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Chapter |

New stuff

Definition of Chemistry:

1. What stuff is everything made of?
2. How does this stuff work?

3. Can you create something new with this stuff?

“Casey Campbell?” My new, slightly overweight, balding
chemistry teacher peered over his black reading glasses and
waited for me to confirm my identity.

“Yes, sir.” I met his eyes and smiled shyly, standing there
beside his desk at the front of the room, shifting my weight from
one foot to the other while I waited. I would need to stay on this
guy’s good side to make it through this class! I did know how to
make teachers like me, though. I am a TK, a teacher’s Kid, 1
reminded myself silently. And right now, a nervous Teacher’s
Kid!

“All of the students this period have previously assigned lab
partners,” Mr. Voss informed me. “A couple of students did
transfer out over winter break, however. So, pick an empty seat.
Whoever you sit by will be your lab partner.”

He hesitated, and then glared at me, though in a friendly
way - a friendly glarer-and channeled my mother by saying,
“Choose wisely!”
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Choose wisely?

Please!

Such a convenient adult phrase, handing you the sweet
freedom of choice you think you want, while adding a big dose
of fear that warned, DON"T' SCREW UP! I rolled my eyes
(inwardly, of course) and turned my head for a five-second
power survey of the class.

It was my first class, on the first day of school after winter
break, and yay, I was officially starting at a Rayburn High
School in the middle of my sophomore year. My choice, believe
it or not.

I owned it.

But did I choose wisely? Right now, I would give anything to
be back at good old familiar Lee High!

The bell would ring any minute, and it was chaos right now,
with most kids chatting, some standing and leaning over each
other’s desks, probably sharing what they did over Break, and
some texting... wait, phones are allowed in class? I searched for
the couple of empty chairs that Mr.Voss said were out there, and
spotted one right away, front and center.

The guy sitting at the table right next to the empty chair
was- well, he was downright gorgeous, with dark, streaked blond
hair and a deep tan, like he just strolled over from a sun-kissed
beach. I wondered if he smelled like coconut suntan lotion. He
was half- turned around in his seat, chatting with the beautiful
auburn-haired girl behind him.

Are they dating? Would I be nervous conducting chem
experiments with such an adorable guy? What color are his eyes?
Is he a jerk, or is he super sweet, or-

Mr. Voss coughed. “Pick a chair,” he said, dryly. “The bell is
about to ring.”

I took a step toward the chair by Tan Guy, still searching
quickly for the other open seat that had to be out there. And
there it was, in the back row, and sitting next to the chair, my
other potential lab partner was balancing a ruler on his nose,
totally absorbed in this feat, not seeming to care that no one
around him paid attention. No. Nope.

Choice made.
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Then the bell rang, and a truly cool thing happened.

The class immediately stopped talking, the stragglers sat
down, everyone got out something to write with, looked at the
whiteboard at the left side of the room, and started writing stuff
down.

I paused in my journey to my chosen chair to sneak a peek
at the board. Sure enough, the day’s homework assignment and
a bellringer were written there in tidy, block letters. I couldn’t
help it — I turned around and gave Mr. Voss an admiring smile.
Well, done, buddy! I appreciated an organized teacher who ran
a tight ship! Mr. Voss didn’t notice my approval, since he was
already at his desk computer, probably taking attendance.

My smile widened.

Then I collected myself, and with all the confidence I could
muster, I walked toward the Tan Guy chair. A few kids were
glancing at me- well, a lot of kids, actually. I'm the New Kid, I
expected this, this was weird but doable, so I started my self-
coaching. Just get to the chair, sit down, class will start, and I can
have some relative peace for this first 1/6 of my school day. Six
periods of class time I could handle, especially if I had no-
nonsense teachers, like Mr. Voss.

It was the time between classes, and lunch, that I dreaded.

The social interaction. Or rather, the lack of social interac-
tion, walking alone, sitting alone, being whispered about. Did
the native kids still do that to the newbie kids, or was that just in
movies? No matter. It was the word “alone” that caused my gut
to tighten and the accusing, tiring words to start scrolling
through my brain like they had for the past two weeks:

I wish I had thought this through.

I put my hand on the chair, ready to pull it back, easing one
strap of my backpack down my shoulder, when I heard a soft
“psssst”. I glanced back at the girl seated at the table behind me,
not the Auburn-Haired Girl that Tan Guy was talking to- it was
the paler, mousy brown-haired girl sitting next to her, obviously
her lab partner.

I looked at her questioningly, and she silently shook her
head back and forth, an emphatic “NO”. Then she jerked her

head backwards, in the direction of the ruler-on-the-nose guy.
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Oh--kay, I bet Tan Guy is dating Auburn-Haired Girl, and
Other Girl is warning me that sitting by Tan Guy could be trou-
ble. Maybe this is girl code, one chica helping out another,
reaching out to me in friendship!

I felt a flicker of gratitude toward the girl. I would much
rather make a friend today, than try to flirt. I was perfectly
willing to sit by Ruler Guy if...

Wait. A. Minute. So what if Tan Guy is cute, or dating? Is he
funny, kind, or smart? Will I be warned off by some random girl I
don’t even know? And-

“Miss Campbell.” Mr. Voss had that warning tone, not
angry, not questioning, just quiet and calm. He was a Jedi.

And in a split second, I made my first, small but hopefully

wise, choice, at my new school.
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Pick one

“If I have a thousand ideas and only one of them turns out to be
good, I am satisfied.”
~ Alfred Bernhard Nobel,
chemist, founder of the Nobel Prize

I like to take quizzes. Not school quizzes, but those stupid fun
social media quizzes like “What Disney Princess are You?”,
“What Decade Should You Have Lived In?”, or “Who Would
Be Your Fictional BEF?” They fascinate me, not because I think
they have any real value, but because what if they COULD?
What if I could write a multiple choice quiz that had mean-
ingful A, B and C options that could pinpoint your truest self, or
predict your most successful future?

I know how to write quizzes, sort of. My mom is a high
school English teacher, and sometimes we make up silly
answers to her quiz questions, for fun.You put the real answer
out there, of course, then the ones that sound reasonable but are
wrong, and sometimes a really stupid answer.

It’s truly amazing how many kids choose the stupid answers.
On purpose, because it’s funny, or because they really Don't.

Have. A. Clue.
Which leads me to my favorite Shakespeare quote:
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“I would challenge you to a battle of wits, but I see you are
unarmed.”

I'm not making fun of these kids, I'm not. We're all unarmed
in some way! I'm unarmed in Chemistry.Which is why I need
Mz. Voss to like me.

Any-hoo, here are samples of our English quiz questions
and answers:

Question #1: Who wrote Hunger Games?

A. Jennifer Lawrence
B. Suzanne Collins
C. Mahatma Gandhi
D.Aand B

Question #2: Who is the main character in “A Christmas
Carol?

A. Kermit
B. Tiny Tim
C. Scrooge

D. Not A

Too nerdy for you?

Yeah, I'm a nerd. A blue-eyed, blond nerd, who loves
English, tolerates math and struggles with chemistry. Who likes
school pretty much, and has big plans for her future.Big plans
which need college.

College requires acceptance.

Acceptance requires a decent GPA.

And a decent GPA is helped by a good grade in Chemistry.
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Here’s a flow chart, since visuals help people retain information
about 57.9 % better *:
Adequate Chemistry Grade
{

Great Stellar GPA
l

Acceptance to College of my Dreams
l

Get That College Degree

1]
My Dream Job and Fabulous Paris Vacations

Aaaaagh. Can you tell I'm avoiding my least favorite subject?

At my old school last semester, I was in an Honors Chem
class, worked my rear end off and did quite well, a low but solid
B for the first semester.

But that was then, this is now. A lot of stuff happened in my
life over winter break. (That’s “a lot”, two words, not “alot”,
common mistake.) Much stress have I, much focus I must
strive for.

So, here’s a little quiz I made up about my choices.

The “Did Casey Choose Wisely?”Quiz

Question #1

Casey’s lonely mom, widowed for years, is finally engaged
to this amazing guy who really loves her, and they are deciding
when they should get married, and who will have to move since
their homes are about 200 miles apart. What does Casey say?

A. No, Mom, amazing or not, don’t marry the guy. I don’t
want my life to change.

B. Sure, Mom, get married, but Amazing Guy has to be the
one to move, even though it will be hard to relocate his
accounting business here, since we've lived in this smallish town
my whole entire life, and I don’t want to leave my friends and
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especially my first real boyfriend who I just started dating and
who is ridiculously handsome and I think I might maybe
possibly be in serious like if not love with him.

C. Sure, Mom, get married, and we'll just move to Amazing
Guy’s town next summer, and I'll leave all my friends and my
new boyfriend and it won’t bother me a bit, what’s 200 miles
anyway?

D. Sure, Mom, get married right now at Christmas Break
since the perfect teaching position just opened up for you in
Amazing Guy’s town, our lease is up and it makes sense for you
to be the one to move. But let me live here in my little town with
my best friend Sarah’s family at least until summer and you go
ahead and move. Catch up with you next summer! Maybe.

Question #2

Casey’s ridiculously handsome boyfriend assumes that
Casey is moving 200 miles away, during Christmas Break,
though he does not take the time to confirm this with her.And so
he breaks up with her in a text, saying that he can’t do long-
distance relationships. And then he immediately texts Casey’s
best friend Sarah and asks if Sarah wants to catch a movie with
him, and maybe get pizza after. What does Casey do?

A. Carefree Casey shakes it off, indeed she starts singing
and dancing like Taylor Swift and dreams about the wonderful
new town she’s moving to and the new friends she will make.

B. Logical Casey calls boyfriend up, points out how wrong
he is and how priceless their relationship really is, and he apolo-
gizes profusely, they patch things up, and everything’s cool.

C. Furious Casey decides that the incredibly cold-hearted
idiot boyfriend wasn't worth her time anyway and good
riddance, baby! She prays for God’s vengeance to fall upon him.

D. Stunned Casey cries a million tears and knows
boyfriend was a jerk but still wonders how she could have been
so stupid. She was surely an inferior girlfriend since she was
dumped so quickly, and had Sarah been flirting with Boyfriend
the whole time and she missed it? She sucks it up to smile for
Mom’s wedding and moves to the new town immediately,the

8
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sooner the better, because she would feel like a total loser at her
old school anyway, she never wants to see Ex-Boyfriend again,
and she could not possibly live with Sarah’s family now.

E.BothCand D

Question #3

The Amazing Guy, Casey’s brand-new stepfather, has three
sons, two of them teenagers, and Casey has a younger sister in
3" grade. They are now a Blended Family. What are Casey’s
thoughts about this?

A. Lactually try not to think about it.

B. I'm hopeful.

C. It’s. Just. Shocking.

D. I will not like it.

E. I'm stressed out.

F. They’re nice, and it will be cool to have brothers.

G. I just want my mom to be happy.

H. Please, don’t make me do this, dear God.

L. All of the above.

There is no answer key, dear readers.

At least not one where I'm sure the answers are correct.

*(totally made-up statistic)



Chapter 3

Creating bonds

Where do living things get energy?

1. Energy is stored in the form of (chemical) bond
energy.

2. Create a bond = store energy

3. Break a bond = release energy

My new lab partner smiled amiably at me as I pulled out
the empty chair. I tried to smile back, though I bet it looked
more like a grimace. I sat down and welcomed the opportunity
to avert my face, searching in my backpack, finding my pencil
and selecting my brand new lime green spiral notebook, my
favorite color to help me get psyched up mentally for my least
favorite subject. I wiggled more comfortably into my chair,
opened the notebook to a fresh, clean page, and copied the
assignment on the board carefully.

“The answer is: chemical change. What is the
question?”

Basic concept, I've got this! I didn’t know if this would be
graded or not, so I hunched over my notebook and wrote every
possible “question” I could think of. I kept writing, thinking,
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erasing, and writing some more, wanting my very first assign-
ment in this class to be perfect!

As my writing frenzy slowed down, I finally became aware
that my new lab partner was leaning back in his chair, with not
very good posture, and was not writing a single thing. Well,
actually he did, but a furtive glance at his paper revealed that it
was just doodling. Cartoon characters. Wow, terrific student.

Great. Yet another lovely choice you made, Campbell.

That front-and-center seat by Cute Guy was still empty, so
I would ask Mr. Voss if I could switch to that seat tomorrow. I
was annoyed with myself for my first, and wrong, choice at my
new high school. It felt so unfair to have landed with a lab
partner who didn’t seem to care about doing well, and if it
wasn't so quiet in the class right I would actually have whisper-
snarled at him, even though that would make me a jerk, I know.
At the very least I wish I hadn’t given him that feeble smile.

Then I heard a very quiet murmur — “Relax”. Did he say
that? I looked straight at Ruler Guy and he looked straight back
at me, not smiling either. He had dark brown hair, a little
shaggy, touching his shoulders and in need of a trim, and I was
distracted for a second by his dark, chocolatey brown eyes. But
then he slid his paper over so I could see it better.

And there in front of me was a doodle, all right, but it was...
organized. There was Mr. RNA and Mr. DNA, one holding a
magnifying glass, and the other sporting a suave mustache,
having this conversation, with just a few words in bubbles above
their, umm, heads? Whoa.

Okay.

My answer to the assignment was a snoozer essay. His was a
creative and funny, and quite accurate. Zing!

I cautiously raised my eyes to Ruler Guy, because now I was
embarrassed since he could obviously tell I had judged him for
something as snobby as not being as good a student as me. RG
just gave me a half smile and a shrug, and I got the message... no
harm done. He didn’t seem annoyed. Maybe this partnership
would work.

Then Mr. Voss started talking and writing on the board, and
we all started taking notes, and we opened our textbooks to
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Chapter 14 as instructed. RG moved his textbook over so I
could share it, and I started thinking, Chapter 14? To my relief
the textbook was the exact same as the one I used in my old
chem class, but we had just finished Chapter 11. Was this class
really that far ahead of me?

It became clear that yes, they really were that far ahead of
me! Mr. Voss reviewed some Chapter 13 stuff that the class
finished before Christmas, and I did not know what on earth he
was talking about.

I. Hate. That. Feeling.

My stomach started to clench up and hurt just a bit. Please,
Casey, you are not a little girl in first grade, no panic here, you
will figure this out, and it doesn’t have to be right now.

The little self-talk helped a bit, though not much, and I tried
to follow along again with whatever Mr. Voss was talking about.
I frantically wrote down everything he wrote, because even
though it meant nothing to me, at least he would see me trying-
the earnest, unarmed blonde dying a long chemical death,
fighting bravely all the way!

Sigh.

Five minutes before class was over, Mr. Voss walked efh-
ciently around the room, handing an orange post-it note to each
student. “This is your ticket out the door,” he told us. “Write
your name, and one or two things that we discussed today that
you are still confused about. Be specific.”

One thing? Two things? I assumed he didn’t want me to
write down:

#1. 'm confused about everything in Chapter 12
and
#2. I'm confused about everything in Chapter 13

I stared at my blank post-it note, and then of course glanced
over to RG’s post-it to sneak a peek. Some students began to talk
to each other now, zipping up their backpacks and waiting for
the bell to ring.

“Here, you can read it.” RG again noticed my glance, and
slid his post-it over to my side of the desk. “What about you, are
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you a chemistry genius, since you have no questions?” From
most other kids, this would be said in a snarky tone of voice, but
RG sounded genuinely curious, like he really thought I might
be this chemistry goddess.

I read his post-it before answering, which took about a half
second, because the only words he wrote were “I'M GOOD”.
“It looks like you're the genius,” I said snippily, and immediately
felt bad.I didn’t mean to be so negative, again, but I was
agitated, wondering how I was going to handle the Being Way
Behind situation.

“Nah”, RG replied casually, not offended at all. “I just don’t
wanna write anything, you know? I'm Ben, by the way. And just
some advice, you have to write something on that post-it before
you can leave. Voss actually reads them. What’s your name?”

“Casey,” I replied. I tried smiling again, since he was being
pretty nice, but it was still pretty weak. “You see, I don’t know
what to write, because at my last school, in my chemistry class
there, we”-

The bell rang and cut me off. RG- no, Ben, stood up- wow,
he was lanky and tall- and hitched his backpack over his shoul-
der. “Sorry, gotta run, my next class is way across campus.” He
hesitated. “Do you know where to go for your next class? I
mean, | guess you're really brand new?” He looked genuinely
concerned, and my heart melted a bit. Awwww, if he was
concerned about me now, just wait until he knew how needy his
new lab partner was going to be!

“I'm fine,” I lied, hastily. I didn’t want to hold him up. “See
you tomorrow.” Ben gave a little nod, hesitated again, then gave
me a thumbs up and headed out the door with all the other
students.

I wrote “I NEED HELP” on my post-it, gathered my stuff,
stood up, and smoothed out the copy of my schedule on my
desk. ENGLISH II, room 312. I had no idea where that was! [
started walking toward the door, schedule in hand, and gave the
post-it note to Mr. Voss who was collecting them.

It was Day One, I was behind in chemistry already, I didn’t
know where I was going, and when I found it I would be
awkwardly late, all the ingredients for a rotten day so far.
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And yet.

My stomach felt jussst a bit less clenched, and I realized I
had a very tiny, but genuine, half-smile on my face. What?
There was no reason for this! But yeah, I knew good and
well why.

Because, in this crowd of unfamiliar faces and voices, at
least one non-teacher knew my name.

Someone had smiled at me! Out of politeness, Casey.

Someone was concerned about me! Yeah, for a half-second.

Okay, whatever. But it gave me a little bit of encouraging
energy, just enough to make it through the next class. Maybe
even the next two. Who knew? Maybe it was the beginning of a
decent bond. My first bond at my new high school.

A bond with a guy who doodled and could balance a ruler
on his nose?

I'll take it!

As I walked out in search of my next class, I thought fleet-
ingly of those chocolatey brown eyes, wondering if it was my
imagination, or did they really did have little flecks of green in
them?
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And., releasing bonds

“My atoms love your atoms.It’s chemistry.”
~ Atticus,
internet poet

Most kids find it hard to picture their parents at age 17, and
don’t particularly want to try. The thought of their parents
going on dates, kissing, getting married, and... doing stuff, is not
something we're always comfortable with, right? But I've given
it some thought in the last year, because to understand why my
mom just got married over Christmas Break, you have to turn
back the pages in her life a bit, and find a chapter that was
written before I was born.

The chapter written when she was seventeen.

My mom, Karen, had a crush on this guy, Harrison Findley,
when she was 17. He wasn’t technically the boy next door, but
they did go to the same church, and the same school. Karen was
the pretty, popular cheerleader, and Harrison was just your
normal, average, non-spectacular nice guy. They hung out in the
same church youth group, went for pizza with the group,
laughed and talked, always in a group, and knew each other
pretty well, and their parents knew each other, that kind of
thing.

So, as they spent more time together, you know what
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happened. Karen started to notice Harrison’s sweet smile, and
he for sure noticed her, and finally he got up the nerve to ask
Karen to the Homecoming Dance at their school.

Karen said yes. They went to the dance, they started dating,
and they fell in love. A happy, easy, no-pressure first love. Who
gives up a beautiful thing like that?

Karen did. Harrison did.

Because the summer after their senior year, their paths took
them in different directions. Harrison went to a college out of
state, and Karen went to the local community college. They got
distracted. The bond started to loosen, not all at once, just little
by little.

They released each other.

And they used that freedom to explore other relationships,
until they each fell in love again and married other people.

My daddy was Austin Kyle Campbell. I didn’t call him
Daddy when he was alive - I always called him Dad. But now I
always think of him as Daddy, which might make me sound
kind of immature, but it’s a more personal name. It makes me
feel closer to him.

I talk to him sometimes, in bed before I go to sleep,
because I really believe he’s listening somehow. I tell him
things that happened, and how Mom and Riley are doing.
And usually, when I'm getting really sleepy, and things get
blurry, I know I'm not really talking to Daddy at all, but to
God. No, I don’t believe my dad is God, nothing weird like
that!

It’s just that, when I talk to Daddy, I almost can’t remember
his voice anymore. I've never thought he was going to answer.
But sometimes, in the quiet of the night, when I'let my thoughts
scatter everywhere and my barriers are down, I feel like God
does.

Answers me, that is.

Not with an audible voice, nothing weird, nothing spooky.
It’s just a knowing. Simple, quiet, still. He’s like an immoveable
boulder in the rushing stream of all of my other chaotic, random
thoughts.

I see you. I hear you.
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And, like a child knowing she is safe, and heard, I fall

asleep.

Pop Quiz

Question #1

So, what happened to Harrison?

A. Never heard from the guy again.

B. Harrison became an accountant, got married, had three
sons, and his family lived happily ever after.

C. Harrison became an accountant, got married, had three
sons, and then his wife left him and they got a divorce.

Question #2

A. Karen, widowed for several years, saw Harrison at a high
school reunion, their atoms felt that old attraction again, they
fell in love, and they got married right away.

B. Karen and Harrison fell in love again, but decided to
wait until Casey finished high school so Casey wouldn’t have to
move from her beloved home town. Casey was cool with that,
because why mess with a happy life?

C. Karen and Harrison fell in love again, and decided to
wait until Casey finished high school, but Casey was a hero. Get
married now, she said. It will be an adventure, she said. If you're
happy, I'll be happy, she said. That perfect teaching position in
Harrison’s town won’t wait, she said. I can live with my best
friend, if you're okay with it, and finish out my sophomore year.

And then at the last minute - I'll go ahead and move with
you, she said. It will be great to get away for awhile, how conve-
nient, she said, to herself.

Casey should have googled the definition of “awhile”.
“Awhile” means “for a short time”. Moving 200 miles away to a
new town is not usually done to stay “awhile”.

But I was hopeful. Hurting from the reason why I couldn’t
stay with Sarah, but hopeful. And I really was excited for the

happy-dancin’ atoms between Mom and Harrison.
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The atoms between James, Jackson, Jefferson, my new step-
brothers, and me and Riley, my little sister, were another matter
entirely, however. Okay that was a good one, but truly, no pun
intended, ha-ha.

Get it? Matter?

18
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The rest of the first day

“What the elements are to chemistry, what the sounds are to
music, are the words to language.”
~ Ernest Klein,
Romanian-born Canadian author

If you haven't realized it by now, I am an English Girl. No, not
born in England-I'm a Texas gal born and bred- but I love
readin’ and writin’. My dreams always include those abilities in
some form- maybe I'll be a journalist? Editor? Marketing?
Maybe even a lawyer? My dream job is hazy right now, but I
know what I DON"T want. I will not be a teacher, and I won’t
be an author. A teacher works too hard for too little money-
hello, Mom? - and an author has to make it really big to earn a
living, and what are the odds of that?

No, I'm practical, and I will choose a career with monetary
perks. A future with trips and pretty things. Is that shallow?

You see shallow, I see reality.

It’s not that I don’t appreciate teachers.I respect and admire
the Moms and the Mr. Voss’s out there. They are rock stars in
my world!

I just want a more financially lucrative world!

As I walked into my second hour English classroom this first
day, however, I knew I was going to feel at home there, if not
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today, then eventually. As expected, I was embarrassingly late,
but kids were still talking and it didn’t look like anything was
happening yet, so I relaxed a bit. I walked to the teacher’s desk
and quietly apologized.

“Sorry I'm late. I'm Casey Campbell.”

Ms. Thomas, a slender thirty-something with dark brown
skin and a cute short ‘fro, looked up and smiled widely at me.
Her desk was cluttered, with stacks of paper and little notes
everywhere, and a few books were precariously close to the edge
of her desk.

Litched to straighten everything neatly.

“Welcome, Casey, I was wondering if you would show up!
You get the new student ‘pass’ today for being late,” she said
cheerfully, using her fingers to make air quotation marks.
“Please take that seat in that second row over there. Students
are discussing the topic on the board for the next few minutes.”

Oh, so the conversations going on were supposedly not
sociall I sat down in the second row and got out my new baby
blue spiral notebook, because blue is such a tranquil color and
English is my calm, happy place. I looked at the board,
wondering if I dared insert my opinion about whatever the kids
around me were saying.

“WHY POETRY?” was written on the board.

Poetry, okay. Not my greatest interest, but there are some
famous poems that rock.

I listened to a couple of conversations around me. It’s like
going to a public swimming pool. Do I do a big old cannonball
into the deep end and make some outrageous comment? Or do I
dip my toe in the shallow end, waiting for an opening and then
saying “yes, I agree” meekly without offering anything else?

“Poetry is romannnnn- tic,” the girl in front of me was
saying in a dreamy voice, twisting a strand of her long, dark hair.
“When I get married, my husband will write poems for me
expressing his undying luuuuuuv.”

The guy in the next row snorted. “What pansy of a guy is
gonna do that?”

“Poetry is useless,” said another guy in a bored voice.

And then I heard that sound again- pssssst, followed by a
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tap on my shoulder.I turned around and saw the Auburn
Haired girl, leaning over from the next row and grinning at me.
“Hi, ah'm in your chemistry class, remember? Ah'm Reese.” Her
Texas drawl was thick, and super cute. I think the term “hon-
eyed accent” applied here.

I smiled back at her. Reese was definitely pretty, with fragile
features, hazel eyes, a perfect dimply smile, and such healthy,
shiny hair. No split ends there, I would bet. No wonder Tan
Guy was talking to her. “I'm Casey!” I replied. I waited for her
to say something and she waited for me to say something, and
there was this awkward pause.

But, not for long. “Do you have first or second lunch?” she
asked. “Because, if you want, you can sit with me if you have
second lunch.”

“Wow, okay!” I dug out my now-crumpled schedule again
and checked it, though I already knew it said SECOND
LUNCH. I didn’t want to appear too eager, right? Although,
why was eagerness a problem? I was actually crazy eager for a
lunch pal today!

“Yes! I have second lunch! T'll look for you, thanks!” I
sounded downright perky, and I felt gratitude as I turned my
attention to Ms. Thomas, who was asking us to wrap up our
conversations so she could proceed with her lesson.

That was two potential bonds in two periods, Ben and
Reese, and I would call that a win!

Ms. Thomas was also a win. Sometimes, I'll admit, the
messy teachers are the most inspiring. Like I said, I'm not into
poetry, but when something’s good, it’s good, whether you like
the genre or not. Right?

I mean, I don'’t like country music either, but the right
melody, with the right words, can just stop you in your tracks,
sending a message straight to your heart. And Ms. Thomas
made some strategic poetry choices for us, this first day of a new
unit, trying to pique our interest.

Nice set-up, Ms. Thomas.

I left my second period class feeling pretty good, as
expected. I chatted with Reese a bit on the way out, promising
to look for her in the cafeteria.
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And so. I fumbled through the rest of the morning, using my
red spiral notebook for geometry (brain on full red alert) and the
purple one for history (purple signifies royalty, and think of all
those kings, queens and kingdoms in history, yeah.). I noticed
that Ben was in my geometry class, but I'm not sure he noticed
me, or at least he made no attempt to talk.

And then, it was SECOND LUNCH.

I walked into the cafeteria, oozing with the confidence of
knowing I had a lunch invitation! It was a huge cafeteria, with a
salad bar station as well as the regular line, and a wall of
windows letting in the bright winter sunshine. There were lots
of students getting in line, talking, sitting down, eating, the usual
cafeteria stuff. Lots, and lots, of students. This school is so much
bigger than my little Lee High School. And I don’t see-

“Over heeecere, Casey!” I saw a hand waving from a table
somewhere in the middle of the huge room, and I realized my
heart was racing. Calm down, girl, get something to eat, make a
friend, don’t trip over that chair there, you're doing great, 1
coached myself, walking cautiously around the crowded tables.
Even walking seems hard when you’re nervous!

I sat down by Reese, and met her friends, Abby and Mia
and some others whose names I couldn’t remember, but hey, it
was my first day. They all seemed friendly but pretty much
ignored me once we got past the “where are you from” and
“how do you like our school” basics. They talked about who did
what over break, and of course mentioned people I didn’t know,
and such. They didn't mean to leave me out, and I took no
offense. I didn’t particularly want to answer any more questions
right now anyway. I just needed to eat, drink, breathe, and
observe.

And then for a minute, as I was eating my ham and cheese
sandwich with just a thin layer of Dijon mustard that I made
this morning, taking small bites because I wasn't really that
hungry, I had this sudden flash of sadness, that I didn’t expect.
Not pity party stuff...

...amoment of real, true mourning.

I'm not with the people who know me.

I could have, should have been sitting in my old cafeteria
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with Sarah and, if not for the stupid stuff that happened, with
Davis, who would surely still be my boyfriend, right? We would
be the ones talking and laughing about common experiences
and people we knew and loved, and talking about the people we
didn'’t like, okay I'll admit that, but still. I missed them. I missed
my old friends, I missed my old teachers, I missed my old school,
I missed my old life.

What. Have. I. Done?

I carefully put the rest of my uneaten sandwich back in the
little cooler thing that goes in my backpack, and tore open my
bag of chips. Regretfully, I could always eat good old salty chips,
and it did make me feel just a tad better. I tried to listen to
Reese and Abby and Mia and even nodded and smiled, hope-
fully at appropriate times, trying to look calm and confident and
not like I was on the verge of tears.

My mind drifted to the Robert Frost poem Ms. Thomas had
us read this morning.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.

I had two roads before me, after Mom’s wedding, and I
chose one. I still had two roads before me, right now in this cafe-
teria, or who knows, maybe even three or four roads. Maybe I
always would. Have roads to choose from, that is.

Thankfully, before I slid off into my emotional pit of deep-
ness, I remembered something else, and sat up in my chair a
little straighter.

“Oh, Reese,” I said cautiously, when there was a pause in
the conversation. “Um, remember in Chemistry when I walked
over to the table in front of you? Before class started? I was
going to sit there but your lab partner kind of hissed at me and
shook her head like I shouldn’t? I was just, um, wondering if you
know why she did that?”

Reese looked thoughtful. “Well, ah wasn’t paying attention.
Ah wondered why you changed your mind all of a sudden.

Because, who wouldn’t want to sit by Colton? He is hot. But... ”
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She studied me briefly, a small frown in her eyes. “Do you have
a boyfriend back in your old town?”

“No.” No explanations were needed here. Oh, the irony of
being the new kid:

PRO - No one knows your personal history.

CON - No one knows your personal history.

“Wellll,” Reese drawled delicately, leaning over closer to me
like she was about to tell me a take-it-to-your-grave secret.
“There are a lot of girls who like Colton. And Colton likes a lot
of girls, you know what ah mean? Maybe Marla did you a favor.
And you're sitting by that other guy in the back- what’s his
name? Brad? AWl bet he’s happy to have a cute girl like you
sitting next to him.”

“Ben. His name is Ben.” I couldn’t think of anything else to
say. As nice as it was to be called “cute”, I was uncomfortable
with Reese’s answer. Was I being warned about Colton in a he’s
—bad-news way, or was it a stay-away-from-him-he’s-mine way?
Did Marla like him too? Was Colton really such a ladies man?
Was that bad? Should I take Reese’s word for it? Was Reese a
gossip? Or was she trying to be a friend?

The bell rang and second lunch was over. Reese and I
smiled at each other, she told me how to get to the gym where
my next class was, and after glancing at my schedule, said she
would see me in Spanish for sixth period. “How fun that we
have three classes together!” she cooed in her sweet, happy
drawl.

I'melted. I didn’t care if she was a gossip right now, at least I
would know someone in Spanish class.

Gossip, helpful, kind, indifferent, mean, friendly, angry,
positive, ladies man... really, could any person be studied,
judged, and summed up so quickly?

I guess first impressions are important, but how important?
How did people look at me? How would people sum me up?

Oooh! A quiz!

Describe Casey in 10 Words or Less Quiz

A. Casey is a (cute) blonde with no boyfriend.

B. Casey has big dreams and is very organized.

C. Casey has a new stepfamily, new school, and new town.
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D. Casey is a dreamer, with a practical side, who feels
confused a lot, who likes to analyze things to death, who tries
really hard and doesn’t always know why, who misses her dad,
who listens to God, who loves to read and think deeply about
music and sometimes poetry, who loves her family and was
really hurt by her first love, or serious like, who wants everyone
to be happy and....

E. A person cannot possibly be summed up in 10 words.
Ever.

The correct answer is E.
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The J's

“Chemistry begins in the stars.”
~ Peter Atkins,
Chemist

I first met my stepbrothers-to-be, James, Jackson, and Jefferson,
on this big family “date”. Mom and Harrison had been catching
up online for awhile, then meeting for dates on weekends,
which was tough because of all the travel it meant for one or
both of them. Usually they met halfway, or near Dallas, but
sometimes Harrison would drive over to our town on Friday
night and he and Mom would spend most of Saturday together.

Eventually, last April they started getting serious and
decided it was time for the kids to all get together, which you
and I both know has AWKWARD written all over it. How to do
this, how to make this momentous meeting of the minions more
mellow than monstrous? (Some alliteration there, you're
welcome.)

Mom’s idea was that we should all go see a movie first, and
then go out to dinner after the movie so it would give us kids
something natural and casual to talk about, you know? No
“what is your favorite subject in school” or “what are your
hobbies” topics. I thought it sounded good, Harrison’s boys, ages
18, 17 (a year older than me!) and 10, agreed, and Riley didn’t
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much care. We would meet for a matinee near Dallas, and then
go out for pizza.

So, we had to pick a movie. The latest “Star Wars” movie
was out, the logical choice, duh. At least I thought it was the
logical choice. Everyone loves Star Wars.

Wiait... you said Harrison’s boys are okay with it even
though they’ve never seen a Star Wars movie? Um, come again?

Mom had to explain to me that there are some people in this
world, who are not into Star Wars, who actually lead normal,
productive, and sometimes even happy, lives.

I could hardly take it in.

My shock had worn off a bit when we met at the movie
theater, a little early, but not too early, so we could get the basic
introductions over with. Harrison and his sons met us with
smiles at the front of the theater. Harrison kissed Mom and
nodded at Riley and I, and each of the boys took turns greeting
Mom and giving her little side hugs.

They don’t look at alike, was my first mental assessment,
then as they took turns introducing themselves to me and Riley,
that changed to “I can so tell they are brothers.” It was their eyes.
They all had the same deep blue eyes. Harrison didn’t have
those eyes, so I assumed this was a trait inherited from their
mother.

“Hey, I'm James.” Tall, good-looking, dark brown hair,
serious but kind expression.

“JACKSON HERE!”, the next one said in a booming voice,
sticking out his hand for a shake. Shorter, stocky, built like a
linebacker, lighter brown hair. I don’t use the adjective “boom-
ing” very much but yeah, this was a guy whose voice took over a
room.

“Hello, my name is Jefferson.” I looked into the youngest
one’s mischievous blue eyes, heard his formal introduction, and
knew I had met trouble. Riley’s eyes had that same “I'm-always-
ahead-of-you” twinkle. He and Riley were close in age...

Lord, help us.

“Hi, I'm Riley and this is Casey,” Riley said, before I could
speak. “Mom says you've never seen Star Wars so Casey thinks
your childhood must have been”-
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“Wonderful,” I interrupted quickly.I squeezed Riley’s arm,
hard but not enough for her to whine. “Just a little deprived, but
wonderful.” T smiled and gave a little laugh. What to do? I
squeezed Riley’s arm harder.

“Deprived, that’s a good one,” James chuckled. At least he
had a sense of humor. “It’s not that we've been avoiding seeing
the movies, we just never thought about it.”

“Are they on NETFLIX?” Jackson asked. His loud voice
attracted the attention of others standing nearby. This guy
could be a coach, or an announcer. No microphone needed.

“I' don’t know, but we have all the DVDs, if you want to
watch them in order someday,” I offered.

“That would be AWESOME”, boomed Jackson. He
pumped his fist in the air. “Marathon movies and pizza,
YEAH!”

“Well, if we like this sequel, that is,” James corrected him.
“We'll see. If not, we'll introduce Casey to the Terminator
series.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Unless you've seen them
already?”

I swallowed. Was this what it would take to bond?
Watching Schwarzenegger? Or was this some sort of challenge?

“Come on,” Riley was tugging on my arm. “We need to get
good seats!”

“But we've got to get popcorn!” Jefferson piped up. “Dad,
we need popcorn!”

We finally all made it into the theater, hopes high, popcorn
in hand. We found good seats, the lights dimmed, the previews
began.

I hated the sequel.

James, Jackson, and Jefferson loved it, their very first Star
Wars movie.

We debated over pizza. I was so conflicted. I was glad they
liked it, but sad that they had not seen the first trilogy, for a
reference point. Not as good as the originals, I said. It stands on
its own, they argued. We went back and forth, and Mom and
Harrison just listened and smiled, and didn’t say much, and I
knew that Mom had scored. We were talking! We were arguing!

Yes!
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So, the family date went well, and at the end I felt comfort-
able enough to expose some of my nerdy tendencies. “I just real-
ized how to keep your sons’ names straight,” I said to Harrison
as we were gathering our stuff, getting ready to leave the pizza
restaurant and go to our separate cars. “James is the oldest, and
his name has one syllable. Jackson is next, and his name has two
syllables, and Jefferson is the youngest, with three syllables!
Gotta hand it to ya! Did you name them that way on purpose?”

Harrison blinked. “I never realized that,” he said slowly.
“Wow. Hmmm. Their mother picked out the names, so maybe
she had this master plan.” He looked very serious, like he was
going to go home and call her right away and ask. I hoped he
would.

The others had been listening. “If you and Mom get
married and have a baby, and it’s a boy, then you have to come
up with a J-name with four syllables”, Riley told Harrison
solemnly.

“GROSS!” Jefferson said, disgusted.

Everyone laughed, Mom blushed, and Harrison looked at
Mom in this way. Like they were the only ones in the room,
instead of this crowded restaurant. Like the thought of making a
baby wasn't embarrassing or unappealing at all. Like, he could
just look at her all day long.

I hope Davis looks at me like that someday, 1 thought. I
glanced at James and Jackson to see if they noticed their dad’s
lovesickness, but they were already starting to walk to the door.

Family date was over.

The drive home that evening was quiet. Riley fell asleep in
the back seat while I sat in the passenger seat in the front,
knowing I needed to process the possibility that the three J's
might be around a whole lot more often in my world. The look
Harrison had given Mom was a true love kind of look, in my
inexperienced opinion. These were deep, wide, troubling,
intriguing thoughts.

I 'knew Mom was eager to talk over the evening, waiting for
me to say something, hoping I could be genuinely positive,
needing to hear from me. I felt sorry for her, because I know
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what that feels like, waiting for affirmation about something that
means a lot to you, but I just couldn’t give her the words, not
yet, not the right ones. I did need to talk over this day with
someone, but not Mom. Not yet.

I needed Sarah. I got out my phone and texted her. Call in a
couple hours? This conversation required serious voice-to-voice,
not texting. Her thumbs up sign came back promptly.

I checked for any message from Davis, but there was noth-
ing. No big deal. We didn’t get to have our usual Saturday get-
together, but Davis had been cool with that. He was probably
doing something with his jock friends.

I'sighed anyway.

So, I alternated between playing a game on my phone,
listening to music with my earbuds, and staring out the window,
watching the headlights flash by. Thinking.

“So, tell me,” Mom said lightheartedly, when we were
almost home. I cringed.

Please, Mom. I prepared to open my mouth and admit that
the evening had been fine, no problems, I just needed to think,
but Mom spoke again before I could continue.

“I'know you googled it. What did you come up with?”

The cool thing is that I knew exactly what she was talking
about. I had to hand it to her, this woman knew me very, very
well! I looked over and smiled at her in the dark, and she smiled
at me, turning her head to look at me briefly. I felt grateful.

Grateful that she wasn't quizzing me, grateful that she
loved me enough to give me time, grateful that Karen was
my mom.

And I gave her the answer she asked for.

“So, here are your choices.” I cleared my throat, and made
my voice go deep, like a TV announcer. “Jabarius, Jedidiah,
Jacameron, Jamarion...”

After we pulled into our driveway, Mom gently woke up
Riley and led her into the house that we had rented for several
years. I paused outside, in the small front yard, looking up at the
clear spring night sky, not cloudy tonight, unlike my thoughts.

I'looked up at the brilliant stars, pinpricks of light peeking
through a dark velvet blanket.
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I see.

One star, maybe a planet, seemed a lot brighter than the
others.

I hear.

And then, faintly...

Jeremiah.

I grinned.
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The Elements

“There are 119 elements currently on the periodic table. Only 98
of them occur naturally”
~ from my chemistry notes

I almost texted her. As I rode home after that first day of school
in the elderly Dodge that James and Jackson shared, I got out
my phone and looked over the 32 texts from Sarah that I never
answered, since I got the break-up text from Davis, and yes I do
mean 32 because I was keeping count. Every text crumbled just
a bit more of the wall I had built around my heart , but that
whole situation with Davis asking her out was still too raw and
confusing, and made my head hurt. That’s what I told myself.

But in the back seat, half listening to the radio James flipped
on, random thoughts ping-ponged in my mind about my day,
lunch conversations, old memories, and possible new friends.
One thought finally rolled to a stop on my mental ping-pong
table and steadied, still and clear as it could be.

I 'miss Sarah.

I missed talking over everything with her, like best friends
do. I missed Davis, of course, but not like I missed Sarah. Was I
doing this wrong? Shouldn’t I be missing the potential love of
my life even more than my childhood friend?

We pulled up in the driveway, and I shook off my thoughts
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and went in the house, the house that was now my new home,
though I still felt like I was a visitor and had yet to walk around
in my scuzzy Little Mermaid sweatpants, and I still felt
awkward opening kitchen drawers to look for the forks or
whatever.

Mom wasn’t home yet. Her new teaching job was at my
new high school, and I wished I could have gone to her class-
room and waited to ride home with her, but she had asked me to
be here when Riley and Jefferson got off their bus, in about
thirty more minutes.

I hunted for a snack in the kitchen pantry, grabbed a granola
bar, and wandered into the room I shared with Riley. I laid flat
on my back on one of the twin beds and stared at the ceiling,
letting my gaze drift down to the walls.

They were beige and blank, with nothing to see other than
flecks of white around some pinholes, where the beige paint had
come off. This used to be Jackson’s room, before he moved in
with James to make room for Riley and I. Jefferson was the only
one of us with his own room, the lucky kid.

Jackson had been taking his posters off the walls and gath-
ering up his stuff, when Riley and I walked in with our suit-
cases, just over a week ago.

“WELCOME, MADAMES!” he had practically shouted.
“SHE’S ALL YOURS!” He bowed dramatically, somewhat
hindered by the posters and clothes he had bundled under his
arms.

“How do you know this room is a SHE?” Riley asked imme-
diately, but Jackson hadn’t answered, just left and went down
the hall with a cheerful grin on his face. He had years of experi-
ence in ignoring his little brother, I bet, but I knew Riley. Wait
for it, wait for it...

Riley dropped her suitcase on the floor and ran after Jack-
son. “Wait, Jackson! Can I call you Jack? Did you hear me?
How do you know that room is a SHE? Is this your new room?
Is it bigger than ours? Did you hear me?”

I grinned and claimed the bed by the window.

So now, I stretched out on my bed, staring at the walls,
wondering again how long it would take me to get used to every-
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thing being new. Moving is supposed to be one of the most

stressful things ever, plus starting a new school, plus being

dumped by your boyfriend, plus being betrayed by your best

friend, all in about three weeks...

Text #1
Call me | need to talk to you asap!!!!

Text #3

| never went out with him, you know!! Why are
you treating me like this??Case talk to mel!!!

Text #8

I never even flirted with him if that’s what you’re
thinking!!l could never do that!!!

Text #17

Davis was a jerk!!!You’re taking his mistake out
on mell!

Text # 28

| miss you so much Case and | know you’re
missing me too.l think everything just happened
at once and you'’re like in panic mode or
something.I’m here for you and | will not give up
on youl!

Text #31
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Text # 32

| will never, never give up on you.

That was two days ago, and there has been no Text #33.

Thirty-two texts, and that’s not counting the unanswered
phone calls Sarah made. I'm very sure I would have given up
long before that. How easily would I give up on a friend? After
ten texts? Five? How quickly would my pride take over?

If she won't talk to me, fine. There are other friends to be
made.

The answer was immediate, forceful, and carried the quiet
certainty of truth. I gave up on Sarah immediately.

I never gave her one, single chance.

I'met that truth, shook its hand, steered it to the back of my
mental bus, and made it sit down. I couldn’t get it off my bus,
but I would not deal with it now.

I couldn’t keep the tear back, though, that ran down my left
cheek, nor could Iignore the shame that sat there, on the back of
my bus.

I made myself get off the bed, still holding my unopened
granola bar, any appetite I had completely gone. All of our stuff,
mine and Riley’s, was pretty well organized already, except for
decorating our bedroom walls. It helped that most of Riley’s
Barbies and toys were in the enormous game room upstairs,
along with Jefferson’s toys, a pool table, two comfy leather
couches and a huge wide screen T'V. This house was beautiful,
no doubt. Large and roomy, though we could sure use another
bedroom, but I was determined not to complain. The J’s had
their lives disrupted too, and they weren’t complaining!

It didn’t seem to bother them a bit. Was this a guy thing, was
it their laid-back personalities, or was it because they didn’t have
to move to a new town, even though their bachelor pad had
been invaded by three females now? Or could it actually, really
be because they were happy that Mom, Riley and I were here?

I checked my phoneTime for Riley and Jefferson’s bus.
Hopefully almost time for Mom to get home. And, almost time
for another Blended Family Dinner.
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I'grimaced.

After Harrison and Mom got engaged, just a few weeks
after our first family date at the Star Wars movie, I began some
serious research. How should I prepare for a stepdad and step-
brothers? What would it be like to live with males in the house?
What habits would I need to change, or start?

I went to my two best sources, friends and Google.

So, what was the consensus among my friends with step-
whatevers?

A. It’s fine. I love my step-(fill in the blank).

B. It’s awful. I can’t stand my step-(fill in the blank).

C. It’s okay. It’s hard. We have our ups and downs.

Most of the answers were either A or C. But what if my
experience turned out to be a B? I liked Harrison and his boys,
but living with them sounded bizarre.

And, the results of my Google research?

A. There’s a ton of advice out there.

B. That advice is mostly for the adults of the family.

C. The advice is overwhelming.

D. ALL OF THE ABOVE.

It's D, people, it’s D. My research lasted about 27 minutes,
which is how long my patience lasted with “have rules about
greeting each other nicely in the morning”and “listen to every-
one’s point of view.”

I gave up and found a good sci-fi movie on Netflix, one I had
seen before. It helped me process. While the oozing alien was
closing in on the unsuspecting human, I decided a few things.
Here were my thoughts:

The Elements of a Successful Blended Family

e Just be nice.

o Give a little.

e Be natural. (Unless, your “natural” is mean, then
obviously that won’t work.)

e This isn’'t much different than any other family.

I met Riley and Jefferson’s bus, and Ry actually hugged me
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when she got off the bus. It startled me, since Ry was not much
of a hugger, but I figured she needed that hug, and I did, too.
Jefferson said hi and raced ahead of us, full of after-school plans,
and Ry started chattering a mile a minute as we walked to the
house.

“Will you meet me every day, Case? I like my teacher, and I
made two new friends today. What’s for dinner? Are you
making dinner tonight? Can we have mac and cheese? When
will Mom be home?” Riley’s chatter got on my nerves most of
the time, but today I just smiled and listened, offering her my
uneaten granola bar, which she accepted happily.

This, this was familiar. Ry’s questions were endless, but
they were natural, and normal, and I needed a big dose of
normal right now.

We wound up ordering pizza for dinner, to celebrate lots of
firsts: the first day of the new semester, the first day at a new
school for Mom, Riley and I, and the first day of Mom’s new
position as an honors senior English teacher. As we sat around
the dining room table, digging into the pizza, Mom cleared her
throat.

“Let’s start a new tradition,” she announced brightly. “An
everyday one. Starting with the youngest, let’s give everyone a
turn to tell something about their day! You first, Ry.” She
nodded at Riley and smiled encouragingly. Hmmm, I wonder if
Mom did her own research about building healthy, blended
families.

If so, I felt she just made a tactical error.

“Okay!”This would not be a problem for Riley. The child was
born talking in paragraphs. “Wellllll, when I got up this morning I
had my most favorite breakfast ever which made me happy. I love,
love, love blueberry pop tarts with the icing on them. They are SO
much better than the plain ones. Then I changed my mind about
what I was going to wear. I wanted to wear that new blue shirt I
got for Christmas but I spilled something on it last time I wore it
and I forgot to put it in the laundry so I had to look for something
else and Casey was in the bathroom a long long long time and I
didn’t want to get dressed until I brushed my teeth and...”
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And so it went. I enjoyed watching the expressions on the
faces of Harrison and The J’s. Harrison was giving Riley his full
attention, making eye contact and nodding, and my heart
melted a little. Atta-boy! He was trying so hard, even though I
noted that his eyes were glazing over.

As for my stepbrothers, James and Jackson were devouring
the pizza like it was their last meal on this earth. James caught
my eye and winked, so he had probably caught on that Ry needs
stop signs. I look over at Jefferson, and-

“May I be excused, please?” Jefferson asked politely, inter-
rupting Riley’s detailed explanation of what she did in math
class. “I'm done!” He pushed his chair back with a screech.

“Hold on there,” Harrison said firmly. “Let Riley finish, and
then it’s your turn to say something. And, then, it’s Casey’s turn,
and then... all the rest of us... ” His voice trailed off and he
looked at Mom for help. Obviously our family dinner would be
a marathon.

Mom was exhausted, I could tell, but that teacher mode was
never far away and it automatically kicked into gear. “Perhaps
we need some guidelines,” she admitted. “Ry, you've talked
about several things, so it’s time to let someone else have a turn.
Let’s all pick just one thing. Jefferson, you're next. What was
the best part of your day?”

Jefferson eyed Mom. “Eating pizza,” he said. “Are you going
to make me use complete sentences?”

Mom eyed him right back. “No,” she said in a tired, but
gentle, voice. “Not tonight. Maybe in the future, I don’t know.”
They held each other’s gaze for a moment. “Your turn, Casey.”

I crumpled my napkin and stared at my piece of sausage
pizza. Hmmm, what should I say? What was a highlight of
my day?

Finding out I'm behind in Chemistry? Nope.

Making friends, sort of, with Reese? That was a possibility.

Having someone to sit by at lunch? Another good thing.

Realizing how much I probably hurt my dearest, best friend
in the entire world? I banished that thought yet again, to the
back of my bus.

Everyone was looking at me, waiting expectantly, even
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Jefferson, who was forced to sit with us until we all had our
turns, I guess. So, I faked a smile, opened my mouth to tell about
Reese and lunch, and-

And, I started to cry.

Not a cute, heartbreaking cry, like in the movies where the
heroine is telling her true love goodbye and looking mistily
noble and beautiful. No, this was an ugly, hiccupping, grab the
napkins and blow my nose SOBBING. I tried, but once I
started, I couldn’t stop.

The guys were at first frozen, looking at me in consterna-
tion, and then they looked at each other furtively, like, um, what
are we supposed to do?

But the gals knew what to do.

Mom and Riley got out of their chairs, came over to me,
wrapped their arms around me and just held me. If this ugly cry
was the single most embarrassing thing I had ever done, in front
of my new stepfather and stepbrothers who didn’t really know
me, then the act of holding me, wordlessly sheltering me, was
the sweetest thing my mom and sister had ever done. And, that
made not just one but two hugs from my little sister today.

My crying slowed down and I blew my nose again loudly,
considering running to my room to hide, but I was suddenly
exhausted, and tired, and didn’t seem to care anymore about my
dignity. And while I wasn’t quite okay, this heavy weight in my
heart, that I didn’t even know was there until I started to cry,
lifted a little.

Mom handed me more napkins, and Ry, apparently discov-
ering her nurturing talents, rubbed me on my back. “There,
there, everything will be all right,” she said soothingly, like Mom
has said to her, and to me, a thousand times. I reached around
and hugged Ry again, and I believed her. Maybe things
wouldn'’t be all right any time soon, but I guessed they would be.
Eventually.

I sighed and looked at my male audience, who had settled
on staring intently down at the crumbs on their paper plates,
obviously uncomfortable. The first one to peek up at me was
Jackson.

“I'm okay, guys,” I told them in a wobbly voice, a bit
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surprised that they stayed at the table through my unexpected
cry-fest. “Sorry.I just... I just.... ” Oh help, the tears might come
back again!

Jackson was still looking at me, like he was trying to decide
what to do. He evidently made up his mind. “I'm NEXT,” he
announced in that loud voice. “And the best part of MY day was
watching Casey get REAL with us just now. That takes GUTS.
WAY TO GO, CASE!”

There was a tiny pause, and then James started to smile and
clap slowly, and then everyone laughed, and kind of applauded,
even Mom and Ry, and the tension was broken. “Way to go,
Casey, do it again!” Jefferson yelled, and my moment of humili-
ation was turned into a family-building moment, apparently, by
Coach Jackson.

Be nice, give a little, be natural.

The elements.

I felt better, and in one of those random thoughts we all
have sometimes, I knew at least two things I would do, later this
evening.

After the pizza boxes had been cleared, homework dealt
with, and random activities for the next day discussed, I took my
shower, washed my hair, and did thing number one.

I put on my scuzzy Little Mermaid sweatpants.

Let ‘em see the natural Casey.

Then I took a deep breath and proceeded to thing
number two.

I picked up my phone and called Sarah. She answered on
the first ring. “Case??”

I'heard her voice, and started my second big weep-fest of the
day. I thought I had cried out every last tear inside of me. But
these fresh, salty tears felt good, really good.

And the unwelcome, insistent passenger on my bus was
flooded right out, shame swept off its seat by Sarah’s current of
mercy, and by my tears of relief.

And, gratitude.
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Chapter 8

Progress

“I was taught that the way of progress was neither swift nor
easy.”
~Marie Curie,

Polish-French physicist and chemist

As I walked into Chemistry class the next morning, Mr. Voss
caught my eye and waved me over to his desk. “I saw your cry
for help,” he said in this deadpan voice, all business-like, giving
me his full attention. “Be specific, Miss Campbell. How can I
assist your”

I explained my situation. “Maybe I should transfer to a non-
Honors class, since your class is so far ahead of me. Now would
be the best time, since we just started the new semester, right?”

Mzr. Voss leaned back in his chair and studied me. “Yes, now
is the best time to transfer, and it would be the safest route. I'll
email your counselor and give my approval if that’s the route
you choose to take.”

He had approved of my plan, right? So why was he
conveying that strong undercurrent of doubt in his voice, maybe
even disapproval? My question was answered with his next
words.

“Or, you could get some tutoring, and with some extra
effort and sweat, you could catch up within a month, maybe
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less, I believe. The chapter we are currently exploring covers
concepts that are relatively easy to grasp, as does the next chap-
ter. I can also provide you with a vocabulary cheat sheet to refer
to during class, while you catch up.” The bell rang, he cleared
his throat, and then he stood up. My private consultation was
over.

“Give it some thought, before you make a decision. An
honors class is an asset on your high school transcript.” He
looked at me over the top of his black bifocals, holding my gaze.

“And, I believe you can do this.”

Terrific, another “choose wisely” challenge! Fabulous. I bet
he knew he hit a nerve with the comment about my high school
transcript!

I sighed, and turned around to make my way to the back of
the room. As I passed his table, I glanced over at Colton, who
was actually watching me in an interested way. Well! I smiled at
him tentatively, and he winked at me in this roguish manner.
Then he turned around immediately to whisper something to
Reese, and she giggled.

I'sighed again.

I trudged to my chair, next to Ben, who smiled at me pleas-
antly, leaned back in his chair, and closed his eyes. How many
times in a minute can a girl sigh? Yet, I did. Again.

I jerked open my lime green notebook.So the chapter we
were on was easy to grasp? Yesterday it could have been Greek,
or Japanese, or Wookie, or any language that makes no sense. I
had no choice, my mind was made up! How could I catch up? I
would definitely transfer out of this class! There was no point in
torturing myself!

Today, Mr. Voss showed a video that reviewed our notes
from yesterday. I listened like my life depended on it, and found
that I got it, barely, kinda, sorta. Then he went to the board and
started doing things in what I assume was the old-fashioned
way.
He did problem, after problem, after problem, after prob-
lem. The same kind of problem, not starting easy and getting
harder. Just the same problem, worded in different ways. No
tricks here, no videos, not much variety. Just sweating it out,
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over and over, like doing jumping-jacks or push-ups 50 times in
a row.

I saw kids yawning, and one did a face-plant in his textbook.
Ben was doodling again, and I didn’t think it was chemistry-
related. Some were listening intently, like me. I was desperate. I
was an empty test tube, urgently in need of some, I don’t know,
water? Information?

Hope?

But, after about the tenth problem, I got it. I got it! L
GOT.IT.

Hope is a glorious thing. The sun shines brighter, you get
pep in your step, life is better. And sometimes, you get a little
too cocky.

When the bell rang, I made sure I was the last student out
the door. I handed the required post-it note, pink this time, to
Mr. Voss, and I paused. “Mr. Voss, could you recommend a
tutor?”

He regarded me gravely. Does Yoda ever smile, I wondered?
Would it kill him?

“There are several tutors available, who charge by the hour,
and it’s not cheap. I can give you a list tomorrow. However, in
my opinion, if you can get one of your fellow students, who
happens to be in this class, to agree, I believe he would be an
excellent tutor, and a more inexpensive choice.”

He? Someone in this class? Tan-Guy Colton was the first
guy L hoped for, I'll admit.

Mr. Voss was waiting. “Okay, well, um, who is that fellow
student?”

“Mr. Edwards,” he replied. “Your lab partner, Ben
Edwards.”

I sat by Reese and her friends again, in the cafeteria, and
while they talked I looked around, trying to spot Ben, with no
success. Maybe he had first lunch? I hadn’t had time to talk to
him in Geometry.

I did see Marla, the girl who warned me away from Colton
in Chemistry yesterday, sitting several tables over. Marla was
easy to miss, easy to overlook, the kind of girl who blends in
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with the crowd. Shoulder-length mousy brown hair, fair
complexion, shorter than me, and I'm not very tall. She was
sitting alone, eating her lunch, and had a book propped open
which she was intently reading.

I considered going over to her table to talk to her, since
nobody was really talking to me here, at Reese’s table. I'm not
Miss Congeniality, but hey, maybe Marla could use a friend,
too? Maybe I could be her hero, the one who put herself out
there, who made her day better, her whole life brighter...

I wiped my mouth with my napkin, murmured to Reese
that I would be right back, pushed back my chair, and stood up.
I started walking over to Marla’s table, dodging students and
chairs, and then I paused.

Colton was also approaching Marla’s table, though he didn’t
notice me. He came up stealthily behind Marla, reached over
her head, and flipped her book shut, like a naughty boy in
second grade. Well, okay, that was immature! Whoa! He backed
away, laughing.

Marla looked around, saw Colton, and swatted at him,
scowling. But then she grinned, and rolled her eyes, and turned
back to finish her lunch. Colton was still laughing, and he
pulled out an empty chair next to her, sat down, and they start
talking like they were old buddies. Marla’s life, apparently, did
not need brightening up.

Well, then. So Marla DID like Colton? And he liked HER?
The ladies’ man and the just average-looking girl?

Don’t be mean, Casey, I scolded myself. You are going to be
kind and monjudgmental. 1 haven’t figured me out yet
completely, but I can work on the no judging thing.

“Need some popcorn?” asked the guy sitting at the table
next to me, sarcastically. I felt my face turning red. Yep, I had
been standing here awhile, watching that little scene play out
over there, mesmerized.

“No, thanks”, I mumbled sheepishly, and I turned around
and made my escape back to Reese’s table. I reached for my old
friend, my already-opened bag of chips, and munched, feeling a

bit subdued.
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Later, in gym class., I realized that Marla was in this class
with me. In all fairness, it was a large class and I was all focused
yesterday on just surviving, not noticing details. We were doing
basketball drills, shooting hoops in one station, dribbling in
another station, that kind of thing, and the P.E. teacher, Coach
Lovell, divided us into groups. I managed to get in Marla’s group.

Now, I have this love/hate relationship with Physical

Education. Let’s examine this relationship.

Question #1 — On the One Hand...
Why does Casey love P.E.?
A. Aslong as you dress out and participate, it’s an easy Al
B. P.E provides a nice break from the hard subjects
C. All the boys trying to show off their athletic skills, say no
more.

D. You can chat with your friends all period, pretty much.
E. All of the above.

Question #2 - On the other hand....

Why does Casey hate P.E.?

A. You get hot and sweaty.

B. Showering at school.No like.

C. I like to be good at things, and I'm just a mediocre
athlete. Okay, even calling myself an athlete is a stretch. I do
walk, and I breathe hard sometimes. I've been known to run
(and grab a donut out of Riley’s hands). But running is running,
yes?

D. All of the above.

So, I was at the hoop shooting station, in a group of about
ten kids, and we were all taking turns shooting, retrieving the
ball, tossing it to the next person, then going to the end of the
line to wait for our turn again. I smiled at Marla as I passed her
in line, after missing my shot, and recognition dawned. She left
her place and followed me to the end of the line.

“Hey, you're in my chemistry class, right? I'm Marla, by the
way.
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“I'm Casey,” I replied. I never know what to say next. I'm
not really shy, but for all my love of words, and my ability to talk
endlessly to myself and my friends, I'm not that good with
strangers. All that stranger danger training when I was a kid,
maybe?

“You're probably wondering why I motioned for you to not
sit by Colton, in Chem yesterday. Aren’t you? I guess it seemed
rude, sorry.”

Wow, a woman who gets right to the point! I smiled. The
line moved quickly, and it was almost my turn to shoot again.

“Well, yeah, I did wonder...” I caught the ball that the
person in front of me tossed over, and got ready for my shot. I
positioned my feet, flexed my knees, gripped the ball, and shot it
cleanly to the right of the goal. It didn’t even hit the backboard.
No worries.

I ran after the ball, tossed it to Marla, she took her shot,
which she also missed, and we resumed our conversation at the
back of the line.

“I did you a favor,” Marla said. “Colton’s a good guy and all
and some girls think he’s adorable, but Ben is smart. And he’s
nice, and he just gets... overlooked.” She looked at me earnestly.

Funny, that’s what I had thought about Marla, just minutes
ago in the cafeteria. That she was easy to overlook, I mean. Is
there, like, a club of Overlooked People, who stick together?
Should there be?

“Well, Ben does seem nice. Thanks, I guess.” I felt
awkward, but since she brought it up... “So, do you think Colton
is adorable?” I said in a joking kind of way. I turned to catch the
basketball again.

We took our turns, we both missed, and we both returned to
the back of the line. “Absolutely,” she said. “Colton is a dream-
boat. He’s cute, he’s funny, and we've taken baths together.”

I gasped, she paused dramatically, and then delivered her
punch line- “When we were babies. I've known him forever.
And, by the way, he’s adora