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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–nominated Andi Boggs series
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To Goldie, my papaw’s long-passed devil cat, for inspiring the General. It almost makes up for the lifelong fear of exposed ankles while walking down stairs.


Chapter One
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Even I could see that the cake was one twisted joke.

As my friend Alice pushed a cart to the front of the classroom, everyone else backed off, distancing themselves. And since this was a room full of kids attending Addison School for the Blind, it also clued me in that they all had seen the cake before Alice wheeled it in.

Brad (all of our teachers at Addison insisted on being called by their first names) moved the projector so it blew up an image of the cake onto the wall. He read aloud the words set in red icing: “Good luck, Ryder! I’ll miss you.”

Alice broke in, “But it’s really ‘Eye’ll miss you.’ E-y-e!” She snorted at her own joke.

Quiet fell across the room like a blanket.

“Eye,” Alice added in a whisper, her usually white-as-paper cheeks pinking as the silence thickened. She stepped closer to me. When I knew she could see, I slowly shook my head, like I was so disappointed. “Um,” she continued, face flaming, “sort of like how you only have one eye …”

“That’s just sick.”

Alice squirmed and I couldn’t hold it in another second, laughter ripping out of me. The worst torture in the world is forcing some poor fool to explain a joke. I took off my glasses and pretended to wipe the lens with one hand. After a second, I popped out my fake eye with my other hand. “If you’re going to miss it, Porcelain, I could just leave it behind.”

Alice slapped away my hand. But she couldn’t stay mad at me. No one can. It’s a gift. Soon she was laughing even harder than I, making everyone join in. No one can resist Alice’s laughter. I guess that’s sort of her gift.

“He’s holding his eye, isn’t he?” asked Lucas, who had started at Addison School in sixth grade like me. But where I was about to head back to public school for eighth grade—hence the going-away party—Lucas would probably graduate from Addison. I, at least, have mild to low vision out of one eye. Lucas was born totally blind.

“Yup, he sure is,” Alice said. Although she is technically blind due to albinism, Alice usually just had to get close to something to make out what was going on around her. I smiled, a little pumped that she and Lucas had each other. Thanks to me. I kind of took Alice under my wing when she arrived at Addison a year ago. At first, I just liked making her blush—calling her Porcelain because of her pale skin and stuff like that—but we quickly became friends. Best friends, actually.

Alice and Lucas, however … well, Lucas slipped his hand into hers like he could hear my thoughts.

“Speech! Speech!” chirped Lucas, raising their joined hands in a little rally punch.

Alice picked up the chant. “Speech! Speech!”

“All right!” I groaned, but, you know, eating up the attention anyway. I cleared my throat. “My dear people! I don’t know half of you half as well as I should like; and I like less than half of you half as well—”

“Hey!” Brad interrupted. “That’s Bilbo’s farewell speech!”

“Told you I was paying attention in reading class, Teach.”

“Too bad you couldn’t recall lines like that during the exam,” he volleyed back.

“Wow, Brad. Just when you’re getting good at these witty comebacks, I’m off. I expect the rest of you to keep him on his toes.” I cleared my throat again. Suddenly, looking around at my friends, I couldn’t swallow right. “Seriously, though. Thanks for this, guys. Try to hold it together without me. Someone will need to keep an eye out for the newbies.”

“But not literally!” added Alice, slicing into the cake. “Shall I save the pupil for you?”

“Absolutely.” I grinned like a fool and passed out slices of my giant farewell eyeball cake.
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“Going to miss me, Porcelain?” I asked Alice later. We were waiting by the curb in front of the main building for her mom to pick her up. Where most of the kids—like me—boarded at Addison, Alice lived less than an hour away, so she went home each afternoon. Usually we joked around and rehashed our day while waiting for Alice’s mom, but knowing it was the last day of school—and my last day at Addison—made it feel sort of awkward.

All around us people were lugging bags to the sidewalk. Parents were pulling up with their hazard lights on, honking horns, and calling out names. I guess it was like any last-day-of-school pickup, except for the clicking of canes against the sidewalk. Alice folded up hers and rested it across her knees as we sank down to sit and wait.

“Of course, I’ll miss you,” she said. “But you’re going to text me every day, right?”

“Right.” I beamed a huge grin across my face.

“You know if you don’t stop smiling like that a fly’s going to land on your tongue.”

“I can’t help it,” I said. “I’m just so … I don’t know. I can’t wait for next year, to get back to normal. Be surrounded by normal—” I bit off the stupid thing I was going to say but it was too late. Alice’s face flushed again but not from embarrassment. Man, I can be such a jerk sometimes. “Alice, I didn’t mean it like that …”

She sighed. “I know. Being here, it makes me forget sometimes. Makes me think I’m normal.”

“You are normal! You’re totally normal! You’re like the most normal, run-of-the-mill person—”

“That hole you’re digging is getting deeper.” Alice laughed. “Besides, I don’t think normal exists.”

“I shouldn’t have used the word normal,” I said quietly. “I just meant regular. I’m excited to go to a regular school.”

“You don’t think it’s going to be hard?”

I shrugged. “A little, I guess.”

Alice nodded. “You know, it’s strange. A year ago, I was so mad that my parents were making me check out this place. I was sure I didn’t need it. Now, I get the same nervous feeling when I even think about going back to Sinkville Public. And that’s the school in my town! Where I know everybody! Here you are, moving to a new town and not scared at all.”

“Well, when you put it that way, my palms get a little sweaty.” I knocked into her shoulder with mine so she’d know I was joking.

I guess most people would be nervous in my situation. My parents are research biologists. Mom specializes in entomology (you know, bugs) and Dad in wildlife (anything with vertebrae, but he loves buffalo the most). They travel all over America for assignments that can last anywhere from three months to a year or more. Since I’ve been at Addison, I usually join them wherever they are for the summers. It can get a little lonely, like when we were tenting it in Idaho. Spring Break was pretty awesome, though. Mom nailed a spot in Hawaii. I came back with a killer tan, even though Alice pelted me with stats about skin cancer.

The whole albinism thing keeps her perpetually smelling like coconuts from all the sunscreen she coats on. Even now, though it was a cloudy afternoon, she wore a wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses, and I still sniffed that faint coconut odor.

“It’s Dad’s turn for an assignment this summer,” I said. “So I’ll be four-wheeling across three-point-six million acres of public land in the middle of Nowhere, Wyoming. But Mom says she’s a shoo-in for an office research spot in Washington, DC, after this gig, so I can go to a real school in the fall.”

“That’s great,” Alice said, but I could tell she didn’t mean it, really.

“Worried you’re going to miss me?”

“A little, I guess.” She smiled as she copied my words. “I just hope everyone at your ‘normal’ school can see what a great person you are.”

“Why wouldn’t they?” I threw out my hands in a what’s-not-to-love sort of way. I elbowed her as her mom’s car pulled up in front of us.

“You’re going to be fine,” she said, but I think she was trying to convince herself more than me. Alice isn’t always the most confident of girls.

Mrs. Confrey waved from behind the front seat. She looked like a taller, more elegant Alice, only with a curtain of black hair instead of Alice’s white locks. “Hey, Ryder! Alice, hurry up! We’re meeting your dad for milkshakes.”

Alice almost knocked me over, throwing her arms around me in a huge hug. “Bye, Ryder,” she whispered, her voice catching.

“Hey, doll, knock it off. I’m going to text you. And I’m sure you and Lucas will meet loads of new friends next year.”

“Yeah, but none of them will be as easy to find in a crowd,” she said, ruffling up my hair with her hand. Alice confessed a couple months ago that when she started going to Addison the only reason she kept talking to me was that, thanks to my bright red hair, I was the only person she recognized in the hallways. She got up and started to walk away then doubled back. “Ryder?”

“Yeah?” I asked, turning my head to see her better.

“Don’t call the girls ‘doll’ at your new school, okay?” She said it in a rush.

I leaned back on my elbows, squinting up at her. “Are you jealous or something?”

Alice puffed out of her nose like a bull. She crossed her narrow white arms. “No, dimwit. It’s just not something I think you’re going to be able to get away with at your normal school.”

I grinned. “I am who I am, doll. This cheetah isn’t going to change his spots.”

Alice nibbled on her bottom lip until her mom honked the horn again. “Most guys don’t say things like that, too, about cheetahs and spots.”

I shrugged. Whatever, you know? I was unique. And, all right, maybe spending most of my life cracking up my folks instead of other kids made me more of a wordsmith than most guys my age. They’d catch up.

Alice waved until she couldn’t see me anymore as her mom drove away. On the way back to my dorm, where I still had to pack, a couple dozen people stopped me for fist-bumps, wished me luck, and promised to stay in touch.

It should’ve hit me then—being celebrated like a departing rock star. I should’ve realized.

Because here’s a joke for you (only it’s really a joke on me): Where can a cocky, one-eyed ginger be the coolest cat around?

Punchline: Only at a school for the blind.


Chapter Two
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Here’s another joke. Not one of my finest, but it’ll do: What did my dad say at the end of a summer of watching elk herds in Wyoming, as he dropped me off at his father’s so he could research buffalo in Alaska?

Bison.

Get it? Bye, son. I know. Bad joke. Even worse when it reflects real life.
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“I know it’s not ideal, Ryder,” Mom murmured from the front seat as she shifted the car to park in front of Gramps’s house.

“I don’t even know him.” I could hear the whine in my voice but Mom didn’t squash it like she normally does. She let out a long breath through her nose instead. I read somewhere that if people spend too much time with their pets, they start to look like each other. I think it’s got to be true for researchers and their subjects, too. Mom has huge eyes, a round face, and a tiny thin-lipped smile, plus vibrant red hair always pulled into a tight bun on top of her head. In other words, she’s like a mom-sized ladybug.

Next to her, Dad grumbled. He had tight brown curls covering his head with a bushy mustache topping his lip. More hair curled out under the neckline of his chest. He was wide as two average-sized dads and could hike for sixteen hours straight without a break—or the understanding that others (such as, I don’t know, his kid) might need one.

“You and your mom will get along just fine with your grandfather,” Dad boomed. “You remind me a lot of him.”

I tried not to take that personally. After all, Dad left home for college when he was seventeen and never came back. He calls his dad once in a while, but it wasn’t not like we saw each other at holidays or anything.

In fact, I hadn’t seen Gramps since I was seven, right after the surgery I had to remove my eye. He stayed up all night in the hospital bed next to me, telling terrible knock-knock jokes and watching awful television shows until I laughed. Then he patted my head and left.

“It’s very gracious of him to take us in,” Mom said.

I don’t know how to describe the noise that pushed out of my lungs, but it got my point across. Mom squeezed shut her eyes and rubbed at them with the heel of her hand. “You know this is a great opportunity for your dad. A time when his research really could make a difference! And steering this project in DC is going to mean a lot of late nights for me. Moving in with your grandfather is the best solution for all of us.”

Here was the deal: That summer-long research project in Wyoming was supposed to be followed-up with a laboratory research job for Mom in the DC area, right? Everything was going on track. Heck, I even got to man a four-wheeler one memorable occasion. (Imagine driving with your foot pressed solid against the gas while a crazy elk charges you over roots and rocks. Now close one eye.)

Then Dad went and got an offer for a yearlong assignment in Alaska. The untamed wilderness part of Alaska. You know, the part without schools. Without buildings, really. This is where Dad always wanted to study, ever since, as Mom put it, I was knee-high to a grasshopper. And Mom? You’d think she would’ve been on my side. After all, it was supposed to be her turn on the schedule and she worked hard to nail that cushy office job in Washington. Sure, I had a hard time picturing my always-on-the-move dad biding his time in some urban place. But it still stung a little how quickly he shucked away the idea of being a stay-at-home dad for the school year. Seriously, all it took was me saying, “Are you sure?” once and “Too bad there isn’t a way for both of you to do research at the same time” the next day, and Dad looked at me like, well, like a buffalo looks at prairie grass. Before I knew it, he had pulled me into a rib-crunching hug and started talking about how maybe his dad could take us in for a few months; how I was such a trooper and how much I’d get a kick out of the old man. It wasn’t like I agreed to it. I just sort of nodded and Mom congratulated me on being so mature while Dad spouted off buffalo facts.

So here we were, Mom and me, moving in with Gramps, who lived about forty-five minutes outside DC. Rather than rent an apartment like we’d planned, Mom and I were shacking up with Gramps for the next year.

And speaking of that school year, ironing out all the details for this new move-in-with-Gramps plan meant that I’d be starting classes two weeks after classes started for everyone else. So much for “normal.”

I glared out my window at Gramps’s house. Dad and Gramps aren’t exactly close; this was the first time I was seeing his place. Picture a long, sprawling, bright yellow ranch-style home, with one wall red-bricked and a giant metal star embedded on it. That was my first clue that Gramps might have an odd sense of style. Second clue, and I’m not even joking here, was the yard horse.

“What is that?” I pointed to the cement horse standing in the middle of a circle of pansies. It was more of a pony, I guess, standing upright as if about to jump or neigh or whatever horses do when they rear up. The body was painted brown and eyes black. Whoever painted it wasn’t light with the brush. The black eyes were drippy and scary looking.

Dad sighed. “It’s our yard horse.”

Mom and I stared at him until he continued. “Your grandma had a thing for horses. Always wanted a pony.” He shrugged, like a cement yard horse was a normal thing. Like it was a natural conclusion when you want a pony but lived in the suburbs.

“Why is it wearing a sunhat?” I asked. Its little triangle ears popped out from a yellow bonnet tied under its chin. A matching little yellow apron hung down from its waist.

Dad huffed again. “When my mom was sick, Dad dressed it up for the seasons to make her laugh. Became a habit, I guess.”

“Oh,” I said, noticing the gardening tools hanging in the horse’s apron pockets. “Because that’s not bizarre or anything.”

“Forget the horse, okay.” Dad’s voice boomed in the little car. “Clearly, Gramps could use the company.”

“Why? He has a yard horse,” I grumbled. I knew I was pushing it, but I felt this was one of those occasions where I was entitled to be a bit of a jerk. After all, I was about to move in with an old man who dressed up horses.

Dad waved his massive hand in the air like he was scattering my question. “He’s looking forward to getting to know his only grandson.”

If I could’ve rolled my eyes, I would’ve. He and Mom were totally playing Gramps and me. I heard him on the phone with Gramps a week or so ago, saying, “Ryder’s going to need a steady figure at home.” At the same time, he spouted off to me that the old man was the one who needed someone around.

“Can’t I come with you?” I whined. “I could help you with your research.”

“Now, Ryder,” said Mom, her hand landing lightly on my shoulder, “for months you’ve been droning on about wanting to go to a regular school again. Here’s your chance! And besides, the only way not to fall victim to swarms of Alaskan mosquitos is to not shower for a week at a time. It won’t be pleasant.”

I shuddered.

For a minute or two we sat in the car in silence, windows rolled down and sweat beading on my forehead. A high-pitched grunt to my right—my blind spot—made us turn our heads toward the sound. I had to shift entirely around to see what made the noise. If I had been at Addison, I would’ve popped out my fake eye and rubbed it against my shirt to show how surprised I was by what I saw. Because there, on the front lawn beside Gramps’s house, was a girl about my age. She held a huge stick-like thing, as tall as her and thinner than a broomstick. She whipped it around and stabbed it outward. The girl’s chin-length hair swirled around her face as she twirled and jumped in the most incredible dance I had ever seen. But it wasn’t a dance at all, I realized. It was like something out of a kung fu movie.

Dad whistled low. “At least we know the neighborhood’s safe.”

I slunk into the seat when Dad opened his car door. The girl stopped her routine and glanced over at us. Maybe she didn’t see me, I thought, forgetting for a minute that, of course, she saw me. I mean, I was twisted around in the wrong direction, staring at her with my mouth hanging open. I am nothing if not smooth, right?

I lay across the back seat and groaned.

“Come on, buddy. It’s just one year,” coaxed Mom, mistakenly thinking my groan was about my entire life and not just the pretty girl next door.

My parents had offered to enroll me again at Addison, something I hadn’t even told Alice. But I couldn’t swallow the shame of heading back after the big send-off everyone gave me. So here we were, stuck with Gramps. All I really remembered was his laugh, the way it sounded like a crow. Cah, cah, cah.

It echoed through me again just thinking about it. Cah, cah, cah.

Then I noticed Dad twisting his jaw around—a look usually reserved for me—and realized I was hearing Gramps’s laugh for real.

“There he is,” said Gramps, throwing open the back door to Mom’s car and holding out a huge wrinkled hand. “My grandson! Let me get a look at you.”

I grabbed his hand to shake and screamed as a jolt swept up my arm.

“Cah, cah, cah!” The crazy old man cackled. “Got you! I got you good!” He turned his hand to flash a round disc with buttons across the top. “The ol’ electric handshake. Got you good.”

I twisted my neck so fast to see if that girl was watching me and got the hot juice in my neck. You know, when you turn your head too quickly, something pops and boom! Hot juice trickles down the inside of your neck. Never happened to you? Lucky dog. Anyway, sure enough, there she was, arms crossed, leaning against that long staff and not even trying not to laugh.

I squinted at Gramps as he chuckled so hard he failed to notice no one else joined in. He was about my height, about five feet six inches. The little sprigs of hair he had left were combed down across the top of his head. He had Dad’s bushy eyebrows and brown-almost-black eyes and my skinny build. All I can say is, I guess Grams, may she rest in peace, must’ve been enormous, because Dad certainly didn’t get his Hulk-like build from this guy.

Mom darted forward, dodging Gramps’s outstretched hand and kissed his wrinkled cheek. “Hi, Richie. It’s nice to see you again.”

Technically, my name is Richie, too. In fact, sometimes Mom and Dad slip up and call me Richie, even though I’ve gone by my middle name of Ryder since sixth grade. (I mean, seriously, if you could go by Richie or Ryder, wouldn’t you choose option B?) I know what you’re thinking: Richie Ryder? Who the heck names their kid Richie Ryder? My parents. That’s who. Richie Ryder Raymond. Say it three times fast. I dare you.

“So, Richie, we’re going to be roomies, eh?” Gramps slipped the buzzer into his pocket.

“The boy prefers to be called Ryder now,” Dad huffed as he pulled my enormous suitcase from the trunk.

“That so,” Gramps replied. I didn’t like the wink he shot my way.

“No, really,” I said. “My name’s Ryder.”

“Yeah. ’Course it is,” Gramps said, waving his hands like he was shooing away a fly. “No problem … Richie.” I thought I heard a tinkling laugh from next door but refused to look.

Dad slammed his huge hand on my shoulder, making me feel an inch shorter. “Bye, son.”

Part of me wanted to turn away from him, to load him down with guilt for leaving. But he looked so sad. I couldn’t do it.

“See you, Dad. Hope the buffalo are real … I don’t know. Whatever buffalo are supposed to be.”

Dad’s eyes welled up. “Thanks, Ryder,” he said and turned to Mom, wiping at his eyes.

And just because this particular moment couldn’t get any worse, that’s when Mom and Dad locked in a passionate embrace.

“Goodbye, my darling,” Dad boomed.

“I will miss you tremendously,” Mom cried. Dad pulled her against him as she sobbed into his massive chest.

I know, I know. Parents who love each other are a blessing, right? A good thing. But while Mom and Dad were certainly used to leaving me behind—ahem, at boarding school for the past two years—they were totally out of practice on being without each other.

If I wanted to know what my disgusted oh-geez-now-they’re-kissing face looked like, all I had to do was glance at Gramps.

“That’s just wrong,” he muttered. He slapped his hand on my shoulder and turned me away. “This is one of those times when you should be grateful you only have one eye, Richie.”

“It’s Ryder,” I snapped. “And I don’t think we’re at the point in our relationship where you can make one-eye jokes.” And here was the thing: I wasn’t even kidding. Just who did this guy think he was?

“Cah, cah, cah!” Gramps held his rolling stomach with his other hand. “Good one, kid. Good one.”
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Not able to take another second of listening to Mom and Dad smooching or Gramps crowing, I grabbed my bag and threw open the front door to what would be home for the next year.

Then I quickly walked back outside, rubbed my eyes, and tried again. Clearly, Gramps’s front door was a portal to another dimension, one set in the 1970s. That’s the only explanation for what I saw before me.

Everything—and I mean everything—in Gramps’s house was straight out of the 1970s. Not familiar with the ’70s? You are so lucky. Here’s a run-down for you, from the ground up: vinyl paisley swirled linoleum flooring in olive green and gold, except for the orange shag carpeting in the living room. More orange on the wood-paneled walls.

I forced my feet to take more steps inside and fell onto a mustard yellow couch to take it all in. Rock hard. You’d think by now it’d at least be broken in. The nubby fabric made the underside of my sweaty knees itch. The coffee and end tables looked like huge pieces of wood dipped in about a thousand coats of clear nail polish. I think it’s called lacquer. All of this was jazzed up with mirrored panels inlaid on about every wall.

I heard the screen door swing open behind me and the sharp intake of Mom’s breath.

“Home, sweet home!” Gramps clapped his hands together.

I twisted to see Mom’s face. Her eyes were bugging out as she looked around the room. “We had planned to keep most of our furnishings in storage,” she finally whispered. “But maybe we could bring some here. You know, update things a bit.”

“Nah,” Gramps said. “Ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” He sat next to me, his arms extending out over the stiff top of the couch. “These are classic lines. Built to last. Can you believe this living room set has held up since Marlene decorated back before your father was born?” he asked me.

I numbly nodded. “I can believe it.”

I heard the ping of a text and grabbed my phone from my pocket. Gramps was sitting to the left of me so I sort of had to elbow him a little to read it.

“The lady friend already checking on you?” Gramps elbowed me back. I shuddered on the inside a little, realizing he thought I had been nudging him so he could see the text. It was from Alice.

How is it going?

I turned my body so my back was to Gramps.

My gramps is a disco-era-loving freak.

The ping from Alice’s return text sounded in seconds. One of the benefits of Addison School for the Blind: despite her eyes, Alice was now plugged in like the rest of our generation, using an app that let her hear both incoming messages and her own keystrokes as she types replies.

Can’t be so bad. You must’ve just gotten there.

I quickly typed back.

Remember when we went for that road trip with James and Sarah to the nature reserve and Tooter ate all the beef jerky from our backpack?

Alice pinged back a y for yes.

Remember how it started pouring. We had to put the windows up?

Another y.

And then Tooter started farting?

Small pause.

OMG.

And then he got diarrhea?

Uh-oh.

I sighed as I typed.

Yep. That’s how bad my life stinks right now.

Mom hoisted her suitcase into the guest room across from the living room. “I hear all those messages coming in, Ryder. You better connect to the Wi-Fi before you use up all your data for the month.”

And that’s when things went from bad to worse. Because there were no Wi-Fi options. “Gramps,” I asked in a shaky voice, “what’s your Wi-Fi network? I can’t find it on my phone.”

“Network? We get at least four networks on the television. All you need is right there.” He pointed to the gigantic box television set in the middle of the room. I had missed it at first, thinking it was a giant dresser. But, nope. It was a television.

I swallowed down the panic rising in my chest. “For the Internet, I mean. How do you get online?”

“Pshcaw!” Gramps waved his hands like he was shooing a bug. “Only time I go online is senior citizen free donut day at the Stop N Shop Grocery. Lines like you wouldn’t believe.”

Mom was suddenly beside me, her face pale and eyes wide. “You don’t have Internet access in your home?” she hissed.

“No need,” Gramps said in an if-it-ain’t-broke-don’t-fix-it voice.

Mom sank into the couch on the other side of me with a thud. “How am I going to do my research from home?”

“How am I going to stay in touch with my friends?” I shook my head. Could this be possible? Could there really be people who aren’t online at all? I forgot to blink and Artie got a little wobbly in my socket. (By the way, that’s my artificial eye’s name. Artie. Like, artificial eye.) I rubbed it back into place.

Mom slapped her hands on her thighs. “Well, I’ll call the cable company right now. See if we can upgrade.”

“Don’t have cable either,” Gramps piped up.

I felt all the bones leave my body as I crumpled farther into the nubby couch.

“Then I’ll arrange for that as well,” Mom said. Her usual buzzing soft tone was gone. She sounded a lot like Dad, actually, all gruff and serious. She was on the phone with the cable company in less than a minute. She did this thing when she was on the phone where she flitted around the house, moving from room to room like a moth trapped behind a window. I doubt she even realized she did it.
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