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For the gazillionth time, Izzy Newton ran her tongue across her teeth.

“New braces?” asked someone, plunking down next to her on the bus.

Oh, no, thought Izzy. It was Trevor Gawande. She really didn’t want to look like a dorky metal mouth in front of him of all people. Shake it off, she told herself firmly. It was a sunny day in June, and a group of Atom Middle School sixth graders were boarding buses for their Outdoor Education trip. Izzy was determined to be calm and not worry about random stuff like her braces. She pressed her lips shut and nodded.

“I can see that you went for heavy metal, like I did,” said Trevor. “When I had braces, I had so much metal in my mouth I was my own magnetic field. I was so wired, I could have generated enough electricity to light New York City.”

Izzy couldn’t help laughing. Then, quickly, she hid her mouth with her hand. “I was hoping for invisible braces,” she said. “But they’re too expensive, and they take longer, too.”

“Yeah,” said Trevor. He grinned. “I’m sure that your orthodontist gave you the scary speech about always using your headgear and rubber bands and bite plate and—”

“And how if I’m not super careful about brushing and flossing and using mouthwash, I’ll get cavities in every tooth in my head,” Izzy added. “And how serious getting those cavities will be.”

“The gravity of cavities,” said Trevor in a low, scary voice that made Izzy chuckle.

“I’m following the rules,” said Izzy. “I just brushed my teeth in the bathroom after lunch. It was weird—and kind of gross.”

“I bet,” said Trevor. “I also remember that I wasn’t supposed to eat anything too hot, too cold, too soft, too hard, too sticky, or too acidic. And nothing that required frontal attack, like corn on the cob or apples. That left pretty much nothing. Though I did swallow at least one mini rubber band a day.”

Izzy laughed, and this time she didn’t bother to cover her mouth. Trevor made it easy to talk about her braces, which was a relief. She dreaded kids teasing her about being a brace face. Dealing with the care of her brand-new braces on a camping trip was anxiety provoking enough. Izzy took a deep breath. She had worked so hard to be more confident over the past year, since the beginning of middle school. Outdoor Ed was going to be a test for her, a tough test. She’d be away from home, away from family, and away from school. Izzy knew that being in a completely unfamiliar place for three days would be a challenge, but she hoped that she could at least not spiral down into dizzy-Izzy-ness. That was her new mantra: No dizzy-Izzy-ness.

Being with her friends 24/7 would help. They were The Best. Charlie Darwin and Gina Carver were sharing a bus seat across the aisle. Probably talking about running, thought Izzy.
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They were both on the track team. Or maybe they were discussing the rain catcher that Gina, who loved to tinker and engineer things, had built for Charlie’s garden. Marie Curie and Allie Einstein were walking down the aisle of the bus. Marie, who loved both chemistry and fashion, tucked a green strand of hair behind her ear. Allie, who loved math and technology, was carrying her laptop, open and on.
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Izzy smiled, thinking about how she and her friends put their science smarts to use. They were best friends and they were a secret team called the S.M.A.R.T. Squad, which stood for Solving Mysteries And Revealing Truths. The Squad had solved a few mysteries at Atom Middle School this year, and Izzy had tucked the black-and-white composition book they used to record their mysteries in her backpack—just in case.

When Marie saw Trevor seated next to Izzy, she raised one eyebrow infinitesimally, but said only “Hi” and slid into the seat behind Izzy.

Allie, on the other hand, hooted when she saw Trevor. “Whoa, Izzy,” she said, grinning hugely. “I guess that seat is taken!”

Izzy flushed. She groaned inwardly, thinking, Just when I get a grip on one kind of embarrassment, a whole new universe opens up. Now Allie’s going to tease me about Trevor—while he’s sitting right next to me.

But Allie switched her attention to Marie’s hair. “Cool streak,” she said as she sat next to Marie. “Did you dye your hair green in honor of Outdoor Ed?”

“Absolutely,” said Marie, grinning. “Gotta go green. This trip is all about nature, right?”

“I guess,” said Allie. “I prefer numbers. They don’t sting or bite or give you a rash. They’re never poisonous. Oh, that reminds me.” Suddenly, Allie stood up. She clapped her hands, raised both arms, and hollered, “Hey! Everyone, listen up. I have an announcement.”

Izzy would rather eat a bowl of live worms than call attention to herself. But Allie waved her hands and proclaimed to the busload of kids, “Okay, I’m going on record. I’m telling you right now: I will walk home from Outdoor Ed if I see one snake.”

Everyone laughed and clapped. A boy started stamping his feet and chanting, “R-a-t-t-l-e-s-n-a-k-e spells rattlesnake, rattlesnake.” Soon all the kids joined in, and the bus shook with the noise.

When the commotion died down, Marie said, “No joke. Snakes creep me out, too, Allie.”

“How about you guys?” Allie asked, whacking Trevor on the shoulder.

“Yeah, no, I’m with you on snakes,” said Trevor.

“Me too,” said Izzy, shuddering.

“Well,” said Charlie. “Snakes are part of the food chain. Some snakes eat rodents. Others eat insects and slugs. And then raccoons, foxes, and coyotes eat snakes.”

“Okay, that settles it,” said Allie. “I don’t like anything snakes eat or what they are eaten by, either. That day a copperhead sneaked into school was the worst day of my life.”

“That wasn’t a copperhead. It was a harmless baby northern brown snake,” said Charlie. “It’s easy to tell them apart because the pupil of the northern brown is rounded, while the pupil of the copperhead is a vertical slit, like a cat’s pupil.”

“I’ll never see eye to eye with ANY snake, ever,” said Izzy.

“Me neither,” agreed Marie. She and Izzy fist-bumped in agreement. “I didn’t use my locker for a week, I was so afraid that there’d be a snake hidden inside.”

“They do like to hide in hollowed-out spaces,” said Charlie. “And in warm, dark cavities like boots and—”

“Sleeping bags,” said Allie, using hers to bonk Marie on the head and making her laugh.

Allie went on, “Whoever this guy Outdoor Ed is, I don’t like him. I prefer Indoor Ed. I can be perfectly well educated about the outdoors by staying safely indoors.” She sighed dramatically. “This is going to be a very long three days for me.”

“Oh, no, Allie,” said Charlie sincerely. “If you give Outdoor Ed a chance I’m sure you’ll like it. We’ll be hiking and swimming and being out in nature.”

“My older brothers went to Outdoor Ed when they were in sixth grade,” said Izzy. “They didn’t mention any snakes. They really liked the hikes, the campfires, and the mess hall food.”

“I’m not sure that proves anything,” joked Gina from across the aisle. “Lucas and Joseph are not a valid scientific sample. Those guys would eat snakes if they were on top of a pizza.”

“True,” laughed Izzy. “Still moving even.”

Just then, Principal Delmonico appeared at the front of the bus. “Sixth graders,” he said. “May I have your attention? Quiet, please. Remember, it is a privilege to go to the Environmental Education Experience at Camp Rosalie Edge. You will be representing Atom Middle School. I know you will make us proud. What is our school rule?”

“Be kind!” shouted all the kids.

“Excellent,” Principal Delmonico continued. “Stay safe. Your eighth-grade junior counselors are riding on the other bus. When you get to camp, listen to them. And obey your chaperones, like Ms. Martinez here.” He stepped aside to allow Ms. Martinez to pass him and walk down the aisle.

Izzy managed to give Ms. Martinez a watery smile as she went by.

Trevor slid Izzy a sympathetic look. He knew all about Ms. Martinez and Izzy and their spotty history together. Izzy had a hard time in Ms. Martinez’s Forensics class; making speeches and debating were Izzy’s idea of torture.

Trevor nudged Izzy. “Hey,” he said quietly. “No one’s going to ask you to make a speech during Outdoor Ed. Who’d be your audience—a squirrel?”

Izzy laughed. “Well, everyone knows squirrels are interested in nutty speeches.”

Trevor came right back with, “I’ve heard they also like a corny joke sometimes.”

“Painful,” said Izzy, shaking her head.

As the buses rolled down the highway and away from town, Izzy appreciated that Trevor was quiet like she was. He didn’t talk too much or sing “This Is the Song That Never Ends,” no matter how loudly or with what enthusiasm Allie sang right behind him. Instead, Trevor was quietly reading about images the HiRISE camera sent back to Earth from Mars.

“I’m into those Mars images, too,” Izzy said. “Well, anything about planets and space travel, actually. I like the fact that since Mars has less mass than Earth, its surface gravity is only about thirty-eight percent as strong. I tell my cat, Wickins, to eat up. On Earth he weighs ten pounds, but he’d weigh only 3.8 pounds if he went to Mars.”
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“This is why we need the STEM team you and your friends are trying to start at school,” said Trevor. “We’d make a movie about your cat and call it Wickins the Mars Cat: Changing the Laws of Gravity Into the Claws of Gravity.”

“He’d love that,” said Izzy. “For a cat, he’s a big ham.”

Trevor laughed. Then he said, “You know, a year on Mars is 687 Earth days, which is about how long this bus ride seems. It feels like we left Atom weeks ago.”

In reality, they arrived at Camp Rosalie Edge in two hours, Earth time. Izzy had pressed herself close to the window to see everything as the bus bumped along a rocky, sandy, narrow road that sloped gradually
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downhill. The road was bordered by fir trees and below them, scrubby bushes. Above and between the treetops, the sky was blue and cloudless. When the bus pulled into the clearing, Izzy saw the camp buildings and, beyond them, the sea stretching out to meet the sky at the horizon.

Camp Rosalie Edge was not fancy at all. The buildings were basic—simple and sturdy. They were painted white with green trim and had grayed cedar shingle roofs and gray stone foundations. Best of all was the camp’s setting. It faced a sparkling ocean. Not far offshore, small islands dotted the water like green stepping-stones. Izzy knew that in the summer, Camp Rosalie Edge was a sleepaway camp, so it had cabins, a mess hall, playing fields, a rec hall, a swimming pool, and a boathouse. Izzy planned to explore every building, every thing, and every inch of Camp Rosalie Edge.

The buses stopped in front of the rec hall. As the students scrambled to gather their gear, a friendly-looking woman climbed on the bus. “Hello, Atom Middle Schoolers,” she said. “Welcome. I’m Dr. Tamaki, camp director. You’ll meet the rest of the staff in a second. We’re glad you’re here, and we know you’ll have a great Outdoor Education experience with us at Camp Rosalie Edge. We’ve got lots of activities planned for you. Right now, all sixth graders will be surrendering their electronics.”

“Awww,” all the kids groaned.

“Yeah, yeah, the No Phone Groan.” Dr. Tamaki laughed. “I get that a lot. But there’s no point in whining. You’ll be too busy doing stuff in real life to be glued to your phones anyway. And reception is bad here. You’re almost off the grid. Why do you think ‘edge’ is part of the camp’s name?”

“Because being parted from our phones makes us edgy,” one kid joked.

“What if we get lost in the woods or something?” asked another kid.

“An adult chaperone will always be with you,” said Dr. Tamaki, “and all the chaperones will have satellite phones.” Izzy knew satellite phones weren’t limited to areas covered by cell tower signals because they relayed signals off satellites orbiting Earth. Dr. Tamaki turned to the grown-ups and said, “Adult chaperones, before you go to your cabins, come to the camp office to pick up your sat phones.”

The students followed Dr. Tamaki off the bus. As they handed in their cell phones and laptops, Dr. Tamaki said, “Boys, follow your head counselor, Gus, who’s waving to you. Girls, follow your head counselor, Rachel. They’ll show you to your assigned cabins. Drop off your gear, freshen up, and we’ll reassemble for a meeting in the rec hall in about fifteen minutes.”

“See you later, Izzy,” said Trevor, heading off toward the boys’ cabins.

“Okay,” said Izzy. She swung her pack over her shoulder.

Allie nudged Izzy hard and wrinkled her forehead in a frown that meant Say more!

So Izzy said, “See you” and waved a little bit.

“Oh, my gosh, Izzy,” moaned Allie. “You’re going to have to raise your effort quota exponentially. Like this.” In a voice so loud she scared birds out of the trees, Allie hollered, “See you at the rec hall in a little while, Trevor!”

This time, it was Izzy who moaned.
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