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Mum carefully examined the bandage covering my scraped knee, her eyebrows furrowed with concern. “Wow, you really did a number on that knee, didn’t you?” she said, gently touching the edges of the bandage.
“The school nurse put it on,” I explained. “And guess what? They punished the boy who tripped me. He’s suspended for two whole days!”
“Well, that’s good to hear,” Mum replied, carefully smoothing the bandage back into place. “I’m glad the school took it seriously. Now, tell me about these new friends of yours —Andrea and Penny, was it? What are they like?”



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
Today was my second day at my new school in the United States, and unfortunately, it wasn’t much better than the first. I ended up with a scraped knee after being tripped in the cafeteria, which was pretty embarrassing. But it wasn’t all bad — I actually got invited to sit at the popular girls’ table during lunch, which was kind of exciting.
After school, I headed next door to my neighbour Derek’s house. We had plans to practice climbing trees in his backyard. As we walked towards the big oak tree, Derek noticed my bandaged knee and asked what happened. I spilled all the details about my terrible day at school, including the tripping incident and how I ended up sitting with the popular crowd.
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Derek listened intently, then asked, “Do you think they really want to be your friends? Or are they just being nice because you’re the new kid?”
I paused for a moment, swatting away a pesky fly that had landed on my arm. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But I’ve got a plan. I’m going to be like a secret agent and try to figure it out. Maybe I’ll even do some spying!”
Derek’s eyes lit up with excitement.
“Oh, that sounds like so much fun!” he exclaimed, attempting to pull himself up into the tree. I pointed out a sturdy branch he could use as a step. “You know, I did some spying once,” he continued. “My parents said they were going shopping for boring house stuff, but when they got home, they didn’t bring any bags inside. It seemed suspicious, so I snuck down to the garage and found a bunch of Christmas presents hidden in the boot of their car!”
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“No way!” I gasped. “Were the presents for you?”
Derek shrugged, a mischievous grin on his face. “I don’t know for sure. Christmas is still months away, so I guess I’ll have to wait and see.”
We both burst into laughter. As our giggles subsided, I sighed wistfully. “I really wish you went to my school, Derek. Then you could help me spy on Andrea and the other girls. It would be so much more fun with a partner in crime.”
Derek nodded sympathetically. “Yeah, that would be cool. But hey, maybe you’ll find a good friend at your school to team up with. I hope you do!” His expression suddenly turned serious. “Just promise me one thing, okay? Don’t get so busy with your new friends that you forget about our tree-climbing lessons. I still need lots of practice!”
I smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Derek. That won’t happen. I’ll always make time for our tree-climbing adventures.”
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		The next morning, I walked into Ms Amstar’s classroom and took my seat, waiting for the bell to ring. To pass the time, I started examining the desk’s surface, noticing some messages scratched into the wood that I hadn’t seen before.
One message caught my eye: “Jeremy loves Rachel,” surrounded by a big, slightly lopsided heart. I couldn’t help but wonder about Jeremy and Rachel. Were they students here long ago? Maybe they went to this school 20 years ago and are now happily married with kids of their own. My imagination started to run wild with possibilities.
Suddenly, Andrea’s voice interrupted my daydreaming. “Hey, Liz,” she said, approaching my desk. “How’s your knee doing today?”
“Oh, it’s fine,” I replied distractedly, not bothering to look up. I was too focused on reading another message scratched further back on the desk.
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Andrea’s curiosity got the better of her. “What are you doing?” she asked, crouching down to peer at whatever had captured my attention. Suddenly, her eyes widened in shock. “Hey, wait a minute — that’s my name!”
I looked closer, and sure enough, one of the scratched messages clearly read, “Andrea S. loves Brad C.”
In an instant, Andrea’s friendly expression changed into one of anger and suspicion. “Did you write that?” she demanded, her voice rising to almost a shout.
Taken aback by her sudden hostility, I quickly defended myself. “Of course not!” I exclaimed, matching her volume. “I don’t even know who Brad C. is!”
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Andrea’s eyes narrowed as she glared at me. “Well, it’s your desk,” she huffed. “You’re the only one who’s sat here since the school year started. Who else could have done it?”
I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks, my face probably turning as red as the apples my mum packs in my lunch. This whole situation was so unfair, and I’d had enough of Andrea’s accusations.
Taking a deep breath to calm myself, I looked Andrea straight in the eye. “Listen,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady and quiet, “I didn’t do it. That’s all I know. Maybe someone else sat here before school started or during lunch. But it wasn’t me.”
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		Before Andrea could respond, the shrill sound of the bell cut through the tension. Ms Amstar walked into the classroom, gently guiding a girl by the hand. She had short black hair and wore an expression of nervousness and sadness on her face. Without a word, Ms Amstar pointed to an empty desk, and the girl shuffled over to it, her eyes glued to the floor the entire time.
Seeing the teacher, Andrea quickly scurried back to her own desk and sat down, shooting me one last suspicious glance.
Ms Amstar cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention. “Good morning, students,” she said with a warm smile. “I’d like you all to meet our newest classmate. This is May, and I hope you’ll all make her feel welcome.”
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Following Ms Amstar’s introduction, May reluctantly stood up, just as I had to do on my first day. Unlike me, though, May didn’t make eye contact with anyone in the room. She just stood there, looking uncomfortable, until Ms Amstar gently told her to take her seat again.
As the lesson began, I found myself struggling to keep up with Ms Amstar’s rapid-fire lessons. She always talks so fast! But I tried not to worry too much, knowing that Ms Safiya, my after-school tutor, would help me understand anything I missed.
When the lunch bell finally rang, I made a beeline for the door. Grabbing my lunch bag, I speed-walked down the corridor, hoping to avoid Andrea. After our argument this morning, I guess I didn’t need to play spy to figure out that she wasn’t going to be a true friend after all.
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As I reached the cafeteria, I found the room was still mostly empty, with tables just waiting to be filled. A wave of anxiety washed over me as I realized I had no idea where — or with whom — I was going to sit today.
Then, like a lightbulb switching on, I had an idea. The new girl, May! She probably didn’t have anyone to sit with either. Feeling a spark of hope, I turned around and headed back into the corridor, scanning the crowd of students for May’s familiar face.
After a moment, I spotted her. May was shuffling down the corridor at an incredibly slow pace, reminding me of a snail inching its way across a wide road. Taking a deep breath, I walked up to her with what I hoped was a friendly smile.
“Hey, May,” I said brightly. “I’m Lizzy. It’s nice to meet you properly.”
May didn’t look up or stop walking. She just mumbled a quiet “Mhmmm” in response.
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I tried not to feel discouraged. After all, I knew how scary it could be to be the new kid. “Listen,” I said, keeping pace with her slow shuffle, “I was thinking … how about we sit together at lunch today? I’m new here too — this is only my third day here.”
May finally looked up, if only slightly. She gave a small nod, which I took as a positive sign.
“Great!” I said, my smile widening. “I’ll take that as a yes. Come on, let’s go find a table before they all fill up.”
We made our way to the cafeteria and found an empty table near the back corner. As we sat down, I tried to start a conversation, hoping to make May feel more comfortable. “So, where do you live? Is it far from the school?”
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May didn’t answer my question. Instead, she slowly unzipped her lunchbox and pulled out a plastic container. Curious, I leaned in for a closer look. Inside was some kind of noodle dish with colourful vegetables mixed in — something I’d never seen before.
What really caught my attention, though, was what May did next. She took out two slender sticks and began poking at her food with them. I watched, fascinated, as she expertly used the sticks to pick up her noodles.
“What are you doing?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity. May didn’t respond, seemingly lost in concentration as she used the sticks to lift a bundle of noodles to her mouth. I’d never seen anyone eat with sticks before, and I couldn’t help but stare in amazement.
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“Hey, that’s pretty cool,” I said, still watching her eat. “Where did you learn to do that? It looks tricky!”
Once again, May didn’t answer. By this point, I was starting to feel like I was talking to a statue. Sighing in defeat, I turned my attention to my own lunch — egg and bean tacos with some crisp apple slices on the side. As I unwrapped my food, I noticed May eyeing my lunch curiously.
“Want to try some?” I offered, holding out half a taco. “It’s really good!”
“No,” May replied quietly, her eyes darting back to her own meal.
Surprised to finally hear her speak, I couldn’t help but exclaim, “Oh, so you do talk! Come on, tell me a little bit about yourself.”
May just stared down at her food, not saying another word. I wondered if maybe she was just incredibly shy, or if she was too hungry to chat. Either way, I decided to stop pestering her with questions and focus on eating my own lunch instead.
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Before long, the lunch bell rang again, signalling it was time to head back to class. May and I walked back together, and even though she still wasn’t talking, I felt grateful not to be alone. Still, hanging out with May was a bit like having a mime for a friend — lots of silence and gestures, but not much conversation.
During Ms Amstar’s afternoon lessons, I found myself turning around every now and then to check on May. She didn’t seem to be enjoying the class at all. When Ms Amstar asked her a question, May just sat there silently, not even attempting to answer. At least she didn’t try to run out of the classroom like I did on my first day, though that might have livened things up a bit!
As the day went on, I started to form a theory about what May’s problem might be. By the final bell, I was pretty sure I had figured it out. I couldn’t help feeling a little proud of myself for being so clever.
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When the last bell of the day rang, I didn’t hesitate. I walked right up to May’s desk and said, “Hey May, I’ve noticed something. My English isn’t perfect — I bet you can tell, right? Do you speak English well?”
For the first time all day, May’s face lit up with a genuine smile. “No,” she admitted softly. “I’m still learning. I’m from China, you see.”
I felt a surge of excitement and relief. “Really? That’s so cool! I’m from Mexico,” I told her, gently taking her arm. “And I’m still learning English too. Hey, I’ve got an idea! Come with me — I want you to meet Ms Safiya. She’s the teacher who helps me with my English after school. Maybe she can help you too!”
As we walked arm-in-arm to Ms Safiya’s classroom, I could feel a warm glow of happiness spreading through me. I might not have become friends with Andrea and the popular girls, but I had a feeling I’d just made a real friend — someone who understood exactly what it was like to be new and struggling with a different language. Sometimes, the best friendships come from the most unexpected places.
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