

[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication

To Dr. George F. Hilton, Pacific Union College

math professor extraordinaire, whose daily 8 a.m.

tutoring sessions made passing Math 001 possible.

And for every student who struggles with having

a different kind of brain—have courage, friends.

Life is messy, but you can figure it out.
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Animal . . . Vegetable . . . M-a-t-h-e-m-a-t-i-c-a-l

From Henri’s journal

Reminders for the test in August

You’ve got time. Take it slow.

You know things. Let them show.

You’ve got this, Henrietta, go!

Fluorescent lights really, really sounded like bees, Henrietta decided, shifting in her seat. She’d never noticed them at her old school, but the lights at Alterra Junior/Senior High School made . . . a buzzy, rattly noise that no one else seemed to notice. Not the test teacher. Not the few other students spread out, staring at screens. Just Henrietta. The noise had been mostly okay during the reading portion of the test—Henri could read in a hurricane and not miss a word—but math . . . well, math was different.

Henrietta gnawed her bottom lip and squinted at the screen. Answer, answer, she needed to choose an answer . . . Sighing, she clicked (c), the answer closest to hers, then caught her pencil as it rolled off the table from her scratch paper. She scrubbed her hands against her denim shorts and glanced at the clock again. Had the hour hand moved forward toward the six? Did she have five more minutes or fifteen? Why didn’t this school have digital clocks like everyone else?

Henrietta rubbed her face and breathed out a silent sigh as she faced the next question. Okay. She knew this one. She did. It just . . . was making her brain stop, somehow.

A pair of jeans costing $39.50 is on sale for 25 percent off. Of the following, which amount is closest to the sale price?

When Henri had cut the tags from the jeans Mom had bought her from O.N. downtown, they had only been twelve dollars. So, probably, nice jeans didn’t cost $14.50.

Henri looked at the problem again. Percents were easy—all of them added up to a hundred. Usually. Mostly. Sometimes. Was she supposed to multiply first and then divide? Or . . . move the decimal over and then multiply? One place over was 10 percent—so that was $3.59—no, wait. Henrietta rubbed her eraser over the scratch paper hard enough to make a hole in it. Ugh.

Other people, she knew, could solve these problems in their heads, but no, Henrietta always had to do all the work—the multiplication and the adding and the carrying, and she had to count on her fingers and use scratch paper too, just in case. Math took forever because she was just never sure of where she stood with it. Math was like standing on the beach, near the waterline, as the waves snuck the sand out from beneath her feet. She always had to start over. Henri could almost hear her brother, Jordan, complaining, “Man, Henrietta, why you gotta always do everything the hard way?”

Because. It was the only way her brain even sometimes worked to get the right answer.

“Ten minutes,” the test lady said.

Ten minutes!? Henrietta quickly clicked an answer, then rubbed her chest, suddenly out of breath. She had too many questions left.

“Please keep your eyes on your own work.”

Henrietta jumped. The test lady was right behind her and gave her a pinched smile. Henrietta sighed, turning back to her computer. She wasn’t trying to copy anyone, but she knew she didn’t always look at her own screen—or her own paper. Mrs. Zablah, her old math teacher at the Vista School, had said that Henrietta looked up as if the answers were going to fall out of the sky.

Henrietta very much wished they would.

She’d known this test was going to be hard—math in regular life was hard enough. She swapped numbers in addresses, phone numbers, and zip codes. She couldn’t always remember when she baked, if ½ or ¼ was larger—which sometimes led to some nasty cookies. And it had taken her until last summer to finally memorize all of her times tables to twelve. “Just focus,” Mom was always saying. “Buckle down and work.” If only Mom could see her now, Henrietta thought. Her whole body was working so hard she was sweating.

Hurriedly, Henri clicked the arrow to the next page. The test lady had said she could get partial credit for getting parts of problems right—so if Henri could get the first steps of a longer problem right, she might still get some credit. She’d do a few from the second page—that would work.

There are 18 boys and 20 girls on the school’s student council. If a student council member is selected at random to speak at the next assembly, what is the probability . . .

Nope. She couldn’t deal with random.

Jayson puts $300 in a savings account that earns 3 percent interest . . .

Oh no, more percentages. Henrietta’s eyes skittered across the screen to the next question.

Hindy’s Garage charges $30 for brakes and $25 per hour of service. If T is the total cost . . .

Henrietta shook her head. Problems with letters took too long.

Henrietta clicked the arrow for another page, then another. There was nothing left that she could do quickly. She had to do something—Henri gulped and then, as fast as she could, chose a letter for each of the problems left: (a), (b), (d), (c). School started next week, and she needed to have the best score she could. She clicked another random set of answers: (b), (a), (b), (d). She would have to take Math Essentials with a Mrs. Eden or something, she already knew that, but if she just did more problems, maybe she could prove—

“Time,” the test lady sang out cheerfully as the screen went gray and the test disappeared.

Henrietta swallowed, feeling her stomach heave.

Math fail. Again.

Henri’s shoulders slumped as she picked up her bag and walked to the door, the low buzz of the fluorescent lights a chorus of disappointment echoing after her.

“Hey! Hen!”

Shuffling home from the bus stop, Henrietta didn’t even notice her brother. It had taken her twice as long to get home, since somehow, she’d left school and gone the wrong way. She’d taken the first bus that had come to the stop, but it had been the 116 bus, and not the 61, which would have taken her four blocks and put her off at its first stop, half a street from her house. Instead, Henri had gone halfway around the city before she’d gotten the courage to ask the bus driver if she could get a transfer and get off.

“Henny!”

Ugh. Today was just the worst.

“Hen! Hen, where you been?” Jordan rhymed, rolling up alongside her. The low rumble of his scooter had hidden itself beneath the roar of the bus engine.

Henrietta shrugged, chin sunk to her chest in misery. It was too hot to rhyme and too hot to answer nosy questions, especially after tests.

“Nothing to say, huh?” Jordan wiped the sweat off his forehead.

“I was at school,” Henri finally answered, crossing a corner of the lawn as Jordan walked his scooter under the carport. “Taking a math test.”

“Oh,” Jordan said, his clowning falling away with his smile. “Sorry.”

Henri shrugged. “It’s fine. Where have you been?”

“Oak Park,” Jordan said. He fumbled for the key to the shed where he locked his scooter and bumped Henri’s shoulder. “Better get a move on. Almost time to eat.”

“Yeah,” Henri said, trying to find a smile. “Maybe Mom got ice cream.”

Jordan laughed out loud. “Yeah. And maybe Dad’s jokes are all funny too.”

Henri half smiled. Mom was way too into healthy eating for ice cream. And Dad’s jokes . . .

The screen squeaked a protest as it was pushed. “Jordan. Mom said come set the table.” Their sister Katherine’s heart-shaped face and waterfall of colorful braids poked around the edge of the door. Henrietta glanced up to find Kat’s sharp eyes on her face, a small frown pinching between her arched brows.

“Wait, Henrietta, what are you doing out here? Did you just get home? You’re late.”

Henrietta made a face. “It’s August, Kat. It’s not like it’s dark.”

“But you left school at three. You didn’t take the wrong bus or something, did you?”

Henrietta scowled. “What’s it to you?”

Kat looked pained. “But, Henri! I even told you where to stand. How could you take the wrong bus?”

Henrietta looked away, shame and embarrassed anger fizzing through her. “I figured it out, Katherine, so who cares? I—”

The slamming shed door interrupted Henri’s rant. Jordan ducked around Henri and headed for the door. “Move,” he told Kat.

“Make me,” Kat shot back, stepping away, though not far enough. Jordan crowded through and knocked into her with his shoulder, making her stumble.

Katherine shoved him. “Jordan, quit!”

“I told you to move.”

“You don’t own the door.”

“You don’t own the door either,” Jordan said mildly, then hollered. “Mom! When do we eat?”

Henrietta tried to duck around her bickering siblings, but Katherine caught her arm. “Wait, Henri—”

She jerked away, keeping her voice low. “What? I took the wrong bus, but I got home, Kat. End of story.”

Katherine released her, looking offended. “I was going to say that I’d take the bus home from school with you sometimes. But you can’t be depending on other people in seventh grade. You’re going to have to figure out how to do things by yourself, Henri.”

“I know,” Henrietta said, gritting her teeth. “I did it today, didn’t I? I got home. I don’t need to depend on you.”

“Yeah? Well, you do it anyway,” Kat said, lips tightening.

“Whatever.” Henri dodged her sister and stalked through the kitchen.

In her room, Henri flopped onto her desk chair and reached for the drawer that held her journaling pens. She opened one of her notebooks and began to doodle with a fat black marker, drawing a scribble of lines that looped into rounded-off squares. Jordan’s teasing, laughing, rhyming all the time self she could deal with. Mom sighing at her wasn’t pleasant, but Henri could deal with that too—and Mom was too busy lately to do anything but sigh. Even Dad’s jokes and long stories were just . . . Dad. But Katherine . . .

Ugh. Katherine.

She said she was trying to help, but just like those lights in the classroom, she was always rattling, buzzing, annoying Henrietta. Kat treated Henrietta less like a sister and more like a problem to be solved.

In curling letters, Henri wrote I am . . .

As she added spots of color to her words, in her head, she finished the sentence: Not stupid. Not your problem. Not going to let you bother me.
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Changes and Challenges

From Henri’s journal

September 4

Today, stress. Tomorrow, school.

Scared? I guess—but I’ll be cool.

Three weeks later, it was the night before school started, and half of the bedroom Henrietta shared with Katherine looked like the closet had vomited. Henri’s half, of course. Random piles of clothes and shoes sprawled all the way to the neat line of demarcation down the center of the room. Henri yanked a sleeve of a T-shirt back over the pastel yellow masking tape, then slumped against the wall, sighing. She couldn’t figure out her outfit for school the next morning, and Katherine had already been snotty about the mess. “Could you just pick something? No offense, but nobody will even be looking at you!”

Sure, no offense. Henrietta wasn’t offended. Except for the fact that Katherine knew it wasn’t about the clothes. It was about . . . everything.

Henrietta walked over to her dresser and stood on a small wooden stool to lift off the lid of the clear-glass terrarium on top. “Come here, Wil,” she murmured as her black-and-white corn snake rose on muscular coils and surged into her hands. Everything was terrible, but at least she still had Wil Snakespeare.

Henrietta sat down on a pile of shoes and let Wil’s cool body curl around her arm, his blunt head bumping up against her neck as he explored under the dim coil of her curls.

After Henri’s disastrous math placement test, Katherine had started acting even weirder. She wouldn’t answer questions about the school. She shut down when Henri tried to talk about teachers or classes Katherine remembered from seventh grade. She said things like, “Quit bothering me! I don’t remember!” when Henri asked her about who graded the hardest and which teacher gave the most homework. Now school was starting tomorrow, and Henrietta was scared. Katherine was so determined to make Henri figure things out for herself that she wouldn’t even answer simple questions? What had Henri done to deserve that?

At least Mom was excited. She was taking a sabbatical from her job at the lab to finish the requirements for her doctorate. Before, with Henri’s tuition at the Vista School, her parents couldn’t afford for Mom not to work. Now maybe Mom wouldn’t yell at Jordan so often for leaving on the lights, or remind Henri and Kat to pull the curtains in the afternoon to keep in the cool. Sure, Henri would still wear Kat’s hand-me-downs, and Jordan would need to keep his job at the camera store, but with Henri at public school, it would work—if Henri could handle it.

Which she could.

“No, not my armpit,” Henri muttered, collecting her pet from where he had threaded himself around her neck and was trekking down her T-shirt sleeve. She wound Wil around her arm again and stroked the black-and-white pattern of his tummy scales. She wished she had nothing better to do than explore interesting landscapes like Will did. Instead, she had to get ready for tomorrow and tidy up her half of the room before Katherine came home and stroked out at the mess again.

She hugged her snake instead. “Wil, this is going to be fine, right?”

The snake struggled, disinterested in her clutching grip.

Sighing, Henri got up and put Wil Snakespeare back into his terrarium. Tightening her ponytail, she put on her headphones and found music to help her start rehanging her clothes in the closet. Maybe tomorrow when she woke up, her outfits would look different.

Of course, before the first song was even halfway over, she heard her mother’s distinctive rat-a-tat-tat knock. Henri leaned her head against the closet door with a thunk. She wondered if she could fake not hearing the knock, but she knew better.

Henri exhaled a sigh. “Yeah, Mom?”

The door pushed open. Her mother adjusted her gold-framed oval glasses and peered around at the messy floor. The careful crease of her khaki pants echoed her perfectly straight spine. “Is your little albino friend slinking around in here somewhere?”

Henrietta frowned. “Wil isn’t albino. He has pigment; he just doesn’t make any reds, so he’s black, gray, and white instead of red, yellow, and orange. He’s a-ne-ry-thristic.” Henri said the long word carefully.

“Fine, yes, all right, Miss Zoology,” her mother said, waving a hand. “As long as he’s safely locked up in that cage.”

“He doesn’t bite,” Henrietta muttered.

“Well, that’s good, because if he did, I’d bite him,” her mother said, like she always did. Henrietta shook her head and groaned, like she always did. Mom’s jokes were as bad as Dad’s jokes.

Mom stepped a little farther into the room and frowned, her long-fingered hands landing on her hips. “What is going on with this mess, Henrietta? Your laundry is everywhere.”

“Nothing’s going on,” Henrietta mumbled, gathering up an armload of shoes.

Her mother raised her eyebrows. “This doesn’t look like nothing going on to me.”

Henrietta shrugged and hung another shirt. She wished Mom would get to the point.

Her mother’s voice was quiet. “Daddy tells me you’re worried about tomorrow. Henrietta, you have nothing to worry about. Remember, no one can make you feel inferior without your consent.”

“Yeah, Mom, I know,” Henrietta said, wishing that Eleanor Roosevelt had kept that particular thought to herself. Henri wasn’t feeling inferior. She was feeling nervous. Shaky. Intimidated.

Her mother took another step into Henrietta’s room, glanced at Wil Snakespeare’s cage, and took a step back. “Okay, well, Henrietta—tomorrow is going to be a big day, but it’s going to be a good day. We’ve met with the school counselor; we’ve seen the accommodation and resource specialist. You have a resource room, with a desk and a chair and nonfluorescent lighting for study hall and tests. You’ll have a large-screen laptop and a whiteboard and plenty of scratch paper. It’s not the Vista School, but with the right attitude, we can make this work.”

“I know, Mom, it’s fine,” Henrietta said, grabbing another hanger. “We have the right attitude. I do, anyway.”

Mom sighed. “You know, Henrietta, I was one of a very few girls studying analytical chemistry in college—and there were only two Black girls in our entire chemistry department.” Henrietta’s mother smoothed a tendril of hair behind her ear. “They didn’t think I was smart enough, Henrietta. They didn’t think girls knew how to do math and science. But I didn’t give up. They expected me to quit—but I kept surprising them.”

“I know—” Henrietta began, but Mom wasn’t done.

“That’s all I want for you, Henrietta. You know how to try. You’ve got the smarts. All you need is the tenacity to hold on, even when it’s hard, even when you hate it, and keep going.”

“But . . . but what if I really hate it?” Henrietta asked in a small voice. “What if I’m not smart enough? Do I have to go back to the Vista School?”

“Hen! Don’t think about quitting before you start,” her mother scolded, worry lines creasing her forehead. You’ll make new friends and have a successful school year, but you’ll have to dig in. You’re going to have to figure out how to hold on, even when it gets hard, and not give up. That’s what this year is about for both of us, right?”

Both of us? Mom was worried too? Henrietta swallowed. So she did have to figure things out this year, just like Katherine had said. It didn’t matter if Katherine wouldn’t help; if Henri didn’t pull it together, she might have more than another math fail—she’d have an everything fail, and that wasn’t happening. Henrietta wouldn’t let it.

She nodded weakly. “All right, Mom. I’ll try.”
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Too Big a Lie

Text from Henri’s phone

Happy First Day! Wish you were here.

    You’ll rock 7th Grade, so have a great year. ♥H

Henrietta sent the “Happy First Day!” text to her friend Miki, even though it didn’t seem like having a good day was likely right now. For one thing, she was in the car with Mom. By the time Henri had finished creating an outfit, adding her old, pleated, navy uniform skort and low-top white sneakers to an old NASA T-shirt that had been Jordan’s—it had been too late to take her bike or the bus. Since Henri was running late and the new school was four miles away in stop-and-go traffic, Mom had shoved a piece of toast at her and hustled her into the car.

Never. Again.

Henrietta was nervous, but Mom, muttering under her breath at the traffic, was making things worse.

“Put the phone down and drive,” Mom muttered to the lady in front of her, inching the car closer to the school. The drop-off area was festooned with what must have been five million rolls of toilet paper. Kids were darting in between cars, waving and smiling. Nobody looked like they had gotten up early and freaked out over outfits. Nobody looked like Henrietta felt—already prickling with sweat, short of breath, and anxious.

She put her hand on the door latch. “I’m getting out. See you after,” she said.

“Wait!” Mom yelped, braking hard. “You don’t want me to walk you in?”

Henrietta made a distressed noise as her mother put the car in park. “What?! Mom, no! There’s no stopping here, remember?”

Mom waved off her protest as the car behind her put on a turn signal and began creeping around her. “I know, but—” She glanced over her shoulder at the line of cars, frowned, then brushed her fingers across Henrietta’s cheek. “We’re going to make this work, and if that means I talk to your teachers every single day, that’s what I’ll do. This is going to be a good year, Henrietta.”

“Right. Good year. Got it.” Henrietta agreed quickly, leaning out of the car in case her mother went in for a kiss. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Remember to smile,” her mother continued, leaning forward. “Try not to frown. When you’re concentrating, remember to relax your face and breathe.”

“Okay,” Henrietta said, pulling away and closing the door. “Bye.”

“Make eye contact,” her mother shouted through the muffling glass.

Henrietta growled, bared her teeth in a fiercely insincere smile, then hurried away, head down, scowling beneath the TP-draped trees.

Jeez.

At her orientation meeting two weeks ago, Henri had gotten a tour of the main building. Today, with wall-to-wall people, Henrietta couldn’t see much familiar but the flagpoles. Advisory period started at ten minutes after eight, and Henri was in a quiet panic. The mass of identical brick buildings with clear glass doors looked like a miniature city. How long would it take to get to her classroom? What if she couldn’t find it?

A girl tugged a door open ahead of her, then held it, turning to study Henrietta as she pulled off her sunglasses.

Henrietta swallowed, nearly impossible in such a dry throat. “Hi.”

“Hi-ii,” the girl said, dragging the word to two syllables, her gaze flitting over Henrietta’s outfit, face, and hair. Her smile was quick, bright, and too fast to be believable. Before Henrietta could do more than think about smiling back, the girl was gone.

Henrietta broke herself out of her daze. She needed room 7 for Advisory and then she’d stay there through first period . . . if she could find it. She crept along near the walls, avoiding the people crisscrossing, squealing greetings, and hurrying in every direction. Finally, Henri stopped at an intersection to fan herself with the neck of her shirt as she searched for a direction.

A girl with dyed-black pigtails decorated with yellow bows shot Henri a glimpse of blue eyes before lowering them to scribble something on her notepad. “Yeah? Do you need help?” she asked. Henri noticed the girl was wearing a yellow Team Alterra T-shirt and a name tag.

“Um, I need to find Ms. Edana’s office?” Henri frowned as her wobbly voice made the sentence a question.

“Edana. Right.” Nodding, the girl whose Hello! My Name Is . . . sticker identified her as Elizabeth tucked the notepad under her arm and marched off.

Henri hesitated a moment, then took a few quick skipping steps to catch up as Elizabeth turned in at the third of the hallways across the foyer.

“Hall, second door,” the girl said, pointing opposite where she was going. “Can’t miss.”

Henrietta stepped into the hallway, which smelled of coffee and copier toner, and walked hesitantly to the second door on the left—which was open a crack.

Henrietta poked her head in, confused to see an office. “Ms. Edana?”

“Across the hall,” a voice called behind her.

Henri startled. She turned as a lanky, blond-haired woman in a bright yellow dress and red flats hurried through into the hallway, a jumbo-sized coffee mug in her hands. “Good morning! You made it! Welcome to Alterra! Grab a seat in room seven! We’re getting to know each other, so come on in!”

Henri was grateful when a boy with a fuzzy brown flattop and square glasses walked up with a slip of paper, distracting Ms. Edana so Henri stepped into the classroom alone.

Three of the back rows were full, and there were five people spread out between the second and third rows. Only a few people were talking, but most of them looked up as Henri arrived, giving her a quick once-over.

Henri gave the room a general smile—without eye contact, however—then slid into a desk off to the side on the second row. At Henri’s old school, nobody would have allowed her to sit so far back, not when there were empty seats up front, but—Henri was getting the feeling she’d be thinking this a lot—so far, Alterra wasn’t anything like her old school. Wiping her clammy palms on her skort, Henrietta glanced around the room again, noting the colorful posters (In This Classroom, Mistakes Are Expected, Respected, Inspected, and Corrected!), charts of math facts, and times tables. But there were no computer stations, no stack of textbooks on the teacher’s desk, and no workbooks. Henri eyed the pens in the tray of the whiteboard and shivered. What if they had to work on the board all period? In front of everyone?

“Good, everyone’s found a seat!” Ms. Edana announced, setting down the coffee on the front desk and striding into the middle of the room. She seated herself atop one of the empty desks and lay the notepad down beside her, placing a hand on her chest. “We’re just going to go around the room to introduce ourselves. I’ll start. I’m Ms. Edana, and I’ll be with you every morning for Advisory and Math Seven!” She beamed at Henrietta. “And you are?”

Henri sucked in such a startled breath that she choked. A wave of heat flooded her face as she coughed, trying to catch her breath.

“H—” she wheezed as her throat constricted.

“Take your time,” Ms. Edana advised.

She heard a murmur from some of the students and tried again. “Henrietta,” she croaked, clearing her throat. “Henrietta . . . or you can call me Henri. Weldon.”

“Welcome, Henrietta!” Ms. Edana cheered, as if Henri’s name was the most exciting thing ever. “And you?” She nodded toward the boy with the shaggy hair seated across the room on the same row.

Henri lost track of the names almost immediately, even though she tried to listen. It was a weird way to take attendance, but Ms. Edana didn’t seem like she did regular things. Instead, Ms. Edana talked about respecting each other and making their class a safe space to learn by how they treated each other. Then Ms. Edana set aside her notepad and stood, stretching her arms over her head.

“Even though we’re on our minimal schedule today, let’s take time for mindfulness,” she said. “Since your breath is always with you, let’s take a moment to sit with our breathing. Sit up straight, sit still, sit in silence, and let’s breathe out softly, with our eyes closed.”

Henri watched as, all around her, the other students sat straighter and one or two even lay down on the brown-and-beige-tiled floor, heads pillowed on their backpacks. Hastily following Ms. Edana’s instructions, Henri put both hands on her stomach, watching and listening, wide-eyed, as the rest of the class made a long, low shhhh sound as they exhaled.

Henri couldn’t stop staring. How was everyone so cool with this? Had they all done this in school all their lives? At her old school, they breathed like this sometimes at PE—during stretches after running around. It felt so weird to be sitting at a desk and not in a baggy PE uniform.

“Breathe in, two, three, four, and feel the cool, blue calm of a fresh, new morning. Breathe out, two, three, and with that breath, let go of everything tangled in your mind. In, two, three, four, five, six. Out, two, three, four . . .”

Distracted from her rising panic, Henri settled in to having her Zen moment. Unfortunately, the breathing thing didn’t last for the rest of the class. In just a minute or so, Ms. Edana stopped counting, people finished shhhh-ing, and Henri found herself looking blankly at a small, rubber-framed whiteboard the size of a worksheet and a packet of slender dry-erase markers.

“These are outside-of-your-head brains,” Ms. Edana announced. “We’ll use these whiteboard slates like scratch paper, to write out our problems and to erase our mistakes. After today, these will be in a basket at the front of the room, and each of you will be responsible for getting your own, as you need them,” Ms. Edana said, dropping another board on a nearby desk. “In Math Seven, we’ll use a lot of different tools, and this is just one.”

Ms. Edana made her way back to the cluster of desks in the center of the room and leaned her hip against one as she explained that she would read off a list of numbers and that the students would need to follow her instructions for what to do with those numbers. Henrietta could already feel her chest tightening. What if Ms. Edana read the numbers too fast? How would she be able to follow the instructions if there wasn’t anything written down for her to copy? Through the haze of panic, Henri heard Ms. Edana say something else.

“The other tool I want you to remember that you have is your brain. No matter what, your brain works. You are not bad at math; math concepts are simply a challenge for your brain to process and understand. You’re going to hear me say that a lot—so you might as well say it with me. I am not bad at math.”

Ms. Edana looked expectantly at her students.

“I . . .” Henri opened her mouth to repeat the phrase with her classmates but trailed off into a vague mumble. She wasn’t bad at math? That felt like way too big of a lie to tell first thing in the morning.

Ms. Edana must have somehow heard her thought because she smiled broadly around the room. “Math is a challenge, but our brains are designed to meet challenges, find patterns, and solve problems. Mathematicians, we’ve got this.”
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Rat Race

Written in Henri’s notebook

September 9

This school is a maze!

I’m already lost!

I want to stop walking and go back to bed.

I’m going to be walking around here for days . . .

Henri was grateful the first week of school was all minimum days. By fourth period, her brain felt battered from all of the different directions she’d had to go—from Ms. Edana’s to English language arts where Miss Grassinger, a tall, round lady with a big grin and bright red hair, had reminded everyone to bring their dictionaries, their workbooks, and their textbooks to their every class. From language arts, she’d gone around the corner to Mr. Denby’s for social studies, where then they’d read about medieval times, and then Mr. Denby had pushed his glasses up into his locs and drawn a line of dates on the whiteboard, which Henri copied down, but they didn’t make sense—time lines never did until she’d stared at them for a while. After a video about underwater archaeology and a homework assignment that included writing out definitions, Henri finally escaped the enthusiastic teacher.

Homework! She hadn’t really had that much homework at her old school, but Ms. Edana assigned something Henri was supposed to bring the next day, and Miss Grassinger wanted them to turn in a worksheet tomorrow, and now Mr. Denby too!

Tiredly trailing the surge of students toward the center of campus, Henri smelled pizza before she even approached the cafeteria doors. Her mouth watered, but Henri already had a sandwich and was only getting something to drink today. The pizza line was too much to deal with the first day of school, figuring out if she had enough for a slice and a drink and a dessert too. A sandwich made everything easier. And . . . Henri relaxed a tiny bit—somewhere in this crowd, Kat was here. If she could find her in this crush of people, even for a second, then she wouldn’t feel like she was a lone grain of sand on a massive beach, even if Kat did ask her why she hadn’t just bought lunch.

Henri glanced worriedly at the digital clock above the cash registers. She had forty minutes for lunch, but she had to find a drink machine before she could sit down and eat her food. And then, when she finally found it, Henri dropped the handful of change the machine returned for her five-dollar bill.

A girl laughed and kicked a quarter under a table. Henri was seriously tempted to leave the rest of the money on the floor, but she stubbornly, carefully picked up the remaining coins from the hard blue-and-brown linoleum tiles.

“You missed one,” a voice called. “Here.”

A large foot in a battered black boot nudged a nickel toward her.

“Thanks,” Henri mumbled, crawling forward to swipe up the last coin. She got to her feet and realized she was next to an empty chair. She dusted off her knees and wiped her grimy-feeling hands on her skort, mumbling, “Is anyone sitting here?”

A pause, then a scoffing laugh. “Yeah—my invisible friend.”

Henri hesitated, not sure if that was an invitation. The battered black boot that had kicked her coin was attached to a long, thick leg covered in faded black denim. The rest of him had a broad, pale face with light brown hair shaved to just above the ears, with the remainder pulled up in a sloppy topknot. White earbud cords trailed from ears decorated with multiple silver hoops. Gray eyes met Henri’s with a quizzical stare.

“Are you going to stand there or what?”

Down the table, someone snickered.

“Um . . . no.” Henri felt ridiculous and annoyed about it. She sank down onto the rigid plastic seat before digging into her backpack for hand sanitizer. As she pulled herself together and took out her food, she studied her other tablemates.

At the very end of the table, a person in a dark hoodie snoozed, head pillowed on their folded arms, hood pulled up to obscure their face, and their hands tucked into their sleeves. A few seats down, a girl with a golden tone to her light brown skin sat braiding her long, dark hair, reading something on her phone. Sitting next to her, another girl with a slick-gelled ballet bun and huge gold hoop earrings stared back at Henri, eyebrows raised. Henri quickly looked away, realizing that now everyone at the table was watching her.

Henri gave them an awkward smile and unwrapped her sandwich.

“Henri! Jeez, why are you sitting way back here?”

Her sister’s loud whisper made her jump. “Katherine, hi!” Henrietta leaped from her seat, feeling warm relief as she waved at her sister’s friend Janelle, who gave her an indifferent chin lift and went back to her phone. “I can’t believe you found me! This place is packed! Is it always like this?”

Janelle made a little noise and Kat glanced at her, sharing an eye-rolling glance between them. “Every single day, Henrietta. Look—come here.”

Henri was startled as Kat grabbed her shirtsleeve, tugged her away from the table, and turned her back to it, speaking quickly.

“What’s the matter?” Henri whispered, catching her sister’s mood.

“Nothing, nothing,” Kat said, shooting a quick look over her shoulder toward the table. “Look, Henri—go sit in the front. Or else when everyone rushes out of here, you’ll be late to your next class.”

“No, I won’t,” Henri protested. This was Katherine letting her “figure it out”—bossing her about where she was sitting? “I’m eating, Kat. I’m fine.”

Kat glanced down at Henri’s iced tea. “Why didn’t you get a fountain drink, anyway? Wait—Henri, you brought lunch from home?” Kat’s voice rose as she looked back at the table and Henri’s canvas lunch bag.

“I wanted a sandwich,” Henri said defensively, hearing yet another snicker from their audience at the end of the table. “It’s no big deal—I’ll buy lunch tomorrow.”

“Henri, you make everything so complicated . . .” Kat exclaimed, shaking her head. She lowered her voice again. “Whatever. Look, tell Mom I’m going to Janelle’s after school.”

“Why can’t you tell her?” Henri asked, scowling. “Is that too . . . complicated?”

Rolling her eyes, Kat waved Henri’s question away. “Just tell her.”

“Kat—” But her sister was walking away, moving smoothly through the crowd to disappear.

Scowling, Henri sat down, angrily unwrapping her sandwich and taking a vicious bite. Katherine had some nerve, acting like Henrietta was her messenger girl. She wasn’t telling Mom anything.

“Henry . . . like Henry Ford, the car guy?” The boy next to her leaned forward.

“Mmph?” Henri blinked, still chewing.

“Henry? That’s your name?”

“Henrietta.” Henri swallowed, then enunciated clearly. “Like Henrietta Lacks, whose cells were used for cancer research. Henri for short.”

“Oh. Okay.” The boy glanced down, reaching into the pocket of his flannel shirt. “I’m Vinnie.”

“Vinnie? Nice to—” Henri drew a sharp breath through her nose. “Oh my gosh, is that a RAT?!”

The snicker from down the table was outright laughter now. The sleeper was still snoozing, but the two girls were watching and giggling.

“Nope,” Vinnie said, rubbing the sleek brown-and-white head and offering the bright-eyed little rodent a bit of food to nibble. “It’s unsanitary, and no one would have a rat in the cafeteria at school, so this isn’t a rat.”

“I . . . you . . .” Henri sputtered. “You have a rat . . . in your pocket . . . all day?”

“He’s not bothering anyone!” At Henri’s wide-eyed silence, Vinnie’s jaw firmed. His grayish eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you’re scared. He’s not even touching you.”

Henri shook herself. “No, I’m not scared. I was surprised. And no, he’s not touching me, and I don’t want him touching on me. Wil would go nuts.” At Vinnie’s eye roll, Henri added, “Wil Snakepseare. My snake. Who eats mice, for your information.”

Silence. Henri lifted her chin, feeling triumphant.

Then Vinnie snorted, lips tilted a fraction in grudging amusement. “Heh. You’re weird.”

Henri sputtered. “Wha—? Me? I’m weird!? Like you should talk!” Shoving the last bite of sandwich into her mouth, Henri stomped toward the exit, ignoring the peals of laughter behind her.

If it weren’t for the fact that she still had to face PE—which probably had another fifty-pound textbook for her to cram into her already heavy backpack—Henri would walk home right this second. She stalked through the cafeteria doors and into the corridor beyond, smelling hot tomato sauce and cheese, and annoyed that the smell of pizza was still making her mouth water.

Stupid pizza.

Then Henri realized she had stalked into the wrong hallway . . . maybe. She stopped, turning in a full circle. The hallway looked . . . like a hallway. Both the tile floors and the wall were a sort of creamy beige with a blue stripe—had there been a stripe before?

Hmm . . . PE was outside, right? But she had to find the locker room to change first. Her PE shorts, T-shirt, and shoes were in her backpack, so it wouldn’t take long.

Henri groaned. If she was late to her next class, Kat would know it was because she’d sat in the back of the cafeteria. With a sigh, Henri turned to retrace her steps. She’d have to go back to the cafeteria and figure out her way from there.

But, somehow, the cafeteria wasn’t the few steps up the hallway it should have been. Henri rounded a corner, and there were only another series of numbered doors.

Henri tugged on a handful of hair. This was stupid! She didn’t have time to be turned around! Henri shrugged off her backpack and dug inside for her campus map. Yes, right there on the map was the gym, on the north end of campus, but . . .

Which way was north?

Henri turned the map one direction and then the other. It still didn’t make sense, and she didn’t have time—no time! Worse, the hallway suddenly flooded with people. Like a fish trying to swim against a river, Henri found herself flattened against a wall, then dodging and ducking as she tried to make her way forward. She was going to be so late. There was nothing to do but dive out a door and try outside.

By the time she ran around the whole building, Henri was sweaty and breathing hard. But yes—there were people outside on the field, standing in lines, jogging in place, bending and stretching. All of them were in uniform.

Backpack clamped against her body, Henri flew across the field and skittered to a stop behind a line of students. She panted as the teacher, a short woman wearing a yellow Alterra baseball cap jammed over her blunt-cut dark blond hair, gave her a frowning look. Henri had only a second to catch her breath before the woman directed the rest of the students to the track. As they jogged off down the field, the woman turned to Henri, her notepad computer in hand.

“Name?” she demanded.

“Henrietta Weldon.” She sounded so much like Dad’s military friends Henri felt like she should salute.

“I’m Coach Wood, and this is grade seven physical education. Are you in the right place?”

Henri felt her fingers twisting together. “Um, yes, ma’am. Sorry. I got lost.”

The woman took in Henri’s skort and spotless white shoes. “Why are you out of uniform?”

Still trying to catch her breath, Henri gestured to her backpack. “It’s in my backpack. I couldn’t find the locker room.”

Coach Wood pursed her lips. Henri noticed she had eleven billion barely visible freckles on her suntanned skin, even one on her lip.

“Are you aware that students who arrive out of uniform to PE are docked a hundred points for each incident?”

What? Henri’s eyes flew wide, the freckles forgotten. She shook her head, mute.

The woman gave her a wintry smile. “Well, now you know. Change shoes and give me five laps around the track. Let’s see you hustle.”

But . . . it was the first day! She was new! It wasn’t her fault she was late!

Protests and explanations quivered on the tip of her tongue, but Coach Wood’s steady stare just dared Henri to voice them so she could take away more points.

Quickly, Henri toed out her shoes and dropped to the prickly grass to put on at least part of her PE uniform. As she crammed her foot into her shoe, trying to make sure her socks didn’t slouch down around her heel, students who had completed their easy single lap around the track returned to cluster around Coach Wood. The coach divided them into squads for a combination of a relay race and an obstacle course. Henri, feeling awkward as the solo jogger on the track, moved slowly so she could watch.

“Let’s see that hustle, Weldon!”

Henri grimaced at Coach Wood’s bellow and picked up her pace. Five laps, and ONLY five laps. She wouldn’t lose count.

So far, seventh grade was less than impressive. Dig in and hold on. Coach Wood was clearly all about that.
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Toolboxes

From Henri’s journal

Tomorrow I will NOT get lost.

Tomorrow I will not let people LAUGH at me!

AND snakes are still the best pets ever. EVER.

“Hey, Snakelet, I’m back. Did you miss me?” Henri cooed, peering into Wil Snakespeare’s terrarium. She was sweaty from walking from the bus stop in the warm September sunshine, but at least this time she’d taken the right bus.

“Yasssss, Human,” whispered a scratchy, high-pitched voice, and Henri just about jumped out of her skin.

Her father guffawed, a belly laugh tapering off to snorts and soundless giggles as he leaned weakly against the wall in the hallway, slapping his knee. “Whoo, girl,” he wheezed when he could finally speak. “Shoulda seen your face!”

Rolling her eyes, Henri stepped up on the stool to retrieve her pet, gently lifting him from his home. “Ha-ha, so funny, Daddy. Where’d you come from? I thought nobody was home.”

“Well, I wasn’t home, I was driving out to pick you up. Your mama called to remind me about a minute before I saw you cutting across the road from the bus stop.” Leaning in her doorway, her father rubbed his face sheepishly, broad palm rasping against his stubbled face. “I went ahead and filled up the car, since I was already driving.”

“Oh.” Henri draped Wil around her neck and peered into his tank. She checked the water level and fluffed up the aspen bedding in the bottom of his terrarium. Corn snakes made little nests of their bedding and hid when they slept, and Henri liked to keep Wil’s plumped and soft, like she did with her own pillows.

“Well?” her father demanded. In worn blue sweatpants and a goldenrod T-shirt, he came into her room and plunked himself in her desk chair swiveling to face her. “How was it?”

Henri sat down on the floor in front of the closet and shrugged. “Meh. It was okay.”

“‘Okay’? Hmph.” He gave Henri a sharp look. “So you had some trouble?”

Henri shoved aside memories of the crumpled map and her sweaty, panicky race around the school. “Some . . . a little. But it was fine.”

“You got a lot of homework?” Her father swiveled again to examine the backpack Henri had tossed onto her desk.

“Yes,” Henri said wearily, adding, “but I don’t need any help.”

“Hmph.” Her father peered at her. “You like your teachers?”

“Most of them,” Henri said. “The PE teacher is . . . kind of mean.”

Again, the wordless grunt that was Dad filing her words away in his brain. “Hmph. You meet some nice kids, though?”

Henri thought about Vinnie and Vinnie’s friends, and grimaced. “Uh . . .”

“Hmph.” Her father nodded thoughtfully, looking down at his folded hands. Silence sat comfortably between them for a moment, Henri snuggling with Wil and her father sitting, watching with a faraway look in his eyes. Abruptly, he broke the silence.

“Heard a story a while back . . .”

Henri groaned. Her father had been a chaplain for twenty-two years, and sometimes it seemed like he had a story for everything.

“And in this story,” her father continued, as if he hadn’t heard Henrietta’s groan, “was a little frog . . .”

Henri held Wil to her cheek, whispering, “Do you see what I have to put up with?”

Her father continued, unconcerned. “Hopping around the barnyard, looking around. He saw another little frog go into the open door of the barn, and he hop, hop, hopped right on after him.”

Henri tipped her head back against the closet and sighed loudly. Wil flicked his tongue at her.

“Now, these two little frogs hopped around and found a bucket. “Before you know it, they’d jumped right in—and into a bucket of cream. Well, the first frog panicked. He couldn’t get out—the sides were too high, and he swam and he swam until he got tired. He said, ‘Well, that’s it—goodbye, cruel world,’ and he sank right down to the bottom of the pail.”

“What?” Henri jerked to attention. “That is disgusting,” she complained.

Her father ignored her. “Well, our frog wasn’t about to give up that easily. He swam and he swam in circles, kicking and kicking his strong legs. And after a while, the cream around him thickened, making it even harder to swim. He wanted to give up. He was so tired—he just wanted to stop for a while—but he’d seen what stopping did for frogs, so kicked and he kicked for more than an hour, until his kicking legs touched something solid—”

“Oh, wait, I know this one. He stood up on butter and he was saved, The End.” Henri sat up abruptly. “You do realize that story’s supposed to be about mice, right?”

“What? No, it’s not,” Dad said, a little line forming between his eyebrows.

Henri tucked her legs beneath her. “Yes, it is. I saw it in a movie one time.”

“Oh, it was in a movie, then I guess it must be true.” Dad shook his head, exasperated. “Henri, don’t miss the point now.”

“What point? Don’t drown in dairy products? Got it.” Henri blinked innocently.

Her father pointed at her, eyes narrowed, then leaned over and flicked the tip of her nose. “The point, Miss Thing, is that even when you were small fry, like that little frog, you were the most stubborn, hardheaded thing going, and you still are.” His smile faded into kind concern. “In this life, you take that stubbornness and figure out how to make it a tool, Henri, especially when you meet a thing that challenges you—like school.”

Henri sighed, becoming serious as well. “I know, Dad. I won’t give up. It just—it’s a lot to get used to.”

“It is. It’s a much bigger school with a lot more going on. But that’s why your brother and sister are there and can help you when you need it.”

Henri pressed her lips together so she wouldn’t say anything else, but she couldn’t help the little noise that escaped. Jordan was hardly ever around, and Henri couldn’t imagine Kat being helpful for anything except finding more ways that Henri was doing everything wrong.

Her father stood up and squeezed her shoulder, then skimmed his fingers over Wil’s sleek scales. “Use all the tools in your toolbox,” he advised.

“I will, Dad,” she said, the rest of the thought continuing silently, but I know Kat’s not one of them.

It was almost eight thirty when Kat pushed through their bedroom door, tossing her backpack on her bed. Henri barely glanced up from the mess of paper and books where she was working, half sitting on the floor, half leaning on the bed.

Kat extended a foot and shoved a ball of scratch paper back over to Henri’s half of the room. “How do you have so much homework already?”

“I don’t have that much,” Henri mumbled, hunching back over her notebook. “I’m doing something.”

Kat crossed the room boundary and leaned into the light, examining Henri’s work. “Oh. Social studies. Mr. Denby’s cute, isn’t he?”

Henri grunted. Oh, now Kat wanted to talk about teachers?

With his big smile and the dimples in his brown cheeks, Mr. Denby was really nice-looking, but Henri wasn’t taking any chances on him being nice about grading. The last question in the textbook had been to organize a series of dates. By the time Henri had finished figuring out BCE and which dates came when, erasing and restarting and erasing again, her paper was creased, thin, and gray with the ghosts of wrong answers. Rewriting—turning in a neat-looking paper, even if the answers were wrong, made teachers like you better—took another hour. And then she’d eaten a bag of chips while doing her English language arts and had gotten a smear of oil on her vocabulary sentences, so she’d had to recopy that, which had taken even more time. Ugh. She definitely should have typed things, but the printer needed a new ink cartridge, as Mom had used up the last one.

From the closet where she shimmed out of her clothes, Kat was still talking. “So . . . what’s the deal with you and the Morgans?”

“Who?” Henri closed her notebook, deciding to leave her assignment where it couldn’t get wrinkled.

“The Morgans? Queen Lily and her clones?”

Henri paused blankly, holding her notebook. “Queen . . . who?”

Kat popped back out of the closet, her hands full of hair as she twisted her braids atop her head. “You don’t even know who you ate lunch with?! Jeez, Henri!”

“Oh.” Henri rubbed her gritty eyes. “I think his name was Vinnie? That’s who I ate lunch with, kind of.”

Kat gave a gale-force sigh. “And I just asked you what’s up with that. Your friend Vinnie is trouble, Henri.”

“Why, though?” Henri made sure her life sciences book was on top of her backpack—she’d need that tomorrow. “I don’t even know him. I found an empty seat, I told you.”

“Hmph.” Kat sounded just like Dad. She paused in the doorway, the wide headband she wore a sign she was going to wash her face. “Listen—I shouldn’t tell you this, but Janelle told me her aunt who works in the office said that Lily and Drew came in seventh grade because they got expelled from their last school. Then Ana came last year with Vinnie. Janelle says the Morgans always sit together because they told everyone they’re all brothers and sisters, but they’re not—they’re foster kids in a group home.” Katherine’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if being a foster kid in a group home was the same thing as being a killer clown from outer space.

“They’re foster kids and live in a group home?” Henri said. “So?”

“So they’re not good friends for you,” Kat said in her normal voice, frowning. “They’re not nice, plus they’re too old for you. Tomorrow, find a table with, like, people from your own class. That’s what you’re supposed to do.”

Henri made a grouchy noise. “Whatever.” Kat could have saved Henri a seat, but she hadn’t. And Henri had asked Kat to fill her in about stuff like this, about who to be friends with and who to avoid, but Kat had said “school is school,” like it hadn’t mattered.

Henri wasn’t about to listen to her now.

Thursday, Henri was better prepared. She pulled her hair up in a pineapple bun, gelling and brushing the sides so they would stay up, and pulled on a black shirt with tiny pink flowers and a pair of denim shorts. She was shoving her feet into her black sneakers, chewing on a bite of toast, when Jordan wandered shirtless into the kitchen, barefoot.

“Don’t you have a class?” Henri asked.

“Not till ten,” Jordan said, and snagged the toast from her plate on the way to the refrigerator.

“Hey!”

“Henrietta, hurry up,” Kat said, clopping into the kitchen. Today, her braids were twisted in a colorful updo. She wore brown suede boots topped with scrunched white socks, which looked adorable with the denim overall dress and sunny yellow cardigan she wore.

Henri squinted at the cardigan suspiciously. “Hey . . . is that my sweater?”

“No,” Kat said too quickly, pulling it around herself.

“Yes, it is! I’ve been looking for that!” Henri pointed an angry finger at Kat. “You can’t just take my stuff, Kat.”

“Oh my gosh, I didn’t take it. I borrowed it.” Kat waved a hand, as if to erase the conversation from history. “Let’s go, Henrietta. We’re going to miss the bus.”

“Give me back my sweater first.” Henri held out a demanding hand.

Katherine’s lips turned down. “Henri! I need it today. You can borrow my red one.”

“The red one’s probably mine too,” Henri complained, following her sister to the door. “Next time, I’m borrowing your boots.”

“No, you’re not, they’re too big for you,” Kat shot back.

“Well, then, I’m borrowing your dress.”

“Fine, whatever,” Kat mumbled, hurrying toward the bus stop.

Henri showed her pass and got on first, taking a window seat in the middle of the bus. Kat took the seat across from her. Henri was glad because she refused to sit with a cardigan thief. What made the whole thing worse was how cute Kat’s outfit was. How dare she use Henri’s sweater so adorably?

Henri turned her back and glared out the opposite window.

The bus filled with silent, sleepy commuters of all ages. The Weldon sisters ignored each other—in loud silence—until the third stop. Suddenly, Kat got up and lunged across the aisle, landing in Henri’s seat.

Henri twisted to stare at her. “What—?”

“Shhh!” Kat pulled her stolen sweater closer and crossed her arms. She crossed her legs too, wedging herself in with her knee against the seat in front of her.

Henri opened her mouth to demand that Kat go and sit somewhere else when the riders from the most recent stop thundered toward the back of the bus.

One of them was thickset and tall with shaggy, light brown hair and a hooded blue sweatshirt—

Vinnie. The next rider was pretty and willowy with a long brown braid coiled up on top of her head. She was gesturing to Vinnie with her phone. The third rider had deep, dark skin, wide shoulders, and wore a baggy black hoodie. He had been the sleeper—Henri recognized the chunky wireless earphones around his neck and the sunglasses covering most of his face. The last rider in the group wore mirrored sunglasses, a high ponytail braided into three separate strands, dark pink lipstick—and a recognizable pair of huge gold hoop earrings.

“Oh,” Henri muttered under her breath. It was the kids who’d been kicked out of school.

The noise level on the bus went up they as ambled up the aisle, calling to each other, shoving, and laughing. The girl with the braid sat closer to the front, but Vinnie went all the way to the back, barreling past without looking. The boy with the sunglasses took Kat’s old window seat across the aisle, and the girl with the earrings, Lily, came up the aisle behind him. Kat stiffened, turning her body away from them, her arms crossed and her knee bouncing.

The girl with the earrings stood in the aisle and looked at Kat, grinning, her sharp white teeth making her wide smile sharklike. “Hey, hey!” she called loudly. “What’s up, My Little Pony?”

“Sit down, please!” the driver called from the front.

Lily Morgan waved a hand and plopped into the seat across from them.

Kat crossed her arms more tightly and bounced her leg faster. Her expression didn’t change, and she didn’t answer.

The boy with the hood scooched down in his seat and put on his earphones as Lily went on, her voice loud. “Rainbow Pony got that Big Bird sweater going on today. I like it.”

Kat just bounced her leg some more.

Henri gaped, staring at her sister’s expressionless profile. Kat was never that quiet, ever. And she had hearing like a bat, so she could hear it if you said something about her under your breath—everything, every time, and she didn’t just get mad; she got you back.

So why wasn’t she saying anything?

Kat stiffened slightly as Lily leaned closer, the heavy scent of her perfume wafting across the aisle with the movement. “What did you say your sister’s name was? Harry? Larry? Hah—Hairy Larry, get it, Drew?” Lily elbowed the boy next to her.

Bristling, Henri leaned forward, mouth opening—and Kat’s arm darted out like lightning, forcing her back.

Henri turned wide eyes to Kat’s, which were giving Henri a frantic silent message. Stop. STOP. Don’t make it worse.

Slowly, Henri settled back in her seat, goose bumps raising a shiver over her whole body. Katherine Weldon never backed down, ever—from anyone. When kids in the neighborhood started something with her, Katherine finished it. When the boy next door had stolen her Legos, Kat had told him that he wasn’t his mom’s favorite child—and he didn’t have any brothers or sisters. When Jordan got on her nerves, Kat even got right up in his face and told him to step off, and that could be scary, since Jordan was already bigger than Dad.

What was up with these Morgans, anyway?
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Patterns and Precision

From Henri’s journal

I wonder how hard it would be to take care of a rat? Not that I want one, but . . .

Even after her unsettling start, day two of school wasn’t quite as challenging. For one thing, Henri made her way to room 7 without any help. And she was prepared for the stretching and the shh-shh-shhhhh-ing, and for all of Ms. Edana’s weird little math statements, which she read out of a book called Talking Back to Math. Today, they had to repeat after her, “I am a mathematician because I ask questions, use what I know to solve problems, and look for patterns to find answers.”

That wasn’t true as far as Henri was concerned, but at least it wasn’t as big of a lie as yesterday. She got through most of it without mumbling and even worked out a few problems on her little whiteboard to be not too bad. That was surprisingly good.

English language arts was actually okay too. Miss Grassinger read a short story about a seventh-grade boy from Fresno who wanted to go to France and pretended he already spoke French. Afterward, each student picked through the words in the story they didn’t know, and the class discussed them. Then, Miss Grassinger gave out five new vocabulary words, including “narrative” and “context.” They had to look up definitions for those words in their paperback dictionaries and write them down with a sentence for an example, or by drawing a picture. Henri always liked assignments with an option to doodle the best. She was happy when Miss Grassinger dismissed a tiny bit early after reminding the class that tomorrow was Poetry Friday. Henri didn’t know what that was, but if it meant Miss Grassinger was going to read to them again, then it seemed like a good thing.

Henri found the science classroom by following the herd of people shuffling along the corridor in front of her. That was easy—after all, there was a certain routine that said “school”—old or new—marked in the pink, squiggly maze of Henri’s brain. But Henri snapped out of her sleepwalking the moment she stepped into the classroom. It was full of . . . things.

Things like interesting rocks, fossils, and bones, and every blank space on the wall was full of colorful bulletin boards and posters. At the back of the room were plants, tanks, and terrariums—Henri saw a stripey betta fish and what looked like a lizard or snake habitat that she couldn’t wait to investigate.

Henri took a seat at the front—there were no desks, only high tables—and examined the tools on Ms. Cho’s desk—the little glass measuring cups called beakers, the test tubes in their rack, the taller, skinnier measuring cups called graduated cylinders, and the three thin plastic sticks called pipettes, which were kind of like eyedroppers. The whole time, Ms. Cho talked about lab safety, handed out the safety contracts to sign, pointed out the materials locker for Seventh-Grade Life Sciences, and explained how to update and turn in their lab notebooks. Henri felt like a rubber band, pulling tighter and tighter. When Ms. Cho finally stopped explaining and said it was time to start working—boing!—Henri practically exploded from her seat.

She was the first to cross the room to the lockers to pick out a lab apron and goggles. While Ms. Cho handed out a laminated sheet of instructions to each table, Henri dropped the apron over her head and put on her goggles. She felt taller and more serious in her lab uniform. She watched as a boy labeled the six test tubes at their table with the first six letters of the alphabet. He had dark-framed glasses and straight black hair that stuck up on top like a neatly mown lawn.

“Okay, so I’m going to fill the first tube,” the brown-haired boy across the table announced, grabbing the first tube he could reach. “Ms. Cho said we could start.”

“We need to read the instructions,” the sharp-chinned girl across from Henri objected, grabbing the test tube rack and pulling the rest close to her chest. “We can’t just all do whatever, AJ.”

The boy labeling test tubes pushed up his glasses. “Are you guys seriously going to start arguing? Already? You argued all last year!”

Henri looked around the table. As usual, everybody already knew each other, or at least it seemed like they certainly knew AJ.

“I’ll read,” Henri offered. “If I read and the three of you do the lab and go step-by-step, we won’t skip anything, and we’ll maybe go faster.”

“Reading like that takes forever,” AJ complained.

“No, it takes a lot less time to do it right the first time,” the girl said, smoothing the headband that held back her honey-blond ringlets. She smiled at Henri. “Hi, I’m Grace.”

“Grace is my middle name. I’m Henri,” Henrietta said, smiling back.

“Cute,” said Grace, dimpling. “Where are you—”

“Henry?!” AJ interrupted in disbelief. “Your name is Henry? Like a dude?”

“Haven’t you ever heard of Henrietta?” asked the boy next to Henri. He shook his head. “Ignore AJ. He got dropped a lot when he was a baby.”

“Shut up, Hayden Tran, I did not.” AJ scowled. “Read, Girl Henry. I want to get done.”

“That’s not my name,” Henri mumbled, but started reading the instructions anyway.

Along with observation, Ms. Cho said scientists used “inferring” and “predicting” to help them make decisions. Henri inferred that AJ was the most impatient person she had ever met. She predicted that if Grace hadn’t made him slow down and Hayden hadn’t kept reminding him of how many drops of solution they needed, they’d have had to redo the whole experiment. But with some fast talking, nagging, and a lot of Hayden’s heavy sighs, they finally finished. Even though they’d only added three solutions, somehow, each of the six tubes contained colored liquid that made a rainbow.

Henri had just about decided that science was going to be really, really fun when Ms. Cho called for attention.

“Okay, scientists, get out a blank sheet of paper, please. It’s time for a quiz!”

Henri sagged, and the whole class groaned. It was only the second day!

“It’s only true or false—you can do this,” Ms. Cho encouraged. “You took in a lot of new information today, and part of your job as scientists is to observe and predict.” She paused, her dark eyes crinkling in a mischievous smile. “I predict some of you are better listeners than others.”

It turned out Ms. Cho was right.

Henri discovered she was only an okay listener. But that was fine. The quiz was only for practice, and next time, Henri promised herself, she’d take notes, and that way, she’d make a better score on her quiz than AJ.

Then it was lunchtime.

Henrietta’s hand slid into her pocket and touched the five-dollar bill she’d put there for safekeeping. Mom had said that was enough, and she’d even have change. Buying lunch would be fine. Nobody was paying her any attention, that’s what Katherine had said. “No one is looking at you anyway.”

But still—sounds in the noisy cafeteria seemed to go quiet as Henri pressed the crumpled bill to the register lady’s gloved hand. In her imagination, the people behind her leaned in, looming over her shoulder as the woman stared down at the bill Henri had handed her.

Then the grandma-looking lady looked back at Henri and shook her head.

Henri held her breath. Oh no, oh no. She’d gotten it—whatever it was—wrong. The lady was going to say so, out loud, and then Henri would slide down between the floor tiles and die. She hated cash registers. She hated money. She hated—

“Oof, would you look at those wrinkles,” the lady said, dipping her hand into her change drawer.

“Huh?” Henri blurted, breathless.

“My mama used to iron her money, so it stayed in her wallet nice and flat,” the lady said, handing Henri two bills and two coins. “She’d pitch a fit if she saw this poor five-dollar bill. Now, don’t you ball up your change and—”

But Henri was hurrying away, lungs expanding as she breathed in the air that she hadn’t been able to find before. Whew.

“Hen!”

Henri blinked, turning, and there was Kat, waving and pointing to an empty chair at the end of a table. Henri started forward eagerly before realizing that the table was full of students younger than Kat—and Kat was empty-handed. Where was her tray?

“I saved you a seat,” Kat said as Henri got closer. “These are seventh graders, so this is a good spot—you don’t have to go to the back.”

“Thanks,” Henri said, aware of girls at a nearby table eavesdropping. She lowered her voice. “Are you going to sit with me?”

Kat did the little ew face-scrunch thing she’d been doing lately. “Uh, no—I’m sitting with my friends.”

Henri’s face scrunched too, but in a stubborn way. “Well, I’m not sitting here then.”

Kat lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “Do you want to sit with Lily and the Clones?”

One of the cafeteria monitors moved vaguely in their direction, waving at Henri with a gesture to sit down. Henri set the tray down but stayed standing. “At least they didn’t mind sitting with me. You could’ve saved me a seat at your table, Kat.”

“Those Morgans aren’t your friends,” Kat said, ignoring this. “Forget it—you do you, Henri. I’m going to go eat.”

Kat speed-walked away. Henri grumpily plopped down in the spot Kat had saved. Her grilled cheese was still hot, but soggy. Henri ate it, head down, not caring if there were seventh graders she was supposed to talk to sitting nearby. She was not in the mood. Who died and made Kat the boss of who Henri could sit with at lunch? Why was Kat making it her business? And why was she so freaked out by Lily Morgan?

Henri was determined to figure it out.
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Disasters and Discoveries

Written on the corner of Henri’s scratch paper

Dear Ms. Edana: I don’t want to talk to math. Or have it talk to me. Thank you.

On regular schedule days, fifth period on Tuesdays and Thursdays weren’t for PE, to Henri’s intense relief. After bickering at lunchtime with Kat, Henri felt too prickly and raw to dig deep with Coach Wood. Plus, she still didn’t know where the locker room was, despite finding it on her map. She’d figure it out next week. Hopefully.

For now, Henri retraced her steps to Ms. Edana’s office. She was supposed to meet her math teacher for something called FOCUS lab, which stood for “focused observation, understanding, and success”—or so the resource assistant had said. There wasn’t anything like it at her old school, and the name made Henri nervous. Was FOCUS lab going to be Ms. Edana reading positive math statements and making Henri repeat them? Like that was going to help.

There were four doors open down the hallway where Ms. Edana’s classroom was. Henri remembered that one of them was Ms. Edana’s office, so she poked her head in. Several students were shoving together two-person tables and chairs. One girl was pushing back a heavy folding divider between two smaller classrooms, making one large one. Henri didn’t see anyone familiar, so she peeped into the next doorway down.

“Henrietta!” Ms. Edana exclaimed. She held up a finger. “Wait right there. I’ll be just a second . . .”

Henrietta paused in the doorway of the narrow office space, staring. There were two desks, three overflowing bookshelves, and a library cart jammed into the small space, but it was lively with plants and lots of personality in colorful prints and artwork on the walls. Ms. Edana, who matched the plants in a green-and-white palm leaf–printed dress, sat with her long legs folded on a tall stool. As Henri watched, she finished typing whatever she was working on, closed her laptop, and smiled.

“Good. I appreciate you being on time. The very best thing you can do for yourself is to be ready to work on lab days. We have so much to accomplish.”

Henri looked around uncertainly. “We’re not working . . . in here, are we?”

Laughing, Ms. Edana unfolded herself and stood, reaching for a striped metal tin on top of a file cabinet. “Oh no—we’re next door in the lab. I just needed a moment to myself first. How’s everything going?” She opened the tin and tipped it toward Henri.

Chocolates! With a pleased smile, Henri took one and began to peel away the silver wrapping. “Ooh, yum, thank you! Um, it’s fine? I . . . haven’t gotten lost today, anyway.”

Ms. Edana chuckled and selected a chocolate for herself. “Everyone gets lost their first week. The campus is basically shaped like a giant W, but it won’t take you long to find your way around.” Ms. Edana returned to her stool. “Do you have any questions about FOCUS lab?”

Henri shifted the melting lump of chocolate to her cheek. “Um, yes. What . . . is it?”

Ms. Edana laughed. “Good question. In FOCUS lab, students work on different skills on their own, but the first twenty minutes for most students is always on the laptop. You’ll be working on the Max Math app. Then today, you’ll spend the last part of lab time working one-to-one with a peer tutor. Every few weeks, we’ll look at the skills you’re learning in FOCUS lab and your scores in class to see if anything needs to change to help you meet your education goals. Does that make sense?”

Education goals. Henri shrugged. She didn’t have any goals, except to pass seventh grade, but at least FOCUS lab sounded like regular school stuff. “I guess.”

Ms. Edana beamed. “Well, let’s get started then.”

Max Math wasn’t the same program Henri had used at her old school, but it felt comfortingly familiar to open the laptop and log in. Minutes later, Henri found herself sliding yellow, green, and blue beads into place on a cartoon abacus. Max, the app’s animated ninja rabbit (or was that a pug in a ninja rabbit costume?) was silly but cute. She barely noticed Ms. Edana wandering through the room, scooting aside backpacks with her foot and checking in with busily working students. Henri didn’t even notice anyone sitting next to her until her lesson finished. Then she saw a familiar set of grayish eyes and a smirk.

“You!” she gasped.

“Yeah,” Vinnie said with a dry laugh. “Don’t jump up and clap or anything.”

“I’m, uh—” Henri wasn’t sure how to finish. Fortunately, Ms. Edana interrupted.

“Oh, good, you’re ready. Henri, this is Vinnie Morgan, one of our peer tutors who works with our after-school program. He’s volunteered to work an extra period on Thursdays. I’d like to pair him with you, to work through homework assignments. Sound good?”

Good? There was no way that snarky Vinnie Morgan as her tutor was a good idea. Katherine was going to straight up freak.

Heh. That thought alone steadied Henrietta. She wasn’t Katherine; she didn’t have to dislike anyone on her say-so.

Henri closed her laptop to make room on the desk. “Um, sure, Ms. Edana,” she said.

“Great.” Ms. Edana snagged a nearby chair with her foot. She settled into the seat and waved Henri’s attention away. “Just ignore me—I’m here if you need me, but otherwise, carry on.”

Carry on. Henri stared down at her desk, waiting for Vinnie’s instructions, her stomach swirling like a noxious stew. Hah! Noxious, that was a great word. But maybe it was too much? Vinnie wasn’t really toxic or poisonous. He was just . . . too tall. And he didn’t smile, except when he laughed at her. And he . . .

Realizing abruptly that she’d gotten lost in her thoughts, Henri looked up.

Vinnie’s brows were raised. His voice was slow and careful, as if she was scared—again. “Do you have . . . a math book?”

“I—oh. Yeah.” Gritting her teeth, Henri practically dove into her backpack. Now Vinnie was laughing at her—again. If Ms. Edana hadn’t been right there . . .

Henri couldn’t really be surprised that Vinnie was good at math—Ms. Edana had asked him to be her tutor, after all—but she was surprised at how good he was. He didn’t try and take over like Kat used to, or hover over her like Mom. Vinnie looked at her math book and asked questions like “Do you know what you’re supposed to do? What’s the first step to doing the problem?”—questions Ms. Edana would probably ask. And he didn’t get impatient or bored. While Henri worked, Vinnie’s eyes followed her marker as she scribbled out the problem on her whiteboard. Sometimes he stopped her, his broad finger pointing out where she’d gone off the rails.

“Hold up,” he said. “Go back and try that one again.”

Henri found herself repeatedly turning to gape at him in disbelief. He could explain things better than Mom—mostly because he didn’t get upset and shake his head when she didn’t understand.

They worked until Ms. Edana moved off to check on another group, and then Henri had to know.

“Do you have it?” she whispered.

“‘It’?” Vinnie frowned, then his expression cleared, and the smirk reappeared. “What ‘it’?’”

“You know what I mean,” Henri insisted. “Did you bring your you-know-what?”

“Fratty Morgan is not a ‘you know what,’” Vinnie said, sounding offended. “Fratty’s pronouns are he and him, and Fratty isn’t bothering you, so don’t worry about him.”

“I’m not worrying about him; I want to see him,” Henri argued.

“You have two more problems,” Vinnie pointed out. “Fratty is for people who do their work.”

“What!? Jeez,” Henri said, rolling her eyes. “You’re worse than a teacher.”

Vinnie crossed his brawny arms, looking superior.

Henri glowered at the next problem. “Meanie,” she muttered.

“Weirdo,” Vinnie muttered back.

A snort escaped Henri’s nose. Her lips twitched, but she forced them still. No. No. Vinnie Morgan was not funny. She would not laugh.

It wasn’t even three thirty yet when Henri heard people in the hallway. In the lab, students started returning whiteboards to the bin. Vinnie nodded to Henri and sauntered out the door. Henri had her backpack on her shoulder when Ms. Edana stopped her with a big smile.

“So, how’d it go today? Did everything work out?”

Henri glanced at the door, but Vinnie was gone. “Um, yeah. It wasn’t terrible,” Henri said.

Ms. Edana beamed. “Wonderful,” she said warmly. “Vinnie has a talent for helping people with math that he didn’t even know he had until he came to our school family. I’m so glad it ‘wasn’t terrible.’” Ms. Edana looked like she wanted to laugh.

It was true, though. They had worked well together. Henri hadn’t felt stupid, like she did when Kat helped her, or slow because he was pushing her too fast or telling her the steps. And Vinnie didn’t get impatient because she kept forgetting the steps, like Mom sometimes was. She had to work—hard—but it hadn’t even been that bad.

“It was kind of unreal,” Henri said, chasing a trio of peas from her pasta. For once, Mom and Jordan were home, so all five Weldons were in the same place at the same time, seated at the dinner table.

“Unreal in a good way, I take it,” Mom said, smiling faintly.

“Yeah. My tutor, Vinnie—he remembers everything. I didn’t need to look up the steps for upside-down fractions, and Ms. Edana was sitting there, just in case. I didn’t even need to ask her.”

“Love to hear it,” Dad said, lifting his eyes from his phone to share a pleased smile.

“Yeah, nice,” Jordan acknowledged, thumping her shoulder as he stood up to rinse his plate. “All right, y’all, I’m going to Diego’s.”

“Don’t be late,” Mom called, and Jordan grunted a wordless reply as the door closed.

Mom got up to make tea, and Henri put another bite of pasta in her mouth. She chewed silently, just waiting for it. Sure enough, Katherine opened her mouth.

“Vinnie.” A little frown wrinkled Kat’s eyebrows. “You didn’t . . . you found a Morgan to be your tutor?”

“I didn’t find him,” Henri protested. “He works for Ms. Edana!”

Casting a glance at their father, who was still looking at his phone, Kat shook her head and got up from the table.

“Wait!” Henri lunged up from her seat.

“Plate,” Henri’s parents said in unison.

Huffing, Henri impatiently cleared her dishes, scraping all the bits of dinner she didn’t like—mostly lettuce that had too much salad dressing on it—into the food waste bin. Then she followed Katherine into their bedroom.

It was past time to talk about the Morgans.
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Poetry in Motion

From Henri’s journal

I actually had fun doing math today. Is that . . . how normal people feel?

“Don’t talk to me, I’m studying.” On her bed, Kat shoved in an earbud.

“I have to talk to you,” Henrietta said, standing with her toes touching the yellow tape dividing line. “You keep saying stuff like ‘they’re bad news’ and ‘stay away from them,’ but you never say why.”

Kat shrugged, still staring down at her phone.

Henri frowned. Katherine was like a statue of herself. She tried again. “I don’t see how you expect me to listen if you don’t give me at least one reason.”

Kat scooted back on her bed, drawing her knees up. “Fine. Hang out with them, then.”

“K-a-t,” Henri groaned, dropping to sit cross-legged on the floor. “Come on. Why can’t you say something?”

Katherine’s lips pressed together as if she was clenching her jaw.

Henri threw up her hands. “Fine! Don’t say anything! I can’t sit with you, but I also can’t sit with the only people in the cafeteria who were nice to me . . .” Henri knew this was exaggeration but kept on talking. “And the reason why is somehow this great big secret? Whatever, Katherine.”

Kat yanked out her earbuds and leaned forward, her voice a harsh whisper. “Don’t ‘whatever’ me, Henrietta! Lily Morgan is a straight-up bully. She and her clones tortured me all through seventh grade. Lily and Derek copied my homework, and Derek would’ve copied all my tests except I got my seat changed. Janelle told on them, and we all got in trouble. Lily told me she was going to get me back, and that means you should stay away from her.”

Henri’s eyes rounded. Kat took all the ninth-grade honors classes. She was never loud or forgot things and she’d never, ever gotten into trouble—at least that’s what Henri had thought. This was shocking. “What did Mom and Dad do? Why’d you let them copy your homework?” Henri blurted, then bit her lip, thinking of how big and tall Vinnie was. He could make anyone give them their homework. The problem was Henri couldn’t quite imagine him doing that. He was plenty smart and could do his work himself.

“I didn’t let them, Henny, they just did it.” Kat folded her arms and squeezed her elbows. “They got mad because the school wanted me to tutor Derek, but I didn’t want to tutor any boys! And Mom and Dad don’t know, so don’t you blab. Dad signed the in-school suspension slip with a bunch of other things, and he didn’t even look at it.”

“Stop calling me Henny,” Henri mumbled, but the embarrassing baby nickname barely registered, she was so stunned. The Morgans had seemed snarky but not like criminals. “Do they still do that? Steal people’s homework, I mean?”

“How should I know?” Kat asked irritably. “I avoid Lily and the Morgans—like anyone with sense would.”

“I do avoid Lily,” Henri argued, getting up from the floor. “I haven’t talked to her since the first day of school.”

“You know hanging out with her clones is just as bad,” Kat said. “You should tell Ms. Edana that you want another tutor.”

Kat’s words sprouted a seed of panic in Henri’s stomach. She should want another tutor—someone from Vinnie’s family had bullied Henri’s family. Sisters were supposed to have each other’s backs, or at least be on the same team. But . . . Henri liked Vinnie. She’d felt calm leaving FOCUS lab today, and Vinnie had made her laugh about his silly rat. She didn’t want to give up her tutor! She couldn’t.

Maybe she could fix this. If Lily and Katherine made up, Katherine wouldn’t be able to keep saying she couldn’t be friends with Vinnie. It wasn’t going to be easy, but . . .

“I’ll do it . . . I’ll talk to her,” Henri muttered. Lily couldn’t be that bad, could she?

Kat studied her phone like she hadn’t heard. A few minutes later, though, she pelted Henri with a shower of saltwater taffy from her secret candy stash.

“Ow!” Henri yelped.

“Sorry!” Kat said hurriedly, peering across the room. “Didn’t mean to throw it that hard!”

“I’m fine,” Henri said. This was the Katherine she used to know, the sister who wouldn’t hurt her on purpose. Henri happily gathered the wax paper–wrapped candy. “It’s all good. Thanks.”

A piece of taffy in her mouth, Henri balanced on the stool and opened Wil Snakespeare’s tank, letting his cool, dry scales slide pleasantly against her skin as she sank to the floor, snake in her arms. She rolled the taffy against her teeth, the sharp blueberry sweetness crowding her mouth. But it wasn’t enough to crowd out thoughts of Lily’s sneering smile.

She’d said she’d fix this, but how was she supposed to talk to Lily Morgan about anything?

By Friday morning, Henrietta had no answers, but at least today she and Kat sat closer to the front of the bus, and Lily and the Morgans went by in such a big, noisy rush. In math, Ms. Edana had them mark their homework with green pens. Henri gave herself a four-leaf clover for each answer she got right, and thanks to Vinnie, her paper looked like a lucky green meadow.

Coming into language arts, Henri had a bounce in her step. She grinned at Miss Grassinger’s belted black dress with the prancing pink horses along the skirt.

“I like your dress!” she gushed as she sat down near the front of the room.

“Thank you, Henrietta!” Miss Grassinger beamed, handing her a stack of paper to pass back to the people in her row. Then the teacher clapped her hands.

“Good morning, poetry people! It’s the first Poetry Friday of the month, and today’s poem comes from California-born poet Ada Limón. It’s called ‘How to Triumph Like a Girl.’”

Oh—right. Miss Grassinger had said something about this yesterday. Henri tilted her head expectantly as Miss Grassinger began to read. “I like the lady horses best, how they make it all look easy . . .”

So that was why Miss Grassinger was wearing a horse dress! The poem was about racehorses—big, dangerous runners with their ears up and their eight-pound hearts churning with endless energy. Henri smiled as she listened. She liked running too. Maybe she wasn’t big and dangerous, but the poem said lady horses were winners.

“Unlike a horse’s heart, your heart is a muscle about the size of your fist,” Miss Grassinger said, putting a fist in front of her chest. “Male hearts in humans are bigger than female hearts, so maybe it’s not surprising that in books and movies, we hear more about stallions, and maybe we think that male horses are more useful or more important. But female horses—mares and fillies—have been racing as long as there have been horse races. That’s what this poem made me think about. What thoughts did this poem give the rest of you?”

A few students raised their hands. Henri thought she liked the poem, but she had too many feelings about it to be able to put them into words. Miss Grassinger wrote the other comments on the whiteboard. Someone said they’d never heard a poem using the word swagger before, and another person was amazed that a horse’s heart weighed as much as a baby. Henri read the poem silently to herself again, then shyly raised her hand.

“It’s about . . . girls being strong?” Henri said.

Miss Grassinger raised her eyebrows. “You tell me,” she said. “Is it?”

Henri crunched her toes up in her shoes, but Miss Grassinger was smiling, so she tried again. “Yes. It’s about girls, and how strong we are,” she said. “Like horses.”

Miss Grassinger’s smile was pleased. “Yes. Thank you. This is a powerful poem, and it reminds us that we human animals are powerful too.”

Henri breathed a sigh of relief as Miss Grassinger turned to write more words for them to define on the board—simile, metaphor, alliteration, personification, and consonance. Henri wrote as fast as she could, but she was still finishing when Miss Grassinger announced the next part of their in-class assignment.

“Great poets are great for a reason—and because sometimes imitation can be a good way to practice, today we’ll borrow a little of Ada Limón’s style and language to create a poem of our own”—Miss Grassinger spoke louder over a low chorus of groans—“an original piece that will hopefully spark something new in our own writing. When you’re ready, turn to a fresh page in your notebook and begin.”

Henri practically bounced in her seat. She would never be one of the groaners on an assignment like this—copying someone else’s style was easy, even if she didn’t know much about horses outside of riding the Shetland ponies at day camp when she was little. Henri wrote the title in bold, curly letters: Fly Like a Girl.

The she wrote a sentence that was almost exactly like the poem’s first line . . .

That was boring.

She started again, crossing out that line and rewriting it. Then she added two more new lines, grinned, then added another. She was still dithering over word choices when she heard Miss Grassinger say, “Take the next few moments to wrap things up. Does anyone have a poem that they finished? Anything they’d like to share with the class? Anyone?”

Henri surged forward, hand waving. Her poem wasn’t quite ready, but she wanted to be sure Miss Grassinger saw her volunteering.

“Henrietta!” Miss Grassinger beamed. “Thank you for your enthusiasm! Stand up and let’s hear what you’ve got.”

Henri dropped her hand, looking around in surprise. She pressed her teeth into her bottom lip, hesitant. She hadn’t wanted to be first, but . . . But nothing. She was reading her poem.

Henrietta stood and cleared her throat. “Um, it’s called Fly Like a Girl by Henrietta Weldon.

“It’s magical when they move—

Filly flies by—hauling a jockey

like he isn’t anything and

running is everything.

Mares run easy as they kick up dust,

or crunch down hay, fast and free.

Fillies are the three-year-olds,

silly and swaggering and swift like me.

Winning, they flash past the finish line,

big, heavy hearts beating strong.

My heart is a muscle the size of my fist

that drums a beat that bangs.

Fast music fuels my flow, lifts my legs,

and says Let’s go! Let it take you

wherever you want to go.”

For a second, there was total silence. Henri had a heartbeat’s worth of panic—oh no, was it terrible?—before Miss Grassinger held up her hands and snapped her fingers loudly and repeatedly. Other people snapped and clapped, and someone gave a quiet whoop. Henri dropped back into her seat, her heart pounding.

“Wonderful, Henri! All those consonants help us slow down over certain words, even though the poem is about moving. Thank you for sharing that. Anyone else?”

Only one other person read, a boy named David who wrote about Lipizzaner stallions, the famous horses that royalty in Vienna used to ride. Writing about stallions everybody already liked wasn’t the same as writing about mares and fillies, but Henri snapped politely when he finished reading anyway.

When class ended, some girls who sat near her said nice things about her poem. A pleased Henrietta was putting away her colored pencils when Miss Grassinger paused beside her desk.

“Henrietta, would you think about submitting a poem to The Beacon, our school paper, sometime?”

Henri’s mouth opened, then closed again.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Miss Grassinger said, tucking a bright coil of hair behind her ear. “Think about it, all right? It’s always great to hear new voices from our school community.”

Henri nearly floated to social studies. She’d read her poem and hadn’t stumbled over the words! People had clapped! Miss Grassinger had called her a “new voice”!

Those helium-light feelings swept her all the way to lunchtime, when Henri’s balloon popped, sending her thumping to the earth.

Oh. She had to talk to Lily.

Today’s lunch was mozzarella sticks with sauce, baby carrots, bread, and salad. Henri skipped the tiny green salad in favor of a stripey yellow-and-red apple and reluctantly took a carton of milk. Today, Henri didn’t feel quite as nervous about paying for her food, since she didn’t have a large bill to break. She shoved her change from Thursday across the counter and hurried away. At least this time, the lady didn’t say she should iron her money.

Henri hurried toward the drink machines before stopping to look around. Finding Vinnie turned out to be easier than finding Lily. He was sitting at the end of the table where he’d sat before, hunched over his tray. Henri’s eyes widened as she saw Fratty in Vinnie’s hand, a sliver of orange in his tiny rat paws.

“He eats carrots?” she blurted, setting down her tray. “Don’t rats eat cheese? Shouldn’t you give him a mozzarella stick or something?”

Vinnie didn’t look away from his pet. “He can have a little cheese, but mozzarella sticks are breaded—that isn’t good for him. He needs to eat fruit and vegetables and protein without bread on it.”

“Oh.” Henri leaned closer, wanting to reach out and stroke the soft-looking fur. “That’s so weird he eats people food. Wil doesn’t know anything except mice is food.”

“Vinnie, man, let your little girlfriend sit down,” called a rude voice from down the table. “A gentleman is supposed to give up his chair.”

Henri recognized the dark-skinned boy from the bus with the sunglasses and the earphones. Last time she’d sat next to Vinnie, he’d been asleep.

Vinnie scowled at him, but before he could say anything, Henri found her voice.

“Vinnie’s not my boyfriend, he’s my tutor at FOCUS lab,” she corrected him matter-of-factly. He sounded like Jordan with that “little girlfriend” stuff, and Henri knew better than to let an older boy think something he said bothered her. “I’m Henrietta.”

“Tutor?” The boy looked scornful. “Isn’t Katherine Weldon your sister? Isn’t she in all the honors classes?”

Henri shrugged. “So?”

“So what happened? She got all the brains or something?” he cackled.

Henri flinched, crossing her arms over her stomach. Somehow, he’d landed on the meanest thing to say to her, and she didn’t have a comeback. It sometimes seemed like Katherine had gotten all the brains.

Vinnie kept feeding Fratty, but his mouth turned down in a disgusted frown. “Shut it, Drew.”

“Yeah, Andrew, shut up unless you don’t want Vinnie’s help next time we get stuck on algebra,” said another voice behind them.

Vinnie helped ninth graders with algebra? Henri turned around, wide-eyed, and found Lily—wearing heart-shaped gold hoop earrings and a coffee-colored T-shirt and jeans—holding her tray and glaring at everyone. “Vinnie, put that thing in your pocket or back in its cage. I’m not trying to eat while it’s widdling everywhere. Here, sit down, Math Girl.”

Henri was confused as Lily yanked a chair away from the group of kids at the next table—without even asking or saying excuse me—and jabbed a black-painted fingernail where she wanted Henrietta to sit. Henri hesitated—she already knew from Katherine that Lily wasn’t nice, but she had told Drew to shut up. Suddenly, Henri didn’t know why she was there. How had she thought she could say anything that Lily Morgan would listen to?

“What, you’re not gonna sit now?” Lily asked, looking up as she ripped open a packet of ranch dressing for her mozzarella sticks.

Henrietta opened her mouth, and to her surprise, Katherine’s voice came out. “You owe my sister an apology,” she said in Katherine’s snippy tone.

Vinnie, pushing a piece of apple into his shirt pocket, froze, turning wide eyes to Henri.

Down the table, Drew’s head snapped up. “Whaaat?”

“Apology!? Are you for real?” Lily laughed, a loud, mean shout of a laugh.

Vinnie hunched down, his shoulders rising up by his ears as if he was trying to hide. Lily squinted up at Henrietta, a smirk twisting her lips. She laughed again. “You are nothing like your sister,” Lily said.

Henri’s eyes narrowed. The insulting words, repeated a second time, didn’t hurt as badly. No, she wasn’t anything like her sister. Katherine was too smart to stand around and get insulted. If Katherine couldn’t handle something by herself, she’d either step back, go find Jordan, or . . . something. Henri was getting ready to make a big, big mistake because Katherine was . . . maybe right about the Morgans.

“I’m not anything like my sister. I’m not as smart, maybe.” Henri glowered down at the table, feeling her heart thudding—only a little heart, not big like a horse’s, but she could feel it wanting her to win big. Henri took a deep breath. “She told me to stay away from all of you.”

Lily’s mouth thinned. Then her eyes narrowed into little slits, like Miki’s cat before it was about to scratch. She pointed a sharp-nailed index finger at Henrietta. “Oh, I see. You think you’re too good for us. Maybe you are just like your sister. And you’ll be waiting forever for your apology.” Lily’s finger stabbed the table to emphasize each word. “Morgans don’t apologize—to nobody.”

Henrietta picked up her tray and shrugged, her insides quaking. “Okay, fine,” she said, and walked away.

“I’m not finished! Don’t you walk away from me!”

Henri’s stomach lurched but didn’t look back. She looked down at her food instead and slid the tray into the rack. She wasn’t hungry anymore.
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Friendly Foes and Adversaries

From Henri’s journal

So that conversation didn’t go like it was supposed to. At all.

This time, Henri left through the correct doors at the front of the cafeteria and, following a group of girls, easily found her way across the wide hallway to the gymnasium.

The locker room was a noisy place, full of voices echoing from the cement floors. Henri hesitated in the doorway. There were people clowning around, talking and slamming the metal locker doors, but there was a clock on the wall—a rectangular digital clock with glowing red numbers. Henri blew out a sigh of relief. An easy-to-read clock! She wouldn’t get in trouble with Coach Wood today!

Henri edged carefully in between people toward a back wall. She had a locker—number 212—somewhere, but she didn’t want to try finding it, not with this crowd. She glanced up at the clock again, then down at her backpack where her gym clothes were. No—she really couldn’t be late again. No bathroom. She’d have to change here.

Henri turned her back to the room. She pulled her T-shirt around her neck and tugged it through the neckline of her hoodie before yanking her hoodie up over her head.

It was . . . not the best way to change clothes. Somehow, Henri ended up with her arm trapped in her hoodie once, and through the head hole of her PE T-shirt another time. But eventually, both of her shirts were in the right place, and both her arms were in their right places too.

Henri decided to put on her shorts the normal way.

Outside, Coach Wood waited where she had before, on the sidelines of a field of clipped green grass. Today, she had a pile of equipment with her: red rubber balls, yellow cones, piles of hula hoops, tumbling mats, jump ropes, pool noodles, and a long rope ladder on the ground. A few yards away next to more yellow cones were what looked like plastic . . . doughnuts? Even though Coach Wood made eye contact with her—no smile—Henri felt hopeful and buoyant. She bounced on her toes, eagerly looking around. With so many interesting objects on the lawn, she was sure Coach Wood would let them do something fun today.

This time, standing in a line with everyone else, Henri did the fifty jumping jacks and twenty toe touches that were the start of Coach Wood’s PE routine. Henri liked that Coach Wood was the one who counted for them, out loud. When they ran their single lap around the long track, Henri was in the middle of the pack—not too close to the sprinters up front who finished in a little over a minute, and not too close to the speed-walkers at the end who took almost five. When Coach Wood had the students count off for their obstacle course—people with even numbers went on one team, and people who got an odd number went on the other—Henri went with the evens without complaint. Obstacle courses were fun, and it was a perfectly gorgeous day to be outside. Henri was going to do her best to be perfect—

“HEY! Twenty-one!”

Henri looked down the field toward the ring toss. She wondered if anyone would actually get a ring to stay on top of a cone.

“Hey! Twenty-one! You’re going the wrong way!”

Henri realized that the girl who had been standing next to her as they counted off was talking—to her.

“We’re evens,” the girl said, gesturing to the people around them. “You’re on the odd side.”

“What? Oh, right. Thanks.” Henri’s face was hot. After she’d counted off her number, it had turned itself around in her brain to be twelve, not twenty-one.

“Pay attention, Weldon,” Coach Wood said as Henri jogged up to her team.

Henri made a face. So much for perfect.

Fortunately, everyone seemed to have fun after that. Coach Wood demonstrated each of the activities—from jumping rope to cartwheels to navigating the rope ladder. In a loud voice, she explained the rules and reminded them that every two minutes she would blow her whistle, and each team would move forward to the next activity, whether everyone finished or not. People at the back of the line didn’t get out of doing an activity either. If someone didn’t get a turn, they were first up for the next activity. The trick was for each team to go as fast as they could, so everyone got a turn.

The first activities were easy, like skipping rope around a cone, then running back to tag the next person in line. Henri did well running through the rope ladder, lifting her knees high. Hardly anyone could hula hoop, except a girl named Kameeka, who could hula hoop on her arms and legs and on her neck. Henri hopped on one leg between the pool noodles and fast-walked heel-to-toe in a straight line, which for her was super easy. On the tumbling mat, Henri did three forward rolls instead of trying to do a cartwheel, because her cartwheels always went crooked. The forward rolls made her dizzy, though, so when it was time to toss the plastic rings over the cones, Henri threw hers too hard. It sailed up—way up—and over the cones and rolled to a stop against Coach Wood’s foot.

Oops.

“Sorry,” Henri mumbled. How come every time Coach Wood saw her, she was doing something silly?

“It’s a ring toss, Weldon, not a forward pass,” Coach Wood called, tossing the ring back. As Henri watched, frozen in astonishment, the plastic ring swooped up . . . up . . . and landed on the cone perfectly.

“How do you do that?” she blurted, but Coach Wood gestured for the next girl to go. Henri grimaced, feeling stupid, but soon the whistle tweeted everyone forward to the next activity, which was kicking a ball in a zigzag pattern through a line of cones.

By the time Coach Wood had them run one last lap around the field before she dismissed them for the day, the high school kids were coming out onto the football field for practice and another class was running laps around the track. Henri, this time not caring where she was in the running order, ran fast, imagining that she was a filly, galloping along a racetrack. When she finished, Henri was sweaty and would have run all the way to the locker room to pick up her backpack except for a shout from a girl with a brown braid snaking down her back.

“Hey! Math Girl! Wait up!”

Henri nearly tripped, she stopped so fast. It was one of the girls from the lunch table who sat with Vinnie and Lily. Henri turned, leaving a few feet between herself and the girl, and put her hands on her hips, scowling. She was not having this Math Girl business with the Morgans. “Look—you know my name is Henrietta.”

The girl rolled her eyes. “Yeah, okay, fine. Henrietta. You’re fast like a soccer player. You ever think about joining the Argonauts?”

Henri blinked. That was . . . not what she had been expecting at all. And argonauts? Weren’t they something from a movie?

“You should. Think about it, I mean,” the girl said, yanking up her sock. She shifted her weight, bouncing a little. “You should try out.”

“Oh. Um, thanks,” Henri said, confused. “Thank you.”

“Ana, come on!” someone yelled from down the field. With a quick jerk of her chin, the girl took off running, her long braid whipping the air. Henri thought of the horse poem again. Someone who ran like that said she was a good runner too? Henri sped to the locker room, just to see how fast she could.

When the doorbell rang after school, Henri raced to the door.

“Miki! Hey!”

“Henri!! We did it!” Miki beamed through a silver-bracketed smile. I can’t believe the first week of school is ov-ah!” She gave Henri a hug. In her flip-flops and shorts, Miki looked like it was already the weekend.

“I know.” Henri sighed, slapping a dramatic hand against her forehead as Miki let her go. “I only got lost, like, six hundred times.”

Miki followed Henri into the kitchen. Her blue-and-yellow tank top almost matched the printed ceramic tiles behind the sink. “I got lost at my school last year too. I’m so glad I don’t have to change schools again until ninth grade.”

Kat came out of their room while Miki and Henri were raiding the freezer for a snack. “Cute hair, Miki,” Kat said, admiring Miki’s straight black strands in their sleek pixie cut. “You look great. Henri, I’m going to Janelle’s so you guys can hang out in the room. Don’t forget Mom’s studying. You guys have to be quiet.”

Henri rolled her eyes. “I know, Katherine. I was here when Mom said that the first time.”

Katherine sighed heavily. “I’m just saying, Henrietta.”

Annoyed, Henri changed the subject. “What flavor of juice bar do you want?”

“None. Janelle’s mom is taking us to Fenton’s for sundaes after dinner.” Katherine fake-polished her nails against her shirt.

Henri scowled. Mom only ever bought fruit juice bars. “Lucky!”

Kat smirked. “I know,” she said, and strutted out the kitchen door. Too late, Henri noticed that Katherine was wearing her daisy-print headband. She raced to the door, but Janelle’s mother was already pulling out of the driveway.

“That’s my headband!” Henri complained.

Miki paused in nibbling her watermelon bar. “I know. I gave it to you last year, remember?” Miki waved away Katherine’s theft. “Your mom’s studying on Friday afternoon? Seriously?”

“I know, right?” Henri shook her head. “All she ever does is study now. And Jordan’s always somewhere, and Kat always goes to Janelle’s, so it’s just Dad and me. It’s weird.”

“I think it’s cool your mom’s getting a PhD,” Miki said, taking another bite of her juice bar. “You guys can do homework together.”

“Ha-ha,” Henri muttered, leading the way into her bedroom. Even though Henri had more homework now than she’d ever had, she couldn’t imagine working like Mom. Mom wore earplugs and read from stacks of thick books. She typed on her laptop with quick keystrokes and a frown on her face. Henri wasn’t interested in working that hard on anything. Or hanging out with her mom. “I’m going to join an after-school activity or something. Today, this girl told me I’d be good at soccer. Well—she said I should try out for the Argonauts, which I figured out was the soccer team. It’s named either after somebody from a Greek story or maybe an octopus.”

“Soccer?” Miki wrinkled her nose. “Way too much running for me, plus the octopus is weird. You should do something fun—like Cooking Club, like at Vista this year. We’re making soft pretzels next week, and you know I love soft pretzels. Hey, Baby Snake!” she crooned, touching her fingertips gently to Wil Snakespeare’s tank. “Look how big you’re getting!”

After Henri and Miki played with Wil, watched a few hours of videos, and played around with Kat’s hair extensions—which she’d left out in the bathroom, so she couldn’t complain about Henri getting into her stuff, and anyway, Henri was still mad about that daisy headband—Miki’s mother came. Mrs. Horinouchi’s arrival reminded Mom that it was dinnertime, so after they said goodbye to Miki, Henri cooked frozen vegetables while her mother heated up leftovers for them. Instead of talking to Henri while they ate, though, Mom turned on a podcast about science, so Henri had to listen too, even though she was bursting with things to say. After they ate, they washed dishes together, Henri’s mother still distant and silent like her mind was elsewhere.

The moment the podcast exit music began, Henri said, “Mom?”

“Hmm?” Her mother looked up from the pan she was scrubbing.

“Did you know Alterra has a soccer team?”

Her mother frowned, applying her green scrubber harder to the corner of the casserole pan. “Alterra has a soccer team? That’s nice.”

Mom was drifting off again, thinking her own thoughts. Henri clattered a handful of utensils in the dishwasher. She raised her voice.

“Yeah, they have a soccer team—the Argonauts. I want to play on it.”

Mom didn’t say anything, and for a moment, Henri thought she was too far into her thoughts to have heard. She was going to have to drop a plate or something to make sure Mom—

Her mother put down the soapy scrubber. “Henri, that’s not . . . Playing soccer isn’t a good idea.”

Henri opened her mouth to protest, but her mother held up a hand. “No, listen—you don’t have elective classes this quarter for a reason. You’ve barely made it through the first week of school, and you’ve had homework every single night. Joining a team is a big deal. You might feel like you can do it, but remember you’re working on keeping organized and staying on top of things. That’s enough to do right now. Why don’t you see how things go before adding anything else?”

Well, that . . . made sense, kind of. And Mom was talking to her now, and looking at her, and while Henri was glad about that, part of her felt small and hard and stubborn, like a sharp pebble in the heel of her shoe. Mom hadn’t said a word all through dinner, but now she talked to her, just to tell Henri no? That didn’t feel fair.

“I know, Mom, but I think I’d be good at soccer. A girl on the team today said I’d be good. She said I run like a soccer player.”

“Mm,” Mom said, finally turning the pan over and running her scrubber over its backside.

“I just want to be good at something. I never get to be good at anything,” Henri muttered mulishly. “It’s always stuff like math and what I’m bad at that I have to think about.”

“I hear you,” her mother said sympathetically. “And I know you’re working as hard as you can, Henri, but you don’t have time for soccer this year. I don’t have time to keep an eye on you and make sure you get everything else done. And, Henrietta, you don’t want to hear this, but you know that Black girls have to work twice as hard to get half as far. Opportunities don’t fall into your lap like leaves from a tree—you have to reach for them and work hard at reaching. Hard work is the gravel—”

“On the road to success,” Henri finished. “I KNOW.”

“It’s just the way things are,” Mom said.

Henri scowled as she finished loading the dishwasher, then went into her room and took Wil out of his tank.

Wil gave the best hugs when her family got the most on her nerves. Henri let the snake wrap around her arm as she thought.

Was Mom right about “the way things are”? Was there nothing for Henri to do but just . . . go along? The Weldon family always worked hard. Dad was the head of the chaplaincy department at the hospital, Mom was the top of her class, and at Aunt Tori’s job, everyone liked her, and she talked about new projects all the time. Jordan was going to be a news photographer and ride around in a helicopter. Katherine was probably going to end up being queen of a country, because she was right about everything and bossy enough to mind a whole country’s business. And Henri? Her family expected her to be serious and smart, and to get her education. They wanted her to do and to be something amazing. But Henri wondered what would happen if she couldn’t.

Henri rubbed her cheek against Wil’s smooth scales thoughtfully. Working hard and being serious about everything worked just fine for Mom, but there had to be a way for Henri to do what her mother wanted and what she needed too. There had to be a way.
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Team Player

From Henri’s journal

Dear Mom & Dad . . .

Just once, I want to do it—try out and take a chance.

I promise to stick to it.

Please?

Thank you in advance.

On the Sundays when Henri’s Aunt Tori visited, dinner was always . . . interesting. Aunt Tori was Mom’s sister, and though they were the same height, and stuff like that, Aunt Tori wore fake eyelashes sometimes and used clippers like Dad did to keep her natural hair buzzed to only a few inches long—and she sprayed it with metallic hair paint or wore wigs in bright colors that made people stop and stare. While Mom had been an honors student in college like Kat probably would, Aunt Tori hadn’t cared as much about grades or degrees. She had taken classes at a junior college before starting a job doing graphic design. Instead of staying at home to save money for college like Mom, Aunt Tori had moved in with friends and bought an amazing electric car that could even drive itself. When she wore her rhinestone sunglasses, Mom teased Aunt Tori about being a wannabe hipster, but Henri secretly thought Aunt Tori was way more fun than Mom.

“What’s going on at school?” Aunt Tori asked, scooping out a heaping spoonful of macaroni casserole from the baking dish and holding it toward Henri with raised brows.

“Nothing,” Henri said, extending her plate to receive the offering.

Unlike Mom, who liked to be quiet and think while she was eating, Aunt Tori poked and prodded them into having what she called “dinnertime conversation.” Sometimes she asked them questions about school or things that were in the news, and sometimes she asked weird stuff, like if they woke up tomorrow morning with a superpower, which one would they want and why. Aunt Tori said she did that because if she didn’t, her nieces and nephew would never talk to her. Mom said Aunt Tori did it because she didn’t have any kids of her own and didn’t know how beautiful silence was.

“And the rest of you?” Aunt Tori asked, filling her own plate. “It’s been a week or two—first quarter’s almost over, right? How’s school treating you, Katherine? Jordan?”

“It’s fine,” mumbled Kat, passing the garlicky green beans and the rolls down the table.

“That good, huh?” Aunt Tori asked, making a face. “The way you say ‘fine’ sounds horrible.”

“Well? It’s school.” Kat shrugged, nibbling on a bite of salad.

“And it’s only September,” Jordan agreed around a mouthful of bread. “We just started, so I don’t know yet.”

“Now that I don’t believe,” Aunt Tori said, taking a serving of roast and tilting the platter toward Kat, who was vegetarian that week and waved it away. “You”—she pointed at Jordan with a sharp fingernail—“can’t tell me anything because you’re already halfway gone. I remember senior year. You’re raring to go to college and kiss that whole high school mess goodbye.”

Jordan shot a quick look at Mom and Dad. “Um . . . not really,” he mumbled.

“Oh . . . ?” Tori glanced at her sister and cleared her throat, tucking a coil of her curly lavender wig behind her ear. “Okay, then. So, Miss Henri? How are you finding public school?”

“It’s all right—just big,” Henri said, scraping off the flecks of garlic from her vegetables. “I keep getting lost. I met some nice people, though.”

“Hmph.” Kat made the noise a challenge.

Henri looked across the table and scowled. “Vinnie is nice, Katherine, whether you think so or not.”

“Vinnie?” Aunt Tori’s brows raised.

“Vinnie who?” Jordan looked at Henri, and his brows lowered. He gave Henri a serious look. “Should I know him?”

“He’s my math tutor,” Henri explained. “He’s an eighth grader, and he has a pet rat.”

“Oh, the tutor,” Jordan said, as if that made him completely uninteresting.

“He has a rat,” Henri repeated, not understanding how Jordan could be so dismissive. “It’s cool.”

“It’s not cool, it’s weird. You’re weird, and you like weird people,” Kat said.

“Katherine,” Mom said, frowning.

Kat was being snippy, but Henri didn’t care. “Fratty’s not weird, he’s interesting. Did you know rats communicate with their ears? When they’re happy, their ears relax and get pinker.”

Henrietta’s mother set down her fork. Jordan was too busy shoveling food into his mouth to react, but Katherine looked up at the ceiling and sighed. Loudly.

“That really is interesting,” Aunt Tori said, a smile lurking around the corners of her mouth. “Are you thinking of adding a rat to your menagerie?”

“NO!” Mom and Katherine said in unison.

“It’s bad enough she has that snake,” Katherine added. “Janelle will hardly come over.”

“I don’t want a rat,” Henri said, ignoring Kat and turning the word men-a-ger-ie over in her head. The syllables swung like the tune of a song. “Wil wouldn’t like it if I got a rat.”

A splutter of laughter came from the head of the table. “Wil wouldn’t like it,” Dad repeated, chuckling and shaking his head. “Well now, we can’t have ol’ Wil upset.”

The adults smiled at each other, then Aunt Tori turned to ask Jordan something about his photography class. Henri forked up a macaroni elbow with a sigh. Dad was being funny, but sometimes, his smiling at everything Henri said was really irritating. Some days, it felt like no one took anything she said seriously.

Maybe that was her fault, Henri mused, scraping another piece of garlic toward the edge of her plate. Maybe Henri needed to do something more . . . serious. All everyone knew about Henri was . . . what? That she liked snakes and she couldn’t do math and her sister thought she was weird? That wasn’t anything. If she did something like Jordan and Kat, Henri would have something to talk about at Sunday dinner—something that nobody could laugh about.

Maybe being on a team was something. She’d been mentioning soccer now for weeks . . .

Henri took another thoughtful bite. She’d been handling her homework . . . Could she handle being on a team? A team won even if all the players weren’t the very best. Henri wouldn’t maybe be the very best, but she could run fast—her own legs would churn out speed like Ana’s, Henri was sure of it.

Suddenly, Henri remembered Miss Grassinger and the horses and dropped her fork.

“Oh! You guys, guess what? Miss Grassinger—my language arts teacher—said I should put a poem in the school paper,” Henri blurted, awkwardly interrupting Mom asking Aunt Tori something about her graphic designer job.

“Is that so?” Dad asked, a slow grin warming his eyes.

Henri curled her toes in her fuzzy slippers under the table and said all in a rush, “And, um, someone asked me to try out for the soccer team. After school,” she added at her father’s sharp look.

“What, you mean varsity?” Jordan’s face wrinkled. “You sure about that, Henny P? No offense, but varsity’s for people who know how to play.”

Henri slumped. “Jordan, don’t call me Henn—”

“No, she’s not sure; Henrietta doesn’t know what she’s talking about, as usual,” Kat said, talking over her younger sister. “Varsity is for high school, and Henrietta’s only a seventh grader.”

“Only” a seventh grader again. Henri scowled. “I do know what I’m—”

“Henrietta, we talked about this,” Mom said firmly. “Academic goals come first. No matter what we might want, we really don’t have time to waste in this world, so soccer—”

“Hold up, hold up!” Aunt Tori waved her hands for silence. “I thought you said ‘nothing’ was going on at school. Poetry and soccer—that’s great!”

“Yes, when can we hear more about this poem?” Dad interjected. “Didn’t know we were raising a writer here.”

“It was a poem for language arts class,” Henri mumbled, feeling her shoulders drop. She had expected Kat to roll her eyes, but Mom hadn’t even mentioned her poem—all everyone wanted to do was talk about why Henri couldn’t play soccer. All they ever wanted to tell her was what she couldn’t do. “I don’t . . . I’m not putting that poem in the paper. I’m writing another one.” Henri glared down at her plate. “About playing soccer,” she muttered toward her green beans.

Mom sighed.

“I don’t know—maybe it’s varsity and they won’t let me,” Henri said to her mother, frustration threading her voice. “I just wanted to try.”

“Why can’t she play soccer after school?” Aunt Tori asked in a low voice.

“Because she needs to focus on her schoolwork.” Mom answered Aunt Tori, but her eyes were on Henri.

Aunt Tori started to answer, paused, then said, her voice even quieter, “Even after school, though, Cam? I remember I had so much fun playing sports in junior high, I—”

“If she’s going to succeed, she doesn’t need fun; she needs to apply herself.” Mom turned to her younger sister, her voice taking on a dangerous edge. “I know I can’t expect you to understand.”

Everything stopped. Henri’s stomach lurched, and even Kat sucked in a breath.

If she thought of words to describe the expression on Aunt Tori’s face just now, Henri would use words like flattened, crushed, and . . . defeated.

Aunt Tori swallowed and set down her fork with a tiny click. She pushed back from the table. “O-k-a-y.”

Mom rubbed her forehead. “Tori, don’t take it like that. I didn’t mean—”

“No, I hear you, Camille. School’s not just for fun. Henrietta’s got to apply herself.” Henri’s aunt turned to her and smiled, but her eyes looked unhappy. “But, Henrietta? Remember the world won’t end if someone else doesn’t make straight A’s and get into the best college in the world. I know you’ll learn a lot, but have as much fun in school as you can, okay? I’ll see you folks later.”

“Oh, Tori, I—Victoria, would you wait a minute?” Mom protested, reaching a hand toward her sister. But Aunt Tori was already taking her giant purse from the counter and heading for the door.

“I’ll walk you to your car, Aunt Tori,” Jordan said, standing up too.

“Finish your food, son,” Dad said, setting down his napkin. “Your mother and I will walk out with your auntie Victoria. Camille? Step outside with me?”

Uh-oh. Henri’s stomach dropped. Mom and Aunt Tori were going to have one of Dad’s Outside Discussions. Dad had probably learned Outside Discussions from chaplain school. That’s when he took you outside and said things like “This is unacceptable” and “Henri, I’m so disappointed.” He would also ask things: “How can we avoid this in the future? What can you do to change this outcome next time?” Outside Discussions were a lot.

“Jeremy, that isn’t necessary,” Aunt Tori said, stepping through the kitchen door.

Dad caught the door before she could close it. “Well, now, before you decide that, seems like there are a couple of things—”

As the door closed behind the adults, Henri exchanged a wide-eyed look with her siblings.

“I—I just want to play,” Henri blurted. “I shouldn’t have said—”

“You shouldn’t have said anything,” Kat said. “If you screw up public school, Mom and Dad have to send you back to Vista, and they can’t afford it anymore. Why can’t you play soccer in the summer or something, Henrietta?”

Henri’s jaw dropped. “I’m not going to screw up! Why do you—”

Jordan squeezed Henri’s shoulder and stood up. “Be quiet, Kat. It’s not Henri’s fault. Mom and Aunt Tori have a sister thing going on, that’s all. None of this has anything to do with you, Hen.” He carried his plate to the sink, hesitated, and then, to Henri’s horror, Jordan swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and followed Mom and Dad outside!

“Jordan!” Kat whispered sharply.

“Oh no,” Henri said, pressing her hand to her mouth. No one ever interrupted Outside Discussions once Dad started them. “Ooh, Jordan’s going to get in so much trouble.”

Even Katherine looked a little scared. For once, she didn’t roll her eyes and say Henri was being stupid or didn’t know what she was talking about. “What is wrong with everyone?” she exclaimed.

Henri gnawed on her bottom lip. She didn’t know for sure, but she was almost certain that Jordan was wrong. This was her fault.

“I’m not hungry anymore,” Henri said, looking at the remains of her macaroni.

“Let’s clean up, then.” Kat decided and stood.

Half an hour later, the table cleared and the dishwasher loaded, Henri was scrubbing a spot on the stove while Kat was emptying the dustpan. The kitchen door opened, and Mom and Dad walked inside.

“My goodness,” Dad said with exaggerated surprise, stopping in the doorway to look around. “Looking good in here.” He patted Kat on the shoulder as he walked by.

“Where’s Jordan?” Henri blurted.

“Your aunt Tori dropped him off at Diego’s house,” Mom said, crossing to lean against the counter. “Girls, I really appreciate your cleaning up, thank you. And, Henrietta,” her mother added, “I’ve decided that if you want to so badly, you can try out for soccer. For a few weeks,” she added firmly as Henrietta turned to her with her eyes wide. “I’m not convinced that your schoolwork won’t suffer, but I’ve talked it over with your dad, and we’ve agreed to let you play until we see your quarter grades. That gives you almost five weeks to see how well you can balance your responsibilities.”

Kat gasped.

“What? Um, I don’t know if I want to,” Henri blurted, feeling dizzy with the unexpected change. Five weeks to prove herself? “I just thought it sounded fun.”

Her mother lifted a shoulder in a slight shrug. “It’s up to you. I didn’t play sports when I was your age, but Victoria did—and she managed to get to community college, so I guess you’ll be fine.” Her mother gave a pinched smile. “If your grades show us that playing soccer is something you can do without struggling with your classes while still keeping your room clean, then more power to you.” Mom headed down the hall.

Henri just stood, blinking.

Kat hung up the dustpan and threw up her hands. “After all that, they’re letting you play?!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe this! You’d better tell Aunt Tori thank you, Henri. Mom wouldn’t have ever changed her mind if Aunt Tori hadn’t said anything.”

“I will,” Henri said faintly. “I don’t know if I’m going to do it, though.”

Kat rolled her eyes. “You still can’t play varsity, no matter what Mom says. Find a little team for seventh graders or something. Whatever you do, don’t screw this up.”

“Whatever,” Henri murmured, not really paying attention. She was imagining herself running with Ana and a pack of soccer players on the Argonauts, the ball out in front of them, their legs moving fast. Henri imagined herself darting for the ball, rocketing past Coach Wood, and leaving her teacher looking after her in shock.

Even if it was only a “little” team for seventh graders, that was a good daydream.

Henri nodded to herself thoughtfully. Yeah, she was going to play. And no matter what Katherine said, she wasn’t going to screw up anything.
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Just Another Morgan Moment

Text from Henri’s phone

    Hi Aunt Tori! Soccer tryouts are this week. If I don’t get in, thanks for the soccer ball anyway—and for thinking I could. ♥H

Bus schedules were a torture made up by people who were never, ever late on Monday mornings and who didn’t still have a piece of toast shoved into their mouths while shrugging on a backpack that was bunching up their hoodie—which was the Alterra one, since Henri had PE today. Despite the cute outfit—red shirt with ruffled sleeves, denim overall dress with matching red scrunchy, and denim tennis shoes—on the way down to breakfast, Henri felt tense and anxious, her stomach full of butterflies with sixteen-inch wingspans.

First, Dad gave her the wrong lunch money for pizza day—it was dollar bills and lots of change. Dad said it was five dollars, but Henri didn’t have time to count it to make sure it was enough. She felt even worse when she saw Kat, who was wearing her cute black boots and a black-and-white striped tunic that looked awfully familiar.

“Kat! That’s my dress!”

“What? No it isn’t. It was on my side of the closet.”

“It was not,” Henri said definitely. “It was in the back of my side of the closet. That’s the dress I wore for Halloween when I was a mime in fifth grade. You know that’s not yours.”

Katherine rolled her eyes. “Henri, this dress was stuffed so far in the back of your messy half of the closet you forgot you even had it. Fine, I know it’s yours, but I thought you wouldn’t care.”

“You didn’t ask me, or I would have told you.” Henri scowled. “Why don’t you wear your own clothes?”

“Oh my gosh, you make such a big deal out of everything,” Kat exclaimed, gathering her colorful braids in a messy bun atop her head. “It’s one dress! And it’s way too short on you!”

“You’re taller than I am!” Henri yelled as Kat marched out the door in front of her.

“And I’m wearing leggings, so now it’s a shirt. Case closed.”

Henri chewed, glowering at the back of her sister’s head as they walked down the steps of the porch and across the path through the yard. “I hope you get dress-coded.”

Kat tsk-ed disdainfully and walked faster. “I hope you get rabies.”

Henri nearly choked on her toast. “I hope you get fleas!”

Grinding her teeth, Henri fast walked toward the bus stop, blowing past Kat, who sped up to pass her, as if being first in line for the bus was important. And then they were racing, each trying to outwalk the other as the long green-and-white bus rumbled and rattled toward them.

Henri won, plopping victoriously in the first open seat she saw. Katherine rolled her eyes and swept past Henri, settling across the aisle and a row behind. Henri scowled and put on her sunglasses. Katherine was going to act like Henri was the one who started things? Fine.

Henri glared out the window, not paying much attention to the number of people who shuffled on and shuffled off—that is, until the third stop. The first person on the bus at the third stop was Lily Morgan, wearing a black sweater, skinny jeans, and hoops made of tiny, braided gold wires. Holding herself with arms around her body as if she were cold, Lily moved like she was sleepwalking, barely holding out her bus pass while the driver scanned it and then stumbling up the aisle.

Lily seemed to wake up when she saw Henri and sauntered to where Katherine sat, stopping abruptly enough that her siblings stumbled into each other behind her.

“Yeah, so I’m supposed to apologize,” Lily announced, her voice too loud for the mostly quiet bus.

“What?” croaked Katherine, turning to face her.

With a loud sigh, Ana pushed past Lily to find a seat elsewhere. Vinnie wedged into the seat in front of Henri, cradling his giant backpack in his lap. Only the Morgan with the hoodie, Drew, stayed, leaning over Lily’s shoulder and smirking.

Lily jerked her chin toward Henri. “Yeah . . . Math Girl here said I should apologize to you. So, here goes . . .” Lily flicked back a piece of her hair in a big, showy gesture, and Henri stiffened.

“Kat,” Henri interrupted. “Don’t lis—”

Lily ignored her. “Katherine, I am so, so sorry it looks like you raided your great-grandma’s closet for that outfit!”

Henri gaped. Andrew cackled, leaning weakly on Lily as he laughed. A few other people, mostly students, reacted—some frowning, some hissing and smirking, acknowledging the insult. Katherine rolled her eyes like she thought Lily was the most unimportant, lamest person on Earth.

“Grow up,” she said in a bored voice, and looked out the window.

To Henri’s surprise, Drew laughed again and pushed away to find his seat. Even Lily seemed at a loss. She hesitated a moment, and then turned to Henri, a ferocious smile on her face. “So, I apologized, Math Girl. That was what you meant, right?”

Henri sighed. “Why are you always so mean?”

Lily blinked, then she clicked her tongue irritably. “Look, Math Girl, I—you—”

“Grab a seat, High School!” the bus driver yelled.

“Yeah, whatever,” Lily muttered and flounced off, ignoring Henri and Katherine both.

Ha. Take that. Henri leaned across the aisle to touch her sister’s shoulder, but Katherine sat tense and stiff, looking like she’d bitten into a wasp and wasn’t sure if she should spit or swallow.

She . . . wasn’t upset, was she? But didn’t Katherine know she’d won? “Hey, Kat—” Henri began.

“SHUT. UP.” Kat’s voice was made out of icicles and thorns.

Henri recoiled. “But, Kat—”

“Don’t talk to me.”

So now Kat was mad about this on top of everything else. Henri huffed out a sigh. “Well, sor-ry,” she muttered under her breath, so quietly Katherine couldn’t have possibly heard. But somehow, she did. Her sister’s stiff, straight back got even stiffer.

She turned her head and gave Henri her meanest death-ray glare. “I. SAID. SHUT. UP.” Each word slammed down like a furious hammer. “This is all your fault.”

“What? How is this my—” Henri began, but Katherine barreled on.

“You couldn’t stay away from them, could you? And now you’ve got her in my face again!”

Oh.

Henri wanted to explain—to tell Katherine how it had happened, but she knew better. If she kept talking, Katherine would keep talking too, and it would get louder and louder. And here she was, on the bus—with all kinds of people listening, knowing it was her fault. Henri pressed her lips together.

It was only quiet a moment before Vinnie half turned in his seat. “Want to hold Fratty?” He tilted his open backpack, which smelled like a mix of alfalfa and something woodsy and rodenty.

Henri’s stomach roiled. “Um . . . maybe later,” she said.

“Okay,” Vinnie said easily. “You can feed him a grape at lunch.”

“I don’t think . . .” Henri turned and looked at Lily, who was leaning her head against the bus window, looking tired and harmless, and then at Kat, who sat frozen like a glacier, radiating the burning cold of a Silent Treatment that was going to go on for days and days. Henri swallowed.

“I can’t sit with . . . you.” Henri waved a hand as she struggled to explain.

“I’ll save you a grape,” Vinnie said, not turning around again.

“But—” Vinnie had taken Fratty out of his cage and was stroking his pet and whispering in his pointy ear.

Henri sat back, defeated. Vinnie didn’t get it. She couldn’t sit with him. She’d messed up. She’d have to ask Ms. Edana for another tutor or else Katherine would hate her forever.

A voice in the back of Henri’s mind wondered, But doesn’t she hate you already anyway? Henri ignored that.

“Let me understand this,” Ms. Edana repeated as Henri stood in front of her desk at the end of math. “You want . . . another tutor.”

“Um . . . yes?” Henri hated the way her voice sounded squeaky and unsure. “I mean, Yes. I do. Want another tutor, I mean.”

Ms. Edana made a humming noise, looking concerned. “It’s a little early to be changing our FOCUS lab strategy. Is there a problem you haven’t mentioned? Has Vinnie behaved in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable or unsafe?”

“Oh! No, no, no,” Henri said, waving her hands. “It’s not Vinnie; he’s nice—and smart. And he said he’d let me feed his rat.” Henri bit her lip over that last part, realizing that talking about Fratty was probably saying the quiet part out loud, but it was too late now.

Fortunately, Ms. Edana didn’t react. “So I’m not seeing where the problem is . . . ?”

“I—Well, Lily—Um, my sister . . .” Henri twisted her hands. Oh man, this was dumb—she couldn’t tell a teacher she didn’t want her tutor because her sister didn’t like his sister. “Um, you know what, Ms. Edana? Never mind.”

Ms. Edana paused a moment, then quickly scribbled the time and her initials on a late pass. She peeled it off the stack and handed it to Henri, keeping hold of the sticky edge. “If you still want to talk to me about what’s up, come see me later. Right now, though, let’s get on with our Monday and see if things can’t straighten themselves out, all right?”

“Right,” Henri mumbled as she took the pass and crossed to Miss Grassinger’s room. She didn’t know about Ms. Edana, but no knot she’d ever heard of ever straightened itself out.

The whole rest of the morning went sideways. Henri had to scramble to finish the English language arts pop quiz Miss Grassinger had dropped on them. Then Mr. Denby had them take turns reading aloud from the social studies book, and Henri started reading on the wrong paragraph—twice. By lunch, only the smell of pizza beckoning her through the hallway gave Henri the strength to carry on. She needed something to go right, but when she looked into her wallet, her breath fluttered in her throat.

She had forgotten—she had to deal with the money.

She’d been so mad Kat was wearing her stupid dress, and now she was two people away from the cashier with too many fiddly pieces of silvery, jingling horribleness to pay for her pizza. She was going to mess up counting it out, and kids in the line behind her would crane their necks and look around, and then—

“Four dollars, please,” the cashier said, looking at Henri’s plate of pizza, green salad, sliced pear, and milk.

Henri immediately slid the two one-dollar bills across the counter and wished for a fire alarm. She wanted an earthquake to hit, or maybe a hurricane to come and blow off the cafeteria doors.

Twenty-five plus five plus twenty-five plus fifty . . . ? Wait!

Henri wiped her forehead with her arm. She could feel eyes on the back of her neck as the girl behind her stepped out of line and went to the next cashier’s line.

Figure it out, Henri. There was a fifty-cent coin plus two quarters, that was a dollar. And then, the ten plus five, that was . . . fifteen? And then, she needed another three quarters, and that was a dollar.

No . . . no, wait.

“Put all your change on the counter, hon,” the cashier said. “Look at everything you’ve got, and then count it out.”

Another person went to the next cashier’s line, and Henri let out a shaky breath. “I know I have enough, sorry,” she said, her voice wobbling. She could feel sweat swamping her armpits and her hands.

The cashier, an older lady with a white cap crammed over her iron-gray perm and a white apron wrapped around her body, tapped her fingers gently against the metal counter to get Henri’s attention. “Nothing to be sorry about,” she said firmly, then added, her voice quieter, “but, you know, hon, when you use the meal plan, you can use your student ID card—”

“I know,” Henri interrupted quickly, bringing out the rest of her change. Mom hadn’t wanted Henri on the cafeteria meal plan; she didn’t believe in kids eating as much pizza and burgers and mozzarella sticks as they had for school lunches, and she wanted them to eat breakfast at home. Mom had also wanted Henri to practice handling money. “You’ll never get it if you don’t try,” she said. Henri really wished that Mom could understand how hard “try” was when everyone was watching her—and judging.

“Um, I think I have—” Henri began when someone behind her stepped forward.

“You need a dime,” a soft voice said, and a skinny finger reached over her shoulder and slid a small silver coin into the pile. “There. That’s four dollars.”

Henri looked over and gulped. The Morgan with the long braid wound on her head, Ana, was standing right next to her, with her tray in hand. She’d been one of the people who’d moved to the other line.

“Yep, that’s it. Thanks, hon.” The cashier lady agreed and scraped the change across the counter.

Henri grabbed the pile of leftover coins and shoved them into her pocket. “Thanks, but I had it,” she mumbled to Ana, trying to hurry past her into some tiny corner of the cafeteria where maybe the floor had a hole that would let a person fall through.

“Wrong way,” Ana said, gently nudging Henri in a new direction. “We’re over here.”

Henri looked up, alarmed. “I don’t—”

“You’ve got to feed Vinnie’s rodent thingy a grape, remember?”

Henri was too jittery for company. “Um, Ana, right? Look, I can’t—”

“Vinnie already told everybody—you’re feeding la rata today.” Ana looked impatient. “He never lets anyone feed that thing, so let’s go.” She jerked her chin.

Henri found herself following Ana meekly, too surprised to resist anymore. Vinnie never let anybody feed Fratty?

Halfway across the cafeteria, Henri saw Janelle sitting at a table full of older kids. Kat wasn’t there, but Henri’s footsteps slowed. This was ridiculous. She liked Vinnie and Ana, but this thing with Lily—she couldn’t sit with her and pretend Lily wasn’t mean. She’d feed Fratty and go find Grace or sit by herself. That would work.

Decision made, Henri sped up to join Ana, who was wending her way between chairs.

“So . . . you’ve never fed Fratty?”

Ana grimaced over her shoulder, her sharp nose wrinkling. “Do I look like I want to?”

“But he’s so cute!” Henri enjoyed Ana’s eye-rolling response.

“Yeah, whatever.” Ana snorted and plopped down her tray. “Feed him fast. We’ve got stuff to do.”

“We do? What are you talking about?” Henri looked around. The girls at the table in front of her were shoveling in their food and talking, some wearing braids like Ana’s. One girl wore a bright yellow Alterra jersey and drew scribbles and lines on a pad of paper while another girl watched carefully.

“Hurry up,” Ana said, gesturing at the next table. “I want to introduce you to the team.”

The team! Henri’s grin was so big, she knew it made her eyes squinty and she didn’t care. She crammed a bite of pizza into her mouth and hurried over to the next table, mouth full, dodging past other people and pushing through a tangle of chairs to stand near Vinnie. As usual, his backpack took up a whole chair. He looked up at Henri and reached over to move the bag.

“Hey.”

“Hi,” Henri said around a mouthful of pizza. She was practically bouncing on her feet. “Your sister is so nice. She’s introducing me to her soccer team.”

Vinnie rolled his eyes. “Ana’s dangerous. Come on and give Fratty his grape.”

Henri plopped down in the chair, her fizzy mood settling as Vinnie plucked Fratty from the depths of his backpack. “Why would you say that? Why is Ana dangerous? Is she—I mean, you’re joking, right?”

Vinnie stroked Fratty’s back. “Ana is full-on obsessed with soccer, and she wants everyone to play, even total strangers on the bus. She kicks a ball at me every single day; that makes her dangerous in my book. So, are you going to hold this guy, or am I?”

“Ooh, I can hold him too?” Henri sucked in a breath. She held out her hands, and Vinnie carefully settled the rodent in her palm. Fratty immediately began to move, and Henri automatically cradled him to her chest where he slid his nose into the folds of her shirt and across the skin of her collarbone.

“That tickles!” Henri giggled, touching Fratty’s furry head with her index finger. “He’s giving me rat kisses.”

“Fratty doesn’t kiss.” Vinnie looked horrified. “He’s smelling you to see if you’d be a good place to sleep. Rats are mostly nocturnal.”

Henri cuddled the rat closer and nuzzled his fuzzy head. “We are having a moment, Vinnie Morgan, and you’re ruining it.”

“Weirdo,” Vinnie muttered.

“Weirder weirdo,” Henri said, and nuzzled Fratty again.

Fratty did want to sleep, and he wanted to sleep on Henri, much to Vinnie’s disgust. Henri would have sat and held him forever if Ana hadn’t shown up.

“Your pizza’s getting cold and you’re taking too long,” she announced, sliding over Henri’s tray. “So you’re coming to tryouts Wednesday and Thursday, right?”

Henri slowly tore herself away from her fuzzy new friend. Not as comfortable juggling Fratty and food as Vinnie seemed to be, Henri reluctantly handed Fratty back to sleep in his cage. She dug into her own backpack for a squirt of hand sanitizer before looking up warily.

“Okay . . . so, Ana, in case you didn’t know, I’m a seventh grader.”

Ana’s golden-brown eyes widened. “And?”

“And, um, and I only played soccer in, like, second grade. You maybe don’t want me to play on your team? Because I might not be any good, and seventh graders can’t play varsity.”

“I saw you run, remember?” Ana reached over and helped herself to a carrot out of Henri’s salad. Henri tried not to mind as Ana continued. “You ran faster when you tried to stay ahead of us. You’re good. And don’t worry—we’re junior high varsity. The Argonauts are seventh- and eighth-grade girls only.”

“Oh. Well, if you think so . . .” Henri trailed off. She could do this—Ana already knew everything, and she didn’t care if Henri couldn’t keep score—or count change—very well.

Ana nabbed another carrot. “Yeah, it’ll be fine. All I need is someone who can run and kick a ball. If you can do them both at the same time, we’re good.”

Vinnie snorted. Henri turned to glare at him, jerking her tray back as, from the corner of her eye, she saw Ana’s hand swoop in again. Predictably, Ana laughed and stole another carrot anyway.

“Would you leave my food alone?” Henri protested.

Ana grinned, crunching. “You’re not just a fast runner, huh? Got fast hands too.”

“Are you annoying on purpose?” Henri sputtered. “Why are you Morgans so—” Henri, exasperated, couldn’t find the words.

“Fantastic? Amazing?” Ana patted her hair.

“Normal?” Vinnie butted in.

“Pesky!” Henri shot back. “Aggravating, vexing. Pestiferous!” she added happily, remembering one of her Word-A-Day calendar vocabulary words.

“A what-ferous?” Ana asked, looking over at Vinnie. “What does that even mean?”

The two-toned chime that marked the end of lunch period sounded, and Henri crammed in her last bite. “It means I have to go.”

“Talk to Coach Wood about it—tell her you’re thinking about playing soccer,” Ana ordered.

“I . . . Why?” Henri frowned. “She’s your coach?”

“No. But she coaches high school varsity. She’ll tell you where to get shoes and that kind of stuff.”

“Shoes?” Henri winced. Mom wasn’t going to let her get special shoes when she might only be playing for a quarter. “Are they expensive?”

Ana turned, walking backward with her tray. “Nah. Now that I think about it, somebody will have some old ones. Don’t worry, Math Girl. We got you.”
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Writing It Better

Written on Henri’s social studies worksheet (erased)

Some sisters are RUDE

Some colds make you sneeze

I hate sharing a room

I hope SOMEONE gets fleas

Henri doodled a giant flea on the edge of her social studies worksheet. She was doing homework at the kitchen table because trying to work in the same room as Kat’s Silent Treatment was like trying to work in the same room as a blizzard. Too many things creaked and whined, rattled and slammed, as Kat whirled through like an ice-cold wind. Henri had to be completely quiet working in the kitchen—Mom was sitting across from her wearing her reading glasses, staring intently at her laptop—but to Henri, it felt worth it. Katherine couldn’t loudly give her the Silent Treatment in here.

Although, in the next moment, even that proved wrong as Katherine slammed into the kitchen, pointing at her sister with an angry finger. “Get in here, Henrietta,” Kat snarled. “Your stupid snake pooped. The whole room reeks.”

Mom twitched, grimacing.

“One second,” Henri said, going back to her math problem.

“No, now, Henri,” Katherine insisted. “Right now—before the whole house smells.”

Now Mom looked up, her eyes oddly magnified by her glasses. “Henri?”

Henri rolled her eyes and stomped away from the table. Wil ate a fat mouse sprinkled with vitamin powder every seven to ten days, and only left a mess when his meal was 100 percent digested, usually about every other week or so. It was messy and smelly, but it wasn’t that bad.

But a horrible smell wrapped around her sinuses as soon as she came down the hall, practically making her eyes water. Ugh. Katherine hadn’t exaggerated. Wil had made a mess on his heat rock again—and heat made bad smells worse, like dead things sitting in the sun.

Henri hurried to the cabinet under Wil’s cage to pull out her blue rubber gloves, a roll of paper towels, and a bucket filled with old toothbrushes, a pair of goggles, and a spray bottle full of disinfectant. Yanking on the gloves, Henri tore a paper towel from the roll and stepped up on a stool to open Wil’s tank.

“So gross, Wil,” Henri muttered, pulling her T-shirt up over her nose. The stink was so bad she didn’t want to open her mouth because she might taste it, so Henri only thought more words. Nasty. Vomitous. Foul.

Carefully nudging the coiled snake out of the way, Henri pulled out his big stone water dish and dropped it into her bucket. She wiped away the mess on the heat rock—Aaah! so disgusting—and then carefully pulled the heater out of the tank and unplugged it. Henri looked at the aspen bedding to make sure there wasn’t other garbage like pieces of shed skin or anything else and fluffed it thoroughly.

Putting all of the grossness into the bucket, Henri hustled through the kitchen, out, and around to the backyard where the hose waited coiled next to the garbage can. Henri disposed of the yuck and then carefully took everything out of the bucket, filled it with water, and scrubbed and sprayed the rock and the water dish. With everything rinsed clean, Henri returned Wil’s furniture and refilled his water bowl, wiping the splash of water from the glass with a paper towel.

Snakes were pretty clean pets, but they could carry diseases, so Henri was careful to wash her own hands after holding Wil and after cleaning up his cage. She was coming from the bathroom after drying her hands when Katherine stomped down the hall with the box fan used for cooling the room on hot summer nights.

“I can’t wait till Jordan moves out and I can have my own room,” Katherine said, her voice low and angry. “I will never live with anything so gross and disgusting ever again.”

“Do you mean Henri or the snake?” joked Jordan, pushing past his sisters to get to his room.

“Oh, ha-ha-ha,” Henri said without even a ghost of a smile.

“Either one. They both stink,” Katherine grumbled.

This time, Henri couldn’t even pretend to laugh. Katherine was as mean as Lily.

Back in the kitchen, Henri tried to settle back to finishing her homework but couldn’t concentrate. She’d meant to help Kat when she’d told Lily she owed her an apology—but of course, she should’ve known better. Lily Morgan was the worst. If it weren’t for Lily, Katherine wouldn’t be mad right now. If it weren’t for Lily, Kat wouldn’t have yelled so much at Henri about how to make friends and who she could be friends with. If it weren’t for Lily, Kat might be a nicer person—and maybe she wouldn’t have put the line of tape across their room.

Henri kind of knew, in the back of her mind, that her choices and Kat’s choices had also been a part of everything that had gone wrong . . . but it all started with Lily, didn’t it?

Yes. Mostly. Maybe.

Henri mumbled under her breath, her elbow thunk-ing to the table as she cradled her chin in her hand.

Her mother looked up from her laptop again. “Hmm?”

“What? Oh—I wasn’t sighing at you,” Henri assured her. “Just thinking about, um, an assignment. About, um, lil—flowers.”

Mom blinked. “Well, they don’t sound like they make you very happy.”

“I think I’m allergic,” Henri mumbled.

“Mm. Probably pollen,” Mom said, her attention drifting back to her laptop.

Henri doodled a lily on the edge of her worksheet. She drew broken lines from the center, as if the flower were sending out stink and pollen to attack. She added tiny teeth to the lines, as if the pollen were tiny, toothy insects. Then she added a stick person leaning away, hands raised in fear, with the words, Lily stay away! in a cartoon bubble over the stick person’s head.

Henri nodded. That looked about right.

She finished her math and started her language arts, which was reading another short story, but Henri barely skimmed the words she was supposed to know for vocabulary. She looked back at her doodle. It, at least, made her feel better.

Lily—stay away from me, she wrote in curly script in her notebook, then added the next line in case her mother looked up, your dark orange pollen makes me sneeze.

Henri smirked. Actually, she could write anything she wanted to a flower, and no one could get mad about it. She rewrote the first two lines, giving each their own space like a poem.

Lily—stay away from me,

Your dark orange pollen makes me sneeze.

Henri felt something relax inside her abdomen. This actually felt good.

I hate your colors—pink and white—wait, no, that wasn’t right. Pink and white weren’t bad, and some lilies were different colors. Tiger lilies were kind of yellowy-reddish-brown and even had freckles on their petals, and they were gorgeous. Did she like anything about Lily? Kind of? Henri erased the words and started again.

I like your petals—pink and white—

Your stems are straight. I guess that’s nice.

Henri bounced her heel against the floor—quietly—as she thought about what she should write next. She’d run out of anything nice about flowers or the person. Mostly what Henri knew about lilies was that on Memorial Day or whenever people died, her father’s office had a bouquet in the waiting room made of white lilies, baby’s breath, red carnations, and the crinkled blue flowers Mom called statice. The carnations and the other flowers were fine, but white lilies had a heavy, awful perfume that reminded Henri of the smell of Miki’s grandmother’s car—a whiff of incense and a lot of old perfume.

But ugh—you stink like old perfume!

And stink up my dad’s waiting room.

Your smelly stink spreads far and wide

I wish people would leave you outside.

There. That felt pretty good, even though she’d used stink too many times. Maybe Miss Grassinger would put that in the school paper! She hadn’t used all the poetry things Miss Grassinger liked, though—the onomatopoeia and alliteration and metaphor stuff. Henri pulled the paper toward her again.

    But ugh—you stink reek like old perfume!

You stink up Dad’s whole waiting room.

You lurk and think you’re lovely there—

I guess Dad thinks so, so I tried—

    But you push poof pollen everywhere,

I’m better off if you’re outside.

The little knot under Henri’s ribs loosened. Who knew that writing things could make you feel better? Henri wrote in a journal—after they had read the Lost Diary series at school, Henri and Miki had started journaling seriously in the fifth grade—but writing so people in history would know what her life was like didn’t exactly make Henri feel like this. Maybe writing this way worked because the words were almost a poem? Or because lily could mean two things at once and only Henri knew which meaning was right for certain?

The kitchen door opened, and Dad came in, his jacket folded over an arm. He looked tired as he bent toward Mom for a hug.

“How’s my girls?” he greeted them.

“We’re okay. Long day?” Mom asked, patting his back.

“Mm,” Dad said, which was his way of saying yes and that he didn’t want to talk about it in front of Henri.

He smiled down at his daughter and nodded at her notebook. “Working on your language arts?”

Henri nodded. “Yep. This poem’s for fun, though.”

Her father beamed, his eyes lighting up. “Poetry for fun! Love to hear it, Henny Penny. Good for you.”

He looked so happy Henri decided to forgive her father for calling her that silly kid name. Poetry was fun. And she was going to write more.





13

Test Run

From Henri’s journal

I can do it—I’ll prove it,

And then you’ll agree.

Step back and you’ll see in a bit:

I. Will. Not. Quit.

Tuesday, since Katherine still wasn’t speaking to her, Henrietta almost missed the bus.

The alarm had woken them both, but Henri hadn’t realized Katherine hadn’t hit the snooze button but had turned the alarm off, until she heard Katherine come back into their room—after her shower. In a panic, Henri had jumped out of bed and tried to hurry—she’d really tried—but she’d gotten busy trying to find her favorite socks and lost track of time. It had been nice, in a way, to get ready without Kat nagging her, saying, “Hurry up and shower, Henri! Stop staring into space and eat, Henri!” But now, Henri heard the squeak of gears as the driver shifted and prepared to pull away from the curb. Tearing down the front walk, clutching her backpack to her body, Henri sprinted, praying that the long green-and-white vehicle didn’t get too far away.

Mom was at a study group, Dad was at his office, and Jordan was just getting up. Henri could walk to school and be late, ride to school with Jordan and be late, or she could run like the wind.

Henri ran.

“W-A-A-A-A-A-A-A-A-A-I-T!”

The bus stopped.

Henri was so out of breath by the time she climbed onto the bus she could only hold her bus pass toward the scanner, chest heaving.

The driver chuckled and shook his head as the light flashed and the scanner bleeped.

Why was he laughing at her? She’d made it, hadn’t she? Deliberately not looking for where her sister was sitting, probably pretending she didn’t know her, Henri stumbled to the first open seat and collapsed. She brushed her hand over her hair, making sure nothing was sticking out from the twist-up bun she’d made and hoping the front was flat and smooth beneath her headband. Fanning herself, Henri ducked forward to hide behind the seat in front of her and finished her breakfast.

She was lucky she’d made lunch last night and packed it into her backpack—at least she didn’t have to brave the cash register again today. And she was grateful she’d had time to grab breakfast, even if it was a squashed piece of bread from the end of the bag and an apple. Of course, she had to eat it hiding behind the seat so the driver wouldn’t see. Nobody was supposed to eat or drink on the bus.

What a stupid morning. Now that she was out of the house, Henri realized she needed something to keep her on track. Not Kat—she didn’t need more nagging, Henri decided, but maybe a new alarm on her phone. One she couldn’t ignore.

She’d have to think about that later, though. Now she had to finish eating and brush off the crumbs before she got to school, and—oh no. The bus had come to the third stop, and the Morgans were getting on. Ana was in front today, and she bumped Henri with her hip as she passed. Vinnie, who was yawning widely, came next and finally came Drew, with his hoodie pulled all the way up and his sunglasses on.

The bus lumbered away from the curb with a wheeze, and Henri looked out at the sidewalk anxiously. Did Lily miss the bus? Was she running and running and—? Nope. The sidewalk was clear, and anyway, Henri couldn’t imagine Lily running for the bus—she probably had a giant magnet in her backpack that would snatch the bus back to its stop—Screeeeeech!—and make it wait while she walked to it in her own sweet time.

Henri sank back into her seat. Maybe Lily was sick? Henri was tempted to ask Ana or Vinnie. But . . . no. Henri wrestled her nosiness down inside of her. Wherever Lily was, Henri would enjoy being without her.

At the beginning of English language arts, Miss Grassinger returned their writing journals from the week before. As she passed the speckled black-and-white notebooks to each student, she repeated the announcement they’d heard in advisory period with Ms. Edana.

“The Alterra Autumn Arts competitions are schoolwide,” Miss Grassinger emphasized, “which means anyone from grades seven through twelve can come and get a submission form from any English teacher and submit a poem, a drawing, or a short story. And remember”—Miss Grassinger wagged a finger at her students—“that also means that anyone from grades seven through twelve can win. I want to see robust participation from my seventh graders,” she added, brows raised. “Don’t let the older students intimidate you. Raise your hand if you want a submission form right now.”

Henri’s hand shot up. She wasn’t going to let high school students intimidate her, but it was tough! The poem part of the competition was closing on October 1—that meant she had the rest of this week and all of the next two to write the perfect poem. She could probably do it—but what if Miss Grassinger was just being nice and her poetry really wasn’t that great?

“Grace, can you do me a favor?” Henri whispered in life sciences when Ms. Cho was passing out their lab notebooks. They were supposed to be working on answering questions one through ten on page seventy.

“Maybe.” Grace hesitated. “It doesn’t have anything to do with homework, does it?”

“No—I need you to read a poem and tell me if you think the writer is any good,” Henri whispered back.

Across the table, AJ twisted to stare at Henri incredulously.

“A poem!? That’s not a favor, Girl Henry—that’s an assignment,” he said, making a face.

“My friend needs to know if people think it’s any good,” Henri said to Grace quickly, face heating.

“Sure, I’ll read it,” Grace said, shooting AJ a dirty look. “I’m not afraid of poems like some people.”

“Are you—I mean, is your friend going to enter the Alterra Autumn Arts contest?” Hayden asked carefully. “I’m going to ask if I can enter a photograph, since I can’t draw.”

“You can do digital drawing on a photograph.” AJ piped up.

Grace opened her mouth, closed it, and blinked. “Wait . . . that’s a good idea.”

AJ scowled. “Why do you look so surprised?”

“Scientists, are we working?” Ms. Cho asked.

“We’re working,” Grace assured her, making a big show of turning a page in her life sciences textbook. When Ms. Cho had moved on to the next table, Grace wiggled her fingers at Henri. “Gimme.”

Not right now! Henri wanted to say. Hayden looked too interested and even AJ was craning his neck. But Ms. Cho was in the back of the room . . . Quickly, Henri slid the poem, recopied on clean notebook paper, across the table into Grace’s waiting hand.

AJ leaned in. Grace scanned the paper, then tucked it under her textbook.

“I wasn’t done,” AJ complained.

“AJ, if you opened your book, it would go a long way toward convincing me that you’re working,” Ms. Cho said, exasperation coloring her tone. “Do you need help finding the page? Do you require another incentive to concentrate?”

“No, Ms. Cho, sorry, Ms. Cho,” AJ grumbled, and finally—finally!—started minding his own business.

To Henri’s surprise, it was Hayden who broke the silence ten minutes later. “So what’s the poem about?”

“Why?” Henri blurted. She shot a quick look Ms. Cho’s way, then dropped her voice to a bare whisper. “Why do you want to know?”

“I don’t know what to do for my picture,” Hayden admitted. “I thought maybe the poem could help.”

“It’s about flowers,” AJ whispered smugly. “You can’t take a picture of how much she hates flowers.”

“How do you know her friend’s a she?” Grace asked.

“It’s Girl Henry’s poem,” AJ said impatiently. “Duh, Grace. Didn’t you see her face? She didn’t even want you to read it.”

All eyes turned to Henri, who felt her face get hot. Ugh, some people! If only AJ would be dumb—but even though he was obnoxious, that didn’t stop him from being observant.

“Whatever, AJ,” said Grace, distracting everyone. “Her name isn’t Girl anything, it’s Henrietta, and it’s a good poem. I like it.”

“Can I see it?” Hayden asked.

NO! Henri wanted to say, but she shrugged. Grace passed the paper to Hayden, who looked at it quickly, then handed it back to Henri.

“Thanks,” he said. “I have an idea for my picture now.”

“Are you entering the contest?” Henri asked Grace after a few moments of quiet work.

“Nope,” Grace said, popping the p sound decisively.

Henri’s eyebrows twitched. Grace usually had more to say than that. “Why not?”

Grace made an annoyed noise. “Miss Grassinger told me I didn’t write enough in our creative writing journals. I don’t like writing when I don’t have anything to say, I can only draw stick figures, and I don’t know how to write a poem.”

“So write a song,” AJ said.

Grace made another irritated noise.

“Let’s write a song about AJ,” Henri joked. “Twinkle, Gracie, scientist, AJ meet my little fist . . .”

Grace snickered. “I like it!”

“That doesn’t even make sense,” AJ said. “And I can write a poem too, you know. Twinkle, twinkle, Girl Henry—”

“That doesn’t work,” Hayden pointed out. “It should be, Twinkle, Henri, like a girl or something.”

“It’s my poem,” AJ retorted. “It goes, Twinkle, twinkle, Girl Henry—I won’t let you get to me.”

Now everyone stared at AJ.

“Huh.” Hayden looked impressed. Grace blinked.

“So now we know,” Henri said thoughtfully, “that anyone can write a poem. Seriously, anyone. Even AJ.”

“Hey!” AJ said.

Ms. Cho’s loud “AHEM!” was all the warning their table needed to get back to work.

Henri was starving. As soon as lunch started, she raced to buy a fizzy fruit water—pampelmousse flavor, which was the French way to say grapefruit—and plopped down next to Vinnie, opening a bag of pretzels and crunching happily. Then she blinked, her attention caught by a small movement on the table in the circle of Vinnie’s arms. Fratty balanced on the edge of a bowl of water, a tiny green pea between his delicate paws.

Henri closed her eyes, then opened them again. She had a bad moment of cute overload, wondering if Fratty was more adorable than Wil Snakespeare and if she actually had to have a rat. But no—no, Wil was stupendous. Fratty was just awesome.

“I wish Fratty could meet Wil Snakespeare,” she blurted.

Vinnie opened his mouth to answer, as Ana interrupted. “Who?”

“Oh, so she can sit with us now?” Lily pulled out the chair on the other side of Ana and sat down hard. Her red flowered top and jeans looked dressed up, and she wore her hair pulled up in a topknot like Ana’s. Only her gold earrings were the same.

Henri startled. “Where were you this morning?”

Lily gave Henri a smile made entirely of teeth. “Aww, did you miss me? That’s so sweet.”

Henri eyed Lily cautiously. “I didn’t miss you. I thought you were late . . . or something. Everybody saw me run for the bus this morning.”

“Please, I don’t run anywhere,” Lily said in a snooty tone.

Ana mumbled something that sounded like You got that right. Lily reached over and smacked her in the arm without looking. “I don’t run because running is sweaty. This girl”—she gestured at herself—“does not do sweat.”

“Oh, please,” snorted Ana, nudging Lily with her shoulder. “Who was sweating over the fried rice last night, yelling at everybody to shut up when you put so much cilantro in it?”

“That’s cooking,” Lily said, nudging her back. “That’s different.” She caught Henri’s look. “What?” she barked. “You think only people like your perfect sister can cook?”

“Katherine?! She can’t cook,” Henri sputtered. “Once she made scrambled eggs, and they were drippy. And one time, I boiled spaghetti for twenty minutes, so except for breakfast stuff, Mom said I can’t cook either, not unless she’s there. I don’t know anyone our age who can cook but you.”

“Oh.” Now Lily looked uncomfortable. “Well, it’s not that hard,” she said awkwardly. “Vinnie can make spaghetti. Tell her, Vin.”

Vinnie shrugged, watching as Fratty finished the pea. “I can make spaghetti.”

“It’s the good spaghetti,” Lily said sternly, almost glaring at her brother. “He chops up the onions and puts fresh herbs in the sauce and stuff like I taught him. He can make lasagna with three kinds of cheese in it too. Tell her, Vin.”

“Why? You just did!” Vinnie looked exasperated.

“So?” Lily sputtered. “If you would talk like a normal person, I wouldn’t have to!”

Henri was fascinated. Lily was talking to Vinnie like Kat talked to her sometimes. And Lily seemed almost mad that Vinnie wasn’t making a bigger deal out of his cooking.

“Okay, so, Lily—how come you taught Vinnie to cook? Who taught you?” Henri asked.

Suddenly, Lily’s face closed up like a fist. “Eat, and stop asking me questions,” she snapped, pulling a notebook out of her backpack. “Vinnie, how many times do I gotta say it? Take that thing off the table while we’re eating. One of these days Grandma Dot is going to find out you’ve been taking it to school, and then you’re going to be in big trouble.”

Ana was unbothered by Lily’s mood swings, Henri guessed, because she didn’t even flinch when Lily started snapping. She leaned over and looked at a slip of paper tucked into Lily’s notebook. “What’s that? You got an entry form to that poetry contest thing already? Are you writing a new one?”

Henri’s eyes widened. Lily wrote poems?! A Morgan was entering the Alterra Autumn Arts contest with poetry when Henri was too?!

Uh-oh.
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Making Change

From Henri’s journal

Vinnie Morgan is a menace.

Mainly Morgans are a mess.

Most of Morgans are a mystery.

Ana Morgan is the best.

It was a relief to do math at FOCUS lab without a new saying from Ms. Edana’s Talking Back to Math. This morning’s saying had been “I am a mathematician because mathematicians know mistakes are opportunities to learn. I may take it slow, but that does not mean my skills are low.” Henri didn’t dare roll her eyes at Ms. Edana’s math sayings anymore—one time, a boy named Jayson had said negative words instead of the ones Ms. Edana wanted, and then Ms. Edana had done this whole thing on being kind to themselves. Then she’d had Jayson lead the class in saying the affirmation all over again.

Henri decided right then it was better just to go along with whatever Ms. Edana wanted. She didn’t ever want to have to stand up like Jayson, looking awkward and mumbling, “I am a mathematician. Because I challenge myself, I am my own biggest competition. Because I love my brain, I am my own biggest fan.” No, please, and thank you.

On the Max Math app, Henri had a skills check, so she leaned in to concentrate on dragging and dropping the correct number of blocks, beads, or bars each question required. She was nearly through when Vinnie arrived. His silent presence next to her was meant not to interrupt, but Henri noticed he kept leaning back and looking at something behind her.

Henri was ready to burst by the time she finished Max Math and closed the laptop. She twisted in her seat, trying to figure out what Vinnie was looking at. “What?” she asked.

Vinnie shrugged, looking embarrassed. “I was trying to figure out if that was a little peace sign on your back.”

“On my back?” Had she picked up a sticker? Henri put a hand to the back of her neck and groped around, finding nothing but the flat, painted tag of her T-shirt . . . Henri gasped in horror. “I’ve had my shirt on inside out the whole day, and no one told me!? Vinnie!!”

Vinnie recoiled, wide-eyed, as Henri’s voice climbed. “What?! It’s a choice. I thought you did it on purpose!”

Henri huffed, looking around. “Where’s Ms. Edana? I need a pass.”

“It’s the last class of the day!” Vinnie exclaimed, looking perplexed. “So it’s inside out. So what? Who cares? That means you can wear that shirt again because nobody saw the front side.”

Henri groaned, cringing from the memory of her running for the bus, and the driver chuckling as she held her pass toward the scanner. She’d worn the navy-blue uniform skort, navy socks, and black shoes from her old school, because it was the one outfit she could put on in her sleep, but she’d topped that with a fun black T-shirt with a peace sign made out of bright pink and yellow flowers on the back—which apparently nobody had seen, not even Lily. “I can’t believe no one told me!”

“Yeah, whatever,” Vinnie said unsympathetically. “Shake it off and buy me lunch.”

“What?” Henri peeked out from between her fingers. “Vinnie, we just ate.”

Silently, Vinnie produced a handful of crumpled bills and change. Crossing his thick arms, he looked at Henri expectantly.

Henri goggled. “Vinnie! You’re giving me money!”

“Duh,” said Vinnie, rolling his eyes. “How much is there?”

“Boo,” Henri protested, and slumped back into her chair. “I don’t want to play store.”

“We’re not playing store. We’re playing restaurant. You have to buy me lunch.”

“Vinnie, nooo,” Henri whined, flopping over. “I hate money. Why can’t people still use shells? Or trade for things instead of buying them? And you want to know what’s dumb?” Henri flung herself upright, sitting up straight as she got into her rant. “What’s dumb is that dimes are ten cents, and they’re tiny, and nickels are five cents, and they’re big.”

Vinnie blinked.

Henri held up her fingers, mimicking the size of the coins. “No—seriously, think about it! Dimes are smaller than pennies, but they’re worth more. Nickels are thick and big, but they’re only worth five cents. Who even decided that? Why didn’t they make it so money makes sense? I mean, why can’t they, like, understand that there are people like me in the world, and this is hard?!”

Vinnie stared at her, expressionless. Henrietta stared back, catching her breath.

“You done?” Vinnie asked finally.

Henri sputtered, so flustered she couldn’t even think of words. “What?! No, I’m not done! I’m—You—I don’t like you, Vinnie Morgan. You’re mean. You’re meaner than my mother.”

Vinnie’s mouth twitched. Henri got the feeling he was trying not to laugh in her face. “Meaner than your mom? Wow, Henri. That’s cold.” Vinnie shook his head, looking fake hurt.

Henri actually growled.

“And how’s everything over here?” Ms. Edana leaned over Henri’s shoulder. “Is my favorite FOCUS lab team getting good work done today?” she asked, looking from Henri to Vinnie.

“No,” muttered Henri.

“Yep.” Vinnie was perfectly calm. “Henri’s going to count up this money as soon as she’s done having drama about it.”

“Tattletale,” Henri muttered.

“Great!” Ms. Edana said, ignoring her. She gave them both a thumbs-up as she moved away from them. “Go to it, Henri Weldon. You’ve got this.”

With one last evil glare at Vinnie, Henri sulked to Ms. Edana’s desk and grabbed a whiteboard slate from the basket and a fistful of slender dry-erase markers from the marker box. She returned to her desk and plopped down, defeated, to glower at the messy pile of coins and bills in front of her.

Vinnie wisely stayed silent.

Fine. If she had to do this, starting with the bills seemed the easiest. There were three—one was a five-dollar bill, and two were one-dollar bills. Okay then. Henri rubbed her moist palms on her skort. She began to sort the change by type, trying to remember how to do all the shortcuts, like counting by fives for the nickels. She wrote numbers on the whiteboard as she stacked. When she got to the quarters, Vinnie cleared his throat pointedly.

“What?” Henri snapped, glaring.

“Four makes one,” Vinnie said. “Four quarters, one dollar. If you sort by fours, that makes counting quarters faster.”

“I knew that, Vinnie,” Henri snipped. Ugh, this was stupid! If other people could figure out math, how come she couldn’t?

“I know,” Vinnie said. “Sometimes people forget.”

Henri had, but she wouldn’t admit it. Instead, she stacked four quarters together and pushed them over to the dollar bills.

“One dollar and eighty-four cents,” she said out loud, looking at her whiteboard. “That’s how much money for lunch.”

“Is that all of it?” Vinnie asked.

Pressing her lips together, Henri glared at the change again, then she looked back at Vinnie. She’d done something wrong—but what? She felt how hot her back was under her inside-out T-shirt. She hoped she’d remembered to put on deodorant this morning. If—

“Oh!” Suddenly Henri sat up straight. “The dollars! Wait, let me add those,” she said, half to herself. A five plus two plus the quarters . . . Eight dollars. Eight dollars plus the one dollar was nine . . .

“How come you don’t have ten dollars?” Henri demanded, staring at Vinnie. “Nine dollars and eighty-four cents . . . that’s . . . that’s lame.”

“What? I didn’t want to make it too easy.” Vinnie shrugged.

“I should take all of this and run away,” Henrietta threatened. She carefully wrote her total on top on the whiteboard—$9.48, studied it a moment, erased it, and wrote it again correctly—$9.84.

Vinnie borrowed a marker from Henri’s pile and held out his hand for the whiteboard. Henri gave it to him, watching suspiciously as he wrote several words in squashed, tiny writing.

“You have tiny-write-itis,” Henri announced. “Nobody can read that.”

Vinnie rolled his eyes, handing the whiteboard back. “Whatever. Buy me lunch.”

Henri squinted. Vinnie had written: Burger—$4.50, Nachos—$3.00, Extra avocado—$.50, Burrito—$1.25, Fries—$1.95, Drink—$.75, Chips—$.75, Brownie—$.50.

Henri looked up in disbelief. “Vinnie, come on. That’s, like, a whole restaurant!”

Vinnie’s mouth twitched. “So? I’m hungry. I want . . . two burritos and a drink.”

“Um.” Henri scrubbed the side of her fist against the whiteboard to erase her earlier scribbles. Did she even have enough money for this? “Two burritos are, um . . . two dollars and fifty cents and the drink . . .” Henri did more adding, checking, and double-checking her answer. Finally, she swallowed. “Three dollars and twenty-five cents?”

Vinnie pulled the whiteboard over to him and drew a box. Inside, he wrote an H and a little tally mark next to it. “That’s a point for you,” he said.

Points? Yes! Henri wanted to shoot a fist in the air. “What do I get if I beat you?” she asked, suddenly eager.

Vinnie shrugged. “I don’t know, a brownie? Ask Ms. Edana.”

“I wasn’t serious,” Henri said quickly. “I can work for pretend brownies. Okay, next question.”

The next one was harder. Vinnie ordered two burritos with extra avocado on only one of the burritos. Henri forgot that detail—so Vinnie wrote a V in the square and added a tally mark.

“One brownie for me,” he said.

The next order Henri got right because nachos and a drink were the perfect lunch.

By the time the two-tone electronic ding sounded that ended FOCUS lab for the day, Henri had found her groove. Vinnie couldn’t trip her up anymore. He could order nachos, burritos, and fries with avocado—although why would you eat that?—and anything else without Henri making mistakes. Even better, her adding got faster because sometimes she could remember the answer from last time.

Today, Henri actually felt like a mathematician. It felt good to figure things out.

“You owe me a brownie! Nine big, fat, chocolate brow-nies,” Henri sang, doing a happy dance as she looked at her score. Vinnie had three points. She had nine.

“What kind of dance is that supposed to be?” Vinnie sputtered as Henri waggled her hips and jerked her shoulders. Her elbows stuck out like chicken wings.

“You’re just jealous ’cause I won all the brownies,” Henri sang and tried to do a Harlem shake across the room. She was a terrible dancer, but she was too happy to care. She danced past her smiling teacher. “Bye, Ms. Edana!”

Henri didn’t stop dancing until she got to the bathroom, where she turned her shirt right-side out. She felt amazing and all, but she wasn’t going out in public like that on purpose.
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Bus Ride Revelations

From Henri’s journal

Tryout. Try it. Try. You’ll never know until you do.

“Try” turns a caterpillar to a giant butterfly.

(Well, not really, but it rhymes.)

Wednesday morning, Henri woke up the first time the alarm clock beeped. She actually got up when the alarm on her phone beeped. The next alarm that beeped reminded her she had twelve minutes to take a shower and dress. Henri had planned out everything.

Today, Henri would put on long socks, her brown ankle boots, and her PE T-shirt with denim short overalls. It was too hot to put her PE shorts on underneath, but she could change and put on tennis shoes in the locker room. The night before, Henri had packed her backpack full of her books and assignments, and she had four dollars to buy lunch, so that was no problem. Now, all she had to do was put up her hair, eat her breakfast, brush her teeth, and go.

Everything would be right today.

Katherine, who was still giving Henri the very loud Silent Treatment, gave a disgusted huff as Henri’s alarm went off again. Henri ignored her and turned it off. She had twenty minutes for breakfast, and she was running late, but that was fine. Her hair had to stay tidy all day, so Henri added extra gel to lay down her baby hairs when she pulled up her bun.

Henri was in the kitchen, downing a bowl of yogurt, fruit, and granola while Jordan blended up a green smoothie. Her alarm went off again, and she silenced it with a sigh. Even she was getting sick of the chirpy be-bing, be-bing, be-bing noise, but this alarm had important information. The bus would be at the bus stop in eight minutes. Henri chewed faster. She shouldn’t have chosen granola for her breakfast.

Jordan leaned against the counter with his smoothie, watching her shove down her food. “You got a test?” he asked.

Henri shook her head with chipmunk cheeks. “No, I just don’t want to have to run for the bus.”

Katherine, who was making toast, sucked her teeth with an annoying tsk sound.

Henri glared at her. “What?”

Katherine turned her back, making sure Henri remembered that the Silent Treatment meant she didn’t get an answer.

Henri ignored Katherine back, directing her comments toward her brother. “I don’t want to run for the bus because I’m going to run after school. I’m trying out for soccer today.”

Jordan slurped his smoothie and nodded, brows raised. “Huh.”

Kat spun around and opened her mouth, then closed it, forehead bunched in irritation.

Henri shoved in her last bite and grinned, probably showing off a disgusting wad of half-chewed granola in the process. She didn’t care. Kat was a victim of her own Silent Treatment. She couldn’t yell about it or anything!

Henri rinsed her face, drank a glass of water, brushed her teeth, and ran out the front door. Katherine was already at the bus stop, so Henri came to a stop a few feet away, straightened the silver H on her charm bracelet, and pulled out a tube of lip gloss.

Eight minutes. Nine.

Did she have the time wrong, or was the bus late? Henri frowned at her phone, then grinned, swiping across the screen. She had a text from Miki that had a black-and-white soccer ball with the words Run Like a Girl! underneath. Miki was the best.

Henri sent her a thank-you with lots of hearts. She looked down the road, bouncing on her toes. For once, she was ready and prepared for everything the day would throw at her. That was why the bus was late, she was sure of it.

“You don’t even have the right clothes to play soccer,” Kat burst out suddenly.

Henri jumped. Was the Silent Treatment over? “What clothes?” she asked, looking at her sister.

“Those cleat shoes,” Kat said, then ticked off on her fingers. “Shin guards and, like, fat socks. Plus, a team T-shirt, and a ball too. You know Mom and Dad can’t afford a bunch of stupid sports equipment so you can hang out with the Morgans.”

Oh, not this again. Henrietta sighed. “Just because Lily was mean to you in seventh grade doesn’t mean you have to be mean back to Lily and Ana and Vinnie.” Henri decided that Drew didn’t count—he was so mean it didn’t matter if Kat was mean to him or not.

“I’m not mean to anyone,” sputtered Katherine. “I told you what the Morgans are like—not that you listened.”

“But you don’t know what they’re like, not Vinnie and Ana,” Henri argued helplessly. “You never even talk to them. What if people didn’t like me because of something you did, and they’d never even talked to you? You can’t be mad at people you don’t even know. Just because they’re related doesn’t mean—”

“That’s not the point.” Katherine snarled. “You’re not listening again, Henrietta. Lily Morgan is a bully, and you couldn’t even stay away from her when you know what she did to me—AND she tries to embarrass me on the bus, in front of everyone! And now you’re playing soccer with her sister like she’s your best friend or something. I can’t even believe you!”

Henri wanted to scream. Why couldn’t Katherine see? Yes—Lily was Lily, but . . . Vinnie and Ana weren’t. And they liked Henrietta the way she was. Katherine always made Henrietta feel that she would like her better if she were a completely different person.

“Don’t worry,” Henri mumbled, shoulders slumping. “Ana has somebody’s old stuff I can borrow for soccer. Mom and Dad won’t have to buy me anything new.”

Kat tightened her lips. “Fine, Henrietta, whatever.”

Fortunately, at that moment, a long green-and-white bus came wheezing around the corner. It was a number 56 bus, but as they watched, the number on the top changed—to number 61!

The doors folded open, and Kat hesitated on the steps.

“Good morning,” the brown-skinned lady bus driver said, beaming. “Your usual bus was in an accident this morning, so today you’ve got me.”

“Oh,” Kat said, waving her bus pass in front of the scanner.

“Oh no,” Henri said. “I hope our driver’s okay.” Even though he’d laughed about her shirt, their usual driver did stop whenever anyone had to run for the bus.

“He’s fine, just a fender bender. I’ll let him know his riders asked about him,” the driver said, smiling again.

This bus was emptier, with different riders than Henri had ever seen. She sat in a seat near the middle and daydreamed out the window as the gears shifted and the bus lumbered away from the curb. She imagined herself running fast like a professional soccer player, kicking hard, and bouncing the ball off her head. She wondered how you learned to do that. Didn’t it hurt?

Henri’s imagination took her all the way to the third stop when she heard someone exclaim, “What are you doing here?”

“Girl, I wouldn’t have recognized you!”

Henri craned her neck to look up front. Lily—Lily Morgan—was bending down and hugging the bus driver!

Henri’s eyes went wide. She almost turned around to find Katherine’s before she remembered about the Silent Treatment. But this was wild! Henri didn’t think she’d ever seen Lily acting like she liked anyone but Drew, Vinnie, and Ana—sometimes.

Two old ladies with sun visors leaned forward with interest as Lily actually sat down, right close to the driver and kept talking as the bus doors closed. A few minutes later, Ana and Drew made their way down the bus aisle.

“You know it’s tryouts today, right?” Ana said, plopping into the empty seat next to Henri.

“Yep,” Henri said, still straining to eavesdrop on what was going on in the front of the bus. “Hey—where’s Vinnie?”

Ana grimaced. “He’s in trouble with Grandma Dot, so she’s driving him to school.”

Wait, what? Henri lost interest in what Lily was saying to the bus driver. She stared at Ana, wide-eyed.

“Wh-what did Vinnie do?” Henri asked.

Ana rolled her eyes. “Oh, it’s that stupid rat. Lily got mad because it was Vinnie’s turn to unload the dishwasher, and he said she had to wait because he was cleaning the rat’s cage first, and Lily kept yelling at him to do it now and he kind of sprayed her with the hose he was using, and then she started screaming, and even though she swears she didn’t narc, somehow Grandma Dot found out he’d been taking the rat to school, and now Grandma Dot’s going to drive him every morning and check his backpack for two weeks.”

Henri, who had been following this with confusion, blinked. “Wait, though . . . how is any of that Fratty’s fault?”

Ana gave Henri an exasperated look. “Because. If Vinnie didn’t have that stupid rat, he wouldn’t have gotten in trouble! Vinnie never gets in trouble.”

Henri blinked. “But . . . I thought you all got kicked out of your last school for, um . . . trouble!”

Ana hooted. “Where’d you hear that nonsense? I’ve never been kicked out of anywhere; that was Drew. And he only got kicked out ’cause he pulled a fire alarm when some bullies were chasing him to beat him up. After that, Grandma Dot said we could all change schools.”

Henri absorbed this information in shock. Drew—snarky, smart-mouthed Andrew—got bullied!? Lily changed schools to be with him? As usual, the truth wasn’t entirely like Katherine had said.

Huh.

“Oh, wait,” Henri gasped suddenly as she realized what a tragedy this whole thing was. “Do you mean there’s no more Fratty ever again?”

Ana dropped her head back against the bus seat. “Jeez, you’re as bad as Vinnie about that thing. Quit talking rodents and listen to me tell you about soccer.”

“Okay,” Henri said, shrugging. “I already told you I’m shaky on the rules.”

“Don’t worry, it’s not that hard,” Ana said. “Once you get on the team, Coach Bonnie will help you. Just look good in tryouts, so she chooses you.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” Henri asked.

Ana turned sideways on the bus seat. “First, you should get there early. Don’t go change after PE, stay on the field—Jama is bringing her old boots for you, so you can change shoes on the sidelines. After that, help set up, introduce yourself to Coach Bonnie, that kind of thing. If she sees you’ll work hard, she’ll know you can work hard on the team.”

“Boots?” Henri asked.

“Some people call them cleats, but Coach Bonnie says boots,” Ana said.

Henri nodded.

Ana continued. “She’s going to have us do drills—running and kicking and all of that. When somebody makes a good kick, you should say ‘good job,’ or whatever. That shows her you’re a good teammate.”

Henri felt like she should be writing this down. “What else?”

“Um . . . listen to Coach Bonnie. I mean really listen,” Ana said, emphasizing the word. “Some people don’t listen when she tells them how to hold their foot or whatever while they kick, and she has to tell them, like, fifty times. If you don’t get it right, ask her and have her show you again. Coaches like that.”

Henri swallowed. The bus was making the last turn toward the school. “Talk faster,” Henri urged Ana. “What else?”

“Just run,” Ana said, and grinned, grabbing her backpack and standing. “You have that part covered.”

“I hope so,” Henri muttered, joining her friend in the aisle.

For the rest of the day, time passed strangely—slowly and stickily like strings of half-chewed gum—and then a class period would be over before Henri even got comfortable in her seat. At lunch, Vinnie wasn’t talking, and Henri talked so much that even Ana told her to chill, which was funny, because Ana usually talked more than anybody. Finally, it was the last class of the day, and Henri was among the first to be through her lap around the field. Coach Wood had them do an obstacle course, but this one had a long jump, hopscotch, jump rope and curl-ups, push-ups, and a twenty-second squat. This wasn’t quite as much fun as the hula hoops had been, but it warmed up Henri’s leg muscles.

When Coach Wood finally blew the whistle at the end of class, Henri was dismayed to see a lot of kids run onto the field instead of off. Some helped Coach Wood take apart the obstacle course. Others grabbed orange cones from an equipment box on the sidelines and placed them in pairs.

Ana would come with her cleats—boots, Henri corrected herself—and then she’d help set up, Henri decided. She grabbed a drink of water from the bottle she’d left in her backpack and looked around, standing on her toes and then turning in a circle to find Ana. She could only see people she didn’t know running around carrying things. Most of the girls carrying things wore long knee socks and real soccer shoes that fit close to the feet, laced tightly, and had nubbins on the bottom to grab the ground. Those were the soccer boots, then. Henri wondered if it felt weird to walk in them.

Another adult came out of the school building carrying a net bag of balls in one hand and a backpack in the other. Her thick brown hair was pulled back into a bushy ponytail, and it bounced in time with the silver whistle around her neck as she walked. The visor that shaded her face was the usual Alterra yellow and navy.

“Hey, Coach!” someone shouted.

Henri turned in a circle again, looking for the familiar brown braid. That must be the JV soccer coach, but where was Ana? Should Henri wait for her or talk to the coach? All the things Ana had told her about how to be a good teammate swirled around in Henri’s head. Go or stay? Help or hang back?

“Ana, where are you?” Henri muttered as the whistle blew. Tryouts were happening now.
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A Sister Swap

Ana’s #1 Rule for Soccer

Kick it to me!

No, seriously: Kick it to me!

“I’m Bonnie Prokop, and this is tryouts for the Junior High Argonauts. You can call me Coach Bonnie.” The coach had dark eyes in an oval face, a straight nose, and a sharply jutting chin. When she gave her brief smile, a small dimple appeared below her bottom lip. “Has everyone already given me their names? Okay then! Line up behind Kim and Iva here”—she indicated two girls in yellow T-shirts and ponytails—“and let’s do this.”

Hands clammy, Henri chose a line behind the long-legged girl—Kim?—who stood behind a double line of orange cones set a couple of feet apart. Still no sign of Ana. Henri tugged up her socks, feeling even more nervous. Now she had to try out with no shoes and no friend.

While Henri was craning her neck, Coach Bonnie blew another two sharp tweets on her whistle, and Kim took off.

Henri’s stomach tightened. She been too busy looking for Ana to hear any instructions. Fortunately, Kim and the girl across from her jogged down the line of cones to the fifth cone, circled it, and jogged back to the end of the line. Henri relaxed. She could do that.

The simple exercises moved to jogging with high knees, then continued into what Coach Bonnie called “bum-kickers,” weaving between the cones, into toe-touch swings, high knee kicks, and sideways hustles. Trying to run while she did the toe-touch swing made Henri nearly trip over her own feet, but at least she wasn’t alone. The girl in front of her did trip and wiped out pretty much on her face. She got up fast, though.

Zigzagging between the pylons, Kim bumped shoulders with Iva before turning and running back to the end of the line. Did they do that on purpose? Henri watched as the rest of the girls bumped, some lightly, some harder than necessary. Henri’s bump with the girl from the other line . . . missed altogether.

“Oops,” she muttered, and hesitated, wondering if she was supposed to try again.

“Keep moving,” Coach Bonnie yelled, and Henri ran back to the end of the line, her face warm. To her relief, they bumped again. Henri’s second bump worked—ouch!—and rubbing her shoulder, she ran to the end of the line grinning. So far, she could do all of this—she just had to pay attention.

Distance sprints, running back and forth, pushed the tension out of Henri’s body and pounded it into the springy turf. She was out of breath, sweaty, and her legs were shaking when Coach Bonnie blew the whistle again and told them to take five.

This time, thanks to Ana, Henri knew what to do. She jogged over to Coach Bonnie.

“Hi. Can I help you guys set up anything?”

Coach Bonnie gave another brief smile, this time making the dimple for longer. “No, we’ve got it, thanks. What’s your name again?”

“Henri—um, Henrietta Weldon.”

“Well, that’s a name you don’t hear much anymore. Any boots or shin guards, Henrietta?” Coach Bonnie asked, eyes on her notebook.

“Um . . . no, not yet. Ana said she had old ones,” Henrietta said. This was tryouts, right? She couldn’t get another uniform violation or anything, could she?

The woman nodded. “That’s fine, we’re not doing a scrimmage till tomorrow. You got good hands? Are you my goalie?”

Henri shook her head. “I don’t—no. That is, um, Ana said I’m a good runner?”

The woman rubbed her chin, seeming to hide a smile. “Ana says, huh? Looks like I need to check in with Ana then. Plug your ears,” she warned, and blew the whistle again.

“All right, folks! Listen up! We’re working on strikes today—that’s a solid power kick, for those uninformed. Remember, we power our strikes from the thighs, not the calves. Keep your shoulders straight on to the ball. Plant your non-kicking foot—and keep your heads down. You don’t look at the goal; you look at the ball. Ankles locked, toes down, hit with your laces! We’re kicking toward a target—toward the goal, where Meena and Batsabé are standing. Now, let me see two lines of players again. Ready? Go!”

The first two kickers—Kim and Iva again—made kicks that were the classic definition of perfect. Their feet each hit the ball with a sharp thwack, and both balls sailed nicely in the direction of the goalies.

“Perfect” pretty much fell apart after that, so Coach Bonnie ran up and down the field, watching each kicker, moving in close sometimes, and other times, circling back to jog with them toward the end of the line, shouting instructions.

“Land on your kicking foot, Kiera! Follow through the move. Laura—get your thigh back, put some power in there!”

Henri gulped. Things were moving fast—she’d be up within seconds. She gnawed her lip.

“Ladies!” Coach Bonnie boomed. “Do not EVER go into a shot thinking you’re going to miss. BELIEVE you’re going to make that shot, uh, Leila? Yes, you, Leila. Head down; the foot you plant is facing the goal, not your face. Head down, head down!”

And then it was Henri’s turn, and she was, suddenly, terrified. What if she missed the ball altogether!? Why wasn’t Ana here to help?

“Confidence,” Henri mumbled to herself, running forward lightly.

Legs shaking from Coach Wood’s squats, Henri felt clumsy, uncoordinated, and goofy. Well, that was irritating, so she took it out on the ball. Toes down, ankle locked—SLAM.

Henri couldn’t see where it went, but exultation fizzed through her veins. I HIT IT!

“Toes down in the follow-through, Henri!” bellowed Coach Bonnie. “Folks, don’t flick your foot up at the end of the strike, or when the time comes, the ball will go over the goal. Gracelyn, pull your thigh back. Power! Girls, let me see your power!”

By the time Coach Bonnie blew the whistle, Henri was ready to drop. She’d had soccer balls kicked to her and had to kick them back. She’d run and tapped the soccer ball, then she’d run and kicked an imaginary soccer ball while Coach Bonnie adjusted her shoulder, ankle, and foot—and then she’d run a lap around the field, because Coach Bonnie had said the team looked like they should. By the time she stumbled toward her backpack, Henri was ready for a nap.

And there was still one more day of tryouts?

She was going to die.

As Henri shuffled toward the bus stop, she wondered how Ana and everyone on the team could do this three days a week after school plus keep up during regular PE. Her legs felt like heavy metal pipes. She could barely lift them to climb the bus stairs.

Henri heard footsteps thundering behind her as one more person ran to get a seat. She wouldn’t have paid any attention except the person plopped down in the seat in front of her and turned around.

“ANA?! Ana, where were you?” Henri wailed.

“Detention,” Ana grumbled, shoving a bulky bag over the seat into Henri’s lap. “Here’s the boots and stuff. Sorry.”

“But—what—detention!?” Henri spluttered. “But I saw you at lunch and you only had study hall! You got in trouble in study hall?!”

“It wasn’t my fault!” Ana exclaimed. “All I said was that they needed to calm down, but does anybody ever listen to me? Noooo.”

“Who needed to calm down?” Henri was mystified. “Start at the beginning.”

Ana gave a dramatic sigh and flopped her head against the bus window. “Okay, so I already told you Grandma Dot is on Vinnie’s case because of that stupid rat, and you saw how he was at lunch, all grumpy and stuff. So what happened was Vinnie was walking slowly, and some boy like knocked his shoulder into his and said, ‘Get out of the way,’ and Lily heard.”

Ana flung herself upright, rolling her eyes. “And you know Lily’s got to get all in that boy’s face, and they got loud, and I told Lily she should maybe calm down, and then she got in my face about how come I’m not sticking up for our brother, and I told her that I was but not so loud, and the secretary said we were all yelling, and so we all got called in to the vice principal’s office.” Ana tucked a flyaway hair behind her ear, shaking her head. “So then Lily asks them why I had to come in when I didn’t do anything wrong, but . . .” Ana scrunched up her face. “She didn’t say it, like, respectfully or anything, so the vice principal said, ‘Would you like to restate that?’ and she was like, ‘No, sir, I said what I said.’ So she and that boy got detention, and me and Vinnie got yelled at for loitering in the hallway, and since Grandma Dot wouldn’t let Vinnie stay with her, I sat in detention with Lily. Well, kind of in detention, they wouldn’t let me sit next to her, so I sat in the hallway outside till they kicked me out.”

Henrietta blinked.

“What?” Ana demanded.

“You . . . sat in the hallway? At detention?”

“Yeah,” Ana said defensively. “It was kind of my fault Lily got in trouble, right? I know I said I’d be at tryouts, but I couldn’t ditch her, right?”

“No, I know, I get it,” Henri mumbled, but she didn’t get it. Henri tried to imagine Kat sitting outside of detention with her or Kat telling a teacher that something wasn’t Henri’s fault. Maybe Kat from seventh grade would have been on Henri’s side, but the right-now Kat would be the first person telling anybody who would listen that everything was Henri’s fault—and then she’d run home so she could tell Mom too.

It was so weird to think that snippy, mean Lily might be a good sister.

“Anyway,” Ana was saying, “so that’s where I was, and sorry about missing tryouts. I’ll be there tomorrow for the second part—Coach Bonnie said it was okay, since I was on the team last year, and I’m pretty much already on the team this year.”

“I don’t think I can do all that again tomorrow,” Henri moaned, wiping her sticky forehead. “Coach Bonnie almost killed me.”

“Tomorrow won’t be as bad,” Ana reminded her. “You’re going to go out there not after PE, for one thing, and so you won’t be as tired already. Plus, tomorrow we play an actual game,” Ana added, rubbing her hands together. “You don’t want to miss that.”

Henri groaned as Ana hefted her backpack to her shoulder and stood to get off at her stop. “I’m too tired to be excited about a game. And I still have homework.”

“Next time, get detention,” Ana said over her shoulder. “Mine’s already almost done.”

“I hate you,” Henri moaned.

“Remember everything I told you, and don’t forget to stretch before bed,” Ana called back, jumping down the bus steps. “B-y-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-e-e!”

When Henri shuffled to the dinner table, only her father was waiting. His eyebrows rose. “What happened to you?”

“Soccer tryouts,” Henri mumbled, and rubbed her forehead. She’d meant to start her homework first thing, but instead, she’d woken an hour ago with her social studies workbook stuck to her face. And she still had a science worksheet to finish before she could go to bed for real.

“Oh? How’d that go?” Dad asked.

“Ugh,” Henri groaned. “I don’t know.”

Her father snickered as Henri slid into her seat and pillowed her head on her arms. “You gonna make it there, Henny Penny?”

Henri yawned. “I’m going to make it,” she said blearily. “I didn’t think I’d be so tired! It’s only been one day!”

“Come jog with me in the morning,” her father invited, holding out his hand so they could say grace. “You’ll get your blood pumping to start the day.”

Henri made a face and waited quietly until her father was finished with the prayer. “I don’t think so,” she muttered, serving herself some bean salad. More running? No thanks.

The back door opened, and Jordan clattered in, carrying a pizza box in one arm and balancing his camera equipment under the other. He kicked the door closed behind him.

“Hey, y’all. Henri, you want this pizza? We bought it for the yearbook meeting, but nobody ate the vegetarian, so . . .” Jordan dropped the box on the table.

Henri brightened. She was starving. Given a choice between leftovers or any kind of pizza, Henri would choose pizza every time. “Thanks, Jordan!” She beamed.

Dad shook his head as Henri opened the box. “Junk food for dinner. And you a soccer star? Tsk.”

Henri set a slice of pizza on her plate and picked off the black olives. “It has squash on it and bell peppers and kale. It doesn’t count as junk food!”

“Hmph. Well, let me see it, then,” Dad said, and pulled the box toward him.

They chowed down on cold pizza in companionable silence. Henri had eaten two slices when Dad stood and pulled out a plate. “We’d better save a couple of pieces for your mom and Kat,” Dad said, and Henri made a face.

“Nah—don’t save any for Katherine. She’s always eating at Janelle’s,” Henri said around a mouthful of food.

Henri’s father shrugged. “Probably. Never hurts to see, though,” he said, and put two slices of pizza on each plate.

Henrietta grumbled to herself. She didn’t want to save anything for Kat! Kat certainly would never save anything for her.

Henri thought of the argument they’d had last night, when she’d been picking out an outfit for school. All Henrietta had done was drop a pile of laundry on the floor while she was looking for something to wear. It had been clean! It wasn’t like she’d dropped a bunch of dirty underclothes across the tape line.

But Katherine had had a fit and lectured her worse than Mom, going on and on about how she hated sharing a room with her, and she was such a slob, and she was going to tell Mom if Henrietta didn’t keep her side of the room clean like she’d promised.

Henrietta had shoved everything under the bed and decided to deal with it later. That still didn’t make Katherine happy, which was irritating—hadn’t Kat said she didn’t want clothes in the middle of the room? Well, now they weren’t.

Dad came back to the table and caught the tail end of Henrietta’s expression.

“You and Katherine still aren’t getting along these days, are you?”

It wasn’t a real question, but Henri shrugged and nodded. “She doesn’t like having a sister,” she said, picking off an olive she’d missed. “I mean, she doesn’t have to act like Ana, but she could be nice, right?”

“Ana who?” Dad asked, wrinkling his forehead. “Is she a classmate?”

Of course, Henri had to backtrack and explain about the Morgans—carefully, because Mom and Dad still didn’t know Kat’s whole deal with Lily and Henri wasn’t about to make Katherine any madder. Of course, Henri took a side trip and talked about Vinnie and Fratty, which wasn’t part of the story, but since Dad was listening, and it was Fratty, Henri had to tell.

Finally, she wound up her tale. “And Ana sat outside detention and waited till they wouldn’t let her anymore,” Henri finished up. “And Lily isn’t even her real sister!”

“Mmmph . . . Ana sounds like a nice girl,” Dad said thoughtfully.

“She is—she’s really nice,” Henri agreed.

“But, you know,” Dad continued, “Lily is her ‘real’ sister. Families we get stuck with we can still choose to make our real families. Sounds to me like Lily is Ana’s real family, as real as your sister Katherine.”

“No—I know . . .” Henri shook her head. “I meant to say she’s not blood-related, not real.” Henri leaned back from the table, crossing her arms. “Even though Kat’s my blood-related sister, though, she wouldn’t ever do something like that for me, not in a million years. We’re not sisters like that.”

“Well, now, you never know,” Dad said in his most chaplain-sounding voice. “Your sister is still becoming who she’s going to be. Someday, she might surprise you. We never know what people will do until they’re put to the test, do we?”

“I guess,” Henri muttered, and took another bite of her pizza. She chewed, imagining being in trouble and Kat showing up like a superhero, taking her side and making everything right.

Yeah. With her sister? That was never going to happen.
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Squad Goals

From Henri’s journal

Three Dad Sayings

Always save more than you spend.

Finish the job to the end.

Never miss helping a friend.

“Henrietta.”

It was Thursday morning, and Henri was yawning through an English language arts worksheet. Miss Grassinger tapped a blue fingernail on Henri’s worksheet, her expression amused as Henri jumped. “Good morning. Do you have your entry for the Autumn Arts competition for me today?”

Henrietta blinked up questioningly at her teacher. “I already gave you my entry,” she protested. At Miss Grassinger’s raised eyebrow, Henri added worriedly, “Didn’t I?”

“Well,” Miss Grassinger said as Henri flipped through the loose papers in her folders, “you could have uploaded it digitally to the school website, except I haven’t seen it there. You might have somehow put it in the box outside my office, but it wasn’t in there fifteen minutes ago before class. So unless you turned it in to another English teacher . . . ?”

“No,” Henri mumbled, holding up the half-finished application. “Here it is. I’ll finish it today! Or wait—um, there are tryouts today,” Henri corrected herself. “I’ll get it to you tomorrow! Or by the end of the week for sure.”

“Looking forward to it,” Miss Grassinger said, her wide smile restored. “I want some poetry from my seventh graders! We can’t let the upper graders dominate this thing.”

“Oh, we won’t,” Henri assured her.

In Ms. Cho’s class, Grace made an announcement. “I’m doing it,” she announced to Henri as soon as she sat down.

“Doing what?” Henri asked, hurriedly scribbling the last answers on her science worksheet. She sure hoped she hadn’t completely mixed up all the parts of the cell.

“I’m writing a story for the Autumn Arts thing,” Grace said, twisting her curly hair into a nervous twist. “What do you think, Henri?”

“I think you should go for it,” Henri said immediately, finally finishing her worksheet and putting it into the basket in the middle of their table. Just in time too—Ms. Cho came along and swept it up with the rest of the class’s homework.

“That was close,” AJ muttered. “You’d better be careful, Girl Henry. We get our lab grades as a group, and everyone has to do their homework, so we understand the lab assignment.”

“I know,” Henri said, waving AJ’s words away. “Stop talking, we’re listening to Grace. What’s your story about, Grace?”

“I . . . don’t know exactly,” Grace admitted. “I know how it starts, but I don’t know what happens next.”

“Well, at least you have a start,” Henrietta said encouragingly. “You weren’t going to turn in anything before, so this is great!”

Conversation paused for a moment, as Ms. Cho brought the class to attention with an image on the projector. Henri blinked up at the lab notes on the screen, feeling excitement ping-ing through her stomach. Today, each group was going to use a microscope and slides! Henri couldn’t wait to get on her lab coat and goggles.

Ms. Cho passed out their laminated instruction sheet, and Hayden and AJ went to get their lab materials. Grace and Henri went to their lockers to get their aprons and goggles.

“This is going to be fun,” Grace said. “Maybe I can use part of our lab in my story.”

“How would you use life sciences lab?” Henri asked. “What kind of story is it?”

“It’s science fiction, and maybe magic,” Grace said. “I think maybe the cells will take over the world.”

Henri grinned. “I have got to read this story.”

“That sounds weird,” AJ said, walking past them with the microscope.

“Shush, AJ, it sounds interesting.” Henri scowled and turned to Grace. “Don’t listen to AJ.”

“I never listen to AJ,” Grace said, but frowned. “I should, though. He’s already turned his story in for the contest.”

Henri blinked across at AJ. “He what? AJ?”

Grace nodded glumly. “I know, right? I want to write a story, but it’s hard to keep stories interesting. I’ve started this one story three times already!”

“You should talk to Miss Grassinger,” Henri suggested, pulling her apron over her head. “She can help.”

“I was hoping I could talk to you,” Grace admitted shyly. “You can read it and tell me what you think, right? Like I read your poem for you?”

“Oh, sure,” Henri said quickly. “I can do that for you. No problem.”

“Whew, thanks.” Grace’s worried expression cleared. She held out a tiny teddy bear–shaped flash drive. “Here it is—it isn’t done, but if you can tell me if you like it, that will help.”

“I’m sure I’ll love it,” Henri said, tucking the drive into her pocket. “I’ll read it as soon as I get home.”

“Read fast,” Grace laughed. “We only have another week before we have to turn in our entries.”

“I’m a fast reader,” Henri promised as they sat back down at the table. “You’ll see.”

“Okay, so we scrape off cells and put them on the slide,” AJ said, grabbing a cotton swab. “I’ll go first!”

“Wait—we don’t have a slide to put the cells on,” Hayden protested as AJ stuck the swab in his mouth. “Hang on a minute.”

“This is gross,” AJ said around a mouthful of cotton. “Ugh—hurry up, Hayden.”

“The lab notes don’t say to chew the cotton,” Grace told him. “It’s your own fault you didn’t do things in order.”

Henri snickered and wrote her name on her paper. If nothing else, lab days were always good for watching AJ do something goofy.

Henri was starving when it was time for lunch. She didn’t see Ana but was too hungry to wait—somehow, all that exercise the day before had caught up to her. Henri sat down with a few of the soccer girls who were at the table Ana usually sat at, and wolfed down her spaghetti, garlic toast, and canned pears. Lunch came with peas too, but Henri left those nasty things where they were and dug an apple from her backpack. She was crunching through the juicy fruit, looking around the cafeteria when she finally noticed Ana, who was leaning over a familiar shape slumped over the table. That person had his head down and his hood pulled up.

Henri hopped up and ambled over. “Hey, you guys,” she said, pulling out a chair. “I thought you weren’t here.”

“I’m not,” Vinnie said grumpily.

“He’s not,” Ana said, and shook her head sadly. “Poor Vinnie. He is so sick. He’s too sick to eat lunch even. I’m about to call Grandma Dot, so she can come and put him to bed.”

Vinnie made a noise that sounded a lot like growling.

“Oh, eew, I hate being sick.” Henri empathized. “Well, at least you’re only missing tutoring with me. And you can go home and play with Fratty!”

Vinnie looked up, scowling. “We don’t play, we hang out,” he explained to Henri. “And I’m not sick. Ana’s making fun of me again because I miss Fratty and I want to go home.”

“You’re making fun of yourself,” Ana said, leaning forward to yank Vinnie’s hood back.

“I’m minding my business,” Vinnie said, leaning away.

“And not eating anything. And lying around like somebody died,” Ana pointed out. “You’re shaming my ancestors, Vin.”

“Jeez, can’t you leave me alone?” Vinnie groaned, falling back into his chair. “I’m not hungry and I’m not bothering you. And . . . who cares about your ancestors?”

“You see how he is?” Ana asked Henri. “We’ve gotta cheer him up.”

“Don’t,” Vinnie warned Ana, his expression menacing. “Whatever you’re thinking of doing, don’t do it, Ana.”

“Fine.” Ana slumped. “Henri, you ready for the game this afternoon? Coach Bonnie’s putting up the team list after second period on Friday.”

“I . . . guess I’m ready,” Henri said. “Just nervous. What if I get something wrong?”

“You will,” Ana said, and shrugged. “And then Coach Bonnie will straighten you out. Kick the ball to your teammates, try to kick it like Coach Bonnie showed you, and . . . run.”

“How long have you been playing soccer?” Henri asked, curious.

“Oh . . . I got on Little Kickers when I was six. That was when I lived with my mom.”

“Oh. Six. Wow.” Henri was envious. Ana really knew what she was doing. “That’s way little.”

“Not really. Some kids play soccer when they’re two. I started kicking a ball then, but I wasn’t great at it.”

Henri laughed, imagining a baby Ana running around on a soccer field. “Aww! But you must’ve been so cute.”

Ana scowled. “I wasn’t cute. I was good. I was one of the best! But then my mom had to go and get killed in the car wreck, and I didn’t play anymore till fifth grade.”

Henri bit back the words are you serious? because she knew Ana wouldn’t joke about this. Henri gulped, suddenly aware of the sounds of the cafeteria, the voices of students joking and gossiping and being ordinary. It all seemed too loud now.

Henri stammered. “That—Ana, I’m so sorry! That’s awful.”

“Yeah, it was,” Ana stated, her usually teasing, smirking mouth thinning into a straight, somber line. “It was the worst. It’s still the worst. I miss her every day.”

“I’m so sorry. My mom gets on my nerves, but I don’t know what I would do—” Henri broke off, tugging on her shirt hem. She was making things worse. Ana looked miserable. Henri glanced wide-eyed at Vinnie, who, head still pillowed on his arms, sat silent between them.

“Ana, I’m so sorry,” Henri repeated desperately.

Ana shrugged, and her shoulders drooped. “It’s fine.”

No, it was not.

“I’m glad you still have the rest of your—your family,” Henri said, trying to prod Vinnie into joining the conversation. “Vinnie and Lily and your grandma, right?”

“Eh.” Vinnie shrugged, still not opening his eyes. “Ana can’t get rid of me. You know we’re twins, right?”

“You’re . . . Wha—?” Henri said, looking from Ana’s light brown skin to Vinnie’s pale, freckled face. “You—wait, seriously? I thought twins—well, I mean—”

Ana half smiled, quickly turning it into a snort. Henri glared at both of them.

“Ugh! Why do I ever believe anything you say!? You are such a liar, Vinnie Morgan!”

Vinnie finally cracked a tiny, smug smile.

“And he’s so good at it.” Ana was laughing so hard she could hardly talk. “We told people we were twins almost all of fifth grade. So many people believed us! It was great!”

Henri rolled her eyes. “Jeez! Why are all Morgans so weird!?”

“We’re not weird, we’re brilliant,” Ana corrected her, hopping up to dispose of her tray, squeezing Vinnie’s shoulder as she passed. “C’mon, Henri. Let Vinnie mope by himself. We gotta knock out one last class so we can crush everyone on the soccer field. Better hope we’re on the same team, girl!”

As Henri dumped her tray and followed Ana out of the cafeteria, snickering at Ana’s nonsense, she realized something—her friend was smiling. Cracking jokes and giggling to herself like she always did, when a few minutes ago, Henri had been afraid Ana was going to straight up cry.

How had Vinnie done that? Without even opening his eyes!

People were never only the things you saw about them from the outside. Vinnie could be a little grumpy and mean looking; he could sound a little too serious and snarky. But Henri wondered if anyone knew that, as part of Team Morgan, Vinnie was amazing.

What if Henri could learn to be like that too?

Henri bounced in her battered blue shoes, feeling taller and strange. The long, stretchy socks were fine, but the shin guards under the socks made her conscious of what her legs were doing. Henri practiced walking along the sidelines, listening as Coach Bonnie shouted and pointed and assigned everyone to forward, defender, midfield, or striker. When Coach Bonnie was finished, there were four groups—ten or eleven girls each, with a yellow or blue vest on over their T-shirts, rotating on and off the soccer field every time the whistle blew.

As it turned out, Henri wasn’t on Ana’s team, which was blue, but it didn’t matter—it wasn’t as if she was really playing. Coach Bonnie had assigned her to be a midfielder, so all Henri was doing was running—following the ball from the outlined goal box up the field, after the kickoff, toward the other team’s goal at one end of the field, and back again. And then Iva, an eighth-grade forward who had been on the team last year, put on a burst of speed, elbows churning. She slid her leg between another player’s foot and the ball, trapping it. The ball popped straight into the air, wild bounces followed by determined runners, kicking high and colliding in their efforts to capture the ball again.

“YAY!” Henri yelled as a fellow yellow-teamer named Laura stopped the ball with her foot. A girl with a pink mouth guard got it away from her, but then she tripped and fell in a tangle with another player.

Ow. Henri slowed her run and glanced back, expecting Coach Bonnie to blow the whistle because someone fell, but no—she was watching, but she hadn’t brought up her whistle yet.

Henri turned back to the game and gasped. The ball was spinning over the short green field—right toward her.
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In It to Win

From one of Coach Bonnie’s teamwork talks

Team means: Together, Each of us A Member

Henri probably squeaked. She definitely tripped over her feet as she jumped back, automatically shying away from the fast, white blur. Oh. Right. She was kicking—not running away from an attack ball. Henri tried to remember what Coach Bonnie had said—knees up, toes down, nudging the ball along with the top of your foot—Coach Bonnie called that dribbling. There wasn’t much time to dribble, though—there was a mob of girls thundering toward her.

Panicked, Henri kicked the ball as hard as she could.

She expected it to arc away into the air. Henri had expected the ball to thwap decisively against the netting of the goal for a point while everyone screamed and jumped up and down and slapped her on the back, or maybe lifted her up on their shoulders like she was in that Disney movie with the girls at the soccer camp.

Instead, the ball squirted about three feet to the right from Henri’s kick, thudding unexpectedly against the leg of another girl on Henri’s team. The girl trapped the ball with her foot, stopping it neatly, then kicked it away from her like it was on fire.

“Good pass!” someone yelled, and smacked Henri on the back.

“Um . . . thanks,” Henri panted, but she was embarrassed. That was an awful kick, and it wasn’t a pass at all—only the other girl stopping it made it look good. Next time, she’d do better. Next time, she’d keep her ankle straight, toes pointed, and follow through. Next time, the ball would go straight, and she would make a goal and—

TWEET!

Coach Bonnie pointed at various players and gestured to the sidelines. Sighing, Henri trudged off the field.

“I didn’t make it,” Henri announced as Ana plopped into the bus seat next to her the following morning.

It was hot like October in Oak Knoll sometimes got. Ana was wearing jean shorts and a hoodie, like she always did, but Henri was wearing another navy blue skort with an old school uniform shirt she and Miki had tie-dyed green and yellow over the summer. The dye—which had blended into aqua blue—was in weird, stripey blotches over only half the shirt. Henri liked it anyway.

“Cute shirt,” Ana said, dropping her backpack as she swallowed a gulp from her water bottle. “And you don’t know if you’re on the team. Nobody does until second period, remember? Coach Bonnie said she wouldn’t post until at least second period.”

“I know, but—I won’t be on the soccer team,” Henri groaned, flopping her head against the window. “I got the ball two times in the practice game, and both times I kind of freaked out.”

Ana shrugged and drank more water. “It happens.”

Henri almost laughed. She and Ana had basically had this same conversation yesterday and then over texts last night, and Ana had told her the same thing then, in the same blunt way. Henri kind of loved how Ana was so matter-of-fact.

Henri sat up from her slump. “Okay, so here’s what I’ll do. I’m probably not on the team, but I’ll come watch you play, okay? That’ll be fun. I’ll make Vinnie come with me and bring Fratty, and we’ll cheer.”

“Hah,” Ana snorted, winding her ponytail into a bun on the top of her head. “First of all, you don’t know if you’re not on the team, so stop acting like you do. Second of all, Vinnie hates soccer. Grandma Dot dragged him to one game last year, and he played a video game the whole time and then complained it was so long his backside went numb. Third, Grandma Dot isn’t letting Vinnie take Fratty anywhere in her car, so that’s not happening.”

Henrietta ignored Ana’s first and second points. “We’re going to come and cheer, you wait and see,” she insisted. “I’m going to tell Lily and then Vinnie will have to go.”

“Mean, but it’d work,” Ana said, and grinned. “You’re starting to think like me.”

Henri beamed, truly pleased. “Well, it is easier to plot against Vinnie when he isn’t here.”

Ana laughed. “He might be back next week. Grandma Dot is thinking of letting him off a week early for good behavior. Mostly, she’s tired of driving him.”

Henri clapped. “Yay, but I’m still bummed about Fratty.”

“What is it with you guys and that rat!” Ana exclaimed. “Come over and stare at him if you miss him so much. You don’t have to see him at school.”

Henri sputtered as the bus squealed to a stop at the intersection and prepared to make the turn down the street where the school was. “You can’t invite me over to look at Vinnie’s rat!”

Ana’s brows arched. “Sounds like I did.”

For a second, Henri was excited. She and Miki didn’t get to do much visiting except on the weekends even when they were at the same school, so it was nice to think of having a friend to hang out with during the week. Then Henri tried to imagine herself at Lily Morgan’s house, looking at Fratty. She tried to imagine Katherine not screeching and trying to grab her arms so she couldn’t go.

It didn’t work. Her imagination wasn’t that good. Ana probably didn’t mean it anyway. Sometimes people said things to be polite.

“Well,” Henri said, “you can come to my house to meet Wil Snakespeare anytime. I mean—if you want.”

Ana’s face went through a lot of expressions at once, and Henri’s smile wavered. So it had been politeness, and now Ana felt weird.

“You don’t have to come—I mean—” Henri began.

“No—I know.” Ana looked uneasy. “Um . . . you won’t try and push him in my face or anything, right?”

“My snake!?” Henri recoiled, looking horrified. “NO! Why would I do that to him?”

Ana blinked, then said, “Well . . . it happens.” Then both of them burst out laughing.

Henri was grateful to escape Ms. Edana’s room after the day’s affirmation: “I am a mathematician because I have the patience to become a problem solver.” Henri wasn’t feeling patient at all. She slumped into Miss Grassinger’s room and thumped her head on the desk.

When she’d gotten off the bus, she and Ana had checked the scoreboard, the giant electronic bulletin board hanging near the vice principal’s office. There had been a huge smiley face that said, “Hello, Friday!” and today’s lunch menu items and prices, but nothing about junior high soccer. Was Coach Bonnie going to make them wait all day?

The boy in front of Henri turned and handed her a pile of papers as Miss Grassinger, today in a plain denim dress with a line of buttons marching up the skirt, stepped away from the whiteboard and came to stand in front of her desk with an expectant smile.

“Good morning! It’s another Poetry Friday. Today’s poem is by the wonderful Naomi Shihab Nye, an American poet of Palestinian and Swiss-German heritage, who writes poetry for adults and kids too. Today’s poem is called ‘Famous.’”

Miss Grassinger cleared her throat. “The river is famous to the fish . . .”

The way Miss Grassinger read reminded Henri of watching Aunt Tori put little white rocks along the edges of her flower beds, each word placed carefully, just so. There was something in the words that was both ordinary and interesting.

When Miss Grassinger finished, she just . . . stopped. Henri took a deep breath of the quiet, wondering what the poem might mean.

“I think this poem shares some interesting thoughts about fame because fame can be ordinary—being seen and being connected to people or objects that are in our lives. When we see and acknowledge things that help us, or change us, or give us what we need, that can be a kind of fame.” Miss Grassinger looked at her students. “What thoughts does this poem give the rest of you? Is anyone here famous?”

Hesitant hands raised. Henrietta shook her head. She was one of hundreds of students and wasn’t even famous to her chair, even though the seating chart meant she was going to sit on the right side of the front row for the rest of the semester.

“What would you like to be famous to?” Miss Grassinger asked, and this time more hands raised.

A boy in the second row, Lee, wanted to be famous to the boat he fished on. Aaron wanted to be famous to his Lego sets. On the right side of the room, Marie wanted to be famous to a bubble tea shop, since she was always going there, and Rey wanted to be famous to a basketball net, since he could make it go swish.

Henri thought that in a moment Miss Grassinger was going to tell them to write a poem using metaphors or imagery, but then she said, “What if you could be a person famous to narrow trails, or to failure, or to asparagus? We’ve all looked at big things we’d like to be famous to and how we’d like to have fame, but what would it mean to be famous to something small? Think about that and turn to a fresh page in your writing notebooks.”

Henri grimaced. This wasn’t going to be easy like last week. There were a lot of things she was famous for—being the youngest Weldon or being messy or having a snake. But none of that—except Wil Snakespeare—helped or changed her, did it?

What if she was famous to failing? That was an awful thought.

I want to be famous to soccer boots; Henri wrote firmly on the top of the page. I want to be on the team. I want to be famous to the field, to the ball, to the people playing with me. I want to be famous for being good. I want to be someone who everybody likes playing with.

That wasn’t a poem. That was a bunch of wishes about soccer, and it didn’t even make Henri feel anything but frustrated. Ugh. Why couldn’t Coach Bonnie have posted the team list first thing in the morning?

Henri sighed and started writing again.

Henri stopped by the drinking fountain on her way to Mr. Denby’s room. She was almost to the door when a Korean girl whose name she didn’t know waved as she loped past. She reminded Henri of Miki, with her tassel of shiny black hair and bright smile. Henri recognized her as one of Ana’s lunch-table friends.

“Henrietta, right?” the girl said, walking backward to keep her in sight.

“Yep, I’m Henri,” Henri said, smiling back. “You’re Jamie?”

“Jama,” the girl corrected. “You’re using my old boots for soccer. When you use them, you should put a bandage on your heel,” Jama instructed. “For the first couple of weeks, you’re going to be all sore, but it’ll get better.”

Henri nodded. “Thanks. Yeah, the heel in one shoe kind of rubbed yesterday,” she admitted. “If I ever play, I’ll need to wear two pairs of socks.”

“You’ll play,” Jama said confidently. “Coach won’t keep you on the bench all season. And use some moleskin, that’s what I do,” she added. “I’ll give you some at lunch.”

“Oh, thanks,” Henri said quickly. She didn’t want Jama to waste anything on someone who wasn’t going to be playing. “I—”

Behind her, the door creaked, and Henri turned to see Mr. Denby with his hand on the knob.

“See you on the field!” Jama yelled from down the hall, waving before she vanished.

On the field? Did she think Henri was on the team? Henri was still wondering when Mr. Denby cleared his throat.

“Are you coming to class or standing here all day?” he asked, a shaggy, dark eyebrow raised.

“Oh! Sorry.” Henri followed her teacher inside.

“That’s all right.” Mr. Denby smiled. “I hear people who make the soccer team get a pass to be absentminded today.”

Henri’s jaw dropped. She turned to look back at the door, then back to her desk. It was second period. The list was up.

“Um, Mr. Denby,” Henri said. “I know class is starting, but can I have a pass?”
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Blister Ball

From Henri’s journal

Writing things down in a list

Means none of your homework gets missed.

(Usually.)

Because Mr. Denby didn’t bend the rules for anyone, it was twenty minutes before Henri ran to find her name on Coach Bonnie’s list.

She was in!

She texted Miki in the lunch line, who sent her back a cartoon soccer player with the word Gooooal! flashing above her head. Then she texted her father, who sent a thumbs-up and another invitation to go running with him. (Henri sent back a laughing emoji. Her father ran three miles at six in the morning, every morning, and—nope. No, thank you.) Ana gave her a high five and an “It happened—I told you so!” which had Henri laughing. Later, Jordan gave Henri a high five and a fuzzy gold-and-navy Alterra sweatband to wear to practice—it was old, but he promised it was clean. Mom patted Henri on the back and said, “Good job,” on the way to another study session, and Sunday, Aunt Tori brought her a bright yellow soccer ball—and ice cream for sundaes. Even though Kat rolled her eyes as Aunt Tori sang out “Go, Henri! Go, Henri!” and did a dance, Henri noticed Kat didn’t refuse her bowl of vanilla bean with fudge sauce. But predictably, Katherine didn’t say anything—at all—to Henri.

The only bad moment was Tuesday in Ms. Cho’s class. Ms. Cho was writing a vocabulary assignment on the whiteboard. Hayden had out a dictionary and his science book, so Henri hoped—no, predicted—she was going to learn a lot of new words.

“So . . . ?” Across the table, Grace’s smile was uncertain.

“So . . . what?” Henri cocked her head.

“So, my story?” Grace’s jaw tensed. “It’s bad, isn’t it? I knew it.”

Oh no. Henri knew she’d forgotten something.

She was the worst. The worst friend, the worst person, the worst everything. Henri spoke quickly, kind of telling the truth. “Oh! Grace, don’t worry—I have lots of things to say about it!”

“Really?” Grace said, looking nervous. “‘Lots of things to say? Like, ‘Grace, it’s terrible, don’t enter the contest’?”

“Grace! It’s not a bad story!” Henri exclaimed, feeling guilt twist in her chest. “I’ll give you the drive at lunch, okay?”

“Can’t you give it to me now?” Grace asked suspiciously.

Henri winced. She didn’t want to lie. “Not yet because I want to talk to you about it. And you can take notes! It’s what real writers do, right?”

“Scientists? Let’s get started,” Ms. Cho said.

Grace nodded reluctantly. “Okay. At lunch.”

Twenty minutes into class, Grace didn’t even notice when Henri reached into her backpack and shoved small items into her pocket, then asked Ms. Cho for a hall pass to the bathroom.

Locking herself in a stall, Henri connected the flash drive to her phone and read faster than she’d ever read in her whole life. Fortunately, Grace’s story was funny and weird, and Henri had plenty of ideas for how she could finish it.

Whew.

Next time she’d pay more attention—to everything. Friends were supposed to show up for each other.

After school, Coach Bonnie already had the field set up with cones and a rectangle of plastic discs. Two huge net bags of soccer balls rested on her back. “Grab a ball and stand by a cone!” she bellowed cheerfully and dumped the bags. Balls spun, rolled, and bounced as girls hurried forward to claim one. Henri forced herself not to hang back and sprinted, grabbing a yellow-and-black ball. She looked around to find Ana, then dropped the ball with embarrassment. Ana was kicking her ball to her cone.

“Kim, start us off, clockwise,” Coach Bonnie shouted, and blew two tweets on her whistle. “Go! Go! Go!”

Girls began to run around the rectangle of discs. Henri broke into a slow jog. She kicked the ball in front of her. And again, harder. It rolled toward the sidelines.

“Keep it in control,” Coach Bonnie yelled. “Fast and controlled. Keep it moving, go!”

Henri jogged faster and kicked the ball again—too hard, but at least it was nearer the rectangle. She made it around the rectangle once . . . twice . . . and by the third time, she was sweating a little, but she knew what she was doing.

Coach Bonnie blew three tweets on the whistle. “Counterclockwise!” she yelled.

Henri almost slammed into the girl in front of her. Three more laps around the cones, then . . .

“Left-foot kicks only!” Coach Bonnie called, and Henri groaned. Left was—she held her hand out to the side, thumb and first finger straight, and found her L shape—kick, kick, kick . . .

“Now right foot only!”

“Left foot to right foot, clockwise!”

“Counterclockwise!”

Finally, Coach called a water break, and Henri would have died of relief, but Coach Bonnie didn’t allow dying on the field.

“Walk it out,” she called. “Keep those muscles moving while you catch your breath.”

Henri sipped water and pulled up her socks, which were bunching up around her ankles. She had a granola bar with Ana, who was bouncing on her toes as she ate.

“Eat fast,” Ana told her. “We’re gonna blow the other team off the field.”

Henri grinned. Coach Bonnie kept yelling at them not to kick the ball like they didn’t think they’d hit it. Henri guessed that Ana never played a game without believing she would wipe the field with the other players.

“I’m glad I’m on your team,” Henri said. This was her do-over. She wasn’t going to run from the ball or kick it crooked, not this time.

But practice felt like it went on forever. By the time Coach Bonnie blew the whistle, Henri’s legs felt like cooked noodles, the back of her ankle now throbbed, and her shirt was soaked with sweat.

“Take a lap—skip it out!” Coach Bonnie shouted.

Skip it out? Henri looked around in disbelief. Around her, the team . . . skipped. Most girls were so tired their skipping was kind of wonky, but everyone did it. Henri couldn’t stop giggling as Iva began race-skipping against Kim, which looked ridiculous. By the time Coach Bonnie led them through some slow stretches, most of the girls were giggling, doing the sweeping arm exercises like demented ballerinas.

Coach Bonnie shook her head. “Go home, silly people. Good practice,” she said finally, and Henri slumped in relief. Now she could die.
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Like a Boss

From Henri’s journal

When our team plays, we pass the ball,

Whoever scores is cheered by all.

And when we win, it’s everyone

Because a “team” is all or none.

“Henri!”

Someone was shaking her arm. Henri’s fuzzy dream of dragging a giant cardboard backpack to school collapsed as a face loomed over her in the low light from the doorway.

“Mmph?”

“You said you wanted to come running with me, Henny. We still on?”

Wha . . . oh. Dad. Henri rubbed her face. “Coming,” she mumbled, and her father backed silently out of the room.

Henri put her feet on the cold floorboards and then staggered into the bathroom to change. She was so tired. But Coach Bonnie wanted them to work on stamina, so here she was.

Outside, it was dark and chilly. Henri hunched into her windbreaker, rubbing her arms.

“Glad you could make it,” her father said, bouncing on his toes. The word NAVY glowed in white across his shirt. He sounded way too awake. “Let’s hit it!”

Ugh.

At least Dad didn’t speak for the first few minutes. Henri was glad; her brain wasn’t on speaking terms with her feet. She nearly tripped twice before Dad said, “Walk it now,” and dropped into a brisk walk. Henrietta huffed in relief.

“So, how’s school?” Dad asked.

“Fine,” Henri panted. Which wasn’t exactly a lie . . . but close.

In Mr. Denby’s class, they were supposed to write a paragraph about something from ancient times that still existed in today’s world.

Henri had forgotten. At the end of language arts, she had scribbled the fastest five sentences in the world on roads—because the Roman civilization had come up with paved roads, which were just big stones, the end.

She got points—six out of ten wasn’t . . . great, but then Mr. Denby had written in the margin of her paper that her handwriting was a little sloppy and that he couldn’t grade what he couldn’t read. Henri had been mortified. She was proud of the pretty curlicues on her writing when she wasn’t in a hurry.

But weeks after making the team, it felt like she was always in a hurry.

Still, Dad didn’t need to know all of that.

“Keeping up with your homework?” Dad continued.

“Uh—yes?” It was like he was reading her mind.

“Hmph,” Dad said, a sound that told Henri he was thinking . . . something.

She suddenly couldn’t find enough air to keep talking, even though they were walking.

“Good to hear,” Dad said. “Let’s pick it up.”

Henri rubbed her chest and started running again. She was grateful for the silence. There was no way she’d tell Dad about having to hurry all the time—she wouldn’t tell anyone in her family. She couldn’t even talk to Vinnie, even though he was supposed to be helping her. . . .

At first, he’d been pretty cool. He’d given Henri silly math problems about soccer teams moving around to help her remember associative properties. He’d been patient when she’d gone too fast and made mistakes, but then he’d caught Henri doing science homework in FOCUS lab instead of math.

“But I already get the math. I can finish it tomorrow morning,” Henri had tried to explain. “If I do the science now, I won’t have so much when I get home and I can go to bed on time.”

Vinnie had crossed his big arms, his cool gray gaze judging her. “You ever think maybe you should quit soccer so you can sleep?”

Quit!? It had only been two weeks!

Girls on the team knew her name, waved at her in the halls, and made space for her at the lunch table. Lily wasn’t exactly friendly, but she sometimes gave Henri a cool-girl nod that Henri tried to return in an equally cool way. Henri still didn’t know everyone—and still got completely lost somehow trying to go to the library one day—but the feeling of being on a team was amazing. It made up for everything—even Katherine, who was still making a big deal of not speaking to Henri. She had moved her clothes out of their shared closet last weekend because she said Henri’s soccer shoes stank. The week before, she had complained to Mom and Dad that she had to wear her sleep mask at night because Henri’s lamp was always on. Mom had been upset, and for about four days, she’d checked on Henri at random times every single night, to make sure she was in bed with the lights out. Henri had learned to use a flashlight and work under the covers. Fortunately, Mom was too busy with her studying to notice that.

But . . . Henri didn’t need to quit soccer. Miss Grassinger had given her 100 percent on her English language arts book report. And in science, her team had been the first to finish the cell cookies they’d made with Ms. Cho. They’d been delicious too.

“Walk it,” Dad said, and Henri gratefully dropped into a fast walk.

No matter what anybody said, things were fine. Everything was handled. Henri was only worried about the “fun” game against Elsinore Middle School next week. Henri wasn’t ready. She had to drill and train and get ready, or she’d let down Ana and the team. But she’d be ready. Even if it meant running when she didn’t have to. She was on a team and she wasn’t going to mess up.

She began to run again, before Dad said anything.

The mindfulness exercise in Advisory period almost put Henrietta to sleep. Ms. Edana had said, “Breathe in, two, three, four and let the first fresh winds of morning wake your brain. Breathe out, two, three, and with that breath, let go of the pressure pinching your shoulders . . .” and then Henri’s head jerked upright on a gasp, bashing her elbow against the desk.

“I’m fine,” Henri said quickly. “Great. It didn’t even hurt.”

Ms. Edana gave her a thoughtful look. Henri curled her toes in her shoes, waiting for Ms. Edana to ask something embarrassing like if she was going to bed on time, but Ms. Edana picked up the wire-bound book on her desk instead.

Henri slumped. More Talking Back to Math affirmations.

Ms. Edana’s voice swelled in the quiet room. “I am a mathematician because I know how to struggle. I am not afraid of struggle because I know struggling with math is part of learning math, and nothing can stop me from learning.”

Henri straightened in her seat. She kind of liked this one. If she replaced “math” with “soccer,” it made sense. Henri didn’t like struggling with math—she didn’t like struggling, period. But if it got you where you wanted to go, it was worth it.

Henri thought she could work with that, until in English language arts, Miss Grassinger met them with a stack of worksheets.

“Good morning, seventh grade! We’ve been together now for a month and a half, and in that time, you’ve had lots of vocabulary words. This morning, we’re going to have a quiz!”

Henri’s jaw dropped. What!?

Miss Grassinger’s expression softened. “Don’t panic, people,” she said. “If you did the reading, you’ll be fine.”

Henri squeezed her eyes closed. She’d done the reading—fast. Language arts was so easy, Henri hadn’t given it much time. Ugh, why did Miss Grassinger have to change things today?

“Question one,” Miss Grassinger read aloud as the words appeared on the whiteboard. “Choose the word that means ‘extreme discouragement and loss of hope.’ Is it (a) incredulous, (b) vilify, (c) despondent, or (d) arbitrate?”

In the end, Henri missed two questions, but she got some extra credit answers, so she didn’t lose that many points.

Whew. Henri wanted to fold over her desk and melt into a puddle of relief.

At the end of class, though, Miss Grassinger called Henri’s name before she left the room.

“Henri—have you thought about submitting a poem to the next issue of The Beacon yet? The deadline is in November, and if you start now, you’ll easily make it.”

“Oh—I . . . um.” Henri squirmed. Oops. The first issue of the paper was out, but . . . “Miss Grassinger, I want to, but I’m too busy right now,” Henri admitted.

Miss Grassinger smiled. “It’s good to know your limits, Henri. We’ve got plenty of time, and we publish every six weeks. Will you at least think about submitting?”

“I can do that,” Henri said, but as she hurried down the hall to science, her smile faded. Miss Grassinger thought her poems were good, and Henri liked the feeling she got writing them, but where could she fit that in?

She would make the time, Henri decided. Somehow.

Thursday morning, Henri actually woke up at the end of Mr. Denby’s class. He had shown a video about the Roman empire, a cartoon with soldiers in funny helmets and shields. That was all Henri remembered. She grabbed her backpack and hurried shakily into the hall. She’d stayed up late again last night to finish her science homework after soccer practice, and she was definitely feeling it.

“Henrietta?” Ms. Edana’s voice caught her, and Henri nearly tripped. She backed up and peered into Ms. Edana’s tiny, chaotic office. Ms. Edana was matching her office again, this time wearing a skirt printed with squiggles, squares, and lines that looked like one of the posters on the wall.

“Yeah?”

Ms. Edana gestured for Henri to come in. “Let’s chat for a minute, Henri. I’d like to go over some changes we’re making with peer tutoring in our FOCUS program.”

“Changes?” Henri echoed, feeling her stomach tighten. Changes that had to do with Henri and math were almost never, ever a good thing. Oh no . . . had Vinnie said something?
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Shock Wave

From Henri’s journal

I don’t want to talk to math

Or have it talk to me!

(I’d rather see the dentist,

Or be stung by a bee

Or fall out of a tree

Or lose a spelling bee)

“I can’t believe her,” Henri grumped under her breath for the third time as she tossed a single cube from the pair of foam dice on the table.

“You might do good work with someone else,” Vinnie said. “Don’t forget to toss the blue one. You can’t make a whole fraction with one die.”

Henri grabbed both brightly colored cubes and tossed them at the same time, then wrote down the numbers. “There’s no way. And it’s dumb to change things when they’re working. I’m fine with you.”

Vinnie didn’t say anything. And Vinnie hadn’t said anything about Henri’s homework—or anything else—to Ms. Edana either. Henri had asked him. Twice. Henri was disbelieving at the unfairness of it all.

“I don’t need new perspectives and blah-blah-blah multiple learning strategies. At the beginning of the year, she said we’d look at my educational goals. Well, my goal is to not have to change everything all the time.”

Vinnie still didn’t say anything, but Vinnie Morgan could not say a word very, very loudly.

“What?” Henri demanded finally. Vinnie pointed at the dice, and Henri tossed again. The pink die rolled across the desk and dropped to the floor. “WHAT? I know you’re thinking something, Vin.”

Vinnie scooped up the die and said, “I’m kind of glad we’re switching.”

Henri sucked in a breath. It was like her heart was squeezing her voice out of her throat, like she was choking. She could still only say one word. “What?”

Vinnie leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. “You’d be mad at me all the time instead of most of the time if we stay partners. Hurry up and finish with the dice, Henri. You have to do it ten times to get ten fractions.”

“But I almost never get mad at you anymore!” Henri exclaimed. “Well—except for that time you made me redo an entire page because I didn’t carry the zero right, but anyone would be mad about that. And, okay, that wasn’t actually your fault, but still. Why don’t you want to be partners anymore?”

Vinnie pushed the pink die toward her hand.

Henri snatched it up, her stomach churning. What was it Ana had said to him one time? She set the dice down carefully. “Vinnie. Can you please use your words and explain?”

Vinnie’s eyes were steady on Henri’s face. “Okay. How’s soccer?”

Surprised, Henri answered warily. “It’s . . . good. I love it. We’ve got a game next Thursday—Coach Bonnie says it’s all ‘friendly’ and everything, but I’ve been running extra. Aunt Tori got me a ball of my own, so at night I—” Henri stopped, narrowing her eyes. Vinnie didn’t care about soccer. In fact, Ana said Vinnie hated soccer.

“Vinnie, stop being weird. Math has nothing to do with soccer.”

Vinnie picked up the dice and tossed them himself. “There. A six and a two. Write it down,” he ordered. “Also, duh, math has to do with soccer. You’re always trying to finish something that isn’t math in here. When I say something, you practically stab me. You don’t want to believe soccer has to do with math because you know it’s messing you up.”

“One time! It was one time I worked on some other homework or, like, maybe two. Jeez, Vinnie, you make it sound like—”

“Four,” Vinnie said flatly.

Henri looked away quickly, feeling like she’d been zapped by static electricity. Her face was so hot it felt like her forehead was frying. After he’d caught her that first time, she’d been so sure Vinnie hadn’t noticed her working with her binder tipped up . . .

“Four what?” Henri asked, but it was a weak comeback.

Vinnie shot her a disgusted look. “Whatever, Henri. Roll the dice.”

Henrietta shifted, a sour mixture of anger and shame curdling her stomach. “Fine.”

After school, Mom greeted Katherine and Henri vaguely as they passed through the kitchen. Kat stopped to look over Mom’s shoulder at what she was reading online, but Henri continued to their room to change before she got started on her fill-in-the-blank sentences. Ms. Cho loved fill-in-the-blanks, and for some reason, Henri almost always put in the wrong word unless she really focused. Throwing her backpack on her bed, Henri pulled off her headband, toed off her shoes, and dug under her pillow for Dad’s old T-shirt that she wore after school.

Coming into the room, Kat made a gagging noise and opened the window.

Henri flushed with irritation. “Quit it, Kat.”

“Well, I’m choking,” Katherine said, dramatically waving her hands.

“Well, go choke somewhere else.” Henri wriggled out of her school clothes and pulled on the T-shirt. “I’m not in the mood—I’m supposed to be doing my science.” Which she would have already started if it weren’t for Katherine.

“What you need to do is your nasty laundry before IT turns into something that has to be STUDIED by science,” Katherine said. “I’m serious, Henrietta. It smells like something died in here.”

Henri glared at her. “It does not.”

Okay, so maybe it was stuffy in their room, but ever since she’d started soccer, Kat had been using that as an excuse to complain about Henri. If she wasn’t mad about “all the balls in here”—Henrietta only had one, jeez—then Kat was running her mouth about how much everything smelled—and she’d already moved her clothes to a zip-up clothing rail on her side of the room weeks ago.

Henri knew she needed to do her laundry. She also needed to do her homework. And get her stretches in, like Coach Bonnie said. And run in the morning with Dad.

“It does too stink. And it’s coming from right—here!” Unexpectedly, Kat jumped the yellow masking tape divider line and yanked open the door to Henri’s closet.

“HEY!” Henri glared as an avalanche of clothes slid from her overstuffed laundry hamper. “Get out of my closet!”

“That smell is evil,” Katherine sputtered. “Oh my gosh, Henri, even YOU can’t say it doesn’t reek in this closet. I am so glad I moved my clothes.”

With her lips pressed together, Henri pushed past her sister and shoved clothes rapidly back atop the hamper.

“Henri! Don’t put those—”

“I only wore some of these clothes one time.” Henrietta pulled a shirt from the top of the pile. She checked it for spots, then sniffed under its arm. It smelled funky, but not really stinky. “See? Smell it.”

Henrietta tossed the shirt to Kat—harder than she intended.

It struck her sister square in the face.

“Aaaaaaah!” Katherine flung the shirt away like Henri had thrown a nest of spiders at her, and her voice rose in a shriek like a fire alarm. “I can’t believe you, Henri!” she yelled, flinging herself toward her side of the room.

“I didn’t mean to throw it ON you,” Henri protested, but Katherine’s eyes were wild, and she was rubbing her arms frantically, like she was crawling with bugs. Abruptly, she turned toward the door and screamed again.

“Mom!”

Henrietta stared in disbelief. “SHH! Katherine! Don’t—!!”

“MOM!” Katherine bellowed.

“You’re such a bully!” Frantic, Henri tried to shove the clothes back into the closet, but the mountain of clothes slid down the wall and into the room.

“I warned you,” Katherine said, her voice stinging and low like a raging hornet. “I told you to do wash Sunday. You told Mom you were going to do it Monday night. Instead, you dig through your hamper like you’re going to wear dirty clothes again, and—no. I’m done. It stinks in here worse than snake poop, and I am sick of it!”

Henri sniffled, feeling the tide of tears rising like it always did when she was furious. “Don’t pretend you’re perfect either, Katherine! I’m not the one who got in-school suspension. How much do you want Mom to know about that?”

“Oh, shut up,” Katherine huffed. “That’s old news, and nobody cares. You’re the one who lied and told Mom you were going to do your laundry. That’s on you.”

Henrietta’s voice rose in a shriek. “I am GOING to do my laundry! I AM! Why can’t you leave me alone?”

“Because I hate sharing a room with you! YOU REEK! Your disgusting clothes reek! Your stupid snake reeks! I cannot wait till Jordan goes to college!”

“I hate sharing a room with you too!” Henrietta’s voice was wobbling. “And I hope Jordan does go to college because WHO WANTS TO LIVE WITH A SWEATER THIEF!?”

“Oh, would you QUIT IT about the stupid sweater?! You’re such a whiner. You should be glad I borrow your clothes because at least I WASH THEM, and then they’re not stuffed in the stupid STINKY closet with the rest of your stupid STINKY—”

A new voice interrupted. “SOMEONE needs to explain what all this screaming and hollering is about RIGHT. NOW.”

Well, at least now Katherine was in trouble too.
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Family, Feuding

Apology letter, First Draft

Dear Mom,

I sincerely apologize for telling Katherine to go jump

for raising my voice and being loud when I knew you were trying to study. If I didn’t have to share a room with Ka

I am sorry you felt angry frustrated. I respect your time and want us all to do well at school, so I will try not to not yell and argue when it is time to study even though it’s not my fault and Katherine started it.

“Okay, Katherine,” Mom said, trying to make peace. “Let’s lower the volume. What I see going on here is—”

“You haven’t seen ANYTHING!” Katherine screeched. “Try LIVING with her!”

“Katherine Simone, I don’t appreciate that tone,” Mom said in a dangerous voice. Dad appeared behind her.

Katherine flailed her arms. “Well, I don’t appreciate—”

“Enough! Katherine, outside, please,” Dad said. Her face already twisted with the onset of tears, Katherine stomped out.

Afterward, Mom told Henri to get busy—this MINUTE, Henrietta Grace, no excuses—and clean up her room, clean Wil Snakespeare’s skin out of his tank—lately, he’d been shedding a lot—and finish up her homework. So now Henrietta sat hunched over her science book while her clothes thumped warmly in the dryer beneath her. It was noisy, but at least it was a friendly noise.

The door to the utility room opened, and Jordan looked inside.

Henrietta glared at him.

Snickering, her brother closed the door.

Henrietta seethed as she copied out her vocabulary words. This family, though. Why was everybody trying to mind her business? Aunt Tori demanded school news every Sunday lunch. Dad asked during their morning run how she was “holding up.” Mom had reminded her every night that Henri needed to “say something” if the schoolwork and things felt like they were too much. Now even Jordan was sticking his nose in.

The next time the door opened, it was Dad. Again.

He’d already given her The Longest Lecture Ever. Henri met his eyes, trying not to scowl.

“How many more loads?” he asked.

“One after this,” Henrietta said, relieved when he went away.

Henri had messed up, she knew that. But she hadn’t meant to. Even so, when she lugged the last basket of clean clothes back to the room, she found her closet doors in the hallway. Mom said Henri had lost the privilege of having a closed closet. Now her clothes and everything else had to be perfectly clean and tidy—and visible—all the time. For a whole thirty days!

Inside the room was Henri’s next surprise. Katherine was pulling furniture toward her side of the yellow masking tape. As Henrietta lay a stack of clean shirts in the right drawer, Katherine dragged her dresser and her bookshelf into the middle of the room and lined them up along the masking tape line.

Was . . . was she making a wall, right in the middle of the room?

Henri gripped the edge of her laundry basket. It wasn’t fair. She’d fixed what she’d messed up. She’d done exactly like Katherine had asked—she’d apologized and put off her homework to clean up—and Katherine wanted to pretend Henri didn’t exist? FINE. If that’s what she wanted to do, let her. Tomorrow was Poetry Friday. Henri knew already what her poem was going to be about.

Ana plopped down next to Henri on the bus wearing yellow, gray, and white track pants and a short white sweatshirt. She elbowed Henri.

“Why are you glaring at that book like it stole your money?”

“I’m not,” muttered Henri. Reading on the bus made her queasy, but she wanted to get ahead with her homework. Dad hadn’t even managed to wake her up to go running this morning, and now Henri felt like she had to have something to show for that extra sleep.

“Yeah, you are, you’re scowling like you hate everybody in the whole story. You’re as bad as Vinnie,” Ana said, tucking a leg beneath her and angling herself so she could see across the aisle to where Vinnie sat, hunched over his backpack. “He came home mad yesterday, and then he got all kinds of upset because la rata didn’t eat. He claimed he couldn’t kick the soccer ball with me last night because his rat needed him, and then he let it sleep in his bed last night, which is RIDICULOUS,” Ana added, directing it across the aisle.

As expected, Vinnie ignored her. Henri—who hadn’t planned on talking to Vinnie at all after what he’d said at FOCUS lab yesterday—couldn’t help a smile. Now Vinnie was acting ridiculous too. He sat hunched over his backpack. Henri observed the curve of his body, the way he held the bag with both arms as if there was something precious inside . . .

Henri’s eyes widened. Fratty!

She shoved her book away, overwhelmed with the cuteness of tiny pink paws. “Ooh! Vinnie, can I hold your, um, backpack?”

“No,” Vinnie snarled, a flush rising up his neck. His glare was full of unspoken threats. “There’s nothing you need out of my backpack.”

“Uh . . .” Henri eyed Vinnie warily. Before, she would’ve been intimidated by that “mean wall” face Vinnie made—it shut everyone out. Now, though, she knew Vinnie, and when he looked meanest, that only meant—

Henri exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Ana before realizing she’d guessed something Vinnie hadn’t wanted his sister to know. “Oh! Oops.”

“Vin!” hissed Ana across the aisle. “Grandma Dot is going to freak!”

“Shut up, he’s sick!” Vinnie insisted.

“But Grandma Dot said—”

“He’s really sick?” Henri asked, sympathizing. “I’m sorry, Vinnie. I didn’t know rats got sick, except for, like, with the Black Plague in medieval times—which he totally doesn’t have,” Henri added hastily at Vinnie’s horrified look.

“He’s probably constipated,” Ana said cheerfully. “He ate too many of those pellet things. Rats will still be here when the world ends; Vinnie’s the only one who doesn’t believe that.”

Henri couldn’t help it, she started to giggle.

“What?” said Ana, looking innocent. Now Vinnie glowered death rays at them both.

The bus wheezed and trundled onward. Henri had gone back to trying to read when suddenly someone was in the aisle.

“Vinnie. Let’s see the backpack.” Lily’s oversized white sweatshirt caught the light as she shifted to put her hands on her hips.

Vinnie leaned away. “Why?”

Ana got up on her knees to lean around her sister. “If it was me, Vin, I’d just give it to her,” she advised. “It’s not like she doesn’t already know.”

Henri leaned forward to see Vinnie looking cornered. On his feet, he would have towered over Lily, but he didn’t use his size to get his way. Instead, he got smaller and scowled harder.

“Look, Vin,” Lily began, softening her voice. “I get it. We all have our stuff we like. But you know Grandma Dot said—”

“I know what she said. Leave me alone, you guys. I’m not playing.”

Lily shrugged, the moment of softness over. “Fine then, but I call Family Meeting.”

Vinnie scoffed, holding his backpack tighter. “You can’t call Family Meeting. It isn’t Tuesday, we’re not all here, and we have one more stop till school.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Lily said. She sat on the edge of Vinnie’s seat, forcing him to scooch over. “Family Meetings are whenever we want one, and I call one for this morning as soon as we get off this bus. Ana will take minutes, and it’ll go in the book like always. Agreed?”

“No,” Vinnie said.

“Yep,” Ana said, relaxing into her seat again.

“I vote yes, so you’re overruled, Vinnie,” Lily said, standing again. “Meeting by the stop in five minutes.”

Vinnie scowled, staring out the window.

Ana stepped across the aisle to sit next to Vinnie. She patted his shoulder. “It’s okay to be wrong. I know you never think you are, but it’s okay. You’ll survive this. Other people have.”

Vinnie sighed. “Do you ever get tired of being annoying?”

“Nope,” Ana said, and came back to sit next to Henri, who looked over curiously.

“So . . . you guys have to . . . talk at a family meeting? Every week?”

“More if there’s an emergency,” Ana confirmed.

“Why, though?” Henri asked, making a face. It sounded like Outside Discussions. “If nobody’s in trouble, why do you have to talk?”

Ana shrugged. “We don’t have to, we just do. Grandma Dot started Family Meetings in fifth grade. We take minutes, so we remember what we talked about, and everyone gets to say something, we have votes, and sometimes we get doughnuts,” Ana added, sighing wistfully. “Not today, though.”

“Oh. That’s . . . interesting,” Henri said.

What she wanted to say was oh. That’s weird. But was it weird? Other families had siblings who didn’t pull the furniture into the middle of the room to make walls.

Other families were a team. Even if one of them messed up a goal, every single person still got a championship jersey—because all of them together were important to the game.

The Weldons . . . weren’t quite like that.

Henri looked out the window and tried to imagine how a Family Meeting would go at her house. First, Mom wasn’t going to have doughnuts in the house, so they’d probably have bran muffins—with oat bran and blueberries instead of chocolate chips. Jordan would still suck down most of them, mess around on his phone, say he had to “be somewhere,” and then vanish. Katherine would take minutes because she had aced the keyboarding test in sixth grade. Dad would tell one of his long chaplain stories, and Mom would complain that people needed to put things in the dishwasher right. Then Katherine would probably complain about Henri for as long as everyone let her.

No, the Weldons weren’t exactly a team. The Weldons weren’t even all playing the same game.
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What Doesn’t Kill Us

From Henri’s journal

Mom always says what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger.

How do you know which is which, though? Before you either die or get ripped?

It was hard to be mad at someone who was always so . . . upbeat. Ms. Edana was wearing a brown-and-yellow sweater dress with a long black cardigan, and she’d pinned bright yellow October leaves to her lapel like they were a giant piece of jewelry. While Henrietta was working through a problem, Ms. Edana came by and drew a bright blue smiley face in the top corner of her whiteboard. At the end of class, everyone got a tiny box of Halloween candy, because they needed to “celebrate the sweetness of a strong finish to a good week.”

“Remember, mathematicians,” Ms. Edana called as the students left the room, “rise with determination today!”

Henri made a face. She was determined, all right, but mostly not to be bribed into being happy about getting a new student mentor on Monday. Nor had she forgotten that she was going to write a poem about Katherine today.

In English language arts, Henrietta saw the poetry notebooks on the corner of Miss Grassinger’s desk. She straightened expectantly as Miss Grassinger began the class, smiling at her teacher’s bright blue skirt with the Scottie dog print.

“Good morning, poets! Our Poetry Friday poem comes from Jane Kenyon, an American poet who was the poet laureate, or the official poet, of the state of New Hampshire. Today’s poem is called ‘Biscuit,’ and it’s a short one, so I’ll read it twice.” Miss Grassinger began, “‘The dog has cleaned his bowl . . .’”

Henrietta was stumped. Dog poems were okay, but today they weren’t what Henri wanted! Instead of thinking about Katherine and how annoying she was, Henrietta found herself thinking about Vinnie on the bus, his body curved over his backpack, showing his mean face to the world. She remembered him holding Fratty whose tiny, adorable paws were clutching his pea. Henrietta sighed at the memory. She really hoped Fratty wasn’t actually sick.

When it was time to write, Henri opened her poetry notebook. She doodled ears and whiskers. Then she wrote,

The rat has cleaned its whiskers,

And now, in teensy pink paws, takes

A rare raw, round globe. Green

Peas, the perfect rodent reward

For gnawing needle teeth.

They grow nonstop. Rats chew through pipes!

Maybe (Fratty nibbles, but never bites)

When Miss Grassinger asked if anyone wanted to read, Henri actually sat on her hand to make sure Miss Grassinger couldn’t mistake it for being raised. Everybody liked pets, but if she read a poem about a rat, even if people didn’t know who the rat belonged to, someone might say, “Eeew!” and she wasn’t in the mood to hear it. Besides, her poem about Fratty was private.

She could copy the poem out nicely, and maybe it would make Vinnie feel better if she gave it to him. But if Fratty really was sick . . . Henri shook the idea away. No, Ana had said Fratty was fine, and anyway, Henri didn’t have time to write the poem out neatly before lunch.

Miss Grassinger was still talking to the class. “. . . was happy to see so many seventh-grade entries for the Alterra Autumn Arts Festival. This is the most we’ve ever had! The judging will be taking place over the next two weeks—”

At that, Henri held very still and replayed what Miss Grassinger had said, her heart thudding so hard she could feel it in her whole body. She’d said—the Alterra Autumn Arts Festival? That she was already counting up the seventh-grade entries?

Oh no! No, no, no, no, NO!

Henrietta plunged her hand into her backpack, yanking haphazardly at notebooks and folders, searching. And there it was—the unfinished application for the Arts Festival, with yesterday’s date circled for the deadline.

Henri felt like she’d been smacked in the face with a soccer ball. She’d finally decided on using the lily poem—but she’d wanted to change the flower, so human Lily couldn’t be mad. She’d been thinking about what kind of flower she could substitute until she fell asleep Wednesday night. And then . . .

And then she’d forgotten. Everything.

“. . . and those of you who didn’t make the deadline this time, remember, our school paper, The Beacon, publishes all year long, and we will have a poetry issue in May, so hopefully we’ll see some of your poetry work then.”

Henrietta pushed back the sting of discouraged tears. She liked her poem. But without the contest, what was she supposed to do with it?

Henri’s sour mood tarnished the rest of her morning. In science lab, she slumped into her seat, feeling stupid.

“Um, Ms. Cho put lab materials on the board for next Friday,” Hayden pointed out. He pushed up his glasses. “We’re making periscopes and we’re supposed to bring a milk or juice carton. Nobody forget, okay?” he added, with a glance at Henri. “We need all our points.”

Henri glowered at the tabletop, teeth clenched. Hayden was always bugging her about class materials now. Two weeks ago, she hadn’t been able to find a pencil when they had a science team quiz, and Ms. Cho had deducted two points from their group score for being unprepared. They’d tied for second place with another team, and Hayden had practically had a conniption.

“We could’ve won, if we’d had those two points,” he’d kept moaning. Now Hayden had a box of No. 2 yellow pencils in his backpack, “for people to borrow, just in case.”

Henri, who’d taken the quiz with an old Hello Kitty pencil, felt like breaking all of Hayden’s spare pencils in half.

“No offense, Henri,” Hayden said carefully. “I wanted to make sure you saw that.”

Henri’s voice stuck in her throat. She shrugged.

“Henri . . . is everything okay?” Grace asked, leaning across the table, her voice quiet.

Henri tried to smile. “I’m okay. I just . . . missed the deadline for the arts contest.”

“Wait, you missed it?” Grace was confused. “But—I thought you finished your poem?”

“I did.” Henri swallowed. “I . . . forgot.”

“Oooh,” Grace said sympathetically.

“I turned mine in early,” AJ interrupted, sounding smug.

Both Grace and Henri glared at him.

“What?” AJ said, looking injured. “It’s not my fault Henri didn’t remember. Miss Grassinger told us, like, five thousand times.”

Grace’s fair skin flushed pink. “Shut up, AJ! Stop being such a—”

“Scientists, I would like to start class,” Ms. Cho said.

Hayden was the only one who didn’t jump. Henri put her head down on her science book.

AJ was the worst. But what made Henrietta madder was he was also right. This wasn’t anybody’s fault but hers.

At lunch, not even the shiny, foil-wrapped burritos the lunch ladies were handing out improved Henri’s mood. To make matters worse, at their usual table, Ana and Vinnie were nowhere to be seen—but Drew was there, slouched and eating chips noisily.

Henri collapsed into a chair.

Drew scowled. “What’s the matter with you?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Henri mumbled, peeling a tiny shred of foil from her burrito. She wasn’t really hungry.

Drew snorted. “Okay, liar.”

“What!? I’m not a liar,” Henri blurted. “I—I forgot something, that’s all. There’s nothing wrong with me. Anyway, why do you care?”

“I don’t,” Drew said, and pulled up his hood. He slipped his earbuds in his ears, laid his head down on the table, and closed his eyes.

Stung, Henri shredded another piece of foil.

“Hey, Hen!” Ana announced herself, sliding into the seat next to Henri. Vinnie came behind her, setting down his tray across the table from them. Drew didn’t move.

“Have some,” Ana invited, shoving hard candies across the table. They were wrapped in red-and-green cellophane with dots that resembled strawberry seeds. “Grandma Dot is kind of obsessed with these,” Ana explained. “She always has them in the car.”

“Your grandma’s here?” Henri asked, interested despite herself.

Ana dug into her backpack pocket and pulled out a bag of sunflower seeds, a hairbrush, and a phone charger. “She was. She came to pick up Lily to take her to the dentist. Lily usually takes the bus, but it worked out better that Grandma Dot took her, so she could”—Ana dropped her voice—“take You Know Who home.”

“What!?” Henrietta squawked.

“What do you mean ‘what’? Lily’s taking him in her backpack to her appointment, then taking him home, so Vinnie won’t get in trouble,” Ana said, pulling out a stack of bracelets and a key chain. “Hey, Vin? Give me some chips.”

“But . . . she doesn’t even like Fratty,” Henri complained as Vinnie handed over a handful of chips. “And he’s sick.”

Ana rolled her eyes. “Nobody likes that thing but Vinnie. And it isn’t sick. Tell her, Vin.”

Vinnie pointedly poured the rest of the chips into his mouth.

“Anyway,” Ana said, throwing things back into her backpack, “all Fratty does is sleep in the daytime, and Lily’s going home after her appointment, so Grandma Dot won’t even notice. Are you going to eat your burrito? I think my wallet’s in here somewhere, but—”

“You can have it,” Henri said tiredly. “I’m too mad to eat.”

“You’re too mad to eat? Does that even happen?” Ana cut the burrito in half with the sturdy plastic knife.

“I forgot the deadline for the Arts Festival, so I didn’t turn in my poem,” Henri said mournfully.

“Aw, man!” Ana took a giant bite of food. “I know I’d be mad. Did you talk to Miss Grassinger? Maybe she can add your poem in with the rest on the down-low?”

“She won’t,” Henri admitted. “She reminded me two times, in person, plus all the times in class, and I still forgot.”

“Oh.” Ana winced. “That’s out, then. Sorry, Henri.”

“Yeah.” Henri poked her half of the burrito in glum silence.

“Hey—I know. Read it to us right now,” Ana said generously. “At least somebody will hear it, right? Even if it’s not the whole school.”

“Oh! Um, I—” Henri blinked. Ana was too nice. She didn’t deserve to hear Henri read a poem about how much Henri couldn’t stand her sister, Lily. Henri hesitated. “How about I read a new poem I wrote today, about um, Fratty . . .”

Across the table, Vinnie tensed. “You’re writing poems about my rat?”

Henri felt better at Vinnie’s outraged expression. “I can write poems about whomever I want! And you said he was sick! Poetry will make him feel better.”

“Poetry doesn’t make anyone feel better. And anyway, Fratty doesn’t like it.”

“You’re just mad because you didn’t think of writing one first. Fratty will love my poetry, I’m positive.”

Ana burst out laughing. Drew, who Henri should’ve known wasn’t asleep at all, opened his eyes a crack, smirking. “You people are straight-up comedy. Okay, Math Girl, read your poem.” Drew cleared his throat then spoke in a high-pitched, breathless voice, “‘Roses are red, Fratty’s a rat, Vinnie’s my boyf—’”

“Shut up, Andrew,” Ana and Vinnie said.

“You don’t have to read if you don’t want to,” Ana added loyally. “Ignore Drew.”

“It’s okay, Ana, I’ll read it,” Henri said. Math Girl. She’d almost forgotten how Lily and Drew had called her that stupid nickname, but now she remembered how he’d said Katherine got all the brains in the family.

No, she didn’t, Henri thought stubbornly. She’d messed up—obviously—but she wasn’t stupid. Her poem wasn’t finished, but it was hers, and that was worth something.

She was worth something.

In a firm, steady voice like Miss Grassinger’s, Henrietta read her poem.

There was a moment of silence, and Henri’s stomach lurched, then Ana said, “Aww, sweet,” and took another hefty bite of burrito. This was pretty much what Henri expected of her friend for anything that wasn’t to do with soccer, but Vinnie—Henri swallowed hard. Vinnie had a slightly dazed expression like he’d never seen her before. Henri felt almost sick. Did he hate it?

“Wait, so it’s about the rat?” Drew blurted.

Henri blinked, not sure if she was annoyed or relieved Drew had opened his big mouth.

“Duh,” Ana said, eyes wide for emphasis. “She said that.”

“Math Girl.” Drew nodded at Henri, for once looking all the way awake. “Not bad.”

“Hey! If you can’t say something nice, don’t talk.” Vinnie suddenly loomed over Drew. “She wrote about Fratty, so it’s perfect. And her name’s not Math Girl, Andrew. She. Told. You.”

Drew leaned away from Vinnie’s glower. “All right, Vin, all right.” He turned to Henri. “Good poem—uh, Henri. Etta. I said it right, okay?” Drew folded his arms.

“Hey, uh, can you give me that poem?” Vinnie asked, looking down. He crushed some crumbs with his thumb and dusted them off the table. “Maybe text it to Ana? So I can read it to Fratty when I get home.”

Henri was woozy from another cute overload. Vinnie was going to read to his rat! “I’ll copy it, so you can hang it by his cage,” she promised him. “Fratty will love it.”

“Aww,” Ana said again, but this time she said it quieter, and when she looked from Henri to her brother, she was smiling.
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Disaster

From Henri’s journal

Stressed. Out. Just hating test days

My brain runs around like a rat in a maze.

“Work hard. You make your own luck!”

That’s what people say, and I tried, but I’m stuck.

When Henri got home from school, her mother was leaning against the kitchen counter, finishing a glass of water. Mom’s hair was under a cotton scarf, and she was wearing an old T-shirt and jeans.

“Hey.” Henri yawned, not expecting her mother to follow her into the bedroom.

“I’ll say hello, since hay is for horses,” her mother answered. “What’s your homework status this afternoon?”

“Mom, it’s Friday,” Henri protested, flinging her backpack onto her bed. “I don’t have to do homework right now.”

“I know,” Mom said, holding up her hands defensively. “I wanted to see if you had anything big that would keep you from doing some room rearranging. It’s looking a little lopsided in here, and I have forty-five minutes before I leave for my study group.”

“Oh.” Thoughtfully, Henri looked around. It did look lopsided. This morning, Katherine had added to her Great Wall, stacking her laundry basket on top of her dresser and pulling her clothes rack next to the wall to create a narrow doorway to her side of the room.

“If we tack up some foam board to the back of Katherine’s dresser, you’ll have a nice little bulletin board space. You can stick pictures of you and Miki up there, maybe a calendar or a poster—or make a neat headboard for your bed. What do you think?”

“That could be . . . kind of cool,” Henri said cautiously. It would be weird to move her bed into the middle of the room, but it wasn’t as if she needed to be facing the back of Katherine’s furniture.

“I could move my dresser into the closet too . . .” Henri scanned the room, thinking. She could move her desk into the corner with the bookshelf, but if she put Wil by the door . . . was that too close to Katherine?

“Mom, you don’t have to move anything.” Katherine stood in the doorway as if thinking about her had brought her home. “I’m moving into Jordan’s room next year, so she can have the whole room.”

Mom shook her head. “No, Katherine. I know that’s your plan, but your brother’s not moving to the moon. We’d like him to have the option to stay home and attend someplace local, so we need to make what we have work.”

Katherine’s helpful expression soured. “Well, we could make it work better if Jordan moved up to the attic and you moved that snake somewhere else. It’s not like it ever does anything but lie there. Henrietta hardly even looks at it anymore.”

“That isn’t true,” Henrietta said, hurrying anxiously across the room to put a protective hand on Wil’s tank. “I’ve been busy, but I usually take him out every single day.”

“She didn’t even pick up the food for him last time, and Dad had to,” Katherine complained, still talking to Mom as if Henrietta wasn’t right there. “It could be happier outside.”

Henrietta recoiled. “MOM! Wil can’t live out—”

“STOP.” Mom squeezed a hand to her forehead, looking harassed. “Katherine, your business is your half of the room, and nowhere else. Henrietta, start taking the drawers out of your dresser. We’re going to move it—you can put it in the half of the closet you’re not using, or we can put it up against your sister’s dresser, whichever. I’m going to get the measuring tape—and when I come back, both of you had better be busy.”

Henri scowled, feeling spiky and agitated. Mom wanted to help her move things now when she’d just filled the drawers the other night? Why!?

And what about Wil—if they moved the dresser, they’d have to move his tank, too, and it was big and heavy. Wil didn’t look worried about it—he was curled up in his water dish again. Henri looked closer. His chin was in the water, and there was a bump above his eye.

Henri hooked a foot around the stool under Wil’s cage and stepped up onto it. She opened the tank and frowned, glancing over her shoulder. Mom was coming right back, so she couldn’t take Wil out, but Wil’s bedding looked odd. She’d have to change his water dish too—it looked moldy with white spots around the edge.

“Hey, Baby Snake,” Henri whispered, reaching in the tank and touching Wil’s head.

Wil didn’t move. Henri stroked his scales—and spotted a tiny black dot on his back.

Henri flicked at it.

“Henrietta,” Mom said, stopping in the doorway, “playing around is not getting those dresser drawers removed.”

“I needed to look at Wil,” Henrietta said, quickly closing Wil’s tank. “He has a spot on his back.”

“FLEAS? Does it have fleas?” Katherine shrieked from the other side of the wall.

“Snakes don’t get fleas,” Henrietta said.

“Thank goodness,” Mom said, rubbing her arms and shuddering. “Only warm-blooded animals get fleas, Katherine. Henri, wash that snake off your hands, and let’s get the desk and the dresser moved.”

They decided to start by shifting the bed to the middle of the room, turning Katherine’s dresser into a tall footboard. Mom pinned a colorful tablecloth she never used to the rigid foamboard material and carefully tacked it to the back of the dresser. It added an unexpectedly artsy vibe that Henri liked.

With her desk behind the head of her bed, Henri and her mother moved her bookshelf into the corner. They decided to leave Wil’s tank where it was—Mom always let Dad deal with anything to do with Wil—and Henri was happy to go back to moving the dresser.

Dragging a piece of furniture that heavy meant a lot of grunting and stopping, and then Mom stubbed her toe, which made her yell “Ow, SHOOT” so loudly it made Henri laugh. But the end result—once Henri hung a string of white Christmas lights over the closet space—was perfect. Now Henri had a special place for her clothes and her friendship bracelets and the Scrump doll with the button eyes that Miki had bought her in fourth grade. It was so cute! And best of all, the bright yellow line of masking tape that slashed the room in two was hardly visible anymore.

“Thanks, Mom. I like it!” Henri said, giving her mother an impulsive hug.

“It’s definitely a good start,” Mom said, squeezing Henri against her side for a moment. “All you have to do is put up a few pictures. Katherine, come and take a look—we could brainstorm something for your side of the room too.”

Kat glanced at Henri’s side of the room.

“No, thanks,” she said with a sniff. “Dad told me I could order some stuff, so I did. What you did is cute, I guess. It’s sad it’s just going to get all funky and gross, though.”

Henri deflated. “I’m not going to get behind on my laundry again,” she mumbled.

“No, you’re not, because you don’t have a place to hide that hamper anymore,” Mom said, nudging the laundry hamper with her foot. “Don’t worry, Henrietta. We’re going to help you stay on top of things.”

“Great . . . thanks.” Henrietta muttered.

“We” was a word that sounded like they were on the same team, like Ana and Vinnie were with Lily, but from Mom, “we” meant Henri was back to being a kid, not a teammate.

After her mother left for her study group, Henri stared into Wil’s tank again. She’d have to scrub the water dish. But how did she get mold in there? And wasn’t mold black?

What if that was the same black dot on Wil’s back? Could snake scales mold if the snake sat still too long?

Henri searched through the cabinet beneath Wil’s tank, moving the bucket of cleaning things to find the snake book Dad had gotten her. She’d tried to read everything in it, but she’d mostly focused on stuff like the right kind of bedding and feeder mice.

Henri flipped through the paperback’s glossy pages until she came to the part about snake diseases. Sure enough, nothing about fleas. But—what were snake mites? Henri read the paragraph, turned the page, and gasped.

The snake in the picture had teensy black dots right around its eye.

Henri jumped to her feet and pressed her face against the glass of Wil’s tank. She really looked at the black spot above his eye, feeling her stomach plummeting. If that was a snake mite, Wil didn’t have one. He had at least three, one on his back, and as she looked, she saw another one near his tail. The book said that sometimes mites were found around snakes’ eyes and up their noses. They liked to burrow under a snake’s scales and feed on it—and sometimes the snake died from blood loss.

This was bad. Wil’s blood was getting sucked right out of him! She had to get the mites off of Wil.

“MOM!” Henri raced into the living room screaming. “MOM!!!”

“Shut up!” Henri heard Katherine bellow. “I’m trying to watch something!”

Oh no. Mom was at study group. Jordan wasn’t home—he was with Diego somewhere—Henri hadn’t paid attention. She skidded back into the room and grabbed the snake book again, reading out loud in great, jumbled clumps of words. The snake had to be removed from the tank. Everything—his bedding, his water bowl, and the tunnel where he hid—had to be dumped and disinfected. Mites laid eggs like lice did in human hair, and even if you took everything out, if you didn’t make sure to clean all the edges and use disinfectant spray on absolutely everything, they’d come back—and they’d start all over again, biting and sucking and killing the snake.

Henri rubbed her chest hard to loosen the tight, panicky feeling. She couldn’t panic—she had to do something. The book said Wil needed a vet to give him a shot—but he’d only been seen by the vet at the pet store when she bought him. Was there a nearby vet for snakes and not just dogs and cats and birds? What if there wasn’t? Would Wil die? She couldn’t let him die. She had to do everything to fix him, now. She had to—

“What is wrong with you?” Katherine appeared in the doorway, her hands on her hips. “I told you, I’m watching a movie. You’re so loud I can hear you—with my earbuds in.”

“Wil-has-mites,” Henri panted, holding her chest, trying to find breath. “Snake mites. Like lice. He’s sick.”

Katherine narrowed her eyes. “Mom already said they don’t get people diseases, Henrietta. Stop playing.”

“I’m not,” Henrietta said, wringing her hands. “He has snake mites—it’s a thing.”

Kat pulled out her phone and tapped the microphone. “Snake mites,” she said, then scrolled through the Internet results, her expression flat. “Great.” She sighed, tilting her head back against the wall with a thump. “So he does have some kind of cooties.”

Henri ignored this, peering into Wil’s tank. “Kat? Should I call Dad?”

Katherine recoiled. “I don’t know, Henri! He’s got mites or whatever, but is it an emergency? You know Dad’s got family visits on Friday—we’re not supposed to bother him.”

“I know,” muttered Henri. Was this an emergency? Henri turned back to Wil’s tank, automatically stepping up onto the stool to take him out—and then she froze, her fingers barely touching his scales. If she picked him up, could she hurt him? Would holding him close make the mites bite him harder?

People couldn’t get snake mites, right?

Dad needed to know. Before she could talk herself out of it, Henrietta texted her father—and got back an autoreply that said “I’m driving. I’m not receiving notifications. If this is urgent, reply ‘Urgent.’” This was urgent, wasn’t it? She had to do something—now. Every second she waited the mites were eating Wil!

Henri texted the word Urgent and sent her text again.

Urgent. Wil is sick. He needs to go to the vet.

Henri waited, clutching her phone as she sat on the edge of her desk chair. She could hear Kat shifting things around, clattering hangers as she moved the clothes in her little closet on the other side of the room. Henri watched the dark rectangle of her phone screen as a minute passed, and then another one. Five minutes later, she finally got a text from her father.

Home at 6.

Henrietta exhaled, slumping like a leaking tire. Well. Dad didn’t think it was urgent enough to cancel all of his appointments but now, she was probably going to get hollered at for bothering him. What was she supposed to do?

Should she look for something specific? Should she read the book some more? What if she hurt Wil, trying to make him feel better? How was she supposed to find a veterinarian that knew what to do for snakes? Would they have to take Wil back to the pet store? What if—

Henri needed help—the kind of help Kat always claimed that she was trying to give. Katherine would help, Henri was sure, if only so she could be in charge of her little sister. Henri would normally never ask, but for Wil—

“Katherine!” she called, letting her voice wobble.

“Okay, listen up,” Katherine said, coming into Henri’s side of the room. She finished tucking her braids back into her headband and held up her phone. “I’m NOT touching your snake, but here’s what you’re going to do.”
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The Fix

“Okay, so this website says he needs a temporary tank, and you don’t have one,” Kat began.

Henri reached into her newly organized closet and grabbed a plastic storage box. Winter sweaters landed in a haphazard pile on the floor as she emptied it and carried it.

“Henri . . .” Kat sighed.

“I’ll pick up later.” Wil was her snake, and the right way to do things was Henri’s way—even if Katherine didn’t agree. She thrust the bin toward her sister. “Temporary tank, check.”

Kat made a face but kept reading. “It says to wipe down the sides with olive oil, because if there are any mites and they try to escape, they’ll get stuck. It also says you should wipe down the snake. But not too much, just enough to shine up its scales. Eeew.”

“Okay,” Henri said. “If I’m putting him in a box, though, it needs holes in the lid.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Kat said, making a face. “I would’ve gotten to that.”

“I’ll make holes,” Henri said, heading for the kitchen.

“Get the oil first,” Kat called after her.

Henri dug through the kitchen drawers until she found Mom’s heavy chef’s knife. She stabbed jagged holes into the plastic lid of the sweater bin, then picked up the ceramic oil-and-vinegar dispenser from the table. She presented it to Katherine who was folding a wad of paper towels.

Kat drizzled the oil on the paper. “You know, you could pull the mites off. That other website had suggestions on how to do it. I’d even let you use my eyebrow tweezers if you put them in boiling water after.”

“Eew, no.” Henri shuddered, pulling on a pair of rubber gloves from the cabinet beneath Wil’s tank. “And stop saying that! I don’t want to hurt him.”

“I’m trying to help,” Katherine reminded her. She pushed the oily paper into Henri’s hand. “If you get the mites off, Dad won’t have to take Wil to the vet.”

Henri winced. If Wil went to the vet, Mom was going to care about the money—but Henri didn’t. She’d pay her parents back out of her birthday and Christmas money, if that’s what they wanted. But was the money the only reason Kat was helping?

“Let’s try this first,” Henri said, cradling Wil against her chest as she wiped oil across his scales. Turning him gently, Henri counted the mites—one on his back, one on his underside, and one above his eye.

“Is that them? They look like blackheads,” Kat said, grossed out.

Henri nodded. Wil flicked out his tongue once, and then again, scenting her like always, but he didn’t curl around her hand and coil his way up her arm. He . . . sat there, like he didn’t care what she was doing.

How could she have let this happen?

“Well, don’t start crying again,” Kat complained. “You got the oil on him; you’re gonna wash it off.”

“I’m sad, okay?” Henri carefully set Wil on the plain white paper of his temporary home, watching as he coiled into a tight circle. He looked miserably alone, a small grayish spiral in an empty white box. The website said he couldn’t have any water or anywhere to hide where the mites could lay more eggs, but he looked so exposed that Henri wished she could give him a blanket.

“Katherine? Would you—could you watch him for a while?”

Kat recoiled. “Ugh, no. Get real, Henri.”

“Just let him sit by you?” Henri begged. “Please? I always feel better when I’m sick if Mom sits with me.”

Katherine heaved a put-upon sigh. “Henrietta, Wil’s a snake. He doesn’t notice if he’s by himself. He doesn’t care,” she protested. Henri slumped.

Kat pointed to a square of carpet an inch on her side of the yellow tape. “Fine. Put him right here. But that’s all I’m doing,” she reminded Henri. “I looked stuff up, I found a vet, and I’ll let him sit on my side of the room, but that’s it, okay? I’m going to watch my movie.”

“Thank you,” Henri called over the furniture divider, and then in a quieter voice, “I’ll be right back.” Henri leaned close to whisper to the knot of unhappy snake. “I promise, I’ll fix this.”

“Henri. Stop crying,” Katherine groaned, coming from behind The Wall again. “Hurry up and get his tank clean and stuff so once Dad gets here you can go.”

Scooping Wil’s bedding from the floor of his tank, Henri wondered how long he’d been sick. She had forgotten to pick up a mouse for him a couple of weeks ago, but Dad had said it was no problem to swing by a pet store on his way home . . . but what if that was where Wil had gotten the mite? Then this was all Henri’s fault.

Henri’s insides squeezed at that thought. No. No, no, no. How could she have done this? Wil was her best friend. He listened without making suggestions or complaints. He wrapped his lanky body around Henri’s shoulders and squeezed in pulses when she felt bad—and when she felt good too. Wil loved her, and she loved him back.

No. She couldn’t lose him. She had to figure out something—

Suddenly, the house was full of her father’s voice. “Henrietta! Whoa, what blew through here?” Dad poked his head through the doorway. Was he upset? Who cared now?

“Dad,” Henrietta choked. “Help.”

The cheerful lady at Wild Heart Pets gave Henri a sheet with instructions on what to do and the name of a nearby vet to see, just in case.

“Snake mites are easy to get,” she assured Henri as she rang up her purchases. “All kinds of ways: a feeder mouse from a pet store with mites or in bedding. It’s very common.”

“I shouldn’t have gotten him anything from a new store,” Dad said apologetically as they got back in the car. “I’ll know better next time.”

“It’s not your fault,” Henri mumbled, sniffling. “I’m the one who’s supposed to feed him. I promised when I got him, I’d take care of him.”

Dad nudged her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Henny-girl. We’ll fix this.”

Normally, when Dad said “we” he mostly meant Henri, but today he helped out. After Henri used hot water and bleach to clean the walls of Wil’s tank, Dad got a spray bottle, and together they counted out drops of the parasite liquid. It was added to the dish soap they would use to spray on the paper towel bedding in Wil’s temporary home and to coat Wil’s scales. Henri read the pet store instructions out loud, and Dad marked on the calendar what day she would change the bedding in Wil’s box and spray down the big tank again—every three days—and what day she would coat Wil’s scales again—next weekend, eight days from now. If Wil wasn’t better by then, Dad promised to take Wil to a vet, but Henri was determined he wouldn’t have to. Doing the parasite treatment was a lot of work, but Henri was tenacious. She would hang on, even when it was hard. Wil was her responsibility, and she wasn’t going to let him down again.

After all the cleaning—and crying—later that night, Henri sat tiredly on the floor next to Wil’s temporary home, watching him sleep on his heat rock. She smiled when she heard the squeaky horn and the cry of “Goooooooal!”—which was Ana’s special soccer ring tone. She pulled her phone from her hoodie pocket.

“Hey, Ana!”

“Hey! Vinnie says Fratty likes the poem. He read it to him twice.”

“That’s so cute!” Henri gushed, even though the poem seemed ages ago now. “I told him Fratty would like it. Is he feeling better?”

Ana tsked. “That thing—I told you it was constipated—” Ana paused, and Henri heard Vinnie’s voice in the background as Ana snickered. Then Ana came back to the call.

“Okay, fine. Vin says la rata wasn’t constipated. But he chewed a hole in his food bag, so he wouldn’t eat when Vin tried to feed him. Rats will do that if you don’t keep an eye on them. They get into everything.”

Henri and Ana gabbed for a few minutes. Ana was—predictably—watching something about soccer on her laptop “to get ready for our game Thursday, right?” Vinnie was playing a video game while Fratty climbed his hammock—how did rats even have hammocks? They were hanging out, eating Grandma Dot’s homemade caramel popcorn.

Henri’s side of the room felt lonely as she finished the call. As Henri watched Wil lying there, Fratty’s poem echoed through her mind. She wasn’t sure she wanted to write another poem and have nothing to do with it afterward, but it didn’t seem fair that she had written a poem for Fratty and nothing for Wil. Unlike Fratty, Wil was definitely not into poetry—but Henri realized that she wanted to write the poem for herself.

Henri opened her Poetry Friday notebook and read the “Biscuit” poem Miss Grassinger had given them one more time. Then turned to a clean page and wrote something new.

Wil, Sick Snake Mites

All coiled up in his box

Cool and smooth, my snake,

Is slick Has shed. His scales are slick, and he is still—

He’s sound asleep.

Watching, I keep am thinking

Of snake tiny mites and eggs

And how one “in-a-hurry, no time!” mistake

Was in my power not to make.

“So, what’s happening, Henrietta?” This week’s Sunday lunch found Aunt Tori wearing a straight black wig pulled into two long braids, a black cardigan, and a white blouse with a high collar beneath. Mom said she looked like a Black Wednesday Addams.

“Nothing,” Henrietta said uncomfortably. She hoped Aunt Tori didn’t ask about poetry or the Arts Festival—Henri couldn’t bear to tell one more person how badly she’d messed up—but she didn’t want to talk about Wil either. Mom had already had plenty to say about Henri using her chef’s knife and her good olive oil on his scales.

“Nothing? You don’t even have a story to tell me about your little friend’s rat?”

Jordan snickered. Henri shot him a dirty look. “No.” She held out her plate for a serving of Aunt Tori’s salad, which was quinoa with edamame, tomatoes, cucumbers, and flecks of white feta cheese. Henri did not think she was going to like it.

Katherine said, “Henri’s been wrapped around her snake all night, that’s what’s happening. Nobody’s been able to talk about anything else in this house for the last twelve hours.”

“That’s a lie,” Henri said. “You were on the phone with Janelle this morning, talking about some boy she likes, Katherine.”

“You know what I mean,” Katherine said, waving a hand. “It’s a figure of speech. And stop listening to my phone calls.”

“Oh, what happened to Wil Snakespeare?” asked Aunt Tori.

“That spoiled animal is fine.” Mom gave a dry laugh. “He picked up some kind of parasite, and you wouldn’t believe how much cleaning Henri did. I only wish I could get her to clean her room like that!”

“I clean,” Henri muttered, scowling when Kat said “HA!” like anyone had asked her anything.

Mom went on, “Remember our goldfish, Tor? Henri would be a lot better off if we got a couple of those, then we could flush them when something went wrong. I mean—all these medications and spray bottles and my good olive oil! For a snake!”

“Flush them?!” As Mom and Aunt Tori chuckled, Henrietta could only repeat the words, horrified. “You guys flushed your fish?”

“Oh, calm down, she’s kidding,” Katherine said. “Look at her, Mom, Henri’s about to cry. Again.”

“I’m teasing,” Mom said, reaching across to pat her arm. “I’m sorry, Henny.”

“I’m not crying,” Henrietta muttered, but she felt like it. The teasing was a little jab in her already bruised and tender heart. Henri knew what everyone thought—she was being Silly Henny Penny, the baby of the family, making a big deal about a snake.

“. . . anything about soccer, Niece?”

Henri blinked and realized her aunt had been speaking to her. “Soccer? Oh, we’re having a practice game on Thursday against another school, and then our real first game is next Saturday evening.” Henri looked around the table and added, “Coach Bonnie said we could invite people.”

“To watch soccer?” Kat scoffed. “Please.”

Henri made a face. “Whatever, Kat.” She hadn’t meant to invite her sister anyway.

“Of course I’d love to watch you play!” Aunt Tori looked at her phone. “This Thursday? What time?”

“It’s on a weeknight?” Mom gave Dad a worried frown. “I distinctly remember Henri promising us these soccer games were an after-school thing that wouldn’t interfere with her schoolwork.”

Henri shook her head anxiously. “Oh, it’s not interfering, Mom. The game is at four.”

“I have a staff meeting on Thursday at three, Henny, but I’ll be thinking about you,” Dad said. “Who are you playing?”

“Some school called Elsinore,” Henri said. “It’s okay if you can’t come. I thought—”

Aunt Tori frowned over her phone. “Oh, shoot, Henri. I can’t come either. I’m sorry, but Thursdays I’m driving back from meetings in Marina Bay, in rush-hour traffic.”

“It’s fine,” Henri said, hunching lower in her seat. It was probably better that no one was at this first game anyway. If she messed up, only the team would know.

“Why doesn’t your soccer team have games on the school calendar? That’s how varsity does it,” Jordan volunteered. “Why can’t they have it on a schedule like everybody else?”

Henri didn’t know, but she didn’t like Jordan’s tone. “The Saturday game is on there—Thursday isn’t a normal game. Coach Bonnie says it’s for fun—”

“For fun or not, you’ll still need to do your homework,” Mom reminded Henri. “Make sure you don’t let soccer make you fall behind.”

Once again, everyone had something to say about what Henri was doing. All she got was bossy comments and unasked-for advice. Nobody had even asked Henri if she was excited to be playing or felt ready for the game. They only worried that she wasn’t.

Well—forget them. Henri didn’t need anyone to watch her to be amazing. She was part of the seventh-grade Argonauts, and she would figure out a way to succeed without anyone’s help—whether anyone from her family noticed or not.
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The Long Way Back

From Henri’s journal

Isn’t it Thanksgiving yet?

Oh, please, please, PLEASE let this week just be DONE.

Monday morning, Henri woke up to music from the phone alarm, which played through the sleep headphones she wore to make sure she woke up on time. She was dressed and ready to run, surprising Dad in the hallway on his way to wake her.

“Good morning,” Dad whispered, giving her a big grin. “Ready to hit it, huh?”

Henri was so ready. She’d done her homework, laid out her clothes, and gone to bed early. Not even finding Katherine standing in front of her closet threw Henri off. She just raised her eyebrows and asked her sister, “Can I help you?”

“I was looking for my, um, sweatshirt,” Katherine said. “Now that your closet is clean, and I can see in here, I wanted to make sure you didn’t have anything of mine.”

Yeah right. “If I find it, I’ll let you know,” Henri said, and slid the red sweater Katherine had been eying onto her own shoulders.

Katherine stomped back to her side of the tape.

Hah. Take that, Sweater Thief.

Henri’s determination to do better drove the whole week. She was ready when Miss Grassinger gave them another vocab quiz. She wasn’t even bothered when she read the same sentence twice in social studies—she kept going. Every time she was tired, felt like she would never finish the Max Math app, or had to get up before she was ready, she’d remembered that she was going to succeed, whether anyone noticed or not.

By Wednesday afternoon, Henri had made it through PE class, even though Coach Wood had told her to try harder during broom ball. She’d gotten out of the building and was steps from the bus stop after school when she heard a familiar voice rising above the chatter in the quad.

“Henri! Henrietta Weldon!” Ms. Edana called.

Henri turned around, moving slowly against the outgoing tide of students surging across the lawn. It was Wednesday afternoon . . . and tomorrow was her first new tutor at FOCUS lab. Of course, Ms. Edana wanted to talk.

Henri hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder. “Yeah?”

Ms. Edana chuckled at Henri’s unenthusiastic greeting. “Hi, Henri. You sound tired, so I won’t keep you, but I wanted to introduce your new peer tutor.” Ms. Edana gestured to a girl standing a few steps away. “Lisa Forrest is transitioning to ninth grade next semester, but for now, she’s still in eighth where I can use her. Lisa will be working with you on Thursday.”

Henri blinked at the girl, frowning. Lisa was small, tanned, and wiry, wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt with a pair of denim shorts. Her fine, brown curls were sun-lightened on the tips, wisping away into short, messy bunches around her ears.

Lisa stuck out her hand to shake Henri’s. “Hi. I know your sister. Katherine, right?”

Henri pulled her hand back. “Yeah, but I’m nothing like Katherine,” she said, knowing she sounded unfriendly.

“Okay, fair enough.” Lisa stepped back, shoving her hands in her pockets. “Nice to meet you. See you Thursday.”

“Yeah.” Henri backed away, feeling like she should smile but couldn’t. Behind them, the bus wheezed to a stop, brakes squeaking. “I’ve gotta go.”

“I look forward to seeing how you girls work together. See you tomorrow, Henri,” Ms. Edana said warmly.

With a limp wave, Henri got on the bus.

Miki phoned, and for a few minutes before she changed the paper towel bedding in Wil’s sweater-box house, Henri had a place to complain. “And she’s one of Katherine’s friends!”

“Maybe she won’t be your tutor very long,” Miki offered. “She’s going into ninth grade, right? Probably by second semester she’ll be gone.”

“Second semester?!” Henri groaned. “Ugh. Too long.”

“Do what you do with Coach Wood, then,” Miki said. “Only think about the next time you have to see her. Concentrate on one lab, and then it’ll be done, and think about the next one, and that’s it. That’s the way to make it through.”

“You’re right,” Henri agreed. “Otherwise, I’ll probably run around screaming.”

After she hung up, Henri could pick up Wil for cuddles. When she opened his sweater box, the three black pepper specks she’d seen on his face and back had been joined by two more on the paper towels. Wearing her long yellow gloves, Henri shoved them into a garbage bag with disgust. Where had they come from? Henri didn’t even want to think about how many more mites had been waiting in eggs in the big tank.

Poor Baby Snake! He had no idea why he was locked in the sweater box. But he’d get better. And so would she. One day at a time, one step at a time, shoving everything in her life all the way up the road to success, wherever that was supposed to be.

But the next morning, Henri woke up anxious. The idea of taking things one step at a time was fine, but she could barely eat breakfast, only choking down a piece of cheese toast because Mom insisted. Then, Ms. Edana seemed to look right at Henrietta when she read that morning’s Talking Back to Math selection.

“I am a mathematician,” she read, “and because I am capable of success, I have high expectations for myself. I use the challenges I face as opportunities to grow my skills.”

Henri hunched her shoulders. She didn’t want to think about Ms. Edana’s expectations. The game against Elsinore was today, and all Henri wanted to do was make it through the parts of the day that weren’t soccer so she could get there, get through it, and then she could be done.

But life kept getting in the way. In science, Ms. Cho announced that she was already thinking about next quarter’s seating arrangements.

“Sometimes in science it’s more efficient to group elements by how well they work together,” she said. “I think it’s time for me to think about some new combinations of scientists to help our classroom run more efficiently.”

“Aw,” Hayden complained. “She’s going to split us up.”

“Sounds good to me,” AJ sniped.

“Finally,” Grace muttered. “No offense,” she added apologetically to Hayden.

Henri was even more bummed than Hayden. She liked Grace and had gotten used to AJ’s stupid remarks making her laugh at all the wrong times. Even Hayden’s focus on making sure they got all their points didn’t get on her nerves—well, okay, it DID, big-time. But Henri didn’t want to think about having to work with a different group. Why did teachers do stuff like this?

But all Henri said was “It’s fine.”

It wasn’t fine at all, but in three hours, she would have warm-up, and snacks, and Coach Bonnie would announce who was starting, and then it would be time for the game, with Henri’s friends who weren’t splitting up and leaving her, because they were a team.

But first came the moment Henri had been dreading. After lunch, she walked to the FOCUS lab timing her footsteps to the words one class at a time, one class at a time. She sat at the computer to do her Max Math lesson, watching for Ms. Edana from the corner of her eye. Had she assigned Vinnie to work with someone new? Where was this Lisa person, anyway?

Ms. Edana didn’t do anything more than smile when Lisa arrived and dropped into the chair next to Henri. Lisa didn’t interrupt. Instead, she pulled a paperback out of her pocket and began to read.

“Um . . . hey.” Henri finished her Max Math and cleared her throat.

“Hey,” Lisa said, closing her book. Her T-shirt was covered with a black puffer vest, and she had on thick-soled hiking boots, but her legs were bare in cutoffs.

“Aren’t you cold?” Henri blurted.

Lisa smiled. “Nope. We moved here from Norway. This isn’t cold to me.”

Henri was mystified. “Norway? How do you know Katherine then?”

Lisa’s smile widened. “She was my tutor when we moved here. I went to the International School in Norway, but I needed to catch up in things like English.”

“Huh.” Henri was intrigued. What was it like to live in Norway, and why had Lisa’s family been there? “That’s cool.”

“Yeah.” Lisa straightened in her seat. “So, tell me about yourself.”

Henri pressed her boot against the floor, rocking her foot from the heel to the toe as she thought. “Um . . . I’m a seventh grader? I guess that’s it,” she admitted.

Lisa threw up her hands. “Well, we’re in FOCUS lab. Do you like math? Do you hate it? Do you love monster trucks?”

Henri laughed, and then was annoyed with herself. Lisa wasn’t supposed to be funny. “Okay, it’s a hard no on monster trucks. And math . . .” Henri trailed off. “People get on me for being negative if I say I hate it but come on—I still have to count on my fingers. I wish I could get math and move on, but no.” Henri shrugged. “No matter what Ms. Edana wants us to say, it’s not my favorite.”

Lisa nodded. “That’s fair. You know there’s nothing wrong with counting on your fingers, though, right? Have you seen the nines trick?”

Henri scrunched up her eyebrows. “What?”

Lisa’s face lit up. “Okay, watch. Hold up your hands in front of you. Start with your pinky and you can do your nine times tables. Watch. Nine times one”—Lisa bent her pinky finger on her right hand—“is nine. Nine times two”—now Lisa bent her ring finger down—“is eighteen. See the pinky is the one, and if you count the other fingers, you have eight?”

Henri nodded cautiously. “Um, yes . . . ?”

“Cool!” Lisa was beaming. “Okay. You tell me what I’m doing next. Nine times three . . . ?”

“Um, bend down your middle finger?” Henri said hesitantly.

“Yes! And what’s the answer?”

Henri held up her own hands, fingers outstretched, and curled her middle finger in toward her palm. She frowned. She counted her fingers. She counted Lisa’s fingers. Then she pulled out her whiteboard and made three groups of nine dots. She counted those.

“So, it’s twenty-seven . . . ? But how do you do that? How did you make it . . . work?”

“It just does,” Lisa said with a laugh. “The answer is right there in your hands. Do the next one.”

At first, Henri was skeptical, but by nine times eight, she was convinced. “That’s ridiculous. Where’d you learn this, anyway?”

“From my brother,” Lisa said. “He’s good at seeing patterns, and he taught me tons of tricks.”

“Did you use them to pass math?” Henri asked. “Is that why you’re skipping grades?”

Lisa gave a huff of a laugh. “Hah! I wish. No, I’m skipping grades because I do a lot of work. I learned the math tricks because they’re amazing.” Lisa grabbed the whiteboard and started drawing a grid of squares. “Also, math tricks remind me that there’s always more than one way of looking at something. I mean, you already have, like, three ways of doing nine times tables. One, you counted it on your fingers the long way, two, you did the whiteboard dots and counted them up, and then three, you did the finger trick. I can show you more.”

“Cool!” Henri held up her fingers and did it again, slowly, and then with more confidence folding down her fingers and counting out the answers to herself. “That is so cool! What else did your brother teach you?”
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One Kick at a Time

From one of Coach Bonnie’s Teamwork Talks

Don’t put energy toward worrying what success looks like for anyone else. Decide what it means to you.

Henri had already dumped her backpack by the pile of orange cones and run her lap as the other team streamed onto the field wearing red-and-black tiger-striped jerseys and black shorts. They were warming up, too, struggling into boots and shin guards, doing star hops, and kicking a ball near the other goal. The edges of the field took on the feeling of a party, with clusters of parents from both teams standing around in windbreakers and baseball caps, chatting. Others were waving to each other while setting up camp chairs or plunking themselves on the bleachers set up along the sidelines, kids in their laps.

“Come meet Grandma Dot!” Ana, who had wound her ponytail into a braided bun in preparation for the game, was dragging Henri by the arm before she got the words out.

“Wait,” Henri hissed, trying to pull up her socks and smooth down her flyaway hairs all at once. She didn’t feel anywhere near as ready as Ana looked. “Hold on a second.”

“Hurry up,” Ana insisted. “Coach Bonnie’s going to call us any second!”

Sure enough, the distinctive twit-tweet whistle blew. Ana turned an about-face to haul Henri back to where they’d started.

“All right, Argonauts,” Coach Bonnie said as they gathered. “Remember, we don’t try to be the best on the team but do the best for the team. Look out for your teammates, pass, and listen for the whistle; I’m going to cycle you in and out quickly whenever I can, so everyone can play. Focus on using your skills, and let’s see the teamwork I know you’re capable of, all right? Go!”

Elsinore won the coin toss, so at first, all the action took place on their side of the goal. Within minutes, Alterra got control of the ball and shouts rose from the bleachers.

“Let’s go, Argonauts!” a man bellowed, while a pair of women were doing a complicated wave with blue-and-gold flags above their heads. “Yay, Kimmy!” screamed a small child wearing a hoodie with the wide red-and-white stripes of the Indonesian flag. From the field, their team captain waved back, and Henri felt a twinge of envy that so many players had their own family fan clubs. Not even one member of her family had time to come to the game.

It is fine, though, Henri reminded herself. She’d said she would do this whether or not anyone noticed. And there would be another game.

Moments later, Elsinore had the ball, and the cheers and howls rose up from the other side of the field. Coach Bonnie remained focused on the play, her head moving back and forth as she tracked the action. Soon, the Argonauts regained possession of the ball. Ana had intercepted a pass.

“Go, Ana! Go, Ana!” The girls on the Argonaut bench began the chant while the crowd clapped. Henri leaned toward the field as if, by wanting it, she could keep Ana ahead of the other players.

Like she’d done so many times in practice, Ana ran a cautious zigzag down the midfield. As the other players pelted after her, Ana delivered a strong kick that curved the ball right past the goalie’s outstretched hands.

Henri joined the pandemonium from the stands, screaming a loud “YESSS!” with her fists raised. From the bleachers came stomps and whistles and a long, high-pitched whooping trill that ended with a kind of a wild hyena laugh. Henri blinked, turning to scan the bleachers. Her jaw dropped. Was that Lily!?

It was! And next to her, still slouched in his hoodie, was Drew, and Vinnie with his backpack. That must mean—Henri turned all the way around, and there, on the other side of Lily, the cheering lady in the black sweatshirt and glasses, also wearing sunglasses perched on her dark hair. Henri squinted closer. Was her hair . . . blue?

That had to be Grandma Dot, but Ana had never said anything about blue hair!

Grandma Dot said something to Drew, who immediately straightened up out of his slouch and applauded too. Huh. If she could make Drew sit up, that had to be Grandma Dot.

Henri turned back as the teams lined up around the ball, making the kickoff to restart play. When Elsinore scored a few minutes after the kickoff, Coach Bonnie rotated out another bench-sitter. Now only Henri and Jocelyn were left of the girls who hadn’t played. Henri started nervously rotating her ankles to make sure she was ready when it was her turn.

The game stayed tied for long minutes. Each team battled for control of the ball, making limited headway up and down the field. Then, before the halftime break, Elsinore made another goal. The score was 2–1, Elsinore.

Henri’s stomach roiled as Coach Bonnie checked in with the players and made sure everyone snatched a drink or had a snack. The Argonauts wouldn’t lose, would they? It seemed stupid but losing wasn’t something Henri had worried about. Somehow, she’d only imagined herself doing something dumb or making everyone stare at her. What if they did lose? What if Elsinore was better than them? This was only supposed to be a friendly game, but it wouldn’t be friendly if Elsinore wiped the field with them.

But no—that wasn’t going to happen. The Argonauts were fierce. Play was fast and a little sloppy as the girls from both sides aggressively chased the ball. Time after time, they tripped over each other, and the ref blew the whistle for penalty kicks and out-of-bounds balls. The next time the referee stopped play, Coach Bonnie tweeted, too, and pointed at Ana. Ana was out.

Then she pointed at Henri.

Gulp.

Henri jogged past Ana, who held out her hand. Henri’s hand stung from the contact.

“You got this!” Ana called and gave Henri a thumbs-up.

Henri ran into the open midfield position, trying to breathe calmly. Why would Coach Bonnie pull out Ana now? They needed the best players they could get! Elsinore was one goal ahead, and Henri was a beginning player. She sometimes forgot which position she was supposed to kick to. And if she did something wrong . . . ?

One kick at a time, Henri reminded herself. She didn’t have to be the best on the team, only do her best for the team. Right then, she needed to follow the ball and be ready to pass if it got to her. She could do that.

When the ball soared Henri’s direction, she ran forward and stopped the ball with her thigh, hardly feeling the sting as the ball slapped against her. She kicked awkwardly, trying to avoid the girl from Elsinore’s leg as her foot connected. The ball rolled into a knot of girls who kicked it to the sidelines.

By the third time Henri kicked a pass, it went better. And when Henri kicked the ball to Laila, who kicked it to Jocelyn, who kicked it to Batsabé, who kicked it into the goal box? Obviously, she was on the best team in the world.

Maybe she did want her family to see this—even Katherine. Sports weren’t something the Weldons did, but—but maybe they could learn to.

Henri landed back on the sidelines during the last few minutes of the game with the score still tied. Soon the clock ran down, and the whole team, led by their goalie, Julya, paraded to the center field where they slapped hands with the Tigers from Elsinore Middle. “Good game, good game,” they greeted each other breathlessly, and then it was over.

A great exodus toward the parking lot took place. Kids spun in wild circles on the sidelines while their parents and siblings folded blankets and camping chairs and collected coolers. “Hey!” Ana said, bumping her hip against Henri’s as they joined the players heading toward the sidelines. “We did it!”

“And I didn’t make a goal for the other team!” Henri joked. “That’s all I care about.”

“I did that once, when I was four,” Ana confessed, rubbing sweat off her forehead with the hem of her T-shirt. “My mom teased me about that for years.”

“I think she’d be pretty happy you make goals for your side now,” Henri said, stooping to scoop up her backpack. “I know I am. Elsinore was good—better than I thought they’d be.”

“Right?” Ana beamed, brightening. “Now that we know, we’ll be ready. Next time, it’s on like Monkey Kong!”

Henri snorted. “You know that doesn’t make any sense, right?”

“Hey! There she is!” Grandma Dot had come down the bleachers. The lights on the field made her hair a bright peacock shade as she held out her arm to Ana. “Girl, I love to watch you play.”

Ana leaned in for a hug. “I know. Everybody does, ’cause I’m amazing.” She grinned from the shelter of her foster mother’s arm. “Grandma Dot, this is Henri.”

“The poet?” She beamed at Henrietta. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Henri. I’m Dorothea Morgan, but you can call me Grandma Dot like everyone else. It’s nice to meet you!”

Henri felt shy. “Nice to meet you,” she said, ducking her head. “I love your hair.”

Grandma Dot chuckled and tilted her head so Henri could see the darker purply shade underneath the layers. “Well, thank you. When I turned fifty-two, I decided since I was going to be an old blue-haired lady soon anyway, I might as well get started.”

“She’s the only one who thinks she’s old,” Vinnie said, separating from the last stragglers climbing down the bleachers and coming up to stand beside them. He put his hand inside the pocket of his flannel shirt. “Look who Grandma Dot brought with her.”

“It’s him!” Henri held out her hands. “Fratty got to see me play!”

Ana sighed dramatically. “Oh, here we go. You and this rat.”

“He loves me!” Henri defended, cuddling the rat against her cheek.

“He likes you,” Vinnie corrected. “Fratty doesn’t love anyone who doesn’t feed him.”

Henri narrowed her eyes. “Well, he loves me,” she argued. “I fed him a grape at lunch.”

Grandma Dot guffawed as Vinnie opened his mouth indignantly, then closed it.

“Hah!” Ana said. “She got you there, Vin.”

“It was only once,” Vinnie argued. “He can’t love you from one grape.”

Henri grinned. Vinnie looked like he was being tortured, which made her oddly happy. “Fine, Vinnie, whatever,” Henri said, letting him off the hook. “You can come and meet Wil Snakespeare—when he feels better, I mean. You probably won’t want to feed him, but when you hold him, you’ll find out he really likes you—he thinks long sleeves are tunnels for him to play in, and you always wear long sleeves.”

“Ugh.” Ana shuddered. “I do not need him all up in my clothes. Vinnie can hold him.”

“He’s sweet,” Henri promised her, reluctantly handing Fratty back. “You’ll think so when you meet him, I swear.”

“That’s right—you have a snake,” Grandma Dot was saying, but Henri was no longer listening. One of the last people who had climbed down from the bleachers was waving an arm. Henri squinted. The way they moved seemed familiar . . .

“Henri? Ready to go? I need to get back.”

Henri stared, her mouth open.

Her mother shaded her eyes, squinting through the bright lights on the field. “Henrietta? Coming?”
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Other Gifts

“Bye! Good game,” Ana yelled, waggling her phone in Henri’s direction. Henri nodded—they’d talk later. They definitely needed to talk. She couldn’t believe Mom had come!

“You’re the one who was good,” Henri said walking backward as she headed toward her mother. “Eat a taco for me.”

“I won’t have any room,” Ana yelled as the distance between them grew. “I’m eating at least seven tacos for me.”

Henri gave Ana a thumbs-up and grinned. No matter what, Ana was always the same.

“Hey, Mom,” Henri said. Mom was wearing one of Dad’s sweatshirts over her usual button-down shirt. Her bottom half was still in sharp-creased tan pants and brown loafers.

“Got everything?” Mom looked Henri over the way she always did, and she reached out to smooth a wayward tendril of Henri’s hair.

“Yeah. Is everything okay?” Henri asked as she trailed her mother across the lawn to the parking lot.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Mom asked, turning a frowning glance on her.

“No reason,” Henri said quickly. So Mom wasn’t at school because one of the teachers had called or anything. “I can’t believe you came to my game. What happened to your study group?”

“I’m allowed to skip a study group,” Mom said, popping the locks on the car with her remote. “I don’t know how you can stand wearing those shin guards. Throw all that soccer stuff in the back seat.”

Henri toed out of her boots and pulled off her shin guards. She dumped them together with the rest of her things in the back and sat in the front seat, fiddling with the blower on the dashboard. Clammy sweat was drying on her face.

“You didn’t have to come get me,” Henri said, and yawned so hard her eyes watered. “I could have taken the bus.”

“I wanted to see you play,” Mom said, accelerating through the intersection.

“I thought you didn’t like sports.” Henri’s forehead wrinkled.

Mom gave a tiny shrug. “We watch the Olympics. Anyway, you seem to enjoy soccer, so why wouldn’t I come see you play?”

“I guess,” Henri said doubtfully. The houses on their street slid by as Henri studied her mother in silence. “Mom?”

“Hmm?” Mom said, driving past the house, then hitting the brakes and cranking on the wheel to back the car into the driveway.

“Are you sure everything’s okay?”

Mom put the car in park. “What do you mean ‘okay’?”

Henri fiddled with her seat belt. “I mean, you and Dad are okay, and nobody died or anything, right?”

Mom blinked. “No, nobody died! I’m fine, your dad’s fine, everyone’s fine. Henrietta, where’s your mind going?”

“Why did you really come to my game?” Henri burst out. “You didn’t come to pick me up. You sat in the bleachers. You watched sports and you hate sports.”

Mom’s confusion seemed to grow. “I thought I said—I wanted to see your game because it was yours.” Her mother leaned her elbows on the bottom of the steering wheel. “Listen to me, Henrietta, do you know what makes you different from anyone else in this family?”

Henri winced. “I can’t do math?”

Her mother rolled her eyes. “That is not what I mean. I mean you—your habits, your interests. Jordan’s happy snapping pictures, hanging out, looking out at the world and all the ways it fits together. Your sister’s the same—she likes school or gossiping with Janelle. But you”—Henri’s mother shook her head—“you’re a whole different ball of wax. You don’t have a couple of friends; you’ve got a whole network. You made yourself part of a team, where people depend on you, and you depend on them.”

Henri blinked. She hadn’t realized Mom had even noticed this.

Mom paused a moment, then said, “It took Aunt Tori to help me see this. You two are a bit alike. You’re also your own person.” Mom gave her a half smile. “I don’t want us not being alike to prevent us from being . . . close.” Mom tilted her head. “Do you understand?”

“I . . . um, yeah. Yeah, Mom, I understand.” Henri got out to collect her soccer things.

Her mother walked with her in silence as Henri lugged the stiff padding toward the house. Henri didn’t know what to say. This whole conversation felt strange.

She was halfway across the kitchen before her mother spoke again.

“And as for math, Henny Penny, you can do it, and you’re proving it every day with Ms. Edana, aren’t you? You’re getting it done, even if it takes doing it a different way than another person would. And you have other gifts. . . . Maybe you’ll let us see those poems you write sometime, hmm?”

“Maybe,” Henrietta said faintly.

“Good,” Mom said, waking her laptop. “Now make sure you put your filthy soccer things directly into the washer, please. And get started on that homework. You’re not going to be sitting up all night trying to finish your assignments.”

“I know, Mom,” Henri said, relieved. Now, this was the mother she knew, fussing like normal. Henri lugged her things down the hallway, then turned back awkwardly.

“Hey, Mom?”

“Mm-hmm?” Mom was focused, typing rapid keystrokes.

“Thanks. For coming to my game,” Henri said.

Mom looked up then, smiling so her eyes crinkled at the corners. “Anytime I can, Hen.”
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#weldonstrong

From Henri’s poetry notebook

Together, each a member,

The glue that makes a team

Stick tight like glue side by side, all-for-one, together

One Each more than each one might seems

Even though she was determined to be on time and on top of everything, Friday morning, Henri missed the bus.

Fortunately, Dad was there to hustle Henri into his car and zoomed through back roads and side streets. They arrived at school from a totally different direction than the usual bus route, but when Dad saw the line of cars waiting in front of the drop-off area at the school, he pulled over down the block.

“You’ll have to take it from here, Henny,” he said, pressing a swift kiss to her forehead.

Henri hopped out, grinning. Getting dropped off by Dad sure was a lot different than when Mom took her to school. She barely got the word bye out before her father was zipping back into traffic.

Even though her father had saved her a tardy grade, Henrietta still felt like she was running hard to catch up all day long. She tried to show Ms. Edana the sixes trick Lisa had taught her and couldn’t remember how the numbers in the grid went until she’d already sat back at her desk. During Poetry Friday, none of the words she chose had good rhymes. The science lab experiment used milk, corn oil, food coloring, and dish soap, and Henri somehow managed to spill dish soap and milk all over her lab coat. She laughed too hard at lunch, and a bite of food flew straight out her mouth onto the table—which made Ana snort-laugh, but Henri wanted to get under her chair and hide.

By the time the bus came, Henri half expected it to get a flat tire when she got on.

“I’m so glad today is over,” she groaned to Ana as she joined the line at the bus stop. “This was the most Monday Friday ever.”

“At least you didn’t knock over Coach Wood during broom ball,” Ana said, joining the line behind her. “I mean, sometimes that broom gets away from you.”

“You . . . knocked her over?!” Henri twisted to peer at her friend with fascinated horror.

“Once, and it was an accident,” Ana stressed, holding up her hand. “I swear.”

“I guess I didn’t have that bad of a day,” Henri muttered, pulling out her bus pass.

Behind her, Ana let out an indignant “Hey!” Before Henri knew what was happening, Lily had bumped aside Ana’s slender form and leaned around her to swipe her pass. She grabbed hold of Henri’s arm and tugged her along. “Let’s sit here,” she said, directing her toward a pair of open seats in the middle of the bus. “You can take the window.”

“What?” Henri sat where directed, blinking as Lily wedged in next to her. Lily dug through her messenger bag and produced a pack of gum. She waved the package around, and Ana, who took a seat in the aisle across from them, took one. Henri shook her head in refusal, annoyed as Lily popped a piece into her mouth and chewed, scrolling through her phone as the bus wheezed and rumbled its way away from the curb and into traffic again.

“Um . . . Lily? Did you want something?”

Lily crossed her legs and blew a bubble, working the gum with her tongue until it popped with a snap. “Yeah,” Lily said, still looking at her phone. “I heard you write poems.”

Henri froze, remembering the lily-hating poem she’d worked on weeks ago. No one could have found out about that, could they? “Sometimes,” Henri said cautiously.

“You ‘sometimes’ write poems for my brother,” Lily said, giving Henri a glance.

“For your—oh, you mean Fratty’s poem? Yeah, I wrote him one.” Henri smiled. Every time she thought of Vinnie reading it to Fratty, she kind of couldn’t help it.

“Okay, you ‘sometimes’ write poems for my brother’s rat. Whatever,” Lily said, rolling her eyes. “You write poems, so I know you’ll help me with a little project for the Arts Festival, right?”

“You’re doing a project for the Arts Festival!” Henri exclaimed, sitting up excitedly. “I was going to, but I forgot. Miss Grassinger said she thought I could—”

“What’s going on here?” Katherine appeared from wherever she and Janelle had been seated and stood swaying in the middle of the aisle, hands on her hips, the sleeves of her bright blue sweater pushed up to her elbows. “What do you think my sister’s going to be helping you with, Lily Morgan?”

Lily scowled. “Why do you need to know my business?”

“Why are you trying to hide it?” Katherine’s chin went up.

“Oh, Katherine,” Henri interrupted. “It’s okay . . . she’s just asking . . . Lily’s just, um . . .” Henri realized she didn’t know what Lily was asking. She looked from Lily’s angry expression to Katherine’s fierce one. “Um . . . she said it’s for Miss Grassinger . . . ?”

“Down in the back,” the bus driver called, interrupting the silent battle of wills.

“Fine. Move over, Morgan girl,” Katherine said, looking at Ana.

“Don’t talk to my sister like that!” Lily snapped.

“Why not? You’re talking to mine,” Kat shot back.

“Um, you guys . . .” Ana hesitated. “Not to get into your business or whatever, but you know what happens if you start anything on the bus? We’ll all get thrown off, and it’s another six blocks home.”

“Nobody’s starting anything,” Kat said.

“Yeah, this ‘started’ a long time ago,” Lily agreed angrily. “Some people think they’re too good for everyone else, and they’re always trying to show it.”

“And some people steal other people’s homework, because they’re lazy,” Kat snarled, leaning forward.

“Unless you’re getting off at the next stop, sit down back there,” the driver yelled again.

“Sit! He’s gonna kick us off,” Ana warned, shifting over.

Katherine dropped stiffly into the seat beside Ana, eyes still locked with Lily’s. Henri felt other passengers watching them like a TV show. Henri looked at Ana, who raised her eyebrows and gestured toward Katherine with a tip of her head, as if to say she’s YOUR sister.

Ugh! Ana wanted her to do something!

“Um, nobody’s doing anything stupid like stealing homework,” Henri said loudly. “Lily’s just telling me about Miss Grassinger’s project, right?”

Lily scowled at Henri, then looked away. “That’s all I was trying to do, but some people have to get up in everyone’s business,” she muttered.

“And I will keep getting all up in your business,” Kat shot back.

Henri blinked. She would?

Katherine didn’t stop. “I got bullied in junior high by people who stole my homework. But nobody’s going to bully my sister.”

Lily tried to stare Katherine down with mean eyes, but Katherine’s eyes were meaner. In the end, Lily looked away first.

“I’m not bullying anybody,” Lily muttered. “Miss Grassinger asked me to do some murals around the school for the Arts Festival. I was asking your sister if I could copy out one of her poems for a mural in the junior high wing, that’s it.”

One of her poems? In a mural? Henri opened her mouth.

Kat interrupted. “Fine. And it’s going to say ‘by Henrietta Weldon’ on the bottom, right?” she pushed. “To make everything clear.”

“I don’t need to put my name on your sister’s poem. I can write my own,” Lily snapped, glaring at Katherine. “YES, her name’s going to be on it. Now can I talk to her, or what?”

“Girl, knock yourself out,” Kat said, and stood to go back to her seat.

Whoa. Henri looked after her sister with huge eyes, then jumped up to follow her.

“Katherine!” called Henrietta. “Wait!”

Katherine turned, scowling. “What now?” she asked, sounding like her usual self. “Aren’t you supposed to be making plans with your Morgan besties?”

Henri hesitated. “I was going to say . . .” Henri swallowed, then frowned. “Hmm. That sweater looks nice.”

Kat glanced down at her sweater, then glared up at Henri. “Look, don’t start about sweaters, Henrietta. It was already in my closet.”

Henri’s eyes widened innocently. “What? All I said was it looked nice!”

Katherine glared. “Whatever.”

Henri threw up her hands. “It was a compliment! You could say thank you!”

Katherine made a face. “So could you.”

Henrietta blew out a breath. “Fine. Thank you.”

Katherine sighed. “Fine. I’ll put your sweater back when we get home.”

“You don’t have to,” Henrietta said. She examined the toe of her shoe, rubbing at an invisible smudge. “And you didn’t have to talk to her for me,” she told Katherine, her voice barely louder than the bus engine.

“Yeah, I did,” Katherine said, not lowering her voice at all. “People need to recognize, Henny—you’re my sister. Even if there’s not ten million of us or whatever like the Morgans, Weldons have each other’s backs.”

Henrietta blinked. Huh. Maybe that was true. Mom had come to her game, even though it was clear she would NEVER like soccer, or any sports. Dad ran with her—and even though he nagged and told chaplain stories, he asked her how she was doing, every single day. Jordan’s version of having Henri’s back was putting her in a headlock hug every time he saw her—but maybe that was still okay? As for Katherine—she’d sat with Wil Snakespeare on her side of the room, for a full ten minutes. Sure, maybe the Weldons weren’t a team like the Morgans were, but love didn’t look the same for everybody.

Henrietta swallowed. “Thanks, Katherine . . . And, um, if you don’t want me to, I don’t have to do the project. With Lily.” Henri said the difficult words in a rush. “I don’t want to make things weird.”

Katherine widened her eyes. “You wrote a poem for a rat, Henny. It’s already weird.”

Henri sputtered. “I . . . Katherine!”

Kat threw up her hands. “Well, it is! It’s weird even for you, but whatever, that’s what you get when you hang out with Morgans. Go write Lily a poem so she’ll stop staring at me.” Katherine waved Henri away and went back to her seat.

Henri looked over to where Lily was waiting. Ana gestured to the seat next to her.

It wasn’t like Henri had thought—she didn’t have to figure out a way to succeed without anyone’s help. She had help. Even though she hadn’t known it, the Weldons would show up for her. Ana and Vinnie had her back, even if Vin was sometimes cranky. Lisa and Ms. Edana in FOCUS lab were there, even when she wasn’t sure she wanted their help. And there was Coach Bonnie. There was the team. And—

All around her, there were people waiting to help. All Henri had to do was open her eyes, use her words, and ask.

She was finally figuring it out.
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From a Chalk Mural in the Junior High Wing of Alterra Junior/Senior High School

Talking Back to Math

For Ms. Edana’s Junior High Math Students

I don’t WANT to talk to math

Or have it talk to me

I’d rather see the dentist

Or lose a spelling bee . . .

Most numbers twist my brain up

Worse than string stuck in a knot.

It’s a fight to keep my facts straight

And I lose my train of thought . . . !

I don’t WANT to talk to math

There’s NOTHING nice to say!

And don’t they say that silence

Is much better, anyway,

Than saying what you’re thinking

When what you think is rude?

Math is a tricky bully

That puts me in a Mood.

I don’t WANT to talk to math . . .

And some days I just don’t get it!

Today I’ll cross my fingers,

Hoping that I won’t regret it

If I crack jokes with English

Or make PE my new friend

I’m smart, and I have other gifts!

Math’s tough, but I won’t bend.
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