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Iris stood inside the great big double-wide doorway of the gymnasium-slash-auditorium-slash-lunchroom. It was crazy in there—track marks from wet, muddy shoes crisscrossed the lacquered wooden floor. A miserable teacher sopped up spilled milk right in the middle of everything. Three more teachers wandered the perimeter, keeping an eye on the whole scene, shushing kids when they got too loud, telling a pair of boys to “Cut out the horseplay!” when they started tossing some girl’s orange back and forth over her head.

The acoustics were terrible; the voices from the crowd of kids inside made Iris feel like her brain was an apple on a tray, tipping over and knocking against the side of her head.

Back home in California, no one ever ate lunch indoors—lunchtime was a strictly outdoor activity. On the two or three rainy days each year, they’d eat in their classroom while the teacher played a movie, but other than that, they ate outside at concrete picnic tables, just to the right of a big open field. It was humane. There was room to breathe.

But that was back home. Here in Oregon, where it had rained literally every day since they’d parked the moving van in the long gravel driveway of the farmhouse Iris’s dad had bought sight unseen (except for the video tour on the real estate agent’s website), school lunch had to be consumed indoors.

It was another reason to hate it here. As if Iris didn’t have a long enough list already. Along with the ridiculous noise of the reverberating voices, there was also the smell—the musty, mildewy, earthy stench of too much rain, socks that never did dry out completely, and wet hair.

But she couldn’t just stand there all day. The other kids were starting to turn and stare at her.

There was a table at the far side of the gymnasium, just under a basketball hoop, that wasn’t completely crowded. Iris headed there, ignoring the questioning glances on the other kids’ faces. Ignoring the occasional smile, too. Ignoring everything.

And when she slid into an empty spot near the end of a bench, she ignored the kid sitting next to her—a mouth breather she remembered seeing in her Social Studies class before lunch. She felt him there, though—the aura of his curly hair, the wet-wool scent of his red and blue striped pullover, the weight of him taking up space.

This was Iris’s first day of school, even though September was almost over. Her dad had wanted her to be homeschooled, which had sounded like a good idea to Iris—she wasn’t in a big hurry to be around a lot of people—but after two weeks of trying to do schoolwork at their kitchen table, with her dad sipping coffee and looking over her shoulder, Iris had insisted that her parents enroll her at Linus Pauling Middle School. At home in California, sixth grade meant being the oldest kids at the elementary school. Here, it meant being among the youngest, lumped into the gym at lunchtime with teenagers whose bodies smelled like grownups and who looked at each other in a way that Iris didn’t have all the words for but knew she didn’t like.

Iris pulled out her lunch. The boy from Social Studies class was eating a microwaved burrito. It smelled worse than the packed bodies, worse than the rain. Iris could hear him chewing.

To block out the sound, she took a big bite of her apple and listened to it crunch between her teeth. Iris put all of her attention into eating that apple—bite, chew-chew-chew-chew, swallow. Bite.

“You really like apples,” said Burrito Boy.

Iris ignored him.

“You like the red ones, too, or just the green kind?”

“The red ones are mealy,” Iris answered begrudgingly. It was one thing to ignore a tablemate; another thing entirely to ignore a direct question. She didn’t feel like being that rude.

“Yeah, I think so too,” said the boy. “You ever try a Pink Lady?”

Iris shook her head.

“You should,” he said, enthusiastic now. “They’re the best. They’re crisp like a green apple, but sweeter, like a red. Kind of tangy, too.” Then he added, “My name’s Boris.”

Finally, Iris turned to look at the boy next to her. She wondered if he was teasing her, making fun of her in some way she wasn’t quite catching on to.

But his expression was wide open, earnest. His dark brown curls rioted around his face, there was a flush in his round cheeks, his eyes—as dark as his hair—weren’t laughing at her, but waited eagerly for her response.

Everything about him was doglike—the way he sort of sat forward in his chair, the way he waited for her to answer, the way his eyes stayed on her face.

Unfortunately for him, Iris was a cat person.

She turned away. “Thanks for the recommendation,” she said. “I’ll ask my dad to pick some up.”

She unwrapped the sandwich her dad had packed for her that morning—egg salad. At least there was that.

“Your dad does the shopping at your house, huh?” In typical doglike fashion, Boris didn’t take the hint that Iris was done talking. Not seeming to care that she didn’t answer, Boris continued. “My mom’s the grocery shopper for our family. But I make her take me along whenever I’m around, because she buys all the wrong stuff. Like plain Cheerios instead of the honey kind. Low-fat milk instead of whole.”

Iris didn’t tell Boris that her dad did the shopping because her mother was busy working at the university, doing important research, or that her dad was actually a really good grocery shopper, and a good cook, and even a good gardener. That was the thing her dad had been the most excited about, when they moved—the gardening. “Can’t grow anything in that sandy beach soil. When we get settled in, I’m going to grow all the produce we can eat. Self-sufficient, that’s what we’ll be,” he’d told them both—Iris and her mom—on the sixteen-hour drive up the coast of California, through half the length of Oregon, and plop into the heart of the Willamette Valley. That’s what Corvallis meant, even—Heart of the Valley. And the town was surrounded by farmland. Cows and great big rolls of green alfalfa.

But it had rained every day since they’d moved, and her dad still hadn’t braved the weather to dig his garden.

Iris tried not to feel smug.

Around her, the other kids were finishing their lunches. And they all seemed to know the routine; when a table emptied, they signaled one of the teachers, who came over to fold the table. Then the kids would help push it to the far side of the gymnasium.

A tall, skinny girl with long, skinny braids rolled out a cart full of balls. Dodge balls and basketballs.

A boy with feet as big as Iris’s father’s came over and stared at her and Boris. “You almost finished?” he asked. “We wanna play.”

Iris looked up. Above her was the basketball net, strung onto a red metal hoop. The net was made of thin off-white rope, knotted and tied in a series of loops. Each of the topmost loops attached to one of the hooks that rimmed the hoop—fifteen of them, Iris counted. From there the net narrowed in a series of diamonds down to a limp, not-quite-circular mouth that yawned at her.

Iris shoved the crusts of her sandwich and her apple core into her lunch bag. She hadn’t even opened her orange juice. She stood and watched as the teacher collapsed the table, as it contorted in on itself.

There was a loud bang behind her, and Iris gasped, jumped a little. She felt her heart pound, her stomach sicken.

“It’s just a stack of trays that fell over,” Boris said. “Over there.” He pointed across the gym, where a dozen pea-green lunch trays were scattered across the floor. In the midst of them, two boys played around, one trying to knock a baseball cap off the other’s head. “You okay?” asked Boris. He looked concerned, earnest. Doglike.

Iris nodded as she grabbed her backpack and turned away, hurrying out of the gym.

It was a terrible school, Iris told herself. And she hated basketball.
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Iris’s house was the last stop of the school bus route. They had added the stop just for her.

When she first climbed on board, Iris took a moment to look around. It was just as she’d always expected a school bus to be, just as they always looked in movies—double rows of black bench seats, an arched metal ceiling, those metal-rimmed windows that could open up or down or both, with one pane of glass disappearing behind the other.

Like the gymnasium—and the classroom, and the hallway—the bus smelled damp. And as more kids shoved in behind her, forcing Iris down the aisle to the back of the bus, the closed windows started to fog over with the students’ combined warm, moist breath.

Iris slumped onto a bench two rows up from the last and parked her backpack next to her to discourage any potential seatmates.

It worked, which Iris found both grimly satisfying and somehow disappointing. She’d never ridden the bus back home, but she’d always had a seatmate; she and her best friend, Sarah, had been across-the-street neighbors, and Iris’s dad and Sarah’s mom had taken turns driving them to school and home again. Sarah would have thought the bus was wonderful, with its lack of seat belts and double-hung windows and springy vinyl-covered benches.

The bus lurched forward with a screech of wet tires and a crescendo of laughter and chatter all around. Iris looked toward the window, but the tears in her eyes and her breath condensing on the glass obscured the never-ending scape of green, which was just fine with her.

It was beautiful, this stupid place. It was all the rain. It made everything lush and green, but it also made it impossible to explore anything. Because the rain never stopped.

She hated it, even if it was beautiful. So what to its stupid beauty? Seal Beach had been beautiful too, in a different way. A usable way. The long, smooth sand beach, the straight wooden pier with the burger joint way out at the end of it. The smell of fish, the whisker-thin fishing lines up and down the pier. Iris had loved Seal Beach. She loved its name, the image it conjured—sleek seals sunning on the beach, rolling over onto their backs and stretching in the warm sand.

The bus pulled to the side of the road for its first stop, and the doors cranked open. Half a dozen kids spilled down the stairs and into the rain, all of them pulling up the hoods of their slickers but not one of them opening an umbrella.

“They’ll know you’re not from around here if you carry an umbrella,” Iris’s dad had said that morning, before he’d driven her to school. He had to take her that first day so that he could fill out all the forms, sign things.

“I want them to know I’m not from here,” Iris said. Her voice sounded mean to her own ears. “Here is stupid.”

The doors swung closed, and the bus was on its way. A row up and across the aisle, two girls whispered closely. For one moment Iris wondered if they were talking about her. But then the girl next to the window scrawled two sets of initials surrounded by a poorly drawn heart onto the steamed-up glass, and the other girl shrieked and reached over to erase it with her palm. Then they both turned to see if the boy across from them was watching, and they collapsed into laughter.

It was obnoxious.

They could have been talking about her. All day it had seemed like everyone was looking at Iris.

At the next stop, more than half of the remaining kids disembarked, including the boy she’d sat next to at lunch . . . Boris, was it? Those two silly girls got off too, and one of them bumped into Boris, knocking the paperback he held to the ground. He picked it up, sopping wet. He shook his head and shot the girls an annoyed glance, but neither of them even noticed.

They all walked toward a large, circular housing tract. All the houses looked pretty new. They had identical roofs and front doors, and exteriors painted various shades of pink and beige.

It wasn’t all that different from the neighborhood Iris and Sarah had shared back home. Except that here all the walls were streaked dark with rain, the tiles spotted with moss.

The rain came down harder and harder, pounding against the roof of the bus, as they made their next few stops. Then it was just Iris and the bus driver, and it felt weird to be sitting all alone in the back, so Iris grabbed her backpack and weaved up to the front, sitting down behind the driver.

The bus driver looked into the rearview mirror and caught Iris’s gaze. Iris had assumed the bus driver was wearing a hooded jacket or something—she hadn’t really paid attention when she’d boarded the bus—but now she saw that the driver was a dark-skinned woman, and that she was wearing one of those head coverings that Muslims wear.

“You’re new,” said the driver.

“Uh-huh.”

“Do you like it so far?”

Iris wished she had just stayed at the back of the bus. Why did people always want to talk to her? She shrugged, then realized that the driver wouldn’t be able to see that, so she said, “It’s okay,” which was a lie.

The driver laughed. “It was hard for me to get used to, when I moved here,” she said. “Where I come from, it is hot and dry. No rain like this, all the time.” She gestured with her left hand, the right clutching the gigantic steering wheel. Iris saw that she had pretty hands, and that she wore a gold band on her ring finger.

“Your folks didn’t want to live closer to town,” the driver said, but it wasn’t a question, so Iris didn’t answer.

Then the bus driver seemed to get that Iris didn’t much feel like talking. She didn’t seem insulted or anything.

Finally they pulled up to the beginning of Iris’s long driveway.

The driver stopped the bus and pushed the lever that swung open the doors. “I’m sorry, but I can’t take the bus up to the house. School rules.”

The rain fell in constant sheets. Iris sighed, then stood and lifted her backpack onto her back, over both shoulders. She fished her collapsible umbrella out of her jacket pocket.

“It’s okay,” she said again. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Not a problem,” said the driver.

Then there was nothing else to say, no reason to delay heading into the rain, and anyway, it only seemed to be coming down heavier the longer she waited, so Iris gave a halfhearted wave behind her and descended the four steps, her rain boots crunching the gravel as she thrust open the umbrella, latched it into place, and ran up the driveway.

She held the umbrella half in front of her like a shield, which made it hard to see where she was going, but the rain seemed to be coming from all directions rather than straight down, so that was the only way the umbrella was even a help at all.

She wasn’t far from the front porch when the wind suddenly shifted. A gust stronger than she was ripped the umbrella from her hands and flipped the canopy inside out. Her umbrella tumbled off the driveway and into the overgrown grass, like a broken bird. Without meaning to, Iris stopped, open-mouthed, staring after it as it tumbled on and on, end over end. And then a crack of lightning split the sky, and Iris ran for the house, banging up the wooden porch steps and through the door, which she slammed behind her.

She stood and dripped the rain onto the carpet runner in the front hall, breathing sharply.

“Iris?” called her dad. He poked his head in from the kitchen and raised his eyebrows at her. He had terribly expressive eyebrows. “For God’s sake, Iris, take off those boots and your jacket before you flood the place.”

His words brought Iris back into her body, and she tore open her raincoat, hearing the seven satisfying pops that accompanied the snaps. She hung the coat on the coat rack and pulled off her rain boots, setting them by the door.

Her dad reappeared, this time with two towels, and he tossed one to Iris before spreading the second beneath the raincoat to soak up the water it still dripped.

“We’re going to have to devise a better system,” he said, but Iris recognized his tone to mean that he was thinking aloud rather than talking to her, and so she said nothing.

She appreciated that her dad had built a fire, although if he hadn’t moved her way out here to the middle of nowhere, no fire would have been necessary. Now, away from Seal Beach, she realized that their old fireplace had really been ornamental; any fire they built was for mood rather than a need for warmth.

Poor Charles skulked as close to the fire as he could. His gray-skinned flank pressed almost against the fire grate, his long, skinny tail curled into a loop against his side. Charles was Iris’s only pet. She was allergic to cats but desperately in love with them, and so her parents had bought her Charles for her ninth birthday, two years ago. He was a sphynx—a hairless cat. An abomination, Iris’s dad sometimes joked, but Charles looked so pitiful here, huddled up beside the fire, that Iris felt especially sorry for him.

Iris pulled off her sweater because it was damp and used her toes to peel her socks off, inside out, and then perched on the hearth, careful not to disturb Charles. She reached out to stroke his back, down the knobby path of his spine, but her hand must have been freezing because a wave of wrinkles tightened over his gray alien skin and he leaped down, his tail unfurling and pointing into the air as he disappeared into the kitchen.

Now it was just her—just Iris—alone by the fire. She sighed and slumped down, turning first one way and then the other in an effort to get warm. In the kitchen, her father whistled a song, and she heard the thud of the knife as he chopped something for dinner. After a while, Charles slunk back into the living room and jumped onto her lap. Her hands were warmer now, and the cat allowed her to scratch his ears, rub his shoulders a little. He didn’t purr, though; Iris wondered if he was conserving his energy.

The fire was working, warming her through, and Iris considered finding the remote control so that she could watch some TV. But she didn’t want to disturb Charles again, so she just sat there underneath him. He closed his uncanny blue eyes and settled into her more fully.

Little around her was familiar; in an effort to embrace the idea of a “fresh start,” her parents had thrown a giant yard sale, practically giving away all their furniture—the couch, the kitchen table, the sideboard that had held their knickknacks and holiday china.

Even the holiday china.

“It’s silly to have a whole set of dishes for just one day a year, don’t you think?” her mother had said to Iris, just before she sold the set to an enormously pregnant Asian lady.

So there wasn’t much in this room to remind Iris of home—a leather ottoman her dad had refused to get rid of; a standing lamp with a Tiffany shade that had been a wedding present to her parents; Charles.

And, of course, there was Sarah’s ghost.
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Iris’s dad made lasagna for dinner. Iris ate it begrudgingly; she felt like punishing him for her horrible day by ignoring her meal, but it was just so good—aromatic meaty tomato sauce, melted stringy cheese, layers of cooked-just-right flat noodles.

There was a salad, too, which Iris found easier to ignore. She didn’t like to eat more than one thing at a time, and rather than fill her plate with salad when the lasagna was gone, she spooned out a second hot serving.

Iris’s mom had gotten home right before dinner was served. When she banged through the front door and dripped her share of rain onto the hall runner, Iris’s dad repeated his routine with the towels. “You girls have no appreciation for the importance of maintaining a dry floor,” he said, clearly irritated.

But Iris’s mom just laughed and shook her wet hair at him. “I think you’re going to have to get used to a certain base level of dampness,” she said as she loosened the belt of her raincoat.

Iris admired her mother’s fashion sense. She was a big woman—tall, but also broad-shouldered and full of soft curves—large breasts, a belly that Charles loved to sleep on in the evenings when they watched TV together, a rear end that ensured she would always be perfectly comfortable without a seat cushion.

And she loved to wear frilly things. Even her raincoat was pretty—light pink and yellow
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