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Pretty school. Here, the bathrooms have walls and on the first floor, there’s a real 

cafeteria. It’s bigger than anything I’ve ever seen! A sea of blue, green, and purple swallows me 

up all around.  The floor is like a disco, with squares and tiles dashing from here to there. The 

stairs wind up and down each floor, each step like a trampoline, I pretend. Looking out from the 

window, I spy tiny black dots bopping about on the pavement, on the hopscotch squares. 

Wherever I turn, there’s just another face, laughing and smiling. So this is what first grade’s all 

about. 

Meet Esmeé. She’s a tiny blue whale that eats colors, and follows me everywhere I go. 

The other school kids look at me weird when I talk to her, but that’s okay because Esmeé is my 

friend. She is friends with everybody except Ryan.  He’s the kid who lives across the street from 

me, and he says Esmeé isn’t real.  Ryan the Liar.  Pants on fire.  

Amanda and Lindsay are best friends. I don’t know what best friends are, but I want one. 

They always sit next to each other, talking and whispering about everything. Mrs. Peterson, our 

teacher, yelled at them today. I don’t get what they did wrong, but I keep quiet, because I don’t 

want to get in trouble either.  

Today Amanda said she was my best friend. Butterflies were fluttering off my skin! A 

warmth, the kind I get after Grandpa gives me a noogie and kisses me upon my head- it came 

flying out of my tummy. Mommy asked me why I was smiling so much today. Butterflies, 

rainbows, noogies.  



At lunch we even sat together, and Lindsay too. We talked on and on, about how we 

hated Mrs. Peterson, because she is a mean old lady who has frazzled hair and never smiles. And 

about Lindsay’s birthday party. It’s at the roller rink! And Steven, who Amanda “like likes.”  

And the school food, which looks like ick on plate. And Twan, this kid who is really weird and 

drinks pee in a cup for lunch.  

“It’s not really pee,” Mommy says, “It’s probably tea. Don’t listen to Amanda. Maybe 

you should try to be his friend.”  

Like I would do that.  Everyone in the world hates him, or at least everyone in Mrs. 

Peterson’s class.  I bet Esmeé does too. At recess he chases the girls around, up and down the 

yellow slide, bright as a banana, side to side on the monkey bars that give me puffy blisters, 

across the wobbly bridge that everyone trips on.  Bruises, blisters- anything to get away from 

him.  He tries to kiss us, says we’re pretty, beautiful, even. Whatever that means.  All the girls 

shriek, if he gets two inches too close.  I’m part of that crowd. 

The other boys, they’re my friends. Every recess, they protect us, the girls.  It’s everyone 

versus Twan, all out war.  As soon as Mrs. Peterson opens that glass door, we all come piling 

out, toppling over the lunch ladies trying to calm the stampede. Amanda shows me to her secret 

hiding place, in the big blue tube.  Lindsay and Robert are already there, activating a super secret 

force field on our hideout.  Esmeé asks to play, but this is too important.  Can’t. Let. Twan. In. 

*** 

The first day of fall.  At recess the boys threw a whole pile of dead leaves at Twan, and 

we won the war.  The boys got in trouble though.  Mrs. Peterson, our mean old teacher, yelled at 

all of them for throwing leaves and being “bullies.”  It’s not their fault if Twan keeps chasing us 



around and trying to kiss us.  But as usual, I keep quiet because I don’t want to get in trouble 

either.  Sometimes adults are so stupid.  Stupid like Twan.  

I told Ryan the Liar about Twan.  He tells me about a pretty girl he wants to ask out. Ask 

out.  I don’t get what that means, and crush, and love, and date, and like likes, and the middle 

finger, and marry…there’s a lot of things people say. Ryan is in fourth grade and I am in first.  I 

ask him and he says that I will figure it out one day. When will one day be? All these things 

people say. 

*** 

That’s right, I got in trouble.  Me, the goodie-two-shoes, with my pink cowgirl boots 

from The Children’s Place.  Just minding my own beeswax, stacking wooden blocks up into a 

house.  One block, two blocks, the second right on top of the last. The world held at a perfect 

moment, a snapshot I’d love to take. Then there came Twan, stumbling over with a gleam in his 

devil eyes, a smile caked on his ugly face.  The stench of evil rang through the air, and oh it did 

it stink.  Couldn’t he just leave me alone for once, give me mercy, walk away?  But no, never.  

He came two inches too close, and something awful happened.  He sat his little tush down onto 

my rug.  My rug, knocking over every single block in my house that I worked on for two whole 

recesses. Twan: he opened his mouth to say something, anything.  Me: I picked up one of my 

precious blocks.  It went flying.  And then… boink. 

Mrs. Peterson, of course she doesn’t like me now.  The mean old lady who doesn’t let us 

tell knock-knock jokes, eat cookies, cake, or candy, and run away from Twan.  She even says my 

name wrong, every single day.  It’s not “Car,” like vroom vroom, where Grandpa and I sing 99 

Bottles of Pop on the Wall.  It’s “Kha.” She just doesn’t get anything. Like how I really, really 



hate her.  Not just because of what Amanda, Lindsay, Steven, Kevin, or anybody else says.  It’s 

more of a “personal thing”, in the words of Ryan the Liar.  The Liar- yet I believe him. 

Rachel is the new girl. She got held back because she’s too smart. At least that’s what she 

says.  I think Rachel is cool because Amanda thinks so.  But she is spending too much time with 

Amanda.  And she’s really bossy, demands my lunch money every day. Bossypants, 

smartypants, call her what you want, but I wish she would just shut up! 

Stupid, stupid, stupid. Everybody’s stupid . I don’t have a best friend anymore.  I don’t 

care.  Esmeé isn’t real.  I don’t care.  Twan’s ugly face.  I don’t care.  Ryan the Liar is gone.  

And guess what?  I don’t care.  La la la, I can’t hear you. 

*** 

Amanda is my best friend.  I don’t know why but she is.  Rachel, glad she’s gone for 

good.  I still miss Ryan the Liar though. I really do. And I don’t like this new house.  It’s small 

and crowded, with only one bathroom and two bedrooms.  Aunty Tram gets her own room while 

all my toys are clumped with Mommy’s hair stuff.  Clumpy, like Rapunzel’s hair in the story 

Mommy has read me so many times. 

Twan and his ugly face make me mad.  The war is still going, not only at recess but at rug 

time too.  Mrs. Peterson reads to us, and we all sit, criss-cross applesauce, in a circle on the rug.  

She tells the story of Jack and the Beanstalk, in the signature Mrs. Peterson old lady voice.  

Crackly. 

“Fee, fi, fo, fum! I smell the blood of an Englishman?” 

The rug is an ocean. The boys huddle around the girls, shaping a giant floating fortress in 

the purple sea.  Twan, alone, criss-cross applesauce on his poor lonely island.  I almost feel bad, 

but that wouldn’t be the cool thing to do. 



“Be he 'live, or be he dead, I'll grind his bones to make my bread.” 

 Waves crash against shore when Twan, the lonely island monster, sways closer to the 

fortress. T he boys, now the knights of sea, are gearing up for a fight.  Game on! My teeth are 

chattering- well I bet they are. 

"Nonsense, dear," said his wife. "You’re dreaming. Or perhaps you smell the scraps of 

that little boy you liked so much for yesterday's dinner.” 

This is it.  Twan plunges into the fortress, rather gracefully, splitting it all apart like the 

monster he is.  And then he swims to me.  All fed up, I tell him to go away, to get his tush off my 

island. Mrs. Peterson stops the story. 

“That’s not nice.” 

Neither are you. But of course I don’t say that, really. I don’t want to get in trouble again, 

because of nothing.  So I do what Mrs. Peterson asks.  Esmeé smiles. 

 I’m sorry, Twan.  Hardest words to spit out in my life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


