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My name is Serafina Sterling, and I love science! Love may seem like a strong word for something that isn’t warm or fuzzy or flavored like a jelly bean, but love is the only accurate word I can use to describe the feeling I have about science. You see, science is like putting on a pair of new glasses after years and years of seeing everything blurry. It brings things into focus. It straightens the wavy edges and makes it all vibrant. That’s important when you’re trying to figure things out, like most kids are. And while I admit science doesn’t have all the answers to life’s major questions (like what exactly “fleek” means and the most appropriate time to use such an adjective), it provides some much-needed context. Science helps me understand the world, like why the sky is blue and how chubby, little caterpillars turn into beautiful butterflies. Of course, not everyone loves science as much as I do.

My aunt, Celeste, calls herself a flower child. She doesn’t love science as much as she loves the sixties. She wears bell bottoms and sunglasses with round, blue lenses on the tip of her nose and grows her hair out way past her waist even though she’s, like, really old, probably 30 or 40. Most of the time, I try to ignore all of the weird hippie things she does, like burning incense and setting her neighbor’s dogs free so they can live among their “wolf brethren,” but one thing I can’t ignore about my aunt is her music. She plays this one song, “People are Strange,” over and over, and it always gets stuck in my head. I can’t help but agree with the sentiment. You see, there is one part of the world that science has yet to fully explain: people. Because, of course, people are strange. 

This is a story about people. This is a story about me trying to understand people, in particular a bunch of 11-year-old kids at a space adventure. While I do have a vast working knowledge of the noble gases, one thing I have no clue about is what makes other kids tick. Especially space-crazed kids who spend an entire week away from their parents and eat contraband candy like it’s ... like it’s ... candy. This is a story about how I use that one thing that I love more than popcorn-flavored jelly beans: SCIENCE!
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“Georgia, Georgia,” I said in a breathless voice. “Georgia Weebly, come in!” This time I screeched the words and pressed my face close to the screen.

“Sera, Sera. Calm down. I need you to slow down and move your face away from the screen. This is FaceTime not a walkie talkie,” Georgia replied.

I moved the screen of Mom’s tablet away from my face and took a breath, trying to compose myself. It didn’t work. 

“Georgia!” I screamed again. “I need your label maker! Hurry!” 

Georgia blinked behind her big, pink glasses and arched her eyebrows. “What?”

I looked down at the bright green package from the Musgrave Space Institute and smiled. It was not your normal smile. It wasn’t the gentle pull that tugs your lips into a lazy curl. It was not the kind of smile you give to teachers when they ask if you know the difference between a stable and unstable chemical compound. (Of course I know the difference!) It wasn’t the kind of smile that says that small, teeny, tiny, explosion in chemistry lab was a complete accident, honest. 

Nope. This was the kind of grin that made my eyes nearly close shut and my cheeks cramp. This was the kind of smirk that started somewhere near my left ear and went almost to my right shoulder. It was massive! It was huge! It was so painfully large and giant that my teeth started to dry out. 

Georgia’s forehead wrinkled. “Why do you need a label maker so bad? What’s going on with you?” She paused, and then her eyes sparkled. “Oh!” she shrieked, fluttering her hands and grinning with excitement. “All those years of me telling you the joys of organization have finally paid off! You want to get organized! No more living in filth!”

I recoiled at Georgia’s words. My smile faded. 

Yes, I had a tendency to be on the messy side, but I didn’t think I was that bad. I scrunched my nose and quickly surveyed my room. My bookshelf overflowed with books. My dresser drawers looked like they had exploded; shorts, t-shirts, and underpants spilled onto the floor. 

Disorganized? Sure. I was disorganized, especially compared to Georgia, with her color-coded coordination and labeled storage bins, but filthy? I wasn’t filthy! I only saw one banana peel amongst the chaos ... and one empty soup can. 

When did I eat corn chowder? I wondered. 

“No.” I turned back to the tablet. “No, no, no. You don’t understand what’s happening here.”

Georgia pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Then enlighten me, Serafina.”

I took another deep breath and straightened my shoulders. “I got into Musgrave Space Adventure!” My face-splitting smile returned. “It’s the best news ever!” 

It was. The Musgrave Space Adventure was not an ordinary space adventure. It was the Ivy League of space adventures, founded by the great scientific entrepreneur Jeronimo Musgrave himself. The Jeronimo Musgrave! The man who, legend has it, personally greeted visitors from space and studied a real-life spaceship while working at the Los Alamos Laboratory in New Mexico in 1995. 

Some said his alien interaction actually changed his DNA, like when that radioactive arachnid bit Spider-Man. Others said his brain was sucked out through his ear and replaced with a super-advanced, extraterrestrial, supercomputer brain. Of course nothing has ever been confirmed, but his accomplishments do seem superhuman. I mean, this man brought jet-engine minivans to the suburbs! 

After Jeronimo left Los Alamos, he founded Jeronimo’s Jets where he modified regular cars by reinforcing their chassis with steel girders and installing a secondary engine in the back: a jet engine! With just a flip of a switch, boring sedans flew down the highway at speeds that had never been clocked. The government shut it down, of course, after several traffic accidents and an incident involving a mom, a button-pushing toddler, and a carpool lane at school (no one was hurt but several orange traffic cones were flattened), but Jeronimo didn’t let that get him down.

Instead, he founded a super-progressive robotics company that took his love for supercharging plain-jane cars and turned it toward everyday things: ovens that baked a pie and fired pottery at the same time, autoclaves that let hospitals sterilize surgical instruments at lightning speeds, and dishwashers that killed harmful microbes and took the pattern off of Grandma’s china!

The man was a certified genius. He had more than 300 patents under his belt, and had been named the American entrepreneur of the year four years in a row. While green mohawks weren’t really my style, it was nice to see someone who was not afraid to be who he wanted to be on the cover of 100 major magazines. And this space adventure was his best idea yet. 

For the past three years, Jeronimo had been working on something way more awesome—and way more amazing—than mutant dishwashers: building spaceships. Even better, he’d pledged to bring a manned mission to Mars by 2030. To get there, he just needed young, passionate, and brave future cosmonauts who he could train in his very own Musgrave Space Institute. 

Six months earlier, Jeronimo had issued an open call to all scientists under the age of 13 to apply for 50 open spots for a grueling scientific competition to see who could earn a coveted spot in his junior astronaut development program. The application had been killer. Wannabe commercial astronauts had to submit notarized transcripts; a 10-page autobiography complete with philosophical stances on such topics as politics, the environment, and the role of the Kardashian family in modern society; a DNA sample; a fully executed last will and testament; and an original working invention designed to make space travel more bearable. 

I had struggled for months trying to think of an invention. While space food definitely left something to be desired—it looked like cat food squeezed out of a toothpaste tube—at least you

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
W

Cora Bartek, PW.D.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





