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To my sisters and favorite road trip buddies, Michele and Amy (even if Amy did convince me that the “best seat” was the footwell of the station wagon on that twelve-hour drive to Indiana when I was seven)
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ITHACA SCHOOL INTERVIEW QUESTION 1:

Tell us about a meaningful relationship in your life.
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Come home, Perry. As soon as you can.

I swallowed as I punched out a reply to the text. I’m trying, Miss Penelope.

“You know,” the old woman sitting next to me on the airplane said as she nudged me with her bony elbow, “it’s time to put away your phone.”

I flashed her a quick smile and tucked my phone into my back pocket. The woman’s cheeks flushed, and her mouth twitched. Mom says I have a megawatt smile—and that God only gives such a smile to people whom he intends to use it for good. Their own good, of course. For a long time after Mom told me that, I didn’t smile at all. I still try not to whenever I can help it, just in case.

“You look like a fine, smart-looking fellow,” the woman said as she tightened her buckle. She was worried about the flight; I could see it in the way her hands shook as she zipped up her bag, the way her eyes darted down the aisle tracking the flight attendants, and in how she smoothed her hands over her pant legs every few seconds. “How old are you?”

“I’ll be fourteen in December,” I told her.

“That’s more than half a year away. You should simply say you’re thirteen. Are you traveling alone?” She held up a hand before I could reply. “Don’t answer that. It isn’t safe to say if you are traveling alone.”

Alone. At that moment, someone in the back of the plane yelped. My little brother, Pauly. “Stop looking at me, Riley!” he shouted, followed quickly by a thud. That would be my sister. Nine-year-old Riley didn’t speak—no one knew why—but she managed to communicate, nonetheless. Pauly was sandwiched between us in age at ten. The baby, strapped to Mom’s chest, had been a surprise, which might be why no one had gotten around to naming her yet.

“Stop it! Stop it, yinz!” came another shout, this one from my dad. “Riley, stop! Stop! Don’t bite!”

I swallowed, trying to focus on the old lady’s question. Man, what I would give to be traveling alone.

A flight attendant hurried down the aisle toward my brother and sister. Another squeezed past her as she trotted to the front of the plane, where Uncle Manny was gesturing for a Bloody Mary. “Sir,” the flight attendant called, her voice tight and irritated, not that Uncle Manny would notice. That’s how everyone speaks to him. “This isn’t a restaurant. You can’t snap your fingers and expect me to show up.”

“How convenient, then, that you’re here.” He held up his empty cup. I didn’t have to be facing him to know he winked at her too. He’s always winking. I don’t think he even knows he does it anymore. The overhead light shone down on his shiny scalp where he missed spraying it with the brown gunk that he is sure tricks everyone into thinking he has a full head of hair. “I’ll have another.”

“We’re not doing drink service until we’re in the air,” the attendant said, and crossed her arms.

Uncle Manny groaned. “I’ve already been flying for four hours!” He slumped back against the seat. Uncle Manny looks like what would happen if you took the arms off a gorilla and stitched them onto the body of an accountant.

The old woman shook her head. “Some people.” She sighed. “Well, I’m glad I’m not sitting next to one of them.”

“You and me both,” I said, and the truth of it was like a blanket over me. In a few hours, I’d be back in Pennsylvania. This whole horrible “summer vacation” Uncle Manny had won to Kansas would be behind us, along with the reporters who had trailed us since “the small, insignificant fire incident.” (Mom’s words. The fire chief’s version was “structure entirely engulfed in flames.”) Dad had traded in our direct flight tickets for free meals at the airport, which is why we were now in South Carolina, waiting for our connecting flight to Pittsburgh.

Mom and Dad, Pauly, Riley, the baby, Uncle Manny, my triplet cousins, and I would pile in the transport van at the airport parking lot and head home. But the next day? I’d meet with Miss Penelope and prepare for my interview at the Ithaca School for Scholars in New York. I had almost three months until August, when I’d have to sit in front of the selection committee for the scholarship. While Ithaca School let me know I had been accepted back in March, that didn’t matter if I didn’t get one of the full-ride spots. My folks had trouble scrounging up rent money; paying for tuition wasn’t going to happen. Maybe three months sounds like a long time to prepare for one interview, but Miss Penelope assured me it was not. “The interview is vital, Perry,” she told me.

Miss Penelope believed I could do it. I could win a scholarship. So that meant, for the most part, I believed it too. This trip was my last hurrah with my family. I would leave them and the worse version of me behind when I went to Ithaca, where I’d be honest Good Perry, someone who used everything he had—smiles, brains, and all—not to take advantage of people but to make them, especially Miss Penelope, proud. Maybe even make them better. “I’m heading home to my boarding school in New York,” I said to the woman even though I had never been to the school in person, the term didn’t start until September, and I hadn’t technically been awarded the full scholarship I needed to attend. Yet.

She nodded. “I’m going to Pittsburgh to visit my new grandbaby.” She tugged the corner of her bag out from under her seat and pulled out her phone. “This is my Andy,” she said as she showed me a picture on her screen of a chubby baby with a drooly, splotchy face. “My name’s Minerva.”

“Ah,” I said as I took in the picture. Now, my baby sister, squawking in a row behind me in Mom’s arms, was no Gerber model, but poor Andy looked more like a potato than a baby, especially if that potato had a mouth and someone had squirted pickle juice inside of it. “Congratulations, Miss Minerva. What a baby!”

“And what a nice boy you are!” She patted my hand with her soft, wrinkled fingers. “I have something special for you.” Minerva tucked over her seat again. She put away her phone but also opened her wallet. Rifling through it, she then sat upright and handed me a coin.

“Wow,” I said. “A penny. Thanks.”

Minerva winked at me. “It’ll give you luck.”

I rubbed my thumb at the penny and then stared at it a little closer as Minerva tossed her wallet back into her bag. She missed. I covered the wallet with my foot and slid it under my bag. Now, don’t go looking at me like that. I wasn’t going to steal it. (My brother, he’d be the one to watch when it comes to sticky fingers.) Mom says I have a knack for spotting jobortunities. To put it in a prep school way: I note circumstances a person of lesser ethics might exploit. I sat for a minute with the wallet under my shoe. Dad calls this moment “the rush.” It takes a person over, your whole body moving in every direction so quickly it looks like standing still, being calm. It’s every single bit of you recognizing that you’re not following the rules. That you do what you want, take what you can. I think it feels like power, not that I’ve ever had any for real.

I pulled in a big breath, letting the rush work through me, then bent over and swiped the wallet out from under my foot. “I think you dropped this, ma’am.”

“Oh!” Minerva said. “What a good boy you are!”

I swallowed her praise, glad Mom and Dad weren’t close enough to hear it. I wanted to be a good person. Miss Penelope thought I could be. Maybe that’s why this interview prompt made me think of her and not anyone in my family. Because of her, I was almost convinced that I could be a good person. Despite being part of the Homer family.

The speaker system pinged and then a crinkly voice echoed through the cabin. “This is Captain Gerty speaking. The skies are clear, and runway open for our flight to Pittsburgh. I hope you all enjoyed your time in South Carolina!”

“Hah!” I heard from the back of the plane. That’d be Mom. “That’s as terrible as the last flight, where they said, ‘Thank you for visiting Kansas.’ What a joke!”

“Flight attendants,” continued Captain Gerty, “prepare for takeoff.”

“Did you have a nice visit in South Carolina?” Minerva asked me.

“Well, we were only here for an hour, but it was okay,” I said. “We were in Kansas before that for about a week.”

“Kansas!” Minerva exclaimed. “I grew up there. Which part did you visit?”

“Lindsborg.”

“Ah! Lindsborg!” Minerva was an exclaimer, I guess. Everything I said seemed to delight her. “Such a lovely spot. You know, it was voted the friendliest town in the United States.”

I kept my face smooth, even as my brain flashed to our last moments in Lindsborg, a small town famous for its cheery Swedish heritage. When we arrived, townspeople in embroidered dresses had greeted us. “Välkommen till Lindsborg!” they called, putting flower crowns on our heads. As we left, the same maidens ran down the streets, fists raised, chasing us as their maypole toppled, their huge wooden Dala horse blazed, and sirens blared.

“Yeah,” I said now. “Great town.”

Minerva’s forehead wrinkled. “You know, I remember hearing something about Lindsborg on the news! Some horrible people going through it after winning a contest of some sort.” She tilted her head to the side and looked up, as though the ceiling would help her remember. “Terrible,” she said as she met my gaze again. “An entire family full of thieves, stiffing restaurants, burning the park, running amok.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t the entire family,” I muttered, but Minerva didn’t seem to hear me. “And I heard it was an all-expenses-paid vacation.…”

“One of them was barely clothed!”

“Barely clothed, you say?” I shifted in my seat. The price tag on the shirt scratched the back of my neck.

“Yes,” Minerva said as she leaned toward me. “Born into a bad family. I mean, who lets their kid run around shirtless like that?”

“Maybe it was a misunderstanding? Like, maybe his mom said she packed a bunch of shirts, but really the only shirt he had was the one he was wearing, and then his baby sister puked on that shirt, but no one would take him to Target for a new one, and it was either go shirtless or wear one of his cousins’ terrible shirts that could double as a dress,” I said. “Or something like that.”

“What a vivid imagination you have,” Minerva said. “They said the youngest boy threw a firecracker toward their biggest Dala horse, setting it ablaze! The local council had to run them all out of town.”

“Huh,” I murmured. “Maybe the kid tripped? Maybe he didn’t mean to kick it toward the horse?”

Minerva snorted. “And he accidentally lit it first too?”

I pressed my back against the seat, deliberately not looking toward Pauly. The truth was, he did light the firecracker, using a lighter someone had dropped in the street. But he hadn’t expected it to work, and then he panicked, kicked it, and… well, who knew that Dala horse would be so flammable?

A flight attendant held up her hands. “Back to your seat! Back to your seat!”

Minerva twisted her neck, eyes bulging and mouth popping open.

“Aaaaaargh!” That would be Riley. More screams rang out and then my little sister, mouth open in a wail like a small Amazonian warrior, tore down the center aisle hoisting Pauly’s most prized possession—a huge black plastic spatula—over her head with Pauly on her heels swinging a ratty old teddy bear. When I said Riley didn’t speak, I meant words. She was top-notch at screeching.

The flight attendant grabbed Riley, still screaming, around the waist. That was enough to shift Pauly’s loyalty. He dropped the bear, which made Riley wail even louder (it was her bear), and kicked the flight attendant in the shin. “Put down my sister!”

The flight attendant dropped Riley and landed on the floor with a thump, grasping her shin. “What’s the matter with you, kid? I wasn’t hurting her!”

I didn’t even realize I was out of my seat, my mind entirely snagged on the attendant dropping my sister, until Minerva tugged on my shirt. “Sit down, son,” she said. “Best to let the adults handle that.”

Riley grabbed the bear off the floor, hit the attendant with it, and ran back toward Mom.

“Hey, now!” Oh, great. Dad was entering the aisle. I sat back down. Dad shimmied sideways down the row. He turned toward the other passengers, most of whom were now directing their phone cameras toward him. Dad noticed, straightening his back and combing his thin hair with his fingers. He pushed his dark sunglasses up his nose. Dad doesn’t like people to see his eyes. He says he prefers an air of mystery. “You all see how this airline treats children? We demand an upgrade!”

“An upgrade?” the flight attendant howled, standing on one leg to cradle her shin in her hand. “He kicked me!”

“Who you calling a brat?” Mom jumped to her feet. No one had, in fact, called Pauly a brat. At least, not out loud. The baby, strapped to Mom’s chest, gummed her fist. The cell phone cameras swung toward the back of the plane. Uncle Manny ducked into his chair.

That seemed like a good move. “I’ve always wanted a window seat,” I whispered to Minerva, pointing to the empty seat beside her. “Mind if I—” Minerva didn’t blink, eyes on the show. I unbuckled and squeezed past her, sliding my backpack over her feet. I slumped low in the seat, eyes out the window. The notebook in my back pocket jabbed at my hip. The admissions paperwork in my backpack crinkled as I moved.

Come home, Perry. As soon as you can.
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ITHACA SCHOOL INTERVIEW QUESTION 2:

Why do you want to attend Ithaca School for Scholars?
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Miss Penelope’s face bloomed in my mind. Her gentle smile. Twinkling dark eyes. Sometimes my mind wandered and pretended she was my mom, though I usually told myself to cram it. My chest would ache at even thinking such meanness about Mom. “I have something to tell you, Perry,” Miss Penelope had told me last time I saw her. The Ithaca admissions packet was so stark and glaringly white in her soft brown hands. “I think you have a shot at this scholarship. I think you could be great, do great things. Ithaca School will help you achieve that.”

She knew because she had grown up at Ithaca School. Her dad had been a professor there (they called teachers “professors”)—that is, until her mom’s medical research took off. After that, her dad stayed home with Miss Penelope and her siblings. I tried to imagine that—Dad taking care of all of us while Mom made the world better, saved people’s lives.

But just then Pauly took another quick shin shot at the flight attendant, and I was jerked back to the reality of my life.

The loudspeaker ping was barely audible over the ruckus in the aisle. “Hello, passengers. This is Captain Gerty again. Please be patient. We’ve got our friends from security about to hop aboard to help with a little issue in the cabin.” Cheers and applause rang out from around me as security entered the plane. I squeezed my eyes shut but couldn’t seem to keep them clenched. There was Mom, the baby strapped to her chest now kicking her chubby legs, seemingly joining in with Mom as she argued with the security guard. The guard held Riley under one arm and Pauly under the other. Behind them was Dad, finger jabbing into the air and phone pressed to his ear, no doubt telling them he was calling his lawyer. That would be Uncle Manny.

Buzz. Buzz. Uncle Manny didn’t answer the call. He and my cousins were still on the plane, staring resolutely ahead (though Uncle Manny did raise his Bloody Mary glass when an attendant rushed by). I could stay put and go home with them. But then, as everyone settled, out burst his booming voice. “All right, all right.” Uncle Manny’s spray-on hair leaked down the sides of his face in muddy rivulets of regret. “In light of this chaos,” he said, “the least this airline can do is offer free drinks to the rest of us. Refreshments, amirite?”

“Sir, it’s seven in the morning,” a flight attendant said.

“Time is a human construct!” Uncle Manny called.

My teenage cousins—did I mention that they’re triplets? All six-foot-five, eighteen-year-old versions of Uncle Manny, but with actual hair and less sense—began chanting. “Pretzels! Pretzels! Pretzels!” They chant a lot. I think they share a communal brain.

The flight attendant gestured to security, and soon Uncle Manny and the triplets also were off the plane, sans drinks and pretzels.

“How horrible,” Minerva gasped, her eyes bright.

“Terrible,” I agreed. Outside the window, my family was gathered. Three security officers stood in front of them, arms crossed. Mom, Dad, Uncle Manny, the Trips, Pauly, and even the baby seemed to be arguing with them. Pauly was swatting at the air with his spatula. All of them were bellowing but Riley, who faced the plane with her big brown eyes. She couldn’t see me. There was no way she could’ve spotted me up on the plane. But she was watching me all the same.

I sighed. The price tag sliced into my neck.

Riley’s face was so small as she stared ahead. Mom stopped arguing with the officers, following Riley’s gaze toward the plane. Mom swallowed, a hand drifting to her neck. For all the training she gave us kids to look for tells—signs people give that they’re feeling something they’re trying not to show—she didn’t know she has one of her own. And that while she often spouted off about never bothering to worry about anything at all, she did. I knew she did because her tell was her hand drifting to her neck, fingertips reaching for her heartbeat.

I shifted and the notebook jabbed my hip again. I thought about pulling it out and adding Riley’s name to the list I keep running inside of it. The list of people I’ve wronged. Someday, one by one, I’ll cross off their names when I’m a better person and can make up for the things I’ve done to them.

“All right, guests,” the bruised-shin flight attendant said. A chunk of her over-sprayed blond hair had escaped her bun and stood straight out from the side of her face. Her red lipstick was smeared. She took a deep breath. “We apologize for the inconvenience. Now, how about we get this plane in the air?”

Cheers erupted around us, nearly loud enough to settle the thumping in my chest. Was I really going to leave? I glanced out the window. Mom’s hand cupped Riley’s head. Both of them stared toward the plane now. Mom was supposed to come with me. She needed to take me to Ithaca. She promised she would.

I bent over to zip up my backpack. The admissions packet, printed from the library before I left and corners soft with how many times I’d held them, snagged, so I pulled it out, flattening it across my thighs.


ITHACA SCHOOL FOR SCHOLARS

PALLAS SCHOLARSHIP INTERVIEW PREPARATION PACKET

Admitted applicants with demonstrated financial need are offered the chance to apply for the Pallas Scholarship, which is sponsored by the Athena Pallas Endowment and fully covers all four years’ tuition, room, and board.

Ithaca School for Scholars requires an in-person interview as part of a Pallas Scholarship application. Interviews will be held at the school on August 22, with scholarship decisions sent out no later than the following day. Students who are awarded scholarships are invited to remain on campus until classes begin in September.

We recognize this is considered late for students to know whether they will receive a scholarship; it is per the request of the generous donor that this peculiarity be honored. Ms. Pallas would like to be certain that the applicants are willing to seize opportunities as they arise. (The selection committee, however, advises scholars to have alternative financial arrangements and, if necessary, alternative schooling options lined up.)

This packet includes a selection of discussion prompts. During your interview, we will randomly choose from among these inquiries.



“What are you doing, Perry?” Minerva exclaimed as I stood.

“Sit down, son,” the flight attendant said.

“That’s my family,” I told her.

Groans erupted across the plane.

The flight attendant bit her lip, eyes taking in the angry passengers, my family outside, and me. Her jaw set and I just knew she was going to tell me to sit down.

So I pulled off my shirt. It wasn’t really my style, anyway.

“Kid,” the exasperated flight attendant called out. “I’m going to need you to keep your clothing on.”

“This?” I asked, holding up the shirt. “Oh, it isn’t mine.”

“Yes, it is,” Minerva said. “I saw you wearing it. You’ve been wearing it this whole time.”

“But it isn’t mine. I don’t have any shirts. Like I told you, my mom forgot to pack them.” I forced a grin, knowing the megawatt would have a different effect this time. I nudged Minerva the way she had me earlier. “Guess that’s the explanation you were missing. About that bad family in Lindsborg. Pauly stole this shirt from the gift shop on the way into the airport. Apparently, shirts are a requirement for flying.”

“Security!” The flight attendant sank into the empty seat left behind from Uncle Manny. She blew her hair out of her face.

“I’m coming!” I called out. “Give me a second.”

I hoisted my backpack from under the seat and stepped past Minerva, whose mouth was open in shock. “What’s wrong with you, boy?” she asked.

“The thing is, Minerva,” I told her, “sometimes people are born into a bad family.”



“So, where to now?” Uncle Manny asked as we sat on the curb outside the airport.

Mom had grabbed me the minute I stepped off the plane and, for some reason, I let her wrap her arms around me. I was wearing one of the triplets’ oversized shirts. I don’t know which one had tossed it to me. Mom had tugged it over my head and then squished me again, the baby smooshed between us. Now Mom shifted backward and adjusted the baby so her thigh was back through the leg hole in the sling. Riley gestured in front of her, and Mom smiled, then handed over the baby. Riley snuggled her against her neck. Riley had two modes—savage or sweet. “We could try another airline?”

Dad sighed and lifted the waistline of his pants over his spilling belly. “ ‘You’ll never fly again,’ they said. So much for customer service. It’s all just proof that the country is going to the pits!” His legs were spread in front of him like a triangle. Dad hadn’t been able to comfortably sit in those plaid pants for at least three years, not since Mom threatened to sue Holiday House Cheese and Mini Sausage after “finding” a fingernail in one of their cheeseboards. She forgot to mention that she retrieved the cheeseboard from the dumpster shared between the grocery and nail salon a block from our house.

To keep Mom from suing, Holiday House gave us a lifetime supply of processed cheese, which Dad took as a personal challenge. He averages a wheel a week. As though he was reading my mind, he pulled a wax-covered wedge from his duffel bag. “Anyone?” He lifted it. We all shook our heads except for one of the triplets, who reached for it until the other two grunted. He dropped his arm, and Dad downed the wedge in two bites, probably in case the triplets changed their minds. Mind. Whatever.

“Mom.” I shifted closer to her. She smelled like the hotel soap and cinnamon. I remembered the shaker at the coffee shop outside the boarding gate. No doubt it was in her pocket. She raised an eyebrow. “We need to get home. Miss Penelope is expecting me. We’ve got to prep for the Ithaca interview.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “That Miss Penelope needs to mind her own business. Always acting like you’re her son. Like she could’ve done better for you than me.”

I swallowed. Telling Mom that Miss Penelope had done better for me this year wouldn’t help. Miss Penelope had been my sixth-grade teacher. When she realized I was doing Aeric Smaller’s homework (for a fee—listen, I know this goes into a murky ethical arena, but here’s the thing. Aeric was either going to pay me to do his homework or stuff me into the boys’ bathroom trash can. Which of those options would you take? Have you seen a public-school bathroom? Now imagine life inside the trash can!), she had convinced the principal to let me do after-school detention in her room. She didn’t talk at all for a long time, simply giving me stacks of books to sort and shelve in the rows that lined her classroom. But when she caught me reading one of them, an old poem about a man cursed with bad luck and a worse crew just trying to get back home after a battle, she told me I could keep it. For real. Forever. The whole book! After that, we talked. Not about anything big. Mostly about the poem.

Then Miss Penelope asked me why the other kids were having a hard time understanding her class. Why were they coming to me to do their essays? So, I told her—she wasn’t breaking it down enough. She’d tell them something and think they’d get it. That’s not how people work. A person has to be led. They have to think they reached the conclusion, that they came up with the idea.

You know what? It cost me. It really did. Because soon Miss Penelope would give me a little nod in the middle of class and then drop a thread for the rest of us to pick up and weave into something bigger. And before I knew it, I’d raise my hand and say, “Hold up, Miss Penelope. You said that the theme of Bridge to Terabithia is connection. But Jesse doesn’t have anyone. No one gets him. He feels entirely alone.”

Miss Penelope’s mouth would twitch because at that moment, someone else’s hand would pop in the air. And then that someone would say, “Yeah, but he never stops trying, Perry. So maybe the theme is about trying to find connections.”

And then any jobortunity I might’ve had vanished, because all those fools understood the assignment.

But for some reason I’d stay after school anyway, helping Miss Penelope sort through books, sure, but mostly to talk with her. It took me months to realize she had been looking for tells in me the way Mom and Dad trained us to look for them in other people. Not in a bad way, not like how Dad and Uncle Manny used people’s tells to set traps. But to get me to learn. To be curious. To maybe even dream a little bigger.

Miss Penelope talked a lot about when she was my age. She had grown up in upstate New York, in a perfect little town. Her dad was always there, with plates full of cut-up fruit and crackers after school, ready to hear all about her day. Her mom read her stories at night or told ones of her own of the research she was doing and how it was going to save people who were sick. A couple of times Miss Penelope mentioned Ithaca School for Scholars, and how the students there learned to think instead of memorize. She said she wanted to be a teacher there someday.

I kept on going to Miss Penelope’s room after school, even in seventh and eighth grades. In eighth grade, I had her as a teacher again, this time for speech and debate. When she first said she thought I would fit in that fancy-pants place, I told her she was off her rocker. No way would a school like that want me. But then she showed me the application, the essays already finished because that clever Miss Penelope had made the topics assignments in class, and they were interested. In fact, they’d already accepted me. They’d consider me for the Pallas Scholarship, too. All I had to do was be there August 22 for the interview. Miss Penelope and I were going to spend the rest of the summer working on interview skills and getting ready for the placement exam I’d have to take before starting class.

Even better? Miss Penelope also got into Ithaca! Next year, she’d be part of the English department for freshmen.

But if I didn’t ace the interview to nail this scholarship, then I’d never go to Ithaca. No way would Mom, Dad, and Uncle Manny cover the cost. We don’t have that kind of money. And if we did? Well, it wouldn’t be going to “line the pockets of some fancy private-school dean” when public was just fine for us, as Dad put it when I hinted around at wanting to go. But Mom had promised to go along for the interview. She even promised to meet Miss Penelope’s parents. I was going to make her keep that promise too.

And then Uncle Manny won the Friendliest Towns in America contest. WELCOME! WE CAN’T WAIT TO MAKE YOUR ACQUAINTANCE, HOMER FAMILY! ran in a banner across the top of the contest website.

Uncle Manny never saw a competition he didn’t want to win. It was what made him such a good lawyer. Only he also hated working, so even though he had never lost a case, he also never could keep a job with a law firm for more than a year. He used his skill set to barter with folks in our neighborhood; he’d help with prep work for their small claims trials and in exchange get stuff like plumbing work or free breakfast at the diner. Mostly, though? Uncle Manny tried to win stuff, finagling prizes from giveaways and contests.

Life would be a lot easier if Uncle Manny—or any adult in my family—could, I don’t know, work. Have a job. Bring in a paycheck. Mom and Dad never talked about expenses, but the piles of bills stamped with OVERDUE stacked on the kitchen counter were hard to miss. But, according to Dad, “The nine-to-five isn’t the Homer way. Not anymore.”

On the day he won the contest, Uncle Manny swiped all those bills into the kitchen junk drawer and announced we were going on a dream vacation. He had paid the Trips twenty dollars to create an algorithm to keep entering him over and over until he won. They’re weirdly good at syncing their brain(s) into the matrix. “Those schmucks,” Uncle Manny had said about the contest officiants, dancing a little as he read the fine print. There wasn’t anything that Uncle Manny loved more than fine print. “Got ’em,” he had muttered, and then, using his official Manifred Homer, Esq. letterhead, he informed them that he’d require tickets for all nine of his family members. “Never says immediate family members. Just members of a household.”

And since we all lived together, crammed in the four-bedroom rental that both Uncle Manny and Dad had been raised in, everyone else had been on board for the trip. Personally, it was the last thing I’d wanted to do. But then I realized that’s exactly what it would be: the last thing I’d do with my family. So, I agreed (not that I was given a whole lot of choice). I’d go. I’d spend the trip trying to prove to them—and myself—that I could be different; that a Homer could use their wit and their megawatt smiles for good. I’d show them why I had to go to Ithaca.

But here we were, all of us, down to the baby, banished from the friendliest town in America and stuck in the airport.

“Well, maybe I can catch a flight,” I said to my mom. “I bet Miss Penelope will let me stay with her. Or I could be by myself! Independent like you’re always saying I need to be. I’ll do the prep work for the interview, and you can take it easy. Extend the vacation and all that before you head back to Pittsburgh!”

“Can’t,” Mom said. “You’re on the ‘No Fly’ list.”

“Me too? All I did was take off my shirt!”

Dad nodded. “Congratulations, son. Not easily done by a twelve-year-old!”

I blinked at him. “I’m thirteen.”

“Yes, right, I suppose Pauly and Riley are more impressive. They’re ten and nine.”

My little brother raised his spatula with delinquent pride. He had stolen it from the hotel kitchen.

A shuttle bus stopped in front of us. “This the party heading to the Charleston five-star?” asked the driver without looking up from his clipboard. “Your luggage is already on board.”

Uncle Manny popped to his feet. “Yep, that’s us.”

The double doors to the airport opened, and a family, all of them starched and pressed, strode toward the shuttle. Without a word, my family scrambled on board. Mom yanked my arm, tugging me on after her. What else was I supposed to do?

“Step on it, driver,” Uncle Manny said. The other family now was trotting toward the shuttle, arms waving. “We’re in a rush.”

The driver said something rude under his breath but pulled away. When his radio started to buzz, Mom paused amid wrapping a bright pink scarf from “her” suitcase around her short red hair. “Driver! Driver! I get migraines. Please turn off your radio.”

With another muttered curse, the driver flipped off the device. Mom shoved cosmetics and lotions into her pockets.

We rumbled away from the airport and through a business district. We didn’t have much time to make an escape before the driver realized he’d picked up the wrong family, so we hustled off the shuttle as soon as he stopped in front of the fancy hotel.

“So, what do we do next?” I asked once the driver had left.

Dad shrugged. Uncle Manny said, “Move on to the next town, I guess. They can’t all banish us.”

“No, how do we get home?” I pushed.

Mom made a soft hmmf sound, patting the baby absently.

“You want to go home too, right?”

Something was off with them. First Dad switched from a direct flight to a layover; if he hadn’t done that, we could’ve been back in Pittsburgh already. Now this talk about going to another town instead of going home. It was like none of the adults cared, not one bit, if we ever made it home. It was like none of them wanted to go home. And none of them would tell me why.

Dad squeezed my shoulder. “The contest covered the flights, but we’re on our own now and transportation costs money. We’ve got to figure out that first. Until then…” He grinned at Mom, who smiled back. “I guess we’re still technically on vacation.”

In that moment, I realized two things.

First: if I was ever going to make my own escape, if I had any chance of changing my fate from being just like my family, I had to take charge, or we’d be wandering endlessly.

Second: if it was up to me to lead this bad family home, I was going to have to be just like them. Maybe even worse. Whatever it took, however bad I had to be, I’d do it, so Mom and I could get to Ithaca. From then on, I’d be good forever. I’d cross every name off my list.

And maybe, just maybe, I’d convince Mom to be good too. Live the way she had before.

I stood in front of the posh hotel and gazed across the street. As though fate were letting me know it understood my whole being-bad-so-I-could-be-good decision, I spotted a shop that could have just what I needed to keep us moving toward home.
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EXCERPT FROM LOCAL STATION CMBC IN LINDSBORG, KANSAS, BROADCAST:

“Coming to you live from Lindsborg, this is reporter Natasha Patroclus. The following footage was recorded yesterday at this Lindsborg gas station.”

The footage cuts to surveillance video depicting a small girl marching into the gas station store, grabbing a stained old teddy bear, and carrying it out the door. The store clerk jumps to his feet, yelling for her to stop. A slightly larger child raises a spatula, swinging it while also yelling.

The live camera then zeroes in on a man with a scruffy beard. He’s wearing the gas station logo. A line of text on the screen identifies him as the gas station’s owner. Patroclus puts the microphone under his mouth. “That was a charity bear, to draw donations. A shoebox underneath it clearly has ‘Whatever you can bear to donate’ written on it. Folks drop cash in for a family in need. And this kid claims his sister thought the bear was a donation! She took it!”

Patroclus’s voice dips lower as she asks, “Which family in need will not be getting aid because of this incident?”

From the background, a gas station employee scoffs. “Ah, c’mon, Dan. Tell the truth. You take all the cash in the donation box! That’s why it’s always empty. We know better!”

The gas station owner rolls his eyes. “Yes. But the point is, that kid with the weapon? He threatened me!”

“The ten-year-old?” Patroclus asks. “He had a weapon?”

The gas station owner’s face flushes a deep red. “A spatula. I had to dodge it. Pulled something in my neck.” Patroclus tuts and pulls away the microphone.

The gas station owner leans in to follow it. “I have a GoFundMe set up to cover my chiropractor costs from the attack. Go to www-dot—”

Patroclus jerks the microphone away and the camera focuses on her again. “This is the latest in a series of revelations about the upheaval brought to America’s Friendliest Town by a group of tourists referred to around here as the Bad Family.”
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ITHACA SCHOOL INTERVIEW QUESTION 3:

Describe a time when you were a leader. What motivated you to take control?



[image: ]

Ten weeks.

That was how long I had until the Ithaca interview. After the quick trip to Lindsborg, I was supposed to have a summer of studying in the library, going through mock interviews with Miss Penelope, sneaking into the town pool, and making sure Riley and Pauly didn’t get into too much trouble running their counterfeit Pokémon card ring. The usual, you know?
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