

		
			[image: ]
		

		
“I challenge you to a race to the treetop!” I called out to my friend Derek. Carefully, I placed my foot on the lowest branch and hoisted myself up. Derek sprinted to the tree and began climbing as well. Within minutes, I had reached the uppermost branches, while Derek was still struggling on the second limb, panting heavily.
“You really have to give me better lessons,” Derek complained, reaching for a branch that was far too thin to support his weight. As expected, it snapped under his grasp.
“I’ve been trying my best,” I replied with a chuckle. “But remember, we’ve only known each other for a week, and you’ve only been willing to practise three times.”
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Just last week, my parents, my little sister Ana, and I moved to the United States from Mexico. We’ve settled in the bustling metropolis of Houston, and this morning was my first day at my new school.
“I truly wish you could attend my new school with me, Derek,” I said wistfully. I descended partway down the tree to lend Derek a hand. We perched ourselves on a sturdy branch near the middle of the tree, our legs dangling freely.
“Haven’t you managed to make any friends at school yet?” Derek enquired, curiosity evident in his voice.
“Not a single one,” I admitted glumly. “Today was absolutely terrible! The teacher spoke so fast that I couldn’t understand a word she said. In the end, Mum had to come and pick me up early.” I decided against telling Derek about my impulsive dash out of the classroom, fearing he might think I’d lost my mind.
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“Oh well, perhaps tomorrow will bring better luck,” Derek said, trying to sound optimistic.
I highly doubt that, I thought to myself, but didn’t voice my pessimism aloud. Instead, I suggested, “Come on, let’s head over to my house and see if Mum will prepare a snack for us.”
The following morning, Mum dropped me off at school. I was determined to endure the entire day, especially since Miss Safiya had promised to help me with my English after my final class.
Throughout the lessons, I tried my best to understand, but Ms Amstar’s rapid-fire speech left me feeling lost and confused. When the lunch bell finally rang, I felt a wave of relief wash over me. The other students left the classroom in groups, chattering excitedly. They collected their lunch bags from the corridor and made their way to the cafeteria. I trailed behind them, feeling isolated and alone.
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Great, I thought to myself sarcastically, another miserable day. All these kids seem to know each other so well. Who am I even supposed to talk to?
As I entered the cafeteria, the first thing that caught my attention was the absence of canned food. It appeared my friend Joel back in Mexico had been mistaken about American school lunches. I scanned the room, searching for a table where I might fit in. There were a number of boys engrossed in discussions about video games, and groups of girls sporting the latest fashion trends and perfectly polished fingernails.
Since I’m neither a video game fan nor particularly interested in nail polish, I continued my search. My eyes fell upon a smaller table where a group of boys sat in silent concentration, deeply engrossed in a chess match.
Well, I mused, if I chose to sit there, at least I wouldn’t be expected to engage in conversation.
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As I continued my survey of the cafeteria, I passed by a table occupied by kids dressed entirely in black, sporting unusual hairstyles.
Suddenly, a loud clatter from the far end of the room caught my attention. I turned to investigate where the sound came from. A student had accidentally dropped her lunch tray, scattering spaghetti, juice, and tiny grapes across the tiled floor.
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“Ugh, grapes are the absolute worst,” I muttered under my breath, recalling an incident when Ana had spilled a bowl of them in our kitchen. I had accidentally stepped on a few, and the sensation of squashing them beneath my sock-clad foot was similar to the feeling of squishing the world’s plumpest, juiciest insect. It was utterly disgusting!
Some of the other students laughed at the girl. I observed as one of the cafeteria workers, an elderly lady wearing a peculiar cap over her hair, barked orders at the janitor to fetch a mop. Another cafeteria attendant handed the girl a fresh lunch tray. The poor girl looked as though she was on the verge of tears, her eyes welling up like a water balloon ready to burst. I watched intently, hoping that perhaps she might not have anyone to sit with, just like me.
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		My hopes were quickly dashed. The girl made a beeline for what I presumed to be the “popular girls” table and plopped down next to a girl who was more interested in checking her reflection in a pocket mirror than eating her lunch. All the girls at the table erupted in laughter, teasing her about dropping the tray. I could tell that her feelings were hurt, even though she tried to laugh along as if nothing had happened.
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The next table I passed was occupied by boys with neatly styled hair and fashionable clothes. One of them sat with his arm wrapped around a girl, behaving as if they were a couple. Gross! I walked past them, trying my best not to stare.
Suddenly, a voice called out, “Hey, it’s that girl who speaks some weird language!” Before I could identify the source of the taunt, someone stuck out their leg directly in my path. I tripped and fell face-first onto the hard cafeteria floor. My lunch bag skidded across the tiles. My knees scraped against the rough floor, causing a burning sensation. As I slowly picked myself up, I noticed that my knees were slightly bloodied.
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		The pain in my knees was intense, and I couldn’t hold back my tears. I could hear the cruel laughter of some students echoing around me. Angrily, I stomped over to retrieve my lunch bag from where it had landed.
With my mind made up, I headed towards the cafeteria doors, hoping to slip out unnoticed by any teachers.
“Wait!” someone called out.
I decided to ignore the voice and keep walking. In my mind, I had already concluded that this was undoubtedly the WORST school EVER, and I was certain that once Mum and Dad heard about this incident, they’d agree to let me move back to Mexico. Perhaps I could even live with my grandmother, Abuela.
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Just as I reached the doors, I felt a hand on my shoulder. Instinctively, I transferred my lunch bag to my right hand, ready to defend myself if it turned out to be the boy who had tripped me.
To my surprise, it wasn’t him at all. It was the girl who had dropped her lunch tray earlier.
“Hey,” she said, her voice filled with concern. “I’m really sorry you got tripped. I saw what happened, and I’ve already told Ms Amstar who did it.”
“Oh, yeah?” I replied, my voice tinged with bitterness. “Well, thanks for that, but it doesn’t change the fact that this is still the worst school ever. I’m leaving.” I turned to go, determined to escape this horrible place.
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“Lizzy, wait,” she pleaded. “It’s only your second day here. I promise there are nice kids in this school too. Why don’t you come and sit with us?”
I scowled, suspicion creeping into my voice. “Did a teacher put you up to this? And how do you even know my name?”
The girl’s face broke into a warm smile. “No one sent me, I promise. I’m in Ms Amstar’s class too, and I overheard her say your name.” She paused for a moment before adding, “But I bet you don’t know MY name, do you?”
Despite my best efforts to remain aloof, I smiled a little. “No,” I admitted. “I guess I don’t. What is it?”
“I’m Andrea,” she replied, her smile growing wider. “Come on, why don’t you join us at our table?”
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Hesitantly, I followed Andrea over to the popular girls’ table, all the while hoping that I wasn’t making a mistake. My mind flashed to scenes from American movies I’d watched, where the popular girls were often mean to the “normal” kids, playing cruel tricks on them. I decided that I’d need to approach this situation like a secret agent on a dangerous mission. I’d sit at their table, laugh at their jokes, and participate in their corridor gossip sessions. But I vowed to remain extra careful the entire time. Perhaps I’ll even spy on them when they think I’m not around, just to make sure they aren’t plotting against me.
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I remembered the pair of binoculars my Uncle Alberto had given me for Christmas last year. Perhaps now would be the perfect opportunity to put them to good use!
While I was lost in my fantasies, imagining what it would be like to peer into the popular girls’ windows with my binoculars, Andrea was attempting to introduce me to her friends.
“Lizzy?” she said, waving her hand in front of my face to catch my attention. “Lizzy? Earth to Lizzy! Are you still with us?”
Snapping back to reality, I stammered, “Oh, I’m sorry. I must be feeling a bit dizzy from that fall earlier.”
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		Andrea proceeded to introduce her friends: there was Penny, a red-headed girl with a dazzling smile and perfect teeth; Jen, whose brown hair resembled mine in colour but was much longer and far less tangled; and Sophie, a blonde girl who looked like the Barbie doll my grandmother had given to my sister Ana on her last birthday.
Just as the girls began to bombard me with questions about myself, I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Ms Amstar. “Lizzy, are you alright?” she asked, concern evident in her voice. “I think we should take you to the nurse’s office to have a look at those scraped knees of yours.”
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		Reluctantly, I rose from my seat and prepared to follow Ms Amstar out of the cafeteria. As we left, I turned to wave goodbye to Andrea and her friends, feeling hopeful that perhaps my luck was finally changing for the better. Who knows, I thought to myself, maybe we’ll end up becoming the best of friends, and this school won’t turn out to be so terrible after all. For the first time since arriving in America, I felt a spark of excitement about my new life here.
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