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Praise for Beth Vrabel’s Pack of Dorks and A Blind Guide to Stinkville

“Debut author Vrabel takes three knotty, seemingly disparate problems—bullying, the plight of wolves, and coping with disability—and with tact and grace knits them into an engrossing whole of despair and redemption…. Useful tips for dealing with bullying are neatly incorporated into the tale but with a refreshing lack of didacticism. Lucy’s perfectly feisty narration, emotionally resonant situations, and the importance of the topic all elevate this effort well above the pack.”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

“Lucy’s growth and smart, funny observations entertain and empower in Vrabel’s debut, a story about the benefits of embracing one’s true self and treating others with respect.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Vrabel displays a canny understanding of middle-school vulnerability.”

—Booklist

“Lucy’s confident first-person narration keeps pages turning as she transitions from totally popular to complete dorkdom in the space of one quick kiss…. Humorous and honest.”

—VOYA

“This book doesn’t soft-pedal the strange cruelty that kids inflict on one another, nor does it underestimate the impact. At the same time, it does not wallow unnecessarily…. The challenging subject matter is handled in a gentle, age-appropriate way with humor and genuine affection.”

—School Library Journal

“Pack of Dorks nails the pitfalls of popularity and celebrates the quirks in all of us! An empowering tale of true friendships, family ties, and social challenges, you won’t want to stop reading about Lucy and her pack … a heartwarming story to which everyone can relate.”

—Elizabeth Atkinson, author of I, Emma Freke

“A book about all kinds of differences, with all kinds of heart.”

—Kristen Chandler, author of Wolves, Boys, and Other Things That Might Kill Me and Girls Don’t Fly

“Beth Vrabel’s stellar writing captivates readers from the start as she weaves a powerful story of friendship and hardship. Vrabel’s debut novel speaks to those struggling for acceptance and inspires them to look within themselves for the strength and courage to battle real-life issues.”

—Buffy Andrews, author of The Lion Awakens and Freaky Frank

“Beth Vrabel weaves an authentic, emotional journey that makes her a standout among debut authors.”

—Kerry O’Malley Cerra, author of Just a Drop of Water

“Most commendable is Vrabel’s focus on compromise and culture shock. Disorientation encompasses not only place and attitude but also the rarely explored ambivalence of being disabled on a spectrum. Alice’s insistence that she’s ‘not that blind’ rings true with both stubbornness and confusion as she avails herself of some tools while not needing others, in contrast to typically unambiguous portrayals. Readers who worry about fitting in—wherever that may be—will relate to Alice’s journey toward compromise and independence.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Brimming with wit and heart, A Blind Guide to Stinkville examines the myriad ways we define difference between ourselves and others and asks us to reexamine how we see belonging.”

—Tara Sullivan, award-winning author of Golden Boy

“A Blind Guide to Stinkville is a delightfully unexpected story with humor and heart. Vrabel tackles some tough issues, including albinism, depression, and loneliness, with a compassionate perspective and a charming voice.”

—Amanda Flower, author of the Agatha Award–winning Andi Boggs series
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To my family. And Chuck.


Chapter One
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Even I could see that Tooter was no Seeing Eye dog.

The ancient Shih Tzu was about the size of a loaf of bread. His bottom teeth poked out of his mouth all the time. His eyes were once brown but now they were sort of gray. Tooter’s favorite thing in the world to do was to rub his butt against the ground. Or the table. Or someone’s leg. And to fart. And that’s the story behind the name Tooter.

After Mom finally agreed that my brother, James, could walk me to the library instead of making me spend another summer day alone at home (I mean, I guess, technically, it’s home, even though it doesn’t feel like it yet), he grabbed Tooter’s leash from a hook by the door.

“Come on, Alice. Might as well take care of two needy pains-in-the-butt,” he muttered.

We moved to Sinkville, South Carolina, about three months ago. Sinkville is the official name, but everyone calls it Stinkville.

Home, I mean real home, is Seattle, Washington. We lived there, right along the shore, all twelve years of my life. There was always a wonderful blanket of soft gray in the sky, so I only had to put on sunscreen once in the morning and my milk-white skin stayed perfectly pale. The air smelled salty and like rain. Mom would walk me to school during the school year, and I’d spend the summer hanging out with my best friend, Eliza, who lived a block from us. Her mom let her walk over to our house by herself in the morning, but of course it was impossible for me to head out on my own. So we’d always hang out at my home. Mom would bake us cookies and tell us stories about her life B.A. (before Alice), when she was a travel writer. She made every day feel like an adventure. Sometimes when Dad came home from work, he’d say, “Where’d ya go today, Alice?” And I’d say anything from Argentina to Zaire, wherever Mom had talked about that day.

Here in Stinkville, life is pretty much the opposite of before. We live in a little house in the middle of the woods. Even with all the trees, the sky is blazing blue. I have to put on sunscreen every other hour. For real. And the air in Stinkville? It smells like rotting eggs. That’s because the whole town is centered on M. H. Bartel Paper Mill, where almost everyone (including the new plant manager, a.k.a. my dad) in town works.

Do you know how paper is made? I don’t either. But I do know it involves purposefully rotting wood. Rotting wood emits incredibly horrible smells. The scariest part: no one in town even smells it anymore. For real. So if we live in Stinkville long enough we’ll get used to the stink and we won’t even know how horrible it is to new people!

And if that wasn’t stinktastic enough, Mom doesn’t walk me to school or anywhere for that matter. Mostly that’s because we moved in the summer, so there is no school. But also because the longer we live here, the less Mom does anything Momish. She took me to the library the first week we were here but has been “too tired,” “feeling a little overwhelmed,” or “grrrmmlll” (the approximate sound she makes when I nudge her awake), since. She doesn’t even tell me to brush my teeth anymore, let alone explain what happened when she went diamond mining in Tanzania years ago.

But what about hanging out all day with my BFF? Well, she’s literally across the country. And I’m here. With no friends. No life. My only excitement now is going to M. H. Bartel Public Library (yup, even the library was named after the paper mill).

When James, Tooter, and I got to the library doors, I stomped and refused to go inside without my brother.

“What is your deal?” he hissed. “I said I’d take you to the library, not hold your books for you.”

“I can’t go by myself.” I stomped again.

“Why not?”

I glared at him.

“Are you playing the blind card?” he sighed.

“I’m not playing,” I snapped. “I’m actually blind. And you have to help me.”

“I don’t have to do anything,” James snapped back. But he looked around for someplace to tie Tooter’s leash.

“Do you think it’s okay to leave him out here?” I muttered. I mean, it was about a thousand degrees out. Under my enormo sunhat, my sweaty hair felt wet, as if I had just left the shower. Tooter’s little pink tongue hung out of his mouth and almost touched the sidewalk.

“Urgh!” James jerked open the door to the library and stepped in, dragging Tooter along by the leash.

The cool fresh air hit my face as we walked inside and I breathed as deeply as I could. My glasses turn to sunglass lenses when I’m outside, so for a minute I was even more blind than usual while the lenses adjusted.

“Excuse me!” a high-pitched voice that seemed to come out of the speaker’s nose rather than her mouth called out. “We do not allow animals in here. This. Is. A. Library!”

As my lenses transitioned, I could make out a huge desk in front of us. Behind it, I saw a bright red blur that I think was the speaker’s shirt and a fluffy mound of yellow, which had to be her hair.

“I’m sorry,” James said. “It’s just, I’m bringing my sister here. I had to actually bring her in because she’s blind …”

“Oh!” The librarian sucked in her breath. I went ahead and rolled my eyes, figuring the person behind the desk was a) Not looking at me, and b) Not able to see behind my dark lenses anyway.

Where we used to live, everyone knew I was blind. It wasn’t a big deal. It was accepted, the same way everyone accepted that Josh’s mom always was last to pick him up from playdates and that Eliza’s hair was too curly to lie flat around her face.

But here, being blind is news. And this is the way it goes when people find out about me: they gasp. Then, if I’m close enough, I’ll see this awful expression on their faces, like they just ate some bad cheese but are holding it in their mouths instead of spitting it out. Then they become overly helpful, usually asking the person I’m with what they can do to help instead of asking me. They also speak super loudly, like maybe I’m also deaf. No one ever asks me questions.

If they did, I’d be able to explain.

So you’ve heard of 20/20 vision being normal? I’m 20/200 in my left eye, 20/210 in my right. So a “normal” person could read something from two hundred feet away that I’d have to be twenty feet from in order to read. I know, I know. You’re making the bad cheese face for me. Please stop. The point is: I can read. I just have to be really close.

Soon after making the gaspy voice, the librarian came out from behind the desk. My lenses were clearing up. She stood way too close to me, so I could make out that her lipstick was gloppy and pink, and that her yellow hair was gray at the roots. She smelled like lavender mixed with a little rotting eggs. I wonder if that was the paper mill stink on her.

“I am Mrs. Dexter,” the librarian said, slowly and loudly.

James snickered beside me, quickly turning it into a cough.

“I’m Alice,” I answered.

She stared hard at my eyes, which made me nervous. And that, in turn, made my eyes move faster. So I guess I should just go ahead and say it. I’m blind because I have albinism. You know, like an albino. It just means my skin is about the color of paper, my hair is, too, and my eyes are blue. Everyone who has albinism is visually impaired. We have something called nystagmus, which makes our eyes always move back and forth. A lot of albinos aren’t blind like me, though; they are just visually impaired.

“Service animals are welcome in the M. H. Bartel Library, as are any individuals with special needs. Welcome, Alice.” Mrs. Dexter said all of this with long. Pauses. Between. Each. Word. “Welcome,” she said again.

James now openly grinned at me. He handed me Tooter’s leash. The dumb dog was scooting his butt along the carpet but seemed a little peppier in the air-conditioned building.

“Text me when you’re ready for me to pick you up,” James said. The traitor turned to leave.

“Wait!” Mrs. Dexter stole my line. “Does the Seeing Eye dog know where the large print section is or do I need to tell it?”

“Oh, he’ll figure it out,” James answered, and all three of us looked down at Tooter, who took the opportunity to sniff his own butt with one stubby leg in the air. “Just let Tooter dig right in.”

“Well, Tooter,” Mrs. Dexter patted Tooter’s head. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Where’s the children’s section?” I asked.

Mrs. Dexter seemed surprised that I spoke. “It’s to the left.” Tooter glanced up at her, so she pointed in that direction. “But we don’t have Braille children’s books here …”

“Actually, I can read,” I said, walking purposefully to the left. “I just need to get closer.” And I think it all would’ve made a good impression on Bad Cheese Face Librarian had I not tripped.
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Ah! The children’s section. I stopped at the entranceway and breathed in the smell of books and chaos. From the back of the vast room, I heard giggles and chattering as a preschool program let out. Beside me to the right, tables were set up. And all in front of me, rows and rows and rows of books. Someday I’m going to have a library in my own house. I think I could go ahead and skip the living room and just put in a reading room, with piles of books where the television should be.

Tooter pushed ahead of me and jumped onto a chair that was shaped like an open hand. I scooped him up and sat down in his place, holding him to my lap. The chair was pretty cool but it felt a little strange to be leaning back on a thumb. I reached out, grabbed a book at random, and opened it. I think I would’ve read the dictionary at that point; I was just so happy to be someplace comfortable. And, just so you know, I can read regular books. I just have to hold the book a couple inches from my face and hope there aren’t italics. Nystagmus makes a mess of italics. I use a magnifier to help me read, too. It’s small and sort of looks like a credit card, so I simply keep it in my back pocket.

“Um, you’re not actually allowed to bring pets in here.” I glanced over the cover of the book, which ended up being Because of Winn-Dixie, in the direction of the voice. “That’s the rule, even if you are reading a dog book.”

In front of me was a girl about my age, maybe eleven or twelve. Her arms were crossed and her voice was super quiet, maybe because we were in a library, but mostly she seemed like the type to always have a quiet voice.

She leaned forward to rub Tooter’s fluff-ball head. The girl’s dark brown skin made my own look even more paper white. Tooter tilted his head into her hand and let his tongue roll out of his open mouth. “Kate DiCamillo, the author of your book, writes that it’s hard not to fall in love with a dog with a great sense of humor,” she said with a slight laugh.

“He’s my Seeing Eye dog,” I said.

The girl laughed. “Sure he is.”

I smiled back. “The lady up front fell for it. So now Tooter is here …”

“Mrs. Dexter isn’t all there, you know what I mean?” The girl twirled her finger next to her ear and then sat in the other hand chair next to mine. “I’m Kerica, by the way. My mom’s the children’s librarian. She’s going to freak when she sees your dog in here. I want a dog so bad, but she keeps saying no.”

“I’m Alice. I just moved here a few weeks ago.”

“I figured,” Kerica said. “It’s a small town. Someone new sticks out.”

“They stand out even more if they’re an albino.”

Kerica snorted. Then she bit her lip and smashed her lips together so hard that I snorted, too. “I’m sorry!” she gasped. “I didn’t mean to laugh. But it was just so—”

“Obvious?” I laughed. Soon we were both giggling.

In just a few minutes, I learned a lot of things. First, Kerica spends every summer day, all day, in the library with her mom. She’s read about forty books already and it was only the end of June!

“Most of them are dog books,” she said, and shrugged in a sad sort of way, which I immediately got. Everyone knows dog stories are a downer. “When I’m tired of reading, I draw pictures of the characters.” She flipped open the notebook she was holding and held it up for just a second. I pretended I could see the drawing.

Second, Kerica asks direct questions but they don’t feel rude. Like when she asked me if everyone in my family has albinism (nope, just me) and then said, “That must feel a little lonely.” That could’ve made me feel sad, but it didn’t. It made me feel like she understood.

“Is that a dog in my library?” a booming voice called out.

Kerica kept on rubbing Tooter’s head, who had abandoned my lap for hers the second Kerica had sat down. “Simmer down, Ma. It’s a Seeing Eye dog.”

Kerica’s mom stood in front of me, her arms crossed. She looked so much like a bigger, softer version of Kerica that I had to smile. She watched the two of us for a long moment. “Does Mrs. Dexter know about this animal in here?”

I nodded. “If it helps, I really am blind.”

“She’s got albinism, Ma.”

“‘S’at right?” She muttered in the slow southern twang I was still getting used to hearing. She seemed a little caught off guard, but didn’t have the bad cheese face.

It’s kind of funny. When I lived in Seattle, everyone I knew had always known me. Like Eliza and I had been in the same playgroup when we were babies. Our neighbors had never moved. My elementary school teachers had all taught James before me. Everyone knew everything about me without my ever having to tell them. So I had never had to explain albinism, blindness, or nystagmus to anyone before. They already knew.

But here I was in this library for less than an hour, and I already had to tell three people I was blind. This third time it just sort of slipped out.

“Ma, this is Alice. She’s new to town,” Kerica said.

“Welcome, Alice. I’m Mrs. Morris. Make sure your dog doesn’t do-do in the library.” Mrs. Morris started to walk away, then turned back suddenly and rubbed Tooter’s head. This was seriously the dog’s best day ever.

Honestly, it was my best day ever in Stinkville, too.


Chapter Two
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Tooter and I went to the library every day for the next two weeks. In fact, I was pretty sure we’d be at the library every day forever, so long as I could get James to walk me there. I even packed a lunch for each day (fluffernutter sandwich, string cheese, and an apple that I never ate, but I felt obligated to include something from that food group). I also shoved a bottle of sunscreen in the bag after James guilted me into it.

“I got sunburned yesterday,” he said. And he was right. His nose was a bright pink color. He and Mom have brownish skin, like they have permanent tans. They both have thick, wavy black hair. Mom’s falls to the middle of her waist and is smooth as water when she washes and dries it. Lately it’s been in a heavy ponytail or a wild nest around her head, though. James’s hair is all over the place, growing down over his forehead and ears and curling up around his neck.

I put my floppy sunhat on my head and coated my arms in sunscreen. Mom kept both stocked in a basket beside the door, so I had no excuses to forget either. Even though we left about nine o’clock in the morning, it was still early enough for my arms to pink up by the time we finished the fifteen-minute walk to the library.

When we woke Mom up that morning, James had told her that he was going to play basketball at the park with some guys. This was news to me since I hadn’t seen him with anyone since we moved here. In Seattle, he always had hordes of friends around. But Mom just nodded and said to be sure to drink a lot of water.

It’s like she’s sort of there lately, once in a while saying Momish things, like, “stay hydrated” and “wear a hat.” The next day, she might look surprised to see that you’re there, sitting in the living room. Dad says she just needs time to adjust and that we should give her space. Dad certainly is giving her space. He says all the friends we had in Seattle kept her busy and happy. But he’s too busy to be around a lot lately. He’s gone to the Mill by the time I wake up in the morning and he’s back just before—or after—Mom has dinner on the table.

Mom might not be doing her usual what-are-you-really-up-to stuff with James and just taking him at his word that he’s playing basketball at the park, but when we passed the park on the way to the library I noticed there weren’t any guys there. James didn’t even have a basketball with him. Instead, he had his skateboard! And now that he had dropped me off at the library, he was heading in the opposite direction from the park.

So far, I’ve seen two things total in Stinkville: the library and the park. And I’ve only seen the park because we pass it on the way to the library.

“Where are you going?” I called to him.

“To the lake.” James didn’t even turn around.

“There’s a lake?”

He ignored me, so I shouted, “What kind of lake?”

“The kind with water.” Then he threw his skateboard down so it bounced once before he jumped on and wheeled away.

Tooter growled at him and leaned his stubby body against my leg. The dog had never growled at James before. Apparently he was suspicious, too.

“You can’t swim!” I shouted in one last attempt to get him to come back.

Two teens walking into the library laughed loudly at that. James was too far away for me to see, but I was pretty sure his ears were red. That’s always what happens when I embarrass him. But it was true! He can’t swim. He hates getting his ears wet.

“Don’t drown!” I added.

I couldn’t quite make it out, but I’m pretty sure he flashed a finger he’s not supposed to at me.

Tooter tugged at the leash, then raised a leg and peed on the M. H. Bartel Public Library sign. The males in my life are obnoxious.
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Rain clouds gathered as I waited for James outside the library that afternoon. They were big enough to spot, gray against white. Even more than that, though, I could smell them. Stinkville gets even stinkier on rainy days. All those clouds act like a tarp to keep the rotting egg smell pushing down on us.

I kept glaring toward the supposed lake for James to appear, but so far nothing. The air was so warm and wet my skin was already damp. Tooter lay on his side on the sidewalk.

“Don’t give up,” I said to him. “James is just a little late.”

Tooter turned around so he was facing the bench where I sat. He bounced twice, getting ready to jump up. When he finally tried the jump, he ended up ramming the edge of the bench with his shoulder, fell back down, turned in a circle a couple times, and lay down.

I had texted James fifteen minutes earlier that I was ready to go and so far nothing. No response.

I chewed on my lip and tried to ignore the thump, thump, thump in my chest. My stupid heart was jumping to conclusions. There was a perfectly good reason James didn’t respond and hadn’t shown up.

Like maybe his cell phone battery had died and he didn’t know it yet.

Maybe he got distracted by something but was on his way now.

Or maybe he was lying at the bottom of a lake, drowned.

A distraction! That’s what I needed. I thought instead about Sandi Williams. The beautiful, tan blonde girl had been sitting with Kerica on a hand chair when I arrived at the library that morning. The girl was chattering on and on to Kerica, who stared hard at the book in her hands, holding it up over her face the way I have to in order to read. But I knew Kerica didn’t need to, so I wasn’t sure what was going on. I didn’t want to interrupt them, but I didn’t know what to do with myself, either.

“So, my mom brought back this gorgeous scarf—Hermes—from Paris. It’s silk. She’s in Germany right now, but she’ll be back by the weekend. We’re going to go into the city for sushi and she’ll tell me all about what she did. I’m sure it involved some shopping. I don’t know what Germany is famous for, but I’m sure I’ll get some of it soon. That’s just the way my mom is, you know. We both get our space. We’re not on top of each other all the time, like some families.” There was a slight pause, during which I swear I heard Kerica sigh softly. She definitely turned the pages of her book with way more force than necessary.

Then the girl continued, “Not that there’s anything wrong with how you’re here with your mom right over there all the time, but there is no way that would work for us. But sometime soon Mom is going to take me along on one of her trips. Maybe to Norway next month or …”

I guess Tooter had enough of her prattling, or maybe he was mad about not getting space on the chair, because this time he tugged forward on the leash so he was at the girl’s feet. Then he growled long and hard. I had never heard him do anything like that before. Fart on a stranger? Certainly. Growl? Never.

“I’m so sorry,” I blubbered, pulling back on the leash. But Tooter, though small, is freakishly strong. He dug in his heels and wouldn’t move.

“Do you know that you’re not allowed to have dogs here?” the girl said. She crossed her arms and tilted her head toward me. All the gushiness of her voice when she spoke with Kerica was gone. Now it sounded burn-you-with-ice frosty.

Tooter tilted his head right back at her, giving the girl the stink eye. I could picture it: the whites of his eyes showing around the colored part.

“Especially vicious dogs,” she added.

Tooter turned and pranced over to Kerica, landing in her lap with one leap. He turned around once then sunk down with his head resting on the top of the chair’s thumb. He gave the girl the sideways eye again and growled super softly.

“As it happens,” said Kerica in a super crisp voice, “Tooter is welcome at the library. He’s Alice’s service animal.”

“Who is Alice?” the girl gasped.

“Um. Me.” I stepped forward awkwardly. “I’m Alice.”

Kerica jerked her hand toward the girl. “Alice, this is Sandi. She takes classes with my mom a couple times a week. Sandi, Alice.”

The girl turned toward me, her eyes raking me from my sunhat, my still-dark glasses, my white blonde hair, and my pale skin. I was close enough to notice that her cheeks had flushed when Kerica mentioned she took classes with Mrs. Morris.

“Tooter is a Seeing Eye dog,” Kerica said. Tooter farted.

“But she’s not blind. She just looked at me and smiled,” Sandi said.

“Yes, she is,” Kerica snapped.

I just stood there, like a statue.

Sandi actually stood up and moved closer to me. Since I was still holding the end of Tooter’s leash, and Tooter was curled up on Kerica’s lap, I wasn’t able to move. She was so close I could smell her minty breath.

“How many fingers am I holding up?” she asked.

“It’s a trick question,” I finally mumbled. “You’re not holding any fingers up.”

“Ha!” Sandi squealed.

Kerica sighed again. “She has albinism and is technically blind. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t see anything.”

“Albinism?” Sandi frowned, her cute little nose wrinkling while she studied me again. “Like an albino?”

I nodded.

“I believe most people with albinism dislike that term.” Kerica flipped the pages of her book loudly, not looking at us. She bit off each word with a snap.

“I’ve never actually seen one of you before,” said Sandi, still standing too close for comfort.

“Well, we don’t normally come out in the daylight. Usually we only leave our caves at night,” I spat out.

Kerica snorted, then all-out laughed, which made me giggle, too.

Sandi didn’t move. She just kept staring.

“That was a joke,” I finally said.

Sandi didn’t twitch but kept staring at me. My glasses had transitioned to clear by then, so I really had nothing to do but stare right back.

“Shouldn’t your eyes be pink? I mean, I thought albinos had pink eyes,” she said.

“Nope, that’s just rabbits. People with albinism have blue eyes, like mine.” Sandi squinted into my eyes and I prepped myself for question number two.

“Why are your eyes …? Are you …?”

“It’s called stagamus,” Kerica said in a duh-everyone-knows-that tone. She lay her head back on a chair finger like our conversation was so completely boring.

“It’s, um, nystagmus. Another thing all people with albinism have. It means my eyes move back and forth all of the time,” I said.

“How can you see?” Sandi finally spit out.
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