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Bobby Ross edges in closer to me, but there’s nowhere for me to escape since Ed Stimmons has parked his wide self right behind me. Bobby drapes his pitching arm over the top of my locker. He’s so close, I can smell the peanut butter he had for lunch. Chunky, by the look of his gums.


“So Grady, can we count on you, buddy?” Bobby says. He tries to force out a smile, but he doesn’t show any teeth, and it ends up looking more like a smirk. “We gotta stay eligible for baseball, you know.”


Try studying then, moron.


I think it; I don’t say it. I’m not stupid. What I say is . . .


“It’s pretty late for tutoring, but if you have any questions, I’ll try to help. Is there something in particular? Fossils?”


That’s not the kind of help they’re asking for, but I want to make them say the words. I hate guys like this—the ones who still have delusions that they’re decent people because they’re not drug dealers or arsonists, and for some unexplainable reason, teachers find them charming.


“Naw, man,” says Bobby. “It’s Mrs. Washington’s tests. They’re impossible.”


If they were impossible, I wouldn’t have a ninety-nine average, but I decide not to point this out either. My confused look is probably no more believable than Bobby’s smile, but I take it out for a test drive anyway.


“So what are you saying?” I ask.


Bobby looks at Ed. They don’t want to have to spell it out for me.


“You don’t have to do anything, Grady. Just play it loose with your cover sheet.”


“Be cool, man,” adds Ed.


“We won’t forget it. We’ll owe you one,” says Bobby.


Like either one of them have anything I want. What are they going to do? Ask me to be their pal? Right. Maybe they’ll throw in the requisite lobotomy too.


“We’ll even miss a couple,” Bobby says.


“On purpose,” Ed tacks on. I laugh—on the inside.


“I don’t know,” I say. “I didn’t study much for this one. You might want to ask somebody else.”


Now it’s my turn to smirk. Who else are they going to ask?


“See, this is why no one likes you, Grady,” Bobby says. “Can’t you just be cool for once.”


“No one likes me?” I whisper. I shake my head and cover my face with both of my hands like this news upsets me. “All right, you guys,” I say, letting my voice begin to quiver. “Just promise me you won’t make it too obvious.”


  *  *  *


When I get home from school, my mom’s in the living room talking to the ferns. She doesn’t hear me enter the living room, so I just stand there listening. Someday I’m going to get this on tape and sell it to America’s Funniest Home Videos.


“And I told her that if you keep giving her money, if you don’t cut her off, she’s never going to learn to fend for herself, but Mom says, ‘Connie, she’s my daughter, she’s your sister, we can’t just give up on her.’”


Hilarious. She even does Grandma’s warbly voice for the ferns. I can’t help laughing. Mom turns around, embarrassed.


“I didn’t hear you come in, honey.”


“I’ve told you you’re wasting your time, Mom. They’re plants. They’ll grow for you if you get their pH level right, if they get enough sun, just enough water. They don’t care about Aunt Clarice’s gambling problem.”


“They don’t seem to mind hearing about it,” she says. “It must be a boring life—a plant’s—sitting in the same place all the time.”


Mom’s not a kook. She just plays one at home.


She sticks her finger into the soil of one of the ferns and touches it to her tongue. One day I’m going to come home and find her chanting over voodoo dolls. “How was school today?”


“Boring. Simple. Permissive. My brain is starting to rot. I can feel it.”


“We talked about this. There’s just not enough money to keep sending you to private school. You’ll have to start making the best of it.”


“They’re all idiots.”


“They can’t all be bad, Grady. Why don’t you invite someone over to spend the night . . . or the weekend. I’m sure they’d love to see your greenhouse.”


“Mom, do you remember junior high at all? My greenhouse? Maybe if I had a 64-bit Sega Genesis and a library of games out there, then they’d like to see it. Maybe if I were performing an alien autopsy rather than plant growth experiments.”


Mom puts her hands on her hips. She truly believes I’m missing out on something. “What about the flytrap? Everyone loves that.”


“I’ll ask around,” I say. I cup my hands around my mouth and pretend I’m wandering around the cafeteria. “Hey! Anyone want to come over and spend the weekend? See insects eaten alive!”


“I’ll bet you’d have some takers.”


“Real winners, I’m sure.”


Mom sets down her water pitcher and wipes her hands on an apron. “Did I tell you,” she begins, “what the Hyde Park Players chose for our summer produc—”


“Did I get any mail?” I ask.


“It’s by the phone.”


Mail is one of my favorite parts of my day. I’ve been grand champion two years running at the National Science Fair. Now it seems like something arrives daily: an invitation to participate in a university study on gifted students; interview requests from academic journals; mostly I receive information from colleges. There isn’t an Ivy League school that hasn’t offered me a scholarship yet, and I’m only thirteen.


Today there are three envelopes addressed to me. I tear open the first one while Mom provides background noise by droning on about her theater group.


“. . . we decided on Arsenic and Old Lace. Gerta Lupinski made quite a case for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, but cooler heads thought it best if . . .”


I tune her out and scan the first letter. It’s from a company that makes CD-ROM encyclopedias. They’ve sent the beta version and they want me to sign a form that says I use their product. They’ll put my name on some list to impress people when they market it to schools. I pull out the CD but trash the rest of it.


“. . . for sure that I’ll be doing the costumes for some of it, but I think I’m going to also audition for the part of . . .”


Opening the second envelope, I turn slightly away from my yapping mother. This one is an actual letter. It’s from Diwakar Vishwakarma. He’s president of the Young Scientists Association and a certifiable nut-cake. Sure, D. V.’s won just about every prize there is out there, and he had two pharmaceutical patents by the time he was nineteen, but now he’s this joke. The rest of us call him “Cause.” He’s always got one, and he wants the Young Scientists to throw all their energy into whatever it is. This time it’s cosmetic testing on animals. His note to me is handwritten, and he’s sent along photographs—cats with their eyelids removed, scabby rabbits with most of their fur gone. Okay, Cause, you win. Starting today I’m boycotting the whole line of Sensuelle Elustra cosmetics and hair-care products. I toss the packet.


My mom, God bless her, still isn’t winded. “. . . so Mary says to me, ‘Don’t you think I’d be perfect as Abby Brewster,’ when she knows very well that that’s the part I might want, and she’s really better for the part of Martha.”


The return address on the final envelope—a big manila one that feels like it has a videotape in it—reads EMBRYO. I’ve never heard of it. That usually means it’s a waste of my time, but I open it anyway.


Mr. Jacobs,


Congratulations. You are one of six students in the United States invited to participate in an exciting new program—The Embryo Project.


The Embryo Project is unlike any advanced scientific study program ever offered to young people. Made possible by a combined grant from Pacific Oil and Landslide Communications, Embryo’s goal is to give the most promising young scientists a chance to work in symbiotic partnership with some of the greatest scientific minds at work today.


But Embryo isn’t stopping there. Because the keys to the natural world’s timeless mysteries lie in applied research, Embryo’s classes won’t be confined by four walls. Instead, our four worldwide “classrooms” will be the Mars-landing simulators of NASA, the rich archaeological mother lodes of Egypt, the McDonald Observatory in far West Texas, and the rain forests of Brazil.


In view of your obvious aptitude for botanical research, we’re inviting you to join Embryo’s Wood Stock Project, a revolutionary rain forest regeneration program now taking place in the Brazilian Amazon Basin. Full details on Wood Stock can be found in the enclosed tape and brochure.


Best of all, Grady, the entire cost of your travel, lodging, and food will be paid by the donor companies. You’ll be back home in plenty of time to begin your fall classes. And because we consider it our . . .


“Mom,” I say, interrupting her tirade about all the vulgar language playwrights insist on using these days, “I’m going to Brazil.”
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Bobby Ross sits a row behind me in earth science, but I hear his whispered threat clearly.


“After school today. You die.”


I glance down at the test Mrs. Washington had just handed back. A big red zero was circled in red felt tip. She’d scrawled a message beside the score—see me after class.


Once the bell rings I try to get out of here without talking to her, but she snags me by the shoulder and orders me to wait “just one minute.” After the other students clear out, she sits back down at her desk. “Are you going to tell me what happened?” she asks.


“What do you mean?”


“Do you mind telling me why a student of your caliber intentionally tanked a major test?”


“I’m still making an A. Even with the zero, I have a ninety-one test average for the semester and a ninety-five homework average. Besides, grades don’t really count until high school.”


Junior high teachers hate it when you say stuff like that to them. “That doesn’t answer my question, Grady.”


I look at her.


“Maybe I can help fill in the blanks,” she said. “Mr. Ross and Mr. Stimmons, both of whom sit behind you, recorded similar scores with remarkably similar answers. Did you know they were copying off you?”


“No.”


“Grady, it’s okay. You can tell me. I’ll let you take the test over. The other boys have already gotten what’s coming to them.”


“I just didn’t study much, Mrs. Washington,” I say. “It won’t happen again.”


She shakes her head and stares at me like she’s expecting me to squeal, but that’s not me. I take care of my own problems.


“Is that all?” I ask. “Can I go?”


  *  *  *


I assume I’ll run into Bob and Ed somewhere between my last class, algebra, and the bus circle. They don’t disappoint me. They’re blocking the sidewalk that runs behind the gym. Ed is clenching and unclenching his fists, but of course, it’s Bobby who speaks.


“We’re off the baseball team, thanks to you,” he says.


“Look,” I say, “do we have to talk about this? Why not just get it over with. Is one of you going to hold my arms while the other punches, or is it going to be more of a tag team thing?”


I guess they hadn’t worked out the details, because they kind of glance at each other.


“Why don’t you flip a coin,” I suggest.


With that, Ed, the bigger of the two, loses his temper and throws a fist at my mouth. It knocks me down. I can tell my lip’s bleeding. Above me, the ubiquitous fight crowd starts to ring the participants. I’m afraid they’re going to be pretty dissatisfied. I roll over from my back to my stomach and pick myself up.


“Not so funny now, is it?” Ed screams. “Is it?”


“If you could’ve hit a baseball that hard, maybe I would’ve let you cheat,” I say.


This time he slugs me in the stomach, but it’s Bobby who does the talking. “See how no one is jumping in to break this up? Anyone else in school and at least one person would call a teacher or even try to help you out. But no one’s going to help you.”


I speak once I catch my breath. “So I guess I won’t get to play any of your reindeer games, huh? Why don’t you two go shower together? Oh, that’s right, you’re not on the team together anymore. I guess that’s why you’re so mad now.”


A few people laugh, but I don’t get to feel proud of myself for very long. Bobby launches himself at me, tackling me. My head slams back hard on the concrete sidewalk. The first two punches he throws I don’t even feel, though I know he’s connecting because blood is filling my mouth. Some remote understanding of the situation tells me I’m on the verge of losing consciousness. He’s got me pinned to the ground with his knees on my shoulders. He’s saying something, but my comprehension is delayed until maybe a second after I see his lips move.


“Hey, if you’re so smart, what are you doing on the ground like this? What good is that brain of yours now? What’s the matter? Nothing to say anymore? You’re not going to cry, are you?”


I spit a mouthful of blood at him.


“Now you are,” he screams. He’s over the edge. “Now you’re going to cry. You’re not getting up until you cry for me.”


He lands a punch, and I think I feel a tooth loosen. I see him raise his fist again. I brace for the impact, but I refuse to close my eyes. If he’s going to keep this up until I cry, we’re going to be here a long time.


But the blow never comes. A giant hand swoops down and catches Bobby’s fist. It’s Joe Maldonado. People call him Joe the Volcano. He pulls Bobby off me, holding on to no part of Bobby but his fist. Ed starts to say something, but Joe cuts him off. “Are you going to start kicking the cheerleaders’ butts when you’re done here?” he says.


I want to object. I’ve just been insulted—he’s comparing beating me up to beating up cheer-leaders—but I’m not quite able to talk yet. Joe stands above my body. I see a look pass between the two baseball players, a moment where they try to decide whether, together, they could take Joe. Joe sees it, too. “Be smart,” he says.


The crowd that’s gathered is silent. Bobby, the brains of the dull-namic duo, attempts to laugh it off. “Aw man, Joe. It’s cool. I was just about done with the wuss anyway.” He turns to Ed. “C’mon, we’re gonna miss the bus.”


And that’s that. The crowd disperses, and I’m left there on the ground, bloody but not defeated. Joe the Volcano offers me a hand up, but I roll over to my stomach and push myself up on my own. I don’t need anybody’s help.


  *  *  *


I walk home. The back of my head is stinging. I touch my hair back there, and I’m not surprised that there’s blood on my fingers. I keep spitting blood onto the sidewalk. I can’t believe I’m having to deal with this neanderthal schoolyard-brawling scene. I mean, this isn’t some Arkansas hillbilly backwater. It’s Westwood, one of the safer places to live in LA.


I don’t even consider telling my father. That would just lay the groundwork for further encounters with the Bash Brothers. Anyway, it’s not like Dad would actually do anything. He’s not the Steven Seagal type; he’s a professor of physics at UCLA. Maybe not for long, though. In the eighties, he received these huge grants to work on “Star Wars,” a missile defense system they were designing for outer space. After they discontinued that project, the university wanted him to continue his work because they thought it could be applied to air traffic control, but Dad essentially researched himself out of a job, because he proved that the principles he’d devised for radar missile detection wouldn’t work with the relatively slow and gigantic commercial airplanes. Last year the university denied him tenure. That means we’ll probably be moving again. If he were still bringing in millions of dollars to the university, they wouldn’t have done that to him. It’s all so political. If I were Dad, I would’ve just lied when they asked about the radar, told them what they wanted to hear. He could’ve kept getting those fat grants for another decade. Maybe then I’d still be in private school.


I don’t even go into the house when I get home—I have no desire to watch Mom wig out when she sees me. I head straight out to the greenhouse that Dad and I built nearly four years ago. It was my tenth-birthday present. I work the combinations of all three locks on the door, step inside, and flip on the light switch and my 500-square-foot lab is illuminated. This is home. This is where I work, my real school. Another botanist would look around in here and understand almost immediately what’s so special about what I do in here. A lay person—just about anyone else—would just think I have a lot of mock orange trees. But if they looked closer, maybe they would notice something odd—and not just that they’re exceptionally healthy plants. (I challenge you to find one leaf on the floor in here.) Nope. There’s something more. You have to look closely.


They’re all exactly alike. They’re duplicates of each other.


I’ve cloned them.


Thirty-six trees and they’ve all got a small knot 11 centimeters below the first branch. There are ninety-two leaves on each tree. They’re all 1.12 meters tall. But there’s more: They’re engineered. Genetically designed. They’ve got a specific duty. Someday an army of these trees will line the highways of America. Why? Because they’re tough. I’ve made them that way. These guys laugh at carbon monoxide. They thrive in a drought, flourish in a monsoon. They’ll survive all but the hardest of freezes.


Someday they’re going to make me rich. In December, they’re going to make me the first three-time grand champion at the National Science Fair. I look at them, and sometimes I feel like a god.


Before I get to work, I look at myself in the mirror above the sink. My lower lip looks like a dangling sausage. My right eye is nearly closed, and both eyes are ringed in black. That’s all right. I wasn’t much to look at before the fight. I’ve got this round Charlie Brown head, partly because of my cheeks. I’m not exactly fat. It’s more like I’m soft. My grandma calls all my cousins Sweetie. Me, she calls Puddin’. That says a lot. My whole person—my cheeks, my gut, my arms—all have this sort of soft, tapioca consistency. I know enough about genetics not to blame myself for it. It’s not like I’m scarfing down buckets of fried chicken and bags of Reese’s Pieces. I eat like everyone else eats. I’ve seen pictures of Dad at my age. Same basic look as mine, except that I ended up with Mom’s green eyes and dark brown hair. My hair is long most of the time, but it’s not some kind of statement. Cutting it’s just never high on my priority list. It’s not like some stylish haircut is going to thrust me into the world of lunchroom hand-holders and mall-cruising trendsetters.


I splash water on my face before beginning my daily ritual: watering, measuring, analyzing, recording. I flip on my computer monitor in order to plug in the new data. A message at the top tells me I have e-mail. I click on the icon. The dialog box indicates it’s from Dr. Phillip Carter, the lead researcher for the rain forest study—The Wood Stock Project is what they call it. Dad and I talked for a long time over the weekend about the trip, but whether or not I could go was never really in question despite Mom carrying on like a harpy, inventing all these deadly scenarios in which she’d never see me again. “He’s thirteen!” she kept saying, like that meant something. Dad just wanted me to look at all the angles. He wondered whether I would miss spending the summer around people my own age.


“Hardly,” I told him.


Maybe I should explain something about myself. My earliest memory is of the Challenger space shuttle blowing up. I was two at the time, and Mom always thinks I imagined it, or that I remember it from seeing it later on video, but I know what I saw, and what I felt. All my toys were spaceships back then, and I dreamed about going into outer space. To this day I have dreams about being one of the people on the Challenger, but the weird thing is that it’s not a nightmare. In the dream, I know it’s going to crash. I know I’m going to die, but my life is somehow complete, because I’m doing exactly what I want. Exploring. Discovering.


Until I was nine or so, I planned on being an astronaut. Then I found out that my 20/40 vision was going to keep that from ever happening. Besides, by then I’d figured out that I’m a lot happier when I’m not around other people. I like working by myself. Being by myself, really. Botany seemed like the thing. Plants don’t talk to you. There are no protesters out there telling you you shouldn’t be testing on that potato.


I click open the mail from Dr. Carter.


Mr. Jacobs,


The people at Embryo were good enough to send me a copy of the report that accompanied your “Maximum Shade/Minimum Sunlight” championship project from last year’s National Science Fair. Very impressive. We’re looking forward to having you down here. If you haven’t yet, you will soon be receiving a packet of information about rain forest ecosystems. Please make sure you’ve thoroughly familiarized yourself with it before you leave. We want you to be ready to hit the ground running. I assume you have a laptop computer. If not, get one and bring it. You’ll need a fast IBM-compatible with at least a 2-gig hard drive. E-mail me your final flight reservations. One of your future coworkers will meet you in Belém. Look for a sign with your name on it. Get a Portuguese phrase book. It’ll come in handy.


—P. C.


At first I thought I’d lie about why my face looks like this, but Dad came home for dinner, which is rare, so I figured I’d better tell the truth. Or at least something close to it.


“I got in a fight,” I say, once he asks.


“What was the cause of this altercation?” Dad asks as he ladles himself some more gravy.


Yes, I know. He talks like a geek.


“The guy said something mean about this girl in my class,” I say, knowing this reason will make him happy.


“Did you get in a couple shots?” my father asks.


“He knows he was in a fight.”


I can almost hear the wheels a-churning in my mother’s head. “Is this a girl you’re fond of, Gra—?”


“Did you get it sorted out?” asks Dad, cutting her off.


“Oh yeah, we’re buddies now,” I say.


And he believes me, because that’s the way things should be. Boys will be boys. They’ll get in fights for stupid reasons and then run off and play stickball together. It’s like my father thinks the whole world is an episode of Happy Days.


Dad is a huge man. When I was little, I used to imagine that, because of his size, most people were probably afraid of him. I know I was. But since I’ve gotten older and I’ve seen how the world works, I know that’s not the case. Though he probably tips the scale close to three hundred, I doubt Dad could lift anything much heavier than his dinner plate. If I’m Puddin’, he’s General Custard. Not just in body type either. I’ve seen how he gets bullied around all the time by students of his, by the head of his department, by the UCLA administration. People who aren’t nearly as smart as he is.


As soon as we’re done with our turkey, Mom clears the plates and scoops us each helpings of ice cream.


“So, Grady,” she says as she sets the bowl in front of me, “is this girl cute?”


Dad saves me from having to answer. “I talked to some of my colleagues about your Dr. Carter today,” he says. “He’s got quite a reputation among his peers.”


“Good or bad?” I ask.


Dad pauses with his spoon right up next to his mouth. A bead of chocolate sauce drips onto his sleeve as he considers his response.


“He’s supposed to be good,” Dad says, “but his reputation owes more to his unconventional methods and his personality than to the works he’s published. They say the people who work for him refuse to work with anyone else afterward, that he’s some sort of cult figure. A few of the UCLA botany professors suggested I should be a bit leery of sending you.”
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Winner of two National Science Fairs for his work on plant life, thirteen-year-old Grady Jacobs isn’t exactly Mr. Popularity. But he doesn’t care. He’s spending the summer with the famous botanist Dr. Phillip Carter in the Amazon jungle trying to save the rain forest with a new species of super trees. Although his duties are mostly relegated to kitchen patrol, Grady stumbles on a startling discovery: a binary system of sounds that enables him to control the movement of trees.



Even as Grady discovers the tree language, he realizes that Carter’s super trees aren’t replenishing the Amazon’s ecosystem—they’re killing it. When his unauthorized experiments are discovered, Grady flees from Carter’s camp and finds refuge with the Urah-wau Indian tribe. But even with the tribe’s help and the secret tree language, can Grady stop Carter’s super trees?



With his keen eye for popular culture now trained on the environment, award-winning author Rob Thomas tells a coming-of-age story bursting with action and adventure. Hang on to that vine: It’s going to be a wild ride.
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