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In celebration of all curious kids and their wonderful questions! KJ
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Welcome aboard! You’re about to join Marena Montoya on an incredible adventure with OceanX!

OceanX’s scientists, marine biologists, and filmmakers use cutting-edge technology to explore the ocean and share their discoveries with the world! Its fantastic ship, OceanXplorer, brings two submersibles, a helicopter, science labs, and a film studio to incredible locations to reveal creatures and habitats that have never been seen before.

You can find amazing OceanX videos, photos, and fascinating information about the world under the sea at oceanx.org.
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CHAPTER 1 CLUELESS


[image: Image]

The last time my teacher asked me to stay after school to “talk,” I had a pretty good idea why.

It had to do with our class pet, Buddy.

Mrs. Foster had set up a small aquarium in the back of the classroom. And that got me wondering if Buddy liked to swim.

Turns out gerbils pretty much hate water.

But Buddy was fine once I fished him out. Mrs. Foster wasn’t too happy with me, but she agreed Buddy was okay. So it only cost me a week of after-school detentions.

Now, here I am again. Sitting with Mrs. Foster in an empty classroom. But, this time, I honestly can’t think of anything I’ve done wrong!

“Marena…” The way Mrs. Foster said my name, it kind of sounded like a sigh. “I’m worried about you.”

Has she been talking to my mom?

Ugh. There goes my inner voice again. I never know when it’s going to pop up. Luckily, it’s just me talking to me—usually with a little attitude thrown in.

“You are one of my brightest students,” Mrs. Foster continued. “Yet, you just don’t seem interested in science class.”

Um, it isn’t just science class.

“But,” she continued, suddenly breaking into an encouraging smile, “I’ve got a great idea for you!”

Oh, NO!

Oops. Please, PLEASE tell me I did not say those words out loud!

I sucked in my breath. And held it.

The unchanged look on her face told me I was safe. For now. I slowly began to breathe again.

It really isn’t easy being me.

I mean, I think I was an okay little kid. Mom and Dad still talk about how many questions I asked. I know most little kids do that. But I asked about everything. Mom says we usually left, like, half an hour early for new places to give me enough time to quiz anybody who would listen. She says my first plane ride was the worst. I had so many questions, the passengers next to us tried to change seats. But my parents don’t seem mad when they tell these stories. In fact, it seems like they find them kind of funny. It makes me think they were actually proud of me for being such a curious little kid.

My older brother, Lucas, always seemed fine with my questions, too. Grandma says the six-year age difference makes it easy for us to get along, but I think it’s more than that.

When I was much younger—like, first grade—Lucas always let me tag along when he went exploring. We both loved the creek the best. I can still hear the sound of the water rushing over the shallows. That’s where Lucas taught me how to slowly lift small rocks at the water’s edge to find the crawfish hiding underneath. Lucas laughed when I tried to give them all names. And the tadpoles? Boy, I had a million questions about them! It didn’t bother Lucas. He knew me well enough to know I didn’t always need an answer. I just liked to ask the questions.

But that was then.

Now, in fifth grade, things are more… complicated. Lucas is too busy volunteering at the local aquarium to take me exploring anymore.

School has changed, too. There are a lot more rules for eleven-year-olds, and sometimes things get awkward. A couple of years ago, all the kids in my class seemed interested in my questions. They even laughed at my jokes. But now, when I say something funny, they just look at each other. It’s like they want to see if someone else is going to laugh before they join in.

And the mile-a-minute questions? Well, I stopped asking them. Don’t get me wrong. I still have all those questions in my head. I’m just worried that I’m the only one who doesn’t know the answers.

“Marena?”

My attention snapped back to the present. Oops. Mrs. Foster had been talking the whole time.

“Umm… yes?”

“Well, what do you think of the plan?” Mrs. Foster seemed excited and pleased with herself. I didn’t have the guts to admit I had zoned out on her, so I said what I thought she wanted to hear.

“It sounds… great?” My voice went up a little on the last word, accidentally turning my statement into a question.

Mrs. Foster didn’t apparently notice the question thing. She just seemed a little surprised at my positive response. But she recovered quickly. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that! I was hoping you’d agree to this assignment!”

I had obviously given the right answer. Mrs. Foster was beaming with delight.

“So you just need to report to the aquarium with Lucas on Saturday morning and ask for Mrs. Diaz,” she continued. “Marena, I know you are going to be so great at this!”

“Well… thanks… um, thank you, Mrs. Foster,” I stuttered in reply. Her show of confidence almost gave me the courage to ask the obvious question.

Great at WHAT?

But as usual, I stifled it and stood up, cramming a book into my backpack. I could tell Mrs. Foster thought I was feeling good. But that wasn’t really the case. Getting a compliment for an unknown reason made me nervous.

Mrs. Foster waved me out with a smile. “Can’t wait to hear how it all goes!”

Wow. Just wow. It was all I could do not to break into a run as I headed out the door and into the hall.

Most of the kids had already left the building, but my best friend, Aisha, stood sentry by my locker. She held her bike helmet with both hands and an energy bar between her teeth. One arm was squeezing tight against her side to keep a water bottle from falling. But she gave me a “What’s up?” nod like it was no big deal. Aisha could do a million things at once.

“What’d she say? More detentions?” she asked between bites. Aisha always got right to the point.
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“Nope,” I responded. “It was weird. Mrs. Foster was all excited about a new assignment for me.”

“Wait. What? You mean, like a job? What kind?” Aisha asked as she pulled on her backpack and started walking toward the exit.

“Well,” I answered slowly, “that’s the part I’m not so sure about.”

I almost ran into my friend as she stopped in her tracks.

Aisha turned toward me with a raised eyebrow. “You zoned out on her, didn’t you?”

Aisha was well aware that I sometimes checked out on conversations. But she never gave me a hard time about it. She thought it was a good thing that “inside me” sometimes took a minute to help “outside me” make sense of things. I’m not so sure about that. But still, since she knew me so well, it was easy to come clean.

“Well, maybe a little,” I admitted. “All I know is that I’m supposed to go with my brother to the aquarium on Saturday morning to see someone named Mrs. Diaz. What I don’t know is what Mrs. Diaz wants me to do.”

Aisha didn’t answer right away. She pushed open the glass double doors of the school’s front entry. As we started down the outside concrete steps, the bright afternoon sun made us squint. It was early spring on the South Carolina coast, and the weather was getting really warm.

“This is awesome,” Aisha finally pronounced.

No. It isn’t.

“I’m probably just going to be standing around the entrance taking tickets,” I said, trying to downplay the whole thing as I searched my backpack for my sunglasses.

“No way. That can’t be it,” Aisha shook her head as if I had it all wrong. “Marena, you never think big enough.”

It was only a small criticism. But it still stung.

The truth is, Aisha is more confident than me. She has what my mom calls a “can do” attitude. She jumps right into things, no questions asked. And big ideas? Those are her specialty.

“How ’bout this?” Aisha asked. “What if you got to be a diver in the Great Ocean Tank? And your job was to just swim underwater for hours? You could hand-feed the fish, play with the turtles, and wave to all the visitors on the other side of the glass.”

Yep, there’s one of Aisha’s big ideas. Right on schedule. But I mean, come on. How is that ever going to happen? Sometimes it annoys me that Aisha isn’t more practical in thinking things through. You know, like I am. So instead of agreeing with her, my stubborn streak took over.

“Aisha,” I said in a voice that didn’t hide my frustration, “you know I don’t know how to scuba. And no way am I going to be able to just swim around in that two-story mega fish tank for hours. I’d probably drown.”

Aisha shot me a puzzled look. I could tell she was wondering why I sounded upset. But she didn’t let it bug her. She just shrugged and flashed me a grin as she put on her shades and hopped onto her bike.

That’s another thing about Aisha. She doesn’t take things personally. I wish I was more like that.

“Come on—you get my point,” she said in her upbeat way. “Think of all the cool things there are to do at the aquarium besides taking tickets. I’d give anything to work there. You know, like your brother.”

Riiight.

That’s a whole other thing. It seemed to me that Aisha would give anything to have anything to do with my brother. She liked him a lot. And she always wanted to be around him. Sometimes that bothered me. Especially since Lucas and I didn’t hang out as much anymore. And when we did, we sometimes didn’t get along very well. I think he liked me more when I was a little kid.

I told you. Life is more complicated now.

As I unlocked my bike, I had to admit Aisha was right about one thing. My brother really did love his internship at the aquarium. Lately, he’d been assisting the vet at the sea turtle hospital.

“Lucas told me a story last night about a rescue they made a couple days ago,” I said to Aisha as we started to ride. Sharing a story I knew she would like was my peace offering—a way to say I was sorry for being such a grump.

“A rare Kemp’s ridley sea turtle came in. It was tiny and starving,” I continued. “It couldn’t eat because its stomach was full of plastic. There were balloon pieces and grocery bag bits stuck in there. Lucas said the little guy should recover, but it sounds like the plastic pollution is getting worse. They’ve treated three other turtles with the same problem in the last six months!”

“Yeah, and I know why,” Aisha called over her shoulder as she led the way down the bike path. “I read that, like, a million tons of plastic end up in the oceans each year. It’s like dumping a garbage truck full of junk into the water every minute.”

I could see her shaking her head. And I knew what she was thinking. We humans needed to step up. Last summer, we had helped gather signatures in support of a citywide plastic ban. We had actually made a poster of a Kemp’s ridley turtle to help promote the cause. The good news was, the law passed. The bad news was, Aisha was right. We still needed to do more.

Reaching my street, I swerved off and waved good-bye to Aisha. Only then did it hit me that I had a problem. How was I going to explain to my parents that I had to work at the aquarium this weekend—but I had no idea why?
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