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 A big best-in-Frogtown thank-you to Mrs. Garcia’s second-grade class at Jackson Magnet, for all their help
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 To kids and stinkers everywhere,

wear your helmets when you ride your bikes.


 


And always stop, look, and listen

before you cross the street.
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Pa Lia Vang yawned. It was nearly the end of the school day at Jackson Magnet. Mrs. Fennessey had promised to let the class do a project. Pa Lia hoped it would be something fun.

“Today we will make snowflakes,” announced Mrs. Fennessey. “We will decorate our room with them.”

Pa Lia sat up straight. She wasn’t tired anymore. She loved art projects.


 Mrs. Fennessey showed the class how to fold and cut paper into lacy snowflakes.

“You can work by yourself or in groups,” she told them.
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Pa Lia got three sheets of paper and three scissors. She gave paper and scissors to her two best friends, Howie and Calliope. They all sat in the same row by the window.

Pa Lia was an excellent cutter. She cut and folded and sewed shapes all the time with her grandma to make paj ntaub, “story cloths.” She finished her snowflake quickly.

 “Beautiful,” said Calliope.

“Super,” said Howie. “Can you help us with ours?”

Pa Lia carefully put her snowflake on her desk. She showed Howie and Calliope how to make a sharp fold. She taught them her grandma’s trick of little cuts and turns.
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“Great,” said Howie.

“Let’s hang our snowflakes together,” said Calliope.

Pa Lia went back to her desk. There was a big ugly glob of glue right in the middle of her terrific snowflake.


 “Snowflake a little sticky, four-eyes? Heh, heh, heh,” said Stinky Stern, the enemy of the second grade.

I'm not going to let him ruin my snowflake, thought Pa Lia.

She quickly cut some spirals and triangles and an eight-pointed star. She made a Hmong pattern with the shapes and covered the ugly glue spot.

Pa Lia hung her even more terrific snowflake where Stinky Stern had to see it. Howie and Calliope hung their snowflakes next to hers.

“Heh, heh, heh,” Pa Lia chuckled.
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It happened on Court Street, right after the buses left. Pa Lia and her big brother, Tou Ger, were on their way home.

Pa Lia watched Stinky Stern run across the street. He wasn’t even looking. Running home to think of more mean things to do.

Pa Lia saw a lady driving by in a white van.


 She heard brakes screech. She saw the white van hit Stinky. She leaned close to Tou Ger.

Cars stopped. The lady jumped out of her white van. Someone shouted to call 911.

“Pa Lia, let’s go,” said Tou Ger. His voice sounded like it was coming from far away.
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Pa Lia couldn’t move.

The lady from the white van covered Stinky with a plaid blanket. Mr. Scott, the principal, and Mrs. Fennessey came running out of school. Pa Lia saw Mrs. Fennessey kneel down next to Stinky. She could hear her singing to him.

 Pa Lia squeezed her eyes shut. The sound of sirens blared in her ears. She opened her eyes. She saw the paramedics putting Stinky on a stretcher and loading him into the ambulance.

Will Stinky be okay ? He is so quiet. So still.
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 The ambulance sped away with its lights flashing and its sirens blasting.

“I know that boy,” said Pa Lia. She was crying. “He’s in my class.”

Tou Ger hugged Pa Lia. He was wearing a puffy down jacket. He was soft and warm to hug.

“We better go or Mom will worry,” he said. They were both shaking now.

Pa Lia reached for Tou Ger’s hand. She held it tightly the whole way home.
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Pa Lia’s winter boots whispered as she walked into school. There was a hush in the hallways. Some of the kids were crying. Some of the teachers were crying, too.

Everything is different today. Pa Lia pulled off her hat and mittens. Calliope had called last night. She said Stinky Stern had died.


 Pa Lia didn’t tell Calliope she and Tou Ger had seen the accident. I don’t know if I can talk about it.

Pa Lia put her backpack away. She walked into room 201 and gazed at their snowflakes on the wall. “This is a very sad day,” Mrs. Fennessey told the class. She had a tissue in her hand and a new box of tissues on her desk. “Most of you already know that Matthew Stern died last night. He was hit by a car yesterday after school. Some of you may have seen the accident.”
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 Pa Lia held her breath. Did Mrs. Fennessey see me there yesterday? Will she ask me to tell the class what I saw?
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“There will be an assembly this afternoon. Later a counselor will come to talk to our class about how we feel,” said Mrs. Fennessey. “But for now, I think it would be good for us to talk about Matthew. To remember him. Perhaps some of you could help me.”

Not me. Pa Lia took a breath. Not yet. Maybe someone else will talk.


 Calliope raised her hand and shuffled up to the front of the room.

Thank you, Calliope.

“I went to preschool with Stinky. He had a stuffed hedgehog named Harold,” said Calliope. “Harold came with Stinky every day. He had his own seat. His own cup.”

Pa Lia picked up her pencil. She opened her spelling notebook. She found a clean page.

“Stinky really loved that hedgehog,” said Calliope, and she scrambled back to her seat.

Pa Lia drew a tiny hedgehog. In tiny letters she wrote Harold.
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