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		FOREWORD

		I was no child when I first read and admired this instantly engaging first novel, which was once called (more seriously) Voices from the Classroom and then became (more whimsically) The Dollar-Word Man; at the time, I was finishing my twelfth novel. I’d already passed my midsixties when I saw Rob Buyea’s excellent book grow and emerge as Because of Mr. Terupt—a more fitting title for a story about a life-changing teacher, one we all wish we had (and some of us did).

		As for the children who tell us about Mr. Terupt, they are no less authentic than their magical teacher; they will remind you of your own friends and enemies. Even the accident toward which this novel is inevitably headed is no accident; it is as masterfully set up and skillfully concealed as the rest of this riveting story.

		—John Irving
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		september

	
		Peter

		It’s our bad luck to have teachers in this world, but since we’re stuck with them, the best we can do is hope to get a brand-new one instead of a mean old fart. New teachers don’t know the rules, so you can get away with things the old-timers would squash you for. That was my theory. So I was feeling pretty excited to start fifth grade, since I was getting a rookie teacher—a guy named Mr. Terupt. Right away, I put him to the test.

		If the bathroom pass is free, all you have to do is take it and go. This year, the bathrooms were right across the hall. It’s always been an easy way to get out of doing work. I can be really sneaky like that. I take the pass all the time and the teachers never notice. And like I said, Mr. Terupt was a rookie, so I knew he wasn’t going to catch me.

		Once you’re in the bathroom, it’s mess-around time. All the other teachers on our floor were women, so you didn’t have to worry about them barging in on you. Grab the bars to the stalls and swing. Try to touch your feet to the ceiling. Swing hard. If someone’s in the stall, it’s really funny to swing and kick his door in, especially if he’s a younger kid. If you scare him bad enough, he might pee on himself a little. That’s funny. Or if your buddy’s using the urinal, you can push him from behind and flush it at the same time. Then he might get a little wet. That’s pretty funny, too. Some kids like to plug the toilets with big wads of toilet paper, but I don’t suggest you try doing that. You can get in big trouble. My older brother told me his friend got caught and he had to scrub the toilets with a toothbrush. He said the principal made him brush his teeth with that toothbrush afterward, too. Mrs. Williams is pretty tough, but I don’t think she’d give out that kind of punishment. I don’t want to find out, either.

		When I came back into the classroom after my fourth or fifth trip, Mr. Terupt looked at me and said, “Boy, Peter, I’m gonna have to call you Mr. Peebody, or better yet, Peter the Pee-er. You do more peein’ than a dog walking by a mile of fire hydrants.”

		Everybody laughed. I was wrong. He had noticed. I sat down. Then Mr. Terupt came over and whispered in my ear, “My grandpa used to tell me to tie a knot in it.”

		I didn’t know what to do. My eyes got real big when he said that. I couldn’t believe it. But that didn’t matter. Mr. Terupt just went back to the front board and the math problem he was going over. I sat there with my big eyes. Soon a smile, too.

		“What did he say?” Marty asked. Marty’s desk was right next to mine.

		“Nothing,” I said.

		Ben and Wendy leaned across their desks to hear. They sat right across from us. Our four desks made up table number three. Mr. Terupt called us by tables sometimes.

		“Nothing,” I said again. It would be my secret.

		How cool was Mr. Terupt? His reaction was better than being yelled at like the old farts would have done. Some kids in my class would have cried, but not me. And somehow, I think Mr. Terupt knew I wouldn’t. It was his way of letting me know he knew what was going on without making a huge stink about it. I liked that about Mr. Terupt. He sure could be funny. And I’m a funny guy. This year, for the first time in my life, I started thinking school could be fun.

	
		Jessica

		Act 1, Scene 1

		The first day of school. I was nervous. Somewhat. The sweaty-palms-and-dry-mouth syndrome struck. This wasn’t surprising—after all, I was coming to a brand-new place. My mom and I had just moved all the way from the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean, over here in Connecticut. So it was my first, first day in Snow Hill School. My mom came to help me get settled.

		We walked through the glass doors and beautiful entryway and stopped in the main office to ask for directions. A red-haired woman who proved to be exceptional at multitasking greeted us with a smile and a slight nod. She did this while the phone rested between her ear and shoulder, allowing her hands to scribble notes from a conversation she was having in her free ear with the brown-haired lady standing next to her. We waited. My fingers dug into the hard cover of my book.

		“Hi. I’m Mrs. Williams, the principal.” This was the brown-haired lady speaking. She looked serious, all decked out in her business suit. “Welcome to Snow Hill School. Can I help you with anything?”

		“We’re looking for Mr. Terupt’s room,” Mom said. “I’m Julie Writeman and this is my daughter, Jessica. We’re new in town.”

		“Ah, yes. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Let me show you the way.”

		Mrs. Williams led us out of the office. I glanced at the secretary one more time. She’d be a great character in one of Dad’s plays, I thought. My dad directs small plays in California, where I still wanted to be.

		“How are you today, Jessica?” Mrs. Williams asked.

		“Fine,” I said, although that wasn’t really true.

		We followed Mrs. Williams across the lobby and upstairs in search of my new fifth-grade classroom. The halls smelled stuffy but clean, like they’d just been disinfected. I wondered if the custodians had done that on purpose, to make a show of how clean their school was. I followed Mom down the blue-speckled carpet and past the rows of red lockers, where some kids were already unloading new supplies. I could feel all their eyes studying the new girl in town. After the stares came the whispers. My face burned.

		“Here you are,” Mrs. Williams said. “This is your floor. There are four classrooms up here, all fifth grade, two on each side of the hall with the bathrooms right in the middle.” Mrs. Williams pointed as she spoke. “That’s your classroom.” She pointed again. “Room two-oh-two. Have a good first day.”

		“Thank you,” Mom said. I just nodded.

		Act 1, Scene 2

		We walked into the classroom. The teacher looked up from his desk and smiled at us. The butterflies in my stomach fluttered as if I were on a Tilt-A-Whirl.

		“Good morning. I’m Mr. Terupt,” the teacher said as Mom and I walked in. He came right over to greet us.

		“Good morning,” Mom said back. “I’m Julie Writeman, and this is Jessica. I think she’s a little nervous being a new student.”

		My tongue felt so swollen that I couldn’t talk. I settled on returning Mr. Terupt’s smile. It was a friendly one.

		“Well, this is my first day, too. So I guess we’ll try to figure things out together,” he said.

		My smile grew.

		“Your seat is right over there at table two. You’re with Natalie, Tommy, and Ryan. Being near the windows should give you some good reading light. That’s a great book you have there, Jessica.”

		I looked down at my book, A Wrinkle in Time. I rubbed my hand over the cover.

		“I really like happy endings,” I said.

		“Me too,” Mr. Terupt said. “I’ll do my best to give you a happy ending this year.”

		I smiled again. I couldn’t believe it. My teacher was new, too. And he liked what I was reading. I don’t know why, but somehow he made my butterflies disappear and my tongue shrink. Things were going to be okay.

	
		LUKE

		I like school. I’m good at it. I get all As. So when Mr. Terupt announced our first math project, I was excited.

		Dollar Words was crazy. Definitely not a worksheet problem, like all the others I’ve ever been given. Not even close! We had to assume that the letter a was worth one cent, b two cents, c three cents—and so on, making the letter z worth twenty-six cents. The challenge was to find words that equaled one dollar when you added up their letter values. Not ninety-nine cents or a dollar and one cent, but one dollar exactly.

		Mr. Terupt gave us time to get started. He wanted to make sure we understood the project, and he said he wondered who would be the first one to find a dollar word.

		I immediately made a data table of all the letters and their corresponding values. A quick reference for me. Then I started putting down any word that came to mind that had some of the bigger letters in it. Pretty = 104. Walnut = 91. Mister = 84. Then I thought, Hey, wait a minute, what if I just tack on the letter s? Misters = 103. No good, but very close. I figured this could still be a worthwhile strategy for other words.

		So there I was cranking out words, trying to find the first dollar word of the year, when what do I hear? Peter and Alexia.

		This is the fourth year Peter’s been in my class, and my third time with Alexia. Peter’s funny, but sometimes he gets to be too much. If I’m concentrating on my work and he just wants to joke around, it annoys me. But I like him. He’s fun, and he’s no stranger to trouble. Alexia, on the other hand, is always involved in some “girl war.” That stuff I don’t get. She loves to wear flashy clothes—dresses, skirts, fancy shoes—and she always has the accessories to go with them. And she says the word like way too much. Alexia isn’t a stranger to trouble, either. She and Peter are a good match.

		Peter elbowed Alexia. Then I heard him whisper a word to her.

		That’s not even close to a dollar, I thought.

		“Fifty-three,” Alexia said. “No good. Try …”

		Were they crazy? They were trying out rude words and giggling the whole time. I just knew they were going to get caught.

		“That’s no good, either,” Peter said. “Maybe …”

		What a butthead! As soon as I thought it, I knew it was a word worth calculating. Sure enough, butthead equaled 81. I tacked on the s. There wasn’t just one butthead but two buttheads (dollar word). I was just about to call out that I had found one when Peter beat me to it.

		“I’ve got a word!” he yelled. “Buttocks!” He strutted to the board like he was the coolest thing since sliced bread and wrote it for the class. “Buttocks,” he said again. “B-U-T-T-O-C-S.” Peter went on to demonstrate how the word added up to a dollar. Mr. Terupt didn’t interrupt. Just as I was about to, the new girl did.

		“Buttocks is spelled with a k in it, Peter,” Jessica said.

		Peter looked to Mr. Terupt. “Sorry, Peter. She’s right. Better try again. And maybe you should choose a different type of word than the ones you’ve been coming up with.”

		Peter slunk back to his seat. No surprise to me, Mr. Terupt knew what Peter was up to the whole time.

		I raised my hand. “Mr. Terupt, I’ve got one.” I walked up to the board and wrote butthead. That was followed by a chorus of laughs. “Butthead,” I said. “B-U-T-T-H-E-A-D adds up to eighty-one cents, but if we have more than one, then we get buttheads. And buttheads is a dollar word. Just ask Peter and Alexia.”

		Mr. Terupt snickered. “That’s enough, Luke. I must say, this isn’t a word I was expecting, but nonetheless, it’s our first dollar word. Congratulations.”

		Dollar Words was the best math project ever. We started it on a Wednesday (dollar word) and worked for three weeks. Through trial and error, a few strategies that I learned along the way, and some helpful hints from Mr. Terupt, I broke the record for most dollar words. My final poster was covered with fifty-four of them.

		Mr. Terupt looked at my work and smiled. “Luke, this is excellent.” (Dollar word.) “You are the dollar-word champ.”

	
		Alexia

		I was like, I have this new guy for a teacher. That’s so cool.

		Mr. Terupt was nice. He let us sit in tables, not rows. I was like, no way, are you serious? And like, the best was I got to sit with my friend Danielle.

		There was this new girl in our class, Jessica. She wasn’t at our table, but I needed to talk to her. I needed to tell her who she could be friends with. She seemed like she could be pretty cool, even though she carried a book around like a teddy bear.

		I found her at recess. Outdoor recess is held behind the school. There’s a big blacktop area with basketball hoops and hopscotch. There’s playground equipment in another spot, and a large field for running around and playing sports, like kickball or football. That’s where the gazebo is, too—by the edge of the field. I found Jessica sitting alone on the steps of the gazebo. She was reading a book. I was like, What a loser, but I went up to her.

		“Hey,” I said.

		“Hi,” she said back.

		“You’re Jessica, right?”

		“Yes.”

		I blew a bubble with my gum and sat down. “I’m Alexia,” I said. “My friends call me Lexie.” I found the compact mirror in my purse and checked my Rock Star Purple lip gloss. Then I was like, “Where’d you come from?”

		“We moved from California,” the new girl said.

		“I used to live in California, too.” I started playing with the stones that lay under my feet. It’s always been easier for me to lie when I don’t have to look at the person’s eyes. “We moved because, like, my dad got sick and needed the doctors here.”

		“I’m sorry,” Jessica said. She started playing with the stones now, too.

		“Listen,” I said. “Like, you’re new here so let me help you out a little … if you want, that is.” I snapped my gum.

		“Sure. Okay.”

		I stopped playing with the stones and scooted closer to her. “Want a piece of gum?”

		“No thanks,” she said.

		Of course not. Little Miss Perfect. I put the gum back in my purse.

		“That girl,” I said, pointing to Danielle across the playground. “You can’t miss her. She’s the fat one.” I laughed, but Jessica didn’t. “That’s Danielle. Watch out for her. She’s, like, somebody you don’t want to be friends with.”

		“But don’t you sit with her in class? I thought you were friends.”

		I wasn’t expecting this. Usually girls just listen and follow along. I blew a bubble and snapped my gum again. “Yeah. She used to be cool. But like, she’s been saying stuff about you. Calling you Miss Goody Two-shoes and a snotty bookworm.”

		Jessica seemed surprised. “Oh. Okay. Thanks for letting me know,” she said.

		“Don’t worry.” I put my arm around her. “Stick with me and I’ll, like, help you out. It’ll be great.”

		Then recess ended. That’s how I got the girl war started.

	
		Jeffrey

		The kids in my class are all right. I have to deal with Alexia again. Plus her feather boas and leopard-print clothes and her stupid purse. I wonder what kind of makeup she puts on this year. She’s so dumb. She thinks she’s a Hollywood star or somethin’.

		Then there’s Luke. I don’t mind him. He’s just smart and serious about school.

		And Danielle’s in my class. She’s fat.

		And then there’s Peter. A wise guy. A total smart aleck. I wanted to tell Terupt that Peter spent all his time in the bathroom ’cause he was messin’ around.

		But Terupt figured it out, even if he was new. He seems smart. I just don’t want him tryin’ to figure me out. I’m no good in school. School sucks.

	
		Danielle

		School wasn’t so great. My teacher seemed pretty nice, and he could be funny, too, but none of that matters when you don’t have friends. Lexie had done this stuff to me before. One day she’s my friend, the next she’s not. I don’t even know why. I’m not mean to her. This year was the worst, though.

		Things started out fine. Then one day after recess, Lexie started ignoring me. Pretending I wasn’t there. She would talk about things right in front of me and leave me out of the conversation. She started telling her stupid fat jokes. It was horrible. I cried at home a lot.

		I’m a little heavy—well, bigger, I guess. I don’t like saying I’m fat. I don’t know why I am. I watch what I eat and I don’t have any more than the other girls at lunch. Mom says I’ll grow into my body. She’s not fat. Neither is my brother Charlie, or Grandma, or Grandpa, or Dad. Grandma says, “You’ve got to have some meat on your bones, girl.” Yeah, Grandma, I think—so someone like Lexie can tell fat jokes about me. I don’t say anything, though. Grandma doesn’t get it. Only Mom understands, and I feel a little better when she reassures me that I’ll thin out as I grow. She also tells me that there must be a reason I’m having to deal with this. “It’s making you a better person,” she says, “and someday this experience will help you.” That’s all great, but I wish I could grow into my body now.

		We live on a farm. My mom grew up here. My grandma and grandpa live in their own house next to ours. They help us run the farm. So my grandma’s around a lot, and she wanted to know what was wrong with me—why I was crying.

		Any time I mentioned Lexie she’d get all mad: “I’m goin’ into that school and fix that girl,” she’d say.

		“No, Grandma.”

		“Why are you even still friends with her? She doesn’t know how to treat people well, specially a friend.”

		“It’s not her fault, Grandma. It’s this new girl’s fault,” I said, sticking up for Lexie the way I always do. “A new girl that I can’t stand.”

		“If you keep telling yourself that, it won’t ever get better,” Grandma said. She’s a tough woman.

		The only time I’ve got friends is when I’m in Lexie’s group. Nobody wants to be friends with the fat kid. I don’t know what to do.

		Grandma said a prayer with me that night. We knelt by my bed.

		“Dear God, please give Danielle the strength to stand up to these mean girls in school, or do what you can to teach Alexia a lesson. If you made her fat, that would be all right by me.”

		I elbowed Grandma. “Oh, okay,” she said. “I just ask that you provide Danielle with some comfort and direction during these tough times. We pray for the good weather to hold up, and for the farm. Amen.”

	
		anna

		I didn’t say much in school, and I never raised my hand. That would have been an easy way for people to notice me, and I didn’t want to be noticed. People can be real mean. That’s something Mom warned me about. And my mom knows, trust me. I didn’t have any close friends and I wasn’t looking for any. Mom was my best friend.

		Not getting noticed was never a problem for me before. I was always quiet and I behaved, so the teachers left me alone. I kept my head down and looked at the floor a lot. But I’m a good observer. Mrs. Williams, our principal, winks whenever there’s some big surprise coming. It’s something I noticed a few years ago. If you keep quiet, you have time to look and listen and take things in.

		At the beginning of the year, the first thing you pay attention to is the classroom. We had a nice room. A big one. There was a whole wall of windows opposite the door. Mr. Terupt’s desk was in the corner by those windows. The students’ desks were arranged in five tables of four. So right away I knew we had a teacher who was into teamwork and who probably didn’t mind a little talking—otherwise, we would have been in old-fashioned rows. The front of the room had the blackboard and the back wall had a whiteboard. The last side of the room had all our cabinets and a sink, plus a drinking fountain. Most of the room was carpeted, except for the side by the sink and fountain. Our door was next to the fountain.

		The other thing—the bigger thing you pay attention to, in the beginning—is your teacher, especially if he’s new like Mr. Terupt. Right away, I could tell that he was a reader, because there were books everywhere in our room. Mom liked that when I told her. Mom’s a library assistant in another school. It’s a good job. She has the same schedule I do, and it allows her to take some classes at night. She’s studying art, something she missed out on when she was younger. She’s really good at drawing and painting.

		Mr. Terupt was young and athletic-looking. He didn’t have any pictures around his desk, and he didn’t wear a wedding ring. Ms. Newberry, from across the hall, didn’t have a wedding ring, either. Neither did Mom.

		Mr. Terupt turned out to be different. He noticed me on the first day. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t raising my hand because he would say, “Anna, get ready. I’m calling on you next.” Or if we were talking about something and there wasn’t just one opinion, he would say, “Anna, what do you think?”

		He wasn’t going to let me hide all year. This made me nervous, but it turned out to be a good thing in the end.

	
		october

	
		Peter

		I never ever had something in school excite me before, but the plant unit we did with Mr. T had me fired up. We grew these bean plants from seeds, and—once they got big enough—we started doing different tests with them. Variables, Mr. T called them. First we stuffed the plants in boxes, with just a little tiny hole in the side, and we waited to see what the plants would do after a few days in the dark.

		Anna had a meltdown about it. “I don’t want to put mine in a box!” she cried. Mr. T had to take her out in the hall to calm her down. I was kind of shocked. Usually she doesn’t say anything. What a weirdo, I thought. It’s no wonder she doesn’t have any friends. It’s a good thing Danielle was her partner. She’s the patient kind. Anyone else would have been fuming. My partner was Lexie, which was fine. She let me do what I wanted.

		Next we put the plants on their side to see how they would grow. I couldn’t believe it. The plants bent and still grew up toward the ceiling. That was pretty cool. But the best part was what we got to do in the end.

		Mr. T let us feed our plant any concoction we wanted to over the course of a week. There was just one rule: We couldn’t use an ingredient that would spoil and stink up the classroom, like milk, or something that wasn’t good for us to breathe, like gas.

		There were some pretty wild concoctions. David and Nick used salad dressing because according to them, “Plants make salad, so the plant will like salad dressing.” Brenda and Heather used orange juice mixed with ketchup and Pepto-Bismol. I don’t know what they were thinking. Mine was the best, though.

		I brought in cat litter (used), soda, and a little maple syrup. I did my best to mix it together and feed it to my plant. Lexie wasn’t real happy about my choice of ingredients. I didn’t tell her I had peed in my soda bottle some, too.

		“Peter, you moron. This stuff is gonna kill our plant,” she whined.

		“Shut up. You never cared about the plant before,” I said.

		“Well, I care now,” she said.

		“Lexie. Maple syrup comes from trees. I drink soda a lot, and I’m growing—and farmers put animal manure on their fields all the time. So zip it. It’s going to work.”

		Our plant was dead in two days.

		Danielle and Anna did the best. Danielle used some natural ingredients her grandmother had taught her about. Something the old-time farmers really did use, I guess. Danielle lives on a farm, so she had a big advantage. Her concoction worked. Big-time! She and Anna were the only ones to come up with food that the plant liked.

		Anna was all smiles until Lexie said, “Like, you’re just lucky Danielle was your partner. She did everything.” Then Lexie turned to me and added, “Even if she is fat.” I don’t think anyone else heard, but I laughed. I know I probably shouldn’t have. Anna’s smile disappeared, and she stared at the floor.

		Poor old Luke sure tried. I think he put too much brainpower in it. And he’s got a lot of brainpower. He’s been the smartest kid in school since kindergarten. His partner was Jeffrey, but he never does anything. He just let Luke take charge. Maybe he should have helped.

		“I’ve brought in a number of different ingredients,” Luke said, “and they’ll interact perfectly because of the electron balance and resulting bond formations.” He even said something about a periodic table, or some crazy thing.

		Well, you’re never going to believe this, but Luke mixed his junk together and it started smoking. The next thing we knew, the stupid fire alarm was going off. The whole school had to go outside and even the fire department showed up. It was great!

		Mr. T had to do some explaining, and after a while we were let back inside, but Luke wasn’t performing any more experiments for us.

		Man, things were just so much fun with Mr. T.

	
		LUKE

		We moved from cool math right into wicked science. The only thing I didn’t like about our science unit was that we had to have partners. I prefer to do my projects alone, but Mr. Terupt teamed us up. We were working with plants and he said we didn’t have enough space for everyone to have their own. Jeffrey was my partner, which—believe it or not—worked out great because he let me do whatever I wanted. He didn’t care. The only bad part was that he was always grumpy (dollar word).

		We studied phototropisms by observing how our plant grew toward light after we stuffed it into a box that had only a tiny hole in its side. Then we studied geotropism by observing how our plant grew toward the ceiling, even after we tipped the plant on its side for a few days. And then we were given the opportunity to study a variable on our own.

		Mr. Terupt told us to manipulate the plant’s nourishment. “Feed it whatever you want,” he said. “Make your own concoctions.”

		Jeffrey left me alone. He hated school and everything about it.

		That day I hurried home and studied my periodic table. I had received a special chemistry set last Christmas. Hydrogen and oxygen make a special bond when they come together to form water, so I figured I should try to recreate that special bond with whatever molecular (dollar word) ingredients I chose. I looked through the chemicals in my set and picked the ones that would result in the same type of electron balance that occurred in the hydrogen-and-oxygen bond.

		I took my ingredients to school and got ready to measure and mix. Jeffrey was slightly interested at this point. Mr. Terupt, on the other hand, appeared a little uneasy about the whole thing, but he never stopped me.

		“Luke, sometimes when you mix chemicals it can cause a reaction, which then explodes (dollar word).”

		“I know,” I said.

		“Maybe we shouldn’t mix these in the classroom without knowing what’s going to happen,” he said. “It might not be safe.”

		“All these potions came from my chemistry set at home. My mom saw it. It’s safe,” I said, trying my best to convince Mr. Terupt. I didn’t tell Mom or Mr. Terupt about the few ingredients I got from Dad’s garage. I knew it would work.

		“Hey, guys, come and look at all the stuff Luke’s mixing together,” Chris yelled.

		I felt everyone gather behind me as I began mixing my substances together in a bowl, but before I could feed my plant, something happened. First the bowl started feeling warmer—then hot. The potion turned dark green—then gray. It started bubbling—first slowly, then rapidly. I knew this was bad.

		“Back up! Everybody back up! Get away from it!” Mr. Terupt ordered.

		Smoke started billowing from my concoction. Then the screech of the fire alarm pounded against my ears. The only other thing I heard was Peter laughing. “This is awesome!” he yelled. “Way to go, Lukester!”

		“Outside! Everybody outside!” Mr. Terupt ordered.

		I was done for. I was sure of it.

		Wrong again.

		Mr. Terupt spoke to Mrs. Williams and took the blame for everything. He even stood up to the fire marshal, who always walks through the building after an unannounced fire alarm. The marshal wanted our dollar-word posters taken off the hallway walls. He claimed they were a fire hazard. Jeffrey thought this confrontation was a big deal.

		“Did you see Terupt say no to that guy?” he said. “He refused to take our posters down.”

		“I saw,” I said. And I saw flashbacks of smoke pouring out of the bowl. I knew I wasn’t ever going to be a botanist (dollar word).

		At least Jeffrey had gotten excited about something.

		I wish Mr. Terupt hadn’t trusted us so much. Maybe it was because he was a first-year teacher and didn’t know better. But I don’t think that was it. I think it was a case of Mr. Terupt being a special teacher.

	
		Jeffrey

		Luke was tryin’ to feed our plant. I saw the smoke risin’. I knew what was gonna happen. Terupt did, too, ’cause I saw him go to the windows right away. Not fast enough, though. The alarm still went off. The whole school had to go outside ’cause of Luke.

		When we came back in, some guy was walkin’ down the hall with our janitors, Mr. Lumas and Mr. Ruddy. Terupt sent us into the classroom, but he stayed in the hall. I hid by the door to listen.

		“All of it!” the man yelled. “I want all of it off the walls!” He was pointing at our math posters.

		Mr. Lumas looked at Terupt. “You heard him,” he said.

		“I’m not taking them down,” Terupt said.

		“Do you know who this is?” Mr. Ruddy said. “This is the fire marshal.”

		Terupt said, “I don’t care who it is. I’m not taking them down.” He looked at the fire marshal and said, “You have no idea how hard my kids worked on these.”

		He was pointing at our posters. He was pointing at my poster. It had one word on it, stupid, and it wasn’t even a dollar word. All of a sudden I felt bad ’cause I hadn’t tried on Terupt’s project.

		There were some more words said, but then the fire marshal left. The posters stayed. I hope he felt stupid.

		Terupt came back into the room. Peter was out of his seat. “Mr. T, you just told that guy off,” Peter said, dancing around. “That was awesome!”

		“No, I didn’t,” Terupt said. “Get in your seat. You shouldn’t have seen that.”

		But I saw it, and I heard it. Terupt stuck up for us. There’s always posters up in the school halls, and they’re never fire hazards. I think the fire marshal was just mad about our false alarm, and I think Terupt knew that, too. He wasn’t gonna get pushed around. Our hard work mattered to Terupt—even mine. I owed him now. I had to try, even if only a little.

	
		anna

		I didn’t want my plant to die. I didn’t want to put it in the box. Everybody was staring at me. I started crying.

		Mr. Terupt took me out into the hall. “Anna, what’s wrong?”

		“I don’t want to kill my plant,” I blurted out. My back slid down the wall and I put my head in my hands.

		“We’re not going to kill your plant.” Mr. Terupt knelt down in front of me.

		“Yes, you are,” I said. “If we put it in the box, it’s going to kill it.”

		“We’ll take it out before it dies,” he promised.

		“No. I don’t want to hurt it.”

		“Tell you what, Anna. Let’s do the experiments that are lined up for your plant. We have to, because Danielle is your partner and she needs to do the science, too. Then, when we’re all done, I’ll let you take my plant. Our control. The one we don’t do anything to.”

		I still didn’t like the idea of hurting my plant, but I liked the idea of getting the control. I think he saw my hesitation.

		“Plus, since you’re working with Danielle, I have a feeling that your plant is actually going to be just fine.”

		I don’t know Danielle that well. She’s never been in my class before. She seems nice. I like her. Sometimes she’s friends with Alexia. I don’t know why. I’m glad I’m partners with Danielle and not Alexia. I’ve never been in Alexia’s class, but I can tell she’s mean. All the girls listen to her, though. Katie, Emily, Heather, Natalie—all of them. Not me. I stay away from her.

		My mom has warned me not to get involved in that popularity stuff. She was ostracized once. That means nobody wanted to be friends with her. My mom told me it was like there was a big group of people holding hands in a circle, and she was never let in. She always had to stand outside the circle. Mom doesn’t ever want that to happen to me. It was when she was sixteen and pregnant with me. I can tell that she still hurts inside from all of it. Even her own parents shunned her. That’s why she quit school shortly after I was born, and moved out. She tried to move in with my dad (I’ve never met him), but that didn’t work out—he left. Mom says we can talk about my dad and the whole situation when I’m older. All I know is that she says he’s a nice man. My grandma and grandpa (I’ve never met them, either) still don’t want anything to do with us. They moved far away after my mom moved out. My mom might be young, but she’s still a great mom. She’s my best friend, and I love her. If you love someone, you don’t quit on them just because they make a mistake.

		Mr. Terupt helped me stand up. “Trust me on this one,” he said. “Be positive.”

		We headed back into the classroom. My plant went into the box and came out a few days later, a little yellow and without a lot of new growth. But it was alive! Turning it on its side wasn’t harmful, so I was okay with that test, and then it was our chance to feed it whatever we wanted.

		Mr. Terupt was right. Danielle knew what she was doing. “Here’s a list of things we could mix together,” Danielle said.

		I read the list. I didn’t know everything on it. How did she?

		“My grandmother helped me with it,” she said. “She’s always been good at growing things. She’s the reason we have successful crops on the farm.”

		Both of us brought in some of the ingredients. We mixed them together and fed our plant. Ours was the only one to survive! It turned really green, and grew and grew and grew.

		I took the control home, but Danielle and I decided to leave our plant in school. We kept feeding it and everyone watched it grow. It grew almost to the ceiling, wrapping itself around the cord to the blinds, all the way up. Then one day it was knocked over. Somehow our super-duper plant fell off the windowsill. Nobody knows how it happened. I have a pretty good idea, though. I bet Alexia did it, because it happened when she was being nasty to Danielle. I’m thankful that Mr. Terupt let me take the control home. I didn’t want her to hurt that one, too.

		I liked being Danielle’s partner. I wonder now if Mr. Terupt knew what he was starting between me and Danielle. I wonder.

	
		Jessica

		Act 2, Scene 1

		My daily routine included lunch with Alexia and the girls, minus Danielle and Anna—they sat alone—and then recess. Alexia found it funny to see how upset Danielle would get.

		Right about this same time, I was finishing the book Belle Teal. I loved Belle. I wanted her to be my friend. She was honest and courageous. What would Belle do in my shoes? That was easy. She would do the right thing. And doing the right thing meant giving someone a chance. Danielle didn’t seem anything like Alexia made her out to be. I decided it was time to talk to Danielle and find out for myself.

		Act 2, Scene 2

		I set out to find Danielle the next day at recess. I spotted her from a distance. She was drawing in the dirt with a stick.

		“Hi, Danielle,” I said as I approached, clutching my latest book, Where the Red Fern Grows, close to me.

		“What do you want?” she shot back, jabbing her stick too hard into the ground, causing it to snap in half. She turned away. It sounded like she was crying.

		“Are you okay?” I walked closer.

		“No. Lexie’s being really mean to me, and it’s all your fault!” She threw her sticks onto the ground.

		My fault? She blamed me? Why didn’t I see it coming? It made perfect sense: I was the new girl, and my arrival pushed her out of the group.

		“I’m sorry,” I said. I stood there. I wanted to be back in California, anyway. I missed my dad.

		Danielle began scratching pictures in the dirt with her finger. “I’m sorry I said that. It’s not your fault.”

		I sat down.

		“It’s just that Lexie’s ignoring me—talking about me, saying mean stuff,” Danielle went on. “She doesn’t sit with me at lunch. She’s not playing with me. And now all the other girls are doing the same thing. They always do what Alexia says. Anna’s the only one who’s still nice, and I’m not supposed to be friends with her.”

		“Why not?” I asked.

		“My family, especially my grandma, think she’s a bad influence.”

		“I don’t get it.”

		“My mom and dad used to be friends with her grandparents and—”

		“You mean her parents,” I interrupted.

		“No, her grandparents.” Danielle stopped moving the dirt and sat up to explain. “My mom and dad are forty-seven. They had my older brother, Charlie, when they were twenty—the same time Anna’s grandparents had Anna’s mother. They were all friends at church, that’s how they knew each other. Charlie is twenty-seven, so Anna’s mom must be twenty-seven, too.”

		“And Anna’s eleven,” I said, quickly putting all the pieces together. “So that means her mom was sixteen when Anna was born.”

		“That’s right,” Danielle said.

		“And that’s why your family, especially your grandmother, thinks Anna will be a bad influence?” I asked.

		“Yes,” Danielle said. “I think they figure Anna will be like her mother, and that’s not the type of people churchgoers should associate with.”

		I didn’t like what I was hearing. None of it seemed fair to Anna, but I wanted to learn more about her mother’s story. “What happened after Anna was born?”

		“I’m not sure,” Danielle said. “I just know that it’s only Anna and her mother now.”

		“None of that’s her fault,” I said matter-of-factly.

		Danielle nodded. She bent forward and started drawing in the dirt again. I decided not to push it any more. She seemed upset by it, too.

		“I’ll play with you,” I said.

		“You will?” The hint of a smile spread its way across Danielle’s dirt-streaked, teary face.

		“Sure. And I won’t listen to Alexia.” I slid Where the Red Fern Grows off to the side and dug into the earth with my finger.

		“I know that book. My grandma read it to me.”

		“It’s very good,” I said. “Everybody always likes a character with a dog. That’s something my dad told me.”

		“It’s a sad story,” Danielle said, “but I won’t tell you what happens.”

		“Please don’t. We can talk about it when I get done, though.”

		“Sure,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

		We sat next to each other scratching pictures in the dirt until the whistle sounded. Recess was over. We stood and brushed ourselves off. That was when I saw Danielle’s dirt sketch of two dogs.

		“That’s a great picture, Danielle.”

		“Thanks,” she said.

		I liked Danielle. There were a lot of interesting things to learn about her, I could tell. I grabbed my book and we headed toward the building. Then I saw Anna wandering over by herself. I wondered if she wanted to be a loner. Or did she want friends? Why did she try so hard to be invisible? Was she embarrassed by her family situation? And how many people actually knew all that stuff about her mother?

		Act 2, Scene 3

		I was walking with Danielle when all of a sudden she rushed ahead and hurried inside. Looking up, I found out why. Alexia got right in my face.

		“Like, whadaya doing? I thought I told you not to be friends with her.” Alexia’s head jerked from side to side as she talked. It reminded me of a bobblehead. She blocked my way, her hands on her cheetah-patterned hips.

		“There’s nothing wrong with Danielle. Besides, I can play with whomever I want,” I said.

		“Fine. Then like, you’re not my friend anymore,” Alexia said. She knocked Where the Red Fern Grows out of my hands. Then she whipped around and stomped inside.

		I wasn’t upset—but I’m not stupid, either. I knew Alexia was going to make my life miserable. That was her game. And she was good at it, too. Still, I had no clue how bad things would really get.

	
		Alexia

		I saw Jessica talking to Danielle. I saw them playing. That double-crossing, no-good Miss Perfect from California. She was gonna get it.

		I went right up to her after recess and smacked her stupid book out of her hands. Who did she think she was, messing things up? I couldn’t let her stand up to me and get away with it. Then somebody else might think they could do that, too. I wasn’t about to let that happen. Nobody messes with Alexia.

		Then I had to deal with Danielle. I caught up to her inside and followed her into the bathroom. I was like, “Whadaya doing?”

		She backed up to the stall. “Nothing. What’s wrong?”

		I was like, “You’re crazy to be friends with the new girl. I told you she’s been saying nasty stuff about you. How you smell like the farm. And just now she said, ‘Who’s bigger, Danielle or the cows?’ ”

		Now Danielle was crying. Score! I hugged her. I was like, “We’ve been friends a long time, Danielle. Since second grade. We don’t need her.” She was still crying. I hugged her again. I was thinking, This will teach you to mess with me, Miss Perfect.

		I let go of Danielle and walked over and stood in front of the mirror. I fixed the scrunchie in my hair and readjusted my scarf. I reapplied some Princess Pink lip gloss.

		I was like, “Don’t you worry, Danielle. We’ll get her.”

	
		Danielle

		I ended up talking and playing with Jessica at recess. My troubles with Lexie weren’t her fault. I told Jessica about Anna. Jessica thought Anna seemed nice, which was true. Anna was my science partner for the plant unit, and I liked working with her.

		“You stay away from that girl, you hear me?” Grandma said when I first mentioned Anna at home.

		“Your grandmother’s right, Danielle. That girl comes from a bad family,” Mom said. “She’ll be a bad influence.”

		I wanted to know why, so Grandma filled me in on Anna’s family story. I just listened, but I couldn’t help thinking about the Anna I knew. She didn’t seem bad at all. In fact, I already liked her. I wanted her to be my friend.

		I figured that as long as I wasn’t going over to her house, I could be friends with Anna in school.

		Before long it was time to head inside. I walked alongside Jessica until I saw Lexie marching toward us. She had a mean scowl on her face. She looked mad. Real mad—like a mama cow determined to keep you away from her new calf. I rushed ahead. I didn’t want to fight. I felt bad for leaving Jessica behind, but I wanted to avoid Lexie. I hurried inside and hid in the bathroom, but Lexie found me.

		The bathroom door flew open and she got right in my face. She told me all the mean things Jessica was saying about me.

		“Like, you can even ask Katie or Emily. They’ll tell ya. Little Miss California’s a two-face. Nice to your face and mean behind it. You need to stay away from her.”

		I started crying. Why would Jessica say those mean things? Lexie hugged me for a second, but it didn’t make me feel any better. Then she walked toward the sinks. She stood in front of the mirror fixing herself. I sat in one of the stalls, wiping my tears. “Like, ya know what else?” Lexie said. “Jessica’s the one who killed your plant. Like, she knocked it over on purpose. She told me.”

		I’ve known Lexie since second grade, when she was all nice. She even came over to my house once that spring, but her feather boas weren’t a good match for my farm, so she hasn’t ever been back. And then in third grade, she started with her mean games, so I’ve never been to her house. We’re friends in school, when Lexie says so, and that’s it. Grandma says something’s going on with Lexie that we don’t know about, and that it’s best not to worry about being her friend.

		But I did worry. What was the truth? Was there anyone I could be friends with?

		Dear God,

		It’s Danielle. I’m going to need your help sorting all this girl stuff out. I hope you don’t mind. I’d rather not get Grandma involved. She doesn’t always understand. Thanks. Amen.

	
		november

	
		LUKE

		It was November. Apparently that meant time for Mr. Terupt to get crazy with his math ideas again. I think he was on a mission to put us through his math gauntlet (dollar word). “We’re going to figure out the number of blades of grass in the soccer field,” he announced one day.

		“What! You’re gonna make us count grass?” Peter yelled. “That’s nuts!”

		“No way!” Nick was hollering (dollar word).

		“How are we supposed to do that?” Tommy said.

		I raised my hand.

		“Yes, Luke.”

		“You mean we’re going to estimate the total number, right?” I said.

		“Yes and no,” Mr. Terupt said. “We’ll actually do some calculating to get a reasonable approximation.”

		I was beginning to think that Peter might be right.

		“Yes, it’s going to be difficult, but I know we can do it,” Mr. Terupt said. “Besides, if everything we did were easy, then you wouldn’t learn anything. We need to be challenged in order to learn.”

		Mr. Terupt was right about it being a challenge. None of us had any idea how we were going to count blades of grass. But we did.

		First we decided we wanted to count ten-centimeter-by-ten-centimeter squares, which was my suggestion after Mr. Terupt talked to us about sampling and how our government gets population numbers. Then we measured the squares on large pieces of cardboard and cut them out, so we were left with a piece of cardboard that had a ten-centimeter square missing in the middle. That was Mr. Terupt’s suggestion. Now it would be easy to toss our piece of cardboard around the field and collect random ten-centimeter samples. So far so good. Time to head outside.

		We marched downstairs and out the front doors by the office. Then we stampeded down the sidewalk until the end of the building. The soccer field awaited us on the side of our school.
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