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“LOOK, MADELINE.” Brooke holds up a pair of weird scissors. “For your nose hairs,” she says, about three times louder than necessary.

I yank them out of her hand and throw them back onto the pile of junk. “You’re such a newborn,” I say. Who’s going to buy a pair of used nose-hair clippers? I lean over and write FREE on the tag, then reach for a silvery, rusted contraption with a one-fingered handle. One of Grandpa’s secret scientific instruments? It squeaks as I open and close it.

“It’s an eyelash curler, dummy.”

I toss it back onto the folding table set up in Grandpa’s living room. What in the world was my famous scientist grandfather doing with an eyelash curler?

“I’m not a dummy.” Even though I’m the younger sister, I’m the one who inherited all the family genius. I point to a cracked bowl. “If you’re so smart, what’s this?”

Brooke smiles. “Fingernail bath. Do I have to teach you everything?”

“It’s called a crucible. For science experiments,” I say, tightening my ponytail. “Can you say cah-ru-ci-ble?”

“This is boring. I’m going outside with Dad.” Brooke flounces out the door to the patio tables for sale in the front yard.

I rifle through the stuff on the table one more time, just to make sure I haven’t missed something. My plastic bag is already bulging with Grandpa’s unused Eppendorf tubes and an ancient-looking tong that was probably instrumental in at least one of his scientific discoveries. From underneath an old magazine I grab a timer that looks like an amoeba and then take my seat behind the table, watching strangers walk in and out of Grandpa’s house.

I can’t get used to the idea of this estate sale. All these people, touching all of Grandpa’s stuff, pulling things off shelves, dismantling beds and carrying them off to who knows where. Probably a good thing Grandpa’s not alive to see this.

My stomach throbs.

“Does this still work?” A girl stands in front of me, wearing a shirt that says e=mc2.

I can’t believe what she’s holding in her hand. “Where’d you get that? Not for sale,” I say, taking the gold clock away from her. She probably took it right off Grandpa’s desk, the little thief. It even has his name on the base from when he retired: DR. LEONARD LITTLE, BIOCHEMIST. There’s no way Dad would sell this, right?

She’s holding a bag of gummy bears in her other hand, and now she’s looking over the table and pushing things around. Her fingers are probably sticky.

I stand up. “Most of these things are not for sale, actually.” I don’t know what I’m saying. I look over my shoulder at Mom, who is busy picking through Grandpa’s books by the fireplace.

“Really?” The girl stops chewing. “Even these things with price tags?”

“Two-minute rule,” I say, starting my amoeba timer. “Two minutes to look around, and that’s it. You know, for sanitary reasons.”

The girl laughs like I’m making a joke, and I want to push the whole table over.

“I’m Riley,” she says. “We just moved here. Gummy bear?” She has a whole armful of bracelets that clink as she holds out the bag. I shake my head. She holds up a plastic beaker with a burn hole in the bottom. “Okay. I’ll just buy this, then. Need it for my experiments.”

“Making a volcano?” Because all kids who think they’re scientists make volcanoes and collect rocks, two very unscientific things. I’ve never collected a rock in my whole life.

“No volcano. I’m really good at experiments,” she says. “I love space, too. I just got back from Space Camp.”

“The real Space Camp?” The one I’ve begged to go to for my entire existence?

She pops another gummy bear into her mouth. “Of course. I’m going to be an astronaut.” This girl sure knows how to brag.

“My birthday is on Astronomy Day this year.” I’m blinking way too fast. I take a breath and see she’s still holding Grandpa’s beaker. “Well, that’ll be one thousand dollars.”

“It says ten cents.” She points at the price tag.

Mom and Dad are going to notice I’m not selling anything. That I keep putting things in my own bag. Even though I already have a science collection pouring out of my closet and creeping out from under my bed.

“It’s like ten cents times ten thousand, actually.”

More people are filtering into the house now. Through the open front door I can see shoppers outside trying out the camping chairs and dipping their hands in the fountain that’s for sale. Brooke’s best friend is there, and I wonder where my own best friend is. Or maybe Elizabeth’s too busy with her new fancy summer reading list for her new fancy private school, New Hope. It will be my first day at plain old Jasper Johns Middle School tomorrow. Home of the Mighty Barn Owls. Hoot! Hoot!

My stomach has gone from throbbing to churning. Riley is still staring at me. “Are you all right?” she says.

I fan myself with a Scientist Today magazine, trying to breathe the fresh air coming in through the front door. One of Grandpa’s standard operating procedures is still taped to the old wall phone nearby.


How to Call Your Son.

 

Step 1. Pick up the receiver, which is the blue handle-looking thing with a spirally cord.

 

Step 2. Dial 5-5-5-0-2-0-4 in that exact order.

 

Step 3. Tell your son to buy his daughter a telescope.



(I wrote that last step.)

If anyone needs a standard operating procedure right now, it’s me. I make up my own SOP in my head: How to Get Rid of Someone.


  Step 1. Casually mention a horrifying and terrible disease.


“We just got back from South Africa,” I say, straightening up and folding my arms across my chest. “Really sad about that bubonic plague there.”

“South Africa doesn’t have the plague,” she says. “Nobody does.”

“It kills just about everyone. We were probably exposed.”


  Step 2. Cough loudly. Do not cover your mouth.


Mom is over by the fireplace. “You okay, Madeline?”


  Step 3. Excuse yourself to the hospital.


“It’s like the most contagious disease on record. Maybe I should go to the emergency room.” I cough again.

Riley looks unconvinced. “If you really had the bubonic plague, your body parts would start turning black, and you’d have red bumps all over you.” She puts the beaker on the table.

Red. Like blood. My blood is actually feeling too hot, filling my fingertips and pulsing in my ears.

“Anyway,” she’s saying, “I don’t have a thousand dollars for a used beaker. Maybe I’ll see you in school tomorrow.” She leaves through the front door and I stand at the table for a good ten seconds before I feel sick for real. My stomach lurches and the room spins.

I wipe my nose, then grab the burned-out beaker and hold it to my chest, expecting to smell the lab in it. But it only smells like melted plastic and char. And then I grab three more beakers, the crucible, a Bunsen burner with a frayed gas line, two funnels, and a pack of unused petri dishes. I sit in my chair, my arms so full I can barely see over my loot, until Dad comes, feeling my forehead and peeling my hands apart, making me put everything back on the table.

“How about a break? You don’t want to overdo it. Come on,” he says, and tries to smile.

I follow Dad, who gets me a glass of ice water from the kitchen and then heads up the stairs. Everything’s feeling wrong and backward somehow. There’s a painting propped up against the wall, and I hang it back up where it belongs. In the bedrooms there are more shoppers circling Grandpa’s treasures.

I wish more than anything that there was an SOP for all of this. A simple three-step procedure that would fix everything. Grandpa would know how to write it. But now that he’s gone, it’s up to me.
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THE ONLY room in the house that is off-limits for the estate sale is Grandpa’s attic study. Dad leads me up the stairs, my body still hot even though I’m holding the cold glass in my hand.

“You can lie down here, Madeline,” Dad says. When he swings the door open, the smell of Grandpa—​hand sanitizer and barbecue potato chips—​rolls over me. I take a gulp of water.

Dad clears his throat. “Haven’t been up here to go through things yet.”

I flop onto the dimpled leather couch by the small round window that looks out over the university campus and the research hospital. Dad and Grandpa worked in the same lab there, researching the bleeding disorder that runs in my family, Von Willebrand disease.

Mom flip-flops up the stairs. “Are you okay, Maddie?” She rushes over and touches my forehead. “No fever. It’s getting awfully stuffy downstairs with all the people. Good idea to take a break up here for a bit.” She pushes wisps of hair away from my face. “I saw you talking to that girl. New friend?”

“Definitely not,” I say.

Mom grabs an empty box from the floor and heads over to Grandpa’s desk. “You need to open yourself up to friendship, Maddie. Elizabeth won’t be with you in school anymore. Where is she, by the way? I thought she’d be here today.”

I close my eyes and write another SOP in my head: How to Fake Sleep to Get Out of a Discussion with Your Mother About Your Social Life.


  Step 1. Yawn and then go limp. Like complete and total limpness.



  Step 2. Open your mouth and breathe like you have a nasal blockage.



  Step 3. If you are on a couch, or a bed, or a chair, dangle an arm or leg off the side for extra effect.


“Wow,” I hear Mom say. “She’s out.”

Thank you, Grandpa. These SOPs are genius.

I try to ignore Mom and Dad’s whisper-talking about selling this house and where to donate everything that’s left after the estate sale. And then they have to get back downstairs since they put Brooke in charge, and I hear Mom talking to Dad on the way down about how she wishes I weren’t taking all of this so hard. How she thinks everything would be better if I spent less time in my closet laboratory and more time with the rest of the almost-teenagers.

As soon as they’re gone, I roll off the couch onto the floor. I bet my parents haven’t yet gone into Grandpa’s little art studio behind the wall, and I crawl over to the door, which is only half-size because the ceilings up here are slanted. There’s paint on the doorknob and a smudge of green underneath. Grandpa’s fingerprint.

The paint smell inside is strong, wet and earthy. Grandpa always said the best scientists were also artists, using all parts of the brain. I maneuver around the stacked canvases and find that some of the paint jars are still open. Green and purple and blue. Paintbrushes are soaking in a cup of gray water.

Grandpa had said he wasn’t painting anymore because of his arthritis. But then I see his I’M A FUNGI! mug next to the easel, still half-full of his favorite tea, mold creeping over the surface. I peer around the easel and see a half-finished, twisty-turny splatter of paint in the middle of a canvas. It looks almost like a molecule.

Grandpa was painting—​but he never got to finish this one. My body aches with the plague feeling again and the smell of old tea and paint jars makes the room tilt. I crawl back out into the attic study and close the door behind me.

I rush down the stairs and out the front door, desperate for Elizabeth to be here. I need to show her the painting and the books and the view from the attic. Just once more. Because if there is anyone in this whole universe who appreciates the view from up here as much as Grandpa and I, it’s my best friend.
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BROOKE AND ABBY are sitting on matching camping chairs by the fountain. I scan for Elizabeth, then droop into a chair next to Brooke, spilling my bag of loot onto the ground. “Aren’t you supposed to be helping?” I say. “Who’s manning the trinket table?”

Brooke’s eyes are closed, her face in the sun. “Eliza-death was just looking for you.”

I perk up. “It’s Elizabeth. Stop calling her that.”

It’s possible that Elizabeth is a little bossy. And maybe sometimes she thinks she’s the smartest person on the planet. But she’s not boring, like Brooke thinks she is. For one thing, she has her own telescope. Pointed to Mars. In her bedroom. “Where’d she go?”

Brooke points a lazy finger at the lawn mower and beach umbrellas. I walk over, my bag swinging on my arm. See? I have friends. I am so well-rounded it’s ridiculous. If Space Camp gave free tuition to kids based on their well-roundedness, I’d be the first recipient.

I find Elizabeth digging in her backpack under a fluorescent beach umbrella, a row of pencils on the ground.

“Cool pencils,” I say.

“I have a new smiley-face one for you, but I can’t find it. I figure you need it more than ever for good luck on your first day as a Barn Owl.”

Elizabeth and I have the same appreciation for a good writing utensil. She pulls out a puppy-love pencil and tosses it to the ground. I shuffle through my bag too, feeling generous. I pull out a pen made to look like a pipette, blue with rotating numbers. “Here. I got this for you.”

Elizabeth looks up. “Awesome. I can keep this?”

Some guy leans in to look at the price tag on the beach umbrella. “Not for sale,” I say, ripping the tag right off the metal spindles. He gives me the stink-eye and moves to a blanket scattered with stuff under the next beach umbrella.

“Why’d you do that?” Elizabeth says.

I change the subject. “Want to come see the attic one last time?” Bubonic plague throbs in my throat, but I swallow it down, collect my things, and crawl out from under the umbrella.

Elizabeth follows me. “Don’t say that.”

But we know it’s true—​one last time. Grandpa may have been the best scientist in the world, but he wasn’t so great at keeping up this old house, even with Mom and Dad’s help. Dad says we’d have to gut the place to live in it, and we can’t afford that. So now we have to sell it to some family that probably doesn’t even know a famous scientist lived here.

We weave through the throng of people going through the drawers in the kitchen and tread back up to the attic.

Elizabeth stops at the top of the stairs and looks around at Grandpa’s office. I look at my shoes. She pulls me across the creaking floor and picks up the miniature globe that is also a pencil sharpener from Grandpa’s top shelf.

“You can have that,” I say.

Elizabeth smiles at me. “Thanks.”

I lean down, looking at a row of books on the bottom shelf. They’re blank. Old lab notebooks that were never used. I take the oldest-looking one, the edges yellowed, and open the front cover. Grandpa’s name is scribbled inside: Leonard Little, Dept. of Hematology.

“There are only twenty sixth-graders at my new school,” Elizabeth says. “Just twenty.”

There will be about one million three thousand sixth-graders at Jasper Johns Middle School tomorrow. Way more than at our elementary school. And probably most of them don’t even know the difference between an alligator and a crocodile.

“I wish you could come with me,” she says.

“Me too.” I just can’t believe the injustice of it all. Why does my life have to be ruined because my mother supports public education?

“At least you’ll know some people from our old school at Jasper Johns,” Elizabeth says. “It’s better than not knowing anyone, right?” She jiggles her globe, tiny pencil shavings falling to the floor.

I add the lab notebook to my bag of science stuff. “Maybe.” And we start back down the stairs, Elizabeth taking one last look over her shoulder at Grandpa’s attic office.

Downstairs a little kid is poking his sister with Grandpa’s magnifying glass, which is breakable and delicate and should probably be in a museum somewhere. I want to snatch it right out of his fist, but Elizabeth pushes me out the door and back to the fountain, where Brooke and Abby are still sunbathing.

“I have to go,” Elizabeth says. “I still have three chapters of Watership Down to finish for summer reading. And then I have to get ready for school. My mom’s making me go to bed at like eight o’clock.”

The side door of the house swings open and Mom bustles out, maneuvering a large canvas. “What is that?” I say. The painting is huge, with bright colors and a fancy frame. Definitely not one of Grandpa’s.

“I found it in the front closet!” Mom says, red splotches all over her face, the way she gets when something exciting happens. Like that time when Earth Love had their going-out-of-business sale and all organic cotton underwear was 75 percent off. She was splotched for three days straight. “It was in a stack of Monet and Van Gogh reproductions. Hidden, like a treasure!”

She props the painting against the edge of the fountain and steps back to admire it. Brooke leaps out of her chair, her face full of horror. “Ick!” For once, we agree on something.

The brushstrokes are thick and blurred, but you can tell the lady sitting on an old-fashioned sofa is nearly-almost naked, except for a silky draped scarf.

“Is it gone yet?” Brooke says. She and Abby are hiding their faces.

“I knew your grandfather had an eye for art,” Mom says, clapping. “I’ve seen this somewhere before. Maybe when we were in Italy?”

“It’s very nice, Mrs. Little,” Elizabeth says, her eyes averted.

Brooke peeks around her hands just long enough to say, “I swear if you bring that home I’m running away.”

“Such a powerful message.” Mom shakes her head, staring at the painting. “What do you think, girls? Materialism or the quest for transparency?”

Elizabeth nudges me. “Good luck tomorrow.” And she bolts across the front lawn, practically leaping over the recycling bins.

I’m watching her half running down the sidewalk toward campus when I spot the middle school soccer team jogging up the road toward us. They’re practically famous, winning districts almost every year. Brooke has their team picture hanging on her wall. I yell, “Hoot! Hoo—”

Brooke nearly tackles me. I drop my science stuff, and my Eppendorf tubes roll all over the grass. “Hey, you just made me—” Before I can finish, Brooke clamps her hand over my mouth.

I make up an SOP in my head, super fast: How to Get Someone’s Hand off Your Mouth.


  Step 1. Lick the hand.


Brooke flies back. “Did you just lick me?”

I don’t even have to think of a Step 2.

“Be quiet! They’re going to look over here!” she whispers, her eyes darting to the captain, who is leading the pack: Dexter Sully, the not-so-secret love of Brooke’s life. I stuff all the tubes back into the bag and retrieve my lab notebook from under a bush.

“I have barely any makeup on!” Brooke cries, ripping her ponytail out and fluffing her hair.

“I didn’t even dry my hair this morning,” Abby says, cowering next to her.

The soccer team is running past Grandpa’s driveway, and some of the players are waving. I wave back and shout, “Hoot! Hoot!”

“Stop it!” Brooke hisses. She’s the one who told me in the first place that we’re supposed to Hoot! Hoot! whenever we see any player from our school. It’s tradition. It’s team spirit. Yet I start to see why she might be upset. Maybe sitting with your mom and little sister on camping chairs from the sixties with an inappropriate painting propped up behind you isn’t the best situation. Not to mention that Mom’s wearing an organic burlap dress with a matching headband she made while on safari in Africa about twenty years ago, which is embarrassing enough.

“My life is over,” Brooke whimpers.

“They’re gone,” Abby says, which is for the most part true. Some of them are still craning their necks for one more look at Mom’s painting.

As soon as they round the corner, Brooke loses all composure. “He was laughing! Did you see him laughing?” She turns on me. “Look what you did! How will he—​they—​take me seriously as a cheerleader when they all know I come from a totally weird family that has paintings of naked ladies?”

“I’m sure Dexter wasn’t laughing at you, Brooke,” Abby says.

“Yes, he was.” She flaps her hands to her sides. “And the Pumpkin Tournament is only a few weeks away.” That’s when the soccer players give their jerseys to the eighth-grade cheerleaders, who wear them everywhere for the rest of the year. Stinky. Grass-stained. Like a badge of cheerleading honor.

“You’ll still get a jersey. Don’t worry,” I say helpfully.

“She doesn’t want just anyone’s jersey, Maddie,” Abby says.

Brooke rolls her eyes. “Seriously, Maddie, you are so clueless. How are we even related? Mom, can we please go now?”

“Where’s Dad?” I say, looking around.

“He’s going to close things up here and check in at the lab,” Mom says.

I don’t even ask if I can go with him. Ever since they had that concentrated acid spill, Mom doesn’t like me going to the lab.

“Who’s going to help me carry this thing all the way home?” Mom says, brushing a grass clipping from the canvas.

Brooke’s saying goodbye to Abby, so I hold up my bag and notebook. “I’m already carrying this and this.”

“All right, Brooke, grab a corner!” Mom says.

Brooke straightens. “What? Me?”

Mom pats the top of the painting. “Come on, Muscles.”

Brooke pinches my arm as I hurry past her and then we’re off: my mom, my sister, the naked lady, and I, marching across the lawn.

I pick up my pace, putting some distance between us in case Mom declares Brooke inadequate and makes me take her place. We’ll practically pass the science museum on the way home, so I speed up even more. “I need to stop at the museum, okay?” I call over my shoulder.

It’s more than a museum, really. They have a three-dimensional model of the human brain in the lobby, their own planetarium, and a high school science club that gets to make medicine out of tree sap. I’ve been a member since I was six, and every year for my birthday Mom and Dad let me pick something out at the gift shop. This year is different, though. Elizabeth and I want tickets to the science museum’s once-in-a-lifetime Snoozatarium. We’ll sleep under the stars in their planetarium. On Astronomy Day. Which is also my birthday.

There’s just one problem. It’s sold out.
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WHEN I SWING the museum’s door open, a whoosh of cool air hits me. I could easily live in this place. Just bring my solar system sleeping bag and cozy up with the wax statue of Marie Curie on the third floor. I wonder if anyone would notice.

“Afternoon, Maddie,” Kevin says from behind the front desk. He’s holding out a plate of astronaut ice cream. “Straight out of the food lab.”

I take a cube of strawberry and pop the entire glorious thing into my mouth.

“Tickets for the Snoozatarium are still sold out,” Kevin says, helping himself to a chunk of chocolate. “If that’s why you’re here.”

“That’s my birthday, you know.” Honestly, how many people get the chance to have a sleepover in the planetarium on their actual birthday that is also Astronomy Day? I cross my arms. “My dad really meant to buy tickets, but he’s been super busy.”

Kevin nods and hands me another strawberry ice cream cube. “They sold out in the first hour.”

“But I’ve been a member of this place since I was six! You should have warned me that could happen.”

“Sorry, Maddie. If it were up to me, I’d give you a ticket.”

I scramble to think up an SOP on How to Deal with Someone Who’s Totally Unfair.


  Step 1. Tell the person of unfairness that their behavior is unacceptable and you’ll have to report them to the person in charge.



  Step 2. And that they should look up the definition of unfairness and read it a lot of times.



  Step 3. And you hope their astronaut ice cream is rotten.


“I’ll let you know, though, Maddie. We’ve got you on the waiting list.” Kevin scrolls through something on his computer. “Number twelve.” He smirks.

“It is not nice to lie to kids, you know.” Twelve is how old I’ll be on my birthday. A fact I may have shared a time or two.

“All right, all right. You’re number twenty-three.” Twenty-three means there is basically no possible way I’ll be at the Snoozatarium. They’re even letting people in the zero gravity room in their pajamas. The lack of justice in this world is killing me.

There’s a knock on the giant plate glass window by the door, and it’s Mom. She’s drawn a small crowd with her inappropriate painting, and Brooke is stretched out on the low wall by the willow tree. She’s dabbing at her face and I stop, wondering if she’s getting a bloody nose. The crowd of ladies by the painting moves in my sister’s direction as Brooke sits up, then leaps to stand to save her shirt from the gush of blood. She’s been getting these nosebleeds a lot lately.

“Does she need something?” Kevin asks.

“A roll of paper towels? Some ice?” I want to add a doctor or maybe even an ambulance to the list, because sometimes I think her bloody noses might last forever. What if they did? What would happen? I wipe at my own nose—​something I do all the time now.

By the time I’m outside armed with paper towels and ice, Brooke is sitting up on the low wall, Mom squeezing the bridge of her nose. The ladies crowd around, trying to help. Mom waves me over. Holding Brooke’s hair is my job in these situations. I pat her head so she knows it’s me and it’s going to be okay, but she flaps a hand at me and yells, “Stop!”

It’s hard to put ice on a nose while it’s gushing blood and being pinched at the same time, but Mom manages it. The ladies want to call an ambulance, but my mom and I can tell it’s already getting better. Eventually Brooke needs fewer paper towels and then, finally, the blood stops. The ladies walk away after patting Brooke’s shoulders, cautious, like they’re walking away from a kid on a tightrope over a lion’s den. That’s usually the first impression Brooke makes when she has an episode.

“Get off!” Brooke says, pulling her hair from my grip.

I step back and give her a dirty look. “You’re welcome.”

“Time?” Mom says. “Maddie, did you time it?”

I look at my watch. “Five hundred and forty-three seconds.”

“In minutes, Madeline.”

Brooke stands up, brushing
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