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Pa Lia Vang skipped over the cracks in the sidewalk. She watched ants march between blades of grass. She tried to call a cat down from a tree.
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 “Pa Lia, quit your dawdling,” said her brother, Tou Ger.

She stopped to tie her shoes.

Pa Lia, hurry up!” shouted Tou Ger.
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But Pa Lia did not want to hurry. It was the first day of school and she was going to be a new kid at Jackson Magnet.

Pa Lia’s legs felt heavy and stiff when she thought about being in a big new school filled with strangers. Her mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton when she thought about meeting her teacher, Mrs. Fennessey. Her stomach felt like it was filled with a thousand fluttering butterflies when she thought about walking alone into her classroom.
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 Would everyone stare at her?


 Tou Ger had promised to take Pa Lia right to the classroom door. He was older and bigger and braver. And he wasn’t shy at all.

Pa Lia stopped to wipe her glasses. On the other side of the street, she could see a big red brick building—Jackson Magnet. She walked closer to Tou Ger.
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“Cross,” he told her. Pa Lia took his hand.

“Finally, we’re here,” announced Tou Ger.

Pa Lia stopped to tie her shoes again. Slowly, she made two bunny ears.
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 “Pa Lia, you are going to make me late,” warned Tou Ger. “If you don’t get up right this minute, I’m going into school without you.”

Pa Lia closed her eyes. She tugged at her long black braids. She wished a hundred hungry tigers would all roar at Tou Ger. She wished he would stop telling her to hurry up. He isn’t the boss of me, Pa Lia thought.
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She opened her eyes. Tou Ger was gone!


 Pa Lia searched around her. How could be leave me all alone on the first day of school?

Pa Lia chewed on a braid. She bit her nails.

How will I find my classroom by myself?
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Pa Lia looked at all the kids on the playground. Kids walking, kids getting off buses, and kids getting out of cars. Kids who knew where they were going.

Pa Lia felt like a teeny-tiny minnow in a huge giant ocean.
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Jackson Magnet was a great big school. Pa Lia’s classroom was somewhere up the steep stone steps and through the wide wooden doors.


 Pa Lia studied the steps. She saw a group of little kids walking carefully. They giggled and whispered.

Kindergartners, she thought.
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She watched four boys with big backpacks. They jumped up the steps, two at a time.

Pa Lia spied three older girls. They were chewing gum and talking loud and fast. They looked like they had been going to Jackson Magnet for a million years.

Pa Lia followed them up the steps. She squeezed through the doors with them. The older girls raced up the stairs. Pa Lia took a deep breath.
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 Jackson Magnet smelled just like the first day of school. Pa Lia could smell new shoes, new pencils, and clean floors. She could hear the loud buzz of kids talking and yelling. Jackson was a noisy place.


 Pa Lia slowly climbed a few stairs. She looked down at the first floor. She looked up at the second floor. She stood still to think a minute.

At her old school, the kindergarten, first grade, and second grade were all on one floor. Would the second grade at Jackson be on the first floor or the second floor? Pa Lia wished she knew.

“Hey, four-eyes!” someone yelled. “Move it!”
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Pa Lia turned around quickly and fell down two steps. Her backpack slid off one shoulder. Her knee and elbow ached.

Pa Lia wanted to cry.
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“Matthew Stern, cut it out, you dumb old stinker!” shouted a tall blond girl. She held out her hand to help Pa Lia up. “Hi. My name is Calliope James,” she said.
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 Pa Lia took Calliope’s hand. She stood up. “I’m Pa Lia Vang,” she said softly.
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“You must be new. I’ve never seen you before. Who’s your teacher?” asked Calliope.

“Mrs. Fennessey.”

“Then we’re in the same class,” said Calliope. “And so is Matthew. We call him Stinky Stern, the enemy of the second grade.”
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Pa Lia sucked on her braid. Stinky Stern, a kid who called other kids mean names—a kid who was the enemy of the second grade—was going to be in her class.

 “My best friend, Howie, has Mrs. Fennessey, too,” said Calliope. “I think you’ll like her. Howie’s really nice.” Calliope smiled. She had a dimple in one cheek and a space between her two front teeth. “Want to walk to class together?”

 


[image: [Image]]



 


“OK,” said Pa Lia.

They walked up the rest of the stairs and down a long, wide hallway. They stopped in front of room 201.

“Here’s our room,” said Calliope.

Pa Lia read the WELCOME sign over the door. She had made it to her classroom without Tou Ger.

 “I’ll bet Howie is already here.” aid Calliope. “Her bus is always early.”
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Pa Lia straightened her glasses. Her hands were sweaty. She wiped them on her shirt. Now I’m going to meet Howie.

Pa Lia sighed.
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Pa Lia peeked into room 201. She saw Mrs. Fennessey, a lot of kids, and a big room. Pa Lia was glad that Calliope was with her.


 “Howie’s here,” said Calliope. She grabbed Pa Lia’s hand. They walked toward a chubby girl with two pigtails and warm brown eyes.
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“Pa Lia, meet my best friend, Howardina Geraldina Paulina Maxina Gardenia Smith—Howie for short. Howie, meet my new friend, Pa Lia Vang.”
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“Hi, Howie,” said Pa Lia.

Howie looked just like a soft, cuddly teddy bear. Pa Lia wanted Howie to like her.


 She smiled her biggest smile.

Howie did not smile back.
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“I’m Howardina Geraldina Paulina Maxina Gardenia Smith to you,” said Howie, and she walked away.

Pa Lia pushed her bangs out of her eyes. Howie does not want to be my friend, she thought.
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“Howie!” called Calliope, and she walked over to Howie.

Pa Lia watched Howie and Calliope.

Calliope took a little stuffed monkey from her backpack and showed it to Howie. Howie hugged the little monkey. She laughed and gave it back to Calliope. Calliope laughed and hugged the little monkey.

 Pa Lia wished she could hug the little monkey, too. Why did Howie and Calliope walk away from me?
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Room 201 was noisy. All the kids were busy talking—all except Pa Lia. I’m all alone again, she thought.
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“Quiet down!” said Mrs. Fennessey.

The first day of school was about to begin.

“Welcome, young people, to second grade,” Mrs. Fennessey told the class. “Second grade is not kindergarten and it is not first grade. There is a lot to learn. We work very hard in second grade.”


 Next Mrs. Fennessey assigned seats. Howie and Calliope and Pa Lia were all in the row by the windows. Pa Lia would sit up front. Calliope was next. Then Howie.

Pa Lia went to her desk quickly and quietly.
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Mrs. Fennessey didn’t fool around. “Math will be first thing every day, starting today,” she said. Then she explained what they would do in second-grade math.
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 While Pa Lia listened, she drew butterflies all over her new notebook.
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She was about to start a flower when she heard Howie and Calliope whispering. Pa Lia turned around. Are they whispering about me? she wondered.
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Pa Lia saw Howie pass two cookies to Calliope. Howie gave Pa Lia a dirty look.

Calliope passed a cookie to Pa Lia.

“From Howie,” she said so quietly that only Pa Lia could hear.

A cookie from Howie? Pa Lia didn’t think so. She tasted the cookie. It was yummy.

 Maybe there was a way she could get Howie to like her. Maybe me and Howie and Calliope can be friends.

Pa Lia had an idea.
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