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So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen.

For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.

—2 Corinthians 4:18
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Storm Novelo stared at the computer screen. It was Saturday morning, and she should have been at the mall. Or better yet, still in bed. Anywhere, except here at Gracie's mother's cottage, blogging for the website.

“Might as well get typing,” Annie Lind suggested. “We're not letting you out of the room until you finish your column.” Even in her jogging suit, Annie had style. Shoulder-length auburn hair framed her giant blue eyes and tiny nose.

“I still can't believe you guys would kidnap a person just because she's a little late with her trivia column,” Storm complained. “Isn't there a law against kidnapping?”

Okay, so she was two weeks late on her contribution to That's What You Think! Big deal.

Annie turned a page of her teen magazine. Usually, she was late with her “Professor Love” advice column. Only not today. She was totally chizzlin', sprawled by the window, her long legs dangling over the arm of the big white chair. Storm figured her own legs wouldn't have dangled at all. At five-ten, Annie was a good eight inches taller than Storm.

“Don't know about that kidnapping law,” Annie said. “But according to Gracie, there is a law against being late with your column.”

That's What You Think! had been Grace Doe's idea all the way. She'd been blogging her observations a long time before she got the rest of the team on board. Gracie had a way of reading people by observing subtle gestures and signs. In the beginning, Storm had thought being part of a website group rocked. But now she was getting bored with it, like she did with everything. At least this project had lasted longer than most. And she'd made some great friends in the process. Gracie, Annie, Jazz, and Mick—the other members of the blog team—were as good of friends as Storm ever got. Better.

While she formatted her page, Storm thought back to her first impressions of Big Lake, Ohio. This time her dad's endless search for lawn-care jobs had taken them to a town with no lake, in spite of the name, and a skyline that offered nothing but trees and a water tower. Still, something about the town had felt right.

It might have been because the whole town, especially Big Lake High School, where Storm enrolled as a freshman, seemed so familiar. As it turned out, the school was familiar. Before the move, Storm had been reading dozens of web logs. She thought of them as open diaries on the Internet. Her favorite blog had been That's What You Think! by someone calling herself “Jane.” Jane wrote about a school she dubbed “Typical High.”

Once Storm started attending classes at Big Lake High School, it hadn't taken her long to figure out that “Typical High” was actually Big Lake High and Grace Doe, a sophomore at BLHS, was “Jane.” Storm and Gracie had gotten off to a rough start. But in the end, Gracie had invited her to join the blog team. Storm's job was to write a column called “Didyanose,” as in “Did You Know?” She just wrote trivia, spilling out some of the facts that rolled around in her head all the time. At first, she'd loved having an outlet for her trivia because it cut down on her too-smart-sounding outbursts in classes. But lately, the whole thing had definitely been getting old.

Case in point: this week's column on body image. Writing facts about the human body should have been a snap. Storm knew thousands of facts and lots of trivia about the body. She could spout them off the top of her head. She read everything—encyclopedias, hospital brochures, bulletin boards, medical sites on the Internet. She couldn't help herself. She even read cereal boxes, car instruction manuals, labels on household cleaning products, and the fine print on everything. Her parents didn't understand, and they never would.

“Finished yet, Storm?” Gracie strolled from the kitchen, munching on a bagel that smelled like it had peanut butter on it.

“Getting there,” Storm answered. “But don't try to read over my shoulder or I'll never get it. Anyway, shouldn't we be going to the supermarket?” She and Gracie worked as baggers at Big Lake Foods, although Storm was seriously considering quitting. She was tired of bagging groceries and making small talk with customers, even though she'd loved the job at first.

“You have two hours before your shift starts, Storm,” Gracie said, taking a big bite of bagel. “Use them.”

“So where's Jazz?” Storm asked, stalling.

“She's already turned in her cartoon,” Gracie explained, not taking the bait. “And in case you're wondering, Mick's coming by after practice so she can upload all of our columns to the site.”

Mick, Gracie's little stepsister, was the computer genius who kept the website running. She was also the only girl on the Big Lake Middle School baseball team.

As soon as Gracie went upstairs, Storm did a computer search until she found Gracie's latest blog. This was their second blog on the “body” because they'd gotten so many great emails after the first one. Storm leaned back in the computer chair and read:
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK!

By Jane

NOV EMBER 1

SUBJECT: YOU


Does every female wear a size 2? Or is it just that only size 2 women appear on TV, and we think that's the norm? Where are those TV censors when you really need them? I think we should all write our local stations and have them ban the airwaves carrying programs in which TV actresses wear anything smaller than a 9 or 10.

Did it ever occur to them that we weren't all supposed to have the same body? Just imagine what life would be like if all girls were slim and shapely and every guy was all buff and muscle-bound. And we all had great hair. Then how would we know who was more desirable? Who to make homecoming king and queen? Who to envy? We'd have to make up other things—like who had the straightest toes, or the thickest eyebrows or something. What would happen if we worried that much about our insides?

At Typical High today, in one 5-minute period between classes, I observed 22 hair checks. I heard 2 girls ask the fat question: “Do you think this makes me look fat?” And I observed 3 guys making a gorilla attempt to thrust out their chests when a size 2 girl strolled by.

On the other hand, accepting your body doesn't necessarily mean flaunting it. Why does every girl feel she has to wear those short, belly-revealing tops, when 90% of us would like for that little roll of fat to be invisible?



Storm skimmed the rest of the rant. As usual, Mick had posted a Bible verse after Gracie's column:


You knit me together in my mother's womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made. (Psalm 139:13, 14)



Most days Storm believed that—that God actually created everybody. Her parents went to church service every week, but they didn't make Storm go anymore.

She had to hunt for Jazz's latest cartoon, but she finally found the scanned-in copy, ready to be uploaded to the site. It was a picture of a clown, with a little boy biting the clown's hand. The word balloon above the boy's head read, “Huh. He doesn't taste funny.” The thought balloon over the clown's head said, “Everybody's a critic.”

Storm laughed and then skimmed through Annie's advice column. Annie had taken a different angle this time, and Storm suspected it was because “Professor Love” got so much mail. Usually, Annie only answered a couple of questions, but this time, she'd answered a bunch of them—all with one liners:
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK!


Dear Professor Love,

I adore my boyfriend, but our relationship is so not fair! I work out and hardly eat anything. I get so bummed when I see the littlest bit of fat. But he eats whatever he wants, and he doesn't care if he's kind of … well, chubby. I don't think he even notices when he's the worst-dressed person at a party. How can guys be like that? When we're so super aware of how we look to them, how can they just go along like everything's great? How can they be so happy?

— Baffled

Dear Baffled,

Because ignorance is bliss.

Love, Professor Love

Dear Professor Love,

I love my girlfriend, and I want her 2 have a good time. So I take her 2 all kinds of parties. But she finds something wrong @ every party. Either the right people aren't there, or it's 2 loud, or it's 2 dead, or there's nothing 2 do, or they want her 2 do 2 much. Tell me how 2 make these parties better.

— Partyboy

Dear Partyboy,

Ask your girlfriend to leave said parties.

Love, Professor Love

Dear Professor Love,

I'm trying to help this guy I'm dating eat right and have a healthy lifestyle. But all he wants to do is cruise fast-food windows and down burgers. What can I do to help him achieve a balanced diet??

—Healthnut

Dear Healthnut,

To him, it is a “balanced diet”—a burger in each hand.

Love, Professor Love

Dear Professor Love,

What's the big deal about having a girlfriend? I'm a player and proud of it! I date a different girl each night, man! If you took one look at me, you'd know why. I could have any woman I please.

—Player

Dear Player,

Too bad you haven't pleased any.

Love, Professor Love

Dear Professor Love,

This guy I like can't shut up in class. He still throws spit-wads at other guys and does stuff like we did in elementary school. Why do you think he acts like such an idiot?

—Puzzled

Dear Puzzled,

Who says he's acting?

Love, Professor Love



At the end of her column, Annie had added something new—her own little blog about love:


Dear Readers, as you know, Professor Love always goes for the laugh. But I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn't toss out something serious for you to think about while you're going through problems of the heart. So, here it is: Try to look past the cover of the book and start reading the actual book.



The front door slammed, and Storm looked up as Jazz and Mick rushed in together.

“It's cold out there!” Jazz exclaimed. “Hey, Storm!”

Storm swiveled to face them. Mick's jeans looked like she'd slid into home. Her brown ponytail stuck out of her Cleveland Indian's baseball cap. Jazz's black jeans and sweatshirt probably cost more than anything in Storm's closet, but Storm knew Jazz didn't care about clothes.

“Hey, guys!” Storm called. “Thought you'd never get here.”

“It was so cool of Jazz to watch our practice!” Mick stuck her bat and ball behind the door. “She got to see Ty hit two homers.” Ty was Jazz's little brother. He and Mick were in seventh grade together and on the same team.

“Mick struck out eight batters,” Jazz added.

“Storm?” Gracie growled, coming down the stairs. “Aren't you done yet?” She returned Mick's and Jazz's greetings with a weak smile.

“What's the rush?” Storm clicked back to her “Didyanose” section, which so far had nothing but a title. “I thought you said we had plenty of time to get to Big Lake Foods.”

“Yeah,” Gracie answered. “But I have a million other things I could be doing. I should be making calls and starting my feature for the Shark. We have to double up on story assignments since we lost that freshman, Casey. I'm going to have to cover French club and band, on top of everything else.”

Gracie had joined the school newspaper staff a couple of weeks earlier, and already she was doing features. Storm envied her. That girl knew exactly what she wanted out of life. She was a writer—on the blog, or on the school newspaper, or in the notebook she carried with her everywhere.

“Storm, you should apply for the paper!” Mick suggested. “You're great at writing.”

“Don't distract her, Mick,” Gracie warned. “Storm's not interested in being on the Shark staff.”

“How do you know?” Storm snapped. “Maybe I am.”

Gracie gave her one of those looks that said she knew more about Storm than Storm knew about herself. It was enough to make her sign up for the paper right then and there. “Now that I think about it, maybe I will apply for the Shark staff.”

Jazz pulled up a chair at the computer. “How did you come out on that aptitude test we had to take last week?” The whole freshman class had been forced to take personality and aptitude tests.

“Which time?” Storm asked. “They made me retake it because my answers didn't compute. The first time, it came out that I should be a forest ranger when I grow up. Now there's a job full of grooviness.”

They laughed, and Storm knew it was because she had them convinced she was a people person. “The second time, they said I should be something with animals, like a zookeeper or a lion tamer or a cowboy or something. And the third time, a rock star.”

“I can see that,” Mick said.

“I remember taking those interest tests,” Annie mused. “I thought the whole aptitude thing was pretty whack. They said I'd end up being a counselor.” She stopped. “Huh. Isn't that weird? That was before the days of Professor Love. Sweet! What did you end up, Jazz?”

“An artist or an art teacher.”

“Like we needed a test to tell us that,” Gracie chimed in. “And I came out a journalist. Those interest evaluations can work, but only if you already know what you want to be or what your niche is.”

“Wouldn't that be a cool theme for the next blog?” Annie suggested. “Like how everybody's got her thing?”

“Like baseball?” Mick asked.

“Or art.” Jazz smiled to herself, as if she'd already thought of a cartoon for it.

“I like it, Annie,” Gracie agreed.

Storm not only hated the thought of doing another trivia blog, but in her mind, this was the worst idea any of them had ever come up with. She didn't have a thing, a niche, like they did. She had no idea what she wanted to do, or what she even liked to do. It was the worst idea she'd ever heard.

“Great idea, guys!” Storm exclaimed, in a voice she knew was sure to convince them that she was as psyched about this as they were. Then she swiveled back to face the computer screen, and she started planning.

How was she going to quit the blog team without making everyone mad at her?
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Storm resigned herself to the fact that, at least for now, she was a prisoner. Gracie wouldn't let her budge from the computer until the column was finished.

She took a deep breath and moved the cursor below “Didyanose.” The stupid column shouldn't take her long. Trivia lived in her brain. All kinds of useless facts and figures bounced around in her head, waiting to come out. All she had to do was nudge them.
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK!


DIDYANOSE:

The body is a pretty amazing thing. Did you know this?

A baby in the womb has unique fingerprints at 3 months.

No two tongue prints are the same (never look at a snowflake the same way when you catch it on your tongue). Plus, a tastebud on that tongue only lasts 7-10 days, so treat it well. Lots of chocolate.

A 6-week-old female embryo develops egg cells for reproduction. That baby girl will be born with all the egg cells she will ever have to make a family.

The average head has 100,000 hairs on it, and each hair has its own little muscle that can make it stand up if you get scared. (Beards are the fastest-growing hairs. Yuck!)

If you stretched out all of your blood vessels (Warning: Do not try this at home!), you'd have enough to circle the earth 2 times. And yet your little ol' heart pumps blood through those vessels and back once every minute.

You have 46 miles of nerves. (The nerve of some people!)

If you're right-handed, your right lung is bigger than your left, and more important, your fingernails grow faster on your right hand. Good to know, eh?

Your brain is 74% water. Don't feel bad. So was Einstein's.

Every minute, 300 million cells die in the human body!

A woman's heart beats faster than a man's. Anybody here surprised?

Your stomach gets a new lining every 3 days. If it didn't, the hydrochloric acid of your digestive system (which can corrode iron) would go crazy, and your stomach would eat itself alive in 2 weeks.

We have 2 million sweat glands.

We produce 25,000 quarts of spit in a lifetime. That's enough to fill about 2 swimming pools (that I'd never swim in).

Your nose makes a liter of snot every single day. If it didn't, you'd be constantly sick from the dirt, pollen, mold, and germs that would get in.



“Okay. So now you're just being gross,” Jazz said, but she was laughing.

“True. And on that note of praise, I'm done.” She hit “save” and turned over the computer to the computer genius. “All yours, Mick.”

“Cool.” Mick slid into place and started hitting keys. “But Storm, you really ought to think about joining the news staff. I bet you'd be great.”

Annie offered to give Storm and Gracie a ride to the supermarket on her way to work at Sam's Sammich Shop. But Gracie said she felt like walking, so Storm went along with her.

The second Storm stepped outside, she knew she'd made a mistake. A wet November wind had blown in, taking away the hint of sun and warning of the Ohio winter on its way.

“Are you sure you don't want to borrow a coat?” Gracie asked when they'd gotten to the end of the street and the wind hit full force. “My mom keeps a dozen coats in the closet at the cottage. She probably doesn't even know they're there.”

Gracie's real mom spent most of her time in Europe or LA or New York since she'd left Gracie's dad. But she kept the cottage in Big Lake, and Gracie got to use it whenever she wanted to. Storm had no trouble believing that someone like that could have coats she'd forgotten about. Gracie's dad remarried, which was where Mick and her brother Luke came in. As far as Storm could tell, things were good at the blended Doe household. Gracie had even gotten twin baby brothers out of the deal. Storm had always wanted brothers.

“I'm good.” Storm fought the urge to hike up her socks. Sometimes it surprised her how easily she could lie. Just white lies. Half the time they felt like truth anyway. Still, knee socks and a Scottish kilt-like skirt in November, on a Saturday, no less. What was she thinking? “I love walking on a chilly fall day!”

“Mm-hmm.” Gracie didn't sound convinced, even though Storm believed everyone else in the world would have been. Storm Novelo was queen of deception when it came to hiding her feelings.

Storm was glad when they reached Big Lake Foods. The automatic glass doors slid open, and she had to fight the urge to race inside where it would be warm.

“Glad to see you're both on time.” Mr. Hawkins, the supermarket manager, aimed his comment at Storm. Grace Doe was never late.

“Hi, Mr. Hawkins!” Storm called. She couldn't stand it when somebody might not like her, and she was pretty sure Mr. Hawkins held it against her that she'd been showing up later and later for work. “I've turned over a new leaf, boss. No more tardies for me. You have my permission to flog me the next time I'm late. Or at least to flog TJ since she's in charge of me.”

“I heard that!” TJ yelled. Tammy Jo was the cashier at checkout number four where Storm bagged. She looked liked she'd “baked too long in the sun and smoked too much in the shade,” as Storm's friends in Texas used to say. But Storm liked her a lot.

“Duly noted,” Mr. Hawkins said, with the slightest hint of a grin at Storm. She smiled back, remarking to herself how much his head resembled a head of lettuce. His nose was the spitting image of a radish too.

Gracie didn't stop to chat. She was already lining up bags at her post, checkout number three. Gracie bagged for Eileen, a large, redheaded woman with no eyebrows. Before moving to Big Lake, Storm had read Gracie's blog about the “Queen of the Supermarket.” Soon after she started at Big Lake Foods, Storm recognized Eileen by her red beehive hair and lack of eyebrows and by her hearty laugh.

TJ handed Storm her nametag, and she pinned it on. She'd forgotten her nametag so many times that TJ had a second one made for her and kept it at the store. “On time, no less,” she commented.

“I like your hair, TJ,” Storm said, lifting the woman's gray-streaked, long, thin ponytail.

“Do you now?”

In answer, Storm grabbed her own long black hair into a ponytail, wrapped it around itself, and pulled the end through a knot, making her own ponytail. “See? Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.”

TJ frowned at her and then grinned and started ringing the next customer.

That's when the pressure started. Storm wanted every customer to like her—to remember her. She shoved the few groceries waiting on the counter into a paper bag, forgetting to ask, “paper or plastic?”

“Paper okay?” she asked, turning to a thin blonde woman, who looked really tired. Storm guessed her to be in her late twenties, but she looked as if she'd already used up her supply of energy. “Want me to carry these for you?”

“No, thanks. My Volkswagen's parked right in front.”

“Volkswagens rock!” Storm exclaimed. “‘The people's car.’ That's what the name means in German.”

“No kidding.” The woman took her bag and trudged toward the door.

Storm's chest tightened. Maybe she shouldn't have said what she did about the woman's car. Maybe she should have been quieter or acted tired herself. Nobody likes a cheery person when they're down. She wanted another chance with the woman. But that was part of the frustration of working here. You never knew if you'd see the customer again. You might never get another chance to make a better impression.

“Storm, you're getting behind,” TJ warned.

“Sorry.” She picked the cans first and then remembered to ask, “Paper or plastic?”

“Paper.”

“Plastic.”

Two plump, middle-aged women were checking out at the same time, and both answered at once. “Paper for mine,” said the heftier of the two, a smooth-skinned woman with eyes the size and color of green peas. She was trying to separate the food items but not doing a great job of it. “That pepper's mine. So's the mustard.”

Storm put the woman's items into a paper bag. “Good choice, by the way! Do you know what the two top spices in the whole world are? Pepper's first, and mustard's second.”

“You don't say.” The woman seemed to like Storm's answer. “Did you hear that, Linda?”

Storm packed Linda's groceries into plastic bags. She lifted the big chunk of mozzarella cheese. “Do you know what Italian mozzarella cheese is made from? Water buffalo milk!”

“No!” Linda laughed. Both of the women were into it.

Storm kept going. “The average American eats twenty-eight pounds of cheese every year. They did this survey out of California and found that cheese was the hardest food for dieters to give up.”

Linda, who was probably fifty pounds overweight, stopped laughing. Storm could have kicked herself. Why hadn't she kept her big mouth shut? Things had been going so great, then she went too far. Linda probably thought Storm was making fun of her weight problem.

“The black-eyed peas are mine,” Linda said. “My husband loves 'em.”

Storm fished the package out of the paper and put it into the plastic bag. “Don't tell your husband, but they're not really peas. They're beans.” They laughed, so Storm carefully tried again. “Bet your husband loves pasta too.” It was a safe bet, since she'd already packed rigatoni and lasagna noodles and now linguine.

“His favorite is linguine,” Linda confided.

“Okay. Another secret,” Storm said, finishing all of Linda's grocery items. “In Italian, linguini means ‘little tongues.’”

There were enough groceries that TJ had Storm place the bags into the plastic bins and set them onto the conveyor belt. It was a cool system—like drive-through grocery loading. All the women had to do was drive through the pickup lane and hand over the cards with numbers that matched the bins.

As the women walked out, they were still laughing. Linda even turned around to wave at Storm. It made Storm feel good.

But the second they were gone, so was the good feeling. Emptiness hit like a soccer ball to the stomach. Storm put her smile back in place and went back to bagging.

Tammy Jo kept her moving because they were getting a line. So Storm didn't have a chance to talk to the next few customers the way she wanted to. She was dying to share the history of applesauce and the origin of marshmallows, but she had to keep it to herself, along with a rundown on the kinds of apples and oranges and who first came up with the saying about comparing apples and oranges.

She didn't comment when vanilla flavoring came at her, and all she could think about was the fact that natural vanilla flavoring came from orchids. When someone came through with a bag of potatoes and a box of Cheerios, Storm had to bite her tongue to keep from informing the man that the only essential vitamin not in the white potato was Vitamin A, and that Cheerios were originally called Cheerioats.

As a result, half a dozen people moved through the checkout without even noticing Storm Novelo was there. They looked right past her, even when she handed them the bags and gave them her best smile. She hated that. It was almost as if going unnoticed meant she wasn't really there—like she didn't even exist.

She had to change that. And not just here at the supermarket. She needed to change the boring direction of her life. She felt that need like a hole in her chest, a hole that desperately needed filling. Storm Novelo wanted to do something that would count, to be someone who mattered.

Only she had no idea how.
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“Hey! It's the Frisbee queen. How's it going?”

Storm looked up from her grocery bags to see the college guy who'd come through her line weeks ago. He and his buddies from Big Lake University had invited her to play Frisbee with them right after she'd started bagging at the supermarket. Storm had never seen the guy again, and she'd decided she must have played it all wrong, been too friendly, when he was in the last time.

Sometimes you had to play hard to get with guys. Other times, you could be funny and out there. It was hard to know which Storm to be when.

“Excuse me? Do I know you?” Storm asked, but she gave him a grin that let him know she was kidding around.

He picked up a small bag of mini-carrots TJ had just rung up and tossed them to her. “So what's up, Doc?”

The guy was extremely hot, and his Bugs Bunny impression wasn't bad either.

“Another Mel Blanc. Imagine that.” She dropped the carrots into a plastic bag because she remembered that's what he'd asked for last time. “Careful of those carrots.”

“Why?”

“Didn't you know?” She stopped packing and faced him, going for a concerned expression. “Mel, the voice of the rabbit, was allergic to carrots.”

He laughed. Storm didn't know if he believed her or not, but it was true. He tossed her a package of chicken breasts and wings.

She caught it and dropped it into the bag. “Flying chicken. Yours was about two seconds in flight, I'd say. Not close to the world flying-chicken record set at thirteen seconds.” The flying-chicken record was true too. She knew he didn't believe it, but that was probably a good thing. She didn't want him thinking she was some braniac or something. She tried not to spill facts at school for the same reason. Guys were threatened by “smart.”

“You never did come by for that Frisbee game,” he said, looping the bags over his arm. “I'm still waiting. Cox Hall. Room 403. I'm Mike, by the way.” He reached over his grocery bags to shake her hand. “See you, Storm.”

Storm had gotten used to having people she didn't know call her by her first name. At least, as used to it as anybody can get, she supposed. It came with the job, in particular, with the nametag. “See you, Mike.” She wouldn't go to the campus and look him up. He probably thought she was a senior, instead of a freshman, and she didn't want to spoil his image of her. Still, it felt good to have him ask.

“We need gum!” A kid, who had to be about eight or nine, held a pack of Wrigley's in one hand and banged it on the counter.

“Wrigley's? Good choice. Bet you knew that Wrigley's Gum was the first product to wear a bar code.” Storm held up the pack and pointed to the black lines that contained a code. “Kind of like a secret code for the register.”

“Cool.” The kid studied his pack of gum.

A boy who looked to be a couple years younger—probably the kid's brother—followed suit, banging on the counter with a different brand of gum, the kind that came in a pink circle, like tape.

“Do you know where Mount Vernon, Ohio, is?” Storm asked him.

The little boy shook his head.

“Yes, you do, Matthew,” said a woman, as she slid her credit card through the machine. “That's where Uncle Bry and Aunt Ann live.”

“And,” Storm continued dramatically, for the whole family this time, “that's where chewing gum was patented. William F. Semple lived in Mount Vernon and got the first patent on chewing gum in 1869.”

“Well, did you hear that, boys?” their mom asked. “We'll have to remember to tell Uncle Bry that one, won't we?”

The next woman in line, Storm thought, spelled money. Storm didn't think she'd ever seen anyone so sophisticated going through the checkout, getting her own groceries. The graceful woman wore a tan suit and matching heels that must have cost three months' rent. The sight of her made Storm want to run home and hide.

“Paper, please,” said the woman. Even her voice sounded expensive.

Storm packed the woman's top-brand, expensive groceries carefully. “I like butter better than margarine too. And oleo? Napoleon the Third, in 1869, offered a reward for anyone who could come up with cheap butter for his troops. That's where we got it. Margarine.” Storm knew she was babbling like an idiot.

The woman tilted her head as she eyed Storm. She was half a foot taller.

“Isn't she something?” declared TJ, shaking her head. “This girl knows more about food than I'll ever know.”

Storm smiled over at TJ and then packed in two cartons of the store's most expensive eggs. “There's really no difference between white and brown eggs, except for the shell color, of course.” She cleared her throat. “Most of the whites come from the white leghorn hens. Rhode Island reds lay the brown eggs. One hen can lay 300 eggs a year.” She was talking too fast. What did a woman dressed like this care about Rhode Island hens?

“Thank you.” The woman glided out, leaving Storm to put the single bag of groceries into a plastic bin and hoist it onto the conveyer.

“Rhode Island, you say?” TJ asked, as she rang up a dozen cans of generic soup for a thin man with no wedding ring. He looked to Storm like he probably lived with cats—no humans. Just as she thought this, here came the cans of cat food.

“Tell him about cans, Storm!” TJ urged. She turned to the man. “Wait 'til you hear this.”

Storm didn't feel like spouting more facts. The man didn't look any more interested than the wealthy woman. But Storm couldn't disappoint TJ. She forced her cheeriest smile and most enthusiastic voice.

“Okay. The thing is that canned food was invented by Peter Durand in 1810. Only can openers didn't come along until Ezra Warner invented one in 1858. So, like, for all those years—almost fifty years—what did people do? It must have been, like, hammers and chisels, right?”

“At least the cat food has the pop-top lids,” the man said, as if Storm had seriously been complaining, instead of entertaining. “That's why I buy this brand.”

“Good to know,” Storm agreed.

“Hey, Storm!” Ellie Thayer and a couple of the juniors from science class crowded into line for checkout four, even though Gracie and Eileen didn't have a single customer. Storm, who was still officially a freshman, was taking what was supposed to be a junior science class.

“Storm, hi!” Ginny held up four frozen pizzas. Two other juniors behind her had chips and dip and junk food.

“We're having an I-hate-science-fair party,” Ellie said, when they made it to the cashier. “Want to come?”

“I'd certainly qualify and most definitely fit in,” Storm joked. Everybody in their class had been working for two weeks on a project for the science fair next month. She and Cody, a sophomore and the only other non-junior in the class, had paired up. It had been fun at first, but she was bored with it now. “Unfortunately, I've got plans for tonight.”

“Oooh,” Ginny squealed. “Who is it? Cody?”

Storm smiled mysteriously. Her plans consisted of going home after work and reading books she'd smuggled out of the library. She checked them out but hid them in her pack until she got them home. No way did she want kids at school knowing how much she read in her spare time.

Cody had wanted to get together and work on their science project Saturday night, and that would have been fine, except he'd wanted to come to Storm's house. That, she wouldn't allow. She'd told him she already had plans. So she really couldn't make new plans now.

“Looks like you've got enough pizza, though,” Storm joked. “All pepperoni? Very predictable. It's the most popular pizza topping in the US.”

“I wonder what they like on their pizza in other countries.” The girl who said this was almost as short as Storm, but she weighed a lot more. Storm couldn't remember her name, but she didn't want to leave the girl hanging.

“Australians like eggs on their pizza. Pickled ginger is big in India.”

“Yuk!” The girl looked like she might hurl, but she asked, “What else? Go on.”

Storm had a feeling she should stop. These kids went to her school. They might get the wrong idea, that Storm Novelo was a geek. She'd had to work hard to dispel that idea in their science class.

“Come on, Storm,” Ellie coaxed. “One more?”

Storm had to give in. “All right. What do you think they like on pizza in Japan?”

“Ummm …” Ginny was really thinking about it.

“Seaweed?” Ellie guessed.

Storm knew TJ was about to tell them to move on. The line was clogging up again. “Favorite topping in Japan is squid.” Now she did stop, even though she would have loved to tell them that pizza was a Greek idea, not Italian. The whole idea had been to have an edible plate.

The girls left in a group, still begging Storm to change her plans. Storm laughed with them and waved until they were out of sight. And when they were gone, the emptiness she always felt returned. Only this time, it hit harder.

“Shift's over.” Grace had walked up behind her. She was unpinning her “Hi, I'm Grace!” pin. “We made it through another Saturday. You okay? I told Mick I'd come by the shop. You want to come?”

“Sure.” Storm did want to come along. She couldn't explain why, but she never felt quite so lonely when she hung out with the bloggers.

On the other hand, she was tired of acting happy and funny. If they went to Sam's Sammich Shop, it would be like stepping onto another stage, filled with friends from school. Storm hated making decisions when she felt like this. She didn't even know what she really wanted to do. She bet Grace Doe never had that problem. Gracie always knew exactly what she wanted.

Storm started to say yes. Then she thought about Cody. She really couldn't risk Cody seeing her at the shop, not after she'd told him she already had plans. “I better get on home, Gracie. But thanks anyway.”

She turned and sprinted to the restroom before Gracie could peer through her and ask questions. It only took her a minute to change out of her miniskirt into the black pants she kept in her pack. Storm and her mother had different ideas about clothes. Most days, Storm changed into her real clothes after she left the house, and back into her “parent-approved clothes” before she returned home.

A cold drizzle had started up, and about a dozen customers congregated around the front, either waiting for the weather to improve or waiting for someone else to drive around and pick them up.

Storm threaded her way through customers. Several of them greeted her and wished her good-night. She smiled and greeted them back.

And she wondered how anybody in a crowded, public place could feel this lonely.
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Storm started home, but the closer she got, the slower she walked. Mist hung in the air under a gray sky. At least it wasn't raining. She turned up her street and spotted her dad's pickup in the gravel drive. He'd painted the truck dark green the day he bought it. Then he'd painted the sides himself in big white letters that read Eddie's Lawns.

Storm changed her mind, turned around, and jogged back across the street toward the center of town. She was wet, cold, and out of breath by the time she reached the Goodwill Store. A bell rang when she opened and shut the door.

Two women were fingering through the table of baby clothes, and an older man was staring at the racks of men's shoes. Storm headed to the winter section in the back of the store.

“Storm! Haven't seen you in here for a while. What are you looking for this time? Another homecoming dress?” Jules, the store manager, reminded Storm of an old cowboy. His whiskers were smoky gray, and his head always looked like he'd just taken off his cowboy hat.

“Not this time, Jules. I'm just getting excited about winter. Thought it was time for a one-of-a-kind coat that makes a statement.”

Storm always said something like that to Jules. She almost felt guilty that he believed her when she told him she didn't need to shop here, but that she preferred piecing together her own outfits. It was at least half true. She did like the fact that nobody dressed like Storm Novelo. But the truth was that if she didn't get her winter coat here, she wouldn't have one.

“Well, we got some new stuff on the far rack over by the mirror.” The baby-clothes woman signaled that she wanted to check out, so Jules ran to ring her up.

Storm pulled several possibilities off the rack. It was hard to find anything small enough. Sometimes she had to resort to the little girls' section. But one of the perks of being the tiniest girl in high school was that she didn't have to worry about showing up at school with secondhand clothes previously worn by a classmate.

She tried on a wool tweed that would have kept her warm. But when she looked at herself in the mirror, she could have been playing dress-up for career day. The next one was boho, but way too big. She tried on a leather jacket that fit great and looked fine. But half the girls at BLHS had one—new ones—and the jacket didn't seem all that warm anyway.

She let down her hair to see how it would look with a green corduroy car coat that, at best, she could pass off as extremely retro. But she thought she looked like Farmer Storm, so she put the coat back on the hanger. She was almost out of coats in her size.

She kind of liked a bright pink ski jacket with a furry white trim on the sleeves and hood. It made her look like Polynesian Barbie, with her long straight black hair falling over the candy pink jacket. But there was a big stain in the front, and she didn't think it would come out.

It was almost closing time when she pulled on the last coat on the rack, a faux leopard-skin jacket, with patterned fur all over and black faux fur at the collar. It was a good fit, warm, and Storm could be totally certain nobody else would have one like it.

But was it her?

Was anything her? Storm wondered. Sometimes she hated looking at herself in the mirror because the girl looking back felt like a stranger, someone she barely knew. True, this tall, skinny mirror had seen better days. The glass had tiny black specks on it, and the whole thing looked murky. Storm stared at herself until her image was so blurry that she didn't think she would have recognized herself in a crowd.

“Jules!” she shouted. “This one's perfect. I'll take it!”

Storm crossed town to the Old West End. The houses got smaller and smaller and older and older. She didn't live all that far from Gracie and Mick's house, but it might as well have been across a dozen railroad tracks, with her house being “on the wrong side” of them all. In Texas, they'd actually rented an apartment that fit the cliché so well that the whole complex shook every time a train passed through.

Some of the houses on Storm's street were abandoned. In the rain, they appeared to be melting, and in the sun, the same houses looked like they were rotting. The Novelos had never owned a house, and Storm knew they were lucky to be renting one.

The house needed a couple coats of paint, a new roof, and new windows, but at least it wasn't an apartment. Houses on this street were close together, but it wasn't the same as having people on the other side of your apartment's paper-thin walls. The last place they'd lived in Florida was a flamingo-pink stucco apartment building, with four plastic flamingos as crowded on the patch of lawn as the tenets were crowded in their apartments. Storm had campaigned to get the flamingos removed, arguing that there were more fake flamingos in the United States than there were real ones. Their landlord hadn't cared.

She came in through the back door and kicked off her wet shoes. The kitchen smelled spicy. Even so, there was an underlying scent of cat from the previous renter, a woman with twenty-six cats, apparently none house-trained. Storm's mother, a cleaning fanatic, had made Storm help her scrub floors and carpets, walls, and ceilings when they moved in.

“You're late. We waited on dinner. Your father is very hungry.” Storm's mom stopped stirring whatever was in the frying pan and turned to her daughter. “That coat? Where did you get it?”

“Goodwill.” Storm hung up her coat on the hook behind the door. “It's pretty warm.”

“They didn't have black?” Mom asked.

“This one was the warmest they had. And the best value.” Storm knew those were the magic words for her mother. Tina Novelo was descended from Mayans, with the same black hair and dark brown eyes she'd passed down to her only daughter. Storm thought her mother looked at least ten years older than she really was. She worked harder than anyone Storm knew, with the possible exception of her father.

Her mom's parents had died young, leaving Tina, the oldest, to raise her six brothers and sisters on the South Side of Chicago. Storm had only met her uncles and aunts a few times. They were all married with at least four kids each, and Storm thought it would have been cool to know her cousins better. She believed her mother's biggest disappointment in life was the fact that she couldn't have more than one child, and maybe that explained why they didn't attend family reunions.

“Wash your hands, and tell your father we're ready to eat.”

She found her father in the tiny backyard, checking his bulbs, or whatever he dug up or planted in the fall. Storm tuned him out whenever he tried to give her the details. He'd been trying to build a kind of greenhouse, but with boards and plastic, instead of glass, like the one by the tree nursery. He was securing one of the poles that had given in to the wind.

“Hi, Dad. Mom said to come in and eat.”

“Then I better come in and eat. I'm starving.” He gave the pole one last shove into the wet earth. Eduardo “Eddie” Novelo may have been small, but he was strong, tough, and wiry. Storm watched him put away his tools and come inside, leaving his shoes at the door. “How was work today?” he asked.

“Fine.”

“I was hoping you would get home to help me with the dandelion patch.”

Everybody else, especially lawn care professionals, hated dandelions. Not her father. He'd cultivated the “flowers” into a bright yellow, two-foot border to frame his backyard.

“Is nobody hungry?” her mother shouted from the kitchen. “Maybe I should throw away dinner?”

“Coming!” Dad yelled, winking at Storm.

Dinners at the Novelo home made Storm wish she had brothers and sisters. They said grace in unison. Then sometimes they talked, usually about work or school. Other times, her parents just didn't seem to have anything to talk about, at least not in front of her. She heard them in their bedroom some nights, talking for hours, so low she couldn't make out what they were saying. Other times, it was as if they had their own secret sign language.

When Storm was little, she'd been fascinated by the way her parents could “talk” to each other without talking. The three of them might be sitting on the couch watching TV, then at the exact same moment her mom and dad would walk into the kitchen and start making popcorn. Or Mom would go to the phone, and Dad would shout, “Tell her we can't make it on Sunday!” even though Mom hadn't said who she was calling. Storm had wondered if it were magic.

Her parents still did that—read each other. Only now Storm knew it wasn't magic. They just knew each other inside and out. She couldn't imagine ever knowing anybody that well.

“What kind of peppers did you use, Mom?” Most meals were spicy in the Novelo household. Storm's dad preferred Mexican food. So did Storm.

Dad gave her a look like she'd said the wrong thing.

“Habanero. Why? Is it too hot?” Mom snapped.

“No, I didn't mean that. I just wondered.” Storm should have kept her mouth shut. Her mom was sensitive about things like this. “I like them. They're not wimpy, like jalapenos. One study ranked peppers on a heat scale, and bell peppers, of course, came out zero. Jalapenos came out five thousand and habaneros two hundred thousand.”

“Two hundred thousand what?” Dad asked.

Storm didn't really want to get into it. Her mother still looked slightly offended. “I love spicy food, Mom. You know that. Besides, it's good for you. Makes the body sweat. Regulates body temperature and makes you feel cooler.”

“I didn't use that much,” Mom muttered. “I tried garlic. Maybe the garlic is no good.”

“Are you kidding?” Storm reached for her water glass but didn't take a drink, in case Mom might take it as yet another slam about too-hot food. “Garlic rocks! During the Black Death in Europe in the Dark Ages, everybody was dying, except the garlic merchants. That's where we get that thing about putting garlic around your neck to keep away vampires.”

“There's no such thing,” Mom interrupted.

Storm forged ahead. “Anyway, much later, when they discovered the plague was caused by bacterium, Louis Pasteur figured out that garlic contains an antibiotic oil, allicin. On the other hand, those garlic merchants might have been safe because they smelled so bad other people kept their distance.”

Mom lifted a spoonful of the pepper mixture and sniffed. “Do you think this smells bad?”

They ate the rest of the meal in silence, and Storm wondered if there were any place on earth she felt less at home … than home.

After dinner, her dad asked her to help him in the greenhouse. There, he talked nonstop, explaining about buds and fertilizer and the tricks of planting and landscaping, while she sprinkled plant food and checked moisture levels.

As soon as she could, Storm escaped to her room. Even though there was barely space for a bed, a dresser, and Mom's sewing machine, she had her own room. Sort of. Since Mom still hadn't found a full-time job in Ohio, she'd been doing alterations and sewing for people. Men's suits and ladies' pants and dresses were strewn around the room, piled on the sewing table or hanging on a makeshift bar that ran across one corner. Storm kept all of her secret school clothes in the wardrobe. She fished her skirt from her pack and hung it up in the back of the wardrobe.

Books were stacked in every corner—overdue library books, book-sale books, old textbooks. She kept old magazines under the bed. Not teen magazines or beauty magazines, but library cast-off issues of Archaeology Today, Smithsonian, Earth, Your Changing World, and others.

Storm pulled out a new library book about the ancient Romans and another book so old the covers had been taped back onto the yellowed pages. It was about insects in Madagascar. Then she curled up in bed and got lost in her reading. Six friends called her, including Annie. Storm was reasonably sure that she'd managed to sound tired, yet fun, on the phone.

A little before midnight, she stopped reading and walked down to the bathroom. Her dad was coming out.

“Dad? I thought you and Mom were asleep.”

“I will be in two minutes,” he said. His face was ten shades browner than hers, the result of a lifetime of outdoor labor. “You did good in the greenhouse tonight, Storm.” He smiled at her and looked proud. “You have a knack for it.”

Storm stood outside the bathroom until she heard her father's bedroom door close. She had a knack for gardening? For lawn care? A knack? Was that like a niche?

With all her being, she hoped it wasn't true.
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Monday morning Storm went to school with a Mayan princess look—long floral skirt and ruffled, white blouse—so she dressed at home. Since it was still pretty cold, she wore her new leopard jacket for the short walk to BGHS.

“Your coat!” Annie squealed when Storm walked in. She was leaning against Stan's locker while Stan hovered. The tall junior was Annie's latest. Guys loved Annie, and why not? The word “cute” probably had Annie's picture next to it in the dictionary—great smile, mile-long eyelashes … and tall.

Annie ran up and inspected the new jacket. “Leopard! Sweet!”

Storm did a pirouette.

Gracie walked up, her observation notebook tucked under one arm. “Hey, good. You got a coat.”

“Don't you love it?” Annie insisted. She fluffed the faux fur collar. “This is just so you, Storm! Don't you think so, Gracie?”

“Ah,” Gracie answered, sizing up Storm. “Is it Storm or isn't it? Now that would be tough to say.”

Storm shot Gracie a look and saw that Gracie was staring through her again. Storm forced a laugh. “I just love faux.”

“Faux?” Gracie repeated. “As in ‘fake’? Then I guess you're right, Annie. That coat definitely is Storm.”

Storm laughed again and did another fashion turn, as if she had no idea what Gracie meant and couldn't care less.

But she did care. Storm didn't want anybody to see past what she showed them. And Grace Doe was the first person who did. She knew Gracie well enough to know she wasn't trying to be mean or even rude. Gracie had blogged about something she called Storm's “sadness” once. She'd brought it up a couple of times since, but Storm had shut her down.

Maybe it was time to put a little distance between herself and Gracie. One more reason to quit the blog team.

During her morning classes, Storm thought about the school newspaper, the Shark. Mick was right. Maybe Storm would make a great reporter. The more she thought about the possibility, the more she liked the idea. She was good at writing, and she thought she might be great at reporting—digging for information and learning about things. Plus, she was good with people. Storm Novelo could talk to anybody. Maybe her real niche would be working on the newspaper.

By fourth period science, Storm was convinced. She was going to make a kickin' reporter. She couldn't wait to sign up. As soon as classes let out, she'd find Mr. Maxwell, the Shark advisor, and get herself on staff.

Storm was in a great mood as she took her seat next to Cody in science class. Cody was a year older than Storm, but everybody else in the class was a junior, so they'd gravitated to each other right away. He'd asked her to homecoming, and she thought she'd done a good job of being the kind of date he'd like. He'd asked her out twice since then, but she'd made up excuses.

Storm just wasn't good at long relationships, with girls or with boys. Sooner or later she'd get tired of being who they wanted her to be, and she'd move on. She didn't want that to happen with Cody, so she was trying to keep him as a friend.

“You look happy,” he commented. He was pretty cute, with thick blond hair and eyes the color of robins' eggs. “But then I guess you haven't been slaving over our science project all weekend.”

The excitement drained out of her as if somebody had opened a valve. She hadn't given one thought to their boring science project over the weekend. She was tired of the project, even though it had been her idea. But she didn't want Cody to see that.

“Fasheezy! I have too been slaving over our project!” she protested, forcing a full grin. “I've been working in here.” She tapped her head.

Mr. Hammer began passing back their project outlines. Storm liked their science teacher. He was young and athletic. He reminded her of Will Smith with a deeper voice. “Some of you are doing great, right on schedule. Other teams, well, let's just say you need to pull together and get down to business. This project is a fourth of your grade, need I remind you? One general comment first. Yes, this is science class, but I expect you to spell correctly, as well. I found an atrocious number of spelling errors on these outlines.”

Storm interrupted him. She loved that he didn't even want them to raise their hands for questions and comments. “Isn't spelling arbitrary? I'm siding with Ben Franklin on this one. He wanted to drop c, j, l, w, x, and y and make up six new letters so that every sound could be expressed in one letter. Then words would actually be spelled like they sound, which seems only fair, if you ask me.”

“Which we're not,” Mr. Hammer commented, grinning. “But thanks just the same.” He stopped in front of Sasha's desk. “Sasha and Nick, I think you're going to have to dig a little deeper. Keeping track of the television programs you watch isn't exactly the kind of innovative science research the judges have in mind.”

Sasha crossed her arms in front of her and pouted, not a good look for the girl, who was a cheerleader and a sometimes friend of Annie Lind. “Well, I don't know what else to work on. There's nothing to experiment on in Big Lake, and I never get to go anywhere!”

Storm couldn't resist. “Small rodents never go anywhere either. Mice never get more than twenty feet from the place they were born.”

Everybody laughed, except Sasha.

“Let's talk after class, Sasha. All right?” Mr. Hammer offered.

He kept passing back papers. When he got to Stephen and Lauren's, he stopped. “I like the idea of music and science,” Mr. Hammer began.

Storm figured the whole project would rely on Lauren, who played saxophone in the BLHS band. Stephen couldn't even whistle.

Mr. Hammer continued, “It's a great idea. I'm just not sure you can pull off writing an entire symphony and analyzing the relationship of notes.”

“Are you kidding?” Storm thought it sounded terrific. “Wow! Why not? Mozart wrote his first minuet at age five, his first sonata at seven, and an entire symphony at eight. He'd written six hundred symphonies by the time he was your age, Mr. Hammer! Don't you think it's time Lauren got started?”

Lauren tossed Storm an appreciative smile, then turned to her teacher. Stephen looked bored.

“Six hundred symphonies?” Mr. Hammer repeated. He sighed. “By all means, get on it, Lauren.”

Mr. Hammer had tried to make the teams boy-girl, but because there were more boys than girls in the class, he hadn't been able to stop Butch and Ben from pairing up. B and B were known as “The Smoker Boys” in Gracie's blog because their favorite and only pastime was blowing smoke rings. Mr. Hammer had to stop their pen-sword fight in the back row to pass back their project outline, which looked like a torn-out piece of notebook paper with a few words scrawled onto it.

“I may be mistaken, boys,” Mr. Hammer began in that deep voice that would have sent Darth Vader running for his mommy, “but I don't get the feeling you've put much thought into your project.”

“We thought!” Butch sounded truly offended.

“Yeah!” Ben cleverly argued. “See?” He pointed to the one line of writing on their page. “We're going to do something with rattlesnakes!” He laughed and elbowed his partner in crime, who had a similar reaction to his buddy's brilliant explanation.

“Rattlesnakes,” Mr. Hammer repeated. “Live rattlesnakes?”

“Yeah!” Ben elaborated.

“Did it occur to you gentlemen that rattlesnakes are extremely dangerous?”

Butch frowned, as if he couldn't believe how dumb the teacher was. “We're not going to use big ones. Just babies.”

“Um.” Storm knew she was talking too much. But she'd just finished a whole book on poisonous snakes. She could have gone into everything, their mating habits, lifespan, habitat. But she made herself stick to the essentials here. “Guys, rattler babies are as poisonous as full-grown rattlesnakes.”

The Smoker Boys looked at each other and then slumped in their seats.

“Back to square one, boys,” Mr. Hammer said. He passed back Storm and Cody's paper. “I think this has a lot of potential. Why don't you tell us a little about your project?”

A week ago Storm would have launched into an enthusiastic explanation of what she thought they could do in the science fair, something nobody else had ever done, something earth-shattering, groundbreaking. Now she couldn't even muster enough interest in the project to talk about it.

“Go on, Cody,” she urged, letting him take the paper from their teacher.

“Well …” Cody cleared his throat. In no way was he a science geek, but he was smart and logical. “The most valuable agricultural commodity in the world is coffee. It comes from a tree, Coffea arabica, with small white flowers that make these clusters of green berries that turn red. And each one has two seeds, or beans. You have to pick them by hand and take off the skin and pulp to get to the coffee bean.”

Storm glanced around the room. Kids were shifting in their seats, whispering to each other, staring out the window or at the wall clock. Cody was losing the audience. Storm couldn't stand it. She didn't want people to think that she and Cody were boring.

“But we know what you're all dying to ask,” she interrupted, putting her hand on Cody's arm. She paused theatrically until she had everyone's eyes on her. “What about decaf?” Storm lowered her voice and tried to sound like a cheesy murder mystery announcer. “Now there's a mystery for you. Decaf. Think about it. How do they take the very reason we drink coffee out of the coffee? Where does it go? What do they do with it?”

Her volume and intensity increased with every question, propelling her out of her chair. “Come with me, if you will, back to circa 1900, when a ship loaded with coffee beans crossed the vast ocean, headed for sleepy coffee addicts on the other side of the sea. A storm hits out of nowhere!” She waved her arms dramatically. “The ship is tossed by wild waves, back and forth!

“Then it happens. The coffee shipment slides overboard! Frantic sailors make a daring rescue and pull the crate back to deck. The storm dies down. But when they check the coffee cargo, the captain gasps. ‘It's wet! The beans are soaked with salt water. Ruined! I'm ruined!’ The captain delivered the shipment as scheduled, and the store sold the coffee. Customers reported that this unusual coffee had retained most of the flavor of the original coffee. Yet the patrons could sleep at night. Upon closer investigation, it was discovered that the caffeine was gone. And thus was decaf invented.”

Applause broke out in the classroom. Storm took a bow and sat back down.

Cody was grinning at her. “But we're not going to dump coffee into the ocean,” he explained to the class. “Today they use steam and water and sometimes methylene chloride, but we're not going there either. Just steam.” He looked like he was done. Then he turned back around to the class. “Oh. And they use the hijacked caffeine in soft drinks.”

For the rest of the class time, they worked on their projects. Storm pretended to listen as Cody talked about possible approaches for their demonstration. But her mind was spinning with ideas for her first Shark feature. She wasn't even going to wait until after school to see Mr. Maxwell. As soon as science was over, she could hustle to his office and catch him before he went to lunch. She couldn't wait to get started on her first article.

“Storm, you're really not into this, are you?” Cody asked. He didn't sound mad, but he shut his notebook like he was giving up.

“What? I'm sorry, Cody. I'm listening. The demonstration, right?”

Cody narrowed his eyes at her and then opened his notebook. “I was just saying that it might be easier to demonstrate instant coffee. You just force strong coffee extract through hot air until the coffee particles are dry. We could freeze it too. You know, for freeze-dried coffee?”

Storm checked the wall clock. It all sounded so boring. “Hey. What if we switched to tea? I mean, tea is really the most popular drink in the world. We could make tea bags! This guy Tom Sullivan sold tea to store owners in New York around 1900. He wrapped his samples in small silk bags, never dreaming his customers would leave the tea in the bags. But they did. We could use tea bags and—”

“I think we better stick with coffee, Storm. I've done a lot of work on this.” The bell rang. “Let's get together after school. We really need to start nailing things down. My mom's got her Monday club again. I could come home with you after school, if you want.”

Storm did not want. She hadn't had anybody come to her house, which wasn't even her house. As far as she knew, none of her friends had even met her parents. That's how she wanted to keep it. It wasn't that she was ashamed of her parents, although she had to admit that she couldn't imagine her friends in the run-down rental house. It was more than that, though. At home, she was one Storm, and at school, she was another. Sometimes she felt like two different people, or maybe more. She had no idea which was the “real Storm,” or if any of the Storms were real. But she didn't want her two worlds crashing together.

“I have a better idea, Cody. Let's meet at Sam's Sammich right after school. I have to make one quick stop first. Okay?” Her stop was to pick up library books, but Cody didn't need to know that.

“It's so noisy at Sam's, Storm.” Cody grinned at her, still not mad. “And everybody wants to talk to you.”

“But … think of the coffee experience in that place! We can order coffee, and the smell alone will propel us to brilliance!” The bell rang, and she jumped from her seat. “Sam's!” she shouted back at him, as she raced to be first out of the door. “See you there!”

She hurried down the hall toward Mr. Maxwell's office. Storm had the feeling that she might be on the verge of finding her niche—her purpose. She'd always made fun of the old saying, “Today is the first day of the rest of your life.” It was something you might read on a cheap greeting card. But as she ran to catch the advisor of the Shark newspaper, she felt like the saying had been meant for her all along.

Maybe this was her new beginning.
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Storm risked getting nailed by the principal—again—and ran down the hall. She had to get to Mr. Maxwell before he took off for the faculty lounge for lunch. She reached his office just as he was leaving. “Mr. Maxwell! Wait!” she shouted.

He locked his door and turned to face her. In one arm, he carried a dozen bulging file folders, and in the other, a sack lunch and a can of pop. He was a walking cliché of a newspaperman. Rumpled, with a day's growth of beard. “Miss … ?”

“Novelo. Storm Novelo. And I know you're in a hurry, but I'd like to fill that empty freshman slot on the paper. I can write. I can report. And I promise it won't be dull or ordinary. I really think this is my thing, writing for the paper.”

Behind her someone cleared her throat. Storm turned to see Gracie. She handed Mr. Maxwell a manila folder and started to say something to him.

“Give me a minute with Mr. Maxwell first, will you, Gracie?” Storm asked.

“Do you know this freshman, Grace?” Mr. Maxwell asked, shifting the bundle of folders that had slipped to his hip.

Gracie nodded.

“Could she take Casey's place, do you think? You're the only one who's turning things in on time. We're all on overload.” He eyed Storm, and she wished she'd dressed as Business Storm today. On the other hand, in his rumpled white shirt and worn tan pants, Mr. Maxwell didn't have much room to talk.

Storm turned and silently begged Gracie to put in a good word for her. “I really want this, Gracie.”

Gracie shifted her weight and looked like someone was standing on her toe. “Storm's a strong writer. She's good with people. She could get anyone to talk.” Her voice wasn't enthusiastic, but she was saying the right things.

“Hmmm.” Mr. Maxwell squeezed his chin. “I'm not saying yes, but we'll give you a try. We need somebody to cover the lunchroom this week. Menus, changes, that kind of thing.”

“Sweet!” Storm exclaimed. “You won't regret this. I'll get right on it!”

Mr. Maxwell called after her. “On my desk by tomorrow morning!”

Storm waved back. “Not a problem!”

She was too excited to eat. Instead, she sat at her usual table with Annie and the cheerleaders and fished out her science notebook. She flipped to a clean page and wrote: Big Lake Lunch. She could come up with a better title later. It felt great, really great, to have a purpose. She was a reporter. And this was her first feature.

“I can't believe you joined the Shark staff already,” Annie commented. She'd brought her lunch, so she wouldn't be much help with the article. She bowed her head and was silent for a minute and then smiled up at Storm as if it weren't majorly weird to pray for your lunch at a table full of cheerleaders. “Are you sure you're going to have time for the paper, Storm? With the bl—” She stopped herself in time. “With homework and everything?”

“I'll do whatever it takes,” Storm said, eyeing the cafeteria as if she'd never seen it before. Long gray tables, matching benches, tall waste cans. “I need a menu. Be right back.” She dashed to the front of the cafeteria line, claiming “Press pass! Press pass!”

When she got to the servers, she asked for a menu. They only had one, and it was tacked to the wall. But Storm managed to cajole them out of it. She felt triumphant as she walked back to her table, waving the menu list like a victory flag.

“They print that in the Big Lake News every Monday,” Callie, a freshman cheerleader, informed her as she spooned up her last bite of fat-free yogurt.

Storm's parents didn't get the city paper. “They do?” So what was she supposed to write about? She'd been a reporter for five minutes, and she'd already been scooped by another rag.

So what? Storm decided an article informing readers about dull, ordinary lunch-menu choices would be too boring anyway. Storm Novelo didn't need that. She would write in her own style, her own way. She'd promised her boss that her article wouldn't be boring, and she was going to keep that promise.

The rest of the day when she should have been taking notes or doing class work, Storm labored on her feature. She started as if she were an average BLHS student entering the cafeteria. After a lot of cross outs, her first line read: By age twenty, humans lose twenty percent of their sense of smell. By age sixty, over half of the smells are gone from life. As I enter the cafeteria and take a whiff of school lunch, it is the only moment when I wish I were sixty.

At lunch, she'd interviewed a few people about what they'd chosen in the cafeteria line and how they liked their choices. Only two people had positive things to say about the cafeteria food. Storm was afraid of sounding cliché, complaining about school food, so she broadened the article:

Maybe we're not crazy about fish sticks and flat ham burgers, but in England and France some people eat cow udders. Certain people in Asia and Africa are okay with eating spiders. The Thai like the raw abdomen of live orb weavers. Earthworms are an acceptable ingredient in certain Chinese soups, as are bird nests in Malay. If you were having lunch in Australia with the Aborigines, you might get caterpillars or beetle grubs. In the Pacific Islands, people have been known to eat bats—with salt and pepper and onions, of course. Ants and termites can show up on the menu in Mexico or Zimbabwe.

Most of the world thinks eating eggs is gross. (And that's one of the items on next week's menu—Eggs Benedict, named for Samuel Benedict, who came up with the recipe as an antidote for a hangover.)

To each her, or his, own.

“Got it!” Storm didn't mean to say it out loud. She was right in the middle of history class.

“What exactly have you got, Miss Novelo?” Mr. Stovall, their history teacher, leaned against his desk and stared at her.

“Sorry,” Storm answered. “Um. I got everything written down in my notebook?”

Gracie laughed. Storm took history with Annie and Gracie because she'd tested out of freshman history and there was nowhere else to put her except with the sophomores.

“Bones,” which was Gracie's blog name for their history teacher, looked confused. But the bell rang before he could ask anything else. Kids stampeded for their freedom.

“So what did you really mean by ‘Got it’?” Gracie asked in the halls. She and Annie and Storm were pressed up against the lockers to avoid getting trampled.

“The lunchroom article!” Storm exclaimed, waving her notebook. “I finished my first feature!”

“That is so tight!” Annie cried. “Is it for this week?”

“I think so.” Storm had assumed her article would come out in Wednesday's paper. She looked to Gracie to confirm.

“Yep. You got the menus for this week and next week, right? Mr. Maxwell likes to have all the information in the lunch piece.”

“Done!” Storm felt really good about this. “Plus, I gave him more information than he'd ever dream of getting.” She knew Mr. Maxwell would like the article. How could he not? But she wanted him to be blown away by it, by her. She wanted Storm the journalist to astound him.

When she was sure Annie and Gracie were gone, Storm dashed to the library and got there just in time. “Ms. Bowers, could I check something out fast?”

“I'm surprised we have anything you haven't read, Storm,” answered the librarian, setting down her purse on her desk. “Go ahead. Actually, I think I'll log in the new books now so I won't have to come in early.”

“Thanks. Would it be okay to use the computer to type up an article for the paper?”

“I didn't know you were on the Shark staff, Storm. Certainly. Be my guest.” She powered on one of the computers for Storm and went back to her own.

Half an hour later, Storm had her article typed and her pack filled with books about anything and anyone connected to the newspaper business. She thanked Ms. Bowers and then walked to Mr. Maxwell's office and slid her article under his door. It would be the first thing he saw in the morning.

By the time she got home, her back hurt from the overweight pack. She couldn't wait to get started reading.

Storm slung her pack to the ground and opened the front door. Dad wasn't home yet, which was usually a good thing, since it meant he'd found more yards to rake. Spring was his best season. He didn't just do little lawn jobs either. He could design and landscape in the spring, instead of mostly raking, like he did in the fall. He wore gloves, but his hands got as calloused and hard as tortoise shells.

“Mom?” She flung her coat over a chair and listened. The whir of the sewing machine was coming from her room. Storm walked back, knowing what she'd find.

Mom sat hunched over the white sewing machine, coaxing a navy jacket under the hyperactive needle. She had clothes in various stages of completion scattered over the entire room. Black robes lay across Storm's bed, where she'd been planning to curl up and read.

“Graduation?” Storm asked.

Mom stopped sewing long enough to answer, “Choir robes.” Then she went back to sewing.

Storm had gone home with kids after school in Big Lake and other cities. She'd been amazed to discover that most families greeted each other every time somebody walked in the door. She used to think it was odd. It wasn't like anybody had been gone to a foreign country, or even to another town. Her family never wasted time with greetings. When she'd asked her mom about it once, Mom's answer had been, “Greetings are for cards.” Storm couldn't remember getting one of those from her practical parents either.

She dropped her pack on the only unclaimed spot of the bedroom floor, took out two books, and retreated to the kitchen, where the smell of a spicy dinner was so thick that a sniff of it warmed her insides like a sip of hot cocoa.

For the next hour, Storm lost herself in a book about Horace Greeley. He did a lot more than tell young men to “Go West.”

She was so into the biography that she didn't hear her mom walk in. “Storm! I'm talking to you. Telephone.”

“Sorry. I didn't hear it.” It took her a minute to find the bedroom phone, which had been tossed under choir robes. “Storm here.”

“Storm shouldn't be there!” Storm recognized Annie's voice. A Beatles song played in the background, and the crowd noise made it Sam's Sammich Shop for sure.

“Hey, Annie! What's up?”

“I'm supposed to ask you that. Cody's been waiting here for over an hour!”
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Annie was shouting into the phone. “Cody said you told him to meet you here after school, Storm! You guys are supposed to be working on that science fair thing.”

Storm cringed inside. “Man, I forgot.”

“How could you forget? You can't just do that to Cody, Storm. He's pretty sensitive.”

She knew that Annie and Cody had been friends for years. They used to live next door to each other. “I know. Tell him I'm sorry. Tell him I'll be right there. Okay?” She hated having both of them mad at her.

“I'll tell him. But you better get here fast.”

“Bye!” Storm raced to the living room, grabbed her coat, and stuck her cell phone in her pocket. “Mom, I have to go. I forgot I was supposed to meet somebody and work on our science-fair project.”

Mom walked out of the kitchen, sipping a cup of coffee. “Why don't you meet here?”

Storm stopped trying to zip her jacket. “What?”

“You could meet here. You could bring a friend here. You never bring friends home.”

Storm was surprised her mom noticed. She was always so busy. They didn't talk much about friends, just schoolwork. “I—I didn't want to bother you.”

“I'd like to meet your friends.”

Storm's zipper caught as she zipped up the jacket. “Okay. They're pretty busy. But thanks. I better go.”

Jogging the shortcut to town, Storm tried not to think about her mother and how disappointed she'd looked. Disappointed in what? Her mother was too busy to have friends of her own. She didn't have time for Storm's.

By the time she reached the shop, Storm had convinced herself that she'd imagined her mother's sadness.

Before she made her entrance to Sam's Sammich Shop, Storm considered how she should come off inside. Apologetic and guilty? Depressed and tired? That worked for Cody and Annie because she really did feel awful about making Cody wait.

But there would be a lot of other kids from school there too. Everybody counted on Storm Novelo to be the life of the party, not to bring the party down. She took a deep breath and, as if putting on another jacket, slipped into Party Storm.

“Hey, everybody!” she shouted, bursting into the shop.

Half a dozen kids shouted back at her, “Hey, Storm!”

Beach Boys music played “I Get Around,” and Storm did a twirl and a shuffle, with a little old-fashioned rock-n-roll on her way to Cody's table. Cody seemed deep into a conversation with Annie.

“Hey, guys. Sorry I'm late.” Storm took the chair next to Cody. “This was rotten of me, Cody, and I'm really sorry. I don't know what's wrong with me. I'm the one who asked you to get together here. And I know you've been doing more of the work on this project than I have.”

Cody looked at his watch. “I've only got an hour before I have to get home, Storm.”

“I've gotta bounce.” Annie got up and started to say something, but then closed her mouth.

“Sorry, Annie,” Storm said. “Thanks for calling me.”

Finally, Annie seemed to give in and smile back at her. “I guess I don't have much room to talk. I'm not exactly the model of prompt.”

“You can say that again.” Annie's mom raced past them, carrying a tray full of dirty dishes.

“Guess that's my cue,” Annie said. Then she took her spot behind the counter.

Cody was friendly enough as they dug out their notes and talked about strategies for demonstrating the decaf process. But Storm could tell he wasn't his usual self. She tried to act interested. She did her best to contribute, even though she had zero interest in the project or the science fair.

“I think you should do the demonstration,” Storm said.

“We both need to have a part in it, Storm.”

“I'll just mess it up. You do it, Cody. Okay?”

Cody put down his pen and stared at her. There was something about him that reminded Storm of Gracie, the way he squinted when he stared. She could almost hear the wheels of his brain turning.

“What's the matter, Storm? I don't get it. The caffeine project was your idea. You were so psyched about it. Now it's like pulling teeth to get you to work on it.”

Storm didn't want to get serious. She wanted to joke him out of it. She leaned toward him, her elbows on the table. “Cody, did you know that in the Civil War, soldiers needed two strong front teeth to open the gunpowder envelopes so they could load their weapons? Draft dodgers pulled out their front teeth so they wouldn't have to go to war. That's where we get the expression about pulling teeth!”

Usually, Cody was her best audience. Not now. He didn't flinch. It was as if he hadn't even heard her. “Do you want to switch projects? Is that it? It's pretty late in the game, and I think this one could actually win. But I'll change with you if that's what it takes, Storm.”

“Look,” she began. “I don't know what you're talking about, Cody. I was late. I apologized.”

“Why did we have to meet here?”

Storm really didn't want to have this conversation. She glanced around the room. Jazz and Gracie were walking in together. “Jazz!” Storm stood up and waved them over. She sat back down. “I hear you, Cody. I'm going to help more. I promise. Okay?”

Cody sighed and leaned back in his chair. “When? We're running out of time, Storm.”

Jazz made it to their table first. “Are we interrupting?”

“No way!” Storm pulled back the chair so she'd sit down.

Gracie took the chair on the other side of the table. “How's it going, Cody?”

“Been better. Thanks, Gracie.” He pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “I'm going to get a Dr. Pepper. Annie and her mom seem pretty busy. Anybody want anything?”

They put in their drink orders, and Cody walked to the counter.

“Good,” Gracie said, lowering her voice. “I've already talked to Annie and Mick. We need to meet at the cottage tomorrow after school and get going on our blogs.”

“Already?” Storm complained. “We just did one.”

“Which was late, thanks to you. We have to catch up. Can you meet?”

“I guess,” Jazz answered. “I'm working on a new painting.” She grinned. “At home in my new art studio, I might add.” In a business proposition with her parents, Jazz had won the use of a spare bedroom as her art studio.

“Sweet, Jazz! I'd love to take a look at it sometime.” Storm was glad her friend could work on her art projects in her home, but she couldn't even imagine having an extra room in the house.

“So Storm, are you good for tomorrow after school?” Gracie pressed.

Putting together another trivia column, especially one about having a niche, was just about the last thing Storm felt like doing. But she didn't want anybody else mad at her. She forced a big smile. “Fasheezy! I'm there!”

Cody and Annie brought back the drinks, and Annie pulled up a chair. They talked about school while they downed their pop. When Cody finished his, he said, “I have to go.” He stood up, started to walk away, and then turned back to Storm. “What about tomorrow?”

Storm frowned. “Wish I could, Cody. But Gracie's already got me working on something with her tomorrow.”

“We'll be done by dinnertime,” Gracie said.

Cody looked back to Storm for an answer.

“Oh. Well, okay then. Sure. Can we work it out tomorrow, Cody?”

“Whatever,” he said. He crossed the room and walked out the door, letting it slam behind him.

“What's wrong with Cody?” Gracie asked.

Storm shrugged. “I guess he's afraid we'll end up looking stupid in the science fair.”

“Cody worries too much,” Jazz said. “Too bad you're not rubbing off on him, Storm. Storm Novelo doesn't care what anybody thinks.”

Gracie choked on her Coke and set down the glass.

“What?” Annie asked, grinning at Gracie.

“Nothing. It's just that I don't think I've ever met anyone who cared more about what people think than Storm does.” Gracie got up and put her pop money on the table. “Night, all. And don't forget to be at the cottage right after school.”

Storm glared after Gracie, but on the inside where the others couldn't see. It was too unsettling to have someone around who knew her secrets, who realized how hard she tried to make her good impressions.

But it didn't matter. Not anymore. Storm would go to the cottage with them after school. She'd even be the first one to finish her stupid “Didyanose” column.

Then it would be “Good-bye, Blog.”
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Storm walked home from the shop. Annie had wanted her to wait until closing so she could give her a lift, but Storm didn't want to wait around. After Cody left and Gracie made her little comment, the sadness had come back so strong that she was having trouble keeping Party Storm going. She wanted to be by herself. But now that she was by herself, walking back up Main Street, she didn't like being alone. Her footsteps echoed in the street, and her mind raced.

Storm tried praying. God, I'm really lonely here. Mick always said Jesus was like her best friend, always around. But Storm couldn't seem to focus. Already, her mind was wandering, and she felt even lonelier than she had at Sam's.

She shifted gears to her next column for the Shark. The paper was something new and exciting. She was sure Mr. Maxwell would want her to do another food article. Maybe this time she'd write about the junk kids ate in the cafeteria. She made herself compose the article in her head, hoping it would keep her mind away from the emptiness, which was worse than sadness. She could feel it crouching like a lion ready to pounce.

“Okay. Lunch. Candy bars,” she muttered, angling toward the high school and across King. She'd seen dozens of kids eating junk at lunch. The jocks might appreciate learning that Baby Ruth candy bars were named after President Grover Cleveland's daughter and not the baseball player. One of the guys had Twinkies. Maybe she'd tell the story about the inventor of Twinkies, DeWar, who ate two Twinkies a day during the Great Depression and still lived to be eighty-eight years old. She might work in cookies too. Like how Fig Newtons were named after Newton, Massachusetts, even though they were created in Cambridgeport.

Or she could write about fortune cookies. That was a great story because they were invented in 1916 by a Los Angeles noodles manufacturer, David Jung. And he was probably thinking about the ancient Chinese rebels and how they passed secret messages inside buns. But the Chinese didn't like the idea of fortune cookies. Maybe she could finish the article with a tirade about the unfairness of fat-burning and the fact that men burn fat faster than women.

Storm crossed into the Old West End. The second she stopped thinking about material for her lunch article, the emptiness pounced. Its claws dug into her so deep that she couldn't make herself think of anything else. She wondered if Mick ever felt this lonely.

She glanced up at the stars that were popping out from the black sky. Storm really did believe the things she'd heard in church all those years when her parents had made her go. Jesus was God's son. You needed him to get to heaven. She'd always thought it made pretty good sense. She even prayed sometimes, usually one liners, like “Help!” or “Get me out of this, please!” or even an occasional “Thanks.”

But God felt as far away as the stars.

When she got home, she found her parents sitting together at the kitchen table, Mom clipping coupons and Dad juggling bills. Storm said good night, got ready for bed, and then read for hours until she fell asleep.

Tuesday morning, Storm got to school early after changing into her “school clothes” at the BP gas station—gold harem pants, red mandarin-collared top, silver beret, red lipstick, of course, and totally uncalled-for sunglasses. She was waiting for Mr. Maxwell when he came sauntering down the hall. Storm waved at him. “Hey, boss!”

“Miss Novelo.” He waited for her to step back so he could unlock his office. Storm thought his clothes looked like he'd slept in them. Again. And not well. She loved that about him. It was so tempting to call him Max, instead of Mr. Maxwell.

“I turned in my article last night!” Storm followed him into his office. He'd accidentally stepped on her article, so she picked it up and dusted off the large footprint before handing it to him. “Here you go! Now what, boss?” She wanted him to read it right there on the spot. She could imagine the smile creeping to his lips as he read, then laughter convulsing him, then utter amazement. After that, the praise would begin. Maybe he'd give her a column of her own.

“I'm sorry. Did you need something?” He set down his briefcase, along with her article.

“I just—” On second thought, it was silly to think he'd read it in front of her. That would be as embarrassing as opening a gift while somebody watched. “I'm ready for another assignment.”

“Well, I'd like to read this one first.”

“I understand.” But she didn't. And she did want to keep going while she was hot. “I've already started another lunch feature.”

He ran his hand over his balding head. “I guess that can't hurt. Just be sure you have the menu right. I don't know if the cafeteria staff has one that far out, but you can ask.”

“Great! Anything else?”

His phone rang. He had to reach over a stack of papers to answer it. “Yeah?”

Storm tried not to eavesdrop. Eavesdrop. She remembered reading that the word came from sixteenth-century England, when there weren't any gutters and people built overhanging roofs so the water would fall away from the house. If anybody tried to sneak up to the house and overhear private conversations inside, they ran the risk of getting wet from those eaves dropping water.

“Great. Just what we need.” Mr. Maxwell's sarcasm brought Storm back to the present. He slammed down the phone. “Now what am I supposed to do?” He frowned at Storm as if he'd forgotten she was there. “James has the flu. He'll be out the rest of the week.” He glanced at Storm's article and then back at her. “You want to cover the auditions?”

“You bet!” Storm was almost afraid to ask, but she did. “Um … what auditions?”

Mr. Maxwell sighed and shook his head. “For the play. Auditions are tomorrow after school. Do you even read the school newspaper?”

Storm laughed instead of answering. She really hadn't been a Shark reader before. But all that would change. “Don't you worry, boss! I'm all over it.”

“And don't call me boss.”

First bell rang, and Storm could have floated out of the office and down the hall. She was getting her big break, and there was no way she was going to let Mr. Maxwell or the Shark down.

After school, Storm stopped at the school library just long enough to turn in three books and check out three more. Then she raced to the cottage. She wanted to be the first one to write her column, for a couple of reasons. For one, she'd checked out a copy of the script so she'd be prepared to cover the auditions. She couldn't wait to read it.

But there was another more important reason. Storm was worried about the blog team. Gracie, Annie, Jazz, and Mick were her best friends. Working on the website with them had been tight. For a while, it had felt like the first place she'd really belonged. She couldn't help it if she'd lost interest in blogging and moved on. She'd stuck with the blog team longer than she ever had stuck with anything. But it just wasn't working for her anymore, and she hoped they wouldn't hate her for quitting. She'd never promised she'd blog with them forever. No team stays together forever.

Her plan was to go out with flair, to write the perfect “Didyanose” column so they wouldn't feel so bad when she left. Then maybe they'd still like her. She hoped so.

Gracie was the only one who beat her to the cottage. “Storm? I'm impressed. Mick isn't even here yet.” She let Storm in. The computer was already on.

“Mind if I take first crack at writing?” Storm asked, making her way to the work desk. “I've kind of got my column written in my head. And I brought my notes. I just need to type it up.”

“Go for it,” Gracie said.

Storm took her seat and got down to business:
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK!


DIDYANOSE:

They say everybody's got a niche. Some people are more fanatical about it than others. Did you know this?

Dorothy Straight was only 4 when she wrote How the World Began, published by Pantheon Books in 1964.

Balamurali Ambati became the youngest medical doctor when he graduated from medical school at age 17.

Jordy Lemoine had a hit single, “It's Tough to Be a Baby,” when he was only 4 years old.

Ann Atkin was so into those weird lawn gnomes that she collected over 2,000 of them.

Jason Joiner stored up over 20,000 pieces of Star Wars memorabilia.

There's a woman in Germany who has collected over 210,000 pens.

A guy named Paul Hunn has the record for the loudest burp.

Danny Capps practiced spitting dead crickets, and it paid off. He holds the world record for —



“Storm?” Gracie sort of shouted it, as if she'd been trying to get Storm's attention.

Storm stopped writing and looked up. Jazz, Annie, and Mick had come in while she was on a roll with her article. Storm hadn't even noticed. They were all reading over her shoulder.

“Hey, guys! Man, you must have been quiet. I didn't even hear you come in.”

“We didn't want to disturb you,” Mick explained. “Gracie told us you were writing your column.”

“Surprised? I wanted to get it in first for once.” Storm gave them her best smile, but she sensed something was wrong. Maybe they already knew this would be her last blog. Gracie had that eerie way of reading people. Maybe she'd seen this coming. In a way, Storm hoped it was true. She wasn't looking forward to breaking the news to them.

“So? What do you think?” she asked. She wanted to wow them with her last blog.

“Of your blog?” Jazz asked. “I didn't know any of that stuff.” She didn't sound enthused, but Jazz wasn't exactly bubbly.

“Annie?” Storm hoped “Bouncy Perky Girl,” as Gracie used to call her, would come through.

Annie chewed on her bottom lip. “I don't know where you come up with this stuff, Storm.”

Storm didn't get it. Annie got more excited than this over split ends. She looked to Mick, but Mick busied herself rearranging papers on the work desk.

“You hate it.” Storm felt sick to her stomach. These four girls had been her best audience ever, encouraging her to join the blog, then convincing her that she had so much to offer.

“Nobody hates it,” Gracie said softly. “It's just … it's not exactly what we talked about. These facts are more like records, not niches. We wanted to talk about how everybody has something she loves doing, something she's good at, something she was meant to do. Nobody was meant to spit crickets or burp.”

Storm hated this. She hadn't asked to join this blog. She hadn't asked to move to Big Lake, for that matter. Or to Ohio, a state that chose “Hang On Sloopy” as its official state rock song. She should have known.

“Well, I'm sorry you don't like it.”

“But it's really good otherwise,” Mick insisted.

“Don't be like this, Storm,” Jazz said.

“Yeah. We all know you're a killer writer!” Annie sounded like she was about ready to break into one of her cheers. “You just need more time, right? I'll bet you've been really busy with the Shark and all.”

“As a matter of fact,” Storm said stiffly, “I am busy with the Shark.”

“Here it comes,” Gracie muttered.

“Here what comes?” Mick asked, glancing from Gracie to Storm.

Storm felt anger burning in her throat, but this was an emotion she tried not to let people see. She forced it down again and went for sincere. “I guess this is as good a time as any to tell you. I've discovered that I have a passion for working on the school paper.”

“Today,” Gracie interrupted.

“What's that supposed to mean?” Storm asked.

“It means that you may not have that passion tomorrow, any more than you still have a passion for science and your science fair idea, or for volleyball, or for cheerleading, or for blogging.”

“That's not true!” Storm protested. Yes, she had thought all of those things were great at one time. She'd thought about trying out for cheerleading next year, practiced with Annie, then dropped the whole thing. And she'd gone to a couple of volleyball practices. But she'd lost interest. The paper was different, though. “I'm doing a great job writing for the paper!”

“I agree,” Gracie said. “But is it doing a great job for you?”

“What are you trying to say, Gracie?” Storm snapped. She was still attempting to keep a leash on her anger, but it was getting away from her.

“I just don't think you're going to find what you want at the paper. It's not going to do it for you any more than those other things did. You were fired up about them, too, remember? You're looking for what you need in the wrong places, Storm.”

Storm hoped Gracie could read her gestures and expressions and tell what she was thinking because right now she was thinking that Grace Doe was a loser, who didn't have a clue about the real world.

“We want to help,” Jazz said.

Annie put her hand on Storm's shoulder. “We're your friends, Storm. We just want you to be happy.”

The realization hit her that these girls were all thinking, and saying, the same thing. “You've been talking about me!” The thought of the four of them sitting around and analyzing poor, mixed-up Storm instantly made her head throb. “Behind my back?”

“It wasn't like that.” Mick sounded on the verge of tears. “We love you, Storm. We've been praying for you. Gracie said she's seen how sad you've been the whole time, since the day you moved to Big Lake. The rest of us didn't see it before. I mean, you're so funny. But now—”

“Gracie said I was sad?” Storm made herself laugh. “And you believed her? I'm not sad. What would I have to be sad about? You're the sad ones.” She bolted up from the desk chair so fast that they all took a step back. “I need to move on, and you can't see past your little website! At least I know what I want out of life and I'm willing—”

“You have no idea what you want, Storm.” Gracie said it calmly. “I think you need to be the center of attention because you don't want to pay attention to yourself. You can't know your niche or what you want until you know yourself.”

Know yourself? Storm could not let them see how close to home those words struck. She grabbed her pack and slung it over her shoulder.

“Well, I may not know as much as Queen Gracie—I mean, who could?—but I know enough to know that this whole childish blog thing is not for me. I quit!”
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Wednesday morning it took everything Storm had to act as if nothing had happened. She latched onto the first group of freshmen she happened onto in the hall before school. “Hi, you guys!”

“Hey, Storm!” Marla or Melody—something like that—stepped aside and motioned Storm to join her group, which consisted of three guys and two girls, all popular freshmen. “You look so cute. Love that leopard jacket! It's so you!”

Was it? Who cared? Storm couldn't go there. She didn't want to think about anything Gracie and the others had said to her at the cottage. It hurt too much. In spite of everything, she was going to miss them.

But she was starting over. She was on the Shark staff, where she belonged. “Do you guys know when the paper comes out?”

“The Shark?” Alan, who was pretty hot for a freshman, asked.

“No, Alan. The Washington Post.”

They laughed, even Alan.

“It's out.” Neta, one of the girls from art class, handed over the latest edition of the Shark.

“This is it? The new one?” Storm took the paper and handled it as if she were afraid it might break.

“What's the big deal? It's not exactly kickin' stuff,” Alan said.

“It is today!” Storm turned over the front page and felt a twinge of disappointment in spite of herself. She knew her article wouldn't be on the front page. Still, it would have been fly to see it there. Or even to see it listed.

“What are you looking for?” Alan pressed.

“I'm on the Shark staff now.” Storm paged through the paper looking for her byline. She got all the way to the end and still hadn't found it. “I need to sit down and look through the paper. Can I have this one?”

She took the Shark and, since she couldn't find anywhere else to sit, went to the art room, her first class. She started to sit in her usual desk, front row center. Then she remembered what Gracie had said about needing to be the center of attention. She shook the newspaper and took a front row seat, but against the wall.

Page by page, Storm scanned the Shark. She saw two articles by Gracie. Then she found it. On the next-to-the-last page, taking up almost no space, was the lunch menu. Out of her whole article, only one other sentence appeared in print, the dullest one, explaining that the cafeteria held the right to alter menus according to need.

Storm thumbed through the paper again, just in case she'd missed something. But that was it. That was all. Her great feature on the cafeteria had been reduced to a lousy menu.

Gracie eased into the chair behind her and leaned up. “Storm, don't take it personally. I read what you turned in, and it was really good.”

Storm took a second before she turned around. She'd been expecting the blog team girls, and especially Gracie, to ignore her. Now she wasn't sure how to act. She forced herself to smile and look casual before she faced Gracie. “I guess Max didn't think it was so good.”

“I'll bet he did. He just needed the column inches for other things. The lunch piece is always basically the menu.”

“It doesn't matter. It's no big deal.”

“Now he knows you can write.”

Storm shrugged. She didn't believe Gracie. Mr. Maxwell probably read her article and threw everything except the stupid menu into the garbage, where it belonged. She was glad she hadn't turned in the second lunch article, the one about candy bars and Twinkies. That would have given him a good laugh.

“Everything okay?” Jazz took the chair next to Storm. “I didn't sleep much last night.” She elbowed Storm. “I blame you.”

“I'm sorry.” She hadn't meant to sound so sad, so … sorry. They were confusing her. She hadn't even thought they'd speak to her again. But here they were closing in on her. She forced a light, carefree laugh. “Jazz, are you sure you weren't up painting on that new masterpiece and just need somebody to blame?”

Jazz didn't return the laugh, but she didn't look angry either. Storm couldn't figure these people out.

Thankfully, Ms. B arrived, and the class got underway.

Storm did her best to avoid Gracie, Jazz, and Annie all morning. But at lunch, all three of them sat at her table, even though there was only room for one more person there.

“Make way, gentlemen!” Gracie commanded.

Kids scrunched together, complaining, until two guys gave up and moved to the next table.

“Thanks, guys!” Annie called after them. “I've been looking for you all morning, Storm. Were you hiding from me?”

Storm took a bite of her turkey sandwich. “Annie, you've got to do something about that imagination.” Then she turned to Joe and Luke, who were arguing about the Cleveland Indians' chances next year. “Bet you guys don't know what Babe Ruth did to keep cool when he played.”

“What?” Luke asked. They both turned to her.

“He wore a cabbage leaf under his baseball cap.”

Joe laughed the loudest.

“And, Babe Ruth invented the bat that players use today. You know, with that little knob thingie on the end of the handle.”

“What else?” Luke demanded.

It was working. She kept up her spiel with the guys and kept her back turned to the girls. “Baseball … baseball. Well, did you know how they used to decide who won a baseball game back when the game was first invented?”

They shook their heads.

“First team to get to twenty-one runs won. But it took so long that players used to wander off. So they changed the rules.” She had them. Every guy at the table was craning to hear her. “The Dodgers got their name from ‘trolley dodgers.’ That's what people in Brooklyn called each other when they moved fast to keep from getting hit by trolley cars.”

Storm kept the show going all lunch hour, making sure to drop in a few girl facts for the other females within hearing distance, like the fact that celery has negative calories, or that girls average 7,000 spoken words a day to a guy's 2,000.

But when lunch was over, Gracie came up behind her as Storm was making her exit. “Storm, Mr. Maxwell needs to know if you still plan to cover the auditions after school. Are you okay with that?”

Storm wasn't okay with that. She didn't want to write about people trying out for the play. What would Mr. Maxwell do with the article anyway? Cut everything except the names of people who got roles? But if she didn't go, it would be like admitting Gracie had been right all along.

“Are you kidding?” Storm pulled out her full-court smile. “I can't wait to cover the auditions. I'm really psyched about it. And you can tell that to Mr. Maxwell.”

Gracie didn't move. Her expression didn't change.

Storm turned and walked out of the cafeteria, feeling the loneliness like a black cloud following her.

Storm timed her entrance to sixth-hour English class so that Gracie and Annie would already have seats. They did, but they'd saved her a seat between them. At least, since she got there just as the bell rang, there was no chance for them to talk to her.

Storm pretended to be focusing on her English teacher. “Hamlet,” Gracie's blog name for Holden Hamilton, let the class take discussions wherever they led. Storm liked that he didn't limit talk to the books they were reading.

Annie's mom had gone to homecoming with Hamlet, and they sure looked like they were having a good time, even though they were really just chaperones. Storm wondered how they were getting along. She started to write a note to pass to Annie, then remembered that she wasn't part of that group anymore.

When class was over, Storm hurried out of the room, but Annie and Gracie stuck with her to their next class, history, another class Storm took with sophomores.

“Hey, Storm,” Annie began, keeping pace in the crowded halls. “Why don't you come by the shop later? We're brain-storming next week's blog. And I've got so many—” here, she whispered—“Professor Love emails. I could use some help.”

Storm shot her a glance to make sure Annie wasn't kidding. “I'm not on the blog team, Annie.”

Annie kept bouncing, undaunted, beside her. “Yeah, you are.”

“No, I'm not.” Storm wheeled around to Gracie. “Tell her.”

Gracie grinned and held up both hands—the universal “What can I say?” gesture. “We'll save you a seat.”

Storm stood outside the door to history class. She didn't know whether Gracie meant a seat in class or a seat at the shop. Neither one made sense. Storm had quit the blog team. She'd even shouted it at them.

So why hadn't they quit her?
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Instead of sitting with Gracie and Annie, Storm took a seat in the back row with some other kids and acted like she was having a great time. Enough was enough. She didn't know what Gracie and Annie were up to, but she knew they couldn't possibly still want her around. They couldn't be that desperate for website bloggers. She tried not to look at them during class, but she couldn't help it. Annie caught her once, and before Storm could look away, Annie smiled at her.

Storm raced out of the history room as soon as class was over. Alone, she made her way to the auditorium, where auditions were being held for One Apple, One Seed. She'd read the play the night before after the blowup at the cottage. It was a comedy, loosely based on Johnny Appleseed, who planted trees all over Ohio. Storm hadn't found it very funny.

A few students were huddled on the stage, but the auditorium was empty. Storm walked to the front and looked out over the rows and rows of empty seats. She had a deep sensation of “missing,” as if she'd been separated from parents or loved ones for years and years and ached with longing for them.

She walked to the stage, but the students onstage were arguing about something. Storm glanced back at the empty seats again. She would have felt better if the seats had been full. Why was she more comfortable onstage than off? Why did she need an audience? Maybe Gracie was right. Maybe she did need to be the center of attention because she didn't want to pay attention to herself.

She thought about bailing. Who cared who got what parts in this stupid play anyway?

“Storm?”

Storm turned to see Jazz making her way between the rows, heading right toward her. She kept coming until she was up with Storm.

“Are you trying out for a part?” Storm asked.

Jazz chuckled. It was more like a smile with an exhale. “Right. And I'm also going to try out for the bash-your-head-with-a-sledgehammer gig too.”

Storm grinned. It had taken her a while to catch on to Jazz's dry wit, but it had been worth the effort. She was going to miss hanging out with Jazz. “So why are you here?”

“And I'm happy to see you too.”

Storm hated saying the wrong thing. Then she remembered this was just Jazz, and it was Jazz's way to throw you off-guard. “I'm pretty busy, Jazz.”

“Right. Don't mind me. I'm just backstage crew, for scenery.”

Storm glanced around for signs of other kids who might be on the backstage crew. “Are you meeting now?”

Jazz took a seat in the front row and stretched out her long legs. “Nope. Just thought I'd keep you company. How's it going anyway?”

Storm had always prided herself on the fact that she could talk to anybody about anything. Anybody! Yet here she was with someone who had been one of her best friends since she'd moved to Big Lake, and she didn't know what she was supposed to say.

“Okay,” Jazz continued. “Not your usual talkative self, huh? Then why don't you go ahead and interview me?”

“Um … maybe another time, Jazz. I really need to interview the kids doing auditions.”

She left Jazz and walked to the steps at the side of the stage. By now, about a dozen students were milling around, mumbling their lines or staring at their copies of the script.

“So?” she shouted to get their attention. “Who wants to be interviewed first?”

Half of them gave her a look as if she'd just asked them to crawl on their hands and knees over hot coals. The other half ignored her.

Storm hated to be ignored. To her, it was the worst form of rejection. She tried again. “Sarah! How about an interview for the Shark?”

Sarah glanced up from her script. “I don't think I feel so good.” She covered her mouth and ran toward the locker room.

“Nice approach!” Jazz shouted from the peanut gallery.

Storm ignored her. She tried to get four more kids to talk with her, but they were too intent on memorizing their lines. Finally, she gave up. What did she care anyway? The whole thing was boring and useless.

She walked back down the steps and spotted a list posted on the wall. She read over the names of people trying out for the different parts. For a second, she felt a surge of the old excitement. What if she wrote her own name on that list? What if she tried out for a part in the play? She could act. She'd been doing it her whole life. She could memorize things fast too. In fact, if she started right now, she could probably memorize the lines for the lead while the others were auditioning.

But why? Why should she bother going through the whole tryout, maybe even through practices, when she knew that sooner or later she'd lose interest and drop out? She plopped into a seat where she was, a dozen seats from Jazz, and tried to look busy.

Jazz strolled up and sat next to her. She didn't say anything, but the question was out there anyway.

“I'm waiting to see them audition first,” Storm explained. “Then I'll just have to interview the winners.”

Jazz didn't respond.

They watched the first five girls try out. Each would-be leading lady said exactly the same lines in exactly the same way. And there were nine more girls trying out for that part, not to mention the other parts and all the guys' roles too.

Storm was so bored already. She felt like jumping out of her skin.

Jazz leaned over and whispered. “This is pretty deadly. Are you really going to stick around for another hundred of these things?”

Storm didn't answer. The thought of enduring even one more person repeating the lines of this whacked-out play made her want to hurl.

“Offer still stands to interview an upstanding member of the backstage crew,” Jazz whispered.

Storm hesitated. Why not? It didn't matter what she wrote for this article anyway. She'd been crazy to think journalism was for her. Or acting. Or anything. But she had to finish this article. She didn't want Mr. Maxwell, or Gracie, to think she was quitting the paper because she couldn't handle the assignments.

“Deal.” Storm slipped over to the steps, snatched the audition list from the wall so she'd at least get the names right, and sat back down.

Jazz popped up from her seat and started walking out. She turned and motioned for Storm to follow. “Come on. You can do the interview while you walk me home.”

All Storm wanted was a quick interview so she'd have something to turn in tomorrow, but she followed Jazz. When they got outside, Storm took out her pen and notebook and started writing as they walked.

“Um, how did you get on the stage crew?”

Jazz frowned over at her. “Not while we're walking.”

Great, Storm thought, tucking away her pen. Why was Jazz doing this? Why had she shown up in the auditorium? She hadn't wanted to be at the auditions any more than Storm had.

“How's the science project going?” Jazz asked. They were standing at Highway 42, waiting for a chance to cross. “I saw Cody a couple of times in the hall. He looked like his dog died.”

Storm and Cody hadn't spoken all day. In science class, their teacher had given everybody class time to work together. Cody had stayed where he was, and so had she.

“That's what I thought,” Jazz said, even though Storm hadn't answered her.

Storm didn't want to talk about science. Or Cody. She thought about distracting Jazz with art trivia she'd picked up from an old art history book last week. But she just didn't have it in her. Besides, Jazz Fletcher wasn't easy to distract.

They walked without talking the rest of the way to Jazz's. Storm loved this part of Big Lake. The new development had every major house in town, the biggest and fanciest homes. And the Fletcher's mansion was bigger and fancier than all of them. They walked up a winding, red-brick sidewalk, lined with metal lanterns on both sides. She followed Jazz up the front steps, between giant, scrolled white columns. It felt like walking into a museum or the Cleveland Library maybe.

Storm couldn't even imagine what Jazz would be thinking, walking into the Novelos' run-down, rented house. “Your house is so fly, Jazz.”

Jazz shrugged. “I admit I like that it's big, especially since I've got my art studio at home now.” She unlocked the door, and they went in. “But I would have decorated it totally different … if anybody had bothered to ask my opinion. It's not very homey. I think a house should reflect the people who live in it. Like Annie's. If you knew Annie and Sam, and then somebody showed you a dozen houses, you'd be able to pick out which one was theirs. Know what I mean? Gracie and Mick's house is kind of like that, although there are so many people in that house, it's a little tougher.”

Storm had never thought about it like that. She'd come home with Jazz a few times, and all she'd thought was how fly it would have been to live in this house. But she kind of saw what Jazz meant. The walls were white, and so was most of the furniture. The paintings on the wall probably cost a fortune, but they looked like things you'd see in a magazine or a museum, instead of a real home. Not that this was a bad thing necessarily.

Kendra came running full steam ahead and jumped into Jazz's arms, almost knocking her down. “Jasmine! You're home! You're home!”

Storm grinned, wondering what her mother would think about this greeting. “Hi, Kendra.” She'd met Jazz's sister several times. Kendra had Down syndrome and went to a special school on the edge of Big Lake.

“You're home too!” Kendra screamed, letting go of her sister and giving Storm a huge hug.

“So what am I? Chopped liver?” Jazz pretended to be hurt.

“I'm sorry.” Kendra ran back to hug her sister.

Jazz grinned. “Ha! Gotcha!”

Kendra laughed a deep, throaty laugh. “Aw, put a sock in it, Jasmine.”

“Kendra, do you want to know a secret about putting a sock in it?” Storm asked.

Kendra stuck out her tongue at Jazz and huddled with Storm. “And we won't tell Jasmine,” she whispered, giggling already.

“A long time ago,” Storm whispered, trying to think how she could best describe this for Kendra, “instead of CDs, people had record players. And before that, they had these funny record players that had big funnels on top.” She tried to demonstrate with her arms.

“Like that picture with a spotted dog?”

For a second, Storm thought she'd lost Kendra. Then she remembered seeing the same picture in an old magazine. It was a copy of an ad for a RCA Victrola, with a dog leaning in to hear the music. “That's it, Kendra! How did you know that?”

“TV,” she answered proudly.

“Well that was a Victrola, and the sound came out of that big funnel part. So when parents complained about the music being too loud, there wasn't a volume switch on it like you have on your CD player or iPod. Instead, you'd have to put something like a sock into the funnel to make the music softer. So parents would shout, ‘Put a sock in it!’”

Kendra burst into laughter and then turned to her sister. “Put a sock in it!” she cried.

Jazz laughed too.

“Everything all right out here?” Mrs. Fletcher walked into the living room. She was wearing a long suede skirt and a white silk blouse. She could have been a model, Storm thought.

“Hi, Mrs. Fletcher.” Storm smiled, hoping Jazz's mother would like her, or at least not dislike her. “Sorry we got so loud.”

“We put a sock in it!” Kendra shouted. Then she fell on the floor in a fit of laughter.

Jazz led the way to her room, which was about four times as big as the room Storm shared with her mother's sewing things. On the wall were half a dozen posters, all without frames, and a half dozen frames, all without posters.

“What's with the empty frames?” Storm asked.

“Don't you love it?” Jazz sounded more enthusiastic than Storm had ever seen her. “I just love posters without frames. That's how they're meant to be. And the frames without posters? That's a recent art form I'm working on. Every time I look at one of those frames, I see something different, like an entire painting. I'm thinking everybody who looks at them would see different visions, don't you think?”

Jazz stopped and almost looked embarrassed, something Storm had never seen her do. “I get a little carried away when I start talking about art, I guess.” She sat on the bed and left Storm to choose between the reading chair, the recliner, and the desk chair. “Your turn. Let the interview games begin.”

Storm settled at the desk and got out her notebook again. “Okay.” She sighed. “Say whatever you want, I guess.”

“Good. Hard-hitting, edgy. I like it.” Jazz grinned, and it was all Storm could do to return the grin. She had to keep it light and fun. Jazz was doing her the favor.

“I volunteered to help with scenery because it sounded like fun to create the backstage and set the mood for the play. How's that?”

Storm wrote down most of it. “Didn't you think about trying out for an acting part in the play, something in front of the curtain?”

“Are you serious? Not my thing. Art's my thing.” She was staring at Storm, but Storm pretended not to notice.

“Yeah. But how do you know acting isn't your ‘thing’ unless you try it?” Storm heard the edge in her voice. Maybe Jazz was going to get her wish for an edgy interview after all. Storm had closed the door on this friendship, on whatever she had with the blog team. Might as well lock the door and keep going.
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“So?” Storm demanded. “Don't wimp out on me now, Jazz. If you're so sure about your niche, your ‘thing,’ you surely ought to be able to tell us how you know that you were born to be an artist.”

“I just know. It's what I was meant to do. That doesn't mean I'm great at it. You can ask our art teacher if you want a second opinion on that one. I'm just saying that art is part of who I am. And I don't know how I know. I just do.”

Storm frowned up from her notes. “That's not an answer.”

“You're right.” Jazz ran her fingers through her thick, black hair. “Okay. But this has to be off the record.”

Storm figured everything Jazz said, everything Storm wrote, would end up “off the record” and in the trash anyway. “Fine.”

Jazz cleared her throat and fidgeted with the fringe on her bedspread.

Storm had never seen Jazz this nervous. Whatever she was about to say wasn't coming easily for her. Storm leaned back in the chair and enjoyed the moment. “I'm waiting, Jasmine.”

“I know.” Jazz pulled out her pillow and hugged it to her chest. “Okay. Here's the deal. I don't talk about this stuff, and you know that.”

Storm had no idea what Jazz was talking about. “What stuff?”

“The God stuff.”

“You're going to talk about God stuff? Jazz Fletcher, who throws a fit every time Mick the Munch posts a Bible verse on the That's What You Think! website?”

“I know, I know. This is all pretty new to me. And I wouldn't know a Bible verse from a nursery rhyme. But …” A smile crinkled Jazz's face, softening it. “But I get God now, or at least I'm starting to. I'm still wrestling with Jesus and the Bible and the commandments and a lot of things. But I believe God made the world and me. And he made me like this—loving art, seeing art in things he created.” She pulled the pillow to her face and rocked backward. “I'm not making any sense, am I?”

Storm didn't know how to answer that. Ever since they'd joined the blog team, she and Jazz had been on one side of the “God stuff,” and Gracie, Mick, and Annie on the other side. Jazz had been worse than Storm. Storm liked looking at Mick's verses on the website because it amazed her that they always seemed to fit exactly. Jazz had been the one who avoided any mention of God on the blog.

“Go on, Jazz.”

“Can I show you something without making you mad?” Jazz asked.

Storm faked a laugh. “Of course.” But she was already mad.

Jazz went to her closet and came back with a canvas. When she turned it over, it was a charcoal sketch of Storm. There wasn't any doubt about who it was. Jazz had captured every detail in the lines of her face and hair, the eyes, nose, and mouth.

But what made Storm stop breathing was the expression on the face of the Storm in that picture. No. Not just the expression. It was her whole being. The person in that portrait looked so sad and empty that it made Storm want to cry.

“The weird thing is that I drew this the first week you showed up in Big Lake. I thought you were the happiest, coolest person who'd ever walked the halls. So when the charcoal came out like this, I thought I'd blown it somehow. I'd never seen you look sad. I just put the portrait away, planning to go back to it later.”

Storm couldn't stop staring at the picture. It was so realistic, so real, that it made her feel like the fake.

“Did you read Gracie's blog today?” Jazz asked. The rest of them were lucky to get their blogs in once a week, but Gracie blogged every day, even though she didn't post all of them.

Storm shook her head, but she still couldn't take her eyes off the charcoal image of herself—a portrait of her emptiness.

Jazz got off the bed and reached past Storm to turn on her computer. “I want you to see it, okay?”

They waited in silence for the computer to boot up. Jazz logged on and then clicked the browser and typed in the URL for That's What You Think! Gracie's latest blog was right there. Only this time, Mick's verse was posted before the blog, instead of at the end.
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK!

by Jane

NOVEMBER 5

SUBJECT: TRUE SELF


“Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.” 1 Corin thians 13:12



Storm closed her eyes and let the words sink in: “even as I am fully known.” She barely knew who she was. Could anybody know her fully? Even God? She kept reading.


Raise your hand if you hate looking into the mirror. Only beware if you're looking into the mirror as you raise your hand, because that person in the mirror is a fake. If you raise the right hand, that person will raise the left. Raise the left, and just see if you don't get a right-handed raise in return.

Mirrors. Isn't it weird that people don't see themselves the way they look to other people? You could get a better look at me than I can get of myself (if you knew who “Jane” was, that is). Not only don't we see ourselves as others see us, we don't see ourselves as we really are. We can't have a “face-to-face” with ourselves, not even in a mirror.



Something caught in Storm's throat as she read. She remembered trying on coats in the Goodwill Store. She'd caught a glimpse of herself in the murky, speckled mirror and hardly recognized herself. What she'd seen had made her turn away—not because she looked ugly, but because she felt like she was staring at a stranger.

She went back to reading.


So what about photographs? Has anybody seriously looked at a picture of themselves and declared, “Why that looks just like me”? No way! We scream and insist we don't look a thing like that.

But as poorly as we really know ourselves on the outside, it's even worse when it comes to the inside. Most of us have no clear understanding of who we are, so we can't know why we're here. We role-play. We pretend. We act like we think other people want us to be. And we never know ourselves. People can go their whole lives faking it.

A very good friend of mine who knows a lot of facts and trivia once took the time to explain to me where the expression about turning the tables on someone came from.



Storm couldn't believe Gracie had remembered. It was just something Storm had spouted off at Sam's Sammich Shop weeks ago.


Families used to eat on long, plain wooden tables. With time, the wood splintered and bore the cuts and stains of life. But when company came over and guests joined the family for dinner, the wooden tabletop was turned over so only the best side would show—the clean, unscratched side. They “turned the tables” on their guests.

I think we do that too. We show other people our best sides, or at least we try to. And after a while, we don't know which side of the table is real.

How many sides, how many faces, do you have? Nobody's saying we don't have to act differently in class or in an interview than we do when we're with our buddies. But if all you do is act, you'll never know who you are.

The same friend told me where the word “sincere” comes from. In the ancient Roman Empire, some furniture salesmen were kind of like some used car salesmen (my friend could give you lots more details). They'd pass off a used, cracked piece of furniture as new by putting wax, or “cera,” into the cracks until the buyer couldn't see the flaws. But the few honest dealers advertised that their furniture was without (“sine”) wax, or “sin-cere.”

I don't know about you, but that's what I want to be. Sincere. It's the opposite of fake.

How can we get there? How can we know ourselves better? Maybe we've been fooling others and ourselves for so long, nobody knows us, and we don't even know ourselves.

Wrong. Check out that verse at the top of this blog. Somebody knows you. Pascal said there's a God-shaped vacuum in each of us that only God can fill. He sent his Son to die for all the times we've messed up, or lied, or faked it. Accept that forgiveness and begin to know God … and yourself.



When Storm finished the blog, her cheeks were wet and the words blurry. She wiped away the tears with the back of her hand. Gracie was right. Storm felt like one big fake, the exact opposite of sincere. She wanted God's forgiveness. She wanted that emptiness, that hole, filled with God.

Then without planning it, without staging it, she was praying. God, you know better than anybody the lies I tell every day to my parents, my friends, and to myself. I believe Jesus died for that stuff and everything I do wrong all the time, and for me. Please fill this hole inside of me. Thanks for knowing me fully and loving me anyway. Help me to know why I'm here and what you want me to do with my life.

When Storm looked up, Jazz had her head bowed too.

The bedroom door opened, and in walked Gracie, Mick, and Annie. Storm turned to Jazz, who didn't look a bit surprised.

For a second, Storm tried to look smiley and casual, but she couldn't do it. She couldn't fake it, not this time. She didn't want to. “You were right, Gracie. It all makes sense.”

Storm tried to tell them what was going on inside of her—what she'd just done in prayer. And they understood. They understood her.

She thought about the way they'd kept coming back, kept being her friends no matter what she said or did. “Thanks, you guys.”

Mick was the first to give her a hug, but it quickly turned into a group hug.

When they broke it up, Mick said, “I can show you some great verses about getting to know God.”

“I'd like that, Mick. Soon, okay?” She couldn't wait to learn more. She wanted to get as close to God as she could, until she could see him face-to-face.

Then she got a great idea. “Hey! How'd you like to come to my house? My parents have been dying to meet my best friends.”
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It was getting dark as they left the richest housing development in Big Lake and crossed town to the poorest—the Old West End. Stars were already poking through the gray clouds, and a cool breeze made Storm zip up her jacket.

“I love your new jacket, Storm,” Mick said, as they stepped onto the sidewalk. “It looks great on you.”

“Thanks, Mick.” Storm pulled up her collar and for the first time knew that Mick was right. This coat was her. She couldn't have said how she knew this. Maybe she wasn't worrying how the coat would go over with other people. She knew that she liked it.

“I hope you guys aren't actually hungry or anything because you won't find a lot of great snacks around the Novelo household. Not even pop. My mom's a big believer in plain ol' water.” Storm was just talking freely. She wasn't making excuses or apologies. She knew she didn't need to. “There might be some Tang left over from Christmas. Hey! Did you know that's what astronauts drank on the Gemini spacecraft in 1965? And did you know about Gatorade? It was invented by these researchers at the University of Florida, who happened to have a lousy football team in the mid-sixties. Anyway, they mixed up this stuff to replace body fluids of their players during games. The team ended up having a great season!”

Storm stopped when she realized she'd been doing most of the talking.

“What's wrong?” Jazz asked after a minute.

“Nothing,” Storm said. “It's just … I was afraid I was hogging the conversation. You know, like being the center of attention.”

“Don't be whack!” Annie cried.

“Storm,” Gracie said, “I have a feeling you will always be the center of attention. Only now, you don't have to be.”

It made sense to Storm. She was going to like finding out who Storm Novelo really was. Thanks, God, she prayed, gazing up at a bright star at the foot of a crescent moon. But God wasn't up there, a quarter million miles away. He was inside of her, closer than the old emptiness.

“Need any help with that pack?” Jazz asked as they walked up the broken sidewalk through the Old West End, past the first deserted building.

“Yeah,” Gracie agreed. “Sure does look heavy.”

“Why's it so heavy?” Mick asked.

“It—” Storm stopped herself from telling a white lie and saying she just had school books. Why did she do that? She thought about all the “white” lies she'd told in the last week alone. Lies were lies. They didn't really come in colors. And what about Cody? She hadn't exactly lied to him, but she'd sure let him down.

“Mick, I'm carrying a load of library books, none of them for classes.”

“We're so surprised,” Gracie muttered.

Annie and Jazz laughed, and then so did Storm.

“You guys mind if I call Cody and see if he wants to meet us at my house? That is, if he's still speaking to me.”

Cody didn't take that much convincing, just a little apologizing, a sincere apology.

“He'll be there as soon as he can,” Storm explained when she ended the call. “And we're working on our science-fair project every day for the rest of the week.”

She stopped in front of her house. It looked smaller than ever. For a second, she didn't want to go in. She wished she'd at least called her mom so she could have picked up her sewing stuff.

Then the feeling passed. This was her home, and these were her friends. “This is it! Come on in.”

Storm's parents were in the living room when Storm and her friends filed inside. Dad was wrestling with a lamp that had had a short in it since they moved in, and Mom was holding the lampshade. They exchanged looks that Storm knew probably said volumes to them. They knew each other so well. She'd never appreciated that until this moment. Maybe one day she would know herself well enough to let someone else know her too, like her father knew her mother. In the same second, they put down the lamp, wiped their hands on their jeans, and met Storm's friends at the door.

Storm introduced everybody. “These are my best friends,” she told her parents. “We have this ongoing project we do together.” She smiled at Gracie. “If they'll have me back on the team, that is.”

“We never let you quit,” Gracie said.

Annie asked Storm's dad to give her a tour of his greenhouse. She and her mom and grandparents were into gardening and flowers, and Storm's dad had an answer for every question Annie asked. She went crazy when she saw the dandelions in the backyard.

Jazz asked Storm's mom to show her what she was sewing. They spent fifteen minutes in Storm's bedroom while Jazz admired all of the sewing projects. She even called Storm's mother an artist.

Storm sat at the kitchen table with Gracie and Mick and talked until Cody got there. Then they pulled in chairs from every room in the house and crowded around the kitchen table. Dad poured everybody a glass of ice water. Mom heated up a pan of burritos, and Storm informed everyone that by eating “burritos,” they were eating “little donkeys.”

They ate and talked. After a while, Storm leaned back in her chair and listened to the buzz of easy conversation, the sounds of people getting to know each other.

And Storm Novelo decided that she had never felt so completely at home.





Internet Safety by Michaela

People aren't always what they seem at first, like wolves in sheep's clothing. Chat rooms, blogs, and other places online can be fun ways to meet all kinds of people with all kinds of interests. But be aware and cautious. Here are some tips to help keep you safe while surfing the web, keeping a blog, chatting online, and writing emails.


	Never give out personal information such as your address, phone number, parents' work addresses or phone numbers, or the name and address of your school without your parents' or guardian's permission. It's okay to talk about your likes and dislikes, but keep private information just that—private.


	Before you agree to meet someone in person, first check with your parents or guardian to make sure it's okay. A safe way to meet for the first time is to bring a parent or guardian with you.


	You might be tempted to send a picture of yourself to new friends you've met online. Just in case your acquaintance is not who you think they are, check with your parent or guardian before you hit send.


	If you feel uncomfortable by angry, threatening, or other types of emails or posts addressed to you, tell your parent or guardian immediately.


	Before you promise to call a new friend on the telephone, talk to your parent or guardian first.


	Remember that just because you might read about something or someone online doesn't mean the information is true. Sometimes people say cruel or untruthful things just to be mean.


	If someone writes creepy posts, report him or her to the blog or website owner.




Following these tips will help keep you safe while you hang out online. If you're careful, you can learn a lot and meet tons of new people.
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Here's a sneak preview of the next book in the Faithgirlz! Blog On! series, now available!
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK

by Jane

NOVEMBER 20

SUBJECT: I'M GETTING MY BIG BREAK!


This is it! My big chance. And I am not going to blow it. Not even if it means bottling up my sarcasm and anger and frustration. (Anybody want a really full bottle of SAF—sarcasm, anger, frustration?) I'll even force myself to smile and act interested, awe-struck maybe. I can do this.

If you've been reading my blog for the last few months, you know I'm part of the vast media machine that supposedly runs our world: I blog. Obviously. But I also do my thing on the Typical High newspaper. As in most high schools, the upperclassmen get the best assignments. Since I'm the invisible sophomore on our newspaper staff, I get the leftover stories. All year I've been looking for my big break.

Now I have it. An assignment that could end up on page one with my byline.

What is this potentially groundbreaking front-page story? War? Famine? The environment? Crime? Politics?

None of the above.

No, the sad truth is that if you want to be on the front page of the Typical High News, you must be an athlete. Therefore it follows that if you want to write a front-page feature, you write about athletes. I volunteered to do an interview with our star wide receiver (whatever that is), hereafter referred to as “Wide Man.” How sad is that? Sad, but not as sad as the fact that Wide Man has blown me off every time I've tried to talk to him.

That's not just sad. That's pathetic.



Grace Doe stopped blogging and glanced over her shoulder for the hundredth time. That's What You Think! was still an anonymous website, so it was crazy to be blogging in the Shark office, nerve center for Big Lake High School's student newspaper. But since it was Friday, she was the only one still there. Besides, she couldn't sit around all day doing nothing except waiting for football practice to end. How much practice did it take to knock each other down anyway? Her little brothers did it all the time, and they couldn't even say football.

Gracie wouldn't leave, though. Not until she got her interview. She was going to talk with John Murphy, big-deal wide receiver, if it killed her. Or him.

A door swooshed open at the end of the hall, and some guy let out a whoop! Mass male laughter followed, accompanied by the thunder of football cleats.

Finally! Gracie logged off fast, grabbed her pack and reporter's notebook, and tore out to the hall.

She could smell them before she saw them. Coach must have worked the guys hard. A mass of bodies charged up the hall, heading right toward her. Gracie stood her ground. She was Lady Liberty in the New York Harbor, unmoved, in control. Guys elbowed and shoved each other, shouting and grunting.

Gracie leveled her gaze at the wad of football players. In their practice sweats, it was hard to tell them apart. They were all so … so big. At 5'5, 110 pounds, she'd never considered herself especially little, until now.

Then she saw him. How could she have missed him? John Murphy was the tallest guy on the team. Gracie whipped out her notebook and jotted “Tall, blond, lean like a runner.” She lowered the notebook to her side as they got closer and closer. The ground shook with the weight of them. How many guys did it take to make a football team? Old lightbulb jokes popped into her mind. It takes one player to kick the football and ten to smack him on the backside and tell him what a great job he did.

They were only a few feet away now. Grace didn't budge. She would get her interview and see her byline on page one, even if it meant cleat marks on her face as they trampled her.

“John!” she called. “Murphy!”

The leaders of the pack rushed past her. “Wide Man” towered toward the back of the mob.

“John Murphy!” she shouted. She could see his eyes, with irises like brown thumbprints.

They were laughing as they closed in around her. She couldn't breathe. Not without gagging anyway. Somebody bumped her from the left. She staggered and was spun around on the right.

Snippets of conversation floated to her as the bodies passed: “… when I caught that pass! Sweet!” “If he thinks I'm going to—” “… guy's a loser, man!” “Good lookin'-out, dude!” “We'll kill 'em Saturday!” “Got that right!”

They were past her now. Even Wide Man. Gracie screamed at their backs. “Hey! John Murphy! Stop! Murphy!” She cried out as loud as she could. Didn't they hear her? Didn't they see her? For a second, she wished she'd borrowed an outfit from Storm, her friend and fellow blogger. She could have used one of Storm's wild, colorful get-ups instead of wearing her standard-issue black pants and camouflage jacket. For once in her life, Gracie wanted to be noticed.

Nate, one of Annie's old boyfriends, turned and squinted in Gracie's direction. Annie wrote a love-advice blog on That's What You Think! Gracie had watched Annie expertly dump Nate after he cheated on her. Without stopping, Nate nodded at Gracie, then called up to Murphy, “Hey, Murphy! Somebody's calling you, man!”

Murphy stopped. Gracie felt her heart speed up, as if someone had raced her engine. She clutched her notebook to her chest and waved. Then she started toward him.

Murphy dropped his gym bag, reached inside, and came out with what looked like his cell phone. He flicked it open, frowned at it, then flipped it shut. “Nah, must be somebody else's. Nobody's calling me.”

Wide Man disappeared into the locker room, but the words echoed through the halls and slammed into Grace Doe over and over again: Nobody's calling me.

Nobody…

Nobody…

Nobody…








2

Gracie stared after Murphy and the other jocks.

I should storm that locker room and demand to be heard! she thought. See if they can hear “Nobody” then.

But she couldn't move. Her feet were glued to the concrete floor.

“Move along!” Coach Ramsey shouted, inches from her ear.

Gracie hadn't even heard him coming.

“No football groupies,” he said. “I've told you girls—”

She spun around. “Groupies? Me?” Gracie had to mentally push the cork back into her bottle of anger. “I'm writing an article for—”

“Of course you are. Now, scoot.”

Gracie took a deep breath and started counting, but she knew she'd never make it to ten. She shot up a quick prayer instead.

“It's almost dinnertime,” Coach said. “Won't your mother be wondering where you are?”

“What?” Gracie glanced at her watch. He was right. It was so late! How could she have been waiting that long? She'd asked her mother to phone her from Europe at suppertime. Plus, with the crazy time zone in Paris, Victoria never seemed to know what time it was back in Big Lake, Ohio. Gracie's mom preferred to be called Victoria, even by her daughter. Gracie hadn't talked to her in weeks. They'd e-mailed and IM-ed. But she wanted to hear Victoria's voice, to talk to her in person. And now, she might have blown the whole article and missed the call. For nothing.

“I have to go!” she announced.

Coach shouted something: “No fun in the fall!” Or maybe, “Don't run in the hall!”

But Gracie was already down the hall with one foot out the door.

Once outside, she poured on speed, crossing the school lawn. Leaves crunched underfoot. The ground was soft from day-old rain that probably should have been snow. Please don't let her call before I get there, she prayed. Grace Doe didn't like feeling desperate. The call isn't really a big deal, God, she prayed, reigning in the desperation. But I would like to talk to her.

Halfway across Jackson Street, Gracie remembered she wasn't going home. Making a one-eighty, she raced back and turned north for the cottage. It was Victoria's cottage, although she was rarely in it. Victoria could remember the cottage phone number, so that's where she'd call. She was always losing Gracie's cell and her home number. Or maybe Victoria had a mental block against Gracie's real home, where Gracie lived with her dad and stepmom.

Wiping her feet on the mat, she used both hands to open the big oak door to the cottage. It wasn't locked. She stopped in the doorway and listened. No ringing phone.

Mick, Gracie's little stepsis, looked up from the computer. She was only twelve, but it was Mick's genius that kept That's What You Think! running. And it was Mick's faith that seemed to hold the motley group of bloggers together as a team.

“Hey, Gracie!” Mick scooted back in her chair.

“Anybody call, Mick? For me?” Gracie dumped her pack next to the plush, white couch and wriggled out of her jacket.

“Annie called. She finished her ‘Professor Love’ column and has it on disk. You can pick it up if you stop by Sam's Sammich Shop tonight. Annie's working for her mom.”

Gracie nodded. Annie Lind's column got the most hits on their blog. “I can stop by the shop later. But I'm bagging at the grocery store tomorrow, so I can't stay late. Saturday before Thanksgiving? Not going to be pretty.”

“Plus,” Mick added, “we've got the blog meeting first thing in the morning.”

How could she have forgotten a blog meeting? Gracie crossed the room to the desk. “Are you sure nobody else called? Was the answering machine on?”

Mick's eyebrows lowered so far that her Cleveland Indians baseball cap inched over her glasses and her ponytail raised an inch. “You okay, Gracie?”

“Me? Why wouldn't I be?” Her response was automatic. Gracie knew she could tell Mick anything, but some things were better kept private, even from Mick. Gracie had asked her mother to call because she wanted to invite her to Big Lake for Thanksgiving. She and Victoria used to celebrate their birthdays on Thanksgiving, and it had been Gracie's favorite holiday. She wanted that again. But it wasn't Mick's problem. Why should she make Mick feel bad about something that didn't have anything to do with her?

“So,” Gracie said, making herself sound more cheerful than she felt, “you done with the computer yet?”

Mick turned over the chair. “All yours. I've got homework anyway.”

Gracie logged on and checked her e-mails. Lots of junk, a few website comments she could sort through later, a bunch of questions for Professor Love. Nothing from Victoria. Maybe that was good. At least Victoria hadn't canceled. Besides, there was still plenty of time for her to call. Gracie could blog to pass the time while she waited.
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THAT'S WHAT YOU THINK

by Jane

NOVEMBER 20

SUBJECT: LIFE'S WAITING ROOM IS EVERY WHERE


I have a rep as a keen observer. I read people. I work at it, taking notes as I skulk through the halls of Typical High. That's where I get most of my material for this blog.

Some of you write in to say that you stink at reading people. Others e-mail that they can never pick up on gestures or body language the way I do. But I'll bet that everyone reading this can tell when someone's waiting. Think about it. People do funny things when they're waiting:


	If you see a man suddenly thrust out his arm, then jerk it back to check his watch, he's probably waiting on another man. Odds of this increase if said man is standing robot stiff.


	A guy waiting on his long-term girlfriend tends to sigh in big huffs and rub the back of his neck.


	A guy waiting on a first date may pace and press his lips together.


	Middle-aged men drum their fingers on the table.


	Middle-aged women tap their toes.


	Pacing, hand-wringing, head-holding, gawking—all possible signs of people waiting on people.


	Futile cell-phone checks or land-phone stare-downs are, of course, dead giveaways that somebody's waiting for a phone call.






Gracie stopped blogging and stared at the phone on the desk, willing it to ring. Victoria called it a princess phone. Pure white, it matched everything else in the white stucco cottage with big wooden beams. Victoria had brought in a designer from London to make the cottage look English.

Gracie glanced at the oak-framed wall clock. If Victoria were going to call, she would have called by now. Still, Gracie couldn't stop staring at the stupid phone and the soundless clock.

“Was Victoria supposed to call?” Mick asked softly.

“What?” Startled, Gracie turned to face her sister.

Mick hopped up on the edge of the desk and stared down at Gracie. “Something's bugging you. Is it your mom?”

Gracie sighed, then nodded. Somehow, admitting it made it feel worse, like poking a hole in the frustration bottle. The steam spit out.

“Did Victoria say she'd call you today?” Mick repeated, her eyes full of a sympathy Gracie couldn't handle.

Gracie shrugged, trying to make light of it. “It's probably the time difference between here and Paris. Or Vienna. Wherever.”

Mick chewed her bottom lip, the way she did when she wanted to say more. “I'm sorry, Gracie. Why was she calling?”

Mick and Gracie had lived under the same roof for three years, long enough for Mick to know that Victoria never just called to talk. “I asked her to call me,” Gracie admitted. “When we were instant messaging. I just … I just had something I wanted to ask her. That's all. No big deal, Mick.” Gracie could almost feel herself pulling away from Mick.

But Mick wouldn't let it go. “Why don't you call her?”

Gracie shrugged. “If she calls, then I know it's a good time to talk. I was thinking about asking her to come home for Thanksgiving.”

“That's a great idea!” Mick exclaimed. “Mom would think it's cool.”

Gracie thought about the time two Thanksgivings ago, when Victoria had spent the whole day with Gracie's new, blended family. Dad had been against the idea. But Lisa, Mick's mom, talked him into it. Lisa had done all the cooking. Somehow, she'd managed to keep everybody from feeling too weird, although Gracie remembered Dad's sigh of relief when Victoria left at the end of the day.

“I wasn't going to ask Lisa until I knew Victoria could do it,” Gracie explained. “Do you really think your mom would be okay with it?”

“You know Mom,” Mick said, grinning. “She'd love it.”

Gracie had to admit that Lisa Doe was one of a kind. Gracie knew she'd lucked out in the stepfamily department, although she realized it wasn't luck. God had been in on it all the way, even though Gracie had fought him like crazy in the beginning. But Mick and her big brother, Luke, had become more like Gracie's brother and sister than steps. Dad's and Lisa's twins were over a year old now, and Gracie couldn't imagine life without them.

“How long do you think Victoria can get away for?” Mick asked.

“I'm hoping she'll stay for Thanksgiving and maybe a few days after so we can celebrate our birthdays.” Gracie felt funny talking about it. She hadn't even prayed much about it yet. Praying and talking made her hopes too real, and she didn't want to set herself up for disappointment.

Mick hopped off the desk. “Sweet! But tell me about the birthday thing again. I know you already had yours a few months ago. We celebrated.”

“Duly noted,” Grace said, turning the computer chair back over to Mick. “Who could ever forget such a party? Big Lake's still buzzing about it.” The celebration had been in the Doe household on August 19, Gracie's real birthday. The only guests were Mick, Luke—under protest because he had a real party to go to—and the twins, who stuck their paws into the cake while Lisa was blessing it. Dad had arrived late, but sorry about it.

“Okay. So it was a pretty lame party,” Mick admitted. “But it was your birthday, right?”

Gracie nodded.

“Is Victoria's birthday on Thanksgiving? And you guys just combined celebrating?”

“Nope.” This would take some explaining. “Hang on.” Gracie went to the kitchen and got them Cokes. Then she began. “Victoria's birthday is February twenty-fourth. Mine is August nineteenth. She never told anyone when her birthday was, and she never wanted it marked by a celebration. My mother doesn't get older.” Gracie laughed. She hoped this wasn't coming off like Victoria was some kind of crazy person because it wasn't like that.

Mick was nodding, like she understood. “I've heard a lot of women hate their birthdays. But how come you couldn't have yours on August nineteenth?”

“That would have been the same as counting down her age, like announcing that her daughter was another year older meant she was another year older.”

“So you didn't get birthday parties when you were little?” Mick asked.

“Victoria has this way of making you believe she's doing the most exciting thing in the world for you, no matter what it is. She used to put on the absolute best parties for me: secret birthdays, with just us. And always on Thanksgiving so we'd have an excuse if someone stopped over and caught us celebrating. I thought it was the most wonderful idea in the world. Of course, you gotta remember I was too young to know better. And then she left. Dad had regular birthday parties for me after that, when I reminded him. But I miss Victoria's secret parties. Nobody celebrates like Victoria.”

They were silent for a minute. Gracie's throat felt tight. The last thing she wanted was to cry about her mom. Or to make Mick feel sorry for her. This was why she never talked about these things.

The phone rang.

Gracie jumped as if the ring were a gun shot. She couldn't talk to Victoria now.

Ring! Ring! Ring!

“Gracie!” Mick cried. “Answer it!”

But she couldn't. Her hand wouldn't reach for the phone.

Mick dove for it and jerked the receiver to her ear, just as the answering machine clicked on. “Hello? Hello?” she shouted. Mick stood stiffly, eyes misting over. The phone dropped away from her ear. Mick stared at it, as if she'd never seen a receiver before. “Gracie, she hung up.”
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