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Dedicated to Donald, my Prince Charming.

I love you with all my heart. You are my best friend, my home sweet home, my forever and always. Also to my grandchildren, who will grow up loving these stories, and to my children, who were finding their way when I began writing about the Baxters. And to God Almighty, who continues to give me the most beautiful life with all of them.

—Karen

To the reader, wherever you are and whatever your age, may you always see the best in others, view the world with wonder, take hold of adventure, and choose in your heart to never grow up. Thank you for reading these stories. You are the best. To my family, thank you for supporting me, for keeping me young, and for being the best family ever (besides The Baxters, of course). And to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. All I have and all I do is because of You and for You. Thank you for giving me stories to share. I pray I tell them well. Happy reading, friends.

—Tyler





Dear Reader,

Hello again! We are so happy that you loved our first two Baxter Family Children books—Best Family Ever and Finding Home! You made them both big hits, and you were sure to tell us just how much those books meant to you. Thank you for that! The letters, posts, colored pictures, and reviews were heartwarming to me and to Tyler. One of our favorite comments was from a third-grade boy who said, “I will watch every day to make sure you write what happens next.”

And so we bring you this third book in the Baxter Family Children collection—Never Grow Up. Now that the Baxter Children are settled in their new lives in Bloomington, Indiana, this book will give you a glimpse of how important it is to appreciate your days as a child. The days of being young.

Writing about the Baxter children and seeing them grow up in their loving and supportive family has been an incredible joy for us. I’ve been writing about the Baxters for many, many years—the years when Tyler was growing up! Now, though, these books take us back to a simpler time when the Baxters were children, when they were growing up and finding their way. Sort of like flipping through the pages of a family photo album.

Like with Best Family Ever and Finding Home, this third installment in the Baxter Family Children’s story will have you laughing and smiling and thinking about what matters most—faith, family, and figuring out life along the way.

In fact, we like writing about the Baxter children so much, there just might be more books in this collection somewhere down the road!

Enjoy… and always keep reading!

Love, Karen

and Tyler




BROOKE BAXTER—an eighth grader at Bloomington Middle School in Indiana. She is studious and smart and happy about her family’s move. Like before, she has her own room.

KARI BAXTER—a sixth grader at Bloomington Elementary School. She is pretty, kind, and ready to make new friends—even if that means starting a new sport. Out in their huge backyard, Kari and Ashley find the perfect meeting spot for the family.

ASHLEY BAXTER—a fifth grader at Bloomington Elementary. When life gets crazy, Ashley is right in the middle of the mess. Always. She is a dreamer and an artist, open to trying new things. She sees art in everything, and is easily the funniest Baxter child.

ERIN BAXTER—a third grader at Bloomington Elementary. She is quiet and soft-spoken, and she loves spending time with their mom. She has her own room in the new house.

LUKE BAXTER—a second grader at Bloomington Elementary. He’s good at sports, but sometimes he’s a little too risky. Most of all he’s happy and hyper. He loves God and his family—especially his sister Ashley.
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1 Meteor Madness


KARI

Kari Baxter’s head was somewhere in the clouds.

Nothing very unusual about that. Kari was more of a dreamer than most kids in her sixth-grade class. Only this time being in the sky was the exact right place for Kari.

Her teacher, Ms. Nan, was talking to them about meteors. Not from a science fiction book. But actual balls of fire streaking through the real-life sky over their heads. Kari could hardly believe it.

Ms. Nan stood in front of the class. “Next month we’ll have a meteor shower over Bloomington, Indiana.” The teacher’s eyes lit up. She was a big fan of meteors, apparently. She looked down the rows of students. “We’ll do a countdown until then, and on that night each of you will spend an hour viewing the meteor shower from home.”

Excitement welled up in Kari. An in-person meteor shower! Right here in Bloomington! She couldn’t wait to tell her family. Her four siblings would also want to count down the days, Kari was sure.

She gazed out the window and imagined the night sky covered with streaking lights, and she couldn’t stop smiling. Kari liked school. She was good at all her classes. But this wonderful news took learning to an entirely new level. Kari turned her eyes back to Ms. Nan and listened to every word.

“Boys and girls, I assure you this will be an unforgettable cosmic event.” Ms. Nan sat on the edge of her desk. “Who has seen a meteor shower before and what do we know about them?”

Liza’s hand shot up first. Liza was one of Kari’s new friends, and her teammate on the school’s swim team.

“You’ve seen a meteor shower, Liza?” Ms. Nan looked impressed. “Was that here in Indiana?”

“Well, not exactly.” Liza enjoyed talking. “Last summer we went to Washington State for Fourth of July and my uncle set off a hundred fireworks.” She made a grand gesture with both arms over her head. “All across the whole sky.” Liza smiled and lowered her hands back to her sides. “And that, I believe, was very much like a meteor shower.”

Ms. Nan blinked. Like she wasn’t sure what to say. “I see.” She nodded. “Very nice, Liza.” She looked around. “Has anyone seen an actual meteor shower? With meteors?”

A kid named Jake raised his hand. He played drums in the school band. “Ms. Nan, aren’t meteors falling stars?”

“Hmm.” Their teacher tapped her knee. “Good thought, Jake. They are kind of like stars. Let me show you.” She walked to the blackboard. “Okay.” Ms. Nan drew a small circle. “Here we have Earth. That’s us.” She drew lots of smaller circles around Earth. “These represent other planets and stars. Even debris.”

“Debris?” The question came from Mandy, who sat next to Kari. Mandy was another of Kari’s friends, and also a fellow swimmer. Mandy never fell in the mud or got dirt on her dress at recess. She wrinkled her nose. “You mean… like trash?”

Ms. Nan turned to Mandy. “Well, kind of… There could be rocks, or comets and asteroids. This is typically what we call meteors.” She drew some rocks with fire coming off of them. “A meteor shower is caused by streams of this natural cosmic debris entering Earth’s atmosphere at extremely high speeds.”

High speeds? A splash of fear hit Kari.

Up until that moment Kari had figured she would watch the meteor shower from the middle of their huge front yard. Or on the big rock by the stream behind their new house. The rock was flat and it was the best place for Kari and her older sister, Brooke, and her younger siblings—Ashley, Erin and Luke—to sit and talk.

But now she wasn’t so sure. Maybe they’d be safer inside.

Kari raised her hand. “Ms. Nan… That sounds dangerous. What if meteors crash into Bloomington and we blow up?” Kari’s heart beat harder. “Maybe we should take cover.”

“Well…” Ms. Nan crossed her arms. “I suppose a meteor shower could be dangerous. But it isn’t likely.” She smiled. “I’d say we don’t need to worry.”

Kari tried to imagine how the event would look. “So as the rocks and garbage come into our… atmosphere…?”

“Yes, atmosphere.” Ms. Nan nodded. Patience was her strong suit. “Atmosphere will be one of our spelling words next week.” She hesitated. “Anyway, yes, a meteor shower happens as rocks and debris enter our atmosphere.”

“With flames around them?” Kari still wasn’t convinced this was a good idea.

“Yes.” Ms. Nan smiled. “Exactly.”

“When is it?” Kari tapped her desk. “How many days?”

Ms. Nan laughed and walked over to her calendar. “Forty-one days. Just over a month.”

Kari’s shoulders sank a little. “So… Bloomington might be destroyed in forty-one days?”

“No.” For a second, Ms. Nan laughed out loud… but then she seemed to get control of herself. “Kari. Bloomington will not be destroyed in this meteor shower. Scientists can predict that sort of thing.”

Their teacher started talking about Mars and Jupiter, which gave Kari time to think. Ms. Nan wouldn’t lie to them. Surely the meteor shower wouldn’t destroy Bloomington. And that meant Kari could be excited again.

A real meteor shower right over their very own city!

“All right.” Ms. Nan stood. “Let’s do free reading now. Then after lunch we’ll talk about our next assignment. It’s called: When I Grow Up.”

Kari’s mouth went dry. When she grew up? Why would Ms. Nan want them to think about that? Sixth grade was hard enough without thinking about growing up. She raised her hand superfast.

“Yes, Kari?” Ms. Nan looked confused.

Kari swallowed. “Do we have to decide today? What we’ll do when we grow up?”

“No.” Something about Ms. Nan’s voice made Kari relax. “You don’t have to decide. I’ll explain everything after lunch.”

“Yes, Ms. Nan.” Kari remembered to smile. She didn’t want to panic, but she was struggling to get her head around this assignment. Sometimes she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do next week, or what she wanted to have for lunch. The idea of trying to decide what she wanted to do when she grew up was scary.

She didn’t know how else to put it.

When their teacher was back at her desk, Kari grabbed her journal from her backpack. Journaling was her favorite. She flipped through the pages until she found the next blank one and then, with a quick breath, she began to write:


A meteor shower is coming to Bloomington! In just forty-one days! It sounds like the prettiest light show ever and I bet God has the best seat in the house that night. November 15. Yep. That’s the day. Ms. Nan says not to worry that the flaming meteors will destroy our city. So that’s good. Also, I have to think about growing up. It’s our assignment this afternoon. But the truth is… I have no idea what I want to do. Dancing, maybe. Or soccer. Here’s my secret: I’m not even sure I like being on the swim team, which I haven’t told Liza and Mandy. What if they don’t like me if I’d rather dance? I can’t think about it. Actually, maybe I’ll study meteors.



“All right.” Ms. Nan stood. “Lunchtime.” The bell rang and the students lined up at the door. Kari finished her journal entry.


Okay. I gotta go. Consider this the official meteor shower countdown.

41 DAYS UNTIL THE METEOR SHOWER!
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2 The Falling Leaf


ASHLEY

On this superfantastic, most excellent day, Ashley was a leaf caught in the wind.

Spinning and dancing and twirling in circles, trying to make it all the way up to the clouds. Round and round, over and over again. She spun faster. The clouds were so close she could touch them.

Ashley’s unlikely new best friend, Natalie, stood on the school playground, eyes wide, just watching her.

“Things are looking up for me, Natalie! I’m almost dancing on the clouds. I’m a leaf caught in the wind!”

“You’re gonna get sick.” Natalie sounded concerned. “We just ate.”

Ashley kept spinning. “No need to worry, Natalie, my friend.” Her words came out a bit wobbly. Her twirling took her feet in bigger and bigger circles.

“I am worried!” Natalie yelled this time. “What if you fall? Everyone will see you!”

The spinning was catching up to Ashley. “No falling for me.” She kept doing circles, arms out to her sides. “Dancing to the clouds is the best leaf activity for this happy Tuesday. You don’t know what you’re missing, Natalie.”

“Stop, Ashley!”

Suddenly dizziness came over Ashley like a heavy blanket. “That’s… why I—” Ashley blinked a couple of times and came to a sudden stop. “Whoa. I need to sit.” She bent over her knees but she couldn’t stop herself. And in a sudden thump she collapsed to the ground.

Very much like a leaf, actually. A heavy leaf.

Natalie hurried over. “I told you!”

“I’m fine. Just a little woozy.” Ashley exhaled. She caught a glance of the rest of the class near the kickball area. Apparently no one had noticed.

“Are you okay?” Natalie stooped down and stared. “Your cheeks are green.”

Ashley pulled her knees to her chest and squeezed her eyes shut. “Whew!” The world was still spinning. “I should not have had that second slice of pizza.”

“It was my slice.” Natalie raised her eyebrows.

“But you don’t like pizza.” Ashley opened one eye and squinted at her friend. “So a second slice for me made perfect sense.”

Natalie still looked worried. “Maybe not on a twirling day.”

“True.” The spinning playground was finally slowing down. Ashley leaned back, using her arms as support beams. She still felt sickish, but her pizza was staying in place. So that was good.

All of a sudden she started to giggle. Soft at first.

Natalie raised her eyebrows. “Ashley?”

“I’m fine.” Ashley’s giggle became a laugh. “These things always happen to me, Natalie. Have you noticed that? Which is kind of funny, right?”

“You’re the only person I know who wants to be a dancing leaf.”

“A leaf dancing to the clouds.” Ashley tilted her head back and stared at the sky. “I was so close.”

Natalie got down on the ground next to Ashley. She leaned her head back and looked up as well. The two of them sat there, watching leaves drift to the ground. “Ashley, you’ll make it to the clouds next time.” She smiled. “There’s no better leaf than you.”

“Thanks.” Ashley stood, brushed her hands on her jeans, and helped Natalie to her feet. “That’s why we’re friends, Natalie. You see the real me.”

“I’m glad you didn’t break your leg.” Natalie put her hands on her hips. “You need to be healthy for Field Day tomorrow.”

“What?” Ashley almost dropped to the ground again. “Field Day? How could I forget?” She ran in place for a few seconds. “That’s my very best day of the year!”

Natalie laughed again. “Better than Christmas? Or your birthday?”

“Okay, not the very best.” Ashley ran in place again. “But it’s up there.”

A familiar voice called from behind her. “Are you okay?”

Ashley did a half spin and saw Landon Blake. He had a basketball on his hip. Landon had been a menace at the start of this year. But not anymore. He had become another unlikely friend.

But in that moment, Ashley realized there was a problem here.

If Landon had seen her fall, then the whole class probably had, too. Ashley used her most dignified voice. “I’m fine, thank you very much.”

“It looked like you fell.” Landon stared at the dirt on her knees. “See?”

Ashley felt her cheeks get warm. In a quick rush she cleaned the dirt from her knees. Natalie hadn’t moved since Landon showed up. Like she was in shock.

Ashley tilted her head. “I was a twirling leaf. Dancing up to the clouds.” She paused. “But like all leaves, I’m supposed to end up on the ground.”

Natalie let out a little laugh.

“Okay.” Landon grinned. “Sure. That makes sense.”

“Right.” Ashley nodded. “Good. I’m glad we figured that out.”

“What are you doing for Field Day?” Landon dribbled his basketball a few times.

Was he trying to battle her? “A lot.” She crossed her arms. “At my old school I was pretty much Queen of Field Day.”

“Funny.” Landon tossed the basketball to Ashley. His eyes were still smiling. “Because around here, I’m King of Field Day.”

“Really?” Ashley caught the ball and took a step closer to Landon. “I guess we’ll have to see about that.” She tossed it back to him. “And yes, that’s a challenge.”

Landon dribbled the basketball between his legs. “Challenge accepted.” His friend Chris was calling him from the court across the school yard. Landon waved. “See ya!” He dribbled the ball back to his friends.

Ashley turned to Natalie. “We have a lot of practicing to do.” Ashley noticed her friend’s long blue hair ribbon. Very softly, Ashley pulled one end of it. “We’ll need this.”

“No.” Natalie stepped back. “It’s mine!”

“I’ll give it right back.” Ashley grabbed at the ribbon again. “It’s for Field Day.”

Natalie thought for a few seconds. Then she sighed. “Fine.” She took the ribbon from her hair and handed it to Ashley. “What does this have to do with Field Day?”

“It’s for the three-legged race, of course! The day’s most difficult event!” Ashley positioned herself shoulder to shoulder with Natalie. “You have to be totally in sing with your partner. Like when you sing a song together and the words happen at the exact same time.”

“You mean… in sync.” Natalie laughed again. “Working together is in sync. Not in sing.”

“Hmm.” Ashley hummed a few notes. Natalie might be right. “Either way, we have to move at the same time.” She bent down and tied their side-by-side ankles together with Natalie’s blue hair ribbon. “Perfect.”

“I don’t know…” Natalie looked worried again. “What if—”

The bell rang.

Ashley stretched her hands over her head, one way, then the other. “We have to hurry.”

“We can’t do this now!” Natalie seemed ready to untie the ribbon.

“To the classroom! Here we go!” Ashley stood tall, eyes straight ahead, like she was at the starting line of the Olympics. “One… two—”

“Wait!” Natalie shouted. “Who are we racing?”

“Us!” Ashley raised her hand in the air. “One, two, three… Go!” And like that they were off. Natalie kept up, which surprised Ashley. Together they did a sort of hobble skip to the classroom. Not the smoothest three-legged race. But neither of them fell. And as they tagged the wall at the same time, Ashley knew something. Not only was Natalie a new best friend.

But she was the perfect partner for Field Day.



Mr. Garrett was Ashley’s teacher. They hadn’t gotten off to the best start. Ashley accidentally spilled ice cream on Mr. Garrett’s head at the back-to-school night, and there was the time she got lost at the school field trip to the zoo. Also her teacher hadn’t given her the sea animal she wanted in the class ocean presentation. But at the end of the day, he was a fun teacher. And she was thankful for that.

Now Mr. Garrett stood at the front of the room holding a stack of books. “We have a new class book to read.” He held up the cover. It had a lovely drawing of a pirate ship. “J. M. Barrie’s classic, Peter Pan.”

The class started talking at once. “I love Peter Pan.” In the chair next to Ashley, Natalie clapped her hands. “This is our best book yet!”

Ashley searched her head. She had seen the Peter Pan movie, but it was a long time ago. Pilots and fairies and pixie dust. Something like that. Also a boy who wanted to become a crocodile. Ashley lowered her brow. No… that wasn’t it. A boy who didn’t want to throw up. Or was it—

“Peter Pan is the story of a boy who didn’t want to grow up,” Mr. Garrett explained as he passed out copies of the book.

“That’s it!” Ashley slapped her desk. The other kids turned to look at her. “Not throw up. The boy who wouldn’t grow up!”

The story was coming back to Ashley now. “Peter had a bunch of pilot friends, right?”

“Pirates, Ashley.” Mr. Garrett frowned. “Not pilots.” He sighed. “And they certainly weren’t his friends.”

From the back row, Chris shouted, “Pirates are my favorite!”

No surprise, Ashley thought. Based on his aggressive and sometimes hard-to-handle attitude, Chris might be an actual pirate.

Elliot, another one of Ashley’s new best friends, raised his hand. “Peter Pan can fly. Is that right?” Elliot talked with a bit of a lisp because of his braces.

Mr. Garrett looked impressed. “Good, Elliot. Yes.”

“He goes high up into the clouds and then on into space. Like aliens.” Elliot talked very fast and breathless. Especially when it came to space and aliens. Elliot loved aliens.

“No, Elliot. Not aliens.” Mr. Garrett walked through the classroom giving out books to the students. “In the story, Peter goes on a fantastical adventure up to the clouds.”

Natalie nudged Ashley. “Like you!” she whispered. “Spinning your way up to the clouds.”

Ashley felt a thrill run through her. Natalie was right. She was just like Peter Pan!

Mr. Garrett was still passing out books. “Peter Pan takes with him a group of siblings, the Darling children.”

Ashley raised her hand.

Mr. Garrett paused. “Yes, Ashley?”

She drummed her fingers on the top of her desk. “Why were they darling?”

Mr. Garrett tilted his head to one side. “Excuse me?”

“You said they were darling.” Ashley threw her hands in the air. “So. What made them that way? Were they teeny tiny babies? Those are darling. Or were they loved by everyone in their village? Sometimes that’s a clue that someone is darling.”

“No, no.” Mr. Garrett laughed and handed Ashley her copy of the book. “Darling is their last name. But good question, Ashley.”

Ashley studied the picture. She loved the glittery stars and the kids flying through the sky. If the cover was anything like the book, then she was in for a real treat. She looked at the cover again. Peter Pan.
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Ashley thought about Peter Pan and his life. Never growing up. Flying in the clouds. Going on adventures with pirates. He didn’t have to worry about new schools or making friends or gymnastics. Or falling on the playground.

It seemed like the perfect life.

In the van on the way home, Ashley pulled out her sketchbook and began to draw. She sketched a different picture every day. This time it was herself midspin. One hand held a sword, to fight off pirates, of course. And with the other she threw pixie dust in the air. Like Peter Pan. But this time Ashley wasn’t on the ground like a regular girl.

She was dancing on the clouds.
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3 Brooke’s Breakdown


KARI

One day, Kari was going to write a book about her family. The Baxters, she would call it. And when she did, their new house was going to be a character. That’s how much she loved it.

That afternoon when they got home from school, after her siblings had gone in, Kari stood outside the two front doors and stared at the house. The white porch that wrapped from the front to the back, and the windows to each of their bedrooms. Plus the pond and stream and the million miles of green grass and trees that surrounded the place.

She loved everything about it.

Kari ran inside and took her backpack upstairs. They had only moved here a few months ago, but already her bedroom was her favorite place in all the world. The room she shared with Ashley. She dropped her bag and stared out the giant window. Beneath it was a built-in reading bench. Where Kari had already spent a thousand hours.

Yes, the house would be a very special part of her book, for sure.

Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz had said it best: There really was no place like home.

Kari hurried back downstairs with her journal.

Mom was slicing apples for their snack. “Who has homework?” She pulled a plate from the cupboard. The house smelled like warm cinnamon.

“Not me.” Luke’s arm was still in a cast from falling out of the backyard tree. But he could use his fingers now. He unzipped his backpack, pulled out a wadded-up sheet of paper and handed it to Mom. “I finished it in the car. So can I go play outside?”

“Son…” Mom uncrumpled the paper. “You need to be more careful with your schoolwork.” Mom pressed the wrinkled page along the kitchen counter. It didn’t help.

Luke grinned. He had lost a tooth last night, so he had a big hole in the front of his mouth. “At least I did it.”

“No. Not at least…” Mom put her hands on her hips. “You are a Baxter. That means we do our best. No matter what.” She looked down at Luke’s shoe. “And please, tie your shoelace.”

Luke covered up his laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Go play.” She handed the messy page back to Luke. “But be more careful next time.”

“I will!” Luke seemed to be a little more cautious as he put the page back into his backpack. Then he ran outside. Within seconds Kari could hear the sound of the basketball on the pavement.

Mom sighed. “Making baskets is more important to that boy than making good grades.” She looked at Kari. “What can we do?”

Kari shrugged. “He does make most of his shots.”

This time the laugh came from Mom. “True.”

Brooke wasn’t home yet, but none of the other kids had homework. Mom set a plate of apples on the kitchen table and joined Kari, Ashley and Erin there. She looked at the girls. “I need to make participation prizes for Field Day. You three want to help?”

“Yes!” they all said at once. Doing projects with their mother was always a fun way to spend the afternoon.

Mom explained the project. “Each student who participates will get a bag with a letter from the principal and a number of prizes.” Mom organized piles of gel pens and small notebooks, colorful pencils and yellow smiley-face key chains. The last pile consisted of small candy bars, plus there was a stack of letters. “I’ll put the candy and a letter to the parents inside a bag and pass it around the table. You girls fill it with one item from each pile.”

It took them a few tries to get the rhythm of the assembly line down, but once they had it, they were able to work and talk at the same time.

“How were your days?” Like always, Mom sounded happy. “Give me the highlights.”

“Good.” Erin answered first. She was in charge of the colorful pencils. “I sat next to a new friend at lunch. His name is Max.” Erin passed the bag to Ashley.

“Max. That’s nice.” Mom placed a parent letter and a candy bar in a few of the open bags to get the assembly line started.

“I had a dancing day.” Ashley was getting behind on the key chains. She picked up her pace. “What does the winner of Field Day get?” She looked at their mom. This seemed very important to her.

“Hmm.” Mom grabbed another bag and slipped her items inside. “I’m not sure. Why?”

“Because, Mother.” Ashley’s mouth hung open. Five bags were piled up beside her on the assembly line. “Prizes are the most important thing.” She lifted up the nearest bag. “These are nice, but I mean real prizes. For the winners.”

“At our old school, the winners got medals.” Kari placed another gel pen and small notebook in a bag and passed it to Erin. “Didn’t you get a bunch of them, Ash?”

“I did.” Ashley looked satisfied. “Medals would work.”

“Medals aren’t guaranteed, Ashley.” Mom looked at her. “Field Day is about having fun.”

Ashley didn’t look convinced. “Medals are better.”

“Fine.” Mom filled another bag. “What about you, Kari?”

“We learned about the meteor shower coming to Bloomington!” Kari glanced at Ashley and then Erin. “It’s completely safe. Ms. Nan said so.”

“Meteors raining down on us?” Ashley frowned. “I think I’ll stay inside.”

“No.” Kari tried again to picture the stupendous event. “Meteors flashing across the sky. Like a light show.”

Erin’s eyes lit up. “I’d love to see that.”

Mom nodded, impressed. “Sounds amazing. When is it?”

“Forty-one days.” Kari felt her excitement leave. “But then… the worst part of the day was after lunch. Ms. Nan gave us a new assignment.”

“What’s that?” Mom was curious.

“We have to write a paper on what we want to do when we grow up.” Kari let her hands fall to her lap. “But, the truth is, I don’t know.”

“I do.” Erin’s happy voice rang across the table. “I want to be a teacher!”

Ashley didn’t hesitate either. “I’m going to be an artist.”

“I’m doomed.” Kari passed another bag to Erin. “I have no idea.”

“Kari, it’s okay.” Mom smiled. “You can write about something that interests you. But you don’t have to have all the answers. Not yet.”

Just then, they heard the front door fly open and slam shut. Brooke rushed into the room, out of breath and teary-eyed. “My life is over.” She tossed her backpack to the floor and dropped to an open seat at the table.

“Hello to you, too.” Mom looked at Brooke. “Maybe you should tell us about it.”

“Right. Hello, everyone.” Brooke covered her face for a moment. “Sorry. It was the worst day.”

Kari did not like when one of her siblings was upset. It made her stomach ache and her mouth dry.

Brooke looked around the table. “I have two tests and five assignments. All due this week. Plus, Carly said she heard Stephanie Black tell Crystal Cummings that Donnie Baker is taking Stacy Campbell to the Fall Ball.” Brooke was clearly out of breath. She took a quick gasp. “And Donnie is supposed to like me.”
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