
[image: Cover: Hydroponic Hijinks, by Rie Neal, illustrated by Talitha Shipman]


Astrid the Astronaut

Hydroponic Hijinks

Space Plants

By Rie Neal

Illustrated by Talitha Shipman






[image: Hydroponic Hijinks, by Rie Neal, illustrated by Talitha Shipman, Aladdin]






FOR MOM AND DAD

—R. N.

TO CORAL, MY AWESOME ASTRONAUT

—T. S.






[image: Image]







[image: ] CHAPTER 1 [image: ] A GREAT TEAMMATE


[image: Image]

“Over here!” I shouted. My feet flew through the grass. I slid a finger behind my hearing aids to get rid of the sweat there.

My best friend, Hallie, nodded. She slammed the soccer ball over to me.

A kid from the other team ran up, and I pivoted to block the ball.

This shot was mine.

With short kicks, I dodged around him. But he wasn’t giving up. He stuck a hand out to throw me off, but I twirled around it.

Veejay, my other best friend, ran up. Two kids from the other team were right behind him. “Astrid!” he panted. “Pearl is open!”

He was right. Pearl stood in front of the goal, waving her arms.

We’d been playing soccer every recess this week, and I was getting really good. But Pearl had just started playing with us yesterday. If I passed to her, I didn’t know for sure if she’d score. I knew what my feet could do.

So I kept the ball close, making my way down the field.

Hallie ran up. She shouted something, but I didn’t hear it.

I was close enough now. I could make the shot. So I pulled my right foot back and launched the ball at the goal.
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Smack! The boy who’d been guarding me stomped his foot in to steal the ball, then passed it to a teammate.

“Get the ball!” Hallie shouted to Ella. But Ella wasn’t fast enough. The other team slammed the ball into their goal just as the recess bell buzzed.

Pearl stomped over. She tossed her long blond ponytail over a shoulder. “Why didn’t you pass me the ball?”

I shrugged. “I wanted to make sure we won.”
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“Ugh!” Pearl threw up her hands. “Well, we lost. You’re the worst teammate ever, Astrid!”

As Pearl ran back across the blacktop, Hallie caught up to me. “Veejay said he’d take the ball back.” She frowned at me. “What’s wrong?”

I was still staring after Pearl. I wasn’t a bad teammate. I’d just wanted us to win. And that was a good thing, right?

My sweatshirt suddenly felt way too hot. I fluffed my ponytail over my neck to cool off.

“Can we stop for a sec?” I asked. At the edge of the field, I yanked my sweatshirt up over my head.

Pop went my right hearing aid, flying off my ear.

“Oh no!” I shouted.

“I see it!” Hallie said. “It’s by the tree.”

We stepped closer to look. And yep—a sparkly blue hearing aid sat in the dirt. I picked it up, wiping the earmold off on my shirt.

“Hey, look!” Hallie pointed. A tuft of soft brown fur wiggled into a hole near the roots of the tree.

“It’s a baby bunny!” I gasped. Two tiny, furry noses poked out.

“A whole nest of them!” Hallie squealed.

The blacktop was mostly empty now. “We’d better go,” I said, fitting the hearing aid back in my ear.

As we jogged back to class, Pearl’s words sat like a lump of sticky oatmeal in my stomach. Astronauts were great at teamwork, and I was going to be an astronaut one day. So either I wasn’t good enough, or Pearl was wrong. And I was definitely good enough. I had a long way to go, sure, but I worked hard in school. I was good at math. I was in Shooting Stars, our after-school, space-themed club. And I was going to find a way to go to Space Camp this summer. Which meant Pearl was wrong. Anyway, I’d wanted us to win, so I was a great teammate. Pearl was the problem.

    At least I didn’t have to work with her in Shooting Stars.
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CHAPTER 2 THE BEST SURPRISE EVER
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When I got to the Shooting Stars meeting after school, it looked like it had doubled in size! Blinking at all the new faces, I turned my hearing aids down. It was exciting, but the noise was too much.

Pearl sat in her usual spot, near the door. When our eyes met, she looked away fast.

I squeezed through the crowd. Ms. Ruiz, the teacher who led Shooting Stars, was talking with another teacher. I tapped her elbow, holding out the small pouch with my clip-on mic in it.

“Great. Thanks, Astrid.” Ms. Ruiz clipped the mic to her shirt.

The other teacher grinned at me, like she knew a secret. Her frizzy gray hair was pulled back into a bun, but lots of hairs were trying to escape.

“Why are there so many people here?” I asked Ms. Ruiz. I almost had to shout.

But it was the other teacher who winked at me. “Oh, you’ll find out, honey pie.”

“Astrid!” someone shouted. (Actually, it sounded more like “aaah—rid,” but that was just how my name sounded from far away. My hearing aids worked best up close.)

Before I could turn, I was hug-tackled.

“Hallie?!” I gasped. “You’re supposed to be in Petite Picassos.”

She grinned. “I am. Mrs. T. told all of us to follow her here.”

“ ‘Mrs. T.’?”

“Yeah.” Hallie pointed to the woman with curly gray hair. “The art teacher. She teaches Petite Picassos.”

So all these extra kids were from the art club? Now I was really confused.

“Huh. Well… I’m so glad you’re here!” I grabbed Hallie’s hand and led her over to my table. We squeezed in with Veejay, Ella, and Dominic—and a few new kids who must’ve been from Petite Picassos.

“All right, let’s get started!” called Ms. Ruiz. Her voice was nice and clear through my hearing aids, thanks to the clip-on mic. “Shooting Stars, you may have noticed that we have a few guests with us today.”
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