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For the child who needs it.


You can speak out.


You can say stop.


You can fight back.














Prologue.


P-R-O-L-O-G-U-E.


Prologue.


I was a toddler the first time I almost died. We were living in Oklahoma, and the air was so humid, we could barely see our neighbor’s house. At least that’s what my parents tell me. I don’t remember because I was only two.


Humidity that thick is like steam rising off a bubbling witch’s brew made of several ingredients: mold, pollen, ragweed, smoke, and dust. Pollution stew. It all hangs suspended in the heavy air, making my airways tighten so that I cough because I feel like I’m breathing air mud. Or sky slime. Or spaghetti sauce. Basically imagine trying to breathe sludge, and that’s how I feel during an asthma attack. Then throw a big boulder on your chest and shove a stone down your throat.


I was having a hard time breathing that day ten years ago, so Mom gave me an extra treatment while Dad was at work. She kept my inhaler in her pocket, where one has been ever since. She hadn’t showered in days, afraid of leaving my side for even five minutes, but I seemed to be doing all right after using the nebulizer. I was giggling at Elmo on TV. She didn’t hear any wheezing, so she went to wash off three days of worry and sweat and anxiety.


It only takes a few minutes for a person to suffocate.


When Mom came out, hair still dripping wet, a towel wrapped around her middle, she thought I was asleep. But my fingernails were blue, and she couldn’t get me to wake up.


She called 911, then picked me up and sprayed my inhaler into my mouth, but it can’t get into your lungs when your whole airway is swollen shut. Then she did mouth-to-mouth until the paramedics showed up.


I spent three days in the hospital recovering from that asthma attack.


Mom and Dad decided we had to leave Oklahoma after that. They asked the doctors where we should go. They wanted to know where I could breathe the best. The doctors told them a lot of people take their kids to Arizona, where it’s dry, the allergens are low, and freezing winds don’t blow. Of course, the one downside of the desert is dust, so my parents chose the least windy place they could find—Clear Canyon City, a town surrounded by mountains that block the wind, making the air still and clear.


My parents have always told me that every breath I take is precious because I so easily could have stopped breathing at two years old. Breath is important, maybe the most important thing in the world. We can’t live without it for more than a few minutes. Breath is powerful. We can’t speak without it. My parents also tell me that what I choose to do with my breath can change the world. What will I do with all these breaths I may not have had?


Well, I’ve been able to breathe pretty well for the last ten years, though I can’t say I’ve done anything super important with those breaths—mostly a lot of talking with my two best friends and spelling every spelling bee word in existence and bickering with my parents about my room being a “pigsty.”


It’s amazing how little we think about our breath when it comes easily. Of course, I still have to use my inhaler and sometimes even do a breathing treatment when the wind becomes too intense for the mountains to block and the dust swirls. But it’s been manageable.


Until now.


Until Adam came to Clear Canyon City with his downcast eyes and quiet voice and horrible dark secrets.


And the dust.


It was like he brought the dust with him. And now all I can think about is breath.
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Portentous.


P-O-R-T-E-N-T-O-U-S.


Portentous.


On Saturday morning at 9:32, all three of our phones screeched the warning at the same time. I wasn’t allowed to have my phone at the kitchen table, so it was shrieking on the counter nearby. Mom and Dad picked theirs up because they were apparently allowed to have phones at the kitchen table. Parents could be hypocritical like that. Or as Dad would say, As supreme ruler of the universe, I’m allowed to do what I want.


Mom dropped her forkful of buckwheat pancake, her face filled with both surprise and confusion. “Dust storm?”


“In Phoenix?” I asked.


Dad slowly shook his head, studying his own phone, his eyebrows drawn together. “It says Clear Canyon City.”


The three of us all looked at one another before jumping out of our chairs and hurrying to the kitchen window, hands and noses pressed against the glass, searching for the dust. The air was growing hazy, which was sort of strange for this time of year. It definitely got a little dusty around here every now and then, especially when the big monsoon storms hit, but this time of year was usually nice and clear.


I turned to Dad, who had his lips pursed and eyes squinted. Individual strands of his gray-speckled brown hair were beginning to rise and stand up. Lifting my hand from the glass, I pointed at his head. “Whoa. Your hair.” Then I saw that Mom’s longer blond strands were starting to hover as well. I touched a finger to her bare freckled arm, and a spark of electricity shocked both of us. I yelped and snatched my hand away.


“Ouch!” She rubbed her arm and shot me an accusing look, as though I’d deliberately attacked her with electrical powers. Then Dad reached over and touched my arm, zapping me again, and we all burst into a sort of nervous laughter.


“What in the world?” Mom said as she and Dad rushed out the front door to see what else they could see. “Avalyn, get your butt back in that house,” Mom ordered when she saw me following them. Yeah, she could be pretty bossy. If Dad was the supreme ruler, then she was the supremer ruler. I probably should’ve listened, though. To say that dust was hard on my lungs would be an understatement. It didn’t help that we’d had almost no rain in a year. The desert dirt had become as fine and dry as the powdered sugar sprinkled over my buckwheat pancakes that morning.


The three of us stood side by side in our front yard, mouths open, gaping at the wall of light brown. It was like a gigantic, muddy, frothy wave crashing toward us in slow motion. Mom reached into her pocket and pulled out the inhaler she always carried, even when I wasn’t with her. I guess it probably made her feel better—like as long as she carried it, I would always be safe no matter what. Dad carried one, too.


Mom passed me the inhaler, and when her hand brushed mine, it was as though her wonder, confusion, and fear seeped out of her skin and got absorbed into mine, entering my bloodstream and flowing through my body, making my veins vibrate.


“You should go back inside, Avalyn,” she mumbled, sort of dreamily.


I didn’t move.


“We need to make sure all the windows are closed,” Dad added, as hypnotized as Mom.


The massive brown cloud erased everything in its path, completely enveloping the mountains that normally blocked the wind and kept us safe from the worst of the storms. Our hills were nothing more than speed bumps in its way.


I’d only seen dust storms like this online—big, dirty woolly blankets that slowly unrolled over the flat valley of Phoenix, shrouding homes and skyscrapers and cars in a dense darkness even headlights couldn’t cut through, bringing the whole city to a pause, dramatic news anchors declaring that residents needed to take cover from the coming haboob. Everyone loved using that word. At least in my house. We’d always had a good laugh about it.


But as I stared at the relentless wall closing in on us with every breath, blocking out the light and turning day to night, I didn’t feel so much like laughing, especially as my chest began to ache and tighten.


This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t natural. Arizona dust storms didn’t behave this way.


Like finding shapes in the white clouds high in the sky, I could find shapes in this brown cloud low to the earth. The shapes puffed and swirled and formed into letters in my head. I spelled so much that my brain had started finding letters in everything—the noodles on my plate, the rocks on the desert floor, the smears on the car window. And even in this terrifying cloud.


P-E-R-I-L-O-U-S.


O-M-I-N-O-U-S.


P-O-R-T-E-N-T-O-U-S.


Something was coming.


And it wasn’t just dust.
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Anomaly.


A-N-O-M-A-L-Y.


Anomaly.


I first saw Adam on Monday in social studies. The dust storm on Saturday hadn’t lasted long, but since then, it was like some kind of haze had been building in the air. The world outside the windows looked sun-bleached and washed out.


Mr. Cumberland, my social studies teacher, was droning on about the Renaissance, and I was counting down until class ended, my eyes darting from the digital clock on the wall to the windows, then back to the clock—forty-two minutes left. I was so stinking bored; my only real interest in the Renaissance was spelling it.


Renaissance. R-E-N-A-I-S-S-A-N-C-E. Renaissance.


Language: French.


Meaning: re (back, again) + naissance (birth) = rebirth.


As long as I knew the language of origin and the meaning of a word, I could usually figure out the spelling, even if I’d never heard it before. Words were puzzles like that. Fun puzzles.


Thirty-nine minutes were left in class when a boy walked in. We turned our heads.


He wore all black: black sweats, black T-shirt, black boots. His clothes made his pale skin pop, as white as the dry-erase board with The Renaissance Period scrawled across the top in Mr. Cumberland’s messy handwriting.


The boy stared down at the thin blue carpet, his greasy, overgrown, dark brown hair hiding his face. Mr. Cumberland stopped speaking. The boy raised the crumpled paper in his hand without lifting his head, and Mr. Cumberland took it from him, reading it quickly.


In a roomful of thirty students, for some reason the boy glanced up and looked directly at me, just for a split second, before looking back down. I hadn’t been doing anything but sitting there as quietly as possible, so I had no idea why I’d caught his attention.


Mr. Cumberland shoved the note into his pocket. “Everyone, this is Adam. He’s going to be with us for the remainder of the year.”


Still Adam didn’t look up or say anything, and neither did anyone else, though I did hear a few whispers and then snorts.


Finally, Mr. Cumberland spoke again. “You can take that seat back there in the corner.” He waved his hand toward an empty seat, and Adam hurried to it. On his way to the back of the room, Adam stumbled and accidentally bumped me. When he touched me, I gasped.


My brain flashed back to the blow-up play pool Dad bought me when I was little. Every day the pool had sagged and let a little water out, and Dad had to refill both the air and water. Then one morning I raced outside, pink pool noodle in one hand, squirt gun in the other, but the pool was flat, all the water having soaked into the hot desert dirt. The pool had a rip, and it had finally grown too big to fix.


I’d often felt as though I had a rip in my chest, and drops of my insides would seep out like the air and water trickling out of my blow-up play pool. But this feeling was different from anything I’d ever felt before. It was as though air had somehow poured into the rip.


Way too much air.


The pool popped from the pressure, the water bursting out in a big explosive gush. I felt like all my insides had poured out, puddling on my desk and dribbling onto the floor, leaving me as flat, empty, and useless as my beloved pool. Leaving me with an overwhelming sense of loneliness.


I tried to cover my gasp with a cough and sank down in my seat, wishing I could stuff myself back inside through the rip. Mr. Cumberland continued with whatever he’d been talking about before Adam got here, but I couldn’t focus on social studies.


Sometimes it seemed like I could feel what other people were feeling, as though I absorbed their emotions. It made me feel like Empath from X-Men.


Empath and I had some similarities, but we weren’t exactly the same. First of all, Empath was super evil. Also, he could control people’s emotions, and as far as I could tell, I could only sense them. But still, I couldn’t find anyone else online who had the same ability, and so I’d never told anyone about it, not even Mom and Dad. I seemed to be some kind of anomaly.


Anomaly. A-N-O-M-A-L-Y. Anomaly.


I sank down further in my seat, the hollowness echoing inside my chest, my insides taking far too long to fill back up. My anxiety turned into a twist tie, squeezing my hollow balloon of a body, cutting off my circulation and air. My pulse sped up, stomach gurgled, skin flushed. Somehow all that empty space made it harder to breathe. I pulled out my inhaler and took a loud puff in the silent room.


Bryden’s head darted in my direction. He wrapped his hands around his neck and mimicked gasping and choking, while the kids around him hid their smirks.


My face heated. I pressed my cool, shaking palms to my burning cheeks, hoping no one noticed how red they probably were.


I wished right then that I was exactly like Empath. I’d make Bryden feel disgusted with himself for acting like that. I’d make him feel like he’d just let out a fart that made the classroom walls rattle. But I didn’t have that power, no matter how hard I’d tried in the past. And, believe me, I had tried. Instead, I imagined Bryden’s gasps and chokes turning into letters that flew across the classroom in my direction.


L lashed me.


A abused me.


M marred me.


B bruised me.


A assaulted me.


S struck me.


T thrashed me.


E echoed in my head.


Lambaste. L-A-M-B-A-S-T-E. Lambaste.


They could make fun of my asthma and my friends and anything else they wanted, but my spelling was something I would never let them ruin again. Maybe that was part of why I loved it so much. It was just for me. They wouldn’t even know I was doing it until the spelling bee. And I was better at it than all of them, which they’d find out soon enough.


Bryden lost interest in me and turned his attention toward Adam. “Nice hair. Ever heard of a shower?”


Adam’s head was lowered on his thin, pale arms. I couldn’t see his face or any sign that he’d even heard Bryden.


Mr. Cumberland cleared his throat. “That is not how we greet new students, Bryden. I don’t want to hear that from you again. Understand?”


Bryden shrugged. “Whatever.”


When the bell finally rang thirty-seven agonizing minutes later, Adam lifted his head from his arms for the first time and hurried out of class. I jumped from my seat and followed him outside, scanning the whole area, shielding my eyes from the sun, but he was nowhere in sight.


Where had he come from? Why did he come here? Why was he starting at a new school in the middle of the year?


And what was that feeling I’d gotten from him?


I stood outside long enough for my lungs to start rebelling against the strange new haze in the air. I had to take another puff of my inhaler before hurrying to my next class.
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Unconventional.


U-N-C-O-N-V-E-N-T-I-O-N-A-L.


Unconventional.


The haze seemed to have mostly cleared up the next morning, so my parents let me walk to school. They actually encouraged me to walk whenever I could because my lungs need the exercise. Plus I lived only about a mile away, so it was quicker than riding the bus.


I wandered down the road, taking my time, not in any rush to get to class, grateful the weather was still cool this early in the morning. The hedgehog cactuses were starting to bloom, and I stopped to take a picture of the pretty pink flowers with my phone. A couple of quail ran through the desert. Even though I knew it was probably still too early in the year, I kept my phone camera ready in case there were any trailing babies.


I’d probably had my own phone a lot longer than most kids. Mom and Dad installed a bunch of stuff on it, including a breathing log, emergency medical and medication instructions, and an app called Family Tracker, which told them exactly where I was at all times in case I had a severe asthma attack and couldn’t call for help or explain where I was located. Dad named my phone Big Brother since it was always watching over me.


I spotted someone walking ahead of me—a dark figure, all black clothes. It looked like that new kid from my social studies class. As I neared him, Adam glanced back, saw me, then turned and picked up speed, disappearing around a corner. I turned the corner after him, but I still didn’t see him anywhere.


Suddenly he leaped out from behind a big saguaro. “Why are you following me?”


My heart jumped, and I froze in place, my breath catching in my throat.


He stared at me, waiting for an answer.


I had to force myself to breathe again. “You scared me,” I wheezed, pulling out my inhaler and taking a puff.


“Well? Why are you chasing me?”


I held my breath for a few seconds, making sure the medicine got deep into my lungs, before answering him. “I wasn’t chasing you. I live down here. I’m going to school. It has nothing to do with you.”


He whipped around and started walking away. Despite already feeling breathless, I hurried to catch up with him. “Do you live near here, too?”


“I guess,” he muttered.


I stopped again and hunched over, putting my hands on my thighs for support, the inhaler slipping from my fingers onto the ground. I focused on slowing my breaths. I wanted to talk to Adam, but how could I talk when I couldn’t breathe?


Adam glanced back. I expected he would keep going, but he stopped. “What’s wrong with you?”


“I have asthma. Running’s hard on my lungs.” I forced a smile. “See? So I can’t be chasing you. Unless it’s a very slow chase.”


He picked up the inhaler at my feet. “Are you okay?”


I nodded. “I just need a sec.”


I reached for my inhaler, and he handed it to me, his fingers brushing mine. Again, I felt the air trying to fill me up to bursting, but there was something else in his touch today. It was like how my mom felt when I was sick and she slept next to me, one arm draped over my stomach to feel my breathing throughout the night. It always filled my chest with a warmth that ached, but not necessarily in a bad way.


It was concern. Genuine concern. He was worried about me. He wasn’t like Bryden. He wasn’t like any of the Meanie Butt Band. I stood up and faced him.


His scowl had softened, and he chewed on his lip. “I heard you use that thing in social studies.”


“It’s my inhaler,” I explained. “Albuterol? It opens my lungs.”


“Do you need it a lot?”


“Not usually. Just the last few days since it’s been a little hazy.”


“Are you okay, then?”


I nodded, my gaze falling to his middle, where I realized he had a comic book gripped under his arm. I pointed at it. “Oh, you like X-Men?”


He shrugged.


“I like X-Men,” I said.


He tilted his head. “Really?”


“Yes, really.”


“Who’s your favorite character?”


I felt totally put on the spot, so I said the first name that came to mind. “Magneto.”


He snorted. “How predictable.”


“Well… maybe Empath.”


His eyes brightened, as though I’d surprised him. “But Empath is a villain.”


I grinned. “So is Magneto. Who’s your favorite character?”


He turned and kept walking. “We better go. We’re going to be late.”


I hurried to keep up with him, my breaths coming a little easier now. “Have you seen the movies?”


He hugged the comic to his chest. “Of course I have.”


“Which one’s your favorite?”


“You ask a lot of questions.”


“You started it.” He didn’t respond, so I said, “I like First Class.”


“The newer movies.”


“That movie’s hardly new. It’s as old as I am!”


“I like the first ones. Before First Class.”


“Oh… I haven’t seen those.”


“They’re good.” He looked at me sideways. “They have Magneto.”


“I’ll watch them soon. Then maybe we can talk about them? You know, since we apparently live near each other.” Adam glanced at me again, and I cringed at how desperate I probably sounded. “Not that, like, I don’t have anyone else to talk to.” But I’d never had anyone to talk to about Empath or X-Men. I snorted and tried to play it all cool. “I mean, I have tons of friends.”


Adam gave me another look. “Just not in social studies.”


His words surprised me. Even though he’d kept his head down in class, I guess he’d noticed how Bryden and everyone had acted. “No, I guess not there,” I said softly.


“They’re not very nice, are they?”


Even though I didn’t think he’d meant to make me cry, my vision blurred. I stared at the ground while we walked. “No, not really.” I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed them. Cleared my throat. “So do you think you’d want to do that anyway?”


“Do what?”


I tapped the comic book under his arm. “Talk about X-Men.”


He looked down, and the corners of his mouth lifted a little. “Sure, okay.”


We neared school, and I spotted my two best friends, Dillon and Fernanda (Nan for short).


I waved at them as Adam quickly darted in the opposite direction, his shoulders hunched, head down. “Bye, then!” I called to him.


He glanced back and did a tiny little wave as he moved away from us.


“Hello, marvelous person,” Dillon said.


“Hello, marvelous person,” I mumbled back absentmindedly, still watching Adam.


The three of us had been greeting one another like that since Dillon became obsessed with this YouTube scientist named Pavel Belsky, who began his videos by saying “Hello, marvelous person” in his thick Russian accent. Dillon’s favorite YouTubers were all scientists.


Nan smacked her usual grape gum that constantly got her in trouble at school. “Who was that?”


Adam made his way around a building and disappeared. “His name’s Adam. We ran into each other on the way to school. He must live near me.” I turned back to my friends. “You know, he just moved here. Maybe we should see if he wants to hang out with us.”


Both of their mouths dropped open. It had been only the three of us since kindergarten.


“Why?” Dillon finally asked.


“You know… strength in numbers. And he doesn’t know that we’re… that we’re…”


“Uncool,” said Dillon.


“Unpopular,” added Nan.


I smiled. “I was thinking more like…” The letters U, N, C, O, N, V, E, N, T, I, O, N, A, L illuminated Dillon’s and Nan’s skin like glowing tattoos. “Unconventional.”


Dillon smiled. “Nice. I like it. We’re unconventional.”


Nan smacked her gum. “Totally.”


“He seems weird,” said Dillon.


I turned back to where Adam had walked around the building, but of course he wasn’t there. “Yeah, he’s… different.” Different from the Meanie Butt Band. Different in a way I couldn’t even understand yet. But I wanted to understand.


Then I looked Dillon up and down, from his Snoopy Vans to his Campbell’s tomato soup T-shirt. “And what’s wrong with weird, exactly?”


Nan blew a big purple bubble that popped over her pink-glossed lips. “Nothing.” She sucked the gum back into her mouth. “Weird is amazing. It’s just…” Nan and Dillon glanced at each other, and I could see in the look that they did not like my idea of adding someone to our small group. “We’ll think about it.” She grabbed Dillon’s hand, and they walked off together to their first class.


That annoying rip opened in my chest, letting a tiny bit of my insides out. I wished I could start the day with my friends, but I had to go start it with the Meanie Butt Band. Individual members of the Meanie Butt Band were like a cactus needle in your shoe. Combined, they were like a whole saguaro shoved down your throat.


The Meanie Butt Band consisted of Bryden, Caleb, Valerie, and Emma—the self-appointed most popular kids in school. And I say self-appointed because why else would they ever be popular? No one could’ve possibly really liked them. Dillon, Nan, and I secretly started calling them the Meanie Butt Band last year because it was completely ridiculous and made us giggle whenever we said it. Anytime we could laugh about them seemed to take away a small sliver of their power over us. Just a teeny tiny sliver.


I meandered to my math class, dragging out the time, wishing I could skip it and stay home for first period every day. Bryden and Emma were already sitting in their seats as I shuffled in. “Wheezer’s here,” Bryden announced.


Mr. Sheffield looked up from his desk. “Bryden,” he said in a scolding tone, but then went back to whatever he was grading.


Doing my best to ignore Bryden, I tried to stay calm while I made my way to my seat. Don’t show any emotion. Don’t let them know they’re getting to you.


Sesquipedalian. S-E-S-Q-U-I-P-E-D-A-L-I-A-N. Sesquipedalian.


Spelling words helped. Spelling was something I could control.


There was a screeching sound, and then Dr. Delgado, our new principal, began making the morning announcements over the loudspeaker. “Good morning, CCC students!” he said in his overly cheerful voice. I wished I felt as cheerful as he sounded. “Please don’t forget about our upcoming dance!”


Emma made wheezing sounds at me as Dr. Delgado continued the announcements, which drowned Emma out to most everyone else.


Obliviscence. O-B-L-I-V-I-S-C-E-N-C-E. Obliviscence.


“Can you even breathe?” whispered Bryden.


Pachydermatous. P-A-C-H-Y-D-E-R-M-A-T-O-U-S. Pachydermatous.


“Maybe she has brain damage from lack of oxygen,” whispered Emma.


Stoicism. S-T-O-I-C-I-S-M. Stoicism.


I sank down in my seat, my eyes hot and blurry, but I wouldn’t blink. I wouldn’t let the tears fall as Dr. Delgado closed the morning announcements in the same way he always did. “And today and every day remember to dream big, listen hard, and be kind to your fellow CCC students!”


Vivisepulture. V-I-V-I-S-E-P-U-L-T-U-R-E. Vivisepulture.


A tear broke free, and I quickly wiped it away before anyone could see. Spelling helped. But it wasn’t a cure.
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Logorrhea.


L-O-G-O-R-R-H-E-A.


Logorrhea.


“Chiaroscurist.” Dad shoved a pumpkin ravioli into his mouth.


“Chiaroscurist,” I repeated. “C-H-I-A-R-O-S-C-U-R-I-S-T. Chiaroscurist.”


Dad smiled. “Excellent.”


I popped a ravioli into my mouth and chewed. I wondered what regular ravioli might taste like—made with wheat flour and eggs and cheese and all that. These ones were made with a gluten-free blend and pumpkin filling. They were good, but I bet they paled in comparison to the real thing.


I looked down at my plate and found the letters C, O, U, N, T, E, R, F, E, I, T swirling in the sauce.


“What on earth does chiaroscurist mean?” Mom asked.


Dad stared at his phone. “A painter who uses light and shade rather than color to create the illusion of volume.”


“Wow, that’s specific,” said Mom.


I already knew the meaning. When Dad said the word, I could see the letters, all blown up with light. I loved words. Loved everything about them. Loved defining them. Loved writing them in a sentence. Loved spelling them. Words had colors, pictures, shapes, and I knew all their letters by heart. For me, words could become their definitions, and objects could become letters, like the sauce on my plate.


Mellifluous flowed on the wind, all floating musical notes and soaring melodies.


Glaucous was pale green. Kind of ugly.


Termagant had long, dark brown hair, beady eyes, and looked down her nose at me. Just like Emma.


Chauvinist had a shaved head and thought he was better than me. Thought he was better than everyone. Just like Bryden.


The school spelling bee was coming up soon, so I was pretty much always practicing. I’d made it to the top two last year, but Daniel Garza had beaten me. I’d lost on pterodactyl, spelling it with an A instead of an O for some stupid reason. I’d had to listen to the Meanie Butts shout pterodactyl sounds at me for the rest of the year (or I guess what they thought were pterodactyl sounds—they sounded more like donkeys) while wildly flapping their arms. Like any of them could ever spell pterodactyl in a million years.


I was not going to let that happen again this year. This year, I would show everyone that I had something they couldn’t destroy or take from me. It had been a long time since I misspelled a word, and I would definitely not misspell one while the whole school was watching. After that I would go to the district spelling bee, then county, then regional. And then who knew what might happen—maybe I’d even win the National Spelling Bee because I never misspelled. Then I’d be sort of famous, and who had the guts to call a famous person Wheezer? Life would be so much better.


Dad interrupted my little fantasy. “Logorrhea.”


I giggled and Mom shook her head. “Did you really just say that at the dinner table?”


“What? It’s right here on the spelling list. Not my fault. And I’m sure it doesn’t mean what your gross brain is thinking.”


“And what am I thinking, exactly?” Mom demanded, biting her lip to keep from smiling.


Dad narrowed his eyes at her. “Oh, you know what it sounds like, or you wouldn’t have pretended to be shocked by it.”


“So what does it mean, then, smart aleck?” asked Mom.


“Extreme wordiness,” Dad read from his phone. “The excessive flow of words.”


“Diarrhea of the mouth basically,” I said. It didn’t make a pretty picture in my head.


Mom slapped the table, but she couldn’t keep from laughing. “Stop it, you two! If you say that word again I won’t be able to eat anymore.”


“Logorrhea. L-O-G-O-R-R-H-E-A. Logorrhea.”


“Good,” said Dad.


I grinned at Mom. “It’s easy because it’s spelled like diarrhea.”


Mom threw her fork down. “I swear if you say that word one more time.”


I decided we’d antagonized her enough. “Fine, change of subject. No more diarrhea talk.”
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