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Chapter 1


“The score is three to two in the bottom of the ninth with two outs. The Philadelphia Phillies have a man on first, but honestly folks, I think this game is over. The Phillies have just not been able to pull it together this World Series, and now with all of these injuries, who could the Phillies possibly put in to bat? It looks like this hometown team is running out of options. I hate to say this, but I think the dream of winning this year’s World Series is now over for this team. Wait a minute... is that Nate Rocks approaching the plate? He hasn’t been off the bench all season. Surely, the Phillies have someone more experienced they can use. Even Nate looks confused, as he steps up to the plate. I don’t know about this. Here comes the first pitch … swing … and a miss. Second pitch … ooh, a 95 mph fastball … and that’s strike two. The Philadelphia crowd of 45,000 is silent, as we wait for the third pitch … the pitch that determines this year’s world champions. The pitcher looks around, winds up, and … CRACK – that ball is OUT OF HERE! I don’t believe it, folks! Nate Rocks has hit a home run, and the Philadelphia Phillies have won the World Series!!!”
The Phillies rush out of the dugout, running toward me, as I cross home plate. They pile on top of me. Thunderous cheers of enthusiastic fans echo through the stadium. I can barely breathe. I feel a hand reach out to me.
“You did it, Nate! You did it!” The Phillies’ first baseman yells.  He pulls me to my feet.
Two other players help hoist me up over their shoulders. I wave to the crowd in victory. The players parade me around the bases, and the crowd begins chanting:
“Nate!”
“Nate!”
“Nate!”
“Nathan! For the fourth time – dinner is ready!”
“Huh?” I ask.
Mom is standing in my bedroom doorway, hands on her hips, staring at me, as I sit on my floor among a sea of colored pencils.
“I said dinner is ready. And for goodness sake Nathan Michael Rockledge, clean up this mess!”
“Okay, Mom,” I say. Mom turns around and heads down the steps.
I look back at my drawing. “Not too shabby,” I note, staring at the cartoon. I pick up a pencil and finish drawing myself holding the World Series trophy. Okay, so maybe I made my red hair not quite so bright, took out the freckles and added a few muscles to my scrawny body, but I still think it looks like me. I gather all of my colored pencils and scraps of paper off my carpet and throw them into my desk drawer.
“Nathan, Mom told me to tell you to stop picking your nose and get your butt down to dinner.”
I turn around see my older sister, Abby, standing in the hallway outside my bedroom. Abby is thirteen and is always complaining about something. Plus, she thinks she knows everything. Really, the only thing she knows is how to be annoying.
“Stop it, Abby, she didn’t say that!” I close up my sketchpad and follow her down the stairs.
“What were you drawing anyway?” she asks, as we head into the kitchen.
“None of your business.” I take my seat at the table, where Dad has already started eating.
“Some stupid comic probably,” Abby comments. She sits down across the table from me.
“All right, that’s enough,” Mom says. She puts a plate filled with spaghetti and meatballs in front of me. “Now eat your dinner, Nathan.”
“Yeah, eat your dinner,” Abby says. She swiftly kicks me from under the table.
I stick my tongue out at Abby and take a bite of my dinner. I wonder if meatballs are supposed to be crunchy? I take a big gulp of my milk to help wash down the crispy meat, as I prepare myself for a forkful of gummy pasta.
“How was school today, Nathan?” Dad asks cheerfully. One thing about my dad, he is always in a good mood. Sometimes I question if Abby was adopted – or maybe there was a mix-up at the hospital or something.
“Okay, I guess.” I look back down to my plate.
To be honest, today wasn’t one of my better days. Oh, it started out okay, I suppose, nothing spectacular. I woke up, threw on some random clothes, and went downstairs for breakfast. As usual, I met my best friend Tommy Jensen at the bus stop, just as it started to drizzle. My first thought, after being annoyed that we were standing out in the rain, was excitement over the fact that we would most likely have indoor recess. Believe me, I like recess just as much as the next kid does. I mean, who wouldn’t love being thrown outside for forty minutes of pure torture? Ten minutes of Tommy trying to talk me into playing kickball with the rest of the fourth graders, one minute to realize I am the last kid picked to be on a team, followed by twenty-nine minutes of praying the ball doesn’t come anywhere near me. When we have indoor recess, I don’t have to worry about any of that. I can just sit at my desk for forty minutes and draw cartoons. The rain had stopped by the time the bus reached school.
The good news was nobody wanted to play kickball during recess. The bad news was they chose football instead. Let’s just say things did not go so well and leave it at that.
After recess, we went right to lunch, where I discovered that Mom had packed me the remainder of last night’s dinner: Chicken Surprise. The surprise, it seemed, was that the meal tasted even worse the next day than it did the night before. Mom refuses to allow me to buy hot lunch. She says why waste money when she is able to pack me perfectly good lunches? I can’t wait until I am older like Abby. At least she gets to save up her babysitting money to buy her own lunches at school.
After lunch, Mrs. Dempsey announced that we would be starting a new science unit on energy and light. We would be working with partners. Each team would pick a project to work on, both in class and at home. Mrs. Dempsey usually lets us pick our own partners for science, but this time she stated she had assigned partners that we would be working with for the next two weeks. As soon as Mrs. Dempsey said the words, I closed my eyes and started silently concentrating as hard as I could:
“Please don’t let it be Lisa Crane, please don’t let it be Lisa Crane, please don’t let it be …”
“Nathan,” Mrs. Dempsey said, “you and Lisa will be working together.”
I could hear Tommy snickering under his breath. I looked over at him and shook my head. I turned back around to see Lisa standing right over my desk.
“Hi Nathan,” she said in her over-bubbly voice.
“Oh, hi.”
Lisa Crane and I have been in the same class since kindergarten. There is nothing wrong with Lisa, exactly – well except for the fact that she reports every second of every day back to her mother. Lisa’s mother, Marge, and my mother have been best friends for the last five years. Ever since Lisa reported to her mother that I got in trouble at school last year for falling asleep during math, I have spent a good portion of my life trying to stay away from Lisa Crane.
“So Nathan, I hear you and Lisa are science partners now,” Mom says. She sits down at the table.
“Uh, yeah.” Why am I not surprised that Mom already knows?
“Well, Marge says Lisa is really excited. She hasn’t stopped talking about it since she got home from school today.”
“I’ll bet,” I mumble under my breath.
“Science, huh?” Dad begins, “I loved science as a kid. Hey Nathan, did I ever tell you the story of the volcano your uncle Robert made for the school science fair?”
“Yeah, Dad, he put in two cups of baking soda instead of two tablespoons.”
“Uncle Robert poured in the vinegar and before we knew it, the judges were all covered in lava.” Dad bursts into laughter, as if this were the first time he was telling this story about his older brother, instead of the twentieth.
“Anyway, Lisa wants to get started on your project right away, so I invited her and Marge over on Saturday,” Mom informs me.
“But Mom, you know Tommy and I have plans to go see the new Captain Asteroid movie on Saturday!”
“So, see it on Sunday instead. Besides, you know schoolwork comes first. I think it will be fun to work with Lisa!”
“Yeah, Nathan,” Abby pipes in smirking, “think of how much fun you’ll have on your play date.”
I glare at Abby and continue to twirl my pasta on my fork, thinking of something I can say to convince Mom to cancel. I suppose she wouldn’t believe I have a rare and highly contagious disease that can only be cured by going to the movies on Saturday.
“Bill, how did your meeting go today?” Mom asks Dad, letting me know the conversation about my Saturday plans, is now over.
“Pretty good actually. Sales are up. I should be seeing a nice commission. Maybe even enough to take that vacation we were talking about,” Dad says, winking at Mom.
“What vacation?” Abby asks.
“Well … nothing is planned yet, but Mom and I were thinking it might be fun to go to Florida over your winter vacation. You know, get away from this cold weather and possibly go to Disney World or something. We thought maybe you could each bring a friend.”
“Disney?” Abby shrieks. “Dad, I’m thirteen, not six. You guys can go have fun with Mickey and Donald; I’d rather sit on the beach with Emma.”
Emma is Abby’s best friend, which makes sense, since she is just as annoying as Abby.
“Yeah, and scare all the seagulls away,” I say. “Hey Dad, can we go to the space museum there? I heard you can actually walk through the space shuttle.”
“Great idea, Nathan,” Dad agrees, “but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It’s only October. Besides, the sales numbers for last quarter aren’t final yet.”
Everyday, Dad talks about the sales numbers. To be honest, I’m not even sure what exactly it is that Dad does, although I think it has something to do with some fancy computer program. He works downtown for Mercury Research Group. I know he has a small office with a view of the parking garage, I know he has an assistant named Doris, who always messes up his schedule, and I know that according to Dad, the sales numbers are even more important than whether the Phillies make it into the World Series. But other than that, I really don’t have a clue what Dad does for eight hours every day.
Last year, Dad came to my school on career day. He talked about this computer software that was supposed to help organize information. He talked a lot about sectors and data, and by the end of his fifteen-minute presentation, the entire class had glazed looks over their eyes – even Lisa Crane.
“I gotta go call Emma and tell her we might be going to Florida,” Abby says, jumping up from the table. She puts her plate into the sink and gets the cordless phone off the kitchen counter, before running up the stairs.
Abby is always on the phone with Emma. Everyday after school, the first thing Abby does, is grab the phone and take it into her room. I can usually hear her cackling all the way from the family room, which is down the stairs and three rooms over. It makes no sense to me. She sees Emma all day at school, and they even ride the same bus home. Tommy and I are friends and all, but I don’t need to talk to him every second of the day!
Abby keeps complaining to Mom and Dad how she is the only person in the entire eighth grade who does not have a cell phone. I hate to admit it, but she may be right on that one. I have even seen some of the fourth graders with their own phones, not that I want one. Talking on the phone seems like a big waste of time to me. I would rather be sketching or hanging out with my friends in person.
“Nathan, aren’t you hungry? You’ve barely touched your dinner,” Mom asks, clearing away the rest of Abby’s place.
“I’m okay. That lunch you packed really filled me up today,” I say, patting my belly and thinking about the bag of pretzels I have stashed under my bed. It’s no wonder I am so skinny.
“Well, I’ll just wrap up the rest of your dinner, and you can bring it for lunch tomorrow.” Mom smiles at me, completely unaware of how awful her cooking truly is.
Great – cold crunchy meat and chewy sticky pasta in red watery sauce – yum. I make a mental note to sneak into the kitchen tomorrow morning before Mom gets up, to throw some extra snacks in my book bag.
“Okay. I have to go finish my homework.” I bring my dishes over to the sink.
Mom and Dad are already deep in conversation about the upcoming school fundraiser. Mom is on the organization committee, and apparently there is not one other parent in the entire school who works as hard as she does.
I head back upstairs toward my bedroom.










Chapter 2


The doorbell rings at exactly 12:45 on Saturday afternoon. I can hear Mom talking to Mrs. Crane and Lisa downstairs. I pace back and forth in my room, still trying to figure a way to get out of having to spend the next few hours with Lisa.
I walk over to my bedroom window. My room overlooks the driveway. My bedroom is on the second floor, but technically, I am three stories up from the driveway, since the garage is beneath the first floor. Three stories is a long way down without any grass or shrubs to break my fall if I try to escape – just a hard paved surface. Nevertheless, a couple of broken bones would get me out of spending the day with Lisa. I consider the thought briefly, when I see Abby walking down the hallway towards my room.
“Your girlfriend is here, Nathan,” she snickers, walking into my room.
“Get out of my room, Abby.”
“Don’t worry, Nathan, I have better things to do on a Saturday afternoon than hang out with a couple of fourth graders. Hmmm … maybe I’ll go to the movies today,” she says, with a big smile on her face.
I reach over to push her out of my room. She jumps back, laughing. “Have fun, loverboy, and do something with that hair. You don’t want to scare her away on your first date.” 
I can still hear Mom talking with Mrs. Crane, as Abby walks back down the hall to her room. 
What’s wrong with my hair? I walk into the bathroom to look in the mirror. I try to pat down my red wavy hair. Okay, so maybe it does stick up a little, but who cares?
“I have more important things to figure out right now,” I mumble. I walk back to my bedroom.
Of course, Mom walks up the steps just as I make it back into my room. “Nathan, Lisa is here. You two can work at the dining room table.”
“Okay,” I grumble. I grab my notebook and follow Mom reluctantly down the stairs.
Lisa is already sitting at the table by the time I walk into the dining room. I look away from her corny smile and say hello to her mom, as I sit down across from my newest science partner. Tommy lucked out. His science partner turned out to be Sam Walters. I’m certain Sam does not gossip to his mother about Tommy, and I’m definitely certain they are not working on their science project on the day the new Captain Asteroid movie comes out.
“We’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything,” Mom says.
Yes! I need something! I need you to call Mrs. Dempsey, and tell her I cannot work with Lisa Crane. I need to go to the movies with Tommy today. I need to move to a different school where playing sports during recess is against the rules. I need …
“Thanks, Mrs. Rockledge,” Lisa says and then looks over at me, as our moms leave the room. “Okay, so I have everything all planned out. We are going to make a prism out of plastic and then show how the light reflects through it to make a rainbow.”
“Rainbows?” I could already hear the other kids laughing at me at recess, asking if we were also researching fairies and leprechauns. “How about something more exciting like lightning instead?”
“Sure Nathan, we’ll just stand outside during a storm and play with big bolts of electricity that shoot from the sky,” Lisa says, rolling her eyes at me.
She pulls two books out of her bag and puts them on the table.
“Mom and I stopped at the library this morning. Mrs. Dempsey wants us to write a report and do a poster with the project, so I found a couple of books about prisms that we can begin looking through. Let’s spend today taking notes, and then maybe next weekend we can get started on making the prism.”
Next weekend? Who said anything about getting together next weekend? As far as I was concerned, this was a one-weekend deal.
Lisa reaches for the smaller of the two books and begins flipping through the pages, jotting down notes. I look at the clock – 1:15. The Captain Asteroid movie starts in 45 minutes – so much for my Saturday afternoon.
“Nathan!” Lisa orders, looking up from her book. “Grab a book and take some notes. This is supposed to be a team project. We are supposed to work together.”
“Could have fooled me,” I whisper to myself. I grab the book.
I open to the first chapter: Understanding Prisms. I sink back into my chair, grab a pencil and open my notebook. A prism is a transparent object, often of glass and usually with triangular ends, used for separating white light as it passes through it, into a spectrum of colors or for reflecting beams of light…
I write the words in my notebook. Nowhere in the first few paragraphs is the word rainbow even used. Maybe this project won’t be so bad after all – I can handle beams of light and spectrums. Even the picture in the book is pretty cool. It shows a triangular shaped piece of glass. There is a single beam of white light aimed at the left side of the glass object. As the light passes through the triangle, it turns into multiple colors – much cooler looking than a rainbow. I begin copying the picture below my notes.
Suddenly, the lights in the dining room begin to flicker. I look up at Lisa, who looks back at me, just as the lights go out completely. The sun shines from behind the dark curtains in the room, leaving just enough light for me to see.
“What’s going on?” Lisa asks.
“I don’t know,” I say, just as confused as she is. 
I get up and walk through the kitchen. 
“Mom? Mrs. Crane? Dad?” I walk over to the darkened stairwell. “Abby?”
I go back into the dining room, but Lisa is gone as well. I assume she got up to find her mother, but where is everybody? I walk over to the foyer and open the front door.
“What in the world?” I say quietly to myself. I turn back around to look inside the house.
Everything I see is in shades of gray. The blue couch in our living room is gray. The green front door is now gray. The grass and the trees, all gray. Even Mom’s bright red van parked in the driveway is gray. I look down at my body. Sure enough, even my clothes are all gray!
I take a step outside. It is a clear day, unseasonably warm for October. There is not a cloud in the sky. The sun – gray of course – shines white beams of light. As I walk down the street, people I do not recognize start coming out of their houses, wondering, as I am, what has happened.
I see a black spot in the sky growing larger. At first, I think it is a bird, but as it approaches, I realize that it is actually a person ... flying towards me. A circle of people I don’t know, gather around me. The man from the sky gets closer. He lands directly in front of me, and I immediately recognize him.
“Captain Asteroid!” I say, looking at the man normally dressed in bright orange. His suit and cape are now a dingy shade of gray. “What are you doing here? What’s going on?”
“Nate Rocks! Finally!” Captain Asteroid replies. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
“Me? Why?”
“The evil Dr. Shadow has found a way to use the energy from lightning bolts to zap away all of our colors. We must find a way to stop him before he uses this power to eliminate light all together and destroy the world.”
“But why me?” I ask. “You’re Captain Asteroid – fighting evil is what you do best!”
“I’m afraid that without color, my green lasers no longer work, and without my green lasers, I can’t stop Dr. Shadow. Without color, I have lost the power to fight all crime!”
“Oh no!” I say. “But what can I do?”
“Nate – there has to be a way you can restore color to the Earth. If anyone can do it, I know you can. We cannot let Dr. Shadow win. We all need you, Nate.”
I look around to the eager pack of people. They shout words of encouragement: “Come on Nate,” “You can do it Nate,” “You’re the best Nate, we love you!” I try to concentrate to think if there is a way I can help the situation.
“Wait a minute! We still have light beams coming from the sun!” Suddenly the answer seems so simple. Why didn’t I think of it before? “Captain Asteroid, I have an idea. We need to act quickly if we are going to stop Dr. Shadow. He will take away all of the light in no time. Can you help me?”
“Anything Nate – just tell me what you need.”
“Over there.” I look across the main road to a construction site where they are building the new mall. “We need to find as many large sheets of glass as we can, and we will need some clamps and hardware as well.”
“Don’t say another word,” Captain Asteroid says. “The evil Dr. Shadow may have stripped me of my colors, but I still have my strength, my speed, and my ability to fly. I’ll be back in no time,” he says, and he disappears into the sky.
There is a low hum in the crowd. People whisper to each other, wondering if Captain Asteroid will be able to deliver. Even if he can find the needed supplies, will my idea actually work? I look over to the eyes of all of the people counting on me and give them a reassuring smile.
Within minutes, Captain Asteroid returns with all of my requested supplies.
“Okay,” I instruct, “we need to build a prism out of these glass panels. It needs to be as big as possible with angled sides and a flat bottom. We can use these clamps to hold the edges in place. Everybody, gather round and grab on to an edge, we will need as many hands as possible to hold everything in place until I can get these clamps secured.”
The crowd works together, as we fit the pieces of glass perfectly together to form the giant prism.
“Captain Asteroid, I need you to take this prism and fly as close to the sun as possible. Once the sun’s light beams pass through the prism, the white light will turn into colors which will then radiate back to Earth.”
“And once the colors are restored,” Captain Asteroid adds, “I can use my green laser beams to locate Dr. Shadow’s hideout and destroy his energy transformer. Without his transformer, he will no longer be able to steal energy from lightning bolts.”
As the growing mass of people listen in on our plans, the skies begin to darken.
“Hurry, Captain Asteroid, we’re almost out of time!”
“I’m on my way,” he says. He easily lifts the giant prism over his head and vanishes toward the sun.
“We can only wait and pray that this works,” I say, looking into the crowd. The sunlight continues to diminish.
Seconds seem like hours.  We all stand staring up at the sky. I look down at my watch. It is only 2:00 in the afternoon, yet it’s getting darker by the minute here, as we stand outside. There is no sign of Captain Asteroid in the sky and no sign of color or additional light. I hang my head down in defeat.
The crowd begins to get restless. People start asking me how long until Captain Asteroid returns.
I stare at the worried faces. In another few minutes, I fear I will not be able to see them through the dark. “I’m sorry,” I sadly state, “I really thought this would work.”
I turn around to start back to my house to try to find my family. I’m almost home when the dark afternoon begins to get a bit brighter. I can see Mom’s flowers now, a vibrant shade of yellow, I had never noticed before this moment. I look down at my shirt – blue and orange once again.
I turn on my heels back toward the crowd. They begin cheering, as color and light come back to life.
My attention shifts to the sky. I see Captain Asteroid floating through the air, still holding the giant prism above his head. The crowd backs up giving him room to land. I run up to him, smiling from ear to ear.
“Well Nate,” he says, as his feet touch the ground, “We won’t have to worry about the evil Dr. Shadow anymore. His light sapping transformers have all been destroyed.” He puts the prism gently down on the ground.
“You did it, Captain Asteroid! You brought back color and saved the world!”
“No, Nate, you did! You rock!” Captain Asteroid puts his arm around my shoulder.
“Really Nathan, forty-five minutes of staring into that book and all you have on your paper is one line of notes and a bunch of cartoon drawings of superheroes?” Lisa complains. “Haven’t you learned anything about prisms?”
I look up and smile at her. “Actually Lisa, I think I have.”










Chapter 3


I cannot sleep. There’s still an hour and a half before I have to get up for school. I wish today were already over. Today we have to get in front of the entire class and present our science project. I have to admit, the project came out pretty good, and I survived having to work with Lisa, but I hate having to give reports aloud when everyone is staring at me.
Mom did invite Lisa over again the next Saturday. Back at our first meeting, Lisa had declared that she would write the report, if I provided all the supplies for the project. It sounded like a fair trade off to me. During the week, Mom took me to the A&P where I found a poster board, markers, sheets of thin plastic, and glue. The plan was that Lisa and I would make a working prism out of the plastic and glue, and then we would draw out on the poster how prisms actually worked. 
When Lisa arrived the next Saturday, she not only brought the report she had written, but also she had a bag full of supplies to make the prism and poster. She claimed she forgot that I was getting everything – whatever. As soon as she sat down, she took over, announcing that she would make the prism, while I worked on the poster. I was glad frankly; I would rather draw then try to glue plastic pieces together. But, as soon as I started drawing, she started with her usual “do it this way” and “not like that.” After a few minutes, all I heard was “blah, blah, blah.”
I completely tuned her out, making the poster the way I wanted it to look, and I have to say, it came out pretty good. It was even fun watching Lisa struggle, trying to glue together the prism. The edges kept sliding around and falling apart, and Lisa was a gluey mess. Finally, Dad came out to help. He used scotch tape to hold the edges together, and it actually looked like a prism. Lisa swears that it works perfectly, but I have yet to see any spectrum of color flow through it. Oh well, at least we have something to present. Plus, I did manage to convince Lisa to use the term ‘color spectrum’ instead of ‘rainbow’ in the written report.
I sure wish I could fall back to sleep.
Tommy is already waiting at the bus stop, as I walk down the street. There’s a large shopping bag at his feet. 
“Hey, Tommy. What’s in the bag?”
“It’s for my science project, we’re talking about magnets,” he says, opening it wide for me to see. Inside there are empty soup cans, rolled up tin foil, a couple of metal picture frames, some toy cars, silverware, CDs, and a handful of different sized magnets.
“Looks like you robbed a junk store,” I say, laughing. 
“Very funny … hey, where’s your project?” He asks.
“Lisa has it all. I guess she doesn’t trust me with it,” I reply, shrugging my shoulders. “I don’t care, I’m just glad to be done with it! I can’t believe I just wasted two Saturdays with her.”
“Forget about her,” Tommy says. “We need to figure out what to be for Halloween this year – it’s only two weeks away. If we don’t come up with something, my mom is going to make me wear that stupid clown outfit again.”
“Yeah,” I double over in laughter. “You looked like such a nerd.”
“Well, you didn’t exactly look much better. Who ever heard of a vampire in a dress?”
“It wasn’t a dress!” I yell. I see the bus approaching. “It was a cape!” The truth is, Mom tried to make a cape, but instead, it did turn out looking more like a black dress. I guess her sewing skills are right up there with cooking.
“Hey, I have an idea,” Tommy says, as we get onto the bus. “How about we go as pirates? We can get eye patches and carry big swords!”
“You know my mom won’t let me carry anything that looks like a weapon, even if it is only made out of cardboard. It just wouldn’t be any fun being a pirate if I couldn’t carry the sword.”
“Well, I think I’m going to be a pirate. Looks like you’re stuck being a vampiress again.” Tommy laughs. I slouch into the bus seat and stare out the window, trying to think of some other type of cool non-weapon carrying costume.
When we arrive at school, Lisa Crane is already in her seat. The poster I created is next to her desk, covered in a big black plastic bag. Mrs. Dempsey announces that even though we usually do not have science until after lunch, today we will be having it first thing in the morning to present our projects. I can feel the butterflies in my stomach suddenly turn into bats. At least all I have to do is explain the poster that I made. Lisa would be the one reading the report.
“Who would like to go first this morning?” Mrs. Dempsey asks.
I pretend to be looking for something in my desk, when I hear, “Thank you for volunteering, Lisa. You and Nathan can come to the front of the room.”
“Huh?” I look up at Lisa, who is already walking to the front of the class. Did she just volunteer us to go first? What in the world was she thinking? I sit in my seat staring at her, as she pulls her report out.
“Nathan, care to join Lisa?” Mrs. Dempsey asks. The rest of the class bursts out laughing.
“Oh, yeah,” I say. I scramble to my feet and take a place up front next to my science partner.
“My report is on prisms,” Lisa begins reading, “Over the last two weeks, I learned that prisms are objects made of glass or plastic. I also learned that when white light passes through a prism, a spectrum of colors is produced. Let me show you my prism. I made it out of sheets of plastic.” Lisa holds up the prism to show the class.
I look over at Lisa. What’s with all the “My” and “I”s? I thought this was our project, not just her project. She didn’t even make that prism, my dad did! I shift nervously. Lisa continues to talk about her research. After what feels like hours, she finally stops talking and hands me the poster still in the garbage bag. I reach in and pull out the cardboard. 
Are you kidding me? This isn’t the poster I made at all! My poster had pictures of different shaped prisms showing how the light disperses differently, depending on the size and the angle of the beam. This poster has a picture of one giant prism, surrounded by a – gasp – rainbow!
I look at Lisa and whisper, “Where’s my poster?”
Lisa whispers back without looking at me, keeping her eyes on the class, “It got wet, so I made this one instead, now start talking.”
Apparently, her whisper was not quite as quiet as mine was, as once again, the class starts to laugh.
“Okay, class,” Mrs. Dempsey says. “Let’s give Mr. Rockledge our attention now.”
I lean the poster up against Mrs. Dempsey’s desk behind me, out of everyone’s view and take a deep breath. I try to remember what was on my poster, as I continue the presentation, discussing everything about prisms and color that I can remember, without mentioning rainbows. Mrs. Dempsey seems pleased with the presentation, asks if there are any questions, and lets us sit back down. I am so mad at Lisa! I can’t even concentrate on anyone else’s presentation. I don’t even laugh when Tommy attaches the magnet to Sam’s braces.
At recess, I walk right up to Lisa and demand an explanation.
“Really Nathan, I don’t know why you are so upset. I thought the presentation went great.”
“Great for you maybe – everything you said was ‘I did this and I did that.’ What happened to teamwork?”
“Well I did write the report. Besides, everyone knew we were a team. You did great on the poster presentation.”
“Speaking of posters, what happened to the one I made?” I can hear my voice getting louder and a little bit shaky.
“Well, I guess I just got a little too close to it with my grape juice yesterday. Sorry about that, but the new poster came out really good, don’t you think?”
“No! I don’t think it came out good at all! It was stupid! Rainbows reflect from water not prisms! If you would have paid attention to my poster, you would have known that!” 
I can feel the anger rise in my cheeks. If I thought I could get away with it, I’d slug Lisa, right here on the playground. However, I knew that Halloween was just a couple of weeks away, and I didn’t want to risk getting grounded.
Instead, I turn my back and walk away, hoping I never have to work with Lisa Crane ever again.
“You’ll be thanking me when we get an A!” Lisa yells to my back.
“Yeah, whatever,” I mumble, glad to see that the game of kickball was already underway without me.










Chapter 4


By the time I get home from school, I have already forgotten about the presentation, my poster, and Lisa. It was time to get on to more important things: Halloween.
With only two weeks remaining, I need to come up with a costume and fast. Usually Mom gets it in her head that she is going to make me some elaborate get-up. Oh, sure, I try to tell her that I want to put together my own costume, but she acts as if she is doing me some big favor. The conversation, if you want to call it that, usually goes something like this:
Mom: Nathan, have you thought about what you want to be for Halloween this year?
Me: I don’t know – maybe Captain Asteroid?
Mom: Great idea Nathan! I can make a cape for you!
Me: And don’t forget about his laser gun. 
Mom: Now Nathan, you know we do not approve of weapons. Even the toy ones promote violence. Oh I just got a great idea! Maybe we can find you an orange leotard and tights at the store where I bought Abby’s dance costume last year.
Me: Uh … actually Mom, maybe I’ll just be a vampire. I saw some cool capes down at the A&P the other day.
Mom: Don’t be silly Nathan, why buy a cape when I can easily make one for you?
Then, Mom spends the next few weeks looking for fabric, measuring, cutting, sewing, and measuring again, only to present me with something barely recognizable. I mean how difficult can it possibly be to make a vampire cape? The worst part is, she always looks so excited to show me what she has made. I have no choice but to smile and pray that nobody will make fun of me. The praying usually doesn’t work.
Abby, on the other hand, has managed to get out of wearing Mom’s creations for the past few years, claiming she is too cool for a costume. Instead, she and her friends usually throw together something stupid at the last minute – like putting on a baseball hat and claiming to be one of the Phillies. Of course, Mom and Dad always gush over how cute and creative she is. They claim they are trying to boost her ‘self-esteem,’ but I think they are just turning her into more of an annoying brat.
This year, Mom volunteered to run the school book fair. Apparently, it’s a big deal and takes up a lot of time, because last week she told me she wouldn’t be able to make a costume for me. I tried to act all sad and everything, but really, inside I was jumping up and down. 
Unfortunately, with the last two weeks wasted with Lisa Crane, I hadn’t had much time to think about Halloween. It was now time to get busy. Tommy would be coming over in an hour to hang out, and I wanted to have a costume all set so I didn’t have to hear about my vampire dress again. 
I walk around my bedroom thinking that there must be something here that will trigger an idea. I pick up my model rockets. An astronaut? No, I did that when I was in second grade. Talk about a disaster. I looked more like a giant marshmallow. Who ever heard of an astronaut costume stuffed with pillows? 
I look up at my Phillies poster. Dressing up in my Phillies jersey, hat, and baseball pants would be the perfect costume, but Abby will just think I am copying her, and I will never hear the end of it. I would rather wear the vampire dress again. 
I keep thinking about Tommy’s pirate costume. If only I could carry a sword. I hate that my parents have all these dumb rules. What do they think I’m going to do anyway, try to stab someone with my giant piece of cardboard? I guess I could be a pirate without a sword, but that’s the best part of the costume. 
“Walking in circles, Nathan? I knew you were strange, but now you’re just acting crazy.” Abby’s piercing voice breaks my concentration.
“Go away Abby, I’m busy.” I look at my sister standing in my room with her hands on her hips. I really wish I had locked my door. If I ever just walked into her room, she would have the biggest fit. Not that I would ever want to go into her room. It is all purple and frilly, and she has posters of Desmond Harper all over her walls. I don’t see what’s so great about him anyway, just because he’s the star of some boring television show and has a couple of songs on the radio. Abby and Emma talk about him non-stop. They act as if Desmond Harper is madly in love with them and will show up on our doorstep any day.
“Fine, I’m heading over to Emma’s house anyway … carry on, cowboy.”
“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” I mumble, as she skips down the steps.
Wait a minute … cowboy? That just might work! I sit down at my desk and pull out my sketchpad and pencils. My hands work quickly, as I begin to design the perfect cowboy costume. I am sure Dad has a hat I can wear from when he took that business trip to Texas a few years ago. I can wear my jeans and a plaid shirt and even make spurs from tin foil. I’ll bet I can even find some rope in the garage to wrap around my shoulder for a lasso. 
“This is going to be great!” I say to myself. I try to keep drawing, but my paper keeps trying to blow away.
“Where is that breeze coming from?”
I walk over to check my closed windows – nope, no breeze there. I open my bedroom door. 
A giant tumbleweed nearly knocks me over, as I step out onto the windy and desolate dirt road. A coyote howls in the distance. I look down. I hear the click of my spurs with each step I take. My sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers have been replaced with a leather vest, chaps, and cowboy boots. On my head is a wide brimmed Stetson hat. A giant rope lasso crosses my body. Up the road, I can make out what looks like a small town. I turn back around, but my bedroom door has disappeared. There is only the barren desert behind me.
Out of nowhere, a white horse with brown patches, wearing a saddle, approaches. The horse nuzzles my body with its soft nose. I place my boot into one of the stirrups and boost myself up onto its saddle.
“Giddy up,” I say, taking hold of the reins. The horse breaks into a gallop, and we head into town, down the dusty road.
Just as we reach the outside of the dingy saloon, a man comes crashing out of the front window nearly hitting us, as he tumbles to the ground. Glass shards and dust fly through the air. I jump off my horse and run up to him.
“Sir, are you okay?” I ask, reaching my hand out to him.
The battered man looks up at me weakly and whispers, “You better get in there cowboy; they need all the help they can get.”
I adjust my lasso around my body, straighten my hat, and push open the swinging doors. I can barely hear them creak over all of the commotion. The scene is unbelievable: tables are overturned, people are screaming, chairs are getting tossed about chaotically, and women wearing long skirts are hiding behind the counter.
I spot the sheriff in the corner, trying to break up a fight.
“Sheriff! What’s going on?” I yell over the sound of breaking glass.
“Nate Rocks! Thank goodness you are here! Bandits are trying to take over our town. They’ve already captured Lady Madeline.”
“Don’t worry, Sheriff, we’ll find her.”
I reach for my lasso, hold one end, and throw it up toward the ceiling. The powerful sound of the thick rope whipping through the air causes the room to momentarily stand still. 
“Who wants to tell me where Lady Madeline is?” I yell into the crowd.
There is silence. The townspeople all step to the side, leaving me face to face with the ten burley bandits. I spot one of them reaching for a pistol in his holster.
“I don’t think so, mister!” I shout. In the blink of an eye, I direct the lasso toward him. The lasso wraps around the bandit, swinging him through the air, as if on a wild carnival ride. With the flick of my wrist, I release the lasso, causing the defeated man to slam against the wall before he crashes down to the ground. His gun slides across the floor and behind the bar. The sheriff moves quickly to grab the pistol. He handcuffs the captured outlaw, as the other bandits look on in shock. 
“Anyone else want to give it a try?” I ask, staring back at the others, no longer looking so tough and confident.
The group of nine remaining bandits starts to back away from me and toward the door, hoping to escape.
“Not so fast!” I say. My lasso once again flies through the air, capturing the men in its ropes, with one fell swoop.
“Now, let’s try this again. Who wants to tell me where Lady Madeline is?” I demand. I slowly circle the group of tied up men, staring each one of them in the eye. My spurs click with my every step.
“She’s … she’s on the tracks,” one of them whispers meekly through trembling lips.
“Sheriff, quick! We need to get over to the train tracks!” I yell.
“You go, Nate. The boys and I need to take these criminals over to the jail where they belong.”
I run out the door and jump back onto my horse. I can hear a muffled train whistle from the other side of the mountain. The horse takes off in the direction of the sound.
“Faster, boy, faster,” I shout. I hit the reins along the horse’s side. The horse picks up speed and races toward the train tracks.
As we get closer, I can hear a women’s voice shrieking: “Help me, please, somebody help me!”
“I’m coming, Lady Madeline!” I yell, not sure if she can hear me. “Faster boy! We have to get to the tracks before that train makes it over the mountain!”
“Over here, I’m over here!” Lady Madeline screams, as she sees us coming toward her.
The horse stops abruptly. I leap off and run towards the beautiful woman, wearing a long ruffled yellow dress and boots, tied to the train tracks with thick rope. 
“Nate Rocks! You have to save me!” Lady Madeline cries.
“Don’t worry, Ma’am, everything is going to be just fine.”
I try to loosen the knot on the rope, but it won’t budge. I pull harder, but still nothing. I look around – I need something to use to cut the rope. The train whistles again, slightly louder this time. I can see the steam from the train’s engine, as it reaches the top of the mountain.
“Hurry Nate, hurry! The train is getting closer.”
I grab a nearby rock and try to cut the rope with its edge – no luck. Time is running out quickly, as the train descends the mountain and heads towards Lady Madeline.
My spurs click together. I take a step back to try to find a larger rock. My spurs – that’s it! I rip one of my sharp spurs from my cowboy boot. The train whistles again, much louder this time.
“Please Nate!” Lady Madeline pleads, with tears in her eyes. She looks at the train heading straight towards us.
With my spur in one hand, I rip through the rope, releasing the knot. I untie Lady Madeline quickly, and she rushes into my arms knocking us both off of the tracks, just as the train whizzes by, blowing its whistle one final time before disappearing over another mountain.
“Oh, Nate! You saved me! You are my hero!”
I hear cheers and applause erupting behind me. I turn around to see the sheriff and the rest of the townspeople running toward the tracks, as Lady Madeline and I stand up.
“Yaargh Matey! Your cowboy is not equipped to save the high seas from my crew and my mighty sword!” I look up to see Tommy peering over my shoulder at my cowboy drawing, holding his pirate sword above me.
“Oh, yeah?” I ask, looking back down at my cartoon. “I’m not so sure about that.”










Chapter 5


After dinner, I rush upstairs to put on my costume. Tommy would be coming over soon, and I want to be all ready to go trick-or-treating. I had already gotten everything together – Dad’s cowboy hat, rope from the garage, my jeans, a flannel shirt, and of course, my tin foil spurs.
I finish getting dressed and look in the mirror. “Not bad at all,” I say, apparently louder than I intended.
“Actually, Nathan, I think you did a great job!”
I turn around to see Mom standing by my bed. 
“Oh – thanks, Mom.”
“I made you something for you, Nathan … to go with your costume.”
“You – you did?” I ask, faking a smile.
“Well, I felt bad about not having time to help you this year. That book fair has just been keeping me so busy. But, I didn’t want you to think I forgot about you. After all, making Halloween costumes is sort of my thing.”
“Yeah,” I say, still forcing my perma-grin. I look at the black fabric in Mom’s hands wondering what she possibly could have attempted to make for me.
“It’s a vest,” Mom says. “All cowboys wear leather fringed vests. Here, let me help you put it on.”
Mom holds the vest up, as I slide my arms in. One armhole is huge, while I can barely get my arm into the other side. The entire vest is lopsided, and the fabric looks like it was made out of black trash bags.
“Hmmm,” Mom says. She tries to pull on the left side to straighten it out. “Something is not quite right here.”
No kidding, I think to myself, but Mom keeps fiddling with it, trying to make the vest work. Then, as if ten years of praying has finally paid off, Mom pulls the vest off me, balls it up, and throws it in the trash.
“You know what Nathan? I think your cowboy costume is just perfect the way you made it.”
“Thanks Mom,” I say, this time smiling a real smile. 
The doorbell rings, as Mom gives me a kiss on the cheek.
“That must be Tommy.” I leave Mom upstairs and walk down the steps toward the front door.
Tommy’s mother also insists on making him his Halloween costume every year. The difference is, Tommy’s mom can actually sew. 
Tommy’s mom made him a white shirt, complete with puffed out sleeves and ruffled cuffs, a black vest, an eye patch, and a felt hat with a skull and cross bones on the front. His mom even made him a hook for where his hand is supposed to be, made out of a plastic cup and the top of an old coat hanger. And, of course, she made him a tin foil sword, which hangs neatly in a bright red sash that wraps around his body.
“Shiver me timbers!” Dad says in some weird accent, as Tommy and I walk into the kitchen, “Avast ye – make way for the Hornswaggler! Gangway and hand o’er yer loot, or prepare to walk the plank!” 
“What did your dad just say?” Tommy whispers, leaning into me.
I shrug my shoulders.
“That’s pirate talk boys,” Dad says, returning to his normal voice. “Hey, Nathan, did I ever tell you about the time I played the lead role in The Pirates of Penzance? It was supposed to be Howard Mitchell, but …”
“… at the last minute he came down with the flu and you were the alternate,” I say, finishing Dad’s sentence.
“I received a standing ovation,” Dad says, staring off into nothing, as if he is back on the stage and no longer standing in the kitchen with us.
“Wow, great costume Tommy,” Mom says, coming into the kitchen.
“Thanks, Mrs. Rockledge. My mom made it.”
“Even the sword,” I say, looking Mom in the eye.
Mom ignores my comment. “Bill, what time are you taking the boys out?”
“Mom, can’t we just go by ourselves? We are ten now, you know. Everyone else in our class goes by themselves.”
“We promise to just stay in the neighborhood, Mrs. Rockledge, and Sam is coming with us too.”
“Well, I guess if there are three of you going together … what do you think, Bill?”
“Oh, I think they’ll be okay, Claudia. Just make sure you three stay together and be home by 8:00.”
“Cool – thanks!” I say, more to Dad than to Mom.
“Have fun, me hearties!” Dad says in that weird pirate voice again.
“Thanks, Mr. Rockledge,” Tommy says. We walk into the living room so I can grab my bag for candy.
We head out into the dark and walk over to Sam’s house. Sam lives only one street away, but for some reason, he is not at our bus stop. I think it has something to do with the fact that his mother was worried about him having to cross the street or something. Parents can be so strange sometimes.
Sam’s dad, Mr. Walters, opens their front door. I barely recognize him. He is wearing a silver glittery suit, sunglasses, and has a wig of dark curly hair on his normally bald head.
“Hi, Mr. Walters,” Tommy says. “Is Sam here?”
“Well, well,” Mr. Walters answers, “look who we have here – Captain Hook and the Sundance Kid.”
“The Sundance who?” I ask.
“Why the Sundance Kid was one of the most famous cowboy outlaws of the Wild West. He and Butch Cassidy would saddle up their horses and rob trains and banks all through the land. Every sheriff in the country was after them.”
“Whatever happened to him?”
“Well, nobody knows for sure, but rumor has it he was killed on a botched train robbery right here in Pennsylvania.” Mr. Walters leans in real close to Tommy and me and says, “Some even say they see his ghost roaming around the train tracks in this very town.”
“BOO!” Sam yells from out of nowhere.
Tommy and I jump back and scream, while Sam is practically rolling on the floor; he is laughing so hard.
“That was great Dad – you really scared them,” Sam says, still laughing uncontrollably.
“Did not,” I say, trying to catch my breath, “Besides, I’m not dressed as an outlaw. I’m the guy who catches the outlaws. I’m not afraid of any Sundance Kid.”
“Ahh – I’m just playing with you boys – have fun tonight.”
“Thanks, Dad,” Sam says. He steps outside with us.
“Yeah, thanks,” I mumble.
“Hey, cool costume, Sam,” Tommy says, as we walk down his driveway.
I look over at Sam.  He is dressed as a boxer – he has on a one-piece jumpsuit made to look like all he is wearing are black shorts with a gold boxing belt around his waist. The top of the jumpsuit is skin color and all padded to make him look like he has huge muscles. Over that, he is wearing a shiny, red robe. He also has on matching red pretend boxing gloves. Sam’s mom always buys him a costume at the A&P. He is one of the lucky ones. Of course, Sam’s mom has other issues, like not letting him cross the street so he could be at the same bus stop as Tommy and me. Lucky for us, however, she is out of town visiting a sick relative this week; otherwise, I’m sure she would never allow him out without an adult for trick or treating.
“So what’s the deal with your dad?” Tommy asks Sam.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean his costume. I don’t get it.”
“Oh,” Sam starts laughing. “He’s a 70’s disco guy. He’s been walking around all day with that stupid wig on saying stuff like ‘boogie down,’ ‘chill,’ and ‘be there or be square.’ Trust me, it was even scarier than his ghost story.”
We make our way up the driveway of each house on Sam’s street. Each time it is the same story: we ring the doorbell, a grown-up answers the door, and then spends five minutes pretending to guess who we are under the costume, like it’s some big surprise. We smile and nod and hold open our candy bags, until they finally say, “Oh, look, it’s Sam, Tommy, and Nathan … of course!” Then we fake laugh and wait until they put some candy in our bag, and we go on to the next house. 
We had just turned onto Tommy’s street when we first heard the voice. It sounded like someone was whispering: “over here, over here.” But, there was nobody near us. In fact, Tommy’s street was completely empty and eerily still. At first, we all looked at each other, shrugged, and kept walking. But then, the voice became louder: “over here, over here …”
Every time we’d turn in the direction of the sound, the voice would move. We couldn’t tell where it was coming from or who was saying the words.
“Oh, it’s probably just the wind rustling,” Sam says nervously. Tommy and I follow him, as we walk down Tommy’s street.
Then, just as we start walking down the first driveway, two people jump out from behind a bush and land right in front of us. They are both dressed as cowboys, but have skeletons instead of faces. 
“Looking for us sheriff?” One of them asks, in a strange deep voice.
Sam drops his bag, screams, and runs toward the back of the house. Tommy and I quickly follow, trying to get away from whoever or whatever those ‘things’ were.
“Sam, wait!” Tommy yells. We run through another back yard. Sam crosses one street, and continues to run through another backyard, until we reach yet another street.
“Sam, stop!” I shout, trying to keep up. Sam runs across another street, turns the corner and finally collapses onto a dark grassy field.
“It was them!” Sam yells, trying to catch his breath, “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid! Just like Dad said!”
“I thought your dad made that story up?” I ask hesitantly.
“I thought so too!” Sam screams, “But you saw them – they were waiting for us!” Sam looks me straight in the eye. “They were looking for you!”
“Aw, come on, Sam! Those were just some high school kids who thought it would be funny to mess with some fourth graders, that’s all.”
“No!” Sam insists. “I looked right into their eyes and guess what? They didn’t have eyes, just eye sockets. Those weren’t masks. That skeleton was really their face, and they sort of floated out. I’m telling you. Those were ghosts! We need to get out of here, before they find us.”
“Sam, knock it off!” I say, looking around. 
What if Sam is right? We needed to get out of there and back to a street where there would be plenty of other trick-or-treaters. Someplace where we could just blend in with other kids. 
“So, how exactly do we get back?” Tommy asks. 
“Why are you both looking at me?” Sam asks. “I don’t know where we are.”
“But you are the one who led us here.”
“I was just running. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going,” Sam replies.
“That’s just great!’ I say, sitting back down on the ground.
“So now what are we going to do?” Tommy asks, sitting down next to me.
I look up and down the street; it is completely dark: no houses, no cars, and no trick-or-treaters.
“Come on,” I stand up. The trees blowing in the wind look as if they are coming alive. We need to get back before Sam notices and starts freaking out again. In fact, I’m a little freaked out myself. “Let’s go walk over to the next street. I see some lights on around the corner.”
Sam and Tommy get up and the three of us walk, quite quickly actually, toward the corner in silence. None of us recognizes the street that we turn on to, but at least there are houses with lights on.
“I still don’t get how we are going to get back,” Tommy complains, looking at me as if this is my fault.
I look over to the house directly in front of us. A small group of trick-or-treaters approaches the front door. A woman opens the door, laughs, makes friendly conversation, hands out candy, and watches as they walk back down the driveway.
“Maybe that lady will let us use her phone, she seems nice.” Sam points over to the woman still standing in the doorway.
“Okay, but we can’t call my house. If my mom finds out that we got lost, she’ll never let us go trick or treating by ourselves again!” I say.
“Well, my mom is just going to tell your mom if she finds out, so we can’t call my house,” Tommy adds.
We both look over to Sam.
“Fine, we can call my dad.” Sam says. We walk up to the house.
The woman let us in and fixed us all hot chocolate while we waited for Sam’s dad to pick us up. Mr. Walters, of course, thought it was the funniest thing ever when he heard how we got lost. 
He may have thought it was a riot, but I was not laughing. I just wanted to get back home. I was glad when Mr. Walters just drove us back to Sam’s house. My parents would have gotten suspicious if he had given me a ride all the way home. I walked with Tommy back to his house and then made it back to my house just before 8’oclock. Luckily, there were still plenty of kids walking around the neighborhood. Mom, of course, was waiting by the door, ready to go into her usual twenty questions. After convincing her I had the greatest night ever, I headed up to my room to take off my costume. I was ready for Halloween to be over, once and for all.
Just as I get into my room, I hear Abby coming up the stairs. She is dressed in her regular clothes. I guess she finished trick-or-treating early too. 
“Hey, Nathan, when you see Sam tomorrow, give him this.” 
I look up. Abby throws Sam’s candy bag into my room.
“Where did you get that? How did you know that was Sam’s?” I ask.
Abby smiles at me and says, “A little ghost told me.”
“It was you, wasn’t it?” I yell. Abby walks down the hallway toward her bedroom.
“Nighty-night cowboy, don’t let the bandits bite!” And with that, she shuts her door, clicking the lock. 










Chapter 6


“In case any one was wondering, I turn fourteen in exactly one week,” Abby announces, just as I put a forkful of French toast in my mouth. I do not know how Mom managed to burn the French toast on the outside and yet keep the inside cold, wet, and slimy. 
I smile at Mom and gulp some orange juice to help get the food down. Usually, Dad eats breakfast with us on the weekends, but his boss called a special meeting this morning. Mom thinks it may have something to do with his bonus.
Abby had insisted that Mom’s French toast was too fattening and was eating yogurt instead. Ever since Dad mentioned that we might be going to Florida, Abby insists on eating only healthy stuff for meals. I wonder if Mom knows that in between yogurt and salad, she pigs out on Halloween candy. 
“Fourteen is a big deal you know,” Abby continues, talking with her mouth full of pink goo.
“We know,” I say sarcastically. “You’ve been counting down the days since the day after Halloween. We get it already!”
“I wouldn’t expect you to understand, Nathan. You’re just a kid. Mom, I still do not understand why I can’t have a big party. Julia Shumaker’s parents rented out an entire hall, invited over 100 kids, got a D.J., and everything.”
“Well, if Julia Shumaker’s parents would like to waste even more money doing that for you, I’m all for it. Otherwise, you’ll just have to settle for a sleepover for ten at the house. Of course, if you don’t think that is good enough, I have no problem calling the entire thing off.” 
“No it’s fine,” Abby whines. “But does Nathan have to be home? Can’t he sleep over at one of his little friends’ houses that night?” 
“Trust me,” I say. “The last place I want to be is here with ten of your dumb friends. I’m already planning to stay over at Tommy’s house.” I make a mental note to make sure to ask Tommy if it is okay to stay over his house that night.
“Thank goodness! Maybe it will be an okay party after all,” Abby says, before grabbing the cordless phone out of the kitchen and sulking up to her room.
Mom clears away my half-eaten breakfast. “Don’t worry about her, Nathan; she’s just going through a phase.”
“That’s one long heck of a phase,” I whisper to myself, trying to think of a time when Abby wasn’t going through a ‘phase.’
“Nathan, honey, can you go upstairs and ask Abby to bring down her laundry?”
“Sure, Mom.”
I walk up the stairs and start down the hallway towards her room, preparing myself for her attitude. I stop short just before her door, as I hear my name mentioned.
“Yeah, Nathan is the biggest pain also. Every time he thinks I do something to him, he goes crying to Mommy … Yeah – Halloween was the funniest! He’s such a wimp.”
So it was her! I knew it – but, a wimp? Is she kidding? I run downstairs to grab my coat.
“Nathan! Where are you going? Is Abby bringing me her laundry?”
“I’m going over to Tommy’s house for a little bit, and yeah, Abby said she’ll be right down.”
I walk cautiously to the door, waiting to see if Mom is going to stop me with one of her ‘I just can’t tell her I’m going somewhere; I have to ask first’ speeches, but all she says is, “Okay, just be home before lunch. I’m making your favorite – cheeseburgers.”
“Great, I can’t wait,” I say, cringing at the thought of one of Mom’s burgers. I close the door behind me and race over to Tommy’s house.
Tommy’s mom is just serving breakfast, when I arrive. The most delicious array of scrambled eggs and bacon I have ever seen.
“Have you had breakfast yet, Nathan?”
“Uh … no,” I lie. Well really it’s not completely a lie. I did take a few bites of the French toast, but I wouldn’t necessarily call it breakfast.
“Well, sit then, there is plenty,” Tommy’s mom says. She fills another plate full of food and places it in front of me.
“Thanks, Mrs. Jensen,” I say and take a bite of heaven. The eggs are fluffy and cooked perfectly, without any sign of watery ooze coming out of them. I look over to Tommy, who is barely taking a breath between bites. He hasn’t touched his orange juice even once to help wash it down. Normally, I’d be on my second or third glass, trying to eat Mom’s food. Tommy has no idea how lucky he is.
After breakfast, we grab our coats and head outside. I tell Tommy about the telephone conversation I overheard.
“I had to get out of my house,” I say to Tommy. “Abby is so irritating. I can’t take her anymore.” 
“Well, little brothers can be pains too,” Tommy says, referring to his brother, Andy. He walks over to the open garage and grabs two plastic hockey sticks and a puck. We start passing the puck back and forth in Tommy’s driveway.
“He’s not so bad.” Tommy’s brother Andy is five years old. I think he is cute actually. I would trade him for Abby, any day.
Tommy hits the puck at me. It goes straight through my legs and into the bushes at the edge of the driveway. I bend down to fish through the branches.
“Oh, yeah? He’s always coming into my room and messing with my stuff. He broke the model airplane Dad and I built together last year, he tore the antenna off the remote for my Morphmania 4x4 remote car, and he spilled juice all over my homework the other night. I had to do the entire thing over.”
“Well, at least he’s not always shrieking on the phone about boys or that Desmond Harper guy. She actually thinks he is going to show up at our door one day and marry her or something.” I crack up laughing and finally find the puck.
“I don’t see what’s so great about that guy,” Tommy says, perfectly blocking my return shot. “His music stinks, he has that fake English accent, and his TV show is so stupid I can’t believe anyone even watches it. Who ever heard of a teenager who wins the lottery and sends his parents on a trip around the world, so he can stay at home and do whatever he wants.”
“If I won the lottery, I’d send Abby around the world,” I say laughing – and hire a chef, I think to myself.
“Not only that,” Tommy continues, “But he doesn’t even do anything cool. He goes to school and then plays guitar all night with a bunch of his friends. They’re not even any good if you ask me. If my parents were halfway around the world, I’d come up with something much more exciting to do than that.”
I stop tossing the puck around and look over at Tommy. “Like what?” I ask. I hadn’t really thought about it before – what would I do if there were no parents around?
Tommy walks over to me, holding his hockey stick. We sit on the boulders at the edge of his driveway.
“Oh, there are a million things I’d do. First, I would eat cookies for breakfast. Then, I would build something really cool – like a robot. Oh and I’d ride my bike wherever I felt like, even if the street was too busy with cars. I’d stay up all night playing video games, and I definitely wouldn’t go to school.”
“Yeah,” I respond, daydreaming about how much fun all of that would be. 
Unfortunately, the dream abruptly ends by the sight of Abby and her friend Emma walking toward us, cackling, as usual.
“Hey stinky-breath,” Abby yells. “Dad is home, and he wants you back in a half-hour. He wants you to help him rake leaves.”
“Why don’t you help him?” I ask, annoyed.
Abby looks at Emma and starts laughing. “Oh please, we don’t have time to rake leaves – we have much more important things to do today.”
Tommy stands up and looks straight at Abby, “What – you need to get some glue for all the mirrors that you cracked?”
I laugh so hard that I start snorting. I always knew Tommy didn’t like Abby, but this is the first time he’s ever really taken a jab at her. I guess he was upset about Halloween.
“As a matter of fact,” Abby says, staring right back at Tommy with her hands on her bony hips, “We are walking to the A&P to get decorations for my birthday party next weekend. I’d invite you, but we have a strict ‘no-loser’ policy.” Abby grabs Emma by the arm and continues to walk down the street away from us.
“Well then, I guess you guys won’t be there!” Tommy shouts toward their backs, as they turn the corner.
“See what I mean?” I say. Tommy looks back at me smirking. “By the way, can I sleep over your house next Saturday night? There are going to be ten of them sleeping over for the ‘big birthday party’. Ugh!”
“I have a better idea,” Tommy says. “Let’s go inside.”
We go into Tommy’s kitchen, and he pulls out two pieces of paper and two pencils.
“What’s this for?” I ask. We sit back down at the kitchen table.
“We need to brainstorm,” Tommy says. “We need to come up with a way to get Abby back for what she did on Halloween. It has to be really good, and it has to happen at her birthday party, in front of all her friends.”
“Yeah,” I agree, getting excited now, “but what?”
“Well that’s what the paper is for. Let’s each write down some ideas, and then we’ll pick the best one.”
“Awesome!” I jot down some ideas.










Chapter 7


As I walk back toward my house, I notice that the trees still have half their leaves on their branches. I don’t understand why Dad insists on raking the leaves today. Every year, it’s the same thing. We waste an entire Saturday raking the leaves, then two weeks later when the rest of the leaves fall, we have to do it all over again. Wouldn’t it be easier just to wait until all the leaves have fallen before even starting? You would think after all these years of raking leaves; Dad would have figured that out. Besides, I would much rather stay at Tommy’s house and come up with a way to get back at Abby, at her sleepover next weekend.
“Dad! Hey Dad!” I yell, walking into the house, ready to make my argument.
There is no answer.
“Dad?” Maybe he is out back already raking. I head into the kitchen to find Mom, but she is not there. There is a note on the kitchen table:
Nate – Mom was having car trouble – I had to drive her over to the school bake sale meeting. Could you go next door to Mr. McCullen’s house and ask for our rakes back? He borrowed them a few weeks ago. Be home in fifteen minutes.
Thanks – Dad
Ugh. I can’t stand Mr. McCullen. Every time I go over there, all he does is complain about his bursitis. I don’t even know what that is, but he goes on and on, as if I am some sort of bursitis expert. 
Then, Mr. McCullen starts complaining about his son, Mike. Mike is seventeen – the youngest of his four kids. Mike is graduating high school this year. Mr. McCullen wants Mike to go to college, but Mike just wants to be some famous rock star, traveling the country with his band. The band practices out of Mr. McCullen’s garage. I’m sure all that loud music drives Mr. McCullen nuts, but actually I think Mike and his band are pretty good.
I slowly walk back outside and head next door. I can hear the instruments from Mike’s band tuning up in their garage. Maybe I can just go ask Mike for the rakes and avoid seeing Mr. McCullen all together.
As I head down their driveway toward the open garage door, a tall lanky teenager runs out of the garage. 
“Nate, thank goodness! Come quick, he needs your help!” He says in a panic, grabbing my arm.
“I already told Mr. McCullen – I don’t know anything about bursitis! I’m just looking for my rakes. How do you know my name anyway?”
“Who said anything about bursitis?” he yells at me, yanking me towards the garage. “I’m talking about Desmond. The show starts in ten minutes and something is terribly wrong!”
“Desmond?” I ask confused, walking into the garage. But it is not a garage at all. We are on a stage. Everything is black, except for rows of spotlights above us. A curtain, hanging directly in front of us, is the only thing separating us from what sounds like a million screaming people. How odd that I couldn’t hear them from the driveway. 
“I don’t understand – where are we?” I ask, looking around, trying to find any sign of Mike or Mr. McCullen. Behind me are five guys all tuning their various instruments. Massive speakers and amplifiers are spread throughout the stage, and in front of me is a microphone resting on its stand.
“Well, we are at the stadium, of course! Desmond is supposed to go on in just a few minutes, but he won’t come out of his dressing room. There are 30,000 people out there waiting for a concert. You have to take his place, Nate! You are the only one who can fill his shoes.”
I look down at my clothes. I am suddenly dressed in black leather pants and a white t-shirt. Someone pushes me up toward the front of the stage, just as the curtain starts to rise. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, let’s give it up for …. NATE ROCKS!”
“Wait, I….” 
The spotlight shines directly on me, and I stare out at the crowd. Masses of people are jumping up and down cheering – chanting my name over and over again. 
I look behind me and nod at the band, grabbing the microphone. The band starts playing an unfamiliar tune, yet I sing the words, as if I have been performing my entire life. I feel completely at ease, getting into the music, jumping up on the speakers, and interacting with the cheering crowd. The colored spotlights follow my every move. 
I grab the spare electric guitar I see in the corner and play an amazing solo. There are full size screens on each side of me streaming video of my performance, for those who can’t see the stage. After the first song ends, I wait for a lull in the roar of the crowd.
“Thank you!” I yell into the audience. “You may have noticed I am not Desmond Harper.” The crowd starts laughing and cheering all over again.
“Unfortunately, Desmond isn’t able to perform tonight, but if it’s okay with you, I thought I’d hang out with you guys, tonight.”
Once again, the audience erupts into cheers and screams. The band plays song after song, and I completely rock the crowd, leaving them begging for more. After three encores, the curtain goes down, ending the show.
“Now – where is Desmond?” I ask the stage crew, when we finally leave the stage for the night.
The tall lanky teen that first approached me in the driveway, leads me down a long white corridor behind the stage. We stop at a closed door that has a large gold star on it.
“He’s in there,” he says, pointing to the door and walks away.
I knock on the door.
“Come in,” says the well-known British accent.
I slowly open the door. Desmond is sitting on a leather couch, alone in the dressing room, looking rather, well … blue.
“Desmond, what happened!” I say, sitting on the couch next to him to get a closer look. He looked sort of like that girl in “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.” You know, the one who chewed the gum and turned into a blueberry? His face, hair, and neck were all stained bright blue.
“Can you bloody believe it? Some bloke on my crew got mad at me, because at rehearsal I didn’t like the way the lighting was making my skin look blue. Guess he thought it would be funny to add blue food coloring to my shampoo and soap.”
I tried my best not to laugh, but he did look quite ridiculous. “Wow – that is awful.” I manage to say.
“My agent called the dye company, and they say it will fade within a few days. Thank goodness my next show is not until next weekend. There’s no bloody way I can go out there looking like this. Can you imagine? Anyway, we nearly had to cancel the show. You really saved the day, Nate. Without you, there would have been a bloody riot out there.”
“But why me?” I ask.
“Well, because you’re Nate Rocks, of course! Who else would I bloody ask for?”
“Hey Nathan! Earth to Nathan! Why are you just sitting there smiling?” Tommy asks. “And what’s with the cartoon you drew of someone playing guitar? I thought we were trying to come up with a prank for Abby!”
“Don’t worry – I’ve got it all figured out,” I say, getting up from Tommy’s kitchen table. “I have to go. My dad is waiting for me. I’ll fill you in later.”
I grab my picture and head back home, wondering if Abby would look better in blue or green.










Chapter 8


Our living room looks like a purple and pink volcano erupted, which is good if you like that sort of thing, but I for one, do not. Mom and Abby spent all afternoon hanging pink and purple streamers all through the living room and even in the kitchen, which also had a pink and purple tablecloth on the table along with pink and purple plates, cups, napkins, and forks. In fact, I am pretty sure the A&P must now be sold out of anything pink or purple.
Abby says I’m not allowed anywhere near the living room, which is fine with me. Who would want to hang out with Abby and her friends anyway? Besides, I have something else to do.
“Where is everybody?” Abby asks nervously, pacing in the kitchen. Mom puts some weird shaped sandwiches on a plate. 
Abby got it in her head that she wanted a tea party, and she and Mom have been making weird sandwiches with cucumbers all afternoon and then cutting them with cookie cutters. So far, it seems that more of them have made it into the trashcan then on to the plate. Thank goodness Dad and I are ordering a pizza tonight. Frankly, I think we got the better end of that deal. 
“Don’t worry Abby, they’ll be here. It’s only 3:50. The invitation said 4:00,” Mom says, trying to calm her. 
The doorbell rings, just as Mom finishes her sentence.
“See?” Mom says, heading to the front door. She returns with Tommy following behind her.
“Tommy!” Abby yells, sounding as if the world is about to come to an end. “What’s he doing here? I thought Nathan was going to his house tonight.”
“His parents are going out tonight, so Tommy’s going to sleep over here instead,” I say with a big smile on my face. Tommy was right; the expression on Abby’s face was definitely worth keeping that little piece of information a secret until just now. 
“But Mom – Nathan isn’t supposed to be here tonight – and he definitely can’t have one of his little friends sleep over. They are going to ruin everything!”
“Oh Abby, stop being so dramatic,” Mom says, while spreading icing on Abby’s birthday cake. Her cake was supposed to be in the shape of a heart, but it looks more like a lop-sided letter ‘D’ as in ‘Diva’. I guess I shouldn’t have laughed out loud at my private little joke, because that set Abby off even more.
“You think this is funny, Nathan?” Abby’s eyes look as though they are about to pop out of her head. “If I see you within ten feet of the living room, you’ll be sorry!”
“Alright, Abby, that’s enough,” Mom says. “Once your friends get here, you’ll be having so much fun you’ll forget all about them.”
“Anyway,” Dad says from the kitchen doorway, “I have a fun boys night planned for us. We’ve got a pizza coming in about an hour, and then I rented the new Star Raiders movie. I’ve been dying to see it and you know how Mom hates those sci-fi flicks.”
“See Abby,” Mom says, trying to write ‘Happy Birthday’ in pink icing. It looks more like ‘Baoof Rislhoaf’ but I’m not about to point that out. “Dad and the boys will be locked away all night in the den.”
“Hey boys, did I ever tell you about the time my dad planned a boys night for me and my friends?” Dad asks.
“You mean the time he wanted to have a campout in the backyard, and he couldn’t get the fire lit to roast the marshmallows, so instead Grandpop went back into the house to put them in the microwave, and they exploded everywhere?”
“Yeah,” Dad says, drifting once again deep into his ‘did I ever tell you’ memory place. “Grandmom was not too happy about that! Then, in the middle of the night, it started pouring so we all had to run back into the house to sleep inside.”
“Sounds fun,” Tommy says, shrugging his shoulders to me.
“Dad, is it okay if Tommy and I hang out upstairs until the pizza comes?”
“Sure boys, have fun. I’ll call you down when the food gets here.”
“Stay away from my room,” Abby yells, as we race up the stairs.
Tommy shuts the door behind him. I pull a box out from under my bed. Inside are three bottles: Abby’s shower soap, shampoo, and conditioner.
“Lock the door,” I instruct. I listen for the click of the lock and then whisper, “Did you bring it?”
“Yup, right here,” Tommy pulls a small vial of dark liquid out of his coat pocket.
“Did anyone see you?” I ask.
“Nope. I waited until my parents were upstairs getting dressed.”
“Cool,” I say, opening up the bottle of shampoo. “Abby always takes a shower first thing in the morning. This will teach her not to mess with us!”
Tommy pours a tiny bit of liquid into the bottle. The clear liquid turns a light lavender color. 
“I think we need more than that,” Tommy says, pouring in half the bottle.
“Hey save some for the soap and conditioner,” I say, forgetting to keep my voice down.
“Sshh,” Tommy reminds me. “I know what I’m doing.”
“But you’ve never done this before!” I hiss.
“Yeah, but I’ve watched my mom use this stuff a million times. Trust me.” 
Tommy pours the rest of the purple food coloring into the soap and conditioner. I replace the tops on the bottles. I quietly sneak down the hallway and into the bathroom that is across from Abby’s room and place the bottles back into the shower exactly where I found them. I make it back into my bedroom, just as Dad comes up the stairs to tell us the pizza has arrived.
Abby looks annoyed, as Tommy and I walk into the kitchen. She is standing with her hands on her hips looking as though flames are about to shoot out of her eyes. I glance over to Tommy and wonder if Abby knows what we were just doing upstairs. 
“I’m sorry Abby,” Mom says, “there is only enough pizza for the boys. You said you wanted to give your guests tea sandwiches and snacks. I’m afraid you are stuck with that for your dinner.”
“This is all your fault,” Abby snarls, pretending to bump into me accidentally, as she walks out of the room. Her shove knocks me into the chair I had just pulled out to sit in.
“Just ignore her,” Mom says, putting a slice of pizza in front of me. “You boys enjoy your dinner. I’m going to try to calm the birthday girl.” 
“Thanks, Mrs. Rockledge,” Tommy says, as Mom leaves the kitchen.
“You still think little brothers are worse than older sisters?” I ask, just as Dad walks into the kitchen.
“Now Nathan, you know Abby is just going through a phase,” Dad starts. “Besides, once you get a little older, you’ll love having an older sister. She’ll always have friends over – all your friends will be jealous that you have so many girls hanging around you all the time.”
“Ewww,” Tommy and I yell, laughing and disgusted all at the same time.
“You think it’s gross now, but believe me, in a few years you’ll be thanking me. Anyway, enough talk about girls. It’s just us men tonight.” Dad gets up from the table. “You boys finish up, and I’m going to make some popcorn.”
Tommy and I each have one more slice of pizza and head over to the den. Mom had already set up our sleeping bags on the floor. Dad walks in a minute later, carrying a big bowl of popcorn and a bunch of soda cans.
“Sshh,” he whispers, “don’t tell Mom – if she knows we are eating in here we’ll all get in big trouble.” Dad smiles, shutting the door and pretending that he is just kidding – but I know that he actually is serious.
We can hear the girls singing “Happy Birthday” at the top of their lungs from the living room. Dad turns out the lights and switches the movie on. 
Tommy and I get in our sleeping bags, with the bowl of popcorn between us, while Dad sits in his leather recliner. I don’t know what it is about dads and leather recliners, but it seems like every dad I know has one. Is that something you get at the hospital when they hand you the baby? “Congratulations sir, it’s a boy, and here is your leather recliner.” 
I try to concentrate on the movie, but about half way in, I feel myself dozing off. I look over at Tommy who is already fast asleep. I lay my head back down on my pillow and let myself fall deep into sleep as well.
I don’t know what time it is when I finally wake up. Sunlight is shining into the den. I can hear the sound of Mom and the girls rustling around in the kitchen. Tommy is still sound asleep. I quietly ease myself out of the sleeping bag and head out into the hallway.
“Move it squirt,” Abby says, racing down the steps, nearly knocking me over. Abby stops to look at me, pulling a comb through her wet hair - her wet, brown, normal looking hair on top of her normal, pale skin.
“What’s wrong with you?” She asks.
“No – nothing,” I stumble. “Did you just take a shower?”
“Well – duh. My hair didn’t get wet by sticking it in the toilet. Why do you care?”
“I don’t. What’s that smell?” I ask, trying to direct Abby toward the kitchen so she’ll walk away.  I need to get upstairs to figure out why our plan didn’t work.
“Oh,” Abby continues. “Emma gave me some new bath stuff for my birthday –fancy shampoo and soap – you know, the stuff in the bathroom that you rarely use? It’s my stash – so hands off.”
“Uh – huh,” I say, trying to push past her to get up the steps.
“Don’t bother going up there if you want the bathroom. Dad is in there showering now.”
I stop dead in my tracks. “Dad!?”
“Yeah,” Abby explains. “Mom and Dad’s shower is broken or something, so he is using ours.”
I race up the stairs, but it is too late. The screams for my mom start before I reach the landing.
“Claudia! …  CLAUDIA!” 
“What’s wrong, Bill?” Mom calls from the bottom of the stairwell.
“I need you to come up here … to the bathroom … NOW!” Dad yells.
“Oh for heaven’s sake,” Mom mumbles. She walks up the stairs and passes me, as I wait in the hallway. “What is the emergen…”
My dad steps out into the hallway from the bathroom wearing only a towel. His hair and hands are bright purple. Luckily it does not seem as though he used the soap yet.
“Oh Bill,” Mom says, “What happened to your hair?”
Dad spots me lurking in the hallway.
“Nathan! Did you do this?” Dad asks, raising his voice. “How am I supposed to go anywhere with purple hair? I have an important business meeting on Monday!”
“It was meant for Abby,” I say, barely above a whisper. “It’s food coloring. It was a stupid joke … I’m sorry, Dad.”
“I cannot believe this! I will deal with you later, Nathan. Claudia, what am I going to do?”
“Let me think,” Mom begins, “I read somewhere that lemon juice takes food coloring stains out. We can try that. Otherwise, maybe we can get some hair dye and try to match your natural color?” Mom turns to face me, “Honestly, Nathan, why can’t you just let your sister have an enjoyable party for once?”
“I’m sorry,” I say and slither away back down the stairs. By this time, Abby and the rest of her friends are standing at the bottom of the steps, apparently listening in to that whole conversation, giggling at me. Abby walks over to me.
“Serves you right – that’s what you get for trying to mess with me. I hope you get grounded for the rest of the year. I’ll bet Mom and Dad take back all your Christmas presents.”
Tommy walks into the room, just as Abby and her posse storm back into the living room. Mom comes downstairs, rummages through the refrigerator and heads back up holding a bottle of lemon juice, without speaking to either one of us.
“What’s going on?” Tommy asks.
“My dad decided to take a shower in the kid’s bathroom this morning,” I say, looking at Tommy. “He has purple hair.”
Tommy starts cracking up.
“It’s not funny! We’re in big trouble!”
The rest of the morning consisted of Mom running downstairs as each of Abby’s friends got picked up, and then running back upstairs to tend to Dad. Each time Mom came downstairs, she refused to talk to either Tommy or me. Finally, at 11:30, after all the girls were gone, Mom and Dad came down the stairs together.
“Dad! Your hair is brown again!” I say, relieved, standing up from the kitchen table.
“Thanks to your mother,” he explains. “Eight rinses of lemon juice seems to have done the trick.”
“I’m really sorry, Mr. Rockledge,” Tommy offers.
“Boys, you know what you did was not funny,” Dad starts.
“Yes sir,” Tommy and I both reply.
“But Dad, we were only trying to get Abby back,” I explain.
“Back for what?” Mom asks.
I then proceed to relive the moments of Halloween that Sam, Tommy, and I had previously agreed would remain secret. However, I believe that there are definitely circumstances where a secret pact can be broken. This was one of those moments.
“Well now,” Dad begins, once I finish explaining our motive behind the prank. “That certainly changes things. Claudia, I think Abby should be a part of this discussion as well.”
As Mom leaves the room to fetch Abby, Dad motions for Tommy and me to lean in close. “Well done boys, well done,” he whispers with a smile on his face. He straightens up and looks serious again, as Mom re-enters the room with Abby.
“Why don’t we all sit down at the table,” Mom says.
Abby smirks, as she sits across from me, kicking me in the shin.
“Mom and I have thought long and hard about what your punishments should be, and we decided that since Christmas is just around the corner, you should do something that involves giving instead of taking away. So, on Christmas Eve, instead of going to Sam’s holiday party, you will be working as elves, helping to hand out gifts with my boss at his annual Children’s Hospital visit. We’ve already spoken with Tommy’s parents, and they think it’s is a wonderful idea.”
“Ha ha,” Abby snickers, “do they have to wear those goofy elf costumes and everything?”
“Yes, and so do you,” Mom states.
“Me? Why am I getting punished?”
“It’s not a punishment, it’s giving back,” Dad reminds her. “But since you thought it was so funny to scare Nathan and his friends on Halloween, sending them out into dark unknown neighborhoods where they could have been in serious danger, perhaps we should punish you – maybe take away that new cell phone you just got for your birthday?”
“I’ll be an elf,” Abby mumbles, glaring at me.
“Great! Then I’ll arrange everything with Mr. Fischer on Monday.”










Chapter 9


Abby did not talk to me the entire next week. Part of it had to do with the fact that she was mad I got her in trouble, but mostly it was because she was too busy either talking or texting on her new cell phone. Either way, it was fine with me. Had I known a cell phone would keep Abby out of my hair, I would have saved up to buy her one myself!
On Christmas Eve morning, Dad drove Abby, Tommy, and me over to the Children’s Hospital. Mr. Fischer, Dad’s boss, was already dressed in his Santa outfit and meeting with someone official-looking when we got there. ‘Mrs. Claus’ – aka Mrs. Fischer – thanked Dad for bringing us, instructed him to pick us up in several hours, and then led Abby, Tommy, and me into an empty room down a quiet hallway.
“It was so nice of you kids to give up your Saturday to bring some holiday cheer to the sick children here,” Mrs. Fischer says. She sounds way too bubbly for a Saturday morning.
“It’s our pleasure,” Abby begins, with a fake smile across her face. “It must be so awful to have to spend Christmas in the hospital. It’s the least we could do.”
I look over at Tommy. Abby is definitely up to something, but what?
“Well, aren’t you just the sweetest!” Mrs. Fischer says, smiling at Abby. 
Tommy starts coughing, but I’m pretty sure he is just trying to cover up his laughter.
“Okay – so we have a busy day planned today. First, you’ll be walking around with Santa to each wing, to help him hand out presents, then we’ll be serving lunch to each patient, and finally, for all the kids that can get out of bed, there will be story time and games in the lobby downstairs. I’m afraid I only have two elf costumes, so … “
“I have an idea, Mrs. Fischer,” Abby interrupts.
Uh-oh, here it comes…
“Channel 3 is running back to back children’s holiday specials today. How about we use the big TV in here, and we could have groups of kids brought in all day to watch a show or two. I can’t imagine going through the holidays without Rudolph or Frosty. I’d be happy to sit in here with them.”
“Why Abby, that’s a fabulous idea!” Mrs. Fischer gleams, “That solves the problem of having only two elf costumes.”
Fabulous? Abby gets to sit on her butt all day, watch TV, and text on her phone while Tommy and I have to play Santa’s elves? What kind of a deal is that?
 “Well then, boys, follow me. I’ll show you where you can get changed. Are you sure you’ll be okay in here by yourself all day, Abby?” Mrs. Fischer asks.
“Oh, it’s my pleasure!” Abby answers, looking directly at me while she talks.
“Alright then, make yourself comfortable, Abby. I’ll arrange it with the staff to set up the TV and start bringing children down.” Mrs. Fischer, still with a big smile on her face, turns to Tommy and me, “This way my little elves.”
Tommy and I follow Mrs. Fischer down another hallway, and then another. Everything in this place is so quiet and white and shiny. It is hard to believe there are actually kids staying here. 
“Here we are,” Mr. Fischer says, as we enter an empty patient room. Two green and red elf costumes and jester type hats lay across the bed. There are even matching elf shoes with bells on them. “You boys can get changed in here. I’ll be back for you in about fifteen minutes.” Mrs. Fischer shuts the door leaving Tommy and me alone in the room.
“You go first,” Tommy says.
I sigh, pick up the costume, and head into the small bathroom to change. The shirt, about three sizes too big, looks ridiculous. It is red with puffed out sleeves and bells at the cuffs and has a green vest that fits over it. The felt material hangs almost to my knees. I wonder if my mom helped sew this. I must have forgotten to bring the pants in with me, because after I put the shirt on, all that is left are some green tights that must be leftover from a girl’s costume.
“Hey Tommy,” I yell from the bathroom, “can you toss me the pants? I only brought the shirt in with me.”
“I don’t see any extra pants,” Tommy yells back. 
“Does your costume have pants?” I ask.
“Yeah, but they look more like tights.”
“Just great.” I take a deep breath and struggle to pull the green tights on. Luckily, none of the kids from school can see me in this getup. I’d never hear the end of it.
I step out of the bathroom expecting Tommy to drop to the floor in uncontrollable laughter, but he is wearing the exact same outfit as me, complete with the hat and shoes, looking as if he is about to cry.
“We have to wear this all day?” Tommy asks in disbelief.
I nod. We sit on the bed and wait for Mrs. Fischer to return.
Mrs. Fischer comes a few minutes later to get us. Mr. Fischer is with her.
“Ho! Ho! Ho!” he bellows, “Are you boys ready to spread some holiday cheer?”
“Sure, Mr. Fischer,” I respond.
He bends down to get real close to my face. His breath smells the same way our coffee pot starts to smell when Mom leaves it on too long.
“Nathan, I’m Santa – not Mr. Fischer,” he says.
“Right, sorry.” I study his face real close. That is Mr. Fischer under that white beard, isn’t it?
A nurse walks over to take us to the first room. She stops at the closed door and turns to face us. “This room is our lounge. It’s where the non-contagious kids who are able to get around can go to play with other kids, read books, or just get away from their bed for a while. Kids in this room are here for everything from a broken bone, to cancer treatment, to recovering from surgery.” She then opens the door.
The large room looks nothing like the stark white hallways we had been walking through. On one wall is a large colorful mural, painted with pictures of happy children playing on a playground. On the other walls, there are painted quotes and get-well signs, all done in bright colors. Cheerful music plays over a stereo, and in the corner is a decorated Christmas tree. About thirty children all stop what they are doing and look at us in a combination of shock and delight. 
“Ho! Ho! Ho!” Santa yells, entering the room. “I hear there are some children here who have been very good this year. Well, Santa has a surprise for you. Mrs. Claus and I have been very busy checking our lists, and we thought that since you all have been so good, that we would surprise you early with your gifts. We even brought two of our best elves with us to help hand them out.”
The children, who all seemed to be younger than me, start to gather around us, as Santa hands them gifts. Not sure what it is exactly we are supposed to be doing, Tommy and I just sort of stand there. 
The nurse who showed us into the room, comes over to us and says, “Why don’t you elves help the children play with their new toys?”
“Okay,” Tommy says and heads over to a little boy trying to figure out how to work his new remote control car.
“Excuse me, sir,” a little girl says, tugging on my sleeve. “Would you like to color with me in my new princess coloring book?”
“Uh – sure,” I say, wishing I had spotted the remote control kid first. I sit down at a pint sized-table with the girl, who tears out a page for me to color. I wonder how long we have to stay here until we go to the next wing. I’ll bet Abby is just having a great time, sitting in her comfy clothing, with the TV on, while a nurse carts kids in and out to watch Christmas specials all day. She’s probably just doing what she always does: talking or texting with Emma on her phone, while I’m here coloring a pink tutu or whatever this frilly skirt is called.
“Oh my back! My BACK!” 
I look over to the other side of the room and see Santa lying on the floor yelling. A flurry of doctors and nurses rush over to him. 
I rush over as well, to see what is going on. From what the doctors are saying, it sounds like Santa tripped over a toy, causing him to fly through the air and over a chair, before landing on the ground.
Tommy comes to stand next to me. “Didn’t anyone tell Santa he’s not supposed to fly without his sled and reindeer?” He whispers in my ear.
“SShh – that’s not funny. He really hurt his back – I just heard one of the doctors say he might need surgery.”
“OW – OW the PAIN!” Santa wails, “Nate? Where are you boy? Nate?”
I push my way through the crowd. “I’m right here sir. Do you want Tommy and me to finish passing out the toys to the rest of the kids here?”
“Nate, It’s Christmas Eve, son! You need to finish up here quickly, and then deliver presents to the children all over the world. I certainly won’t be able to. Not until the doctors fix my back. I’m counting on you Nate, and so are all the children.”
“But, Mr. Fischer, I can’t do that,” I say, as the doctors lift him up onto a gurney.
“I’m not Mr. Fischer, I’m Santa Claus – and you, my son, are Nate Rocks. You can do anything you set your mind to,” he says. The nurse wheels him out of the room.
“Tommy, what am I going to do? Tommy? Tommy?” I turn around to where I thought Tommy was standing, but he is gone. In fact, everything is gone – the children, the hospital, everything. Where am I, and why is it so cold here? 
Everything around me is frozen. Bright white snow covers the ground, and there are icicles hanging from the trees. I look up at the large white and red striped pole standing next to me. I wipe the snow from the attached sign to read the words “North Pole.”
“It can’t be,” I say, twirling around. Behind me is a large house outlined in colorful lights. All of the house’s lights are on and smoke streams from its chimney. I shove my hands in my pockets to try to stay warm, trudging through the snow and up the walkway towards the front door.
A small little man wearing an outfit similar to the one I had on in the hospital is waiting at the front door and hurries me in. I look down at my own clothing – thank goodness – I’m back in my regular jeans. 
“Finally!” He shouts, “What in the jack-in-the-box a’rosie took you so long, Nate?”
“The jack in the who?” I ask, puzzled.
“Oh nevermind, nevermind. We have to hurry. The sled is already packed, and the reindeer are all waiting for you. We just have to get you changed.”
“Oh, please tell me I don’t have to wear another one of those goofy elf costumes again – er – I mean, it looks wonderful on you and all, but – uh – um,”
“Don’t be silly. You need to look like Santa of course! Lucky for us, Mrs. Claus kept some of Santa’s clothing from a few years past, when his belly wasn’t quite so jolly. You know how all those milk and cookies can be … a minute on the lips, a lifetime on the hips!” 
The elf starts rummaging through a mountain of Santa outfits. “Ah yes, here it is. This looks like it will fit you just fine.”
“Where should I get changed?” I look around for a spare room.
The elf reaches into his pocket and pulls out a handful of silver glittery powder. “I’ll take care of that,” he says, sprinkling the glitter over my head.
In the blink of an eye, my jeans and jacket are replaced with a red and white velvet suit. I hesitantly raise my hand up to my face to feel the moustache and beard. 
“How did you … ?” I ask.
“Why, it’s the magic of Christmas, of course. Now hurry up, there is no time to waste, the children are waiting,” the elf says, pushing me out the door.
Before me, is a large, majestic-looking, golden sled, decorated with white lights and led by nine reindeer. Presents, more than I have ever seen in my entire life, fill the sleigh. As I climb aboard, I see a bright red nose shining at the front of the pack of reindeer. The reindeer begin to trot and before I know it, we are climbing into the cold sky. 
The reindeer stop at every house we see, landing on rooftops and waiting, as I easily slide down each chimney, presents in hand. I manage to get through each home without being spotted, although a few times, there were some narrow escapes. Like that one house in England. I had just placed the gifts under the tree and was getting ready to take some of the cookies that were left out, to bring back to the reindeer, when I heard little footsteps. The lights in the living room came on, right as I scooted back up the chimney, just in time. The reindeer were not happy that I had left the cookies behind, but I made up for it at the next house. They had cookies and brownies.
I manage to get all of the gifts delivered before morning. Boy am I tired. As we head back to the North Pole, I make myself comfortable in the sled and close my eyes.
“Wake up! Hey, wake up!”
“Huh?” I rub my eyes, trying to figure out where I am.
“Nice picture, Nathan, but we’re supposed to be passing out presents, remember?” Tommy says.
I look down at the cartoon I drew of me riding in Santa’s sleigh, pulled by nine reindeer. The little girl that had been sitting with me is gone, and the room is empty.
“Where is everyone?” I ask.
“The nurse just came to bring the kids down to the TV room to watch the holiday specials with Abby. Why are you so tired anyway?” Tommy questions. “All you did was hand out a few presents.”
“Yeah,” I laugh. “Just a few.”









Chapter 10


I had a new appreciation for Santa the next morning, staring at all the gifts sitting under our tree. The milk and cookies I had left out the night before were gone. I had left Santa a note, asking him to share them with his reindeer. I hope he did. I know how hard those reindeer must have worked all night.
Unlike many families, we don’t open our presents until after breakfast. My friends all think it’s torturous that we have to wait, but I don’t mind at all. Christmas morning is the one-day a year, I can be certain I will have an amazing breakfast. I know this, because Christmas morning is the one morning a year – the only morning of the year – when Mom stays out of the kitchen. Even on Mother’s Day, Mom insists on making breakfast. But on Christmas morning, Dad takes over, making his infamous chocolate chip and apple pancakes. 
Every year, Abby and I have to wait in the living room after we wake up, while Dad cooks breakfast. He doesn’t let anyone in the kitchen while he is cooking. Even Mom has to wait in the living room, although it might do her some good to watch what Dad is doing. Abby and I sit on the floor, getting as close to the presents as we can, without touching them, trying to figure out what’s in each box. Mom sits on the couch reading her newspaper, pretending not to notice, but really, she is making sure we do not spoil any surprises. This year, I asked for the Captain Asteroid Battle Space Center and some new art supplies. I know the Battle Space Center is pretty big. Unfortunately, there are no real big boxes under the tree. 
“Okay, troops,” Dad calls from the kitchen. “Breakfast is ready!”
Abby and I stop analyzing each gift and race into the kitchen. Mom walks over to the tree to make sure nothing has been disturbed and follows us towards the aroma of Dad’s masterpiece.
Dad puts a stack of pancakes in front of me, as I sit at the table. I proceed to smother them in butter and syrup, before taking the first blissful bite.
“Mmm,” I say, sinking back into my chair with a sigh of pure happiness. “Dad, these are the best pancakes EVER!” I let another bite melt in my mouth and look up to meet Mom’s eyes, glaring at me. 
“Um – I mean they’re good, Dad, not bad.” I quickly gulp down the bite, trying to figure a way out. “Definitely up there as far as pancakes go … Um, I’m sure I’ve had better, I mean or at least as good …”
“We get it Nathan,” Mom says, taking a sip of her coffee. “It’s okay. I’m more than happy to admit that Dad makes the best pancakes. He’s allowed to have some bragging rights. After all, I make the best everything else!”
“Yup,” I say, keeping my eyes down at my plate. I shove another bite into my mouth and savor the taste.
Mom’s words remind me that we will be eating her traditional Christmas ham for dinner tonight. It’s not that I don’t like ham, it’s just that Mom has this thing about making sure the ham is cooked enough. By the time Mom gets through with it, the meat tastes more like leather than ham. In fact, I often wonder if that is where leather actually comes from. I quickly grab the last pancake off the platter before Abby gets it. I may not get another decent meal for an entire year.
Mom clears the plates off the table, as Dad finishes his coffee. Then, Mom, Abby, and I head back into the living room to wait for Dad. Dad is big on traditions. He says that traditions are part of what makes families so special. Christmas traditions are Dad’s favorite. 
Each year, after breakfast, Dad waits for Mom, Abby, and me to go into the living room. We all sit around the tree and wait for Dad to make his grand entrance. While in the kitchen, he puts on his Santa hat and then comes into the living room with a “Ho,ho,ho!” Then, Dad, and only Dad, reaches under the tree and hands out gifts one at a time.
I kind of like our tradition. In Tommy’s house, all of the gifts are in a pile under the tree. Then at the same time, everybody rips everything open. According to Tommy, it takes all of five minutes. Sure you get your gifts a lot quicker that way, but I like the suspense of getting one at a time. And Dad makes it fun, saying stuff like, “hmm this gift says ‘fragile’ on it, here you go Nathan,” and then pretends like he is going to throw it while we all scream, “No!”
One by one, Dad passes out our gifts until there is only one gift left. It is always for Mom, and it is always jewelry from Dad. For some reason that I will never understand, the jewelry always makes Mom cry. You would think that Dad would stop giving gifts to Mom every year that make her so sad, but he doesn’t seem to have figured that one out yet. If it were me, I’d give Mom a puppy. Who doesn’t smile when they see a cute puppy?
This year, I made out pretty good. Instead of the Captain Asteroid Battle Station, Santa got me a Captain Asteroid action figure, along with his rocket ship. The rocket ship transforms into a laser robot. I also got a new sketchbook and the colored pencils I had asked for. Santa also brought me new socks and underwear. No matter what I ask for from Santa, he always adds in new socks and underwear. I think Mom secretly writes to Santa asking for them, because none of my other friends get socks and underwear from him. 
Abby got the new Desmond Harper CD. I just know she is going to play it over and over and over, in her bedroom. I had hoped that Santa brought her headphones in her second box, but no – she also got a makeup kit. In addition to the cell phone, Abby had been begging Mom and Dad to let her wear makeup, again crying that she was the only girl in the entire eighth grade, who did not wear makeup.
“Oh, thank you, Mom and Dad!” Abby screams. She jumps up and gives them both hugs.
“Well, don’t thank us, Abby. It’s from Santa,” Dad says quickly.
“Oh, right,” Abby says. 
I guess Mom added into her annual sock and underwear letter, that it was okay for Abby to start wearing makeup.
“Well, well, well … it looks like there is just one present left,” Dad says with a smile on his face. “Only this one isn’t from Santa.”
Uh-oh, here come the tears again. Dad lifts up a box that is rectangular and flat. My guess is a necklace. But, instead of handing the box to Mom, he hands the box to Abby and me together.
“Isn’t this supposed to be for Mom?” I ask surprised.
“We thought we’d do a family gift this year instead,” Mom says, smiling ear to ear. At least she is happy this year.
“Well, what are you two waiting for? Rip it open!” Dad orders.
Abby and I pull on opposite ends until all the paper is gone. Then, Abby grabs the box out of my hands and opens it. Inside are six pieces of rectangular paper, covered with a lot of small print. 
We are both silent, trying to figure out why Mom and Dad are so excited about paper.
“They’re airline tickets!” Dad says.
Abby and I are still sitting in silence – trying to figure out what the gift means.
“To Florida!” Mom adds, in that weird, high, bubbly voice she gets when she is excited. “To Disney World!”
“Oh, wow!” I say, jumping up to give Dad and Mom a hug. Abby jumps up behind me to thank them also.
“And the Kennedy Space Center,” Dad adds.
“And the beach?” Abby asks.
“Yes, Abby, and the beach.”
“But, there are six tickets,” I say, looking back into the box.
“Well, remember when I first mentioned that we might be going on this trip? I said you might each be able to bring a friend?”
“All right! Can I bring Tommy? Can I call him to ask?” 
“Actually, we already asked his parents, and they said yes. He doesn’t know it yet. I think he is finding out today, so better wait to call him,” Mom says.
“Awesome!” I sit back down. This is definitely the best Christmas ever – even Mom is happy this year!
“What about Emma?” Abby asks. 
“Yup,” Dad says smiling. “Emma is coming too.”
“Yes!” Abby says, putting on her new lipstick. She looks more like a clown than ever.
“Wait? When are we going?” I ask. I am expecting my mom to answer that we are leaving tonight, seeing as though we have this entire week off before we have to be back to school.
“During your February vacation,” Dad answers cheerfully. 
I must have looked really disappointed, because Dad quickly adds, “Well, that’s only seven weeks away. And really it’s only six school weeks. You’ll see, the time will go by so fast. We’ll be packing in no time.”
“Seven weeks!” Abby suddenly shrieks. “Why that’s not enough time. I need to get my body in shape for bikini weather. Plus, I need to shop. All my summer clothes are all so last season. I need at least three months!”
“I’m sorry, Abby,” Dad says, “but you’ll have to manage to get all of that done in seven weeks.”
“But that’s impossible!” Abby yells, standing up and raising her voice even louder. 
“Fine,” Mom says, clearly getting annoyed. “The three of us will go in February and in three months from now, I’ll put out a lounge chair for you in our driveway for you to sit in your bikini.”
“Actually, it’s four of us, if you count Tommy,” I say, realizing too late that I should have just kept my mouth shut.
Mom turns around and looks at me with that same look she gave me this morning when I made my unfortunate pancake remark.
“Abby, we are going on this trip in February, all four of us.” Mom looks over at me and then adds, “All six of us. And I don’t want to hear another word about it.”
Abby slouches down on the couch and proceeds to paint her cheeks with bright pink powder. All she needs is a red nose and she’s got this clown look mastered. 
There is an uncomfortable silence. Mom sits back down in the armchair next to the couch. She pretends to crochet, but all she is actually doing is just twirling the yarn around her fingers. Mom looks like she might cry after all, and she didn’t even get any jewelry. I wish somebody would say something. Anything.
“Hey kids, did I ever tell you the story about the Christmas when Grandpop actually put coal in our stockings?” Dad asks.
Yes, Dad did tell us that story before. In fact, he tells it every year. But this year, I was more than happy to hear it again.










Chapter 11


The first day back after December vacation is always the hardest. Think about it. You get an entire week off of school and during that week, you not only get to sleep late, watch TV, and hang out with your friends everyday, but you also get a whole new pile of toys to play with. Then, just when you are really getting used to the schedule – bam! – it’s time to head back to school.
We spent the first part of the morning telling the class how each of us spent our vacation. Of course, Lisa Crane volunteered to go first, and we had to listen to her go on and on about going to Washington D.C. I have to admit, her trip did sound pretty cool. They visited the White House, went to the FBI building, and even watched money getting printed at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. Lisa was just about to talk about the Spy Museum, when Mrs. Dempsy cut her off so that everyone else could have a turn. 
Tommy went next and talked about hanging out with Sam and me, and about how his favorite present on Christmas was finding out that he would be going to Florida with my family over February break. He talked about how we would be going to Disney and the beach and NASA’s space museum. In fact, he pretty much talked about everything I was going to say, so when it was finally my turn, I just sort of looked at the class and said, “What Tommy said.” Everyone except Mrs. Dempsey laughed. 
After everyone had a turn, it was time for recess. It turns out that when the temperature goes below twenty-five degrees, we have indoor recess. I never really understood that concept. Isn’t that why we have bulky winter coats, hats, scarves, gloves, and all of the other gear that our moms make us wear to school everyday? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining about having indoor recess. I just don’t understand the logic of grownups sometimes.
When we have indoor recess, we can choose to either go to the gym or stay in the classroom. I always choose to stay in the classroom. Tommy and Sam always choose to go to the gym. The problem with staying in the classroom, however, is that Lisa Crane always stays in the classroom also. I wouldn’t mind except that she talks so loud. Some days it’s hard to tune her out. Today was one of those days.
“Did you know that the First Lady gets to pick out a new china pattern when she first moves into the White House?”
I look up from my Captain Asteroid comic book to see Lisa Crane standing over Jenny White’s desk, talking loud as can be.
“It’s true. They have an entire museum just to show off the china that all the past first ladies have chosen. The First Lady also has her own office and staff to help her with all her social engagements.”
“Wow, that’s cool,” Jenny says, as if the First Lady is more important than the President. 
I look back down to my book and try to read the words loudly in my head, to drown out Lisa and Jenny.
“No, thank goodness we didn’t have to go to the Air and Space Museum. I think I would have been bored to tears.”
I look up again. If there was any doubt in my head before, this certainly confirms it: Lisa Crane is crazy.
“But, my dad did make us go to this spy museum. I guess it was kind of cool.” 
Finally, something interesting. I keep my head down to pretend I am still reading.
“They had exhibits to show how to crack a code and use invisible ink. They even had a spy store.”
“Did you get anything?” Jenny asks.
“Yup.”
I peek up from my book to see Lisa pull a black pen out of her pocket.
“You got a pen?” Jenny asks, sounding confused.
“Sshh,” Lisa says, “keep your voice down.”
I nearly laugh aloud, since Lisa was still talking quite loud herself.
“It’s not really a pen. It’s a decoder and a digital recorder.” Lisa pushes a button at the bottom of the pen, and a small yellow light turns on. “It’s supposed to be able to read invisible ink.” Then she shuts the light off and pushes another button at the top of the pen. “Say something.”
“What should I say? Hello out there in spy world,” Jenny says.
Lisa releases the button and pushes on the clip. The pen replays Jenny’s muffled voice. What a joke. You can’t even hear what the voice is saying. I go back to reading my comic.
“Cool,” Jenny remarks. 
Lisa shoves the pen back in her pocket, just as the kids who had gone to the gym start entering the room.
“Okay, class, let’s settle down. It’s time to get back to our work,” Mrs. Dempsey states. Everyone sits back down at his or her desk.
“Please take out a piece of paper for our spelling pre-test.”
Every Monday, we have a spelling pre-test. Mrs. Dempsey stands at the front of the classroom and reads us ten words that we need to spell on our sheets of paper. Then, during lunch, she puts big red X’s on the words that are wrong and hands them back to us at the end of the day. We are supposed to spend extra time learning the words we got wrong before our real test on Friday. I guess what I don’t understand, is why bother having a pre-test when we haven’t learned the words yet? Maybe Mrs. Dempsey just likes to make big red X’s.
“Polite…violin….light,” Mrs. Dempsey says, leaving enough time in between each word to let us write.
So far so good, I think. I spell l-i-g-h-t.
“Alligator.”
I start to spell a-l … is it one l or two? I twirl my pencil through my fingers, trying to think, but on the third twirl, my pencil goes flying through the air, landing on the floor right next to Lisa Crane. I get out of my seat, bend down, and pick up my pencil. As I stand up, I look straight at Lisa’s paper and see a-l-l-i-g-a-t-o-r. 
“Nathan!” Both Lisa and Mrs. Dempsey shout out at the same time. 
I look up at Mrs. Dempsey, with my mouth open, yet speechless.
“Nathan Rockeldge, cheating will NOT be tolerated in my classroom.”
“I – I just dropped my pencil,” I explain, sensing everyone’s eyes on me.
“He was staring at my paper!” Lisa yells, “Nathan Rockledge is a cheater!”
“No!” I say, glaring at Lisa. 
“I didn’t,” I look back to Mrs. Dempsey, “I mean – I didn’t mean to – I mean – I didn’t realize – I mean - well it’s just a pre-test, it doesn’t even count.” Stop talking, Nathan, I think to myself. I feel my cheeks getting redder with every word.
“That’s enough, Nathan,” Mrs. Dempsey says. “You can discuss it with Mr. Brenner.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. I lower my head and walk out of the classroom toward the principal’s office.
I walk into the main office. Mrs. Dexter, Mr. Brenner’s secretary, is not at her desk. I walk over to Mr. Brenner’s shut door and knock softly. Maybe they’re all gone for the day. Maybe they’re never coming back.
“Come in,” says the loud, deep voice from behind the door. The voice does not belong to Mr. Brenner, although I do recognize it.
I hesitantly open the door, preparing my side of the story in my head, when I see him. He is shorter than I imagined, but powerful looking all the same.
“Mr. President?” I say meekly.
“Nate Rocks! Thank goodness you are here! We have a matter of utmost national importance, and I need your help.”
I step into the President’s office and sit down in the plush chair opposite the regal-looking desk. All around me are pictures of famous people shaking the President’s hand. An American flag stands proudly behind the desk. A red telephone sits on the table against the wall.
“What is it sir?” I ask with concern and surprise.
“Nate, I believe there is a spy among us. I cannot go into too many details, but we have been working on new top-secret surveillance equipment. One of our newest items, a decoder/micro-recorder that looks like a pen, is missing.”
“Lisa!” I exclaim.
“Lisa?” The President repeats. “Do you know who stole this top-secret item?”
“I might,” I say. “Don’t worry, sir. I will catch the culprit and get the recorder back.” I stand up and for the first time notice that I am dressed all in black. I even have black leather gloves on my hands, and I am carrying a silver case.
I walk out of the President’s office and back into the school hallway. There is not a soul in sight. I quietly slither down the hall. I need to think of a way to get Lisa alone. I stop in front of the fire alarm. If I pull the alarm, all of the kids will pile into the hallway, and I could easily grab Lisa through all the commotion. No. She will deny that she is a spy and make up a story about the pen, just as she did with Jenny. I need to catch her with the pen. I need to prove that she is using it to steal secrets. But how?
Of course!
I duck into the bathroom, make sure all the stalls are empty, and lock the door behind me. I open my silver case, take out a sheet of paper and a pen and begin to write.
“There will be a meeting in the President’s office at 1:00pm today to discuss confidential matters. Do not tell anyone about this meeting. It is top-secret.”
I watch as the ink begins to disappear. I fold the paper in half, take out another pen, this one with regular ink, and write in big letters across the front:
“Confidential!”
I pack up my supplies, take the paper, and leave the bathroom, heading back over to the principal’s office. I look at my watch: 12:55pm. I walk over to the intercom, disguise my voice, and say: “Lisa Crane, please report to the main office immediately.”
I leave the memo on the table and hide behind the secretary’s desk. I pull a pair of glasses out of my silver case and put them on.
Within minutes, Lisa arrives. She looks around for someone to speak to, before noticing the memo I left out for her. I watch as she unfolds the paper, pulls the pen out of her pocket, and turns on the decoder light. A big smile crosses her face while she reads the memo. She walks over to the President’s office, clicks the top button of the pen, and holds it up against the President’s closed door.
I tip toe behind her and grab the pen out of her hands. “Caught you!” I say, swinging the President’s door wide open.
“Caught me doing what?” Lisa says, with a smug look on her face. “I’m here because someone called me down to the office. What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to figure out what you are doing with this pen.” I hold up the pen and return the smug look.
“What pen? That’s not my pen,” Lisa lies.
“Oh, yeah?” I say, taking off my glasses.
“Mr. President?” I say, pushing Lisa into his office. “May I?”
“Of course.”
I pull a wire out of my pocket and plug one end into the computer that is sitting on the desk. I plug the other end into the glasses and push the tiny button. A video begins to play clearly on the computer screen: Lisa walking into the office, Lisa pulling the pen out of her pocket, Lisa turning the light on to decode the memo, Lisa holding the pen up to the shut door.
Lisa gets up to run, but I run to grab her before she can get away. The President picks up his phone, pushes a button, and then walks over to where we are standing.
“Security is on its way. Young lady, you are in a world of trouble,” the President announces.
The President turns to look at me. “Nate Rocks, you are a national hero. We are forever grateful to you.”
Security arrives to take Lisa away. 
“Nathan!” Mrs. Dempsey yells, standing above my desk.
“Yes, Mrs. Dempsey?” I ask, looking up at her from my seat.
Mrs. Dempsey picks up my paper and holds it up. “Since you thought it would be okay to draw cartoons during spelling, you can stay in the room and write out each word three times, while everyone else goes to art class.”
“Yes, Mrs. Dempsey.” I sigh over the laughter erupting in the classroom, the loudest of which, of course belongs to Lisa Crane.










Chapter 12


“That’s it?” Abby whines. “Nathan blows off a test and all he gets is a ‘try not to let that happen again?’“
“Abby,” Mom says, while standing at the counter chopping vegetables for supper. “This really doesn’t concern you. Why don’t you go upstairs and do your homework. I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”
“Fine,” Abby says, “But I’m not eating. I have to get ready for Florida.”
“I’m making beef stew, and you are eating, Abigail Marie. End of discussion.”
Abby huffs up the stairs, and Mom goes back to chopping.
Ugh – not beef stew. Please, anything but beef stew. For some unknown reason, Mom has a way of cooking the stew so that all of the ingredients are stringy and tough. I wind up picking stuff out of my teeth for days, and trust me; this is one meal you do not want to last for days. I wonder if I can somehow manage an invitation from Tommy for dinner at his house.
“Nathan, I really do not like getting phone calls from Marge, telling me about you misbehaving at school. What’s going on?”
“Nothing, Mom. Lisa started talking about her visit to Washington, and I guess I got distracted. That’s all.”
“Nathan, please, can you just try to stay focused while in school? There is plenty of time for drawing cartoons after you get home.”
“Sure, Mom. I’m sorry.”
“Good. Now I need to talk to you about the school fair coming up. It’s this weekend, and I thought it would be fun if you could run one of the booths. Maybe something for the little kids?”
“I guess,” I say, still thinking of a way to get out of beef stew tonight. 
“Great. Oh, hi Bill,” Mom looks at Dad, as he walks in the door. “What do you have there?”
Dad walks into the kitchen holding three tin pans. He puts them on the counter and gives Mom a kiss hello. “Hi Nathan, how was school?”
I look over at Mom and say, “Okay, I guess.” I can’t tell from Mom’s look if she is going to tell Dad about my spelling test or if she’s going to just let it slide. I’m hoping for the second option.
“What is this?” Mom asks, lifting the covers off the tin pans.
“Oh, I almost forgot. There was a regional meeting today, and we brought in food from Luigi’s. Nobody wanted to take the leftovers, so I grabbed them: chicken parmesan, baked ziti, and salad. I figured I’d give you a night off from cooking, Claudia.”
“Well, I’ve already started preparing, but I suppose I can wrap up these vegetables and make beef stew tomorrow.”
Wow – miracles really do come true!
“Mom, do you think Tommy can help me with the booth this weekend?”
“I don’t see why not,” Mom says. “Maybe you can go over his house tomorrow after school and practice with his little brother.”
“Great idea,” I say, and while I am there, I’ll stay for dinner, I think to myself.
“A booth huh?” Dad asks.
“Yes, Bill, remember I told you that the school fair is this weekend? Nathan is going to run one of the kindergarten booths,” Mom explains.
“Hey Nathan, did I ever tell you about the time Uncle Robert convinced me to sit in the dunking booth at our town fair? Uncle Robert went first, and it was all little kids who couldn’t hit the target at all …”
“… And then as soon as you sat down, the star pitcher of the high-school baseball team was up and hit the target on the first try.”
“Yup – I went flying right into the water tank, and boy, was it cold!” Dad starts laughing to himself. “That was a fun day.”
The next day after school, I went over to Tommy’s house. I wasn’t really sure what Mom meant yesterday when she suggested that we ‘practice’ for the fair. Our booth is the fishing booth. We are using all the supplies from last year’s fair, so there is nothing for us to do, really, other than show up. There will be a plastic kiddie pool filled with felt fish. Each fish has a magnet glued onto its back. The kids will each hold a wooden fishing pole. Attached to each pole is a string with another magnet at the end. All the kids have to do, is point the magnet on the string to the magnet on the back of each fish, and presto – they’ve caught a fish. After that, they get a lollipop and move on to the next booth. It seemed simple enough to me. Tommy agreed, and so we spent the afternoon playing video games instead of practicing on his little brother. As expected, Tommy’s Mom invited me to stay for dinner. I gladly accepted the invitation.
On Saturday morning, Mom picked up Tommy and drove us, along with Dad and Abby, over to the school to help set up all the booths and decorations in the gymnasium. Mom was so excited that our entire family was taking part in the day. I couldn’t believe that Abby actually agreed to help, but once Mom said she could be in charge of decorations, I knew Abby was in. I just hope the entire Lowell Elementary population likes pink and purple.
Setting up our fishing booth took all of five minutes, and we still had an hour before the fair officially started. We walked around a bit, checking out the other booths and asking if anyone needed help, and then headed out to the playground. At ten minutes to 11:00, Dad called us back in to get started.
Tommy and I take a seat and watch the kids start to enter the gym. I watch as a little girl, a kindergartener I think, with blond hair, approaches our booth and hands us a ticket. 
Tommy hands her a pole without any instruction and sits back down. The little girl walks over to the pool. Within a few minutes, all the spots in our booth are full, and a line of kids is beginning to form.
Tommy and I sit back down and wait for the first child to hand us a fish. It should have taken a nano-second, but that did not happen. Instead, after a few minutes, I look over to the kids and see the little girl just bend over and pick up a fish.
“Hey, you can’t do that,” I say, “you have to catch a fish.”
“Well your dumb magnets aren’t working,” another kid says – a boy I recognize from the first grade.
“What do you mean the magnets aren’t working?” I ask, clearly getting annoyed. I take the pole from the kid and try to match up the magnets. 
Tommy walks over to try to help and says, “Fishing takes patience. Sometimes you just have to wait a little while for that first bite.”
The kid is right; the magnets are not working. I lean down into the pool to inspect one of the fish when I feel a searing pain. “Ouch!” I look up to see another boy with his mouth wrapped around my arm. “You just bit me!”
The kid straightens up and looks confused. “That guy told me to,” the kid says. “He said if I bite you, then we’ll get a fish.”
“That’s not what I said!” Tommy says, yelling at the kid.
I sit on the ground and examine my bleeding wound, and the kid starts crying. Not quiet little sobs, either, but all out wailing.
Before I know it, two of the other little kids who were fishing, start crying also. Then, the kids in the line start yelling at Tommy and me, calling us bullies. Suddenly there is a crowd of people around us, with a lot of yelling and screaming, mostly on the part of parents, as they try to push through and find their children. 
The mother of the biter makes her way through, quietly apologizes, and quickly scoots her child away. The crowd continues to grow, knocking over the booth next to us, which then causes another commotion. 
“Nathan! What is going on here? What did you do?” Mom asks, making her way through the mob, looking completely infuriated. 
“I didn’t do anything Mom! I swear. I was trying to help one of the kids and another kid bit me.” I hold out my arm for her to see. “Then, all these kids just started yelling and crying.”
Mom addresses the people still standing around me: “It’s okay, everybody, there are still plenty of great games to play, and the food is all set up in the cafeteria.” The crowd begins to disperse, and Mom helps me up.
“Come on, let’s go over to first aid and get this cleaned up,” Mom says. We walk over to the nurse’s office where there are a surprisingly large number of people waiting to see the nurse. Who would have thought there would be so many injuries at an innocent school fair?
The nurse washes out the bite, puts on some ointment, and gives me a bandage. Tommy, Mom, and I walk over to the cafeteria to get some pizza. Abby is already sitting at a table with Dad.
“Nice job, Dracula,” she says, pointing to my Band-Aid.
“Hey, I wasn’t the one doing the biting. It was some little kid.”
“That’s even funnier,” Abby laughs, nearly spitting out her food all over the table.
“Really, Abby, it wasn’t funny at all,” Mom says, “now swallow your food before you start choking.”
Poor Mom, I thought. Did she really think we could have a family event without something going wrong? At least now, I have a ‘fair’ story to tell that tops Dad’s. 









Chapter 13


I do not understand Valentine’s Day. Oh, I get that it’s a day to celebrate love and all that weird mushy stuff, and I suppose that is nice for people like Mom. But why do ten year-olds have to get involved? In particular, why do I have to get involved? I do not have a girlfriend – seriously, I don’t even like girls!
Every year, Mom goes to the craft store and buys a package of pink construction paper and a bunch of lacey paper she calls doilies. Then, while Tommy and Sam get to pick out cool store valentine cards with Captain Asteroid or racecars on them, she makes me cut out twenty-five hearts, while she glues them to the lace. On each one, I have to write: To: insert name of classmate that I could care less about. From: Nathan. Then I take them to school, drop one in each person’s Valentine’s Day box, and eat candy that the teacher hands out, while I read the cards that are in my own box. Not that I mind the candy part – it just seems like a lot of wasted effort for twenty-five pieces of paper that I’m going to throw out anyway.
This year, my goal was to skip valentine cards altogether. I know, I know – not the most realistic goal. But, at least I could try to convince Mom to let me use store cards instead of her frilly hearts. My plan, however, ended before I could even ask – Mom was already sitting at the kitchen table with her supplies, when I came home from school today. Next year, I should start convincing her earlier, I suppose.
“Oh good, Nathan, you’re here.” Mom hands over the scissors to me. “We only have a week before we leave for Florida, and I have so much to do. I started cutting, but you’ll just have to finish the rest of these cards yourself.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier if we just got some store cards? That would save the most time, and then I could help with the packing.” Sometimes I think I am just too smart for my own good. I sit back in the kitchen chair and smile.
“Don’t be silly, Nathan! We always make our own cards. Those store ones are just so impersonal. Besides, I already bought all the supplies. Now sit down, you can help me pack your things when you are done. I’ll be upstairs.”
“Okay,” I sigh and start writing on the first of many pink hearts, as Mom heads up the steps.
“Oh, oh, baby, can you feel it, my heart’s on fire, my heart’s on fire…”
“Abby – do you mind? I’m trying to work here. What are you singing anyway?”
“It’s the new Desmond Harper song – duh – My Heart’s on Fire. What do you live under a rock or something? It just came out for Valentine’s Day. Isn’t it romantic?”
I roll my eyes and go back to writing out my cards, hoping Abby will just leave the room, but instead she walks over to the table and looks over my shoulder.
“Dear Lisa, Be my valentine – I dream of you always, Love, Your sugar pie, Nathan.”
“That’s not what it says!”
“Well at least write something besides, ‘To: Lisa, From: Nathan.’ That just looks like you don’t even care!” Abby says, picking up the card.
“I don’t care – that’s the point.”
“Just trying to help you out, Nathan. One day, you might actually like girls, and if you start treating them nice now, they might actually like you back. You should listen to your big sis.”
“Whatever,” I say and go back to writing my to/from cards.
Abby gets up and walks over to the window. “Oh, oh, my heart’s on fire, my heart’s on fire, yeah, yeah, I said that house is on fire …”
I stop writing to look at Abby, “I thought you said the song was ‘My Heart is on Fire’?”
“No – I mean, that house across the street is really on fire!!”
I run over to look out the window. Sure enough, flames are shooting out of The Landon’s second story window. Abby grabs the phone and dials 9-1-1. I grab my coat and run out the door. Neighbors are starting to gather on the sidewalk. I push my way through, just as Mr. Landon comes running out of the house, rushing towards me.
“Nate! Nate! Thank goodness you are here! You have to help!”
“What’s going on? Is everyone okay?” I look around for Mrs. Landon and his daughter Melanie. Melanie Landon is the same age as me, but I barely know her. She goes to a fancy private school across town that Mom thinks is just a big waste of money. I have heard Abby say that Melanie travels to New York City on the weekends to meet with some big time modeling agent. I suppose Melanie is pretty and all, not that I really ever noticed.
“Yes, yes – we are fine. Mrs. Landon and Melanie are out shopping. But Melanie’s dog, Snowflake, is still in the house. I tried to get her out, but she is hiding under the table in the living room, and I just can’t get her to come with me. Please – you have to save her! There is no time to waste!”
I notice that my body feels very heavy, and I look down to see that I am wearing all the appropriate firefighter gear. I put the oxygen mask over my face and head toward the house.
I don’t recall the Landon’s having a dog, I think to myself. I enter the smoke-filled home.
“Snowflake!” I yell, having trouble seeing through all the smoke. “Snowflake!”
My body starts to sweat from the sweltering heat of the fire. I make my way toward the dining room. “Snowflake! Here Snowflake!”
Suddenly, I hear a loud crack, and a fire engulfed beam drops from the ceiling above me, nearly missing me. I can see the entrance to the dining room, but I have no way of getting around the spreading flames. I grab the axe out of my tool belt. I chop through the wall that is to the left of the dining room entrance. My hands are so hot and sweaty, I can barely hold the handle, but I use all of my strength to finally make it to the other side of the wall and into the dining room.
The flames begin to enter the room, as I see Snowflake cowering under the dining table. Are you kidding me? I was picturing a little white dog that I could just scoop up in my arms before running out the door into the fresh air. Instead, staring back at me from under the table, looks to be a full-sized Saint Bernard with its tongue hanging out, gasping for air. No wonder Mr. Landon couldn’t get her.
I reach under the table and try to grab her collar, but she will not budge. This animal must weigh about 200 pounds!
“Snowflake – come on! We have to get out of here. Let’s go!” I say to the dog, as if by some miracle, the dog will look back at me, get up, and walk along my side. No such luck.
I grab a ball from a basket in the corner and throw it towards the kitchen, hoping that Saint Bernards like to fetch. Apparently not.
“Come on – we have to get you out of here!” I say, getting annoyed and concerned, as I watch the flames get even closer. I try to see where the ball went, when something in the kitchen catches my eye. Grabbing my flashlight, I run through the haze and find the refrigerator. Please, let there be something! I open the door and rummage around for a second, before finding a package of roast beef from the deli. This has to work. I run back into the dining room and give Snowflake a tiny bite. The horse – I mean dog – takes the meat and licks her lips, moving out from the table to get closer to me.
“Easy girl,” I say, backing up slowly away from the flames, with the meat in my hands. 
The fire, now almost at our feet, blocks the hole in the wall I had made minutes before. I grab my flashlight again and continue to back into the kitchen toward the sliding glass door leading to the backyard. Another beam falls, nearly missing us. We both manage to get out the door, leaving the house, just as fire engines start to pull up.
We run to the front of the house away from the flames. Mrs. Landon and Melanie are now standing outside as well, having returned from their shopping trip.
“Snowflake!” Melanie yells, running toward the dog. Snowflake runs toward Melanie. I stay behind and remove my mask.
Mr. and Mrs. Landon walk over to me and give me a big hug.
“Nate,” Mr. Landon says. “I can’t thank you enough.”
A fireman rushes over to where I am standing and shakes my hand. “Nate Rocks, what you just did was incredibly brave. You are truly a hero!”
“Yes he is,” Melanie says, now standing next to me. I turn to look at her, and she gives me a kiss on my cheek. Once again, I can feel heat rise to my face, only this time the fire is not the cause.
“Nathan! Why are you drawing pictures all over these hearts, and who is Melanie?”
“Huh?” I look down at the heart in front of me to see the words “To: Melanie Love: Nathan” with a picture of a Saint Bernard on it.
I quickly crumple up the heart. “Sorry, Mom. I’ll start over.”
“Oh Nathan - I don’t have time to go to the craft store to buy you more supplies. Abby – walk your brother down to the A&P.  Nathan, you are just going to have to buy some of those awful store cards,” Mom says. She rummages through her purse and hands me a five dollar bill.
“Do I have to Mom?” Abby asks, hanging up her cell phone.
“Yes, now get your coats. I need to get back up stairs.”
I watch Mom leave the room and then turn to my sister. “Hey Abby, do the Landon’s have a dog?”
“I don’t think so – why do you care?”
“Just wondering.”










Chapter 14


I have never been on an airplane before. Dad, Tommy, and I are sitting together on the right, and across the aisle are Mom, Abby, and Emma. I have the window seat. I’m not sure I actually want the window seat now that I am in the air, but at the time it seemed like a good idea. All I can see out the window are clouds – big, billowy, puffs of white flying by us, reminding me that we are thousands of feet off the ground – thousands. I wonder if Tommy would want to switch seats with me.
We are halfway into our three-hour flight to Florida. Tommy and I have already played cards three times and looked through the stack of Captain Asteroid comic books that Tommy’s mom packed. In between all that, we had lunch – chicken fingers, pasta, and applesauce. It was okay. Trust me I’ve had worse. Abby complained non-stop through her entire meal. The chicken was too hard to chew, the noodles were too sticky, the applesauce was bitter. I felt like yelling across the aisle, “Hey Abby – quit your complaining – at least we are getting a break from Mom’s cooking,” but decided that probably would not be a good idea. 
“Do you want to play hangman, Nathan?” Tommy asks, already pulling out a pad of paper and a pencil.
“Sure.”
Tommy draws the stand for the hangman and then draws out his dashes: five dashes a space and then eight more dashes.
After several guesses, I was only one shoe away from losing with only: S _ A _ E   M _ _ N _ A _ N.
“Space Mountain!” Dad calls out and looks over at me. “Sorry, Nathan, I guess I got a little excited there.”
“What’s Space Mountain?” I ask, wondering what the big deal is.
“What’s Space Mountain?” Tommy repeats excitedly. “Are you serious? Why it’s only the best roller coaster in all of Disney, maybe all of the world.”
“What’s so great about it?” I ask. I start going through the list of excuses in my head, explaining why I will not be going on this or any other roller coaster.
“Well, first of all, it’s all indoors, and it is completely dark. You are supposed to feel as if you are traveling through space, with lots of twists and turns and drops, all at a high speed and without being able to see where you are even going.”
“Cool,” I manage to spurt out. I feel my stomach start to turn just thinking about the ride.
Dad must have sensed I was not enjoying this conversation, as he quickly said, “Well Space Mountain is just pretend. For a true space experience, nothing beats going to the Kennedy Space Center. We’ll be going there on Tuesday.”
“Are there rides there?” Tommy asks.
“Well, no roller coasters, but there is a flight simulator, and you can do different activities that show you what it feels like to walk on the moon. Plus, you get to see real rockets, one of the actual space shuttles, and even feel a piece of Mars. I have even heard that sometimes there are astronauts just walking around on the floor, shaking hands with people, and answering questions.
“Awesome!” Tommy and I say together.
I sit back in my seat, relieved that Tommy has something to think about other than Space Mountain. Personally, I could skip Disney World altogether and just spend the entire week at the space center.
“Hey Nathan, it’s your turn.”
“Oh, yeah, I say, taking the paper and pencil. I draw out nine dashes – all one word: astronaut.
“E,” Tommy says. 
“Nope,” I say and draw a big head on my paper.
“M.”
I shake my head and draw a line for the body.
“Attention ladies and gentleman,” the voice over the intercom begins. “We are heading into a bit of turbulence. Please make sure your seat belts are fastened.”
Just as the voice finishes, the plan begins to rattle, as if we were driving through a sea of pebbles. The lights in the cabin flicker off. We sit in darkness for a minute in silence. The plane continues to bounce around. This must be what Space Mountain feels like. I definitely do not want to go on that ride. It feels like hours before the lights turn back on and the bumps stop, but it’s probably only seconds. The white clouds have disappeared, and there is only blackness out the window.
“Where did the clouds go?” I ask Tommy and Dad, but they are no longer sitting next to me. In fact, Mom, Abby, and Emma are gone as well. “What’s going on?” I say aloud to no one. I am alone in the cabin. I unbuckle my seat belt and get out of my seat. It is at this point that I notice I am no longer wearing my jeans and sweatshirt. Instead, I am dressed in what seems to be a silver and white astronaut jump suit. 
“Sir, thank goodness you are awake!” A man wearing a similar jumpsuit says, walking down the aircraft’s aisle toward me. “The Captain wants to see you at once.”
“The Captain wants to see me?” I question.
“Yes, sir. I was just coming to see if you were okay. We have no time to waste,” the astronaut says, turning to walk toward the cockpit.
I follow him down the aisle, wondering what is going on.
“Captain,” the man says, addressing another astronaut who is sitting in the driver’s seat of the aircraft, “Nate Rocks, sir.” 
The first astronaut takes his seat in the cockpit next to the Captain and proceeds to take control of the aircraft. The Captain stands up to speak to me.
“Nate, thank goodness you are awake. The Zuma-X Meteor is traveling much faster than we anticipated. It is headed right for Earth. We need to stop it now. If it hits the Earth, well the effects will be devastating.”
I take a step forward and look out the cockpit window. All around me, through the darkness, I see stars and planets. I spot a planet in the far distance that looks just like the globe in Mrs. Dempsey’s classroom, only smaller, but I can still make out the shapes of the continents. Apparently, I am no longer on my way to Disney World. To my left, a dark red ball is approaching.
“Captain, is that the meteor?” I ask, pointing to the spinning red object.
“Yes, Nate. We don’t have much time. We need your help. You’re the only one who can help us.”
“But why me?”
“Well, because you’re Nate Rocks of course! I know you will think of a way to stop the meteor,” the Captain assures me.
Just as I am about to panic, I get an idea. “Captain,” I say, looking at the belt the other astronaut is wearing. Actually, it looks more like some sort of strap. “What is that strap used for?” 
One end is attached to the astronaut’s belt loop. It wraps around the astronaut’s waist several times, and the other end is dragging on the floor, not attached to anything.
“Well, when the astronaut wants to go outside, we use that to connect him to the ship. Without gravity, he would otherwise just float away. Each strap is one hundred yards long, so the astronaut has some room to explore.”
I walk over to the astronaut to feel the material of the strap. It feels almost like a giant elastic band. “It’s stretchy,” I say.
“Yes,” replies the Captain. “It sort of works like a bungee cord.”
“How many of these straps do you have?”
“I don’t know, we have about twenty-five crew members on board and I know they each have three cords, so at least seventy-five of them, Why do you ask?”
“And how big is this meteor?” I ask, trying to do some quick math in my head.
“Approximately three miles long. What are you thinking, Nate?”
“I’m thinking that since we can’t move the Earth out of the way, then we’ll move the meteor instead.”
“Move the meteor? But how?” The Captain asks.
“With a giant sling-shot!” I say proudly. “If we attach all the straps together, we’ll have approximately 7500 yards. That’s over four miles. We can just shoot that meteor back to where it came from, and hopefully, it will break apart from the force of the impact.”
“Why that’s a brilliant idea, Nate! I’ll round up the crew and have them attach all their cords together. We can fasten one end to the space station up ahead and use all our man-power to hold the other side steady.”
I watch the meteor approaching even faster. The Captain gathers up his crew. Within minutes, all of the straps are securely attached to each other. The Captain steers the spacecraft towards the space station. One of the astronauts jumps out and secures the line to the station. He quickly returns to the rocket. We fly out several miles, stretching the strap across space, as far as we can take it. With one remaining strap, we attach each of our belts, connecting all of us to one another and then to the rocket. We put on our helmets and jump out of the rocket’s exit door into black, empty space, where we wait, floating in the middle of nothingness.
“Get in position!” I yell. The meteor is getting closer.
Each of the crewmembers holds on to the cord, trying to prepare themselves. The sound of the powerful stone rumbles, as it races towards us.
“Brace yourselves!” I yell above the sound. The meteor gets closer, moving faster with every turn, “Hold tight!”
I can feel the power of the meteor before it even hits the cord. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and hold on to the cord tighter than I have ever held anything in my life. I can feel my body getting thrown around, as impact is made, and yet I still keep my grip steady.
I hear the eruption of cheers before I open my eyes, to see the meteor breaking into a million pieces, flying back into the opposite direction.
“You did it Nate! You did it!” The Captain says. Everyone around me is hugging and cheering. “You, Nate Rocks, saved the world!”
I take a big breath and close my eyes, smiling to myself.
“Hey Nathan – Earth to Nathan – didn’t you hear me? I guessed astronaut. Of course, the fact that you are sitting here drawing cartoons of astronauts, sort of gave it away. I think all that bouncing around from the turbulence made you a little loopy. You have a goofy smile on your face. How about we play cards again, instead?”
“Huh?” I look at Tommy. He is already reaching for the deck of cards in his backpack. “Okay.” I turn to look out the window. Sure enough, the sky is still bright and filled with white fluffy clouds.
“Here hold this,” Tommy says, taking the rubber band off the card deck and handing it to me, as he shuffles. “Man, this flight sure is taking forever.” Tommy says, dealing the cards. “I sure wish there was a way we could get there quicker.”
“Yeah, me too,” I say smiling, as I stretch the elastic band between my fingers. 










Chapter 15


For the record, going on vacation with Abby and her friend Emma, so far, has been no picnic. The original plan, was to go to Disney first for three days, then spend a day at the Kennedy Space Center, and finally spend a day at the beach before flying back home on the sixth day. Abby and Emma started complaining from the moment our plane hit the runway in Florida: “my back hurts from sitting so long,” “I’m hungry,” “why can’t Emma and I just go to the mall since it’s raining anyway?”
It’s true; it was raining our first day in Florida. But, Dad decided to stick to the plan, and we headed over to the Magic Kingdom, nonetheless. That brought on even more complaints from my lovely sister and her friend: “my hair will frizz,” “my shoes will get ruined,” “how will I tan if it is raining?” It was definitely going to be a long week.
Much to my surprise, going to Disney World in the rain actually turned out okay. For starters, there were no lines for any of the attractions, which were mostly either covered or indoors. Tommy tried his best to get me to go on Space Mountain with him, but I refused. In the end, Dad went with him. Abby and Emma refused to go on any rides at all. All they did the entire day was sulk and complain, and then sulk some more. Of course, that made Mom angry, and then she began to sulk and complain as well. By the end of the afternoon, I’m pretty sure Dad was wishing that he had made this a ‘boys only’ trip.
However, I didn’t let any of that get to me. Even though I knew Space Mountain wasn’t for me, there were plenty of other attractions that I loved. My favorite was the Haunted Mansion. As soon as I walked in the creepy old mansion, it became dark and cold. I could actually feel the hairs sticking up on my neck. Then, we got into a rickety old car that took us from room to room where there were all kinds of ghosts, ghouls, and skeletons ready to jump out at us. Dad, Tommy, and I went through that house about ten times, and each time I screamed, even though I knew what was coming. Mom, Abby, and Emma sat on the outside bench, getting wet, and looking like it was the absolute worst day of their lives.
By the end of day one, Mom had decided that we needed a break from Disney. Since the forecast was for rain again on day two, Mom decided we would go to the Kennedy Space Center, most of which is indoors, the next day. I could not wait! I didn’t care what the girls thought; this was turning out to be the best vacation ever. So far, day one was pretty good, but I knew that day two would be even better. 
“But Mom, the sun is shining. I don’t understand why we have to be cooped up in some space building all day. How am I supposed to work on my tan?” Abby says, while we are on the shuttle bus from our hotel to the space center.
“Because Abby, we decided yesterday that this was what we were going to do today,” Mom says, trying to sound more chipper than yesterday.
“Well, nobody asked me,” Abby says, sinking back in her seat with her usual scowl.
The driver blows into his microphone several times to make sure it is working, before he says, “Here we are folks.” 
Okay, so I get that the driver is just doing his job, but the gigantic “Kennedy Space Center” sign sort of gave it away. Plus, what’s up with the microphone? We are the only ones on his shuttle bus, and it isn’t much bigger than Mom’s minivan. Tommy elbowed me and smirked, so apparently I wasn’t the only one who found the whole thing weird.
The driver opens the bus door to let us out onto the sidewalk right in front of the entrance. I am, of course, the first one out. Abby, of course, is the last.
“Wow!” I say, not knowing where to look first when we walk into the building. “This place is so cool!”
“Look, Nathan – they have a real space shuttle launch simulator!” Tommy points to a sign that leads to a hallway where the exhibit is located. “Can we do that, Mr. Rockledge? That looks like so much … “
But before Tommy can finish his sentence, he is tumbling down a small flight of stairs. From what I saw, he had started walking toward the sign, while yelling back to my dad, completely missing the staircase that led down to the exhibit.
“OOOOWWWW!!!”
“Tommy!” My mom shrieks, running toward him. “Are you okay?”
“OW! My foot, I hurt my foot!! OW!” Tommy wails, giant streams of tears pouring down his face.
I have never seen Tommy cry before. Even in second grade during recess, when he fell off the swing and needed seven stitches, he did not cry. That’s how I knew that something was really wrong. So, I do the only thing I can think of. I run in circles yelling, “9-1-1! 9-1-1! 9-1-1!”
“Nathan!” Mom finally yells. “Will you stop that already?!”
I look down at Tommy, who is sitting up and no longer crying. Several employees from the space center are kneeling next to him, holding ice packs on his foot. Another employee is talking to Dad. All of a sudden, two men with a rolling stretcher, come through the front door. They lift Tommy up, strap him on the cart, and then roll him away. I watch in silence, as they roll him right into an ambulance. Mom gets into the back with him, and the ambulance speeds off with its lights and siren and everything.
“They’re taking him to the hospital?” I ask Dad, who is still standing next to me.
“Yes, Nathan. That was a nasty fall. They’re calling a cab for us now, so we can go as well.”
“You mean we are not staying at the space center?” I ask a bit too loudly, because it seems as if everyone in the lobby is suddenly staring at me.
“Well no, Nathan. We have to make sure that Tommy is okay,” Dad says in a low voice.
“Nice best friend you are,” Abby says, with that miserable smirk on her face. I wonder if she and Emma just sit around and practice that look, because Emma has the exact same smirk also.
Tommy is in x-ray when we get to the hospital. Mom is waiting for us in the entrance. The emergency room nurse tells us that we have to wait in the lobby, until he’s done.
We all sit in the waiting room. There’s a small television in the corner. The Weather Channel is on. I wonder if I can change the channel, but there’s an old man sitting there who seems to be interested in hearing about the weather in Arkansas, so I just sit back in my chair and close my eyes.
“This is all your fault, you know,” Abby whispers, elbowing me in the ribs.
“What are you talking about?” I whisper back. “I wasn’t anywhere near Tommy when he fell.”
“I want to go to the space center, I want to go to the space center,” Abby says in an obnoxious whiny voice.
“We all wanted to go to the space center,” Dad says, leaning in to keep his voice down.
“Not all of us,” Abby says, crossing her arms and adjusting her body in her chair so that her back is facing me. 
Mom leans in to says something with that look in her eye that she gets when she is about to let Abby have it, when a tall man dressed in a green hospital shirt and pants approaches us.
“Mr. and Mrs. Rockledge?” he asks, as he gets closer.
“Yes,” my parents say together, standing up.
“I’m Doctor Harding,” he says, extending his arm to shake hands with my parents. “I’ve reviewed Tommy’s x-rays, and it seems he has broken his foot.”
“Oh – no!” Mom cries.
Dr. Harding quickly tries to calm Mom down, “The good news is that it is a simple fracture, so it’s easy to set and should heal without any complications. Unfortunately, however, he will need to be in a cast and on crutches for the next six weeks.”
“We should call Tommy’s parents to let them know,” Mom says, looking at Dad.
“If you like, I can get on the phone with them,” the doctor offers. “Why don’t you come with me, Mrs. Rockledge.” The doctor takes Mom’s arm and leads her behind a set of double doors.
“Great vacation this turned out to be,” Abby mumbles.
“Hey now,” Dad says with that ‘I’m trying to sound happy’ tone, “we can still have a good time! Did I ever tell you about the time that Uncle Robert and I got the chicken pox on our summer vacation in Maine?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Grandmom let you and Uncle Robert eat ice cream and watch television in the living room all day long.” 
“That’s right,” Dad says, “and while we didn’t get to play on the beach like we planned, we still had a fun time.”
“What?” Abby shrills, “We are not going to the beach?”
“That’s not what I said, Abby!” Dad says, putting his fingers to his lips to shush her. “I was merely telling a story to show how it’s possible to make the best out of a situation. I’m sure we will still be able to go to the beach.”
“I sure hope so,” Abby says, “because if we couldn’t go to the beach, then I just might as well fly back home right now.”
“Nobody is flying anywhere,” Dad says. “Oh – here comes Mom. So what’s going on?” he asks her.
“Well, the doctor talked to Barbara. At first she wanted to fly here to get Tommy, but when the doctor assured her it was a simple fracture, she agreed to let him stay out the week with us. They are putting the cast on him now. The doctor said it will be a couple of hours still before they can release him, so we should probably go get some lunch.”
Tommy let me sign his cast first. Even Abby and Emma signed his cast. They were finally in a good mood, since they learned that they would be spending the next two days at the beach. The first day, we were all going, so Tommy could take it easy. The second day, Dad said he would take Tommy and me back to the space center, while the girls stayed on the beach with Mom. Dad even arranged for a wheelchair with the museum for Tommy, so he wouldn’t have to struggle with his crutches.
“Abby,” Mom says, sighing, “I don’t care what the other girls do. You will wear sunscreen on the beach. I will not spend another day in the emergency room because you got sun poisoning or second-degree burns. The sun is much stronger here in Florida then back home.”
“But Mom, I won’t get a tan if I wear this stuff,” Abby whines.
“Abby, either you put on the sunscreen, or you spend the day in the room. Your choice.” I can tell by Mom’s tone that she almost wishes Abby would choose to stay in the room all day.
“Fine,” Abby says, taking the bottle from Mom’s hands.
“Everyone ready to hit the beach?” Dad asks, coming out of the bathroom wearing his bathing suit. “Let’s go!”
Once we get to the beach, Mom helps Tommy cover his foot with a big plastic bag that the hospital gave him to keep the sand and water out. Dad sets up a folding lounge chair under an umbrella next to Mom, for Tommy to sit in. Abby and Emma set up their blanket far enough away from us, that they can pretend they are not with us, but close enough so that Mom can still keep an eye on them, even though Mom is reading a book and not at all paying attention. I sit on a towel in the sand next to Tommy, while Dad goes for a walk down the beach to collect seashells.
I begin building a sand castle, using the plastic buckets and shovels we picked up in the hotel gift shop, while Tommy directs me from his chair. 
“Not like that, Nathan, it’s going to fall over,” Tommy says, “you have to pack the sand tighter and make a path for the water.”
“I think I know how to build a sand castle,” I say, getting annoyed.
Tommy reaches into the bag Mom packed for him and grabs the small pad of paper from the hotel room and a pencil. He starts drawing something that looks nothing like a sand castle. “Like this,” he says, handing me the paper.
“That’s not what a sand castle looks like!” I say. “Give me the pencil.”
I turn the paper over, leaning it on the edge of Tommy’s chair and start drawing a castle. I am just about finished, when Tommy yells, “Hey – isn’t that your sister and Emma?”
“Huh?” I say, looking toward where Tommy is pointing. Both girls are in the ocean, arms waving wildly.
I look over to Mom, but she is fast asleep, with the book still open on her lap.
“They look like they need help!” I say, standing up.
“Well, I can’t move,” Tommy says. “You go, and I’ll wake your mom – hurry!”
As I run to the water, I can hear them yelling for help. I look around, but the lifeguard’s chair is empty. As a matter of fact, we seem to be the only ones on the beach.
I grab the lifesaver and rope off the lifeguard chair and head into the water. I try to remember what my swimming instructor taught me last summer, but my mind is a blank. By some miracle, my body seems to know what to do as I get closer to the girls.
“Nate!” Abby screams. “Help! We came out too far, and the tide keeps pushing us further out. You have to help us, Nate! Please!”
“Please Nate – quick!” Emma pleads.
I toss the lifesaver out, but it does not get close enough to the girls. I can feel the power of the tide and do not want to get any closer. I look back to the shoreline. Mom is up now, standing at the edge. She has her hands around her mouth and is yelling something, but I can’t hear her. I am too far out. Tommy is standing with her, leaning on his crutches, also yelling.  Dad is nowhere in sight. I look back over to the girls, still screaming. It seems like they are drifting further and further out to sea with every passing second. 
“Nate! Please! Help!” They both scream together.
I try again, but the lifesaver falls short one more time. I feel hopeless, wondering how I can possibly save them. Do I risk getting closer to them? Think Nate, think!
“I can do this,” I whisper. “Heck, I’ve already saved the world from darkness and destruction.”
I pull the lifesaver back in towards me with the rope and think back to the lasso I had when I was rescuing Lady Madeline. I raise the lifesaver above my head and with all my might hurl it out to where Abby and Emma are struggling to keep their heads above the water. The rope seems to move in slow motion, making its way across the waves high above our heads. The lifesaver lands within a foot of the girls.
“Abby,” I yell, “you and Emma grab on, and I’ll pull you in!”
I feel the girls tugging on the rope and slowly start to pull them towards me.
“Hang on!” I yell, seeing them getting closer to me. “Don’t let go!”
I wrap the rope around my wrist and start to swim back to the shore. I can feel the power of the current trying to push us back out, but I stay strong, pulling all three of us with all my strength. I am exhausted and overwhelmed, as I struggle to swim back to the shore. I am so tired; I can barely hear Mom and Tommy cheering me on.
Just as I get close, I see Dad running up the beach. He runs into the water and pulls the three of us to shore. Mom embraces us tightly, before we even have a chance to collapse on the beach, kissing the three of us, over and over. 
“You did it, Nathan, you did it!” Mom squeals. “I’m so proud of you!”
I usually back away when Mom gets these crazy spurts of affection, but this time I’m okay with it. Tommy is cheering and jumping up and down on one leg, waving his crutches in the air. Dad decides to join in on the group embrace. I can barely breathe, but I don’t mind.
An ambulance drives onto the beach, and two paramedics jump out, racing toward the girls and me. Mom and Dad finally let us free.
“We’ll take over,” the first paramedic says, checking over Abby and Emma who are hysterical crying.
I sit on the beach, with barely enough energy to process what happened. 
I saved Abby and Emma – Me – ten-year-old Nathan Rockledge – Nathan.
Tommy hobbles over and lowers himself next to me. The second paramedic pulls out his stethoscope and begins to examine me. 
“What were you folks doing on the beach anyway?” he asks, looking up at Mom and Dad, “Didn’t you see the black flags and the signs for no-swimming and no-lifeguard? It’s a strong rip-current day.”
Mom and Dad look at each other and shake their heads.
“Just another fun Rockledge Family vacation,” I whisper to Tommy.
“The girls are a little shaken up, but seem to be fine,” the first paramedic says, getting up from where the girls are seated and walking over to us.
“Kid, that was very brave what you did out there,” the second paramedic says, packing up his bag. “You should be really proud of yourself. You are a true hero.”
Abby stands up and walks over to where Tommy and I are sitting. She sits down next to us and puts her arm around me, resting her head on my shoulder. We look out to the ocean, sitting for a few minutes in silence. For the first time I can remember, I’m glad to have Abby next to me. I smile. Maybe older sisters aren’t so bad after all.
“Thank you, Nathan,” Abby finally says. “You saved my life, little bother.” Abby gives me a kiss on the cheek, “You rock!”
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