.

			“That’s the spaghetti.” Bertie pointed to the spaghetti. “And that’s Chef Gail.” She pointed to a woman in a chef’s hat, stirring a big pot.

			“Hi, Chef Gail!” Bertie called.

			“Hi there, Bertie!” the woman called back.

			“Um, spaghetti, please,” I said.

			“You new, sweetie?” the server asked me. She scooped a big pile of spaghetti onto my plate and ladled on the sauce. A lot of schools are stingy with the spaghetti, or the sauce is all gloppy and cold. But this looked pretty good.

			“Yes, Ms. Jackie,” Bertie said. “This is Austin.”

			“Welcome, Austin,” Ms. Jackie said, and she handed my plate across the counter. “Don’t forget your bread and fruit.”

			“He won’t forget,” Bertie said.

			I didn’t care so much about Bertie answering all the first-day questions for me. It made it easier to keep track of things. I picked up some bread. I picked up some fruit.

			Now, most schools have another person at the end of the tray track, who you pay unless you get free lunch. And when that person waves you through with a little phhhp sound, like the air escaping out of a hole in a balloon, everybody knows you get free lunch. But when I got to the end of the track, nobody was there.

			
			“That’s our table.” Bertie pointed with her chin. And even though she stayed behind me the whole time, she steered me to the right place.

			She reminded me of this cute dog my mom and I saw at the fair last summer. It held back and kind of nosed at the air, but it still got all these baby ducks over the little bridge and into the kiddie pool without ever touching them.

			“Slide down to the end,” Bertie said, “on account of the fact that you’re the line leader. Then I’m next. Then Bodhi. Then Carlos. Then Charlene. Then David A. Then David C. Then Destiny. Then George. And so on and so on.”

			This seemed like a good spot. There was only Bertie on one side of me and nobody else on the other side of me. Across the table were two girls sitting so close together, it looked like they shared the same hair. I didn’t think I had to worry about not talking to them. If you don’t talk to the other kids too much, pretty soon they’ll stop talking to you.

			“Mia and Nia,” Bertie said. “They love it when we line up in alphabetical order by first name. They’re, like, best, best friends. I don’t really have a best, best friend. I’m just equal friends with everybody, you know what I mean? But tomorrow we’ll line up a different way, like favorite color in the spectrum or birthday.”

			
			I looked around the cafeteria. I figured this school must have a rule about not getting up once you sit down. Some places, kids are always getting up—they want an extra packet of ketchup, or they forgot to get a milk. You never know if getting up is really allowed, or if the teachers just get tired of telling everybody to sit down.

			“I’m always line leader when we line up by birthday,” Bertie said. “January second. Unless you’re January first. So when’s your birthday?”

			Bertie stopped talking long enough to take a bite of spaghetti. She opened her milk while she chewed. She looked at me from behind her big glasses, and her eyes were so open, it felt like I couldn’t not tell her.

			“August—” I said.

			“Let me guess!” she said. “August fourth!”

			“Uh, no,” I said.

			Bertie squeezed one eye shut like she was thinking about it real hard as she peeled her clementine.

			“Is it the twenty-ninth?” she shouted, all excited. “Because if it is, it depends on what time you were born because David A. is also August twenty-ninth, but he wasn’t born until twelve minutes before midnight, so chances are you’d still be ahead of him.”

			I looked down at my spaghetti. I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten into this whole conversation. Maybe if I told Bertie the answer, she would stop talking to me.

			But when I looked up, Bertie’s pacific blue smile had suddenly turned, like, outrageous orange. She’d taken the peel from her clementine and stuck it over her teeth. I almost smiled at that.

			
			“Five-minute warning, Ms. G.’s class,” someone called from the head of the table.

			It wasn’t a teacher. It was a kid wearing this weird yellow thing that crossed from her shoulder to a yellow belt around her waist. It looked like she had a big, bright greater-than sign across herself. In all the schools I’d been to, I’d never seen a kid wearing a big, bright greater-than sign across themselves.

			“That’s Kayla,” Bertie said, pulling the orange peel out of her mouth. “She’s our lunch Safety.”

			I didn’t know what Bertie was talking about, but I didn’t want to get into a whole other conversation about it. I took a few more bites of spaghetti and a last swig of milk. Some school food is pretty yuck, but this was a good lunch. I wondered if they ever let you get seconds.

			“You’re still the line leader,” Bertie said, and she stuck with me the whole way, telling me where to put my tray and my garbage and where to line up. “It’s round-trip employment, unless you get sick or you have to go to the bathroom or something. One time, Carlos suddenly got sick, so the second-in-line had to step in. You don’t feel like you’re going to throw up, do you?”

			“Uh, no,” I said.

			As soon as we were in a line—me, Bertie, Bodhi, Carlos, Charlene, David, David, Destiny, George, and so on—the teacher showed up.

			
			“How was lunch?” she asked. I didn’t know if she was asking me specifically, but nobody else was saying anything.

			“Um, good,” I said.

			“If you cook spaghetti too long, it tastes like paste,” Bertie said to me. “In first grade, Ms. Chengarian saw me tasting the paste, and she sent me to the nurse. I wasn’t sick, but I don’t think she wanted me around, in case I did get sick. I think it was…preemptive.” Bertie said the last word real loud. “Did you hear that, Ms. G.? That’s a point for me.”

			Bertie stood on her tiptoes to say something into my ear. I bent down a little to help her out. “If you use a vocabulary word in regular conversation,” she said, “you get a point. When you hit twenty points, you get a prize.”

			I wondered if it was a real prize, like a fancy multicolored pen or a key chain to clip onto your backpack. Or a stupid prize, like getting your name on a bulletin board or something.
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			I followed Ms. G. until we ended up right back in the classroom. Everybody went to their desks and took out a book.

			I didn’t know if this was “Drop Everything and Read” or “Stop, Drop, and Read” or “Stop and Read Together,” but whatever they called it here, it was time for reading. A lot of schools do it right after lunch, like it helps you digest.

			But one different thing about this class was that the kids could sit wherever they wanted. Weird places, too. George crawled under his desk like he was in a fort. It looked cool, but I wasn’t sure if I would fit. Or if I did fit going in, I wasn’t sure if I’d get out again. I sat down the normal way, in my chair.

			
			Bertie went to the back of the room and disappeared inside the closet. Then she came out hugging two pillows that were almost as big as her. She set them down on the floor close together. They were light brown, like tumbleweed, and when she sat down on one, she reminded me of a little bird perched in the middle of its gigantic nest.

			When I looked at Ms. G., she was reading, too. She wasn’t grading papers or checking her phone or watching the kids to make sure they were reading. She was just reading and rearranging the pencils in her hair.

			She looked up at me. But she didn’t yell my name or even speak to me. She pointed to the bookshelf under the window and nodded a little.

			The bookshelf was real long, like almost one whole side of the classroom. I walked next to it, running my hand along the edges of the books to feel the buppa-buppa-buppa-buppa.

			When I got to the end, I turned around and came back. My hand stopped at a spot that was more pushed in than the others. I pulled out the book that was making the space. It was small, but it was still a real book with lots and lots of pages.

			I looked at the title. The first word was Bridge. We used to live at a place called Bridge View Estates, and I passed that sign, like, every day. The second word was to. What fourth grader doesn’t know that word? But the last word was big and pretty complicated.

			Under the words, there was a picture of two kids, small and fuzzy. They looked like friends. And next to the friends, there was a golden sticker. I figured any book with a golden sticker on the cover was a good one to choose. But that sticker must have been there for a real long time because its edges were all roughed up and curling. I rubbed my thumb on it to press it down.

			
			I turned the book over. The words on the back didn’t look all that complicated, mostly six- and seven-letter words. If I can get somebody to read me the back, I’m usually okay. And Ms. G. definitely seemed like the kind of teacher who let kids take the books home. Maybe my mom could read it to me if she wasn’t too tired or too busy.

			“Find something?” Ms. G. asked. She was so quiet, I didn’t even hear her come up behind me.

			I turned the book over and showed her the front. A lot of the time, it’s okay not to answer a teacher’s question, as long as they know you heard the question.

			“Believe it or not, that one was mine when I was your age,” she whispered. “Let me know what you think.”

			I nodded and went back to my desk. I could see Bertie out of the corner of my eye. She was flapping her arms like some kind of crazy bird trying to take off. She kept waving to me and pointing to me and pointing to the empty tumbleweed pillow. I pretended not to see her.

			I sat at my desk and opened up Bridge to Wherever. The letters were tiny and inky and very close together. They looked like busy ants, but the ants weren’t telling me a story, the way I think they do for most kids. They were gathering their food and marching across the paper. I waited for a bit. I turned the page.

			
			If you turn the pages too fast, teachers notice. And if you don’t turn the pages fast enough, they notice. And if you don’t turn the pages at all, they really notice. In my head, I always say My name is Austin ten times looking at the page on the left. Then I say My name is Austin ten times looking at the page on the right. Then I turn the page.

			But this book seemed a little bit more grown-up and complicated. I decided to say My name is Austin fifteen times.

			When I peeked up at Ms. G., she wasn’t keeping track of me turning pages. She was reading her own book and fixing her pencil hair, so I decided to search for pictures. There was one near the middle, with the same kids from the cover. They were standing in a place with a lot of trees. One of them had their arms stretched high to the sky, like they could do anything.
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			The rest of the day was good, as far as first days go.

			Ms. G. said I didn’t have to worry about the homework because I’d just gotten there. But I was welcome to take her book home and do a little reading. See? I knew it.

			Recess was last thing. I’ve been to other schools that do that, too. I think it’s so they can hold it over your head the whole day. The teachers are always saying things like “Careful there. You don’t want to lose recess.” Or “I’d hate for some people to have to miss recess.” They don’t call it punishment. They call it consequences. But it pretty much seems like punishment to me.

			The class packed up and lined up and headed outside. Everybody dumped their stuff in a big stuff pile. Some kids ran to the playground, and some kids ran to the kickball field.

			
			I wasn’t about to climb, and I wasn’t about to run. I didn’t want to look stupid. You don’t want to get all the way to the top of the twisty-slide just to worry about getting stuck, then have to come back down the steps.

			I stood against the brick wall near the door. I held on to Ms. G.’s book so it wouldn’t get buried under a bunch of backpacks. I rubbed my thumb over the sticker. It felt smooth and cool.

			Bertie spotted me from the swings. She skipped over and stood right next to me.

			“What do you want to do?” she asked.

			I didn’t want to do anything. I just wanted to stand there until it was time to go. I don’t get why most kids think standing at the wall by yourself is so terrible.

			“We could play wallball,” Bertie tried. “But we need a ball. One time, Charlene kicked a ball so high, it landed on the roof. It’s probably still up there. But I don’t think we can get that one. Unless you’re Spider-Man or something.” She laughed.

			I shrugged, which is a good way of saying something without having to say anything, and I wondered how long it would take for Bertie to get the message.

			I turned away from her and noticed a splotch on the wall that was different from the rest, more burnt sienna than brick red. I traced it with my finger. The spot looked like someone had scrubbed it so hard, they’d taken most of the color away.

			
			“That’s where Dee wrote his name last year,” Bertie said. “Word of advice. If you’re planning on doing some graffiti, don’t write your name. If David A. or David C. had done it, there might have been more of a mystery, but there’s only one Dee. Where’d you move from?”

			Most kids would have given up and skipped away by now, but not Bertie. She looked straight at me and waited.

			“Not far,” I finally said. “Far enough to change schools.” That was true.

			“Oh,” Bertie said, like it wasn’t the right answer. “I was hoping you came from someplace different. My cousins live in Colorado, and once I climbed this humongous tree in their backyard. I could see so far.”

			I looked across the schoolyard. I could see the dusty kickball field and the wood-chippy playground and one corner of the parking lot. But there were barely any trees, just a line of scraggly new ones separating the sidewalk from the road. They had puffy sacks around their trunks, like they were wearing matching skirts.

			“So why did you move?” Bertie asked next.

			I tried to remember if anyone had asked me that today, and what I’d said. You can’t tell one person that your father got a new job and another person that your aunt is quite ill. But Bertie was probably the only person who would’ve asked me, and she was just asking me now.

			
			I was going to go with the “father’s new job” story, but I changed my mind. Ill aunts are easier to hide.

			“My aunt is quite ill,” I said.

			“Sorry,” Bertie said. “My grandma is, too.”

			“Sorry,” I said. I tried to make it sound as real as hers, since her person was real.

			Bertie didn’t ask me any more questions. She leaned against the wall and stood next to me until somebody blew a whistle.

			All the kids came running to get their stuff from the stuff pile. The walkers went one way, and the bus riders went another. My mom always tries to find an apartment close enough so I can walk. Bertie rode the bus.

			“Bye, Austin!” She waved. “See you tomorrow.”

			I followed a group around the side of the school. When we got to the front-of-the-school sidewalk, there was a kid even bigger than me blocking the way. Over his T-shirt, he wore a vest that was the same yellow as the greater-than girl’s sash in the cafeteria. In the sunlight, it was like laser lemon.

			“Hold up a sec,” he said. I didn’t know if he was talking to me, but I nodded just in case.

			When I looked down the sidewalk, I saw even more kids wearing those vests. They were helping the little kids get on the bus and giving them high fives and carrying their projects made out of shoeboxes and clay.

			The big kid in front of me waited until some more little kids straggled over. Then he stepped into the smack-dab middle of the sidewalk. He blew a whistle and stuck his hands up to stop all the kids coming from the other direction. Everybody saw him and listened.

			
			“Take it easy,” he said as I passed by.

			“Uh, yeah,” I said.

			When I got to the street corner, there was a real crossing guard. I mean, like, a grown-up making the cars slow down and stop. I guess they only let kids do the sidewalk traffic. But it still looked like kind of a cool job.
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			Our new apartment was only a few blocks away, but they were the long kind. I passed a self-storage place that looked like a neighborhood of garages that forgot to add the houses. The sign said STUFF IT. That was pretty funny.

			Then there was a low line of stores stuck together, with a coffee place and a floor place and a laundry place and a pizza place. I could smell the clean-laundry smell in the air, all soft and full.

			After that, there was a random field with a big For Sale sign stuck in the middle of it. It was just weeds, or maybe it was wheat. I don’t know. And next to that was the sign for Hidden Rivers.

			
			Hidden Rivers was three brick buildings that almost made a square around a fence around a pool. Our new apartment was in the back building, farthest from the road. My mom always tries to get an apartment in the building farthest from the road. But what I didn’t understand was why Hidden Rivers was called that. Unless it was because there weren’t any rivers around, so someone must have done a pretty good job hiding them.

			I unlocked the front door and walked up the stairs. Then I unlocked the door to our apartment. Everything was still in boxes, but I saw that my mom had found the picture of us from the fair last summer and stuck it on the fridge.

			The fair had this water ride that snapped your photo when the boat swooshed down and the water splashed up to soak you. I love that picture. I’m sitting in the front with my arms stretched high over my head. My mom is sitting behind me, squeezing me like a sack of potatoes. Her chin is on my shoulder, and she’s smiling.

			I sat on one of the counter stools. This apartment had a counter between the living room and the kitchen. The sink was on the kitchen side, and on my side were two stools you could spin around on. But besides that, this apartment looked pretty much like our last one.

			My mom wasn’t there. Maybe she was still at her new job.

			I put Ms. G.’s book down and spun around a few times. Then I picked up my phone. It’s not really my phone. It’s my mom’s old one, with cracks in the screen that look like a bunch of fancy tree branches. But my mom needs to be able to get in touch with me when she’s at work, so she lets me use it.

			
			I turned it on and made sure I had Speak Screen going.

			“Hi,” I said. “How are you today?”

			“I’m sorry,” the nice phone lady said in her super-polite robot voice. “I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”

			“How…are…you?” I said more slowly.

			“I’m happy to be alive!” she said, which was weird because it’s not like she’s really alive.

			“Why did the chicken cross the road?” I asked her. I love that one.

			“Search me,” she said.

			Sometimes you have to ask her more than once, but don’t worry. She doesn’t get mad or upset if you ask her the same thing over and over again, the way some grown-ups do.

			“Why did the chicken cross the road?” I tried again.

			“Because the little chicken-shaped light was green.” That one’s funny.

			“Why did the chicken cross the road?”

			“Maybe the chicken is standing still, and it is the road that is crossing under it.” That one’s weird.

			I picked up Ms. G.’s book and looked at the title. “Hey, do you know what’s Bridge to—”

			And even though I hadn’t figured out that whole long and complicated name, the nice phone lady knew exactly what I was talking about. She found a movie of it, which was good. Watching the movie is even better than getting someone to read you the back cover, unless it’s the kind of movie where they made a lot of changes.

			
			I clicked and swiped two fingers down to hear all about it. The phone lady talks real fast and says a lot of stuff you don’t need, but I could pick out the most important parts. She said the story was about two lonely children who created a magical forest kingdom. That made sense. It explained all the trees.

			“Is there a video?” I asked.

			And there it was, but it wasn’t the movie. It was one of those videos that aren’t even really videos. It didn’t have any pictures, but some nice reader had set up a camera in front of herself and read that whole long and complicated book out loud.

			I found the link for chapter one. I tapped play.

			The kid in the story liked to run, and he had a lot of sisters, and he lived on a farm. There was pretty much nothing about us that was the same, except that it sounded like his mom got real tired, too, sometimes. I wondered if his mom ever went into her room and shut the door for a long, long time.

			I half listened as I spun. I liked the sound of the reader’s voice, even if the words were crowded up and kind of old-fashioned-sounding. I thought about maybe pausing and changing the book for a different one tomorrow. Ms. G. probably had tons more golden-sticker books on her shelf.

			
			I could tell her I’d already read this one—yeah, that’s right—and once I started it, I remembered how it was about two lonely children who created a magical forest kingdom.

			But then something happened in the story. A new kid showed up.

			I could have told that new kid she was going to have a real hard time. She did everything wrong. She didn’t try to blend in or fade out at all. Instead, she basically stood up in front of the whole class and said, “Here I am. Look at me.” And the other kids weren’t very welcoming, not even the farmer-brother-runner, which was weird because I kind of thought those were the two who were going to be friends.

			Chapter four seemed like a good place to stop. If you come back to school on your second day and you’re already at the end of a long and complicated book like that, teachers notice. And either they get suspicious, or they give you an even longer and more complicated book to read.

			I looked for something to use as a bookmark. Usually I fold over the corner of the page I think I should be on. And sometimes you have to crack the spine a few times, so it looks like you’ve had it open for a while. But I didn’t want to hurt Ms. G.’s book. Some of the pages had tiny rips in the edges, and the paper was soft and not quite white, more like desert sand. If I cracked it too hard, it felt like the whole thing might fall apart. And I didn’t want Ms. G. to think I was the kind of kid who brought the books back all broken.

			I looked around the moving boxes until I found one that said AUSTIN. It had my scissors and some paper and my jumbo box of crayons with all the different colors. Every one of them has a cool name. Some are funny. Some are just true.

			
			I picked out some browns to draw a tree trunk: beaver and mahogany and copper. Then I drew a bunch of leaves with inchworm and shamrock and granny smith apple. I cut it out around the edges, to make it into the shape of the thing it was, and put it in its place.

			My backpack was in the same box. It was squashed flat until I filled it up with my notebook from my last school and Ms. G.’s book with my new bookmark in it. I looked at my stuff, all ready to go for tomorrow. Now when everybody saw me, they’d know how smart I was.

			I heard keys in the door. My mom came in and put a bag of dinner on the counter next to me.

			“How did it go?” she asked. She seemed okay.

			“Good,” I said.

			I always tell my mom things went good. I don’t want her to worry. When she worries, she notices stuff, like that the fridge never really gets clean, or that the people at her new job are worse than the people at her old job, or that the school keeps asking her for packets of forms that need to be filled out as soon as possible. And when too many of those come all at the same time, she starts saying how things would probably be better someplace else.

			“Really good,” I said. I nodded a lot to show I meant it. I grabbed Ms. G’s book out of my backpack and held it up like some kind of proof.
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			The next morning, I got dressed and fixed myself a bowl of cereal, real quiet. I grabbed my backpack and tiptoed out the door. The morning didn’t smell like laundry yet. It smelled more like coffee and traffic.

			I must have gotten to school pretty early because the crossing guard wasn’t even at the corner, and there was no laser lemon kid waiting on the sidewalk. But it didn’t matter. None of the other kids were there, either.

			I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk for a sec and raised my hand.

			“Hold up,” I said real quiet.

			Then: “Take it easy.” I let myself pass through.

			At this school, the early kids waited in the cafeteria. I sat at the fourth-grade table and took Ms. G.’s book out of my backpack. I opened it and held it in front of my face. Nobody bothers you if they think you’re reading.

			
			I said in my head My name is Austin fifteen times looking at the page on the left. I said My name is Austin fifteen times looking at the page on the right. I turned the page.

			“What’s shakin’, eggs and bacon?”

			It was Bertie. She sat down right next to me.

			“I like your backpack. Does it have one of those divider-thingies so you can put books in one half and papers in the other, and the papers don’t get all squished down at the bottom? I love those.”

			I held my book a little higher to show her I was reading. Maybe she hadn’t noticed.

			“Ooh, it’s got a gold medal!” she practically shouted. For a small person, Bertie’s voice was very big. It carried all the way across the cafeteria. “What’s it about?”

			“Um,” I said. “It’s about two lonely children who create a magical forest kingdom.”

			“Cool beans,” she said. “I just finished this series with, like, twelve books in it, and my dad and I are having a debate about whether it’s better to read books in a series or books that are not in a series. What do you think?”

			I didn’t really think anything, but then the bell rang.

			I put my bookmark back in its place and carefully put Ms. G.’s book into my backpack. Then I followed Bertie to the classroom. I probably could have found it on my own today, but this way was just easier.

			
			“Good morning!” Bertie said in a loud, singsong voice as we walked through the door.

			Ms. G. was on the other side of the classroom, watering a plant on the windowsill. It needed it, too. Its leaves were all dry and brown, like they could have been made out of the pages of her book.

			“Hi there,” Ms. G. called back. “Hey, Bertie, could you help Austin get started this morning?”

			“You bet,” Bertie said, and she got a big smile on her face, I think because Ms. G. asked her to be my helper.

			Bertie led me to the cubbies along the wall by the door. “First, take out what you need, and hang your backpack in your cubby.”

			I took out my notebook and my pencil and Ms. G.’s book. Then I hung my backpack in a cubby next to Bertie’s that now had a name tag that said Austin. I was glad this school had cubbies inside the classroom. Some places, they’re out in the hall, and you never know who’s messing with your stuff.

			“Next,” Bertie said. She walked to my desk, and I followed. “Put your homework at the top of your desk. And if you have a bus note or a permission slip or something like that, put it on top.” Bertie dug a folded paper out of her back pocket. It was bright orange, like vivid tangerine.

			“For example,” she said, “Fifth-Grade Safety Squad Parent Acknowledgment Form.”

			I didn’t understand what Bertie was talking about again, but she wasn’t done with her explaining.

			
			“Those are the fifth graders who help with lunch and recess and getting the little kids on the bus and off the bus. They get these cool sashes and vests and whistles, but you can only use the whistles outside.”

			I thought about the greater-than girl in the cafeteria and the vested kid on the sidewalk. I kind of wanted to ask Bertie more about it, but she was already on to the next thing.

			“Next thing,” she said. “Open to a clean page in your notebook, and copy down the morning message from the whiteboard. Oh, but I guess I forgot the part about sitting down. You should probably do that.”

			I sat down. I opened to a clean page in my notebook. I didn’t mind copying. Copying was easy.

			Ms. G. had used a bright-red marker, like radical red, and beneath the board I saw a basket with a ton more markers in it. I wondered how many colors she had.

			The red words on the whiteboard looked like stripes on a flag. The first flag-letter was a t. I copied the t.

			“Hold the phone, Mr. Trombone,” Bertie said. “You see that number four?”

			In the corner of the flag where the stars should have been, there was a circle with a big four in it.

			“That means there are four mistakes in the morning message,” Bertie said, “and it’s your job to fix them—like there might be a missing apostrophe or a misspelled spelling word or a letter that’s supposed to be a capital.”

			Maybe this kind of copying wasn’t as easy as I thought.

			“So that first letter…” Bertie pointed to the t I had copied on my clean page. She waited like I was supposed to say something. I tried to remember the last thing she’d said.

			
			“Is supposed to be a capital?” I guessed.

			“You got it,” Bertie said.

			I started erasing my little t, but I did it too fast and too sharp, and even with a new and full eraser, the paper got messed up just trying to get rid of that one tiny letter. I turned to the next page and started over again.

			“I like to keep a tally in the corner,” Bertie was saying. “You already found one, so you can put a little check mark or something.”

			I put a little check mark.

			“One time”—Bertie was still talking—“the morning message was about me going to the store. We were learning about subtracting money. I think Ms. G. wanted us to remember the dollar signs and decimal points and stuff….”

			I got to the end of the first word. I wanted to use my finger to put a finger space between this word and the next one, but Bertie was standing too close to me. It’s easy to do a finger space without anyone noticing you’re doing a finger space, but not if someone is standing too close to you.

			“But when I got to the store”—Bertie was still talking—“I didn’t have any money. I mean, not in real life. This was still in the morning message….”

			I copied an i. I copied an s.

			I tried to imagine another finger space, but I had drawn that little s so neat and curvy, it looked like a tiny snake. I could almost hear it hissing up at me.

			
			“The storekeeper said she would gladly take homework as payment, but only if it was math homework and only if it was one hundred percent correct.”

			Bertie’s voice sounded like the radio in my mom’s car when the station doesn’t come in clear and she has to smack the speaker with her hand to stop it from buzzing. I was starting to get all messed up with the finger spaces and the check marks and the letters that were maybe supposed to be capitals and that very bad baby snake, hissing, ssssstupid Ausssstin.

			“I remember because Ms. G. left out the percent sign.” Bertie was still talking. “So it didn’t make any sense. That morning message was one hundred percent—”

			“Would you be quiet?” The words were out before I could stop them.

			Bertie pulled her chin back quick. Her eyes got a little shiny. Then she tipped her head to the side and looked at me like she was seeing me different, like maybe she had gotten me wrong. Golden-sticker kids don’t tell other golden-sticker kids to be quiet.

			She was at her own desk before I could say I was sorry or I wasn’t even talking to her. Or maybe I was. I don’t know. Or maybe she just thought I’d gotten the hang of the morning message and I didn’t need her to be my helper anymore.

			I ignored the bad feeling bubbling in my stomach and squeezed my fist down on the s. I told it to shut up.

			I copied a t. I copied a u.

			The point of my pencil was getting all squashed and rough. My letters got bigger and scragglier. I rubbed my forehead.

			
			“Everything okay, Austin?” Ms. G. asked as she passed my desk, checking homework.

			I nodded. I did it a lot of times to look like I meant it.

			“Oh, careful there,” she said, and she pointed to the last little t on my paper. “Did Bertie explain about the edits?”

			“Supposed to be a capital?” I guessed.

			“Good job, Austin,” she said. She smiled at me. Then she moved on to Charlene.

			I really didn’t want to erase that stupid little t. I didn’t want to mess up that whole page, not after I’d copied so much already. Not after Ms. G. had said it was a good job. It didn’t seem fair that I should have to start all over again because of one tiny mistake.

			I stared at that bad t for a long time. Then I got an idea. I could leave it alone. I could keep it the way it was and give it another, longer line at the top. Now it would look like a fancy, old-fashioned kind of T, the kind of T it could be good to write Terabithia with.
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			After Ms. G. went over the morning message, she passed out some drawing paper. Then she drew two big circles on the board, side by side, with a part overlapping in the middle. She told us to do the same.

			When I drew my circles, they looked like two big eyes staring up at me, so I gave them some eyelashes and little eyeballs at the bottom.

			Ms. G. was walking around the desks while she waited for the kids to finish. I tried to put my hands over my paper, but she’d already seen it. Most teachers don’t like it when you draw stuff on your work. But all she said was: “What a good idea, Austin.”

			She walked to the board and added some eyelashes and eyeballs to her own circles. She stood back to look. “Not bad,” she said.

			
			“What about eyebrows?” Nia asked.

			“And a nose,” Mia said.

			And before you knew it, everybody had these funny faces on their papers.

			“Please make sure your name is also on your paper,” Ms. G. said.

			Bertie raised her hand.

			“And no, it doesn’t matter where you put it,” Ms. G. added.

			Bertie put her hand down.

			I took my time and wrote my name real neat and tiny in the corner. It doesn’t matter what school you’re at—the smart kids always write things real neat and tiny, probably because they have so much to say and they need to save up on space.

			“Today,” Ms. G. said, “we are going to talk about comparing and contrasting, same and different, alike and not alike. For example, Bertie and I are alike in some ways, but we are different in other ways.”

			Bertie got another big smile on her face, I think because Ms. G. picked her to talk about.

			“In what ways, Bertie,” Ms. G. asked, “would you say that you and I are similar?”

			“We both enjoy vocabulary words,” Bertie said without even having to think about it.

			“That’s true,” said Ms. G., and she started writing in the overlapping part of her two eyeballs.

			
			I copied.

			Ms. G. finished and turned from the board. “Oh, sorry, Austin,” she said. “I keep forgetting you just got here. Don’t worry about writing this down. You’re going to do your own in a moment.”

			I flipped my pencil around and started erasing, slowly this time.

			“How about another example?” Ms. G. asked. She was right by my desk, but I didn’t think she was asking me specifically. I had just gotten there.

			The kid next to me raised his hand. “You’re both in this class?” he said.

			“Could someone help Ty find some language that’s a little more specific?” Ms. G. asked. She pointed to a girl with her hand up. “Lena?”

			“How about you both spend school days in room number 204,” the girl said.

			“Super,” Ms. G. said, and she wrote that down in the middle of her eyeballs.

			“Okay, let’s come up with one more example of something Bertie and I have in common.”

			That’s when a kid I hadn’t seen yet came into the classroom. He dumped his stuff in his cubby and went to the empty desk way up in the front of the room.

			“You can go ahead and take out your notebook,” Ms. G. said to him.

			He sat down louder than I’d heard anyone sit down at this school. At my last school, everybody was so loud, you wouldn’t notice one kid. But here, where everybody was pretty quiet, it sounded really loud. Then he took out a notebook and started flip, flip, flipping through the pages. Even flipping pages can be loud if you want it to be.

			
			Ms. G. walked over to his desk and helped him find a clean page. Then she turned to the rest of the class.

			“Okay,” she said again. “One more example. How are Bertie and I similar?”

			The new kid stood up and went to the electric pencil sharpener on the bookshelf. Then he sharpened his pencil for what felt like a million minutes. It sounded like extra-bad radio static, on and off, then on again.

			He finally sat down and started writing in his notebook. But from where I was sitting, it looked more like he was scribbling big, smudgy lines all over the empty page.

			“Anyone have an idea?” Ms. G. tried again.

			I’m not one to feel bad for teachers. Usually I don’t give them any problems, and they don’t give me any problems. But Ms. G. had been nice to me. And even with all Bertie’s words buzzing around everywhere, so had she. I slowly raised my hand.

			“Ye-hes?” Ms. G. said with a big sigh in the middle of it, like she thought I was going to ask to go to the bathroom or something.

			“You’re both welcoming to new people,” I said.

			Bertie’s desk was one up and two over from mine, but I could still see a small blue smile.

			
			“Why, thank you, Austin,” Ms. G. said, and she wrote my words on the board.

			“Austin?” I heard the new kid say so quiet, I bet he thought no one else was hearing him. Then he made a kind of snorting sound.

			“Next,” Ms. G. said, turning back around, “you and a partner are going to brainstorm three ways you are similar.”

			Before I could even worry about not having a partner, Bertie was at my desk, dragging her chair behind her.

			“When nobody’s absent, we have an odd number of kids,” she said, “so someone has to be partners with Ms. G. I’m not sure why, but usually it’s me. But now that you’re here, we’re even Steven.”

			A kid in front of us turned around.

			“Not you, Steven,” Bertie called. “Sorry!”

			Bertie tried to get all four feet of her chair balanced on the floor. Then she turned her eyeball paper sideways so it would fit on my desk.

			“Sorry if I was talking your ear off before,” she said. “My dad says he’s surprised anyone in our family has any ears left. Get it? It’s supposed to be a joke. I was just trying to be, you know, helpful.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry, too.”

			“No sweat, you bet. Sometimes people get upset.” Bertie tipped her head this way and that way with the rhyme. “I keep forgetting you just moved here. I can’t imagine what it’s like to move. My dad says some people grow roots fast, and some people grow roots slow. I’m one of the slow ones, so it’s best if I stay put. Except to see my cousins in Colorado. But that’s different. I don’t want to move there. I only want to visit.”

			
			I didn’t know if I wanted to go to Colorado, but if it had as many trees as Bertie said, maybe it would be a good place to go. Maybe it would be kind of like a magical forest kingdom.

			“Me too,” I said.

			“You too, what?” she said.

			“Want to go to Colorado,” I said. “That could maybe be our number one.”

			Bertie nodded and wrote a big C. I wrote a big C.

			She wrote a little o. I wrote a little o.

			I looked up to make sure nobody saw I was copying. It doesn’t matter what school you’re at. Copying is just about the worst thing you can do.

			“And even though it’s sad,” Bertie said, “I know what our number two can be. We both have people in our families who are quite ill.”

			“Uh, right,” I said. I pretended to stretch to give Bertie a chance to get started with the words.

			Ms. G. had pulled her teacher chair up to the new kid’s desk in the front of the room. She was pointing to a spot in his notebook. But he was drumming his pencil against his desk and making that weird snorting noise again.

			“He shouldn’t do that,” I said.

			“Oh, you can ignore Dee,” Bertie said. “Now, what should we put for number three?” She chewed on the end of her pencil.

			
			I watched as the new kid stood up and went to the calendar next to the whiteboard. He picked up a marker and crossed out today’s square with a big black X. I wondered if that was his job or if he was the kind of kid who got to do whatever he felt like.

			I looked down the rest of the week on the calendar. Friday’s square had two words in all capital letters. The second word was definitely TEST.

			I wondered if it was some kind of state test or end-of-the-year test. Then I’d have to remember to tell my mom I wasn’t feeling well Thursday night. But it was only Tuesday. I had time to figure it out.

			“What’s the test?” I asked Bertie. I pointed to the calendar.

			“Oh, that’s the Safety test,” she said. “If you want to be a Safety next year.”

			“I thought there was just a form or whatever,” I said.

			“There’s the test to make sure you know the rules, and the parent form to make sure your parents are on board. It’s also your permission slip for the two summer training days. Or technically they’re half days, but you still need to fulfill the requirements.”

			She said the last word real loud. Ms. G. pulled a pencil out of her hair and raised it in our direction. I thought Bertie must have about a million points already.

			“Do you have to write the test?” I asked.

			“Of course!” Bertie said, but she didn’t say it mean. It was more like she was real excited to talk about it. “Ms. G. can give you a packet. I mean, if you want to be a Safety next year.”

			
			I thought about getting a sash and a vest and a whistle. Maybe I could help the little kids on the bus and off the bus with their huge backpacks and their shoebox projects and their birthday party treats. They would give me high fives and say “Thanks, Austin,” or “See you tomorrow, Austin.”

			Or maybe I could be the kid in charge of the sidewalk. “Hold up,” I would say. “Go ahead,” I would say. “Take it easy.” And one day, my mom would come to pick me up from school and see me. Nobody could not see you with all that laser lemon across yourself. And she would be smiling.

			I shrugged, but it must have been the kind of shrug that looked like a yes.

			“Ms. G.!” Bertie suddenly shouted. “Austin needs a Safety packet!”

			Then she bent down and started writing something in the middle of her eyeballs. “And that, my new friend, is our number three. Next year, we’re both going to be Safeties.”
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			I was still copying Safeties when a teacher showed up at the door. She had on a long skirt and a chunky necklace with stones the color of turquoise. She reminded me of a peacock. There were some kids standing behind her, like her little baby peacocks.

			“Hello, friends!” she called.

			I watched the new kid gather up his stuff and follow her out the door.

			“Who’s that?” I asked Bertie.

			“Ms. B.,” she said. “Learning Center.”

			I knew all about the “Learning Center” or “Resource Center” or plain old “Resource Room.” Whatever the school decides to call it, you have to do a lot of tests and forms and meetings before they can stick you there.

			
			My mom takes a long time getting the forms and signing the forms and returning the forms. Then she takes a long time setting up the meetings and canceling the meetings and rescheduling the meetings. Except for this one place where the Resource Room teacher came in one day and said real loud, “Austin’s with me now.”

			The yellow jackets in my stomach did a little flip just thinking about it.

			Ms. G. rang her silver bell. “Homework for this evening is to brainstorm three ways you and your partner are different. You’ll put the examples for one person on the left side, and the corresponding examples for the other person on the right side. But now, please put your eyeballs into your desks. It’s time for some new vocabulary words.”

			The kids took out their notebooks. I did, too.

			“Aggressive!” Ms. G. almost shouted. She made a mean face and put up her fists like she was going to fight somebody. I almost had to smile because even as tall as she was, Ms. G. pretending to be mean was pretty ridiculous.

			The kids all copied her. The two Davids leaned across the aisle and got into a fake fistfight. Bertie silently pounded her desk. Her cheeks were all puffed out, and her elbows were very pointy.

			Ms. G. wrote the word on a card and stuck it on the wall, where there were already about a million of them. I copied it down into my notebook, nice and neat and tiny.

			
			“Courteous,” she said next in a super-polite voice. She sounded a little bit like the nice phone lady. She bowed to Bertie, who was still busy elbowing her invisible enemies. Bertie stood up and did a weirdly complicated bow. Her hands made circles in the air from her head to her knees, like ribbons uncurling.

			The fighting Davids shook hands and patted each other on the back.

			Ms. G. stuck that word on the wall. Then there was incredulous and wilderness (lots of howling and growling for that one) and steadfast and ironic, which Ms. G. said she would have to explain using words.

			“You might say it’s ironic I became a teacher because I was not a strong student.”

			That seemed more like surprising to me. I couldn’t imagine Ms. G. not being one of the golden-sticker kids in her class.

			“Or,” she went on, “it would be ironic if you saw a member of the Safety Squad running down the hallway. It’s the opposite of what you expect, and that makes it kind of strange or funny.”

			Bertie raised her hand. “But what if the Safety is responding to an emergency? Sometimes things aren’t what they look like at first.”

			“That’s true,” Ms. G. said.

			Next, it was time for reading. A lot of teachers go down the row and make everybody take a turn. And that can be tricky because you have to ask to go to the bathroom at just the right time. Or if you can’t, like if the teacher is having one of those “No one else is going to the bathroom!” moments, you can fake a coughing fit. They can’t not let you get a drink of water. And if worse comes to worst, you can say you feel like you’re going to throw up. Trust me, no teacher wants you around if they think you’re going to throw up.

			
			But Ms. G. only asked for volunteers to read out loud. Bertie got lots of turns, but nobody seemed to mind. She read strong and clear and gave all the characters different voices. She would make a real good audiobook reader when she grew up.

			The story was about this shepherd girl who was very courteous. One day, she saw an aggressive coyote. At first, she was incredulous, but her helper dog was steadfast. Then Ms. G. looked at the clock and said it was time for lunch.

			Everybody let out a big “Aww!” because we had to wait until tomorrow to see what happened.

			We lined up by a family member’s first name. I chose my mom. Mostly because she was the first person I thought of. But also because it put me pretty close to the front of the line again.

			Bertie squeezed in right ahead of me. “I have a lot of cousins,” she said. “It’s turkey tetrazzini today. Try saying that ten times fast.” And she did.

			At some schools, the turkey tetrazzini looks a lot like the tuna casserole, which looks a whole lot like the shepherd’s pie. But here, the turkey tetrazzini was real turkey in a thick gravy over noodles. I followed Bertie to our table and sat down.

			
			“Scoot over,” George said. He slid into me, and I slid into Bertie. I wondered why he was making us sit so cram-smashed together, but then I saw the new kid. He was standing smack-dab in the middle of the cafeteria, holding his tray like a skinny statue.

			He was staring straight at me, like it wasn’t enough to see me. It was like he was trying to see through me or something. But I didn’t understand why he was looking at me in the first place. There were plenty of other kids to look at.

			Then he suddenly turned around and walked out the double doors. I saw Ms. B. standing in the hall, holding her own tray of turkey tetrazzini.

			“Never mind. Scoot back,” George said, and he opened up the space between us. “Looks like Dee’s having lunch with Ms. B.”

			“No fair,” Bertie whined. “I’d love to have lunch with a teacher. I think they should raffle it off. I’d buy a bunch of tickets. They could make lots of money to give to the polar bears or the whales or the emus. Or they could make it a contest for behavior!” Her eyes got wide as she thought about the idea. “Every time a teacher ‘catches’ you being good”—her fingers did air quotes around catches—“you earn a ticket, and then at the end of the week, they pick the winner. Although it could go wrong, like when a teacher wants so bad to catch a certain kid being good, and they get, like, one ticket, and even though the odds are totally stacked against them, they’re picked. You know what I mean?”

			
			“Yeah,” I said, even though I’d kind of lost track of what we were talking about.

			“Like at the beginning of the year”—Bertie was still talking—“Dee called me something bad. And we had to have this whole conversation with Ms. G. and Ms. B. and Ms. Mendoza, and whoa, Nelly.” She made a move like she was pulling back on the reins of a horse.

			Bertie’s face didn’t change as she told her story. It was still all twinkly-crinkly and pacific blue braces. She could have been saying it was supposed to rain tomorrow or we had gym on Fridays.

			“Sorry,” I said.

			“Why are you sorry?” She laughed.

			I shrugged. But I’ve had people call me bad stuff before. I know what it feels like.
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			After lunch, I got Ms. G.’s book out of my desk and sat in the back of the room with Bertie. It was more comfortable than sitting at my desk. I took out my bookmark and opened to chapter four.

			I said My name is Austin fifteen times looking at the page on the left. I said My name is Austin fifteen times looking at the page on the right. I turned the page.

			I kept going like that until I got to the picture of the two friends in their magical forest kingdom. It was really more like a box big enough for them both to fit into, but it still looked kind of cool.

			I heard Bertie close her book and sigh a long sigh. Then she scrambled up and went to the bookshelf. She put her book back and pulled out a new one that was thick as a brick.

			
			“Bertie?” Ms. G. whispered. She motioned for her to come over.

			From under her desk, Ms. G. pulled out a plastic box. It was the kind to keep papers and folders in, all lined up. When you’re done, you close the cover, pick up the handle, and bring it someplace else. My mom has one of those. It’s where she keeps the stuff for her new job and our new apartment and my new school.

			Bertie reached inside. She pulled out a magenta pencil, held it to her nose, and sniffed. Then she came back to her pillow and showed it me.

			“Vocabulary prize,” she whispered. “Cherry Smencil.”

			I told you Bertie had a ton of points.

			“I actually hit twenty points yesterday,” she whispered, “but Ms. G. had to restock the prize box. Now she’s got key chains, mini-notebooks, smelly pencils, eraser animals….” Bertie counted out the possibilities on her fingers.

			I looked at my page and breathed in the cherry smell. It smelled like the sno-cones at the fair.

			“Last time,” Bertie whispered, “I got this penguin eraser you can take apart and put together like a puzzle. It has six pieces—head, beak, body, wing, wing, feet. I can show you sometime. You want to come over after school?”

			I looked up. Maybe I looked incredulous.

			“I didn’t mean today,” Bertie whispered. “Or maybe I did. I don’t know.”

			
			“Maybe,” I mumbled. “But not today.”

			I looked at the picture in Ms. G.’s book. I turned the page. I said My name is Austin a couple of times. I tried to leave the idea alone.

			Maybe I could ask my mom. Maybe she wouldn’t be too busy that day and she would say “Sure thing,” and I could get on the school bus with Bertie when the whistle blew at recess.

			And the vest kid would say “Not walking today?” And I’d say “No, not today. Going to a friend’s house.” And he’d say “Take it easy.” And I’d say “Yeah. Take it easy.”

			And my mom would pick me up when it was almost time for dinner, and she’d ask “How did it go?” And I’d say “Good. Really good.” And I would mean it because it would be true.

			Most of the time when you ask my mom a question, she hears it in a normal-mom kind of way. She thinks about it for a second and says “Sure thing” or “No problem.”

			It’s only once in a while that her face gets all tight and she breathes out sharp, like it’s the last thing she needs that day, and says something like “I’m trying my best here.” Even though you didn’t say anything about whether she was trying her best. You were just asking if you could go to somebody’s house after school.

			“Austin?” Ms. G. whispered. At first I thought it was because I wasn’t turning pages. But she motioned for me to come to her desk.

			I didn’t understand. It’s not like I had enough vocabulary points for a prize. I didn’t have any points at all. But I couldn’t not go over.

			
			I put my bookmark into my spot and tried to stand up from the squishy pillow without looking too ridiculous. When everybody else is moving, you can do it real quick and not be noticed, but now I was the only one.

			When I got to her desk, Ms. G. reached into the top drawer and pulled out an envelope. It was big, like the kind you can put papers right into, without having to fold them. And it was yellow, but not sunglow or canary or banana mania, even. This was more like old mustard that got left too long in a fridge that was never cleaned. It had a sticker with my name on it.

			It was the perfect kind of envelope for forms my mom needed to fill out and return to the office as soon as possible so we could set up meetings and really get the ball rolling. Most schools take a while to get you the big yellow envelope. Man, this place was quick.

			“Share that with your mom, okay?” Ms. G. said. She smiled.

			I smiled back, but it was definitely a fake one.

			I went to my cubby and stuck the envelope into my backpack. I didn’t think it was worth going back to the pillows, so I went to my desk.

			After independent reading, Ms. G. did some math at the board, but I didn’t really pay attention. It was something we’d already done at my last school anyway.

			Mostly I thought about the envelope. I wondered what was inside—free-lunch form, family-support services form, resource-room evaluation form. Maybe all of them at once. I thought about the papers with their letters and words and questions that might make my mom think this wasn’t a better place to be after all.

			
			It was okay. I could “forget” the envelope every day for a week or two. Then I could lose it a few times, or—if worse came to worst—drop it in a mud puddle and step on it accidentally on purpose, and new copies would have to get printed and signed and stapled. I could probably keep that going until everybody decided it was easier to deal with it next year.
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			At recess, I went to my spot. I slid down against the wall until I was sitting smack on the concrete. I held my backpack in my lap and kept taking things out and putting them in, like there was something I was looking for but was having a real hard time finding. Bertie still skipped over and sat down right next to me.

			“You got the study guide from Ms. G.?” I couldn’t tell if she was asking me or telling me.

			She took her glasses off and gave me a big eye roll. Then she put her glasses on, grabbed my backpack, and fished around until she found the big yellow envelope. She held it so close to my face, I couldn’t not take it.

			
			It wasn’t sealed. The flap was just folded under. I opened it.

			The paper on top looked more like a birthday party invitation than a form for school. It was the same vivid tangerine as the one Bertie had handed in this morning.

			Around the edges, there were cartoon kids wearing sashes. They were opening doors and helping the little kids on the bus and off the bus. There were a bunch of crowded-up words in the middle and a picture of a big whistle at the bottom, with a thick line for the parents to sign on.

			Under the form was a packet. It had its name right on the front in big capital letters. Its first name started with S, and its middle name started with S, and its last name started with G, and that’s how I knew it was the Safety Study Guide. I guess I had gotten the envelope all wrong.

			“Let me know if you have any questions,” Bertie said. “I’ve been studying for that thing since second grade.”

			I flipped through the pages like I was reading everything real quick. The words didn’t look all that long or complicated, mostly five or six letters.

			“What’s it about?” I asked.

			You can’t just ask someone “Can you read this to me?” But if you ask a question about the thing, you can usually get them to tell you the most important parts.

			“Let’s see,” Bertie said. She took the packet and turned to the second page. There was a list with number one, two, and three.

			“There’s hallway walking, sidewalk safety, and cafeteria etiquette.” She said the last word real slow and courteous. “Mostly it’s about giving people friendly reminders and being helpful, and if things get too heavy, you find a teacher.”

			
			It sounded like it was mostly about how to be at school. I already knew a ton about that.

			“We can study together sometime,” Bertie said. “But not right now. Now I’m going to find us a ball to play wallball.”

			Even though Bertie is way smaller than me, she has a strong fist and she’s pretty fast. We played until the whistle blew.

			“Bye, Austin!” Bertie waved. “See you tomorrow.”

			“Yeah,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”

			I walked around to the front of the school and waited until the vest kid waved me through.

			“Take it easy,” he said.

			“Take it easy,” I said.

			I breathed in the clean-laundry smell and thought about all the things I was going to tell my mom. I would tell her about Bertie and how welcoming she was to new people. And how she was definitely one of the smart kids at this school, and how she had, like, a million vocabulary points already, and how there were a lot of things about Bertie and me that were similar. We had written them down on our eyeballs.

			I tried to think about three ways Bertie and I were different. I was a new kid. She wasn’t. I was a big kid. She wasn’t. Those were easy. But besides that, all I could think of were more similar things about us. It felt like all the things I liked were things Bertie would like, too.

			
			I would tell my mom about playing wallball at recess, just the two of us, which wasn’t easy because there was no time to rest between turns. It was hit, run around, hit, run around. And that’s why I was so hot and sweaty.

			I passed the pool. The gate was locked, and there was a sign tied to the fence. It had a stick person swimming over some wavy water lines and a big scarlet slash through it. I wondered when the pool opened up. I thought about feeling the cool water and seeing all the blues it could be—azure and aquamarine and cornflower.

			When I got inside the apartment, my mom was in the kitchen. It looked like she was having a fight with the sink. She was stabbing a chopstick down the drain.

			When I got closer, I could see that the sink was half-full. The water was cloudy and still. It wasn’t any kind of blue. The garbage can at the end of the counter was stuffed with soggy paper towels.

			“Hi,” I said.

			I don’t know if she heard me. And that’s one thing about my mom and the nice phone lady that’s definitely different. The phone lady always says something, even if it’s just to let you know she heard you.

			I tried to think if I had put something down the drain I wasn’t supposed to, something that would have gotten stuck. I didn’t think so.

			My mom put down her chopstick and wiped her hands on a towel. She brushed the hair out of her eyes with the inside of her elbow.

			
			“How did it go?” she asked. She smiled, but it was definitely a fake grown-up one.

			“Good,” I said. But I wasn’t sure how to say it differently to let her know that today I really meant it. “Really good,” I said. I added some nods.

			My mom went back to fighting with the sink.

			I swung my backpack to the front and pulled out the big yellow envelope. Then I carefully took out the Safety Squad Parent Acknowledgment Form and set it down on the counter. I opened some drawers until I found a pen. I put the pen on top of the form, ready for my mom when she was done with the sink.

			I picked up my phone and went to my room.

			“Hi,” I said.

			“Sorry,” the nice phone lady said. “I’m having trouble with the connection. Please try again in a moment.”

			I waited.

			“Hi,” I tried again.

			“Hi there.” The phone lady was back.

			“Why did the chicken cross the road?” I asked.

			“I am not perspicacious about the peregrinations of poultry.”

			I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I liked how the words sounded like a Ping-Pong ball bouncing around my head. They would be good words for Ms. G. to put on the vocabulary list.

			I took my eyeball paper out of my backpack and spread it on my bed. Then I put my notebook under it so my pencil point wouldn’t poke through.

			
			“How do you write I am a new kid?” I asked.

			“Okay, I found this.” She wrote it on the screen for me.

			I copied the words in the eyeball marked austin, real neat and tiny.

			“How do you write You are not a new kid?” I asked next. Then I copied that down in the bertie eyeball.

			I wondered how Ms. G. checked homework in the morning. Some teachers just do the glance-and-nod, and you wonder why you went to all the trouble. But I bet Ms. G. would have a fancy marker, like fuchsia or flamingo pink. She seemed like the kind of teacher who would write OK at the top of your page with a big smiley face in the O.

			“How do you write I am a big kid?”

			But it sounded like I was saying I just wasn’t a little kid. I tried to think of some language that was more specific.

			“What are some other words for big?” I asked her.

			The phone lady had about a million of them—mammoth and mighty and monstrous, even. I picked substantial. It sounded like it meant a little bit important, too.

			Most of the small words were definitely not right for Bertie—minor and lesser and insignificant. I kept searching until I found petite. I liked the sound of it.

			I still wasn’t sure what to put for a third way me and Bertie were different. But it could wait until tomorrow. When Bertie sat down right next to me in the cafeteria, we could talk about it, and I could write it down then. I folded my eyeball paper and slid it into my backpack.

			
			It sounded quiet in the kitchen.

			Maybe my mom had fixed the sink. Maybe everything was good now, really good, and she had spotted the Safety Squad Parent Acknowledgment Form. And now she was reading it and looking for a pen to sign it. And now she was seeing that I’d already found her a pen.

			I imagined her signing the form real quick, right this second. She didn’t have to worry about writing her name real neat and tiny. She could scribble it. When you’re a grown-up, nobody cares how you write your name. I imagined her folding the paper in half and writing my name on the front in all capital letters.

			Then I heard more clanging and a couple of loud bangs. I heard the door to my mom’s room open and close.

			I asked the phone lady to find me chapter four of Ms. G.’s golden-sticker book. And guess what. Those two kids did end up being friends. They had to keep the magical forest kingdom safe from the giants, but they could only go there in times of greatest joy and times of greatest sorrow.

			My time of greatest joy was definitely at the fair last summer. My mom let us get wristbands, and we went on all the rides and stayed the whole day.

			I didn’t know what my time of greatest sorrow was. I’d have to think about that some more. I could think of plenty of little sorrows, but not a great big one.
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			When I went into the kitchen the next morning, the Safety Squad Parent Acknowledgment Form was still on the counter. I saw it had gotten a little splattered during yesterday’s fight with the sink. There was a line of light spots running away across the page.

			I wondered what would happen if I signed my mom’s name, if that would be like breaking the law or something. I moved the pen closer to the thick line at the bottom. Now it really was ready for her to sign before she went to work. I ate some cereal, got my backpack, and headed out.

			It wasn’t raining, but it wanted to. The sky was solid slate and hanging too close. When I walked by the For Sale field, the wind flattened all the wheat or whatever in one direction. Then it changed its mind and flattened it all the other way.

			
			I was at school before the crossing guard and the sidewalk Safety again. And when I looked for Bertie in the cafeteria, she wasn’t there yet, either.

			I found a spot at the fourth-grade table and took my eyeball paper from my backpack. I smoothed it out.

			I wondered if Ms. G. was the kind of teacher who asked kids to “share” their homework. Maybe I could raise my hand and Ms. G. would say “Good work, Austin,” and smile and put my words on the board again.

			I took out my pencil. I still needed to think of a third way for me and Bertie to be different. I didn’t want Ms. G. to think I was the kind of kid who didn’t finish the homework.

			I looked around, but Bertie still wasn’t there. And that’s because she rode the bus. But I was here, and that’s because I walked. What fourth grader doesn’t know how to write bus and walk? Those I could do by myself.

			I carefully wrote bus in the bertie eye and walk in the austin eye. I know walk has a weird l in it, and sometimes I get mixed up about whether it comes before the k or after the k. But if you draw the two up-and-down lines real close together and put the crossy parts over both of them, nobody can tell. I turned around to look for Bertie again.

			Instead, I ended up staring straight into some kid’s belt buckle. When I looked up, Dee was staring down at me.

			Dee’s not that substantial. I knew if I stood up, I’d be looking down at him. But he was standing right behind me and way too close, so there wasn’t any space for me to get my legs out from under the table.

			
			He leaned down over my shoulder and stared, like he was super-interested in my eyeball paper. I could feel his breath on the side of my face and his arm pushing against my arm. It smelled like he’d had something with peanut butter for breakfast.

			“I know who you’re the same as,” he finally said.

			What was that supposed to mean? Maybe he was just trying to be welcoming to new people. But it didn’t feel like it.

			Then he moved even closer and looked at my paper for what felt like a million minutes. He ran his hot finger along the words in the middle, line by line. He traced Safeties until the letters got all fuzzy and smudged.

			“Austin is as big as Texas,” he said. Then he was gone.

			I watched a Safety jog after him because the bell hadn’t rung yet.

			I breathed out.

			“Good morrow, my fine fellow.” Bertie bowed one of her weirdly complicated bows and sat down next to me. “So, what did you put for the homework?”

			I slid my paper over so she could read it. But my mind was still stuck on what Dee had said. He knew who I was the same as.

			If he meant what I thought he meant, how did he know? How could he tell?

			
			“Nice,” Bertie said. “I put totally other stuff. So that’s one more way we’re different. Right? Guess what I put. Number one is something I have that you don’t.”

			While Bertie dug around in her backpack, I thought about all the things she had that I didn’t, like the same house and the same teachers and cousins in Colorado. And I couldn’t believe I’d had so much trouble thinking up a third way for us to be different. Now my mind was putting little check marks next to all of them.

			I looked around the cafeteria. There were only a couple of kids at the fifth-grade table. Those were the kids who weren’t on the Safety Squad, who didn’t have any place to be right now. Those were the leftover kids, who no one would miss if they didn’t even show up.

			The bell rang. “I can show you later,” Bertie said. “Come on, come on, iguanodon.”

			I carefully folded up my eyeballs and followed Bertie into the hall. I looked back at the fifth-grade table. I really didn’t want to be one of those kids next year.
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			When we got to the classroom, Dee’s desk was still empty.

			I wondered what happened if you left the cafeteria too early. Maybe this was a “zero-tolerance” school, and he was in super-big trouble. Or maybe it was a “green-yellow-red” school, and he was on yellow. Or maybe this was a “three-strikes” school, and he was only on strike one and it hardly mattered at all.

			I put my homework on my desk and used my eraser to try to get rid of some of the smudgy spots. Then I opened my notebook to a clean page and started on the morning message.

			Today Ms. G. had used a robin’s egg blue that looked like it was running out of ink. I was surprised it made it through the whole message. When I blurred my eyes, the letters looked like raindrops falling down. They pooled at the bottom around a circle that held a chubby eight.

			
			I scrunched my shoulders up tight and let them fall down. I put my eyes back to clear. I could do this.

			The first letter in the rain cloud was a small b, and I knew right away it was supposed to be a capital. I put a check mark in the corner. Then I wrote the big B, neat and curvy and even, like a good B to write Bertie with.

			Ms. G. walked around the room, checking homework. When she got to my desk, she took a minute to read my three sames and three differents. Then she gave my paper an OK in shocking pink, with a smiley face in the O. Told you.

			The second word in the morning message started with a small w that was probably not supposed to be a capital. I’d already found one of those, and I didn’t think Ms. G. would make two of the same mistake in a row. I’d almost gotten to the end of that word when Dee walked in. I wondered where he’d been this whole time.

			He didn’t look at me. He dumped his stuff in his cubby, real loud. Then he sat down at his desk, real loud, and took out his notebook, real loud. I didn’t know if he was supposed to be copying the morning message, but it looked like he was scribbling all over a page in his notebook again. I tried not to listen, but even scribbling can be loud if you want it to be.

			“Good morning, friends!” Ms. B. was already at the door. Today she was wearing a necklace that looked like it came straight out of the ocean, all spiky and shelly.

			
			A couple of kids got up. Dee was one of them.

			“I heard we left the cafeteria a little early this morning,” Ms. B. said to him when he got to the door. She didn’t say it mean. It was more like she thought they should talk about it.

			Dee looked up at her, but he didn’t say anything. It was almost like he was doing the thing where it’s okay not to answer a teacher’s question, so long as you let them know you heard them.

			I went back to my notebook and pretended not to watch him leave.

			

			—

			After the morning message, Ms. G. had us clear our desks.

			“We’re going to do some practice for the Safety test,” she said. “I realize not all of you may be taking it on Friday, but the information is useful for everyone to review.”

			She made a big sweep with her arm to divide the class into two teams. Bertie was on one side. I was on the other.

			Then Ms. G. gave us three minutes to come up with team names. Our team decided to be the Safety Superstars. The other side was Lightning, which didn’t really make sense, except it had started to thunder outside. It was still far away, low and rumbly.

			Ms. G. asked for one player from each team to come to the front of the room. Bertie’s hand shot into the air.

			“Okay. It’s Bertie for Team Lightning,” Ms. G. said. Bertie skipped to the front and bounced from foot to foot. She looked at me and made a “come on” motion with her hand.

			
			The last thing I wanted to do was stand up in front of the class and say “Look at me. Here I am.” But no one else from the Safety Superstars was raising their hand.

			“Who can help us out?” Ms. G. asked.

			I wanted to. I wanted to be the kind of kid who helped out.

			I didn’t want to be the kind of kid who made a lot of noise and smudged other people’s papers and called them things that were really bad. I hadn’t read the study guide yet, but if it was mostly about how to be at school…

			I raised my hand.

			“Okay. It’s Austin for the Superstars,” Ms. G. said.

			I walked to the front of the room.

			“Raise your hand to answer, please,” Ms. G. said. “Here is your question. Imagine you are monitoring the hallway at dismissal. A second grader is running. What should you do?”

			My hand and Bertie’s hand shot into the air at exactly the same time.

			“Tie!” Ms. G. shouted. “And with a tie, we go to written responses. Please wait to start writing until I say Go.”

			She handed Bertie an index card and a pencil. She handed me an index card and a pencil.

			“On your marks,” Ms. G. said.

			The yellow jackets started revving up. “Now, this is more like it,” they were saying. “This is what we’re talking about.”

			“Get set.”

			
			It’s not like I could ask to go to the bathroom. Why would I raise my hand to volunteer if I had to go to the bathroom?

			I could do a coughing fit. But I didn’t know the nurse rules at this school. Maybe they would tell my mom to come get me, and she’d get mad and upset because they called her at work and I wasn’t really sick.

			The palms of my hands started feeling slippery.

			“Go!”

			Bertie turned to the wall and held her card against it. Then she started writing super-fast. Maybe that’s why their team was called Lightning. I couldn’t see her letters from where I was standing. And it wasn’t like I could copy, standing out there in front.

			Everybody was looking at me, like they could see right through me. Even Ms. G. was looking at me that way. I dropped my pencil accidentally on purpose, and it landed in the big basket of markers. I stared at it in the middle of all those colors. It gave me an idea.

			I picked up the pencil and set my card on top of Dee’s empty desk. Then I drew a person. Not a real person, just a stick one, like the swimmer on the pool sign at Hidden Rivers. But this stick person was standing with its hands up in the air. Then I found Ms. G.’s yellow highlighter and gave my person a big greater-than sign across its shirt.

			I drew some small circles above my person’s face and wrote WALK!!!! in a big bubble at the top. Then I gave the person a smiley face. They weren’t saying it mean. It was a friendly reminder.

			
			I held my card over my head to show I was done. Bertie was still writing.

			“We have the Superstars’ answer,” Ms. G. said. She took the card, looked at it, and smiled. “Point goes to the Superstars!”

			Bertie looked up and shrugged her tiny bird shoulders. Then she held up her fists like she was going to box me.

			“Hey, don’t be so aggressive,” I said.

			Ms. G. jotted down a point for me.

			“Sorry, team,” Bertie said to the Lightning side of the room.

			But the kids weren’t mad. If anything, it got everybody more excited. When Ms. G. asked for volunteers for the next question, lots of hands went up.

			We kept playing until the game ended in a tie. Sometimes a tie is a bummer, like why did you even bother playing? But sometimes a tie feels like how it should be. Like nobody should have to lose.
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			Dee never showed up after lunch. I knew he was probably still with Ms. B., but I made up a story that he suddenly had to move. His mom found a new job or a new apartment or a new place where everything was going to be better. I imagined him showing up at his school and the teacher giving the person bringing him in a real earful. “Don’t you see how many I’ve got in here, and now you want me to add this one?”

			Bertie and I got our books and our pillows and sat in the back of the room. That’s when it finally started raining. There are rainy days when they don’t let you go outside for recess, and there are rainy days with soaking-wet shoes and the cuffs of your jeans turning a darker color on the walk home, like from denim to midnight.

			
			Ms. G. had set her plant on the ledge outside the window, and it looked like it was taking a shower in all that rain. I took my bookmark out from the start of chapter six, but I didn’t even pretend to turn pages. I watched the fat drops smack against the window. They hit and slid and made the outside look all squiggly, like a fun-house mirror at the fair.

			My time of greatest joy was still that day at the fair last summer. But getting a point for the Safety Superstars was maybe second.

			After a while, Ms. G. dinged her bell and said it was time for writers’ workshop, but she should have called it talkers’ workshop because we didn’t do any writing. We talked a lot about our three sames and three differents. And I was right about Ms. G. asking kids to share their homework. When I shared mine, she thanked me and smiled and wrote some of my specific language on the board.

			Then Ms. G. passed out more drawing paper so we could draw pictures of our ideas and think of the illustrating details. Most teachers make you finish the writing before they let you draw the picture for it, like drawing is dessert or something. But Ms. G. didn’t seem worried about having dessert first. She said that whatever we didn’t finish, we could do for homework.

			On one half of my paper, I drew me and Bertie in the summer. We were together in a place with a lot of trees. I guess it was supposed to be Colorado. I drew the two of us small and fuzzy and the trees tall, tall, tall and all around us. I wasn’t trying to copy the picture from Ms. G.’s book, even if it did look pretty similar.

			
			On the other half, I drew me and Bertie again. This time, it was the first day of school, and we were wearing our Safety vests. Bertie was helping a little kid who didn’t know which way to go, and I was holding up my hands to stop the sidewalk traffic and keep everybody safe.

			Ms. G. rang her little bell. “Surprise, surprise!” she said. “Indoor recess.”

			A groan went up from the class. I didn’t know the rules for indoor recess. At some places, you can only do quiet stuff like “Read. Write. Draw.” But other places, the teacher leaves the classroom and somebody else comes in, and it’s basically indoor gym and circus time.

			But before I could worry about what to do, Bertie was at my desk.

			“Let’s play Uno,” she said.

			She grabbed a pack of cards from the bookshelf, and I got the big pillows from the closet. Bertie counted out the cards and piled the extras in the middle.

			“Oh, hi, Ms. Mendoza!” she suddenly called. She waved toward the door. “Did you meet Ms. Mendoza yet? I think she looks more like a movie star than an assistant principal. She’s so glamorous.”

			I watched Ms. G. have a whisper conversation with the new grown-up. She had shiny hair and important-looking shoes. Then Ms. G. picked up her floppy teacher book and left. I guessed Ms. Mendoza was there to watch us for indoor recess. That was fine with me. She looked like the kind of person who was used to being in charge.

			
			She stepped into the classroom. Dee was right behind her.

			“Mission control to Austin. Come in, Austin,” Bertie said. “It’s your turn. A two or a yellow, my good fellow.”

			For once, Bertie wasn’t keeping track of things. But I was.

			And just like that, Dee was standing right next to me and way too close. I couldn’t get up. I was already stuck in the middle of a squishy tumbleweed pillow, and there was no easy way out of it. He looked down at us, and it felt like he was our very own giant.

			Ms. Mendoza came over. “Positive choice, Dee,” she said.

			He plopped down on the floor and took some cards from the top of the pile. He knocked over the rest of the stack and set it straight, except it wasn’t.

			I knew if Bodhi or Carlos or Charlene had wanted to play, Bertie would have said we should reshuffle and redeal and restart the game. But she didn’t. I could see her shoulders getting all scrunched up.

			Ms. Mendoza headed to the other side of the room to help Destiny with the computer.

			“Whose turn?” Dee said, like he played Uno with us all the time. He leaned down over his cards and stared at them. He still smelled like peanut butter.

			“Mine,” I tried to say, but the word got stuck down in my throat.

			“Austin’s,” Dee said. “Austin, who’s as big as Texas.”

			
			Suddenly this day felt like a circle that ended up back in the bad place where it started. The good stuff in between was getting erased with the kind of broken-down eraser that dips below the metal ring at the end of your pencil and rips right through the paper.

			I put down a yellow eight. Bertie put down a yellow two. Dee put down a Draw 4. He snorted.

			“Green,” he said.

			I picked up four cards and lost my turn. I wondered how much longer until indoor recess was over.

			Bertie put down a card. Dee put down a card.

			We kept going for what felt like a million minutes. And I thought maybe this wasn’t so bad. Maybe Ms. Mendoza was right. Maybe Dee had made a positive choice.

			“I have a question,” Dee said. And even though he was bent over his cards, he jutted his chin out toward Bertie, so you could tell the question was for her. “Why are you so short?”

			I waited for Bertie to say something clever to put Dee in his place and show him who was boss. I waited for her to say something like “That’s enough, you popcorn puff.” Or “Hold the phone, Mr. Trombone.” Or “You can’t play, and have a nice day!” But she would make it clear she did not want him to have a nice day.

			Instead, I saw something in Bertie go flat. All the colors went out of her. She looked like she’d already lost the game.

			In my head, I said My name is Austin ten times looking at the floor. I said My name is Austin ten times looking at my shoe.

			
			Then Ms. Mendoza announced it was time to clean up and pack up and go home. She came over to our group. She didn’t notice that Bertie’s eyes were shiny or that the pile of cards was messed up or that I was stuck staring at my shoe.

			“Good job, Dee,” Ms. Mendoza said. She gave him a thumbs-up.

			“See you at recess tomorrow,” Dee said to us, and he hit the you real hard.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			I saw my mom’s car in the pickup line. At least this day didn’t have to get any worse because of walking home in the rain.

			I ran to the car, jumped in, and slammed the door, quick. My mom got the windshield wipers going full speed. They tried to flick the water away, but as fast as they flicked, there was always more.

			“How did it go?” she asked.

			“Good,” I said. I nodded, but she wasn’t looking at me. She was turning her head between the mirrors to see if it was safe to pull out. I decided to skip the “really good.”

			I didn’t say anything about indoor recess or Uno or what Dee had said to me and Bertie. And I didn’t say anything about all the things I didn’t say back to him.

			
			It wasn’t until then that I thought of what I could have said. Easy things, stuff you didn’t have to be a golden-sticker kid to think up, like “Stop it” or “Cut it out” or “Leave her alone.”

			I could have stood up or raised my hand. I could have said “Here I am. Look at me.” I could have told Ms. Mendoza what was going on with lots of specific language and illustrating details. But I didn’t.

			It took longer to drive to Hidden Rivers than it did to walk. It felt like every light was red.

			“The traffic here,” my mom said.

			I didn’t know if she was saying it to me or the other cars or the town or the air, and I didn’t know what I was supposed to do about it. When she finally pulled into our parking spot, she looked up through the windshield. “We’d better wait a sec,” she said.

			And just when you thought it couldn’t rain any harder, even more fell. It was like someone up high was dumping buckets of water on us, and I thought of the second on the water ride when your boat hits the bottom and the whole pool whooshes up to soak you. Except it didn’t come and go away. It stayed where it was, loud and confusing.

			I leaned my forehead on the window. The rain smacked and pooled down the glass. I wondered if this was what snorkeling was like. Then I wondered if I could do something to erase indoor recess.

			
			“Hey, Mom?” I said.

			“Yeah,” she said.

			“Can I have a friend come over after school tomorrow?”

			“Friend?” she said. She scrunched up her forehead like she didn’t understand what I was talking about. “What friend?”

			“Bertie,” I said. “She’s in my class.”

			The rain let up a little. It got quieter. My mom kept staring out the window, and I couldn’t tell if her face was getting tight, but she looked like she was thinking about it real hard. She made that phhhp sound, like the air escaping out of a hole in a balloon.

			Then she picked up my backpack from where it sat at my feet and handed it to me. “Sure thing,” she said.

			“Thanks!” I said before she could think of a reason to change her mind.

			I ran out of the car and all the way up the stairs. I got my phone and my homework picture and my jumbo box of crayons. I found pacific blue for Bertie’s braces and chestnut for her hair and laser lemon for the whistles.

			Then I found chapter six, where one of the lonely friends gave the other lonely friend a puppy. That present made me smile. It wasn’t like I could get Bertie a puppy. Maybe she also lived in a place that was strictly no pets. But it still felt like asking her to come over tomorrow was something good, something a friend would do.
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			The next morning, the rain had washed the sky blue. If I had to pick a crayon for it, I would pick cerulean. It made the cafeteria seem like a totally different place from yesterday. The air was so bright, I had to squeeze my eyes until they were practically shut.

			I saw Bertie sitting at the fourth-grade table. She had her head bent over her thick book. It was almost like she was doing the thing where you look like you’re reading so no one will bother you.

			“Good morrow,” I said.

			Her head stayed down. Maybe she didn’t hear.

			I cleared my throat. “Good morrow,” I tried again, a little louder.

			
			Bertie looked up at me.

			“Um, do you want to come over after school?” I asked. “To study?”

			Bertie tipped her head to the side until the sunlight flashed off her glasses. Then she smiled all the way back to her rubber bands.

			“Come on,” she said. “I can call my dad from the office if we hurry.”

			Bertie walked so fast, a hallway Safety had to give her a friendly reminder to please slow down. I did my best to stick with her.

			“Oh, I forgot you didn’t know where the office was,” she said.

			But Bertie was wrong about that. The office was where my mom and I had come on Monday to fill out the forms and show the papers and give all the phone numbers.

			My mom had waved to me. She told me to be good. And even though I was still standing right there, the secretary had to say, “Little late in the year to be changing schools.”

			I don’t know if my mom didn’t hear or pretended not to hear, but she made like the office door was super-heavy and was taking all her attention to get it open. Then the secretary looked at me, like maybe I was supposed to answer.

			If she had said it again, I would have told her about my aunt who was quite ill. But she didn’t. She just pushed a button on her desk and said she needed an aide to bring a new student to Ms. G.’s room.

			“Hi, Ms. Sadler!” Bertie chirped as we walked in. “Can I call my dad, please? It’s not an emergency, but it is an urgent end-of-day change of plans.”

			
			Ms. Sadler made a face like she really shouldn’t but because it was Bertie, she would. She turned the phone to her. “Dial nine for an outside line,” she said.

			“Dial nine for an outside line,” Bertie repeated. Then she poked at the numbers and waited.

			“Hi, Dad,” she said. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Remember the new kid I told you about?…Can I go over after school? Please…. Walker…. I’ll call you when I get there…. Thanks, Dad.” Bertie handed the phone to Ms. Sadler.

			Ms. Sadler talked to Bertie’s dad and wrote something on a sticky note. Then she looked up. “And how are things going, Austin?” she asked.

			“Great,” Bertie answered for me.

			Ms. Sadler flipped the phone back around. “Well, better get to class, you two.”

			

			—

			Today’s morning message was fuzzy wuzzy brown, and it made me think even more about the puppy in Ms. G.’s book. I looked at Bertie, but she wasn’t looking for the eleven mistakes. She was staring out the window. I couldn’t blame her. The sky was really blue.

			Ms. G.’s plant was still outside on the ledge, and its leaves looked a little better today, not so floppy, like all that rain had pumped them up a little.

			I heard footsteps, and Dee came into the classroom. He dumped his stuff in his cubby and plopped down in his seat, but he didn’t look at me. I wondered if he was still planning to find me and Bertie at recess. At least it wasn’t going to be indoors. The sky was too blue. Besides, there was a lot of time before recess.

			
			I looked back at the cute-puppy words. The first one started with a tiny t that I knew right away was supposed to be a capital. I drew it like a fancy, old-fashioned kind of T.

			When Ms. B. came to get Dee, I didn’t even pretend to not watch him leave.

			For math, we played a partner game, and Ms. G. said we could sit wherever we wanted. Bertie and I got out the pillows.

			You rolled three dice, and your partner made them into two numbers, one with one digit and one with two digits. Then your partner would tell you to add, subtract, multiply, or divide.

			Bertie rolled two threes and a four.

			“Forty-three and three,” I said.

			“Please don’t do divide,” she said. “Please, please, please.”

			“Add,” I said.

			“Easy peasy, cheddar cheesy,” Bertie said. “Forty-six. Your turn.”

			I rolled a four and two ones.

			“Forty-one and one,” Bertie said. “Subtract.” She yawned a fake yawn and patted her mouth. “Easy peasy, bumble beesy.”

			“Forty,” I said.

			
			Bertie rolled again. “Six and one and two,” she called out.

			“Sixty-two and one,” I said. “Multiply.”

			“That’s so easy peasy, it makes me sneezy. Achoo! Sixty-two. If there’s only one of something, all by itself, it doesn’t ever change.”

			Now, most schools will call anything a game to make you think it’s going to be fun. But this one really was.

			Ms. G. dinged her bell and had us line up. “Approximate time you woke up this morning,” she said.

			That one caused a lot of questions and answers and switching places. I was near the front because the sunshine had woken me up so early, and somehow Bertie was right behind me again.

			“Art,” she whispered into my arm before I could ask where we were going.

			The art teacher’s name was Vanessa, and she called the room a studio and told us that since it was almost the end of the year, today would be Open Studio.

			“Yes!” Bertie said. She did a tiny fist pump.

			It didn’t take long to figure out that Open Studio was mostly a fancy way of saying you could do whatever you wanted. I grabbed a few toilet paper tubes and some pipe cleaners. I got a hole puncher from the basket next to the scissors. Bertie went to the scrap paper box. Then she got a paintbrush and some glue. “Collage. Collage. Collage,” she sang.

			The art room had tall tables with stools instead of chairs. The stools didn’t spin, but it was still kind of cool to sit so high.

			
			I punched holes in the ends of the tubes and wove the pipe cleaners through to connect them. When I had a few together, I thought it kind of looked like the rope the lonely friends used to swing over the creek to get to their magical forest kingdom.

			“I admire your courage to work in three dimensions,” Vanessa said to me.

			I didn’t understand what she was talking about, but she jogged over to the box with the cardboard tubes and came back with a whole armful. There were tubes from toilet paper and paper towels and even a long roll of wrapping paper. She spilled them onto the table.

			A lot of schools limit the amount of stuff you can take. Or they have everybody make the same thing, so everybody gets the same supplies. And then there are schools where you don’t have art at all.

			But maybe Vanessa had a lot of friends who gave her their recycling, or maybe it was because it was almost the end of the year, but she didn’t seem to care about one kid using up the whole box of tubes.

			“You’ll have to pick out your own pipe cleaners,” she said. “I don’t know what your colors are.”

			I didn’t know what my colors were, either. I had stopped grabbing pipe cleaners when I figured I’d been standing up too long and people might notice. I looked down. They were all warms—sunset orange and neon carrot and goldenrod.

			Bertie had to leave her project in the studio because it was still wet, but I got to bring mine home. I held it at the top and let it sway back and forth as I walked down the hall. It was almost as tall as me.

			
			Lunch was sloppy joes. But they shouldn’t have been called that because Chef Gail made them neat and tidy, and Ms. Jackie cut each one in half so you didn’t have to worry about the sauce spilling out when you picked up the bun.

			Then afterward, Bertie and I got our books and went right to our pillows. I opened to the start of chapter eight, where there was a picture of a random cow. I had to smile.

			“Funny?” Bertie whispered.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			Bertie and I were partners for writers’ workshop, and at recess, we played wallball again. By the time I remembered to look for Dee, the whistle was blowing.

			It’s weird how you can be worried about something in the morning and forget about it by the afternoon because your mind has gotten filled up with better things.

			“Dee never showed up,” I said to Bertie as we got our stuff off the stuff pile.

			“Probably lost recess,” she said.

			The walkers went one way, and the riders went the other. But this time, Bertie came with me.

			“I wish I was a walker,” Bertie said. “The bus smells like cheese, and not in a good way.”
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			For not a very long walk, Bertie fit a lot of words into it. She told me who the three fifth-grade teachers were, how they were similar and different (all were nice; some gave more homework), and which one she hoped to get (Mr. J.).

			“You live in Hidden Rivers?” she said when we got to the sign. She sounded incredulous. “You have a pool, don’t you? Can we go swimming? But I didn’t bring my bathing suit. Why would I bring my bathing suit to school? But next time.” She smiled her twinkly-crinkly smile. “Next time, we are going swimming.”

			“It’s not open,” I said. I pointed to the sign on the fence, with the stick swimmer wearing its slash.

			“Well, it’s got to open soon,” she said. “It’s practically summer vacation, so it’s got to be soon.” Bertie seemed very sure of herself. I hoped she was right.

			
			I used my key to open the downstairs door.

			“After you,” I said courteously. When we got up the stairs, I used my second key to open the door to the apartment.

			Bertie dropped her backpack and looked around. “Where’s your mom?” she asked.

			I looked around, too. I didn’t know how to tell Bertie I wasn’t sure my mom was going to be here.

			“Uh, traffic probably,” I said. It could be true. I hoped it was.

			“What about your dad?” Bertie asked. “I know we’re not going to go swimming or anything, but I think my dad kind of assumed there would be an adult here. By the way, I’m supposed to call him and give him your address.”

			“Oh, I don’t live with my dad,” I said. “I mean, my dad doesn’t live here.”

			I was glad I hadn’t told Bertie the “my dad got a new job” story. Like I said, ill aunts are easier to hide.

			Bertie kept looking around the apartment, and it felt like she was suddenly seeing all the things that weren’t there, and not just my mom.

			I saw her looking at my phone on the counter. I imagined her picking it up and calling her dad. “Hi, Dad,” she would say. “Yeah, everything’s not fine. Remember the new kid I told you about?…Can you come get me, please?”

			Then I heard the door jiggle. My mom pushed it open with her shoulder. She had her hands full with a grocery bag.

			
			“Sorry I’m late,” she said. “We were out of juice. And there was traffic.”

			Most of the time, my mom says and does all the normal-mom stuff. It’s only once in a while that she gets real worried or tired and goes into her room for a long, long time.

			I was glad that now was one of the normal times. She put the bag on the counter. “And this must be Bertie,” she said. I was glad she said that, too.

			“Hi, Mrs. Austin’s Mom,” Bertie said. “Thanks for letting me come over. Oh yeah, can I call my dad?”

			“Sure thing,” my mom said. She took her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans and handed it to Bertie.

			“Hi, Dad,” Bertie said. “Yeah, we’re here. Yeah, we walked. Yeah, five o’clock? Yeah, Hidden Rivers. Building Three. The one behind the pool. I know, lucky, right?”

			Bertie made a big deal of tapping the screen to end the call, like now we could get down to business. She handed the phone back to my mom. That’s when she spotted the Safety form, still on the counter.

			“Oh, Austin should bring that in ASAP,” she said, pointing to it. “You just have to sign it.”

			I looked at my mom. She was busy unpacking the grocery bag and checking her phone at the same time. I couldn’t tell if she had heard.

			Bertie and I went into my room. “Didn’t put any posters up yet?” she asked.

			I looked at the white, white walls. I hadn’t even thought about putting up posters. A lot of the time, they don’t stick, and when you finally use the right kind of tape, it’s too hard to get them down without ripping them up.

			
			“I was thinking of getting new posters,” I said. It could be true.

			“There’s a book fair at the library next week,” Bertie said. “They always have lots of posters. Last time, I got this one that has a puppy wearing sunglasses and playing the piano. It says I Ruff Reading. Get it? I Ruff Reading. I’m not sure why the puppy’s playing the piano, except it’s cute.”

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“Still waiting for your books?” Bertie asked next. “I remember when my mom moved out, and she and my dad had to figure out whose books were whose, which was, like, this whole thing, and whoa, Nelly. I can bring you a few until yours get here.”

			“Thanks,” I said. I didn’t want to tell Bertie I wasn’t waiting for anything.

			“I don’t live with both my parents, either,” she said. “But it’s not too terrible, right? Two rooms. Two birthday cakes. Two summer trips.”

			“Uh, yeah,” I said.

			“I know!” Bertie suddenly shouted. “Let’s study for the Safety test like we’re on a game show! You’re my host, so you can be the host. You ask the questions, and I’ll be the contestant. You don’t have a pretend microphone, do you?”

			I shook my head no.

			“That’s okay.” She handed me her copy of the study guide.

			
			I pushed it back toward her. “I think you should be the host,” I said. “Since you’ve been studying since second grade and everything.”

			“No problem, Green Goblin.” Bertie took the study guide and made sweeping motions with her arms. “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to The Safety Show, where contestants compete for fabulous prizes.” She made some noises like people cheering.

			“Our first question is for Austin, a fourth grader in Ms. G.’s class.” I raised my hand like I was waving to the pretend audience.

			“Austin,” she said, all serious, “please imagine the following scenario: You are monitoring the hallway. You observe a student walking to their classroom several minutes after the bell has rung. What is your first line of action? Is it (A) Yell for Ms. Mendoza? (B) Remind the student to stop by the office for a late pass? Or (C) Tackle the kid and yell ‘Touchdown!’?”

			“B,” I said.

			“You have just won a million dollars!” Bertie said, all excited. “Next question. Double or nothing. The new category is cafeteria etiquette. Exactly how much warning do you give a table before it’s time to clear their trays? Quiet in the audience, please.”

			That was funny because it’s not like anyone was watching us.

			I leaned in and scrunched up my face like I was thinking real hard. I knew the answer, easy peasy, cheddar cheesy, but I wanted Bertie to think maybe I didn’t. It made it even more exciting.

			
			Finally I said, “Five minutes. It’s a five-minute warning.”

			“Correct!” Bertie shouted.

			We played until I had won the grand prize, a billion-bazillion dollars, and it was time for Bertie to get picked up.

			“I wish the money was real,” Bertie said. “Then I could bring you to Colorado with me this summer.”

			“I wonder if they have a fair,” I said.

			“Oh, I love fairs,” Bertie said. “We could get wristbands and go on all the rides. Then we could come back and go swimming every day.”

			Like she did with most things, Bertie had summer all figured out.

			At five o’clock on the dot, I walked Bertie downstairs and waited with her until her dad pulled into the parking spot marked V for visitor. He rolled down his window and waved. He seemed like a nice dad.

			“Bye, Bertie!” I called after her. “See you tomorrow!”

			I went back upstairs and sat at the counter. My mom wasn’t in the kitchen. Maybe she was in her room.

			I spun around a few times. I picked up my phone.

			“Bertie came over today,” I said.

			“I’m not sure I understand,” the nice phone lady said.

			“We played a fun game.”

			“I’m not sure what that means. If you’d like, I can search the web for We Play to Sun Game.”

			
			“That’s okay,” I said.

			“Right, then.”

			I looked at the vivid tangerine paper and thought about all the things Bertie and I were going to do this summer. Like go to the fair and go swimming and do the two training days, or technically half days, and learn how to be Safeties.

			“Could you sign my form?” I asked.

			“Hmm. I don’t have an answer for that,” she said. “Is there something else I can help you with?”

			But I didn’t think there was, so I just had her find me chapter eight, where it was already spring, and chapter nine, where it rained and rained, probably even more than it rained here yesterday.
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			“I come bearing gifts!” Bertie practically shouted when she found me in the cafeteria. She sat down right next to me and lifted a shopping bag onto the table. It had my name on the side in big, blocky letters.

			She started pulling books out of it. So many of them had stickers—golden and silver. I wondered if all of Bertie’s books were winners.

			“Thanks,” I said.

			“No sweat, you bet,” she said. “I have tons more, but it was too many to bring on the bus. Do you have your Safety form?”

			I thought about the vivid tangerine paper, which was still on the counter this morning. I’d spilled a little milk on it, eating my cereal, and had to dry it with a paper towel.

			
			I could tell Bertie I lost it, or I forgot it, or I dropped it in a mud puddle on the way to school (accidentally on purpose) and stepped on it. Any of those things could be true. But I didn’t want to tell Bertie something that wasn’t true, even if it could be.

			“My mom didn’t sign it yet,” I said.

			“No biggie.” She shrugged. “I don’t think you need to hand it in before you take the test, but you should still bring it in ASAP.”

			The bell rang, and Bertie helped me gather up all my books.

			

			—

			Today’s morning message was jungle green, and below all the twisty-twiny vines, there was a long and skinny number nine. The first letter was a little c that I knew right away was supposed to be a capital. I drew it big and round and substantial. I put a check mark in the corner. One down. Eight to go.

			I was beginning the second letter when Dee walked in and started messing with the stuff in his cubby. He stomped to his desk and sat down, but I didn’t hear any more of his loudness because a different loud noise budged in the line. It was so all-of-a-sudden, it made the yellow jackets in my stomach jump.

			
			It blared on and off. On and off. It felt like someone pushing.

			I thought maybe it was a fire drill, but nobody was lining up at the door. Instead, Ms. G. quickly shut the door and locked it. She pulled a piece of cardboard from the top of the cubbies and stuck it in the door’s long rectangle window.

			She turned off the lights. Then she pulled down the shades. I watched her plant disappear behind them.

			Everybody went to the corner of the room at the end of the cubbies, far from the windows, hidden from the door. It was clear that everybody had assigned spots. I didn’t know if this school called it “shelter in place” or “secure in place” or just plain “lockdown,” but it was pretty clear that’s what it was.

			Bertie scooted over and patted the empty space she’d opened up. I squeezed in between her and Bodhi. We were in the back of the group, farthest from Ms. G., the spot where teachers put the kids they know will follow all the directions.

			I was sitting crisscross applesauce, but Bertie tapped my shoulder and pointed to her knees. Instead of pointing out, they were pointing up and almost touching her ears. I leaned forward on my hands and uncrossed my feet. Then I pushed backward, keeping my hands on the floor to balance.

			The noise kept on pushing. Every time it stopped, I thought maybe that was the last time, but it would push back again. After a while, it felt like it was coming from inside my own head.

			
			I could see over the kids in front of me. Dee was in the front row, closest to Ms. G., the spot where teachers put the kids who need reminders about following the directions.

			His hair was pretty messy, like he hadn’t touched a hairbrush in a few days. I watched him lower his bed head and put his hands over his ears. Then he scrunched his shoulders up and held them there, like maybe they could block out the pushing. He rocked back and forth on his tiptoes. I was surprised he didn’t topple over. Right now, he didn’t look like a giant of Terabithia. He looked like any other kid, frozen like a frightened frog and ready to jump.

			My legs got heavy and tingly. The yellow jackets in my stomach got excited. Then they got bored. Then they got worried, wondering if they were even safe. I could hear Bertie breathing. I started counting her breaths.

			When I hit ninety-seven, Ms. G. looked at me and shrugged. She smiled. It was definitely a fake grown-up smile.

			Bertie leaned against me to give her legs a break. “Probably an unannounced drill,” she whispered into my arm.

			Ms. G. raised a finger to her lips to remind Bertie we were supposed to be quiet, but she didn’t do it mean. It was a friendly reminder, more like she wished she could tell us it was just a drill. She put her hand on Dee’s shoulder.

			Then the blaring stopped. The on-and-off changed to off, and it stayed that way.

			Dee dropped his hands and shook out his head. He wriggled until Ms. G. moved her hand away.

			
			“All clear,” a voice said over the loudspeaker. “Thank you. All clear.”

			“All clear,” Bertie said, like she was the only one who’d heard the announcement.

			It sounded like the whole class breathed out real loud. Then Ms. G. said, “If you ask me, this calls for a little free choice.”

			Before I could worry if free-choice time was pretty much the same as indoor recess, and before I could try to think of something Bertie and I could do that Dee would not want to do, there was a knock at the locked door. Ms. G. took out the cardboard and looked through the window. Ms. B. made a funny fish face behind the glass.

			“Hello, friends!” she called when Ms. G. finally got the door open. “Nothing like an unannounced drill to start the morning, right?”

			Dee shook his head out again. Then he left with Ms. B.

			“At least it wasn’t a fire drill,” Bertie said as she led me to the back of the room. “Like that fire drill in second grade when the smoke alarm went off in the kitchen. Chef Gail told them she had splattered something on the stove, but if the alarm goes off, you have to evacuate the building, even in the middle of January. Remember how hard it was snowing and how the firefighters gave us those shiny blankets, like runners get when they finish a marathon?”

			I nodded. Not because I remembered what Bertie was talking about. I wasn’t there. But she told the story so well, with so much specific language and illustrating details, it’s like I could have been.

			
			Bertie grabbed the Uno cards. I got the pillows. Then we played a pretty epic game of Uno.

			I kept waiting for Ms. G. to say it was time to clean up and get back to work, but we just kept going until it was time for gym.
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			After lunch, Bertie and I got our books and sat on the big pillows in the back of the room. I opened to chapter ten. The title only had three words.

			The first word was The. That was easy. The last word was Day. That was easy, too. It’s always showing up in the morning message, like Today is Friday. But the middle word was longer and more complicated. The first letter was a P. I thought of a lot of P words it probably wasn’t, like peacock and puppy and piano.

			The next letter was an e, but I decided to forget about that one for now. E can really mess you up. When you try sounding it out, most teachers start saying things like “Well, yes, e does usually make the eh sound, but in this word it’s silent.” Or “I could see why you would think ei makes the long-i sound, but in this word, it makes the long-a sound.” They teach you all these rules, but nobody bothers to follow them.

			
			The next letter was an r, like the growling coyote from the story the other day. There was an f, like someone blowing air out of their lips. I skipped another e. There was a c, and everybody knows that c is for cookie. And then there was a t standing guard at the end with a rat-a-tat-tat.

			Perfect. Chapter ten was called The Perfect Day. It made me think about the fair last summer. It made me think about Bertie coming over yesterday.

			Ms. G. dinged her bell. “Books away, please,” she said.

			I had gotten the title, but I hadn’t read about the actual day. At least I knew it was perfect. At least I knew it was something to look forward to.

			“Please clear your desks and take out a pencil,” Ms. G. said. She walked around and passed out the Safety tests.

			“When you’re finished, you may pack up and head outside for recess. But take as much time as you need.”

			She handed me my test. “Good luck, Austin,” she said.

			I curled over my desk like a fiddlehead fern.

			I put my name at the top, nice and neat and tiny.

			I looked at the page.

			The letters weren’t completely black, like maybe the copy machine was having a bad day. The first page was all crowded up with sepia words, and when I blurred my eyes, it looked like a brick wall. A line of bricks, a line of white, a line of bricks, a line of white.

			
			I tried to remember what you call the stuff that holds bricks together. I thought about the rough feeling when you scrape your knuckles on them. I thought about the spot on the brick wall where Dee had written his name and someone had erased him.

			I turned the page. The copier was working better for this one. These letters looked more like angry ants marching across one line and down to the next. I watched them marching and fighting until they stopped moving and started turning into dried leaves, with their edges all roughed up and curling.

			The yellow jackets were getting really excited. They hadn’t had many chances to buzz around at this school, but now they were zipping and flying. Even my throat was getting scratched up with all the spikiness and the stickiness and the sting.

			I put my pencil down. I closed my eyes.

			I kept waiting for Ms. G. to say “Everything okay, Austin?”

			And I would maybe just tell her the real truth. I would say “No. No, it’s not.”

			But Ms. G. was busy taking stuff down off the bulletin board. She took apart the whole calendar, like the days didn’t even matter anymore.

			My skin felt so tight, I thought I must be see-through. And now everybody would see all the ways I was completely, totally, one hundred percent different from Bertie. And they would say “Isn’t it ironic those two ever thought they could be friends?”

			
			I didn’t know what made me think I could be a Safety kid. Sometimes when we move, I forget. I get stupid. I think somehow things are magically going to be different.

			Dee had said he knew who I was really the same as. And I knew it, too.

			I picked up my pencil and started shading all over the test. It looked like storm clouds rolling in, big and dark and ugly. A couple of drops fell onto the page. They pooled and spread. They made ripples in different shades—manatee, timberwolf, outer space. I tried to dry the paper with the side of my hand, but that just made the smudged parts smudgier. If sad was a color, that would be it.

			Bertie was the first one done with the test. She looked at me on her way to the cubbies and gave me a thumbs-up. I pretended not to see her.

			I watched the other kids take their tests up. One by one by one. I stayed at my desk until the very last minute. That way, I wouldn’t have to go to recess. I wouldn’t have to find Bertie and listen to her ask “What did you put for number one? What did you put for number two?” I wouldn’t have to look at her looking at me.

			When the bell rang, I folded my test in half and then in half again. Ms. G. was busy fussing with her plant at the window. I grabbed my book out of my desk and left everything else behind.

			
			I walked out the front door of the school and waited until the vest kid waved me through the sidewalk traffic.

			“Take it easy,” he said.

			Whatever.

			When I turned in to Hidden Rivers, the gate to the pool was open. The water was covered with stuff that had blown in during the storm the other day—pine needles and dead leaves and wood chips from the walkway. It looked more like fall than summer. It looked like summer hadn’t even bothered to show up.

			I unlocked the door to our apartment, but my mom wasn’t there. I got my phone and went to my room.

			I found chapter ten, The Perfect Day, which this day definitely wasn’t. But maybe it could be for Ms. G.’s lonely friends. I put my phone on the pillow and half listened to the nice lady reader’s voice. The farmer-brother-runner kid was going to a museum with his teacher.

			I couldn’t imagine any teacher taking a kid to a museum all by themselves, especially without telling anybody. Even if a teacher wanted to take the whole class, these days they’d have to get a stack of yellow envelopes filled with permission forms and bus forms and off-site safety forms.

			But I kept listening, and the day kept being perfect, until the nice reader lady stuck some words together that hit me smack in the stomach. It felt like when you’re playing wallball and the ball comes back at you too fast and slams you in the guts. You can’t breathe, and it hurts.

			I was incredulous. Then I started to cry. And not shiny-eye, sniffle-nose crying, when you’re trying not to let anyone notice you’re crying at school. I mean snot-nose, blubber-face, little-kid sobbing that gets stuck way, way down in your throat and doesn’t even let you catch your breath.

			
			“Austin?”

			I heard my mom before I saw her. “What happened?” she said.

			I was crying too hard to answer.

			She put the back of her hand on my forehead like maybe I had a fever or something.

			I tried to tell her everything was good. I didn’t want her to worry. Everything was good. Everything was really good.

			“Did something happen on the way home?” she asked.

			I shook my head no.

			“Is it about the lockdown they texted about?”

			I shook my head no again. I tried to get my voice to work. I tried to get some of the words to come out.

			“It’s not real,” I finally said. “It’s just a book.”

			My mom looked at me like she was seeing me different, and I got worried that this was probably the last thing she needed today. She picked up Ms. G.’s book from my bed and flipped through the pages until she got to the picture of the two friends standing in the place with all those trees.

			“Yeah,” she said. “This one’s sad.”

			I didn’t know my mom had read that book. I tried to imagine her as a kid reading it. I wondered if it made her cry. And even though there were probably about a million other words for it, sad seemed like the right one.

			
			My mom sat on the bed right next to me and held me like a sack of potatoes. She told me things were going to get easier. She told me things were going to get better.

			I liked feeling her chin on my shoulder. I liked hearing her say those things. I hoped they could maybe be true.
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			I didn’t want to go to school on Monday, but when I woke up, I did the things I always did. I got ready and ate my cereal and opened the door real quiet. My mom was still asleep because she’d had to work a lot over the weekend, but also probably because I’d worn her out with all my stupid baby crying.

			When I got to the cafeteria, I sat down and took Ms. G.’s book out of my backpack, even though I’d finished it. It stayed pretty sad. But I didn’t want Ms. G. to think I was the kind of kid who didn’t finish books.

			I held it up in front of my face like a mask. My name is Austin. My name is Austin. My name is Austin.

			
			“What did you think of the Safety test?” Bertie sat down right next to me. “What did you put for number one?”

			I shrugged. I held up my book.

			“What did you put for number two?” she asked. “I was surprised there were so many ‘all of the above’ and ‘none of the above’ questions. I guess it’s so you have to read through all the choices, right? And it was way longer than I expected. What did you put for number three?”

			I gave up. I put my head down on the table. I didn’t even bother to pretend to read.

			“Well, aren’t we the gloomy Gus riding the gloomy bus this morning,” Bertie said.

			But then she made a funny little noise like the tiniest bit of air escaping out of a balloon.

			“Oh no,” she whispered. “Your aunt.”

			I didn’t understand what she was talking about.

			“When you didn’t come find me at recess on Friday, I thought maybe you got picked up early,” she said. “It was either that or you didn’t want to be friends anymore.” She laughed a bird chirp kind of laugh.

			“No,” I said.

			“No, you don’t want to be friends?”

			“No, I didn’t get picked up early.”

			“Oh, right,” Bertie said. “I couldn’t imagine why you would get picked up early. But now I’m remembering about your aunt who is quite ill. Did something happen to her?”

			“No,” I said again. I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten into this whole conversation. I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten into any of these conversations. If I had just stopped talking to Bertie the first day I showed up at this school, by now she definitely would have stopped talking to me.

			
			If I hadn’t said that thing about her and Ms. G. being welcoming to new people, she wouldn’t have been my eyeball partner, and I never would have said I wanted to be a Safety, and she wouldn’t have told Ms. G. to give me a Safety packet, and I never would have tried taking that test.

			And even though I’d be one of the leftover kids at the fifth-grade table next year, who even cared? At least I wouldn’t have looked stupid.

			“Phew, that’s a relief.” Bertie swiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “Did the medicine work? Was it experimental? Was she in some kind of study? They tried to get my grandmother into one of those things, but I think she was too old or she lived too far away or she didn’t have the right sickness. Anyway, I’m glad your aunt’s better.”

			“She’s not,” I said, and I hit the t at the end of not hard. I tried to make it a guarding t, with a rat-a-tat-tat. I tried to put a stop to it.

			“She’s not?” Bertie asked, all concerned and confused. “Is she worse?”

			“No!” I said for about the millionth time. And I said it loud. I said it like it was the last thing I needed that day. My voice carried across the cafeteria. I swung my legs out from under the table and stood up. “I don’t even have an aunt!” I practically shouted.

			I grabbed my backpack and walked out the double doors. The bell hadn’t rung yet, but who cared? If Dee could leave early, so could I. Why should I bother to follow any of the rules at all?

			
			Now Bertie would see who I was really the same as, and she would leave me alone, and everything could go back to normal until it was time to move again.

			I kept waiting for a Safety to jog after me. I kept waiting to get in trouble. I kept waiting for someone to notice I was not a Fifth-Grade Safety Squad kind of kid. I was not a golden-sticker kid. I was barely even just a normal kid. But the bell was already ringing.

			

			—

			When I got to the classroom, Ms. G. was at the door, as usual. “Twenty-seven mistakes today,” she said, all smiley and happy. “I figure it’s almost the end of the year, so why not?”

			I did not smile back. I dumped my stuff in my cubby and sat down at my desk, loud.

			Bertie came in after me. Dee came in after her. I didn’t look at either of them.

			I stared out the window. Ms. G.’s plant was back inside. Some of its dirt had spilled, and it was leaning in a way it hadn’t been leaning before. She should have left the stupid thing where it was.

			I opened my notebook to a clean page and started scribbling. I wondered how long it would take to cover the whole space.

			“I’m afraid we don’t yet have the results of last week’s Safety test,” Ms. G. told the class. “The teachers still need to have a meeting with Ms. Mendoza.”

			
			“Who cares?” I said, real quiet so no one else would hear me. I made a snorting sound.

			I stood up, loud. I went to the bookshelf and shoved Ms. G.’s book back in its pushed-in spot. Then I sharpened my pencil for about a million minutes.

			“Austin?” Ms. G. said.

			Good, I thought. Let her yell at me for not starting on the stupid morning message.

			Didn’t she know I had more important things to think about than finding her twenty-seven made-up mistakes? I had enough real problems.

			Number one—I was never going to be a Safety. Number two—Bertie wasn’t my friend anymore, but mostly because I didn’t want to be her friend anymore. Friends felt too much like the bumper cars at the fair, when your brain is getting all shaken up inside your head, and you have no idea which way the thing is about to go.

			Besides, I was just saving Bertie the trouble of not wanting to be my friend, which she was going to figure out any second. It was easy to see we were way too different.

			“Hello, friends!” Ms. B. was at the door.

			“Sorry,” I heard Ms. G. say to her. “We haven’t had a chance to discuss it yet.”

			And that’s when the yellow jackets started rev, rev, revving. I don’t know how they knew it, but they knew Ms. G. was talking about me.

			
			“Austin?” Ms. B. said.

			I made like my pencil had gotten stuck in the sharpener and it was taking all my attention to get it out.

			“Austin?” she said again.

			You can only pretend not to hear a teacher so many times.

			“You’re with me for a bit, okay?” she said.

			Her necklace today was big scream green circles linked together. It looked like a magic trick. I wished it could make me disappear.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bertie’s head pop up to listen. Then I saw her head pop back down to pretend she was working on the morning message.

			I felt my eyes getting hot and shiny. I tried not to let any drops out. It’s one thing to cry on your first day at a new school. That’s almost normal. But today wasn’t even my first day.
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			I followed Ms. B. down the hall. We didn’t have to line up because there were only a few of us. Dee stood right next to me and way too close.

			First, we picked up kids from other classrooms. Then we went down a flight of stairs. I should have known the Learning Center was in the basement. The basement seemed like a good place to stick kids like Dee. And me.

			When we got to the door, Dee rushed ahead and ran to a corner in the back of the room. Then he started jumping. I didn’t understand how he could be so bouncy, but when I got inside, I saw a mini-trampoline. Dee jumped and jumped and jumped.

			
			“Third and fourth grade are here, Mr. Lara,” Ms. B. called across the room.

			“Good morning!” another teacher called back. He was sitting at a table with a group of little kids. They looked like first graders, second maybe.

			“Let me get everyone going,” Ms. B. said to me. “Then you and I will chat.”

			The Learning Center was big, like two normal classrooms put together. Even though it was in the basement, there were high windows on two walls to let the sunshine in. There were lots of places to sit—chairs and rocking stools and big pillows and even a couple of beanbags.

			“Where would you like to be?” Ms. B. asked me.

			I looked over to the beanbags.

			“Beanbags, cool,” she said. She grabbed a few things from her desk and sat down with me.

			“What can you tell me about this?” she asked. She handed me something stapled and folded and very, very gray.

			“I’m done jumping,” Dee shouted.

			“You know what to do,” Ms. B. called to him.

			Dee took a laptop off the computer cart and disappeared into the hallway.

			“Works better without ambient noise,” she said.

			I had no idea what she was talking about. Most schools don’t allow anyone in the hall when they’re supposed to be in class.

			“So about this,” Ms. B. said.

			I looked at the storm clouds swirling around and around the page. They had faded a little over the weekend. Now they were just shadow.

			
			I didn’t say anything.

			The truth was, I didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t like I could tell her that the words started to look like bricks, and the letters started to look like ants, and then the ants turned into dead leaves that were shriveled up with the edges all curling. You can’t say stuff like that at school.

			“You see”—Ms. B. interrupted my thinking—“Ms. G. told me she knows that you know all the content, the information, the answers. But then this happened.” She shook my Safety test, like this was its fault.

			I looked at my shoe. I said My name is Austin a couple of times.

			“How about I ask you a few questions?” Ms. B. said. She suddenly had a clipboard and a pen.

			I nodded, but it wasn’t like I could say no.

			“Is it hard to read new words sometimes?”

			Now, that seemed like a pretty stupid question. If they’re new words, you’ve never seen them before, so of course they would be hard to read. But I knew that wasn’t the right answer.

			“No,” I said.

			“Does reading ever make you tired?” she asked.

			Another stupid question. Didn’t reading make everybody tired? That would be like asking “Does playing wallball make you tired? Does running a marathon make you tired?” But again, I knew that wasn’t what she wanted to hear.

			
			“Not really,” I said. I wondered how many questions were left. I rubbed at an imaginary spot on my shoe.

			“Do the words ever look blurry or like the letters are moving?”

			I didn’t say anything, but I knew that Ms. B. knew that I knew what she was talking about.

			“This was more successful,” she said. She showed me another paper. It was my eyeball page with the three ways me and Bertie were the same and the three ways we were different.

			I didn’t know how much to tell her. “I copied Bertie,” I finally said.

			“Excellent,” Ms. B. said. I looked up. That was weird.

			Ms. B. got a laptop and some headphones from the computer cart. She did some typing and clicking and handed me the headphones. “How about you give this a go while I work with some of the other friends?” she said.

			I put the headphones on and started listening. The computer would say a silly word, like zab or zop or zus. And even though they weren’t real, I kind of liked the way they sounded. Then the computer showed me the word written out, and I got to say whether it had gotten the word right or wrong.

			After a while, Ms. B. came back and showed me how I could get the computer to read things for me in its super-polite robot voice. Then she showed me how it could listen to my voice and write the words on the screen or help me figure out how to spell them.

			
			I acted like it was all super-interesting and I had never, ever done that before. Truth is, I always thought getting the nice phone lady to help you was just about the same as cheating, but Ms. B. didn’t seem to think they were the same at all.

			“That’s what Dee’s using to write his compare-and-contrast essay,” she said. “He says it works better in the hallway, where you don’t have other noises interfering. He also claims that the more you use it, the better the computer gets at recognizing your voice. I don’t know about that, but maybe he can give you some pointers.”

			“Pointers,” Dee announced from the doorway. He pointed his two index fingers at me. I think he might have been making a joke.

			Dee put his laptop back on the computer cart. Then he ran across the room to the trampoline. He didn’t run fast, just real intense, the way cartoon characters run in place before they can get going, with lots of arm pumping and knee lifting. He stepped onto the trampoline and started jumping again.

			“We’ll get you set up,” Ms. B. said. “Either here or in Ms. G.’s room or with whoever you have for fifth grade. Mr. J. maybe? We’ll figure it out.”

			I took my eyeball paper and the laptop to a table, and before I knew it, I had the three ways Bertie and I were similar all written out, with lots of specific language and illustrating details. I thought it looked pretty good, even if none of it was true.
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			“Guess what!” Ms. B. said suddenly. “We’re late.” She said it like it happened all the time.

			“Leave your stuff where it is, everybody. We’ll come back to it after lunch. Let’s skedaddle before Chef Gail closes the kitchen.”

			Lunch was pizza. Most schools throw some tomato sauce and a slice of cheese on a soggy English muffin and call it pizza, but I knew this would be the real deal. I picked up a tray. I picked up a milk. As I waited in the line, I watched Chef Gail toss circles of dough into the air. I picked up some fruit.

			The class was already sitting down. I stood there for a sec, smack-dab in the middle of the cafeteria, holding my tray like a statue.

			
			I saw Bertie wedged between Mia and Nia. Their heads were so close together, it was hard to tell where one kid stopped and the next one started. I wondered how the class had lined up to get that way. And I wondered if Bertie didn’t see me or was just pretending not to see me.

			Dee came up behind me and pushed me to the table. I mean, he didn’t really push me. It was more like he moved me the way magnets that don’t stick together can make each other move away.

			Then he sat right next to me and way too close. He cut his pizza into tiny squares, and his elbow kept jabbing me in the side that was already sore from all that crying over the weekend. But at least he didn’t talk the whole time or ask me a million questions.

			“Five-minute warning, Ms. G.’s class,” Kayla called from the other end of the table.

			Even though it was early, Dee got up and started clearing his tray. I followed him.

			

			—

			I spent the rest of the day in the LC. Other groups of kids came in and out. They sat at the back table with a teacher or jumped on the trampoline or made stuff at the huge art table. But I kept working on my compare-and-contrast essay. The nice computer lady read everything back to me and helped me fix all the mistakes.

			I took a break to jump on the trampoline. I closed my eyes and pretended I was at the Bounce House at the fair.

			
			When I went back to my spot, Ms. B. came over to me. “So, I asked Ms. G. to share the computer file with Friday’s test.” She clicked a tiny sky blue square on my screen, and it opened up. “If you want to give it another go.”

			She gave me a piece of paper and a pencil. I wrote my name at the top. I put the headphones on.

			“One,” the nice computer lady said. “You are monitoring the hallway. You see a second grader running. What is your first line of action? (A) Yell at the student to stop. (B) Remind the student to walk. (C) Blow your whistle. (D) Find a teacher.”

			I wrote down a number one. I wrote down a B, all neat and curvy and even.

			“Two,” the computer lady said. “Before asking a class to clear their trays in the cafeteria, what should you be sure to give them? (A) More milk. (B) Extra napkins. (C) A five-minute warning. (D) Your whistle.”

			I wrote down a number two. I wrote down a C, all big and round and substantial.

			“Three,” she said. “When guiding pedestrian traffic through a sidewalk intersection, which of the following elements are important? (A) An audible signal with your whistle. (B) Clear hand gestures. (C) Polite greetings. (D) All of the above.”

			Before I knew it, I was done.

			“I’m done!” Dee announced from the doorway.

			“You sure?” Ms. B. asked him.

			“Three sames. Three differents. Four paragraphs. Two pages. Print it, please.” He set his laptop down too close to mine and went to jump on the trampoline again.

			
			I couldn’t believe Dee had written two whole pages—typed out, too. All I’d seen him do in Ms. G.’s room was scribble.

			“Who was your partner?” I called across the room, but he didn’t seem to hear me.

			“Let’s give it one last read before we print, okay?” Ms. B. said.

			Dee finished jumping. Then he came over and started reading his essay out loud.

			It wasn’t like he was reading to me. It was more like he was reading near me. But it still felt like he was reading to be sure I would hear him.

			“There are several ways in which Austin (a new, big kid) and I (an old, normal kid) are similar. However, there are also several ways in which we differ. Please indulge me as I elaborate.”

			Dee read clear and loud. Believe it or not, just like Bertie, he would make a good audiobook reader when he grew up. But the weirdest part was that Dee had chosen to write about me!

			“First, I will address our many similarities. Austin likes Chef Gail’s spaghetti, and I like Chef Gail’s spaghetti, too. We both like Chef Gail’s spaghetti because Chef Gail cooks it just right and the sauce is really delicious. Secondly, Austin and I both dislike lockdown drills. I know this because no reasonable person likes a lockdown drill. Even if the drills are supposed to keep us safe, I think they are terrible. Finally, Austin and I are both friends with Bertie, whose real name is Beatrice. Bertie is very nice and very smart and very short. I don’t know why she is so short. She never told me.”

			
			Dee held out one of his hands. “On the other hand, there are several ways that Austin and I are rather different.” Then he held out his other hand, as if to show us which was the other one.

			“Austin is very tall. You could say Austin is as big as Texas. But I am normal-sized. In fact, I am in the fifty-third percentile for height for my age. Also, Austin just moved here, but I have lived here my whole life. Finally, Austin walks to school, whereas I ride the bus, and that is why we don’t see each other in the cafeteria most mornings.”

			I didn’t hear Dee’s concluding paragraph because Mr. Lara called Ms. B.’s name and pointed at the clock.

			“Guess what!” Ms. B. said. “We’re late.”

			We cleaned up the LC, and Ms. B. brought the kids back to their classrooms. Dee and I were the last ones, and by the time we got to Ms. G.’s room, it was already empty.

			“Go ahead and pack up,” Ms. B. said. “I’ll drop you.”

			“Please don’t drop me,” Dee said. I think it was another joke.

			“You going outside or to Ms. Mendoza?” Ms. B. asked him.

			“Mendoza,” Dee said. “Newsletter.”

			“Silly me,” Ms. B. said.

			That’s when I realized that as much as Bertie knew, she didn’t know everything. Dee was helping Ms. Mendoza, and that’s why he wasn’t at recess most days.

			
			“I’m assuming you’re going outside?” Ms. B. asked me.

			“Yes, please,” I said.

			I packed up super-quick. I wanted to find Bertie right away and tell her about the LC. I wanted to tell her about the beanbags and the laptops and the trampoline, and how I’d gotten it wrong. It wasn’t what I thought it would be like at all.

			And I wanted to tell her we’d kind of gotten Dee wrong, too. How it wasn’t easy for him to tell a joke, and he was some kind of special newsletter helper.

			I wanted to tell her I didn’t think Dee really meant it when he said those bad things to her. He was saying them just to say something. Like if he thought something, he was going to say it. But sometimes he didn’t use the best specific language or stick exactly the right word on it.

			And mostly I wanted to tell her that in his essay, Dee had said she was very nice and very smart, and he thought we were all friends.

			I dropped my stuff on the stuff pile and ran to the brick wall. I looked at the dusty ball field and the wood-chippy playground and the matching-skirt trees, but I didn’t see Bertie.

			I waited for the rest of recess, but she never showed up.

			When Bertie couldn’t find me at recess on Friday, she thought it meant I didn’t want to be her friend anymore. And today I couldn’t find her. You didn’t have to be a golden-sticker kid to figure it out.
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			I walked back to Hidden Rivers real slow.

			I was wrong about friends being like the bumper cars. Friends were way worse. Friends were more like the pirate-ship ride that swings back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, and when you get to the highest point, you feel like you’re going to throw up and fall out.

			When I opened the door to our apartment, the living room had that clean-laundry smell. My mom had her back to me, and the clothes were spread out on the couch.

			That’s something she does sometimes. She washes all the clothes and dumps them onto the couch to fold them. Then she either puts them away or packs them up, all clean. I didn’t think it was time to move already, since we’d barely gotten here. But maybe it was. Maybe I didn’t care.

			
			“Sorry,” she said. She took an earbud out of her ear. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

			I dropped my backpack and went to the counter. I sat and spun around and around to feel the dizziness. Every time I pushed off, I saw a flash of vivid tangerine. The Safety form was still sitting where it had been for days. It might as well be permanent, like the furniture, which would still be here after we moved out.

			“Do you want to get some pizza?” she said, too loud because she still had one earbud in.

			I didn’t want to tell her I’d already had pizza for lunch, because that seemed like a very long time ago. Besides, there are worse things than having pizza two times in one day.

			“Do you want to call Bertie?” my mom asked. “See if she wants to come with us?”

			She went back to folding the laundry. She seemed okay. She seemed like she was trying her best.

			I didn’t know what to tell her. Maybe I could tell her Bertie’s house was too far away, or Bertie was busy after school, or Bertie didn’t really like pizza. She wasn’t allergic or anything. She just didn’t like it. Those things could all be true.

			Or maybe I could tell her the truth—we couldn’t call Bertie because she wasn’t my friend anymore. But then I would have to explain about going to the LC, and how maybe Bertie was only welcoming to me in the first place because I had picked a golden-sticker book. But golden-sticker kids didn’t get picked up by Ms. B., and golden-sticker kids didn’t eat lunch with Dee. And none of the things Bertie and I thought we had in common were really real.

			
			I was getting too dizzy. I grabbed the counter to stop. I stared hard at the vivid tangerine paper and all the kids wearing their stupid sashes. Some of them were wearing them the other way around, and you know what? They weren’t greater-than kids at all. They were less-than kids.

			I picked it up. I crumpled it up. I slid off the stool and threw it in the garbage can.

			“I’m tired,” I said. It could be true.

			I took my phone and went to my room. I shut the door.

			“Okay,” the nice phone lady said.

			“Go ahead,” she said.

			“How can I help you?” she said.

			But I didn’t know what to say.

			“Why did the chicken cross the road?” I finally said.

			“I don’t understand why people ask questions they know the answer to.”

			And she was right. I did know the answer.

			The chicken crosses the road because sometimes it feels too bad to stay where you are.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The next morning, I walked to school real slow. I didn’t want to wait in the cafeteria. I didn’t want to see Dee. I didn’t want to see Bertie. I didn’t want to see anybody.

			I dragged my feet past the For Sale field. I don’t know why I ever thought wheat was growing there. It was definitely weeds.

			I stayed on the far side of the sidewalk until I heard the bell ring. Then when the Safety kid went inside, I jogged across. And guess what. I made it just fine. It’s not like having some fifth grader standing there did anything that important.

			I went straight to the classroom and stood in front of my cubby. I wished I could climb inside and hide, but I didn’t think I would fit. Instead, I made like it was taking me a long time to find what I needed and hang up my backpack.

			
			Something tapped me on the shoulder. I swatted it away.

			It tapped again.

			It tapped and tapped, and it didn’t give up.

			I turned around.

			“For you,” Bertie said. She did one of her weird and complicated bows. Then she held a cardboard tube so close to my face, I couldn’t not take it.

			“Open it up,” she said. She seemed very excited.

			I held up my hand to block it. I pushed it toward her.

			“Okay,” Bertie said. “Allow me.” She shook the tube a few times and then unrolled what was inside.

			It was a poster of a puppy, wearing sunglasses, playing the piano.

			“Ta-da!” she said. “It’s not like I could get you a real puppy, but I thought you could maybe put this one up in your room.”

			“I don’t get it,” I said.

			“You don’t get it?” she said. She peered around to the front of the poster. “I Ruff Reading. It’s like I love reading. But it’s a puppy, so it says I Ruff Reading. I’m still not sure what’s with the sunglasses and the piano—I mean, except for the cuteness.”

			For once, Bertie didn’t understand what I was talking about.

			“You didn’t come find me yesterday,” I said.

			
			“What do you mean?” Bertie said. “I waited for, like, half of recess, but then I figured you were still working with Ms. B., so I went to the book fair. Who wants to stand alone by the wall the whole time? That’s no fun.”

			“I thought you didn’t want to be friends anymore,” I said real quiet.

			Bertie took off her glasses and gave me a big eye roll. “Why would I not want to be friends anymore?” She put her glasses back on. “That wouldn’t be very steadfast.”

			She said the last word loud enough to carry across the classroom.

			I saw Ms. G. pull a pencil out of her hair. “Noted,” she called back.

			“I don’t know why you were so upset yesterday,” Bertie said, “but all day, I was trying to think of something that could maybe help, and then I remembered the poster.” She handed it to me.

			Huh. Maybe I had gotten Bertie a little wrong, too.

			I held the poster up and looked at the cute puppy dog. “Sorry,” I said. And I tried to make it sound as real as I could, because I was.

			“No sweat, you bet. Sometimes friends get upset.” Bertie did the head motions. “And sorry I called you a gloomy Gus riding the gloomy bus. That wasn’t very welcoming.”

			“That’s okay,” I said.

			“How was the LC?” Bertie asked. “Did you go on the trampoline? I love the trampoline. Ms. B. lets kids stop by to have a jump. We could do that. I mean, not now, but sometime.”

			
			“Yeah,” I said.

			“You want to hear something funny?” she said. “I used to tell everybody I had a brother. I talked about stuff that happened with my cousins, but I said it happened with my brother. I called him Benny. Benny and Bertie. It didn’t really feel like a lie. I think it was more about not liking the truth that much.”

			For once, I knew exactly what Bertie was talking about. It was one more thing we had in common.

			I rerolled my poster and put it into the tube. I tucked it into my backpack to keep it safe.

			The morning message was violet, like the tiny buds that had started to pop up on Ms. G.’s plant. It looked a little less tilted, and I hoped she’d leave it where it was for a while.

			Dee came in and dumped his stuff in his cubby. He was still loud, but today I heard it different. And when he sat down in his seat all the way in the front of the room, he turned around and gave me a couple of pointers.

			I looked at the board. There were zero mistakes, and Ms. G. had drawn a big smiley face in the middle of the zero. I copied the first letter, which was supposed to be a capital and already was.

			“Austin?” Ms. G. said.

			It’s not that I didn’t hear her. It’s that my mind was filled up with other things. Bertie knew about my fake aunt. She knew about the LC. She knew me, like, all the way through, and she wasn’t going anywhere.

			
			You want to know why I think the chicken really crossed the road? Probably because its friend was on the other side.

			“Austin?” I heard again.

			It wasn’t Ms. G. this time. It was my mom.

			My mom was at the door. She had a laser lemon sticker on her shirt that said visitor.

			And that’s when I felt something land hard in my gut, as if all the yellow jackets had given up. We weren’t even going to wait until the end of the year. We weren’t even going to try.

			Maybe because of the clogged sink. Maybe because of the traffic. Maybe because of all my snot-nose baby crying. Maybe because of something else I did or didn’t do.

			Ms. G. went to the door to shake hands and say hello. Then I watched my mom reach into the back pocket of her jeans and take out something folded and crumpled and vivid tangerine. She smoothed it out against her leg. And even from the smack-dab middle of the room, I could see the thick line at the bottom with her name sitting on top of it.

			“Sorry,” she said to Ms. G. “It kind of went through some stuff.”

			“No worries,” Ms. G. said. “It’s here now.”

			My mom waved to me. “Be good,” she said.

			Ms. G. set the form on my desk. “It probably would’ve been easier if you’d remembered to bring it, right?” But she didn’t say it mean. It was more like she was giving my mom some invisible mom points for bringing the form to school when her kid had left it home.

			
			I didn’t say anything, but I knew that Ms. G. knew that I’d heard her.

			I went back to the morning message. Without any mistakes, this really was just copying, which now seemed a little boring.

			Ms. G. rang her bell. “I have an announcement,” she said.

			Bertie’s hand shot into the air.

			“Yes,” Ms. G. said, “it is about the Safety Squad.”

			Bertie put her hand down.

			“I am pleased to announce the members of next year’s Fifth-Grade Safety Squad. I’ll read the list in alphabetical order by first name. Drumroll, please.”

			The kids tapped the edges of their desks. I did, too.

			The yellow jackets started waking up, but this time they didn’t feel all that tricky or sticky or stingy. Maybe they weren’t yellow jackets after all. Maybe I just had a couple of butterflies in my stomach.

			Ms. G. motioned for the drumroll to end.

			“Congratulations go to Austin, Bertie, Bodhi, Carlos, Charlene, David A., David C., Dee, Destiny…” I didn’t even hear the end of the list.

			Ms. G. had written each name on its own card. She’d done them in fancy, old-fashioned letters and all the colors.

			One by one, she stuck the names on the bulletin board where the calendar used to be. I was next to Bertie, not too far from Dee, and right up there with everybody.

			
			When I turned to Bertie, her eyes were extra twinkly-crinkly, and she was smiling her pacific blue smile all the way to the rubber bands.

			And I smiled back.
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