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For Helen and Jim, who helped Chicago feel like home
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G-R-A-Y.


That’s what Anna saw when she looked out the window of her third-grade classroom at Sullivan Magnet School. Gray sky. Gray playground. Gray sidewalk. Even the squirrels were gray. All that gray made Anna’s brain bleary. Ever since she’d moved to Chicago last week, Anna felt gray.


•  •  •


At her old school in New York—not New York City, like everyone seemed to think when they heard “New York,” but a tiny town called Rosendale—the view from Anna’s classroom was bursting with green. But through the window at Anna’s school in downtown Chicago, the only hint of color was the orange safety vest of the playground monitor.


Her teacher, Mr. Hoffman, stood at the smart board. He pushed his clicker and words appeared on the screen. Persuasive Speech.


“In a persuasive speech you must persuade someone; that is, convince them to do or believe something. This week you will work in small groups to write and present a persuasive speech to our class.”


Anna glanced around the room. The phrase “small groups” sent a tingle of worry up her spine. Although the other students were looking around too, no one looked Anna’s way. Who could she work with?
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It was only the fourth day of school and Anna hadn’t made any friends yet. Her parents kept telling her that she was just “between” friends, but that was hard to believe, especially since none of her new classmates would even look at her.


A few kids at school seemed like they might be okay, but others made it clear that they weren’t looking for new friends. These were mostly girls who dressed like movie stars and carried cell phones everywhere. In her head, Anna had nicknamed those girls the Outfit-Outfit, since outfit was another word for a group, and this outfit seemed to care a lot about their outfits. Anna liked nicknaming things.


“You may choose any topic,” Mr. Hoffman continued, “as long as everyone in your group agrees.”


If Hayley and Lauren were in Anna’s classroom, the three of them wouldn’t even have to ask if they wanted to work together. They just knew those kinds of things by looking at one another. Back in Rosendale, they had done everything together. Anna had named their group the True-Blue Besties.


Over by the big glass aquarium sat a girl with dark wavy hair and glasses who was always first to raise her hand when Mr. Hoffman asked a question. Her name was Kaya. Anna had noticed that Kaya took turns writing with a different colored pencil for every subject. Anna thought she might ask Kaya to work with her, but she didn’t know if she could persuade Kaya to say yes. First she’d have to persuade Kaya to put down her colored pencils. Whenever Kaya wasn’t doing schoolwork, she was drawing.


Anna was pretty sure she wasn’t any good at persuading. She had tried to persuade her parents not to move to Chicago, but they moved anyway.


Mr. Hoffman straightened his bow tie. Every day he wore blue jeans, a button-down shirt, and a bow tie. He straightened his bow tie a lot. Anna wondered if it was too tight.


Every day Anna wore tights or socks with an interesting pattern. Today she wore rainbow-striped kneesocks. At her old school, her classmates were always interested in what tights Anna was wearing. At her new school, no one ever noticed them. Except for the Outfit-Outfit. On the first day of school, the leader of the Outfit-Outfit, Mackenzie, had said, “What’s on your tights? Pictures of beetles?” It had actually been pictures of seven-spot ladybirds, which are a kind of beetle, but Anna decided not to tell Mackenzie that.


“I will assign the groups,” Mr. Hoffman announced, and Anna breathed a sigh of relief. The Outfit-Outfit groaned.


Mr. Hoffman continued. “Right now you will have fifteen minutes to talk about your ideas. Speeches will be given on Friday, so you have five days to complete the assignment.”


Anna’s eyes searched the room again. Jessica, a girl with red curly hair and braces, didn’t look at her. Reed, a boy with reddish hair and colorful, squeezy, squishy stress balls on his desk, didn’t look at her. Neither did Sarah and Mona, the twins with glasses.


“Group number one,” said Mr. Hoffman. “Anna Fincher.”


Anna crossed her fingers.


“Kaya Reynolds,” continued Mr. Hoffman. Kaya put down her pencil and looked at Anna. Anna smiled. Kaya straightened her glasses, picked up a different pencil, and started to sketch.


“Reed Madigan.” Mr. Hoffman pointed to the far corner of the room. “Group One can meet near the book nook. Bring pencils and notebooks.”


Anna grabbed her things and met Kaya and Reed in the book nook. Reed brought his orange squeezy ball.
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Squeeze. Squeeze.


Anna sat cross-legged on the rug of the United States map. She decided to sit right on top of New York. Maybe her old state would bring her luck. “What should our speech be about?” she asked.


Kaya opened her notebook and wrote Persuasive Speech at the top in purple pencil. “We should persuade everyone, including my parents, that all kids need pets,” Kaya suggested. Then she drew a picture of a dog.


“Everyone knows that!” Reed squeezed the orange ball double-time. “I think we should persuade everyone that recess should last three hours every day.”


“I don’t think it will be hard to convince kids, but I doubt we could convince Mr. Hoffman.” Kaya wrote Reed’s idea under her own, but she doodled a green and yellow question mark next to it.


Anna thought she might have an idea. She wasn’t sure if she should say it out loud. It wasn’t the best idea she’d ever had. Anna figured she’d need a really good idea if she was going to make new friends.


“Do you have any ideas?” Kaya asked Anna, her purple pencil now poised over her notebook.


Anna shook her head. She decided to wait until she had a better idea.


“We all have to agree,” Reed reminded them.


Kaya nodded and chewed on the tip of her pencil. “Let’s go home and think of three topics each. Tomorrow we can go to my place after school and pick one.”


Reed pulled another squeezy ball out of his pocket. A green one. He squeezed the balls in alternating patterns. Green. Orange. Green. Orange. “Sounds good to me.”


Anna nodded. “Me too.”


She tried to act like it was no big deal, but inside she was jumping for joy. This would be her first time going to somebody else’s house since arriving in Chicago.


Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Not real ones, of course, but the imaginary ones that seemed to pop up whenever Anna felt nervous. Since Anna had moved, butterflies seemed to be showing up in her stomach a lot.


Anna looked at the floor. She looked at Kaya.


“Don’t forget,” Kaya reminded them as she drew a swirly, curly blue number three in her notebook. “Three ideas.”
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After school Anna met her father by the front doors. He carried a big umbrella because it had started to drizzle. From the outside, Mr. Fincher’s umbrella was black, but when you stood underneath it, the inside of the umbrella looked like a clear blue sky with puffy white clouds and a hint of sunshine.


Anna stood next to her father under their private sunny sky. All around them, other students walked home in pairs and small groups. In Rosendale, Anna rode the bus home. The True-Blue Besties always sat together. Some weeks Anna played at a different friend’s house every day.


In Chicago, Anna played with her younger brother, Collin, every day after school. It wasn’t really much fun.


“Anna Banana! How was Writers’ Workshop?” Mr. Fincher asked. “How was Makerspace?”


“Okay,” said Anna. “And all right.”


“Would you like to invite anyone over today?”


Anna’s father asked Anna and Collin that question every single day. Today Anna answered the way she always did. “Not yet.”


“Maybe tomorrow.” Mr. Fincher gave the same response every day. Then he grabbed Anna’s hand and started walking down the block, singing, “Hi-ho, hi-ho, it’s home from school we go.” As always, he sang in a deep voice and swung his arms wildly as he walked. When Anna was in the first and second grades, she thought this was hilarious. But now that she was in third grade, she worried that her dad looked goofy. She glanced around, hoping no one from her class saw him.


All of a sudden, Anna stopped. “Wait!” She couldn’t believe her father had forgotten. He’d only been a stay-at-home dad for one week. So far he had forgotten to pack a drink in Anna’s lunch box and couldn’t remember how to braid hair, but how could he forget an entire first grader?


“What about Collin?” she asked. “We can’t leave him at school!”


Anna’s father gave her hand a reassuring pat. “We aren’t leaving him. A boy named Jax invited him over to play this afternoon.”
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