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CHAPTER ONE

Why I didn’t go to school

August

I know I’m not an ordinaryfn1 ten-year-old kid. I do ordinary things. I eat ice cream. I ride my bike. I have an Xbox. And I feel ordinary inside. But ordinary children run away from me in the playground. And ordinary people stare at me in the street or at the supermarket.

I walk down the street and people look at me, and then they look away.

My older sister, Via, doesn’t think I’m ordinary. She gets angry if people talk about me or if they stare at me. She shouts at them. She loves me, but she doesn’t think I’m ordinary.

Mom and Dad don’t think I’m ordinary, either. They think that I’m extraordinary.

I think I am ordinary, but nobody sees it.

Mom is beautiful, and so is Via. And Dad is handsome. My name is August. What do I look like? I’m not going to tell you. But it’s worse than you think. Here’s something not ordinary about me: I have never been to school. People think I haven’t been to school because of the way that I look. But it isn’t that. It’s because I’ve been in hospital a lot—twenty-seven times in ten years. I’ve had a lot of plastic surgery and other things. So, my parents didn’t send me to school. Mom taught me at home.

My last visit to hospital was eight months ago, and I don’t have to go back for two years.

One day this summer, I heard my parents talking about schools.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Do you think you’re ready for school?” asked Mom.

“No,” I said.

“I can’t teach you much more,” she said. “You know I am bad at math.”

“What school?” I asked.

“Beecher Prep. Near our house.”

“I really don’t want to,” I said.

“OK,” said Mom. “We’ll talk about it later.”

I didn’t want to go. But I knew Mom was right.

And she is really bad at math.

 

In the summer vacation, we went to the school to see the school principal, Mr. Tushman.

“Hi, Mr. Tushman, nice to see you again,” said Mom. “This is my son, August.”

Mr. Tushman shook Mom’s hand, and then mine.

“Hi, August,” said Mr. Tushman. He looked at me. Not many people do that. “I’m very happy to meet you. Your mom and dad have told me a lot about you.”
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“What have they told you?”

“That you like to read. That you’re a great artist. And that you really like science. Is that right?”

“Yes,” I said. “I do.”

“We have some great science teachers here,” said Mr. Tushman. “Now, you need to visit the school.”

I liked Mr. Tushman.

Outside the door of Mr. Tushman’s office I could hear children’s voices. Suddenly, I was frightened again. I’m OK with little children. Sometimes they say cruel things, but they don’t want to hurt you. But older children are more difficult. So, I have long hair because then I can’t see things if I don’t want to.

“August,” said Mr. Tushman, “I want you to meet some other fifth-grade students.”

“I don’t want to meet any kids,” I said to Mom.

Mr. Tushman looked into my eyes. “This is going to be OK, August,” he said. “These are nice people.” And he opened the door.

“Come in, children,” he said, and two boys and a girl walked in. They didn’t look at me or Mom. They stood near the door and looked at Mr. Tushman. They were frightened, too.

“Thank you for coming,” said Mr. Tushman. “I want you to meet August, a new student. He’ll be in your homeroom. So, this is August. August, this is Jack.”

Jack looked at me and put out his hand. I shook it. He smiled, said “Hey,” and looked down quickly.

“This is Julian,” said Mr. Tushman.

Julian did the same as Jack. He shook my hand, smiled and looked down.

“And Charlotte.”

Charlotte had really blonde hair. She didn’t shake my hand, but she waved and smiled. “Hi, August. Nice to meet you,” she said.
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“Hi,” I said, looking down. She had green shoes.

“OK,” said Mr. Tushman. “Maybe you can show the school to August. Take him to your homeroom, and then show him the science room and the computer room. Don’t forget the cafeteria.”

The three children went out the room. I had to follow them.

 

Jack, Julian, Charlotte, and I walked across a hall and up some stairs. Nobody said a word. We stopped at a door with the number 301 on it.

“This is our homeroom,” said Julian. “We have Ms. Petosa. She’s OK.”

Julian walked down the hall. He stopped at another door and opened it a little. “This is the science room.” He stood in front of the door, and he didn’t look at me. “The best science teacher is Mr. Haller.”

“Open the door more so August can see inside,” said Jack, and he pushed the door some more. Julian moved out the way quickly because he didn’t want to touch me. But he pointed to some of the things in the room. “That big thing is the board. Those are desks, and those are chairs.”

“I’m sure he knows that,” said Charlotte.

“I have a question,” I said. “What is homeroom?”

“It’s your group. You go there in the morning,” said Charlotte. “Your homeroom teacher checks that everybody is in school. You see her every day. Do you understand?”

“Yes, thanks,” I said.

Next, they showed me the theater—Charlotte’s favorite place—and the library.

Then, Julian said, “Can I ask a question?”

“OK,” I said.

“Why is your face like that? Were you in a fire?”

“Julian!” said Charlotte. “You can’t ask that. He was born like that. Mr. Tushman told us. You weren’t listening!”

“Come on, August,” said Jack. He opened the library door and looked me in the face. I looked back at him and smiled. He smiled, too. “Julian’s a jerk,” he said, quietly.

 

“Were they nice to you?” asked Mom, at home.

“Jack was OK,” I said, “but not Julian.”

“You don’t have to go to school if you don’t want to,” Mom said.

“It’s OK, Mom. I want to.” It was true.




CHAPTER TWO

School

August

I was nervous on my first day of school. Mom and Dad were nervous, too. They took a lot of pictures of me and Via. Via is fourteen, and it was her first day, too, at her new high school.

Beecher Prep isn’t a long way from our house, but I didn’t often go near it. I like to stay nearer home because the people in our street know me.

We all walked down Amesfort Avenue. Via walked next to me, and Mom and Dad walked behind us. Then, we turned a corner, and we saw children in front of the school—hundreds of them, talking, or standing with their parents. I kept my head down.

“Remember, it’s the first day,” said Via in my ear. “Everyone’s nervous.”

Mr. Tushman was in front of the school, talking to parents and students. One or two girls looked at me and then looked away, but that was all right.

“OK, big boy,” said Dad.

“Have a great first day,” said Via. She kissed and hugged me.

Mom and Dad hugged me, too. Mom was going to cry, so I turned and ran into the school.

I went up to room 301. There were some children in homeroom already, and Ms. Petosa was writing on the board. I found a desk near the middle at the back and sat down. More children came in and sat down, but nobody sat next to me.

“Hi, August.” It was Charlotte. She waved. I saw Julian, too, and he saw me. But he didn’t speak to me.

Someone sat next to me. It was Jack.

“Hi, August.”

“Hi, Jack.” I waved, and then I felt stupid. Waving isn’t cool.
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After homeroom, the first class was English, in room 321. I walked there quickly and sat at the back. The teacher was writing on the board. Again, nobody sat next to me—but then Jack did. He was talking and laughing with some other children. He had a lot of friends. I looked around the room. Charlotte and Julian were in this class, too.

Everyone went quiet, and the teacher, Mr. Browne, started to talk. Then, he wrote a word on the board: PRECEPT.

“What does ‘precept’ mean? Who knows?” he asked.

Nobody put up a hand.

He wrote again: PRECEPTS—IMPORTANT THINGS TO REMEMBER.

“Well,” he asked. “What are the important things?”

Some hands went up, and Mr. Browne wrote some students’ ideas on the board:

HOMEWORK. FAMILY. PARENTS.

Soon, there were a lot of words on the board. Then, he wrote this:

MR. BROWNE’S SEPTEMBER PRECEPT:

IT IS BETTER TO BE KIND THAN RIGHT.
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“In your books, write the date, and then write this precept by Dr. Wayne W. Dyer,” Mr. Browne told us. “I’ll give you a new precept every month, and we’ll talk about it. And, at the end of the year, in the summer vacation, you can write your own precepts and send them to me.”

I wrote down the September precept. “I think that I’m going to like school,” I thought.

 

Lunch was really hard. Everybody ran into the cafeteria at the same time, talking loudly and choosing seats. I sat at an empty table and waited. I had a sandwich and a drink in my bag, so I didn’t need to stand in line for school food.
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Eating isn’t easy for me. I’ve had a lot of plastic surgery on my mouth, but it’s still not right, and it looks strange. Some of the children in the cafeteria were staring at me. I didn’t look at them, but I knew.

“Is this seat free?”

A girl was standing by my table, holding her lunch.

“Yes,” I said.

She put her lunch on the table and sat down across from me. She had a school burger and cheese, and she started to eat.

“Yuck,” she said. “You were right to bring a sandwich.”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Summer,” she said. “What’s yours?”

“August.”

“Cool.”

“Summer!” Another girl came over. “Why are you sitting here? Come to our table.”

“There are too many people there. Come and sit here,” Summer said.

“They’re all waiting for me,” said the girl, and she walked away.

Summer looked at me, smiled, and ate some more burger.

“Our names go together,” she said. “Summer. August.”

“Oh, yes,” I said.

“We can make this the summer table. Only people with summer names
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Note about the story

1 Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 77–80.
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