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            One

         
         
            All great moments start with a choice.

         

         This is a pretty good quote from my dad, which is why I wrote it down in my orange journal.

         
         But not everything Dad says is magical.

         
         For example, I also wrote this one down:

         
         
            Eat more fruit. If you can’t poop, eat a pear.

            There’s no excuse for constipation, Walter.

         

         See what I mean?

         
         But I think about that first one a lot.

         
         
            All great moments start with a choice.

         

         ’Cuz he’s right.

         
         For me, it all started with the morning announcements.

         
         I was waiting in the principal’s office because that’s what you do on your first day. You wait around so the principal can
            walk you to class and do that thing where they point at you in front of everyone and say:
         

         
         This is the new kid. Everyone be nice to him.

         
         Or something like that.

         
         Only no one really cares. Everyone already has their friends.

         
         And new kids are always different and weird.

         
         I should know. I’ve been a new kid a lot. Three times this past year already.

         
         One nice thing about being a new kid is that no one knows anything about you. No one knows about the time I barfed on the
            class hamster and my teacher had to give him a tiny, gross hamster bath in the sink. And no one knows that in third grade
            I wore dirty socks every single day for a whole month because we moved a lot and my dad kept forgetting to buy more.
         

         
         Or do laundry.

         
         So I was waiting in the office while a secretary with red fluffy hair kept looking at her watch. I got distracted by the way
            her shiny cat pin caught the light.
         

         
         “He’s late and I’m getting tired of covering for these kids. This is the third week in a row. He was supposed to be here ten minutes ago,” she said to another really old lady sitting next to her. Cat Pin Lady looked a little bit like a raisin. Only I’d never say that to her because no one would want to be told they look like dried fruit. 

         
         Dad always says don’t let stuff like that come spilling out of your mouth.

         
         Actually, what I wrote down in the journal is:

         
         
            Once words slip out, there’s no calling them back. Even if you apologize. They’ll be printed in someone else’s head forever.
               It’s okay to use words to defend yourself, but they can hurt, so be careful with them.
            

         

         I should probably mention Dad doesn’t always follow his own advice. Once around Mother’s Day last year, a teacher said, “I
            noticed you’re not making a card with the rest of the class. Do you not have a mother?”
         

         
         Which made me sad.

         
         When my dad found out, he went to school and asked my teacher if she had a brain.

         
         He said a few bad words too. I could hear him through the door.

         
         It didn’t matter. We were gone the following week anyway. Dad got another gig, and we were out.

         
         For the record, I do have a mom. Everyone does. But I never knew my mom, and the truth is you can’t miss someone you never knew. She left, and
            that was that.
         

         
         Plus I never really needed to miss her because I have Dad.

         
         Well, I did.

         
         So, I finally got a look at raisin-face lady’s name plate. Her name is Anita Butte.

         
         There’s no way kids don’t call her Mrs. Butt.

         
         Anyway . . . she leaned back and said, “Maryann, I’ll have to read the announcements myself. If it gets too late, the teachers
            are going to have kittens about interrupting their class.”
         

         
         Old people say weird stuff.

         
         Why do they say they’ll have kittens when they mean that someone will get upset?

         
         Why would having kittens make someone upset? People like kittens.

         
         I mean, not me. Cats are pretty stupid, actually. Except for Tiberius, the cat at my grandpa’s house who sleeps on my bed now. 

         
         He’s super old, but he’s cool.

         
         He follows me around and swishes his tail when I come home. He’s like a dog, actually. But if the only reason I like him is
            because he acts like a dog, then I think it’s still okay to say most cats are monsters, especially the ones who pee on your
            stuff when they’re mad you left for the day.
         

         
         My dad says when he was growing up, they had a cat named Squishy who would do this all the time. There’s even a quote about
            him in the journal.
         

         
         
            Peeing on other people’s stuff when they abandon you is a fairly effective way to demonstrate your feelings. Squishy knew
               exactly what he was doing.
            

         

         Mrs. Butte stood up and took a deep breath like she was about to make a big speech on TV. She took a sheet of paper off the
            printer and laid it next to her glasses.
         

         
         “Alright, Maryann. I’m going to get some water, and then I’m going to read the announcements.”

         
         Then someone poked their head into the office and told them both to get a donut from the teacher’s lounge before all the good ones were gone, and suddenly the front desk was deserted. 

         
         There was a small microphone on the desk with a blue button. It felt like I could make it jump into my hand if I thought about
            it hard enough.
         

         
         Sometimes I like to pretend I can do stuff like that.

         
         With the front desk being empty, I got up and walked over. The paper that Mrs. Butte had left behind was sitting there with
            a list of all the announcements for the week.
         

         
         I was going to sit back down. Really, I promise I was. But there was something about that blue button.

         
         I had to push it. I just had to.

         
         So I did.

         
         And then when I did, this voice just came out of me.

         
         Someone else. Someone brave. Someone funny.

         
         High-pitched and robotic.

         
         Someone who, honestly, sounded a little bit like an alien.

         
         
            Greetings, students of Apple Grove Performing Arts Academy.

            I am Trox from the planet Pox.

            These are the announcements for Monday, January fourteenth.

            This week’s lunch specials include processed meat in the form of hot dogs, hamburgers, meat loaf, and spaghetti.

            Don’t forget to bring your change for the bake sale on Wednesday.

            Friday afternoon Mr. Thibodo will begin auditions for the spring play, Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.
            

            Have a productive day, humanoids.

            Enjoy your lunchtime meat products of choice.

            Trox signing off.

         

         I clicked the blue button again, and I heard kids laughing all through the halls. Good laughing. The kind that happens when
            you say something funny. Not the kind that happens when you spill juice on your pants and it looks like you peed.
         

         
         Then I turned around and there was the principal, Mrs. Pudumjee, looking at me with her arms crossed.

         
         “This way, Walter,” she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         I didn’t expect Mrs. Pudumjee to be cool.

         
         I mean cool for a principal.

         
         Sometimes principals try to be your friend. Sometimes they tell you to come to them if you need to talk. They tell you that
            you can trust them and you don’t have to worry.
         

         
         But then sometimes you tell them something about your dad, and it changes everything.

         
         They make a call, and hey, kid, you’re at another new school.

         
         Anyway, Mrs. Pudumjee was dressed kinda like a teacher who was wearing all the stuff out of the lost and found. Her bracelets
            said things like:
         

         
         ACTION!

         
         BE FEARLESS!

         
         I AM AN APPLE GROVE PERFORMING ARTS ACADEMY SUPER SQUIRREL

         
         TO THINE OWN SELF BE TRUE

         
         But she was wearing makeup like a regular grown-up and her hair was pretty normal, except for the ends. It looked like someone
            had dipped the ends of her dark black hair in purple paint that you could only see when the light hit it just right. She was
            also wearing a school T-shirt that said “Apple Grove Performing Arts Academy,” with a picture of a cartoon squirrel singing
            onstage.
         

         
         When she sat down, she leaned back in her chair and then pointed to a seat in front of her desk. I expected her to yell at
            me or tell me that was no way to make a first impression or to do that thing where adults sigh like you’ve disappointed them.
         

         
         But she didn’t.

         
         She made that face adults make when they know they probably should be mad at you for something but they’re not. Like whenever I took out my dad’s guitar, he’d pretend to be mad about it, but
            I know he secretly loved it.
         

         
         Her office was filled with superhero posters. Batman, Superman, Wonder Woman. But that wasn’t the most impressive thing in the room. Behind her desk was a huge assortment of snacks. And it wasn’t just the usual pretzels or a bag of gross cookies. There were tubes of mini M&M’s. Bags of Swedish Fish. Pocky sticks. Habanero chili puffs. Dried shrimp. Top Ramen. Matcha green tea–flavored Kit Kats. And a bunch of other snack foods I’d never seen before in languages I couldn’t read. 

         
         Plus an entire shelf of comic books.

         
         “You have a favorite?” she asked.

         
         “No, I don’t read comics.”

         
         I wished I’d had a more interesting answer, but I’d actually never read a comic book before. That didn’t seem to bother her.

         
         She sat down in her chair and smiled.

         
         “Can Trox come back next week?” she asked.

         
         “Um. What?” I said.

         
         “Trox. The alien voice you just did. That was his name, right?”

         
         “Yeah,” I said.

         
         “Perfect,” she said. “Our morning announcement person just quit—nerves, I think—so we need a replacement.”

         
         “You’re not mad?” I asked.

         
         She looked at me, and her mouth twisted into half a smile.

         
         “Not yet,” she said. “Next time you’ll do it with permission, though.”

         
         She looked at her watch.

         
         “Let’s get you to class,” she said standing up and leading me out of her office, toward a gate in the courtyard. She pushed
            it open and the first thing I saw was a massive tree covered in purple flowers. Like she’d opened a magical portal. The branches
            hung above the monkey bars, and when the light shone through it, it reminded me of a stained-glass window. That makes sense,
            since everything here is art. Even the trash cans have painted murals on them.
         

         
         There’s also a ton of open space covered in fake grass. I guess it’s there just in case anyone needs to do a spontaneous cartwheel
            or flash mob.
         

         
         Here in California, it seems like all the schools have hallways outside. Outside hallways are weird. It’s like they don’t
            think anyone is going to escape to the playground. That’s a lot of trust.
         

         
         But then, Apple Grove is an art school.

         
         Dad had said that was part of the reason I was staying with Grandpa, because Apple Grove Performing Arts Academy would be good for me. 

         
         He said, “Regular school tries to turn kids into robots. Not art school. Art school makes you weird on purpose.”

         
         He always talks like that. There is something like that in the orange journal too.

         
         
            Don’t be like everyone else, Walter.

            Be weird. Be kind.

            Find the music in life.

         

         That’s not one of my favorite Dad quotes. It sounds like something someone’s mom would have printed on a T-shirt in pretty,
            loopy writing.
         

         
         Apple Grove wasn’t around when my dad was a kid, but I guess that didn’t matter because he became a musician anyway.

         
         “How’d you get so good at doing voices?” Mrs. Pudumjee asked.

         
         “It’s just something I do with my dad,” I said.

         
         She smiled and said, “He really should have won, you know.”

         
         I smiled back.

         
         He is a bit of a local legend, actually.
         

         
         He was on this show called Hometown Tunes when I was little. It was a competition against people from small towns all over the country, and he almost won. Lots of people called in to vote for him, so it was kinda shocking when he lost to a girl from Rhode Island who could
            sing opera.
         

         
         Anyway, he’s a little bit famous from that. Still gets recognized sometimes, like once when we were out getting burgers. He
            even wrote a song that gets played on the radio sometimes. People recognize his name and go, “Oh yeah, that rocker guy from
            Hometown Tunes. I liked him.”
         

         
         I looked down at my feet, trying to keep up as Mrs. Pudumjee zipped across the school. That’s when I noticed that my feet
            were covered in rainbow chalk dust.
         

         
         “Oh, those are our Chalk Walk entries,” said Mrs. Pudumjee, following my gaze and pointing to the murals all over the ground.
            “Pretty great, right? Students work on those in teams and then we vote on our favorites.”
         

         
         There was a mural of a tiger that looked like it was going to jump out of the concrete and another one of three witches stirring a cauldron. I wouldn’t want to be the one to ruin them. 

         
         “You really just wash these off when the contest is over?”

         
         That made me a little sad.

         
         Mrs. Pudumjee smiled.

         
         “We take lots of photos. Then we make room for new art!”

         
         Her bracelets jingled like tiny bells as she waved her hand at the ground.

         
         She stopped in front of a door with a number five on it.

         
         “Ready for fifth grade?”

         
         I nodded, but even if I wasn’t ready, I don’t think it would have changed anything.

         
         “Good morning, Mrs. Pudumjee!”

         
         Everyone sang it together like a choir. I guess that’s a thing here to stand up whenever someone comes in because Mrs. Pudumjee
            laughed and put her hands up to get everyone to sit down.
         

         
         “Hi, Mr. Lopez. Hi, class. This is Walter. He just did the morning announcements.”

         
         Some kids laughed, and one girl with a ponytail full of wavy brown hair raised her hand and said, “You did the alien voice?”

         
         I nodded, and she smiled.

         
         “This is Walter’s first day here. So everyone show him an Apple Grove Performing Arts Academy welcome, okay?”

         
         Mrs. Pudumjee lowered her glasses with a pretend serious face, and just as she was about to leave, a boy in the middle of
            the room said, “Why’s he here in January? Why didn’t he start in September with everyone else?”
         

         
         It wasn’t a mean question. But anyone can make something sound mean if they use the right voice and make the right face.

         
         It’s actually a lot of effort to look mean.

         
         And Mrs. Pudumjee looked like she was going to jump in and say something, but I just said, “Guess we start school in January
            on my planet.”
         

         
         A few people laughed, and the kid who asked the questions didn’t smile.

         
         “You can sit in that seat near Filomena,” said Mr. Lopez.

         
         The girl with the wavy brown hair and glasses waved at me, and I sat down.

         
         “You can call me Fil,” she whispered.

         
         
         My grandpa picked me up from school in his old work truck. He still has it even though he’s retired.

         
         I don’t think he’s like a regular grandpa, because he doesn’t have hard candies or a recliner. He also doesn’t nap.

         
         He goes to the gym every day to run on the treadmill and lift weights.

         
         His garden has zero weeds because he pulls them every morning.

         
         On Monday he goes grocery shopping.

         
         On Thursday he washes his truck.

         
         He only really believes in one thing.

         
         Routine.

         
         And I guess getting donuts every Sunday morning is also a regular grandpa thing. It’s one of his routines I actually like.

         
         “Look,” he told me when I moved in. “You gotta keep busy. It’s the only thing that keeps your head on straight. You have to
            keep your mind and body going all the time or else you wind up doing stuff you shouldn’t be doing.”
         

         
         I know he said that because of Dad, but he doesn’t mention him if he can help it. He just brings me the phone whenever Dad calls and then walks back out into the hall to let me talk to him alone. 

         
         Dad is the one who asks about my day and what I’m learning and what kinds of things I’m doing with Grandpa.

         
         “You did an alien voice?” Dad asked when he called later. So I did it for him, and he laughed.

         
         My dad’s laugh is my favorite sound on the planet because it’s real. He never does a fake laugh if something isn’t funny.

         
         “Did you meet anyone today?” he asked.

         
         So I told him about Fil and that I sat next to her at lunch and that outdoor schools in California are weird and then I told
            him they were going to do a Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory play at school.
         

         
         I could hear him smile over the phone. Which I know sounds weird, but you can just tell when someone smiles over the phone.
            There
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