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“Lizzy!” Mum’s voice echoed from downstairs. “Are you ready yet? We need to leave soon!”
I was hurriedly preparing for my first day at my new school in the United States. At my old school in Mexico, we always had to wear a uniform — a crisp white blouse paired with a green waistcoat and skirt, along with those awful knee-high white socks that inevitably ended up smudged and stained with playground dirt by the end of each day.
Here at my new school, there aren’t any uniforms. While that sounds exciting, it also means I have to choose what to wear, and I had absolutely NO clue what to pick. I kept wondering what all the other kids would be wearing. Would they laugh at my clothes? As Mum kept calling from downstairs, I finally grabbed a pair of comfy jeans and my favourite panda shirt, giving myself a quick once-over in the mirror before heading out.
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I rushed down the stairs, nearly tripping over my own feet in my hurry. Mum was in the kitchen, busy giving Ana, my little sister, some pancakes. Ana, being her usual messy self, had sticky syrup all over her face and hands. The table was covered in a goopy, syrupy mess. I couldn’t help but sigh as I carefully sat down at the table, making sure to slide my chair as far away from Ana’s sticky disaster zone as possible.
“Mum,” I said, my voice tinged with worry, “What do kids here usually wear to school? Are my clothes okay?”
“Oh, sweetie, what you have on is perfectly fine,” Mum reassured me, while simultaneously trying to clean the syrup out of Ana’s nose. How did she even get it up there?
“I guess …” I replied, but I wasn’t entirely convinced. I glanced down at my bright blue sneakers, a sudden thought striking me. What if kids here only wear boring sneaker colours, like plain white or black? Would I stand out too much?
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At my old school in Mexico, we had to wear plain white sneakers to school EVERY single day because that was the rule. So, when Mum and I went shopping a few days ago here in Houston, I declared that I was absolutely DONE with white sneakers forever. Instead, I picked out these awesome blue sneakers with pink laces and just a hint of glitter. They were perfect!
As soon as we walked out of the store, I took them right out of the box and slipped them onto my feet. Then, with a dramatic flair, I stuffed my old, smelly white ones into the box and announced, “Peace out — smell ya later, old shoes!” Mum couldn’t help but laugh, admitting that she completely agreed with me about the smell.
Today, as I stepped into my new school, it was my shiny new blue sneakers that carried me through the doors. I could hear Mum waving from the van, calling out, “Have a wonderful day, honey! You’ve got this!”
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		The moment I walked through the doors, I could tell this was going to be a challenging day. The corridor smelled like old cheese, and there were kids EVERYWHERE. It was like a sea of unfamiliar faces. When Mum and I came to visit a few days ago, the school had been empty, and my new teacher, Ms Amstar, had given us a friendly tour. Back then, it seemed quiet and empty. But now? Now I just wanted to turn around, run back to Mum’s van, and hide from all these strangers.
“Hello, Lizzy!” a familiar voice called out.



		I turned around. It was Ms Amstar! She was wearing a cosy-looking purple turtleneck sweater, and I noticed that her skin seemed even more wrinkled than I remembered from our first meeting. Despite her kind smile, I couldn’t shake off my anxiety.
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		“Oh, hello, Ms Amstar,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. I was secretly hoping she’d tell me where I was supposed to go because, to be honest, I couldn’t remember a thing from our tour. This school seemed absolutely HUGE now that it was filled with students!
“Come on, dear. I’ll show you to your classroom,” Ms Amstar said warmly, gesturing for me to follow her. I felt a wave of relief wash over me. At least I wouldn’t get lost on my first day!
As we walked into my new classroom, I was silently praying that Ms Amstar would give me a seat at the very back of the room. That way, no one would notice me, and I could observe everything without feeling like I was in the spotlight.
But it seemed luck wasn’t on my side today. To my dismay, Ms Amstar led me straight to the FRONT of the room. She gently guided me to a chair that was covered in pencil shavings (gross!) and announced, “This is your new desk, Lizzy.”
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		Oh, NO! The front row? This was definitely not part of my plan. I had to find a way out of this situation. Gathering all my courage, I cleared my throat and spoke up, trying to use my bravest, toughest voice. “Excuse me, Ms Amstar,” I began, my heart pounding. “I … I don’t think I can sit in the front row.”
Ms Amstar turned around to face me, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “And why is that, Lizzy?” she asked, her tone curious but firm.
“I, um …” I frantically searched for a believable excuse, my eyes darting around the room until they landed on the door at the front. “I get really distracted by people going in and out of the door! It’s hard for me to focus when there’s so much movement.”
Ms Amstar’s expression softened slightly, but she wasn’t buying it. “Well, young lady,” she said, “I’ll have you know that in THIS classroom, NO ONE goes in and out of the door after the bell rings. So, you shouldn’t have any problems.”
Then she walked back to her desk and took out a dry-erase marker. As I watched her begin to write on the board, I couldn’t help but wish I were an ostrich, so I could just stick my head in the sand and disappear.
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		As Ms Amstar continued setting up for the day, I began to make a mental list of all the things I found horrible about this new school. I figured I could tell Mum later, and maybe she would let me switch to a different school. Number one on my list: Stinky Corridors. Number Two: Way too many kids. Number Three: Mean old teacher who won’t let me sit in the back.



		
I was already at number nine on my growing list of complaints when the shrill sound of the bell rang out, making me jump slightly in my seat. A student came rushing in through the door, barely making it before Ms Amstar shut it with a resounding BANG. I glanced around the classroom, noticing it was almost completely full. I counted about twenty-five desks, with only one empty seat remaining.
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		“Good morning, everyone,” Ms Amstar’s voice rang out, silencing the chatter that had filled the room. “We have an exciting addition to our classroom today. Her name is Lizzy Montoya, and she just moved here from Mexico. Lizzy, would you please stand up and greet your new classmates?”
I turned around to face the class, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. As I stood there, I found myself desperately hoping for some kind of miraculous interruption —maybe the fire alarm would suddenly go off, or perhaps a lightning bolt would strike the school. Anything to stop me from standing there with everyone’s eyes fixed on me!
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		After what felt like an eternity but was probably only a minute, Ms Amstar finally said I could sit down. I collapsed back into my chair, relief flooding through me. Then she began the lesson, her words coming out so fast that I could barely keep up. I caught a few words here and there, but most of it just slipped right past me.
As I sat there, feeling more and more lost, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever learn English well enough to be able to speak and write like the other kids in my class. It seemed like such an impossible task at that moment.
Suddenly, Ms Amstar’s voice cut through my worried thoughts. “Can anyone answer me?” she asked the class. I knew she was asking a question, but I had absolutely no idea what it was about. Please, don’t pick me! I thought.
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		But it seemed the universe had other plans. “Lizzy? Can you tell me the answer, please?” Ms Amstar’s voice rang out, her eyes fixed on me expectantly.
In that instant, I could feel all the pancakes I had eaten for breakfast doing gymnastics in my stomach. My mind went completely blank, and I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. So, I just sat there, staring down at my desk as if it held all the secrets of the universe.
“Lizzy?” Ms Amstar prompted again, her voice a mix of concern and impatience.
I shook my head slowly, feeling utterly defeated. I could feel a small tear forming in the corner of my eye, threatening to spill over onto my cheek like those brave skiers launching themselves off the slopes in the Winter Olympics.
In a moment of panic, I blurted out the only thing that came to mind: “I, um … no sé.” The Spanish words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them.
“What language is she speaking?” I heard a boy behind me whisper. A girl sitting next to him let out a small giggle, and soon, more whispers and laughs filled the air around me.
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My face felt like it was on fire, probably as red and hot as Abuela’s famous frying pan when she’s making her delicious tortillas. It seemed like everyone in the class was laughing at me. The room started to spin, and before I knew what I was doing, I jumped up from my seat. My chair crashed to the floor with a loud BANG, startling everyone into silence.
Without thinking, I ran out of the classroom as fast as my legs could carry me. I sprinted through the stinky corridors, my eyes blurred with tears, until I found a door that led outside to the playground. My eyes landed on a set of swings in the distance, and I made a beeline for them. As I sat down, I could feel the tears flowing freely down my cheeks.
This is the WORST school ever, I thought to myself, my heart heavy with sadness and frustration. I dug the toes of my new sneakers into the dirt beneath the swing, no longer caring if they got dirty or scuffed. I cried and cried, until my shirt was so wet that the panda on it looked like it was swimming in a pool of tears.
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		I’m not sure how long I sat there, lost in my misery, when suddenly I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder.
“Mum?” I asked, my voice shaky, not daring to look up just yet.
“No, sweetheart, it’s not your mum,” a kind voice replied. “But don’t worry, your mum is on her way to pick you up.”
Surprised, I turned around on the swing and found myself looking up into the face of a teacher I had never seen before. She had a warm smile that immediately made me feel a little bit better.
“Who are you?” I asked, curiosity overshadowing my sadness.
“I’m Ms Safiya,” the lady introduced herself. I couldn’t help but notice her long, flowing brown hair and the thick black glasses. She had a kind face that reminded me a little of my favourite aunt back in Mexico.
Ms Safiya sat down on the swing next to me, the chains creaking slightly under her weight. “You know,” she said, her voice gentle and understanding, “I was new here too, a long time ago.”
“You — you’re not from Houston?” I asked, feeling confused. I had assumed all the teachers here were local.
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Ms Safiya chuckled softly. “Oh no, not at all. I was born in a country called India. It’s way over in Asia — very, very far away from here.”
“I know where India is,” I said, a small spark of pride igniting in my chest. I remembered the beautiful atlas Dad had given me for my birthday last year, with all its colourful maps and interesting facts about different countries.
“You do? Well, that’s wonderful!” Ms Safiya exclaimed. “You must really enjoy learning about the world. I bet you’re a very smart girl, Lizzy.”
I frowned at her words, the brief moment of pride fading away. I dug my shoe further into the dirt, creating a small hole. A few curious beetles scurried out, probably wondering who was disturbing their home. “I don’t know if I’m smart at all,” I mumbled, feeling discouraged again. “I can’t understand anything Ms Amstar says in class.”
Ms Safiya nodded sympathetically. “You know, Lizzy, I didn’t understand everything either when I first came here,” she confided. “It was really hard at first. But there was this really nice teacher who helped me learn more English. She was patient and kind, and little by little, things started to make sense. Would you like me to help you in the same way?”
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		For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “You really want to help me?” I asked, hardly daring to believe it.
“I absolutely do,” Ms Safiya replied, her voice filled with warmth and sincerity. “Come on, let’s go to the office together. Your mum will be here soon, and I’d like to ask her if I can help you with your English every day after school. How does that sound?”
Ms Safiya stood up and held out her hand to me. I took it, feeling a surge of hope as she gently pulled me up off the swing. As we walked to the office together, I began to make a new list in my head: Things about this school that might actually be OK. Number One: Ms Safiya and her kindness.
For the first time since I’d arrived at this new school, I thought maybe, just maybe, things wouldn’t be so terrible after all. With Ms Safiya’s help, I might even learn to like it here.
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