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“Are we there yet?” My little brother pulled his index finger out of his mouth, sounding anxious. Geoffrey’s not quite four and doesn’t like car trips.


Without taking his eyes off the road, my dad reached over the back of his seat and stuffed the finger back in. It works kind of like a safety plug. Geoffrey’s nickname in our family is Barf Bucket.


“Not much longer, buddy. Hang in there.”


I was well out of range, sitting in the very back of the minivan next to Olivia. If you can call being braced against opposite car windows sitting “next to” each other. There was practically a force field between us. My stepsister and I are not exactly best friends.


I’d just arrived from Houston, where I live with my mom for most of the year, and was on the way from the airport to my dad’s house in Oregon. Usually, I only spend vacations with my father: Thanksgiving or Christmas, take your pick; plus half of spring break and a month every summer.


This time, though, was different. This time I was moving in for three months, smack-dab in the middle of the school year. Well, almost the middle. April 1, to be exact. What choice did I have? It’s not like I could stay at home with my mom. She was in outer space. Literally. My mother is an astronaut.


“It’s either go to Portland or stay with your great-aunt Abyssinia,” she told me when she broke the news that she’d been selected to go to the International Space Station. Obviously, there was no way she could take me with her. Not that I didn’t beg her to anyway. Anything would be better than sharing a room with Miss Prissy Pants Olivia Haggerty.


Well, almost anything. The prospect of staying with my great-aunt Abyssinia was marginally worse, I had to admit. Great-Aunt Aby is my mother’s only relative. She lives in an RV with her cat, Archibald, and spends her time traveling around to all the national parks. Our refrigerator back in Houston is plastered with her postcards: “Greetings from Yosemite!”; “Having a grand time at the Grand Canyon!”; and my personal favorite, “Chillaxin’ at Glacier!” All of them are signed “ABYCNU”—the stupid little jingle she and my mother use when they say good-bye to each other. “Abyssinia!” my mother always hollers as Great-Aunt Abyssinia drives away. “Not if I be seeing you first!” my great-aunt hollers back, and then they both laugh their heads off. They think this is just hilarious, for some reason.


Once, a couple of years ago when I was still in elementary school, my mother and I flew out to meet my great-aunt at Mount Rushmore for a week. It was kind of cool staying in the RV, but Great-Aunt Aby is weird. She’s scatterbrained and disorganized, and she has some strange hobbies (her snow globe collection is about ready to take over the RV) and even stranger ideas about food. I was in my “I don’t eat anything but fish sticks and peanut butter” phase back then, and her refrigerator had neither, just pickled eggs, kimchi, and about a hundred bottles of this disgusting green gloop that she drinks for breakfast. Her cupboards weren’t any better. Who eats dried seaweed? If it’s stinky or looks like it should be thrown in the trash immediately, you can be sure it’s on my great-aunt’s list of top ten favorite foods. I nearly starved to death on that trip.


Dad was thrilled with the idea, of course. Not me starving to death, but me coming to live with him. Ever since he remarried and became the proud owner of a brand-new family, he’s been dying for us all to turn into the Brady Bunch.


Like that’s ever going to happen.


It wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t for Olivia. My half brother, Geoffrey, is actually really cute, except for the barfing, and my stepmother isn’t like one of those fairy-tale stepmothers, the ones who secretly hate their stepdaughters and make them sleep in the scullery or something. Iz—her real name is Isabelle, but everybody calls her Iz—is awesome. The two of us actually have way more in common than she and Olivia do. For instance, Iz loves the outdoors and she loves classical music, which are my two main passions in life. Sometimes she takes me to the symphony when I visit, just the two of us, and leaves Olivia home to babysit Geoffrey. Olivia hates it when that happens, even though she can’t stand classical music and she has all the rest of the year to do stuff with her mother.


No, it definitely wasn’t Iz. The real reason we’d never become the Brady Bunch was Olivia. My stepsister is a major pain.


If Olivia went to my school back in Houston, there’s no way we would ever be friends. She tap-dances; I’m a tomboy. She’s into arts and crafts; I break out in a rash at the sight of a tube of glitter. And I play the bassoon, while she still plays with Barbies. Olivia gets really mad when I say this—“I don’t play with them, they’re props,” she insists. Yeah, right. Whatever. My stepsister wants to be an interior designer when she grows up, and her room is crammed with boxes she’s decorated to look like rooms from magazines. They’re wallpapered and painted, and there are curtains made of scraps of fabric from Iz’s quilting basket, and carpet samples on the floors. Inside, the Barbies lounge around, reading on their little sofas and cooking in their itty-bitty kitchens and talking on the phones in their miniature offices. It’s creepy.


It would be so much better if Olivia and I didn’t have to share a room. My dad’s house is way different from our supermodern high-rise condo back in Houston. It was built in 1912, for one thing, and for another, it’s tiny. I mean teeny tiny. It’s cute and everything, but it’s designed more for Goldilocks or Thumbelina or somebody like that. Not for real people. It’s like living in one of Olivia’s Barbie dioramas.


My dad and Iz are really proud of their house, though. They call it their Northwest Honeymoon Cottage, and they’re always going on about how much character it has, and swooning over the hardwood floors and the tile work around the fireplace and the stained-glass window on the landing of the stairs. Maybe that’s where Olivia gets her passion for decorating, I don’t know. What I do know is that I’d trade character for a few modern conveniences any day of the week. Another bathroom would be nice, for starters. There’s only one for all five of us, which is totally ridiculous. Didn’t anybody ever have to use the bathroom back in 1912? I guess nobody had clothes back then either, because the closets are minuscule too. Olivia loathes having to share her closet. She doesn’t like having to share anything, especially with me, and especially her room. Stuffing the two of us in there is like throwing a lighted match onto a pile of wood shavings. Kaboom!


Dad and Iz have been talking about fixing up the attic into a master bedroom suite and giving me their room, but this trip came up kind of suddenly. There wasn’t time for a remodel. Mom was a last-minute replacement for one of the other astronauts, who broke his ankle a week before launch. She was up and into space so fast we didn’t even get a chance to celebrate my birthday. I had to go stay with my friend A.J. and his family instead.


My mother and I had been planning a special trip over spring break, just the two of us. Dad had even agreed to let me skip my usual week in Oregon so that Mom and I could have more time together on our “mystery trip,” as she called it. She wouldn’t tell me where she was taking me. Not that it mattered now. When she got the news about the space mission, we had to cancel.


I was still brooding about this fact as we pulled off the freeway onto the winding road that led up into Portland’s West Hills. We were almost home. Unfortunately, it didn’t happen soon enough for Geoffrey.


“Gross!” shrieked Olivia as the car swerved and my dad pulled off onto the road’s narrow shoulder. “Couldn’t you have held it for five more minutes, you little twerp?”


Geoffrey started to cry. My father frowned at Olivia, then turned to him and said gently, “It’s okay, buddy. We’ll get you cleaned up in a jiffy. Just a little April Fools’ Day joke, right?”


Some joke, I thought, holding my nose and catapulting out of the car. I sprinted past Olivia, waiting until I was safely out of range of eau de barf before taking a deep breath of fresh air. I love the way Oregon smells. Like evergreens and moss and clean earth. It rains here a lot, especially in the winter and spring, which keeps the air crystal-clear, unlike downtown Houston. And unlike downtown Houston, everything in Portland is incredibly green. I’ve never seen so many shades of the color before in my life.


My dad is a wildlife biologist, and he loves taking me hiking when I visit. I swear he knows every trail in Oregon. And in Portland, too. His house is on the fringes of the city, tucked into the woods up near Forest Park. He loves to brag that he lives on the edge of the biggest city park in the United States, and he loves the fact that the Wildwood Trail passes right by our house. I’ve always thought it was cool how you could hop on it and be out in the middle of nowhere one minute, then downtown the next.


I glanced back at the car. My father was changing Geoffrey’s clothes. Olivia was lounging nearby, fiddling with her cell phone. She’d spent the entire drive home texting madly. She was probably telling her BFF, Piper Philbin, what a loser I was and how I’d completely ruined the rest of the school year for her by coming to Oregon.


Not that I really cared what she said, especially not to Piper Fleabrain.


I think it says a lot about a person, who they pick for their best friend, and the fact that Olivia picked Piper didn’t exactly boost my opinion of my stepsister. Piper is one of those empty-headed popular girls that my middle school back in Houston is stuffed full of. Texas, Oregon—it doesn’t matter, they’re all the same. I swear they’re made with cookie cutters in a bakery somewhere. All they care about is clothes and boys and makeup, and they talk in these high, squeaky voices that get higher and squeakier whenever someone male is nearby. It’s enough to make a person, well, barf.


My best friend, on the other hand, may be a total nerd, but he’s also the nicest guy on the planet. A.J. D’Angelo is the smartest kid in my school, and possibly in the whole state of Texas. He’s a computer geek, which isn’t surprising because both his parents work for NASA. Not as astronauts, but doing computer stuff. The whole family is scary smart. They live in the same building as my mother and I do, only we’re on the seventeenth floor and they’re on the fifteenth. I’ve known A.J. since the day we moved in, when I was six.


“All clear!” called my father.


Olivia and I climbed back into the van, still holding our noses, and a few minutes later we pulled into the driveway. My father tooted the horn to let my stepmother know we’d arrived, and the door flew open and Iz came running down the front steps, her long, curly blond hair bouncing behind her.


“I’m so glad you’re here!” she said, throwing her arms around me, and for a brief moment I was glad too. Such was the power of Iz. Then Olivia ungraciously set my suitcase down on my foot, and all of a sudden I would have given anything to be back in Texas.


My stepmother planted a kiss on the top of my head. “You grew again,” she said. “At least an inch.”


I smiled up at her. Iz knows that my greatest ambition in life—besides playing bassoon for a major symphony orchestra or doing something involving the outdoors—is to be taller. I’m really, really short. Vertically challenged, as A.J. puts it.


“Sorry I couldn’t be at the airport to meet you,” Iz told me. “I had a shoot up on Mount Hood and I couldn’t reschedule.”


My stepmother is a nature photographer. Even though deep down I still sometimes wish that my parents would get back together again, I have to admit that Iz and my dad are kind of a match made in heaven. The two of them have a whole lot more in common than my parents ever did.


My mother always tells me that what happened between her and my dad isn’t my fault and it isn’t my business, either. My business is just to know that they both love me more than anything and always will. I suppose she’s got a point, but still, sometimes I wish things could have worked out differently.


“That’s okay,” I told my stepmother. “I don’t mind.”


This was true, and Iz knew it. She smiled and gave me another hug. “Wait until you see some of the shots I got. The mountain was out in all its spring glory this morning.”


Mount Hood is amazing. There’s snow on it all year round, and you can see its white-capped peak from all over the city. It’s like Portland’s trademark. One of our traditions when I come here during summer vacation is to drive up to Timberline Lodge and take the ski lift to the snow line. Iz takes our picture for the family Christmas card, and then we have a snowball fight. I love telling my friends back in Houston about this. They can’t believe there’s someplace that has snow in July and August.


Olivia really gets into the snowball fight—big surprise there, especially since I’m always her prime target—but that’s about the only outdoor activity she likes. Nature is not Miss Prissy Pants’s favorite thing. And Geoffrey’s still at the stage where he wants everybody to carry him, so the two of them get left at home a lot when there’s an outdoor adventure planned.


“Olivia, why don’t you help your sister take her things upstairs?” Iz prompted.


Stepsister, I thought automatically.


“While you girls are getting settled in,” she continued, “I’ll get dinner on the table.”


“Um, someone needs a bath first,” said my father.


My stepmother plucked Geoffrey from his arms. “Bathwater’s drawn and ready,” she said, and gave Geoffrey a kiss too, even though he still smelled faintly of barf. Mothers are amazing that way. “How about I scrub the G-Man while you set the table?”


“Deal,” said my dad.


Iz nudged Olivia, who glared at me as she picked up my suitcase again.


I followed her warily into the house.
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Upstairs, the first thing I noticed was that Olivia had redecorated. Again. Everything was blue this time, her favorite color. The second thing I noticed was that she’d stuck a line of duct tape right down the middle of the floor. Was this another lame April Fools’ Day joke?


Apparently not.


“This is your half of the room, and this is mine,” she said, stating the obvious. She heaved my suitcase onto my bed, which I noticed she’d moved to the darkest corner of the room, by the wall. All part of the redecorating plan, apparently. “I don’t know where you’re going to put all your stuff. The closet is really full.”


Big surprise there.


“Mom asked me to clear a couple of dresser drawers out,” she continued ungraciously, “but I couldn’t find any place else for all my art supplies.”


“Fine,” I snapped. My stepsister might as well have hung up a big sign on the door that said KEEP OUT! “I’ll just leave everything in my suitcase.” I didn’t bother to add, That way I’ll be ready to leave at a moment’s notice, but I’m sure that was obvious too.


Olivia gave me a poisonously sweet smile and flipped on the radio. She knows how much I hate pop music, so I knew right away that this was another phase of her campaign to torture me into going home early. As she hummed along to some inane pop star warbling, “Gimme gimme all your luuuuuuuuv,” I heaved a sigh and took my iPod out of my backpack. Slipping in my earbuds, I turned the volume way up on Bach’s Cello Suite no. 1 (the version featuring Yo-Yo Ma, one of my heroes) to block out the noise. I hung my bathrobe on a hook on the back of the door—amazingly, Olivia had left one free for me—slipped my pajamas under my pillow, and wedged a handful of things into the drawer of my bedside table. That pretty much took care of things in the unpacking department. The rest of my stuff I just left in the suitcase, which I shoved under the bed. I was itching to tell Olivia exactly what I thought of her, but Mom had made me promise not to pick a fight on my first day here.


“Dinner!” Iz called a few minutes later.


We held hands around the table while my father said grace. Olivia’s fingertips barely grazed mine, and she whipped her hand away the second we said “Amen,” but Dad held on a little longer, giving me a warm squeeze. “It’s really good to have you here, Kit-Cat,” he said, beaming.


I gave him a crooked smile. My father is the only one who calls me by that nickname. He’s called me that since I was a baby. My real name is Catriona, but nobody calls me that except Great-Aunt Abyssinia. Everybody else just calls me Cat.


Olivia thinks Cat is a stupid nickname, of course, but I like it. It suits me. Short and sweet, my mother says. I don’t know about the sweet part—I try, really I do—but she’s right about short. Being small is the bane of my existence. I’m barely five feet tall, shorter than anyone else in the family. Olivia is five foot eight already, plus she’s three weeks older, which gives her the upper hand, or at least she thinks it does. She loves to introduce me to everyone as her little sister. Which is so ridiculous.


Iz dished me up some of her homemade lasagna. She always makes it the first night I get here because she knows how much I love it, and how much I love the garlic bread she fixes to go with it. Dad passed me the bread basket, and I reached in and tore off a piece and took a bite. I had to close my eyes it was so good, all warm and crusty and dripping with garlicky butter.


“I think it’s wonderful that you came in time for the spring talent show,” my father said, his voice brimming with enthusiasm. “Did Olivia tell you she’s going to do a tap dance routine this year?”


“No,” I replied, turning to my stepsister and crossing my eyes at her. Olivia glared and looked away. She knows what I think of tap dancing.


“She’s now officially a Hawk Creek Tapper!” Iz said proudly.


“Great,” I murmured, trying to sound sincere.


After we finished our meal, I started to clear my plate.


“Hold on, honey,” Iz told me, jumping up and heading for the kitchen. A moment later she poked her head around the door and grinned. “One, two, three!” she called, then sailed back in carrying a cake platter. She and my father burst into a chorus of “Happy Birthday.” Olivia mumbled along halfheartedly until Geoffrey banged his spoon against his booster seat and hollered, “Cat! Cat! Cat!” Then she stopped singing and glared at me again.


My little brother doesn’t say much. In fact, he only says three things: “Are we there yet?” “With a G!” (whenever anyone says his name), and “Cat.” This last one makes Olivia furious, especially since he doesn’t say her name yet.


I can tell that Dad and Iz are worried about Geoffrey, but my mother says they shouldn’t be. “Einstein barely said a word until he was four,” she assured me. “And he turned out okay.”


Iz set the cake down on the table in front of me. Twelve candles blazed brightly atop the chocolate frosting.


“Thanks,” I said, truly surprised. I hadn’t been expecting anything—my birthday was last weekend, the day after Mom flew to Kazakhstan to catch a ride aboard a Soyuz rocket to the International Space Station. I was staying with the D’Angelos, finishing my last week of school before our spring break. A.J.’s family had a little party for me, and Dad and Iz had called, and sent a present and everything—the new iPod I’d been listening to up in Olivia’s room.


My dad reached over and squeezed my hand again. “I know how disappointed you were about postponing the trip with your mother, Kit-Cat,” he said. “She says you’ve been a really good sport about it.”


I lifted a shoulder, not sure if the mini-tantrum and weeklong sulk really qualified me as a “good sport.”


Iz opened a drawer in the sideboard behind her and took out two small, brightly wrapped boxes. “We have another present for you,” she said, handing one of them to me. “There’s one for you, too, Olivia.”


Uh-oh, I thought, glancing at my stepsister. I could tell by the expression on her face that she had a bad feeling about this too.


I pulled the paper off slowly, then opened the box. Inside was a silver ring. There was some engraving on it: SISTERS ARE FOREVER FRIENDS. Between each of the words was a tiny aquamarine, the birthstone I shared with Olivia. Looking across the table, I could see that her ring was identical.


“I saw them in the gift shop up at Timberline this morning and instantly thought of you two,” my stepmother said happily. “Aren’t they adorable?”


I didn’t want to burst Iz’s bubble, but for one thing Olivia wasn’t my sister, she was my stepsister—big difference—and for another, forever friends? Was Iz completely clueless? Maybe this was an April Fools’ Day joke too.


But it wasn’t, of course.


“How do they fit?” she asked, and Olivia and I reluctantly slipped them on. “Oh good, they’re just the right size.”


Iz looked so sincerely delighted that I knew there was no way I’d be able to take my ring off. Not as long as I was here in Oregon. It would hurt her feelings, and I loved Iz too much to do that. Unfortunately, that meant I was stuck wearing the thing for the next three months.


“Two beautiful rings for our two beautiful girls,” my father said, smiling at us. Olivia kicked me sharply under the table as he added, “Aren’t you going to blow out your candles and make a wish, Kit-Cat?”


I closed my eyes. Please let me open them and be back in Houston! No such luck, of course. I blew for all I was worth, but I was still at the dining-room table across from Olivia, who stared sourly first at me and then at her new ring.


“What did your mother give you for your birthday, Cat?” asked my father. “Last time I talked to her, she said she had something special for you.”


I reached into the collar of my T-shirt and fished around for the charm on the thin gold chain of the necklace I was wearing. “This,” I told him, pulling it out.


“Nice,” he said, peering at it over his glasses.


“Nice?” said Iz, leaning in for a closer look. “It’s gorgeous! Look at the detail.” She reached out and traced the design on the flat gold disk. “That’s meant to be a sprig of juniper, isn’t it, Tim?”


My dad inspected it. “Indeed it is, berries and all.”


“The ancient symbol of protection,” Iz mused. “The necklace looks really old, Cat—is it a family heirloom?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. It was under my pillow when I woke up on my birthday.” I didn’t tell her about the note I’d found in the box, which was weirdly formal for my laid-back mother: “For Catriona Skye Starr on the occasion of her 12th birthday.”


“There’s something written on the other side,” said Iz, flipping the charm over. I didn’t have to look to see the two words she was talking about: HOLD FAST. “Do you know what it means?”


I shook my head. There’d been no explanation with the note.


“Well, you’ll have to find out more when your mother returns from her mission.”


I grunted, slipping the necklace back under my T-shirt.


Iz gave me a sympathetic look. “Too bad she couldn’t be there to celebrate with you. But I’m sure she’ll do something special to make up for it when she gets back home.”


I shrugged again, wishing she’d change the subject. My birthday was still a bit of a sore spot.


“I called the school the other day and spoke with Mr. Randolph, the principal,” she continued briskly, cutting the cake and passing out slices. “He said he didn’t see any reason why you two girls couldn’t be in the same homeroom. Isn’t that wonderful?”


Olivia shot me a look. One that said, It’s not wonderful at all, and if you weren’t here, it wouldn’t be happening.


I knew exactly how she felt, because that was exactly what I was thinking too. Stuck in the same room at home and school with Miss Prissy Pants for the next three months?


Life couldn’t possibly get any worse.
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Yes it could, as it turned out.


“Mrs. Bonneville doesn’t take any guff,” my new homeroom teacher announced, right after she called out “Catriona Starr” and I said “Present.”


I had absolutely no clue what guff was, but I dutifully replied “Yes, ma’am” anyway. In Texas everybody says “ma’am” and “sir,” but I guess they don’t all that much here in Oregon, because every head in the classroom swiveled around to take a look at the weird new kid.


“And, um, it’s pronounced ‘Katrina,’” I added. Mrs. Bonneville had called me “Ca-tree-oh-na,” the way it’s spelled. “But I just go by Cat.” I didn’t bother trying to explain that the odd spelling was Scottish, or that I’d been named for my great-great-grandmother. Well, for her and for an asteroid, too. Can you believe there’s an asteroid named Catriona? My mother said she couldn’t resist, what with her being an astronaut and all.


But the asteroid wasn’t something I wanted to bring up on the first day at a new school. Not unless I wanted to assure myself a spot on the bottom rung of the popularity ladder.


Mrs. Bonneville frowned. “Mrs. Bonneville doesn’t like to be interrupted, Cat,” she continued, and proceeded to enlighten me on the rest of her list of rules. “Mrs. Bonneville doesn’t like chewing gum, or tardiness, or cell phones in class, and most of all Mrs. Bonneville doesn’t like sass.”


Great. My new teacher was the kind of person who referred to herself in the third person. Hawk Creek Middle School was not off to a very good start.


“Mrs. Bonneville doesn’t think you should sit here,” said Olivia a few hours later in the cafeteria.


Piper Philbin burst out laughing. So did all the rest of Olivia’s friends. I just stood there by the lunch table feeling stupid. Even the knowledge that my lunch bag held an Iz special—peanut butter and honey sandwich, carrot sticks, an apple, and a homemade chocolate chip cookie—didn’t help. Not that I should have expected anything else from my stepsister, but still, it was my very first day at this school, and you’d think she’d make at least a tiny effort to make me feel welcome, like any other normal person on the planet.


But noooo, not Olivia.


I turned away quickly so that she wouldn’t catch me blinking back tears. As I moved through the cafeteria, it struck me that it wasn’t all that different from the one back home in Texas. It’s strange how once you get to middle school, everybody splits up into different groups. In elementary school nobody cares whose table you sit at, but the minute you hit sixth grade—wham! I spotted the table with all the jocks right away because they were the loudest, and I already knew where the popular kids sat—with my stepsister, naturally. Drama kids (green fingernail polish, weird hair), check. Nerds (busy trading Elfwood cards), check. Skateboarders (baggy shorts and hoodies), check. Finally I spotted my people: the band kids.


The only bright spot in my morning so far had been band. When I’d walked into the music room, I’d instantly felt at home.


Mr. Morgan, the band director, practically swooned when I played my bassoon for him.


“Now, that,” he exclaimed when I finished, clasping his hands to his chest dramatically, “is music!”


I could tell right away I was going to like Mr. Morgan. He was young and energetic and funny. Whenever anyone hit a sour note, which was pretty often—this was middle school band, after all—he’d cry, “Oh, my delicate, shell-like ears!” and clap his hands over them protectively. Then he’d smile right away, to show us he wasn’t really mad.


After band practice Mr. Morgan took me aside and asked what kind of musical experience I’d had back in Texas. His eyebrows shot up when I told him I played with the Houston Youth Symphony.


“Too bad you got here so late in the year,” he said. “The Portland Youth Philharmonic is just finishing up their season. We sure could use you in Hawkwinds, though.”


“What’s Hawkwinds?”


“A wind ensemble I started last year for some of the more advanced musicians,” he explained. “They’re playing in the talent show next week. The trio could happily become a quartet, if you’d like to join. We could use a talented bassoonist.”


I signed up right then and there.


“You’ll like the other kids in the group,” Mr. Morgan told me. “Rani Kumar plays the flute, and her brother, Rajit, is our oboist. They just moved here last summer, so they’re still pretty new to the school too. And Juliet Rodriguez is our clarinetist. You should get to know them.”


I spotted the three of them at the band table and crossed the cafeteria to where they were sitting.


“You’re Cat, right?” said a pretty, dark-haired girl, smiling up at me.


I smiled back. The little knot in my stomach that Olivia and Piper Fleabrain had put there started to untie itself, and I took a seat. “And you’re Rani and you play the flute, right?”


“Uh-huh.” She pointed across the table at a boy who could almost have been her twin. “This is my brother, Rajit. He’s in eighth grade, so he thinks he’s better than the rest of us.”


A glint of mischief danced in Rajit’s eyes. “That’s because I am.”


The girl sitting on the other side of Rani started to laugh. Leaning forward, she waved and said, “Hi! I’m Juliet Rodriguez.” Her shiny hair was dark like Rani’s, but she wore it really long instead of to her shoulders. My hair was somewhere in between theirs in length, and plain old boring brown by comparison.


“Are you going to join Hawkwinds?” Juliet continued. “I saw Mr. Morgan in the hall a few minutes ago, and he said you played with the Houston Youth Symphony.”


I nodded shyly, taking my sandwich out of my bag.


“Cool.”


“So you’re from Texas?” said Rajit.


I nodded again. “I came to live with my dad. I’m Olivia Haggerty’s stepsister.”


The table fell silent. Rani’s smile vanished. “Oh,” she said cautiously, exchanging a glance with Juliet. “That’s nice.”


Now it was my turn to laugh. I knew exactly what they were thinking. “Don’t worry,” I told them. “We’re nothing at all alike.”


Rani flashed me a grin. “That’s a relief,” she said. “Olivia is, well—”


“Annoying?” I suggested helpfully.


“Big-time,” she agreed.


Now that the ice was broken, the four of us started to chatter away.


“Mr. Morgan said you guys are pretty new to Portland too?” I said to Rani and her brother.


“Yep,” said Rajit. “We moved here from L.A. at the end of last summer.”


“Our parents are originally from Mumbai, though,” added Rani, answering my unspoken question.


“India! Wow. Have you ever visited?”


They both nodded. “Our grandparents still live there, and a bunch of our aunts and uncles and cousins,” said Rani. “We’re going back again this summer.”


“How about you, Juliet?”


“Native Oregonian,” she mumbled through a bite of tuna fish sandwich. “They call us Webfeet. Because of the rain, get it?” She pointed to the cafeteria window, which was streaked with droplets.


They asked about my family, and I told them about my dad and Iz. Their eyes widened when I explained that my mother was an astronaut.


“Really? No kidding?” said Rani.


“She’s on the International Space Station right now. That’s how come I’m here in Portland.”


“Wow,” said Rajit. “That is totally awesome.” He flashed me another smile, and I smiled back. “How long will you be here?”


“Through the end of the school year.”


“That’s a long time to be away from home,” said Rani.


I glanced across the cafeteria at Olivia. “Tell me about it.”


Rani and Rajit and Juliet wanted to know all about NASA, and how I liked living in a high-rise building. I took my cell phone out of my backpack and showed them some pictures of our condo, and of my mother in her astronaut suit, and of my friends.


“Who’s that?” asked Rani, pointing to a boy with reddish hair and a gap-toothed grin.


“A.J. D’Angelo,” I told her. “He’s my best friend. He lives two floors down from us back in Houston.”


“Does he play in the youth symphony, too?”


I laughed. “Nope.” A.J. might be a computer genius, but he couldn’t carry a tune in a paper bag. Not that he didn’t try—he played trombone in our middle school band.


By the time the bell rang a few minutes later, I was on my way to having three new friends.


“What classes do you have this afternoon?” asked Rani as we cleared away our lunches.


I pulled my schedule from the pocket of my jeans and consulted it. “Uh, PE and then science.”


Her face lit up. “Me too! Come on, I’ll show you where the lockers are.”


I followed her out of the cafeteria feeling a lot more cheerful. It didn’t even bother me when we passed Olivia and Piper in the hall and I noticed them whispering. Who cared what they thought?


The cheerful feeling lasted right up until the moment when Ms. Suarez, our PE teacher, blew her whistle.


“Okay, girls!” she hollered. “Let’s beat those rainy Monday blues with a little hoops fun. Team captains—Olivia Haggerty and Taylor Brown.”


My heart sank. Basketball? How about a slam-dunk game of humiliation instead? When you’re barely five feet tall, basketball rarely qualifies as fun. I was about to go down in flames.


And my stepsister was happy to shove me into the fire.


Olivia and Taylor flipped a coin for first pick, and Olivia won. She looked straight at me and smiled. It was not a nice smile.


“Rani Kumar,” she said.


Rani gave me a regretful look and crossed the gym to stand beside my stepsister. I steeled myself for torture, Olivia-style. It was uncanny the way she knew exactly how to bug me the most in any given situation. By picking the first friend I’d made at school all day, she was hanging me out to dry. There was no way Olivia was going to pick me for her team, and the other girl, Taylor, didn’t know me from a hole in the ground, so no way would she pick me either until she was forced to. And since she was picking second and there were an even number of girls, that meant not only would I not be on the same team as Rani, but I would also be the absolute last person picked.


Which I was.


“You should go home to Texas,” Olivia whispered to me in the locker room afterward.


Can I please go home to Texas? I wrote that night in my daily e-mail to my mother. The D’Angelos said I could stay with them.


The answer was no, of course.


Pull up your socks, she replied. You’re a star—and a Starr! Things with you and Olivia are bound to get better, once you settle in.


But they didn’t, and the rest of the week pretty much went downhill from there. Tuesday and Wednesday were no different. Olivia kept up her campaign to send me packing, and the only bright spots at school were band and Hawkwinds practice. Especially Hawkwinds practice. I slipped into the trio-turned-quartet effortlessly, and Mr. Morgan found us a new piece to play for the talent show, a Bach fugue that was one of my favorites.


But even that couldn’t make up for Olivia’s Reign of Terror, as A.J. had dubbed it. My stepsister talked about me constantly to her friends behind my back and made a big show of giving me the cold shoulder whenever she could, which was often, since we were in the same homeroom and most of the same classes.


Life at home wasn’t any better. Because it had been raining nonstop since my arrival, I couldn’t even escape outside for a walk. In order to avoid Olivia, I was forced to spend most of my time in either the kitchen or the living room, where Geoffrey would pounce on me to play LEGOs with him. He’d been following me around like a puppy ever since I arrived, which was cute and everything, but sometimes a person just wants to be alone, you know?


The problem was, there was no place to do that in a house as tiny as my dad’s.


If I went upstairs to our room, Olivia would inevitably be there talking about me on the phone to Piper, or worse, sitting there with Piper in person, the two of them making loud, snarky remarks about my clothes (what was wrong with jeans and a T-shirt?), my hair (why should I have to brush it more than once a day?), my lack of makeup (who wanted to smear that goop all over their face?), and everything else they could think of. Oh, and forget practicing my bassoon. I had to barricade myself in my dad’s office if I wanted to do that, otherwise Olivia would moan about it hurting her ears.
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