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ROBYN KELLEN STEPPED OUT of the car and stared at her new home. It was not much to look at. A small, boxy house covered in stucco, with gravel and succulents where a front lawn should have been. But there was a palm tree. People had promised California would have palm trees. And, sure enough, San Luis Obispo—a town at once beachy, woodsy, and restaurant-y—seemed to have more than a few.

“Let’s get you inside,” said Mom, pulling Robyn’s suitcase from the trunk. “The dogs will be so excited to see you!”

Robyn smiled. She was excited to see them too. She liked spending her summers with her dad, his partner, and her half brother, Joshua, but nothing—nothing—compared to coming home to a dog. And she had two of them: Sundae and Fudge, three-year-old Jack Russell terrier mixes with wiry white-and-brown fur, floppy ears, and curly tails. They went wild every time she returned from the grocery store. So how did they react when she came back from a lengthy stay at her dad’s?

How does an athlete react upon winning an Olympic gold medal? How does a lottery winner react upon winning millions of dollars? Combine those reactions and multiply them by ten. That was how Sundae and Fudge behaved whenever Robyn returned from her dad’s. At least it seemed that way.

And who would not be eager to soak up that love?

Robyn followed Mom into the house.

At first, there was quiet. And in that moment Robyn was able to get a glimpse of her new home. To the left, the doorway to the kitchen. She could just make out the corner of the stainless-steel sink. Straight ahead, the living room, looking oddly familiar with the beige couch and the flowered armchairs that had been with Robyn and Mom for at least the last three moves.

And then came the clickety-click-clack of dog nails pounding against hardwood flooring. Sliding and scrambling as he rounded the corner and picked up speed was Sundae, his eyes eager to see if his nose was right, if he really had smelled Robyn. As always, behind him came Fudge, taking it easy, trusting her nose completely.

“Sundae! Fudge!” called Robyn as they bulldozed into her, knocking her off-balance and making her drop the two carry-on bags in her hands. Barking erupted as Sundae began jumping, springlike, as high as Robyn’s face. He flicked out his tongue and got a little taste of her cheek. Fudge circled Robyn and howled.

Robyn plopped onto the floor as the stress and numb tiredness of her long journey—the five-hour flight from Toronto, the three-hour drive from Los Angeles to the Central Coast—fell away. Her eyes grew bright as the dogs squirmed around her, their curled tails vibrating like possessed maracas. They licked her face. They licked her arms. And when they were finally done with the licking, they collapsed upon her and gave her grateful, adoring, pleading looks that begged her to never part from them—her pack—again.

She felt a little guilty. She always did. This was the cost of such a hero’s welcome: the knowledge that her absence had pained them so much.

So she petted them, and cooed at them, and kissed their pink little noses, until—reassured that Robyn was here to stay—they waddled over to the kitchen, where they sat down in front of a cupboard right inside the doorframe. Tired from the excitement, Fudge dropped her belly on the floor. Sundae stared up at the cupboard door.

“I guess that’s where you keep the treats,” said Robyn.

Mom sighed. “I tried keeping them in the pantry, but they figured out how to open it.”

Robyn got up. “Oh, you guys are so smart, aren’t you? My sneaky little geniuses, huh?” She walked over to the cabinet and pulled down the treat bag. She gave one treat to each dog.

Sundae swallowed his and immediately stared back up at the bag.

But Fudge, polite and grateful to the core, bumped her backside against Robyn’s calf and ran her tongue across Robyn’s shoe. If that wasn’t a thank-you, Robyn didn’t know what was.

Robyn pulled her new phone out of her pocket, took a picture of the dogs, and texted it to Dad. She had promised him lots of pictures of Sundae and Fudge and her everyday life. And since it was the promise of such pictures that had finally convinced him to get her her own phone, she was not going to let him down.

Mom had not been happy to see that phone when Robyn showed it to her, and since Mom had never budged in her resistance to letting Robyn have a phone, that hadn’t been a surprise. But, as Robyn had hoped, the joy of a mother-daughter reunion outweighed any reservations about the phone. Mom hadn’t said a word about it on the drive home. And she didn’t say anything about it now.

Instead, Mom offered Robyn a tour of the house. Since there were only two bedrooms and one bathroom, it did not take long.

When they came to Robyn’s room, Mom said, “Feel free to rearrange stuff. You do you.”

Robyn glanced around. The room was smaller than the one she’d had in Portland, and the view—a tiny yard with browning grass—was less attractive than the one she’d had in Boulder. But it was kind of cute. While the walls were off-white, the ceiling was painted the same sea green as her comforter, and there was a little arch over the door to her closet.

Her things were just where she would have put them herself. Tutu Tiger was propped against her pillow. Her favorite books were categorized on her bookshelf—old picture books in one area; favorite chapter books in another; books about science, animals, and the natural world in a third. And, of course, her cracked ceramic elephant lamp was on her dresser. She knew the lamp was a little babyish now that she was ten, but she didn’t think she’d ever have the heart to get rid of it. It had been loyal to her all these many years and many moves. She would be loyal to it in return.

Most importantly, the dogs were lying on her bed, watching her, and she could hear Mom rummaging around in the kitchen. And that was what made her feel at home more than anything. Robyn looked around the room once more and smiled grimly when she saw her old bulletin board hanging above her desk. With a sigh, she grabbed the smaller of her two carry-ons, opened it, and dug around for the journal her dad had given her the day before.

“Write whatever you want in here,” he’d said upon handing it to her. He’d been holding Joshua, who—acting like the grabby one-year-old he was—instantly lunged for it.

But two straight months with Joshua had taught Robyn a thing or two. She snatched the journal before Joshua could get it, and she turned sideways as she admired the illustration of a palm tree on the front.

“For California,” Dad had said excitedly.

She’d nodded. “For California.”

Now actually in California, she opened the journal and carefully tore out the list she’d spent so much time writing and thinking about during her flight. She dropped her chin. It was a good list. It was very scientific and, therefore, factual. Everything on it was based on the law of cause and effect, which her class had learned about in fourth grade. If you leave ice in the sun, it will melt. If you mix yellow and blue, you will get green. If you give a plant the right amount of water, sunlight, and good-enough soil, it will grow.

Still, it wasn’t until the summer that she began to apply the law of cause and effect to her own life, and it was all thanks to Joshua. Joshua was cause and effect. If he had a messy diaper, he cried. If someone changed him, he stopped. If he was hungry, he cried. If someone fed him, he stopped.

But, really, how different was Joshua from anyone else? She’d wondered that one day when Joshua fell over, banged his head against the carpet, and started to cry, and then Dad—in picking him up—banged his own head against the wall and looked like he might start crying too. It made her think: Weren’t we all just banging our heads against walls and then paying the consequences? Indeed, hadn’t every encounter—good and bad—at every school in every town she’d ever lived in proved that very lesson? The friends she’d made. The friends she’d failed to make. The school subjects she’d aced. The ones she hadn’t. Weren’t they all the results of unseen causes and effects, actions and reactions?

That was a depressing thought.

But did it have to be? This was the new thought that occurred to her somewhere over the Rocky Mountains. Once again, it was because of Joshua. She’d been remembering saying goodbye to him. His face had begun to strain and turn purple—a sure sign that he was midpoop. Lickety-split, they changed him before he could make a fuss. They’d been getting better at that—at reading his signals—and in doing so, they were learning this important, undeniable life lesson about cause and effect: poop happens, but if you are prepared, you can minimize the worst of it.

So… couldn’t she do the same? San Luis Obispo would be the sixth city Robyn and her mom lived in—the sixth time Robyn would be the new kid in school. Couldn’t she minimize the worst of being a new kid? Poop would happen. That was inevitable when you moved someplace new. But by reading the signs and sending the right signals, couldn’t she make it easier? Couldn’t she gain some control over the matter?

If that was the case, what would that control look like? How could she possibly prepare for it? Aha! That was the easy part. That was the science experiment she had unknowingly been living her whole life. So she’d pulled out her journal on the plane, put down her tray table, and got to work. She made a list that pulled together all the lessons of all those moves, one that would allow her to do what no new kid had ever done before: transition seamlessly and without drama into a new school.

And now, in her new room, she secured the list to the bulletin board.

Hands on her hips, she stood and read it:


Rules for New Kids


To be followed as closely as possible. DO NOT IGNORE!


	Don’t stand out. Lay low and blend in.


	People are judgers, so don’t make it easy for them to judge you.

	Fight fire with fire—if absolutely necessary—but don’t burn down the whole school.

	Laugh it off. Whatever it is, laugh it off.

	Don’t go looking for trouble.

	Stay busy. Don’t look alone.

	Be nice to everyone.

	Don’t rush things.

	If they hurt you, don’t let it show.

	Be flexible.



DO THESE THINGS AND EVERYTHING WILL TURN OUT FINE!



“Cause and effect,” she said softly to Sundae and Fudge. “Do the right action to get the right reaction. It’s going to work. It has to work.”






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


ROBYN BELIEVED THAT A new town should be approached like a wild, unpredictable animal. Appreciate its charms, but don’t get too attached. It was something she’d learned from all those moves. The moves were a consequence of Mom’s job as a university biology professor. For years, she’d been bumping between one-year research projects and teaching gigs, which meant she would pack up their things when one school year ended and unpack somewhere new when another school year began. Robyn, who was usually with her dad when all this was happening, would arrive just in time to start her own new school year in her own new school.

But San Luis Obispo was supposed to be different. San Luis Obispo was supposed to be permanent. If Mom published enough of her research and did a good-enough job teaching her students, she might work at the university in San Luis Obispo for the rest of her career. That, in itself, was the reason for Robyn’s rules. As science and Joshua proved, cause and effect always mattered, but they especially mattered when there were no do-overs, and there would be no do-overs in new schools and new towns if they never left this one. What happened to Robyn in San Luis Obispo—who she was in San Luis Obispo—might follow her for the rest of her days.

But as different as San Luis Obispo was supposed to be, it was already beginning to feel like everywhere else. And it wasn’t just because of the dogs, or Mom, or the furniture, or the arrangement of her room. It was the other little things that added structure to her life.

There was Trader Joe’s, where they went on Robyn’s first full day in San Luis Obispo. She was tired from the time change and Fudge’s constant habit of hogging the bed, but Trader Joe’s is Trader Joe’s, and—tired or not—she knew just where to find the Joe-Joe’s cookies.

There was Robyn’s school, which they drove past on the way back from buying groceries. It was an easy walk from her house and looked a lot like her Portland school, one story, flattish roof, with a Little Free Library out front and a big board for posting PTA announcements.

There was the babysitter, who came and met her that afternoon. As usual, she was a university student. As usual, she wore jeans. Her name was Nivien. She had long red nails that she used to tuck her dark hair into a head scarf. She seemed nice enough. Then again, the babysitters were always nice enough. But babysitters were a lot like new towns, in Robyn’s opinion. It was best to appreciate their charms and not get too attached.

And, of course, there was the question of extracurriculars. Mom loved extracurriculars. She was always taking up activities and eager for Robyn to do the same. In Boulder, Mom had learned to ski and make bread. In Portland, she had tried hiking and French lessons. It was only a matter of time before she found some new ways to entertain herself in San Luis Obispo, but it was not a matter of time before she asked Robyn to do the same. It was, as it always was, one of the first things Mom wanted to address.

She brought it up after Nivien left and they were walking the dogs. They had gone to the park near their house. It was a nice, big park. It had picnic tables, a playground, tennis courts, plenty of open space, and a path that wound its way between all these inviting spaces.

They had barely entered the park when Mom said, “So, what sounds fun these days? I’ve been exploring your options. There’s a creator space that seems neat. And I hear there is a very good judo studio not too far from here. Oh! And get this, there is a farm where you can help raise livestock. I know how much you love animals.”

Suddenly, all Robyn wanted to do was go back to sleep. It was not that she was opposed to after-school activities. She’d actually liked some of them, like the cooking class she’d taken in Boulder and the Humane Society camp she’d gone to in Portland. But, jeez, let a kid dip their toes in the pool first. She’d only just arrived. Planting her feet firmly on the ground, she said, “No. No activities. I just got here.”

Mom made a growly sort of humming sound. “I won’t rush you, but people need activities.”

A sudden burst of loud barks—deep, big-dog barks—drew their attention toward the far side of the path. As they got closer, they could see what was going on. A line of adults—each paired with a leashed dog—stood watching the instructor, a solidly built woman with silver hair. The woman had a dog too. It was enormous. Robyn might have thought it a pony but for its short neck and fluffy white fur. It lay at the woman’s side, unleashed and asleep.

A boy with shaggy dark hair stood next to the woman. His arms were crossed, and he nodded as she spoke, as if fully endorsing her message.

Robyn’s eyes moved past him to take in the broader scene. It seemed obvious that she was looking at a dog-training class, but it was like no dog-training class she had ever seen before. One by one, the woman was having the dog owners guide their dogs through an obstacle course that included hurdles, tire swings, balance beams, seesaws, tunnels, and more.

Unable to keep her eyes off the activity, Robyn said, “What’s that?”

“Oh,” said Mom. “That’s agility dog training. It’s cool, isn’t it?”

Both dogs’ nostrils were dancing, and Sundae let out a little whine.

Robyn had heard the phrase “love at first sight” before. Usually, it was when she and Mom were streaming an old princess movie. They would be having a good time, and then the prince and the princess would meet each other and get all googly-eyed, and Mom would say something like, “Don’t be fooled, Robyn. Love doesn’t work that way. There is no such thing as love at first sight.” It was always a little unsettling, frankly. It seemed so random. It wasn’t like Robyn was listening for love bells or getting ready to elope. But lo and behold, Mom was wrong. Love at first sight did exist! And this was it. And by the way Sundae and Fudge were pulling on their leashes, she could tell they agreed.

She pointed at the obstacle course. “I changed my mind. I’ll do an after-school activity. I’ll do that.”

She imagined herself guiding Sundae and Fudge through the obstacles, seeing them leap and run and balance their ways across the awesome course. She’d be with her dogs. She’d be teaching them things, and they’d be loving on her, and she would never get tired of it. Just as good: she wouldn’t have to deal with any judgey kids, just judgey adults, and judgey adults were so much easier. Judgey adults thought you were cute, even if you messed up, and if they didn’t think you were cute, they usually kept their opinions to themselves.

“Honey,” said Mom. “You can’t do agility training. That’s impossible.”

Shock spread across Robyn’s face. Mom had just said she wanted Robyn to find an activity, and now here she was saying no to the best activity Robyn had ever seen, the first activity Robyn had actually volunteered for.

“Why?” It was the only word Robyn could utter.

Mom drew back her head like she was the confused one. “Well… because of Sundae and Fudge.”

Robyn drew back her own head. “What about Sundae and Fudge?”

“Robyn,” said Mom. “Fudge is deaf, and she can only see about a foot in front of her.”

This was true. It had been true for as long as they’d had Fudge. There was a whole story behind it, one that Robyn would haul out when necessary, but it was hardly ever necessary because Fudge’s disabilities never stopped her from doing anything. She had a great nose for figuring things out. Literally. She could smell where the furniture was. She could smell how high to jump to get on Robyn’s bed. And when in doubt, Fudge had Sundae to guide her. Sundae never let himself get more than a few feet away from Fudge.

Robyn gave Mom a look of complete bafflement.

In return, Mom gave Robyn her own look of bafflement. “And Sundae is terrified of doing anything without Fudge.”

That was also true. There was a story behind that too—the same one as Fudge’s. But Sundae’s dependence on Fudge mattered even less than Fudge’s disabilities. Because as long as the dogs did this agility-training sport together, they would be fine. Sundae—with his perfect eyes and ears—would go first over the hurdles and through the tire swings and everything else. Fudge would follow behind him. She would do what he did. She would just do it a split second later. It was what she mostly did now. And with her presence to boost his confidence, they would both be unstoppable. This had all been so instantly obvious to Robyn that she was convinced Mom was lying to her.

“You just don’t want me to have any fun,” said Robyn.

Mom waved at the course. “That’s not true. Think about it. Fudge would fall off half the things out there. She could get hurt. And Sundae won’t get near any of it without Fudge. If we had different dogs, I would be all for it. But we have the dogs we have, and I love the dogs we have, and I want to keep the dogs we have safe. So, no.”

Robyn raised her hands in the air, ready to argue, but Mom had her. That was the problem with having a science-minded mom: she worked with cold, hard facts, just like Robyn. Not knowing how to respond, Robyn dropped her hands to her sides, speechless.

Mom continued on the path.

Robyn, both dog leashes in her hand, fell in behind her. She watched the agility class until they were fully past it, and she knew for a fact that Sundae and Fudge were watching it too. That’s right, even Fudge was watching. She was watching with her nose. Oh, those dogs were as in love with agility as much as she was. Robyn could tell.

Robyn stopped again. She said, “Wait,” and her mother turned around.

“It’s not fair. You’re not a dog expert. And you always say we should listen to experts about the things they’re expert in. The dog trainer is the expert. I should at least get to ask her if Sundae and Fudge can take agility.”

A half smile crept onto Mom’s mouth. She motioned toward the instructor. “Well argued. Fine. Go ahead. Ask her.”

The class was beginning to wrap up, so they waited a few minutes, and when the students (both human and dog) began to drift away, Robyn walked with Sundae and Fudge over to the teacher.

She said, “Excuse me, I was wondering if I could maybe sign my dogs up for one of your classes.”

The boy and the big white dog ambled over. The boy scratched the dog as he watched Robyn out of the corner of his eye.

The lady took a good look at Sundae and Fudge before turning back to Robyn. “Maybe. Have they done agility before?”

Robyn shook her head no. Then, politely and directly, she explained her situation.

It seemed to go well.

The woman looked concerned when Robyn said Fudge was deaf and vision-impaired, but then the woman looked happy when Robyn said that Fudge’s disabilities shouldn’t matter because, as a young dog full of pep, Fudge could do basically anything. And the woman looked even happier when Robyn said Sundae could see and hear perfectly, and that that was why she wanted to train the two dogs together.

“But the problem,” said Robyn, “is my mom.” She motioned to her mother. She was standing under a tree, and when she saw Robyn and the woman looking at her, she gave a little wave.

Robyn continued. “My mom has this silly idea that Sundae and Fudge can’t do agility training.”

Without a blink, without a breath, the woman pushed out her lips and said, “Your mother is right. Agility isn’t the right sport for them.”

Robyn fell back. How was this possible? It was as if Mom and the woman had been working together, telepathically, just to deny her. But that couldn’t be. Robyn glanced at the boy. He’d crossed his arms, and he was looking with interest at Sundae and Fudge.

“B-but…,” stammered Robyn. “They’re very smart dogs. They can learn things.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” said the woman. She walked over to a hurdle and began to dismantle it, dropping the bar onto the ground before moving to a second hurdle. She stopped and turned around, glanced at Sundae. “Now, if you can manage to get his anxiety under control, he might be able to do agility.”

Robyn came closer. She wrinkled her nose. “He doesn’t have anxiety. He just likes to be with Fudge.”

The woman was already walking again. She reached a nylon tunnel and started to collapse it. “It’s nothing personal, dear.”

Robyn felt a tug on the leash and looked down to find Fudge standing directly underneath the giant white dog’s belly. The beast could have squashed Fudge like a bug if it wanted to, but Fudge could tell, same as Robyn, that this was the most relaxed, Buddha-like being on the planet.

Sundae was not so sure. He stood a way back, his neck craned so that he could smell the big dog without getting near it. He let out a short, panicked “Ruff,” and his tail slid between his legs.

Robyn felt like letting out a short, panicked “Ruff” of her own. She could not believe this was happening. Surely this woman—a dog expert, a dog lover—could not have rejected Robyn and her dogs so quickly.

Desperate, Robyn turned to the boy. Maybe he would understand. “Sundae and Fudge just want to have fun. They just want to do what other dogs do.”

He looked up at her with soulful, caring eyes.

She bit down on her lip, silently begging him to stand up to the woman, make her see reason.

Instead, he said, “Please mooove.” He said it like that. Like he was talking to a cow. “You’re standing on a hurdle.”

She glanced and saw the hurdle bar beneath her feet. Then she stepped away. She glanced back at Mom, whose expression was sympathetic, but also a tiny bit victorious.

Robyn sighed. Cause and effect could be a real jerk sometimes.
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“ ‘AGILITY.’ IT’S JUST SUCH a good word,” Robyn said to Sundae and Fudge the next morning. She was getting ready for the inevitable—the first day of fifth grade—while actively, insistently, trying not to think about it. “A-gil-i-ty. It sounds like a flavor of Italian ice cream or a fancy kind of restaurant potatoes.”

She had let the dogs out and given them their breakfast. Now they were in the living room. She spoke to them through the kitchen door as she made her breakfast.

“Personally, I think you were born for agility training and have every right to give it a try. Don’t you agree?” She picked up a banana and began to slice it with a butter knife.

She looked through the doorframe to see Sundae walking straight across the top of the couch. It was just like he was on one of those doggy balance beams she’d seen in the park. Fudge was right behind him.

“Exactly. You really want me to find a way to make it happen. Give me time. I’ll work on it after school.”

She put the banana slices atop a piece of bread spread thickly with peanut butter. Just then a flutter began to upset her tummy.

Ignoring it, she said, “I wonder what that word ‘agility’ means, anyway.”

She stopped. Listened to make sure she could still hear Mom using the bathroom sink. Then she pulled out her phone and quickly looked up the word’s definition. It was a dicey move. The kitchen had been declared a no-phone zone. That’s right. Mom—who had stayed so calm when Robyn had pulled out her new Dad-gifted phone—was now wreaking her revenge, declaring places left and right no-phone zones. Besides the kitchen, she had banned Robyn from using her phone in her bedroom, the bathroom, and the car.

“Hmmm,” said Robyn, refusing to admit that the flutter had turned into a definite sort of squeezing sensation. “ ‘Agility.’ It means you can move quickly and with ease.” She put a second piece of bread on top of the first and took a bite of her sandwich. “Duh, of course you can.”

But that pain in her belly was persistent. And tricky. Seeing that she would not acknowledge it as a flutter or a squeeze, it transformed into molten lead that weighed down her stomach, then her thighs, and then her calves.

“It’s completely unfair, Mom!” she yelled. By this time, she was in her bedroom putting shoes on her heavy feet. “That lady should have at least let Sundae and Fudge give agility training a try.”

Mom came and stood in her doorframe. “You sure you don’t want me to walk with you?”

Robyn wanted to say, “Of course I want you to walk with me to school! I need you to walk with me!”

But she thought of her rules. What if no other parents of fifth graders were there? Everyone would think she was a baby. People are judgers (rule two).

Robyn scowled and yanked her shoelaces tight. “I’m old enough to go alone.”

So she did, and her discomfort transformed once more. This time her mouth grew dry, and all the moisture that was supposed to surround her tongue sweated up her palms.

She passed the threshold onto the campus and tightened the straps on her backpack. A man with wire-framed glasses and a clipboard seemed to read the uncertainty in her eyes and asked her if she needed help.

But she knew her teacher’s name—Mrs. Wang—and she knew her teacher’s room number. So she rubbed her wet hands against her pants, made her way to her classroom, and stepped inside.

Cheery posters hung from the walls, and the desks were arranged in pods of three or four. Each desk had a tent card with a name on it. She found the one that said ROBYN KELLEN and sat down.

Two other girls were already sitting across from her. One had a tent card that said LULU KARAMYAN. The other had a tent card that said MARSHAN KING.

The girl with the Lulu tent card said, “Do you believe in miracles?” She had short, wispy white hair, pale—almost see-through—skin, and her voice was as lilting as her name.

Robyn did not even have to think about it to realize that nothing on her list of new-kid rules had prepared her for such a question. So she lifted and dropped her shoulders in a way that was both friendly and noncommittal.

The girl with the Marshan tent card piped up. She was African American and wore braces with rainbow-colored bands. The braces maybe embarrassed her because she kept covering her mouth when she spoke. She said, “We believe in miracles. You know why?” She pointed her chin at Lulu. “Because we are best friends, and the teacher doesn’t even know that, and she still sat us right next to each other. Isn’t that the most amazing thing you’ve ever heard?”

Truthfully, it was pretty amazing, and so too was the fact that all three of them had last names that started with K. “What are the chances of that?” marveled Robyn.

“I know,” said Marshan. “It’s so wild. I mean wow.”

“Wow is right,” said Lulu.

Mrs. Wang called the class to order, and the rest of the morning passed with the usual get-to-know-you activities. They were invited to decorate their name cards. They played a name game. The teacher read a story. They did a math review, during which Robyn realized that this school had gotten much farther along with fractions than her last school. It was a little scary. This too might be something people judged her about. They might say, “Oh, you’re bad at math,” or “Oh, you must not be very smart.” But she knew how to handle this kind of problem. She just wouldn’t let anyone find out.

The fact was, she was feeling pretty good. No flutters. No squeezes. All the moisture in her body was back where it was supposed to be. And it was all because of Lulu and Marshan. With that one conversation they had put her so much at ease. Was it possible? Could it be? Was the real miracle that Robyn had been seated next to two genuinely nice kids?

Halfway through the fraction review, Lulu whispered, “I see you-know-who is dressing all in p-u-r-p-l-e again this year.”

Instinctively, Robyn looked around the room. Her eyes landed on a freckly girl with wavy brown hair. She wore a purple dress, a purple beaded necklace, and a bunch of purple barrettes.

“I saw that,” whispered back Marshan. “I didn’t even know she was in fifth grade.”

Lulu leaned forward so that Robyn could hear too. “That’s because she was in third grade last year. I know because she was in my sister’s class. She must be skipping fourth grade.”

“Wow,” said Marshan, impressed. “She must be really smart.”

“I know,” said Lulu. She looked knowingly from Marshan to Robyn, and maybe she sensed how clueless Robyn felt because she said, “You know who we mean, right? Alejandra?” She made a pair of air quotes. “Aka the Grape.”

Robyn confessed that she had only just moved to San Luis Obispo and didn’t know anyone, let alone the girl in purple.

Both girls fell back in their chairs, their eyes growing round.

“I didn’t know you were new,” said Marshan, dropping her hand from her mouth and giving Robyn a welcoming smile.

“Me neither,” said Lulu. Her expression grew concerned. “It must be hard to be new. Is it hard? Are you sad? Or scared?”

Robyn laughed, her body relaxing in response to their thoughtfulness. “I’m not sad or scared.”

When they didn’t seem to believe her, she tossed her long dark hair. “I’ve moved lots of times. I’m used to it.”

“Oh, good,” purred Lulu.

“Yeah, that’s good. But if you are sad, you can tell us. We’ll listen,” added Marshan, a sympathetic tilt weighing her head to one side.

Robyn’s heart began to swell. She almost believed that these girls were trying to befriend her. Right on the first day of school. But then she remembered rule number eight: Don’t rush things. She flashed back to all the faces of all the people she’d buddied up to in the first weeks of past schools. Boy, had those efforts ended poorly. If there is one thing kids can smell, it is the desperation of the friendless.

The flutter returned to her belly. Don’t think these girls are your best friends just because they’re being nice to you, she told herself. Play it cool. Take your time. Be patient.

The teacher said it was time for another icebreaker. It was called Book Bingo, and they needed to go around the room and find people who had read the books on their Book Bingo card.

As Mrs. Wang began to pass out the cards, Marshan reached her hand toward Robyn. She said, “I should warn you. Don’t call Alejandra Grape. She gets really mad when people do that.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” said Robyn. Calling people names was looking for trouble (strictly forbidden by rule five). And it was mean. She’d been called enough names to know.

“I figured,” said Marshan, sitting back. “But I just wanted to warn you. Alejandra can be a real Bradford pear tree.”

Lulu knocked her elbow against Marshan’s. Revealing a teacherly side that Robyn appreciated, she said, “Robyn doesn’t know what that means. She wasn’t here when we did that big tree project last year.”

Smiling at Robyn, she said, “A Bradford pear tree has really brittle branches. They break off all the time. In snow. In wind. All the time.”

Marshan added, “Alejandra breaks all the time too. She makes everything a big deal.” She shrugged and shook her head. “It’s better to be a coast live oak than a Bradford pear.”

Lulu nodded. “Coast live oaks are very bendy in the windy. And they are native to the Central Coast of California.”

Bendy in the windy. It made Robyn think of rule number ten: Be flexible. That was one of the most important new-kid rules of all. A new kid who couldn’t be flexible was a new kid doomed to suffering.

She looked again at Alejandra. She seemed to be in a spat with the boy next to her. Her hand flew into the air, and she called, “Teacher!”

Mrs. Wang came over. One of her forearms was full of bracelets, and they all began to jangle as she crossed her arms to listen.

Alejandra spoke quickly, flailing her arms left and right. The boy, who had shoulder-length blond hair and blue eyes that somehow reminded Robyn of a snake, looked straight ahead, his fists tight. Robyn did not know what was going on, but she had a feeling that Alejandra was not being bendy in the windy.

She had heard and seen enough. Alejandra would need to be avoided. She was radioactive, and radioactive kids had the power to make other kids radioactive too. Robyn had fallen prey to their kind before. In Boulder, she made the mistake of hanging out with a wiggly and squirmy stinker. Not two weeks went by before the teacher assumed Robyn was a wiggly and squirmy stinker too. That had been a hard year. But it hadn’t stopped Robyn from befriending a prickly tattletale in Portland who enjoyed handball just as much as her. But what difference did a shared interest have when everyone assumed that Robyn couldn’t be trusted because, by mere association, she must be a prickly tattletale as well?

Enough was enough. She was never making that mistake again. Now she had her rules. And her rules would not steer her wrong. She would not look for trouble by spending time with someone like Alejandra. Because if she did that, people would judge her. And if they judged her, she wouldn’t blend in, and if she couldn’t blend in, it would be very hard to laugh things off. And if she couldn’t laugh things off, someone might hurt her, and if they hurt her, it might be even harder not to let it show.

Day one. Lesson learned. Thank you, Lulu and Marshan. No Alejandra. No Alejandra ever.
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