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            Chapter One

            It was pouring with rain on the day Ellie joined our class.  On our drive to school, Mum had to put the windscreen wipers on to their fastest setting.  They whizzed back and forth, but the windscreen was still blurry as we looked out into the heavy shower.

            Mum pulled into a parking space close to the school gates and kept the engine running.

            I didn’t move.

            “Come on, love, off you go,” Mum said.  “I’ve got to get to work.”

            I watched the streaks of rain run down my window.

            “Can’t we wait a little longer?” I said.  “There’s still ten minutes until the bell goes.”

            Mum sighed.  “I can’t, Anna,” she told me.  “The traffic is always bad on Mondays.  I need to get Henry to nursery and I can’t be late for work.”

            I sighed.  There were three reasons why I didn’t want to get out of the car.

            Nia Gibson, Shavina Bates and Erin Smith.

            They were all standing in the playground huddled under an umbrella.

            Nia, Shavina and Erin were lovely.  They weren’t nasty to me in any way and I guess I’d call them my friends – even if I was on the edge of the group.

            Shavina and Erin were never far from Nia and hung on to her every word.  Sometimes I thought Nia was like the sun and the rest of us were planets, orbiting around her.  There was nothing wrong with Nia, Shavina or Erin at all.  They just made me feel so small.

            “Come on, Anna,” said Mum.  “I’m going to be late.”

            My little brother kicked the back of my seat as if I needed reminding that he was there.  I picked up my school bag, which was down by my feet.

            “There’s an umbrella in the boot,” said Mum.  “Take it with you or you’ll get soaked.  And remember we’re going to the supermarket after school.”

            I groaned.  My parents liked to go shopping later in the day when things were reduced and there were more bargains to be had.  We went at least twice a week.

            “Bye,” I said.

            I got out of the car and shut the door as the rain hit me in the face.  I put my head down and trudged towards the gates.  Behind me, I heard Mum shout out of the car window.

            “Anna!  The umbrella!” she said.  I ignored her and kept walking.

            I got to the playground and headed over to where Nia, Shavina and Erin sheltered under their umbrella.  I stood behind them.

            “It was incredible!” said Nia.  “The slope was so high and it was real snow!”

            Shavina and Erin gasped.

            “Real snow?” said Shavina.  “How can they use real snow?”

            I remembered then that Nia had gone to an indoor ski slope at the weekend.
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            “Morning!” I said brightly.  I hoped when they saw me they’d let me squeeze in under the umbrella.  But none of them turned round.

            “I don’t know, but it was so cold!” Nia said.  “It felt just like it did when we were in the Alps.” She turned her head and spotted me.  “Oh, hi, Anna,” she said.

            “Hi, Nia.  That sounds amazing!” I said.

            She smiled.  No one moved to make space for me.  I felt really awkward just standing there with rain dripping off my nose.

            “Did you have a nice weekend, Shavina?” said Nia.

            “Yeah, it was OK,” said Shavina.  “I had a county competition.  I won the freestyle, but we lost the relay.”

            Shavina was a brilliant swimmer and spent so much time in water that I was surprised she hadn’t turned into a fish.

            “I went to my street-dance club!” said Erin.  “It was so cool.  We’re doing a routine at the school fete next weekend!”

            The three girls all smiled.

            “Oh, that’s great, Erin!” said Shavina.

            “How about you, Anna?” said Nia.  “Did you do anything nice at the weekend?”

            I opened my mouth.  I had nothing to say.  I didn’t do anything out of school and my mind was a total blank.  Nia, Shavina and Erin all watched me, waiting for me to say something.  Our teacher, Miss Burnell, suddenly called out across the playground.

            “Come on in out of the rain, Badgers Class!” she said.

            I closed my mouth.  I was saved.

    
            Chapter Two

            We headed inside to our classroom.  The windows began to steam up as we took off our wet coats and brushed the rainwater from our school uniforms.

            Erin and I shared a desk with Anthony and Seb.  I sat down next to her and she smiled at me.  Erin’s hair was damp and frizzy, and she began to weave it into a braid.  It looked lovely.

            “Your street-dance club sounds great, Erin,” I said.

            “You should come, Anna.  You’d love it!” said Erin.

            I smiled and nodded, but that was never going to happen.  We’d all been given a flyer about the new club starting in the community centre a couple of months ago.  Erin and a few of the boys had signed up right away.  Those kinds of clubs were really expensive, so I hadn’t bothered to ask my parents.

            Miss Burnell placed a cardboard box on top of her desk.

            “What’s that, Miss?” said Erin.  “Have you been shopping online?”  Erin always talked to teachers like they were someone from her family or a friend.

            “I’m going to show you in just a minute, Erin,” said Miss Burnell.  Her eyes twinkled.  Then the bell went, signalling that school had begun.  She waited for everyone to settle down and then she stood up.

            “OK, Badgers Class,” said Miss Burnell.  “Before I take the register this morning I have some special news.  I’m very excited to say that we have a new student joining our class today.”

            We looked around the room, trying to spot where they were, but there were no new faces.

            “This student is very special because they aren’t able to come to school in person,” said Miss Burnell.  “They have an illness which means they need to stay at home so that they won’t come into contact with any germs.”

            Anthony’s hand shot up.  Miss Burnell ignored him.

            “They attended another school but just moved to this area,” Miss Burnell went on.  “I’m sure you can imagine how daunting it must be to join a new class.  I hope you’ll make them feel very welcome.”

            Anthony stretched his arm even higher.  Miss Burnell nodded at him.

            “How are they going to join our class if they can’t come to school?” Anthony said.

            Miss Burnell smiled.  “I’ll show you,” she said.  She reached into the cardboard box and took out a large white object.  There was a hushed gasp as she turned it around.

            “It’s a robot!” said Erin.

            It had a big white cube for a body and a smaller cube for its head.  On the small cube were two oval shapes that looked like eyes.

            “This is how our new pupil attended her previous school,” Miss Burnell explained.  “The robot is connected to her tablet at home, so she will be able to see and hear what we’re doing in class.  It’ll be as if she were here with us.  Isn’t that clever?”

            Miss Burnell pressed something on the bottom of the robot and the top of the white cube head lit up blue and its eyes glowed white. On the bottom cube were a few holes close together that looked like some kind of speaker.

            “Woah!” said Seb.  “It’s waking up!”
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            There were two strips of lights on the sides of the robot which blinked steadily for a few moments, then went solid.

            “I think we’ll position the robot here, next to Billy,” said Miss Burnell.

            Billy stared at the robot and leaned away from it.

            “Miss!  You can put it next to me if you want to?” said Nia from the back of the class.

            “Thank you, Nia, but it needs to be at the front so that the camera has a clear view of the lesson,” said Miss Burnell.  She went back to her desk.

            “OK.  I’m going to take the register now,” she said.

            We’d heard the register so many times we knew exactly when our names were.  We all waited to see what would happen when a new name was called.

            “Bea,” Miss Burnell began.

            “Yes, Miss.”

            “Katie.”

            “Yes, Miss.”

            “Nia.”

            “Yes, Miss.”

            “Anna.”

            “Yes, Miss,” I said.

            “David.”

            “Yes, Miss.”

            “Ellie.”

            We all froze.  There wasn’t an Ellie in our class.  Well, not yet, anyway.

            Everyone stared at the robot.  The top of its head glowed blue and the white eyes wiggled up and down.  And then a tiny voice came from inside the robot.

            “Yes, Miss,” it said.
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