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Chapter One

J osh studied the sky and pondered, If I could just hop on one of those clouds and drift off to some
other land and start a new life and ...

“All right class, get with your lab partner and browse through the list of scientists I’ve handed
out. By next week, you’ll have to choose one for your research paper,” said Mr. Bryson, the biol-
ogy teacher.

Kim glanced at Josh, who cradled his head in his hands. She grabbed her notebook and moved
toward him.

“Yo, partner,” Kim said, amazed that Josh didn’t even notice her approach.
She knocked her knuckles on his desk. “Earth to Josh!”
“Oh, hi, Kim. What’s up?”

“Duh, our science project ... Josh, you feel okay?” Kim asked. “You seem, like, foggy or
something. Did you even hear what Mr. Bryson told us?”

“Sorry, Kim,” Josh said and shook the fantasies out of his mind. “I was off somewhere else.”
“Josh, can | ask you something straight out?”
“l guess so,” Josh replied hesitantly.

“Are you okay with me as your partner? I’m not as smart as you, but I’ll pull my weight,” Kim
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promised. “All of it!” She slapped her chunky hip.

Josh smiled and relaxed. “I’m not so sure | am smarter than you, Kim. If you can write as well
as you cut up frog guts last week, we’ll be an awesome team.”

Josh stole one final peek out the window at the clouds.

Khkk

Josh’s eyes focused on the kitchen wall clock. He asked himself, It’s ten o’clock ... do you
know where your mother is? No idea!

Earlier in the evening, he had phoned her office. No answer. After fixing a cheese sandwich
for dinner and attempting to do his homework, Josh considered checking the local hospital but
dialed the office again. When her answering machine began its leave-a-message speech, he hung

up.

What do | do now? Josh wondered. She’s been late before, but never this late. | sure can’t talk
to Dad about this. And you can’t report a ‘missing mom’ to the police when it’s only been a few
hours. | don’t know if I’m more scared or furious.

The ring interrupted his thoughts. He bolted from the sofa and sprinted to the phone in the
kitchen.

“Hello?”

Josh listened to the unfamiliar voice on the other end of the phone and leaned his back against
the wall until the talking stopped. “Okay, thanks.” He reflexively hung up the phone.

“Geez!” His knees buckled, and his body slowly slid to the floor. Thanks a lot, Mom, he mut-
tered.
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Chapter Two

K im glanced around the cafeteria to check out where she could sit by herself. She was in a seri-
ous funk and wanted to sulk in peace.

Ah, there’s a table in the corner.

At breakfast, Kim had argued with her mom ... about doughnuts of all things. Her mom was
downing another doughnut at the same time she complained about her slacks being too tight.

I should have kept my mouth shut, Kim considered. Rather than point out that eating a bunch
of chocolate cream-filled doughnuts before 8§ a.m. just might explain why the woman couldn 't zip
up her pants.

Kim set her lunch tray down at the empty cafeteria table. As she plopped down on one of the
stools, she felt her own jeans pinch into her flesh. Man, | am on my way to becoming as fat as my
mom. Kim rolled a meatball around her plate as she contemplated what to do about her problem.
She didn’t notice Matt coming up behind her.

“Hey, Kim, okay if I join you?” he asked.
“At your own risk,” Kim sighed. “I’m in a crappy mood and not good company.”

Matt and Kim had attended elementary school together and played on the same softball team,
and they enjoyed each other’s company.
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“Perfect,” Matt said. “You’ve described my frame of mind. Let’s just eat our lunches and not
talk.”

“Deal.”

Matt dropped his lunch bag on the table and peered inside it. He wrinkled his nose and groaned
“Uck, my food smells like smoke! Oops, sorry, Kim. | forgot our deal.”

Kim shrugged her shoulders. “It’s okay. | can smell the smoke, too ... even on your clothes,
I’m sorry to say.”

“My dad and mom are smokers. | hate it! This morning | went into the bathroom and found
a butt in the shower. | yelled at my dad, ‘“What’s up? You can’t take a shower without a cigarette!’
And I can hear Mom hacking all night. It’s disgusting.”

“You ever tried it?” a voice behind them spoke.

Kim and Matt spun around to see who asked the question.

“Hey, guys, what’s happening? You two seem way too serious,” said Josh, as he placed his
tray down next to Kim’s. “I spotted you over here in the corner and decided to check in with Kim
about our science project. But | don’t want to interrupt anything.”

“Hi, Josh,” Kim and Matt said in unison.

“We’re feeling grumpy today, so we’ve stashed our sorry selves in the corner,” Kim explained.
“What’s up with you?”

“Honestly, if this is the down-and-out table, I’ve sure come to the right spot,” Josh confided.
“I’m so mad at my mom, | can hardly think straight today.”

“Why’s that?” Matt asked. “And, by the way, | have smoked a cigarette and found it nasty.
Plus, I’m on the cross-country team and no way do smoking and running go together.”

“Well, it’s sort of personal. Can | trust each of you not to blab?” Josh scanned the area to make
sure no one could eavesdrop.

“Sure,” Kim said.
“Not to worry,” Matt reassured their friend.

“| got a call from a bar last night,” Josh whispered, “and they tell me that my mom’s there and
too drunk to drive herself home. Some woman from the bar gave her a ride home.”

Josh hung his head and rubbed his eyes. “I was so embarrassed ... and upset. It took me for-
ever to fall asleep. I’m exhausted.”
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“Quch, I’m so sorry for you, Josh,” Kim said. “Where’s your dad during this?”

“Aw, he left Mom and me last year,” Josh answered. “That’s really when my mom started
drinking too much and too often.”

“Sounds rough, Josh,” Matt said.
The lunch bell interrupted their conversation.

Josh stood up from the table. “Gotta go. Thanks for listening, guys. Kim, we never heard the
cause of your funk, girl. Maybe we can meet up for lunch tomorrow. It feels good to off-load a
little frustration with friends.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Kim said. “See ya in science, Josh.”
Matt and Kim carried their lunch trays to the trash area.
“Kim, you sure didn’t eat much today. Are you on a diet or what?” Matt asked.

“Well, I’'m trying to lose some weight, but it’s not that easy,” Kim said. “Maybe I’ll explain
tomorrow. Take care.”

Chapter Two
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Chapter Three

K im pushed herself out of her seat as the school bus squealed to a halt.
“Kimmy, this isn’t our stop!” yelled a voice from the rear of the bus.

“I’m walking the rest of the way, Anna. I’ll be there soon,” Kim replied to her younger sister.
The walk would give her some much-needed exercise and time to think.

“You’re gonna be in so much trou-"

The bus door shut, muting the rest of Anna’s words. The bus lurched forward, and Kim waved
to her sister.

Kim knew she’d get flack for not going directly home. Even though her brothers were older,
she had the responsibility of making sure “baby Anna” got home safe and sound.

Anna’s only 1 year younger, Kim rationalized. And all she’ll do is get some soda and chips
before turning on some stupid TV show. Not much can go wrong when all you do is eat and watch
TV.

“No wonder we’re all so fat,” Kim asserted. “And I’m sick and tired of it.” She picked up her
pace.

Both her parents worked, so takeout dinners were the norm. Last night, her mom carried home
burgers and fries, which were devoured by her parents and siblings in nanoseconds. Then the group
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migrated into the family room where the TV blared all evening. Her brothers were in high school
and ate as if each meal was their last. They played football, so at least they got some exercise, but
as hefty defensive tackles, their goal seemed to be to get bigger and not necessarily fitter.

What Kim really worried about was her parents’ health problems, especially her dad. Last
month, he passed out watching a football game and was rushed to the hospital.

A chill shook Kim as she remembered that day. | was so scared he was dead! It was a diabetic
coma. And he’s supposed to follow a careful diet so it won’t happen again, but he doesn’t.

How can | eat right, if no one else at home cares? What if Mom and Dad get really sick and
can’t take care of themselves ... or their children? Kim worried. They’re the adults. They’re sup-
posed to care about being healthy, not their kid!

Kim turned the corner onto her street and peered down the road to see if her mom was home
from work yet.

Maybe I’ll go on a hunger strike, Kim thought. That might get their attention.

*kkk

Matt quietly unlatched the front door and tiptoed into the house. He wanted to escape to his
room and work on the new computer game he was creating.

“Is that you, Matt?”” his mom yelled from the kitchen.

Matt continued on his escape mission and almost reached the stairs when Buddy caught his
scent and bounded into the foyer with a wagging tail and a raucous welcoming bark.

“Aw, Bud, you blew my cover,” Matt sighed. He scooped up his dog to give him a cuddle.
“Phew, even you smell like smoke, puppy. Gross!”

“l thought I heard you, Matt. Come say hello.”

Matt headed toward the kitchen. His mom was sitting at the kitchen table helping his 10-year-
old twin sisters, Maryann and Michelle, with their homework.

“Hi, all,” Matt said and opened the refrigerator. “What’s up?”
“I’ve got a spelling test tomorrow. Can you quiz me?” Maryann asked.

“Nope, I’ve got my own work to do upstairs,” Matt said, not mentioning that it wasn’t school
work. He chugged a glass of milk, grabbed a box of crackers from the counter, and started to
backpedal to the door.

“Matt, I need you to stay with the girls while I run to the store. I’m down to my last cigarette,

Chapter Three



and your dad won’t be home for hours.”

“Come on, Mom, you can wait a couple of hours. Or, better yet, just quit! You always say you
want to give up smoking. So, how about stopping right now?” Matt challenged.

Maryann and Michelle glanced up from their books.

“Matt, you make it sound so easy. If it was, I’d have quit ages ago,” his mom said as she stood
up and grabbed her purse. “Michelle needs help with her math, and Maryann needs help with her
spelling. | won’t be long.”

“Mom, did you know that secondhand smoke is harmful to those breathing it? Like your kids!
And pets!” Matt said as his mom hurried to the garage.

“l won’t be but a few minutes.” Mom blew them all a kiss as she closed the door behind her.

“Geez, cigarettes rule in this house,” Matt grumbled. “What can I do to make them stop smok-
ing? It’s gonna kill them!”

The twin’s eyes were riveted on their older brother. This was not the first time this argument
about smoking had come up.

“If either of you dare to light up a cigarette, I’ll become your worst nightmare.” He wagged a
scolding finger at the girls.

“So, will you help us with our homework?” Maryann asked.

“Tell you what I’ll do, Maryann. I’ll write a little game ... let’s name it SISI for Say It Spell
It. You can record your spelling words, and then SISI will read them back to you, just like a real
person would. I’ll even set it up your room and you can use it anytime you have a spelling test
coming up. Sound cool?”

“Very cool!” Maryann said. “But what about helping Michelle?”
“Mel, do you need any help?”
“Nope, not really, but if I get stuck on an arithmetic problem, can you help me?”

“Sure I will. In fact, I’ll give you guys a secret knock to use on my door, which only the three
of us will know. Okay, little M and Ms?”

Khkk

Josh’s stop was the last one on the school bus route, and he was the only student picked up
and dropped off from this neighborhood. He and his mom had moved here after the divorce. Josh
hated it. He was trapped in the boonies without even a canine friend. His dad had kept Willy, their
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black lab.
“See ya, tomorrow, kid,” the bus driver said.

“Sure, George. Thanks for the ride.” Josh jumped off the last step and gave the driver a mock
salute.

He dreaded dealing with his mom and hoped she had gone to work today. When he left this
morning, he sneaked a quick look in her room to determine if she was awake. But no, she was
slightly snoring and no doubt seriously hung-over.

Josh narrowed his eyes and peered up the driveway. Drat, her car is still here. Bet she took
another ““sick™ day.

He entered through the back door and found his mom sitting at the kitchen table with her head
propped up by one hand. She glanced up when Josh spoke.

“Hi, Mom.”
“Oh, Josh. I’'m not feeling well. Must have a touch of flu or something.”

“Uh, Mom. Maybe a touch of booze is more like it. Don’t you remember last night? Like
when some lady called Eva drove you home because you were too drunk to drive?”

“Josh, don’t you talk to me in that tone! | must have already been catching something yester-
day. I only had a drink or two, which just hit me wrong with this virus coming on. | do appreciate
Eva offering me a ride home, although I could have driven myself just fine.”

“What’s in the mug you’ve got there, Mom?”
“Coffee, of course.” His mom grabbed the mug abruptly and took a sip.
“So how did you get the car home?” Josh asked.

“I took the bus to get it and then went to work for a few hours, but it was obvious to Mr. Burke
that | was sick, so he insisted | go home.”

“Lucky for you that the company allows so many sick days,” Josh said. He was concerned that
it was just a matter of time before Mr. Burke canned his mom. Then what would they live on?

His mom glared at him.

Josh changed the subject. “Well, I’ve got a ton of homework, so think I’ll grab a snack and
get started.”

“Josh, I ...” his mom whispered. “I’m sorry about last night. I really am. I should have just
come home after work ... you know ... since | was feeling poorly. I’m just struggling with being

Chapter Three
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on my own and all.”
“Mom,” Josh said forcefully. “You’re not alone! You have me.”

“Yes, yes, | know. It won’t happen again.” Tears seeped out of her eyes, and she added,
“You’re a good one, Josh.”

Josh poured himself a glass of milk and grabbed some peanuts before heading to his room.
Mom, he thought, what happened to you? Where is the mom I used to laugh and play with? Why

can’t you see that it’s your stupid drinking that’s messing up your health ... and my life? It’s not
fair.

Josh pulled out his biology book and tore into the assignment. Man, | do love this stuff. | hope
I can be a scientist, or maybe a doctor, someday.
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Chapter Four

im found herself looking forward to lunch hour and hoping to eat with Josh and Matt again.
She had decided to tell them her problem, even if it didn’t appear as serious as their family
situations. Particularly Josh.

Yes! Kim said to herself. Josh and Matt were already seated at the same table as yesterday.
“Hey, can | join you guys?”

“Counting on it Kim,” Matt patted the stool next to him. “Looks like you’re eating rabbit
food.” He pointed to her plate filled with salad.

“Hey, don’t give me any grief about that! I’m trying to eat healthy. Okay?”
“Hmm, seems we’ve hit a nerve,” Matt said. “What’s that about, Kim?

“Well, my situation is probably not as bad as yours, but it feels terrible to me. My parents are
... well, fat ... I mean we’re talking ‘obese,” and it’s causing all sorts of health problems. My dad’s
sick with diabetes, and my mom has high blood pressure and arthritis so bad in her knees that she
hobbles around. Their doctors have told them that they must lose weight and eat healthy or ...”
Kim took a deep breath and wiped away a tear. “... or ...they could get really, really sick ... maybe
even die. I’m both scared and mad at them.”

“Anyway, that’s why | want to start eating healthy and lose weight. So | won’t be like them
when | grow up,” Kim said. She felt lighter just by talking to someone about what was weighing
so heavily on her shoulders.

Chapter Four
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“Wonder why they won’t try to eat healthier?” Matt asked.

“l think obesity is an addiction to food, just like your parents are addicted to tobacco and my
mom to alcohol,” Josh said.

For a few moments, the three friends sat in silence and munched on their lunches.

“You know, we all share a common problem with our parents. Matt’s and my parents’ bad
health habit may not have an immediate effect like your mom’s drinking, Josh,” Kim said. “But
being overweight and smoking can cause all sorts of serious health problems.”

“Yeah,” Matt agreed. “Like smoking makes you much more likely to get lung cancer. And
Mom and Dad don’t act like they care.”

Josh pounded his fist on the table and leaned forward. “Well, I say we take action to make
them change their ways.”

“Like how? We’re just kids. They’re supposed to be the responsible adults,” Kim said. “We
can’t change them ... can we?”

“Maybe. I’ve got an idea,” Matt said
The bell buzzed, announcing that the lunch period was over.

“See ya tomorrow. Same place? Same time? And be thinking of something you can do to con-
vince your parents to quit their bad habits.” Matt waved as he left the table.

“Hey, Josh,” Kim asked, “Did you come up with a name of a scientist for us to research for
our biology project? I didn’t get around to it last night.”

“l checked out some of the names on our list and came up with someone who sounds interest-
ing to me. Dr. Michael DeBakey. He was a world-renowned heart surgeon, inventor, teacher, and
international medical statesman. What’s really awesome is that he performed the first successful
implantation of an artificial heart back in 1966, and he—"

“I’m sold,” Kim said. “This DeBakey guy sounds good to me. Lucky for me that you actually
like doing this research stuff. See ya in science class.”
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Chapter Five

he next day Matt met Kim as soon as she entered the cafeteria. “l got a plan! Grab lunch and
meet us at The Table.”

Kim turned to see if anyone was seated at The Table, and Josh waved back at her.

All morning Kim had been craving a meatball sub and soda, but after Matt’s greeting she felt
stronger. She chose a turkey wrap, apple, and iced tea.

“Tell her, Josh,” Matt said as she parked herself on the stool next to him.

“Okay, | asked Matt last night if he’d look up Michael DeBakey on his computer. He found
this quote from the famous doctor that says ‘Good information is the best medicine.””

Matt continued, “And I thought, ‘Hey, let’s get real, scientific facts about the dangers of alco-
hol, tobacco, and obesity and give them to our parents’ ... then, they’ll understand why we want
them to change.”

“Hmm, maybe,” Kim hesitated. “But, | doubt my parents will listen to me, and where would
we get all this information?”

“l discovered an awesome Web site browsing the Internet,” Matt said. “Libraries are a great
place for information. Right? So, | typed in ‘largest medical library’ and found a listing for the
National Library of Medicine, which is part of the U.S National Institutes of Health or NIH. You
would not believe all the information on zillions—well, at least hundreds—of health topics, in-
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cluding our three.”
“What’s the Web site? I’ll check it out,” Kim said.

“Best source for our purposes is MedlinePlus, and then just search whatever you want to
know about,” Matt said. “If you guys wanta come to my house over the weekend, I’ve got a sweet
computer setup in my room. I know, I know ... fits right in with my nerd personality.”

“Works for me,” Josh said. “Could Kim and | use your computer to check out more about Dr.
DeBakey? Gotta be lots of info on the Internet about him, and maybe NIH and its National Library
of Medicine would be a starting point.”

“How about it, Kim?” Matt asked. “Want to come over Saturday and do some research?”

Kim was excited to be included. Matt was a computer whiz. The math game he wrote last
year had won a national technology award. She didn’t know Josh as well. Sort of serious, but really
cute and nice. She smiled and quickly replied, “Great, but don’t tell any of my friends ... | don’t
want to get the nerd label stuck to me "cause I’m hanging around you guys.”
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Chapter Six

K im grimaced at the glob on the platter. It didn’t look at all like the photo in the cookbook.
On the way home from school, she had called her mom at work.
“Mom, how about if I cook dinner tonight?”
“Kimmy, what’s with the sudden interest in cooking?” her mom chuckled.
“Well, I’ve decided | want to learn. I’ll stop at the grocery store on the way home. Okay?”

“Sure, dumpling. Just remember you need to fill up three boys’ bellies—your brothers and
your dad. And bring Anna with you to the store. | don’t want her going home alone, like yester-
dayl!’

“Mom, stop with the “‘dumpling’ bit. I hate that nickname!”

“Oh, we are touchy today, aren’t we? I’m going to be starved! Haven’t had a chance to eat
lunch, just vending machine snacks.”

*hkkk

Anna stepped into the kitchen and stared at the mass of yellow goo. “Yuck, don’t tell me that’s
dinner,” she said. “No way anyone in this house is gonna eat that!”

Chapter Six
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Kim shrugged. “I know. I know. It’s gross. It’s supposed to be a tofu turkey, but something
must have gone wrong. Now what am I going to do?”

The back door opened and her dad, mom, and brothers entered the kitchen. They caught sight
of the dinner platter and eight eyes flashed to Kim.

Before they could utter a word, Kim apologized. “Okay, this dinner idea hasn’t worked out
quite like | expected, but this,” she pointed to the blob, “might taste better than it looks. It’s very
healthy. And I’ve made broccoli and low-fat coleslaw to go with it.”

“Well, this is real sweet of you, Kim,” her dad said. “Let me take a bite. | bet it tastes great.”
Her dad took a modest bite and grimaced as he swallowed.

“Kimmy, to be honest, | can’t eat this for dinner,” Dad admitted. “It tastes like ... paste. Any-
one want takeout?”

“Yes!” her siblings roared.

Tears started to stream down Kim’s face. “I want us to begin eating healthy. That’s all I want.
Not just fattening food from a fast food joint, not all the time.”

Her mom put an arm around Kim, “Kim, dumpling-"
Kim glared at her.

“Oh, honey, you’ve got to appreciate the humor in this. Your heart was in the right place, but
we’re starving, and this meal isn’t going to cut it. Come on, cheer up. What do you want us to pick
up for you?”

“Nothing. Leave me alone.” Kim stormed out of the kitchen.

One of her brothers poked a hole in the mock turkey and said, “Hmm, wonder if the cat will
eat this? Nah, probably not.”

As Kim flew up the stairs, she heard the family laughing and placing orders for fried chicken
and biscuits. She dashed into her room and slammed the door. With frustration propelling her fin-
gers, she texted to Matt, “dinner wz a totL dZaster. Tell u 2moro.”

Khkk

Matt contemplated the risk in his plan, and with a sigh clicked the “Print” icon. He read
through the list of facts he discovered on the Environmental Protection Agency’s Web site on sec-
ondhand smoke.

e In the United States, cigarette smoking is responsible for about
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1 in 5 deaths annually, or about 438,000 deaths per year.

e An estimated 38,000 of these deaths are the result of second-
hand smoke exposure.

e Secondhand smoke exposure causes respiratory symptoms in
children and slows their lung growth.

e Secondhand smoke contains at least 250 chemicals known to be
toxic, including more than 50 that can cause cancer.

e Secondhand smoke causes coughing, phlegm, chest discomfort,
and reduced lung function in nonsmokers.

e Children exposed to secondhand smoke at home are more likely
to have middle ear disease and reduced lung function.

e There is no risk-free level of secondhand smoke exposure. Even
brief exposure can be dangerous.

e For every person who dies of a smoking-related disease, 20
more people suffer with at least 1 serious illness from smoking.

“Okay, time to take action.” Matt rubbed his palms together. His parents would return from
the Town Hall meeting, and this deed must be done before they got home.

Maryann peeked through the half-closed door to her parents’ bedroom and whispered, “What-
cha doing, Matt?”

Matt startled. “Oh, geez, Maryann. The better question is what are you doing sneaking up on
me?”

“Not sneaking,” Maryann defended herself. “Thought Mom and Daddy had come home early.
Why are all those loose cigarettes in that bag? You’re not going to smoke them, are you?”

“No! Of course not,” Matt said. “And neither are Mom and Dad. Now, scat! ...and, Maryann,
if you and Michelle hear some yelling later tonight ... do not leave your room. Okay?”

“Why not?”
“You don’t want to know. Trust me on that one. Promise?”
“l guess so ... you gonna be in trouble again, Matt?”

“Yep, big time. Now, off you go. Back to bed.”

Chapter Six
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Maryann trotted to her room, and Matt continued his mission.

K*xkx

“Matthew! Come down here, now!”

Matt heard his dad shouting from the kitchen and knew they had discovered his surprise.
“Here we go,” he whispered and took a deep breath.

“What is the meaning of this?” His dad held up an empty cigarette pack and crumbled it.
His mom’s expression of horror told him they realized he’d emptied every cigarette pack.
“Did you look inside the packs, Dad?”

His dad pulled out the folded paper from the pack and opened it. He read out loud, “Second-
hand smoke contains at least 250 chemicals known to be toxic, including more than 50 that can
cause cancer.”

“Hear that, Dad? Your smoking is not only hurting your health. 1t’s-"

“Matt, stop! This has got to be one of the dumbest stunts you’ve ever pulled. Cigarettes are
expensive, and we don’t have money to throw away. You’ll pay back every penny of what you’ve
destroyed tonight. I’m very disappointed in you.”

His dad slammed the door shut. His mom stared at Matt with her arms crossed as they listened
to the car squeal out of the driveway.

“Not smart, Matt. What were you thinking?”” his Mom asked.

“That just maybe you’d read the facts about what smoking is doing to your health ... and your
kids.”

“Well, this certainly wasn’t the way to get us to stop smoking, son. Now go to bed before your
dad returns home. We’ll discuss the consequences of your action tomorrow.”

“Can’t wait,” Matt muttered under his breath, as he hastened toward his bedroom.

“Are you okay, Matt?” Maryann and Michelle asked through the crack in their bedroom
door.

“Just fine, little Ms. night.”

Matt sat down at his desk chair and checked his phone for messages. He read Kim’s message
and replied, “We can compare disaster stories. I’ve just had a whopper.”
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Josh flung his backpack on the table. His mom wasn’t there. He hoped that meant she was at
work and would come home for dinner.

Why can’t | have my old life back? Somehow I’ve become the victim in this life story, Josh
thought. Kitchen cabinets banged open and closed as he hunted for a snack.

Josh snatched a cookie box from the shelf and spied several bottles resting on their sides and
hiding in the corner. “What’s that?”

“Ah! So this is where she stashes her liquor!”” Josh carried the bottles to the sink, preparing to
empty each one and replace them back on the shelf. He unscrewed the top of the first bottle.

Dumping them probably won’t make any difference, he told himself. She’ll just buy more.
He sniffed the bottle’s content and recoiled at the unpleasant smell.

“Hmm ...,” Josh’s forehead wrinkled. He opened the refrigerator and snatched a soda.

*kkk

“Josh, are you home?”

No lights were lit in the house, and Josh’s mom tried to remember if she was supposed to pick
him up at the library on the way home from work. She didn’t think so.

She flicked on the kitchen light. No Josh, but on the table sat a can of Coke and a bottle of
her vodka. A bolt of fear shook her body. She hurried into the living room and switched on more
lights. No Josh.

“Oh, hel-looo there, Mommeee,” slurred Josh from the top of the stairs.
“Joshua, come down here immediately!”

Josh proceeded to sit, then bumped his butt down each step. “Whee!” he giggled and grinned
broadly at his mom.

“What the hell have you done?”

“Juss felt a little under the water ... er ...weather, Mother, so ingested-ed some of your special
medicine,” Josh explained. “Boy, oh, boy! Sure does make me feel bedder.”

“Josh, how dare you get drunk! How could you do this to me? I ... | depend on you.” Her
eyes swelled with tears.

Chapter Six
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Josh’s demeanor suddenly transformed. The drunken stagger transformed into a sober stance.
He said softly, “Mom. I’m not drunk. I’m acting. | wanted to show you what it’s like when the shoe
is on the other foot.”

She stared at him and then glanced at the kitchen door.

“And Mom, there is no more booze hidden in the kitchen. | dumped it all. Every drop. The
stuff is making you sick, and ... not yourself. Please stop drinking, Mom. Please.”

Josh noticed his mom’s shoulders quaking as she wandered toward the kitchen.
Terrific, I've made her cry. Way to go, Self.

Josh shook his head and slowly ascended the stairs. He slammed his bedroom door shut and

pressed his fingers to his temples.
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Chapter Seven

J osh plopped down at The Table and groaned, “You guys are never gonna believe how bad |
screwed up last night.”

Kim said, “You’re in tough competition, Josh. My evening was a total fiasco.”

“| pretended to be smashed, thinking I’d show my mom what it’s like to be on the receiving
end of a drunk encounter. 1’m kinda ashamed ... | made her cry.”

“But maybe your act worked, and she’ll quit drinking, Josh,” Kim offered.

“Nah, I don’t think so0.” Josh’s brow wrinkled. “She wasn’t awake when I left this morning, so
I’m betting there was another hidden liquor cache. I’m out of ideas.”

Matt said, “Sounds like the planets were aligned for a series of major mess-ups yesterday.
Kim texted me last night about her disaster, and I’m in a heap of trouble from my ‘immature ac-
tions.””

“l don’t have your e-mail address or cell number, Josh,” Kim explained. “Or I’d have con-
tacted you as well.”

“Yeah, well, this is embarrassing. We don’t have a computer at home and | don’t have my own
cell phone,” Josh said. “I’ve gotta get an after-school job so I can earn some money and join the
rest of you in the 21st century.”
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“Guess what Kim did?” Matt chuckled. “She made a tofu turkey for her family’s dinner.”
“No way!” Josh managed his first smile since he’d sat down. “What happened?”
“Well, it wasn’t a hit. And | stormed out of the kitchen in a huff,” Kim admitted.

Josh bit his lip to ward off an emerging laugh. “Um, maybe you could cook something a little
less ambitious next time.”

“No next time! If they want to stay fat and sick, so be it.” She crossed her arms and scowled.
“If we buy the parts separately, | can build you one,” Matt said.
The other two stared at Matt and responded in unison, “Huh?”

“A computer. If Josh wants a computer, | can build one cheap. Done plenty of them,” Matt
added.

“I’ll take you up on that, Matt. Thanks!” Josh said. “By the way what was your screw-up?”

Matt smirked. “Oh, I tried to educate my parents about the dangers of smoking and second-
hand smoke, and they were not very receptive to my creative methodology.”

The bell rang, announcing the end of the lunch period.

“So are you both coming to my house tomorrow? I’ll power up ‘the lab” and we’ll have some
fun surfing the Web.”

“Yep, I’ll be there,” Josh said.
“Me, too,” Kim added.
“And, Kim,” Matt teased. “No need to bring any food.”

Kim shoved him and laughed, “How about some cauliflower cookies?”

Khkk

“Your room is awesome.” Josh admired the array of computers and electronic games with
piles of equipment pieces stacked in each corner.

“How do you find anything in this mess ... oh, sorry ... in this collection of ... stuff?”” Kim
asked.

Matt changed the subject, “Listen, we need a strategy for how we can persuade our parents to
change their bad health habits.”
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Josh shook his head. “My mom is in total denial. | doubt she’ll listen to me.”

“My parents are stuck in a rut. They know the junk they eat isn’t good for them. My worst fear
is that something happens to one of them ... or both of th