Erika’'sLITTLE Secret

by Candida B. Korman
Chapter 16: The Merry Quartette

| kept my head down, literally and figuratively, al weekend. | was already in
trouble with my mother — that F was hanging in the air. | couldn’t afford another goof.
One false move and | was sure she’ d go back to Dr. Goodman and insist that the entire
school would benefit from a presentation on TS, OCD and the rest of the alphabet soup
which makes me, and other kids, ticcy and twitchy. Fortunately, the beer incident stayed
between Uncle Jake and me. It had to stay that way —a secret. So now | had two secrets,
one at school and one at home. Keeping secretsis hard work.

| went to the store first thing on Saturday morning and Grandpa put me to work at
the cash register. We were busy. | think alot of little kids start thinking about
Halloween during the summer, but their parents don’t want to deal with it until the
beginning of October. It was the first Saturday in October and so we were mobbed.
Grandma showed up at noon with lunch for Grandpa.

“He pretends that he' s going to the diner for asalad,” she whispered to me. “But
| know he eats pizza with sausages every chance he gets. At least today | know he'll get
agood lunch.”

Since Laurawas rehearsing — yes, she got a part in the fall play — none of us could
take our lunch breaks together. It was another lonely lunch for Erika. | took awalk, just
to get alittle fresh air, and picked up a calzone at the pizza place. Tons of kids from
school were there. A few of them even said hello to me, but it still doesn’t feel like |
belong here.

| ate my lunch reading magazines in the stockroom. Laura showed up at about

three, but she was so pumped up about the play that she’sin, that she was practically
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useless. Uncle Jake wound up asking her to walk around in awitch costume offering
people candy corn from a plastic pumpkin. She really got into the part and everybody
loved it, of course. Next Saturday she' s going to dress as a gypsy and “tell fortunes’
while | keep going with the grunt work — stocking shelves and making change. If she
ever thinks I’m getting a break when she' s working her tail off, I'm going to remind her
about our job assignments.

We didn’t get home until eight. Mom was beat, so we sent out for Chinese food.

“1 promise some home cooking right after Halloween,” Mom put her feet up and
listened to the phone messages. “Lisacalled you,” Mom told Laura. “And some boy
named Rick wants you to call him back as soon as possible. He' s going to be at the pie
place in town with agroup of kids celebrating somebody’ s birthday. You're invited to
show up at nine. And Erikagot acall too.”

“Really?’

“Y es, a polite young man named Hector.”

| groaned.

“He wants you to call him back. Here's the number.”

“1t’s probably about our science fair project,” | told Mom.

“On a Saturday, why would he be calling you about the science fair on a
Saturday?’

| rolled my eyes. Mom just didn’t get it. Of course Hector was calling me about

science on a Saturday. He was a science on Saturday kind of guy.
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“You'll call him back when Laura s done with the phone. His message was so
polite, so grown up...” Blah, blah, blah, if Mom said one more word about Hector, it
went in one ear and out the other.

After Laurafinished with the phone, it was my turn. But | got lucky. The food
came and Mom forgot to make me call Hector back. | wasn’'t blowing him off entirely —
just holding off until Sunday to call him back. There was no need to totally confirm my
status as a nerd who was home eating Chinese food with her mother on a Saturday night.
| could become a nerd on Sunday.

Laura ate an egg roll while she was getting dressed to go out and then grabbed the
car keys and headed out to meet her new friends. Mom, as | said before, was beat. |
thought she was going to fall asleep in her chow fun, but she managed to keep her eyes
open long enough to eat. | found a mystery movie on TV and watched it by myself. It
was avery stupid movie. Or, at least the detective was awfully stupid. | figured out who
the killer was long before he did.

| was still watching TV when Laura came home at mid-night. That’s her curfew
asasenior. I’ve got to be home by ten during the week and eleven on the weekends, but
here | am an entire month into PROJECT NORMAL ERIKA and | have nothing better to
do than sit at home watching bad detective movieson TV.

Laura said the birthday party at the pie shop was, “OK” which is Laura speak for
dull.

“Who's birthday was it?’

“Ritafrom the chorus.”
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| gulped. Uncle Jake was the only one in the family who knew about me drinking
beer with Ritaand Leo. Now I'd haveto tell Laurathe entire story -- that isif she didn’t
already know about it.

“Oh, Ritafrom the chorus. I’'m kind of surprised the party was at the pie shop
and not someplace where she could drink beer.” | said, trying to be cooal.

“You got that oneright. Leo said they were partying with you just yesterday.”

“1 wouldn’t put it that way. | drank one beer with them and that’ s it, no more for
me.”

“No more ever or no more until the next time you see them?’

“No more until I’'m twenty-one — that’ s somewhere between never and next week
when | run into them in school.”

“It’scloser to forever,” Lauralaughed. “I takeit Mom doesn’t know.”

“But Uncle Jake does.”

The next morning Mom asked meif I’ d called Hector back. | finally called him
and he said that Mitchell wanted the four of usto meet about the project. | agreed, but
had alot of trouble pretending to be enthusiastic about spending my one day off from
school and work with some science geeks.

“1 wish you'd called me back last night,” Hector said. “| saw the coolest movie at
the planetarium. Y ou could have come along.”

MOVIE AT A PLANETARIUM!

Hector really is a super science nerd — spending Saturday night at the planetarium.

Of course | might have liked the movie too, so what does that make me?
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We met at Mitchell’s house —a“merry” little quartette, not at all liketheonel’d
be singing in thefall concert. All three of them had very boring ideas for our science fair
project. It wasasif they' d typed “sciencefair projects’ into an internet search engine
and came armed with prepared lists. We decided to continue thinking about it and have
another meeting. The topic wasn't due for another week, so we had time anyway.

This particular Science Fair was just for our school, but Mitchell, Tom and Hector
were al interested in the real science fairs —the countywide, statewide and the big
national competitions. | haven't been in one since elementary school when my bean
plants exposed to extralight won first place in the fifth grade competition. | was sure we
could do better than that lame idea

| got home just in time for dinner. Mom’s friends, Alan and Jessie were there,
setting up the grill for an autumn BBQ — cook outside, eat inside. They kept asking me
about school, but | really didn’t want to talk about it. | think I’'m just feeling worn out.

Keeping secrets is exhausting!
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Chapter 17: The Great Debate

After we handed in our lab reports, Ms. Johnson asked if any of the teams had
come up with ideas for the Science Fair. Rosieraised her hand. Her team, (Jean, Pete
and Tony) wanted to do something about nutrition and rats.

“We're still working out the details, but we want to look at how the health of the
animalsis effected by a high sugar diet, versus one that has the same number of calories,
but more vitamins, minerals and protein.”

“Very interesting,” Ms. Johnson commented. “1 wonder how that’ [l go over at
Halloween when all of you have eaten nothing but sugar for days!”

Vickieraised her hand. “Ms. Johnson, | don’t think that any of us should use
animalsin our experiments.”

“Why?"

“It’s cruel and no one needs to harm or kill any animals to learn about things we
can learn about in other ways. Animals have rights — or they should haverights. It'stoo
easy for peopleto kill them for silly experiments. | think we could al just take a pledge
to be scientists who don’t harm animals and find other ways to learn about biology.”

There was silence in the room.

“How do therest of you fedl about that?” Ms. Johnson asked.

My hand shot up.

“Yes, Erika?’

“1 disagree, completely.”

“You think it’sright for animals to be killed or tortured in the name of science?’

Vickiedidn't raise her hand or wait to be called on.
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“No, that’s not what | said. | said | disagreed with the ideathat all experiments
on animals are wrong. There are some things that can’t be learned any other way so...”

“That’s not true!” Vickieinterrupted me. “Y ou can just make computer models
and stuff like that — animals aren’t necessary, ever!”

“Now that’s not true,” | interrupted Vickie. | know that medicines have to be
tried on animals before they’ re tried on people. | know that animal brains have to be
studied so doctors can find acure for TS and other things. | know for sure alot of things
that the other kids in the class don’t know or even think about. “Computers can’'t help
doctors find out if amedicine works—or if it’ll hurt the people it’s meant to help.
Computers can’t show researchers what happens inside our brains when...”

| almost said “when wetic” but Vickie jumped in.

“So you think we should kill puppies and monkeys just to test the safety of hair
dye and make-up!” Shewas very loud and angry. | was getting just as angry, but |
made my voice very low and calm.

“1 don’'t think anyone thinks it’ s right to torture puppies just to test mascara, but
people are dying of cancer and AIDS. Kidslike you and me have all sorts of diseases—
bad hearts and mysterious neurological disorders, all sorts of things that doctors don’t
know how to cure. | don't think it's as ssmple asyou do. | think there are times when
scientists must use animalsin their experiments.”

“It’snot like we don’'t eat hamburgers,” Rosie pointed out. “And we wear |eather
shoes too.”

“Speak for yourself,” Vickie shouted. “I’m avegetarian and my shoes are canvas.

No animal had to die for me to get dressed this morning.”



Erika's Little Secret Page 85

“What about people volunteering to test medicines?” Annie jumped in.

“That's part of it — part of how science works,” | answered her. “ But sometimes
you just have to use rats or other animals. | might volunteer if | thought it was important
enough, and if | thought there was areal chance to do some good, but | don’t think I'd be
convinced to volunteer by a scientist who used a computer model alone. They have to
test the drug on animalsfirst. There salot of risk when you volunteer to try a vaccine or
be the first oneto try anew drug. | might doit, if | thought there was areal possibility of
helping people. Would you?”’

No one answered me.

“Does anyone else have an opinion?” Ms. Johnson asked.

The class stayed very, very quiet until Hector raised his hand.

“There' sabig difference.” Hector was very nervous. He shook alittle as he
spoke. “There' sahig, big difference between torturing an animal to test make-up and
dissecting animals to learn about cancer, or testing drugs on animals before people use
them. My sister had cancer. She’s OK now, but she had Leukemia when she was eight.
| was just alittle kid but | remember what it was like. I’m really grateful to the scientists
that learned about chemotherapy using animals. |I'm really grateful to those lab rats too.
My sister is alive because of them.”

Tearswelled up in Hector’ seyes. Oliviawasn't in our school. Shelooked alittle
older than Laura so maybe she was already in college. The silence in the room was
almost unbearable. It was like we were all waiting for the bell to ring so we could run

out of the room.
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“This has been very interesting.” Ms. Johnson said. “We have agreat deal to
think about — as scientists and as people. I'd like to continue this discussion at another
time. Right now, start working on those science fair ideas.”

The bell rang and class ended. Vickie shot me a hateful glance as she walked by
my desk, but Tony and Rosie came over to talk to me. Y ou lose some potential friends
and gain others. Ohwell. Vickieisabit extreme, but Annieis one of those super
popular girls—sort of like my sister. It would have been fun having her as afriend.

“You should run for class president,” Tony said. “Y ou whooped Vickie good!”

“You know for a second there | thought you were going to say that you’ d been
sick or something. It wasreally cool that you' d volunteer if you thought therewas a...”

Ms. Johnson came over so | never heard what Rosie was going to say.

“Erika, that was avery articulate and passionate speech. I'd like to talk to you for
acouple of minutes. Could you stop by after school 7’

“I have chorus rehearsal.”

“It'Il only take a couple of minutes.”

“OK, I'll seeyou then.”

| knew what Ms. Johnson wanted to talk about. She’d heard all about me from
Dr. Goodman and she' d want to ask me about accommodations. | realy didn’t want to
have that conversation, but at least she didn’t say anything in front of the other kids. As

long asthey didn't listen in, I’d survive.
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Chapter 18: People Talk

| slipped into the room just before the rehearsal started. We were going through
the big group numbers for the winter concert “Hail Poetry” from Pirates, “ Eagle High”
from Utopia and “Now to the Bangquet We Press’ —which sounds like a menu and makes
me hungry.

Every now and then | noticed that people were glancing over at me. I’m not
saying that | was suddenly popular; it was more that | was suddenly SOMEBODY that
everyone knew.

Since it was getting closer and closer to Halloween, and Mom would be working
late. Lauraand | headed toward Grandma s after the rehearsal. While we walked, Laura
asked me about “the incident” in my biology class.

“So what really happened? Everybody was talking about you.”

| told her what I’ d said and what Hector had said too. We walked for awhilein
silence. It wasn't that hard, mean silence when you’ re nervous about what you should
say next. It wasthat soft, friendly silence when you know it’s OK to say nothing at all.

“Y ou want to stop and buy a soda or acandy bar?’ She asked as we went by the
deli where some of the kids from school hang out. | was kind of nervous about running
into people, but Laurasaid it would be OK. “I’ll buy you one of those weird lemon
drinks with all the vitamins, if you want.”

“If you makeit aniced teg, it'sadeal.”

| try not to drink alot of caffeine, but sometimes aniced teaisjust what I'd like

best. I've heard that there are some good things about caffeine too — that it can help treat



Erika's Little Secret Page 88

headaches and stuff like that — but | once drank alot of colaand felt all jumpy. It’sone
thing to be ticcy and twitchy. It’s another to be ticcy, twitchy and jumpy!

Leo and some of hisfootball teammates were outside the store. They smiled and
said hello to us, but that wasit. They either hadn’t heard about my “great debate” or,
more likely, they just didn’t care about things like that. | followed Laurainside the store.
A few of her theater club friends were hanging around, talking about the rehearsal
schedule and about a girl in the senior class who was auditioning for a Broadway show.

“You think she's got a chance?’ Laura asked, as she picked out two iced teas, and
apack of chewing gum. Lauralikesto have minty-fresh breath.

“Hundreds of girls are auditioning for that samerole,” Gladys said. “She's good,
but some of them are bound to be better.”

“Well, | think it’s pretty cool that she’seven trying,” Laurasaid. “Assoon as|
can, I’m going to try to get an agent.

“Everybody’ s talking about you,” Gladys changed the subject when she saw me
standing behind Laura. “Y ou going out for student government?”

“1 think she should,” Laurasaid. “And maybe even the debate team too.”

“My friend isin that class and she said you were very cool. You didn't get al
fazed and stuff when Vickie started yelling at you. Way cool!” Gladys said. “Vickie can
be abit much, if you know what | mean, real loud and stuff.”

“Itried,” | replied. The attention was starting to get to me. | was feeling aticcy
thing growing in my throat. | managed to croak out that I’d be outside. | heard Lauratell

Gladysthat | could be alittle shy sometimes.
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“Well, she’'s gonna get alot of attention after that speech in biology class,” |
heard Gladys say as | walked out of the store.

It'sfunny. | want attention — some attention, but I’m really afraid of everyone
looking at me too carefully. | don’'t want to feel like I’m under a microscope or
something. My great debate might have inspired alittle more attention than I’ m ready to
handle.

Grandma listened to me practice the piano while Laura helped her make dinner.
Then we did our homework while the roast cooked. Grandpa came home at seven and
the four of us had dinner. Mom would be at the store until 10. It was crunch time —the
last two weeks before Halloween.

| asked Grandpawhat | should be at the big Halloween party. He had all sorts of
suggestions, but none of them seemed perfect until he said the ancient Egyptian Queen
Nefertiti. “I have this great tower of a gold headdress in the back. We could spiff it up
with afake gold necklace with abig cat medallion.”

“lsn’t there alovely white robe in the store room?” Grandma asked.

“With agold rope belt it'll be perfect.” Grandpa smiled.

“You'll look beautiful!” Grandma laughed. “Now what will my other beautiful
girl wear to the party?”’

Laura had already decided that she was going to look through the storage space
with the theatrical costumes and find a polka dotted, ruffled skirt.

“1’m going to wear my old tap dancing shoes and be a Flamenco dancer,” she

announced. “I just need afancy fan and something to put in my hair.”



Erika's Little Secret  Page 90

“1 have something you'll love,” Grandma got up from the table. “Laura, make
your Grandfather some decaf coffee. This could take me awhileto find.”

Grandpa decided that his coffee wouldn’t be any good without afew cookies so
he rummaged around to find where Grandma had hid the sweets, while we cleared the
table.

“What is shelooking for?’ | asked him.

“You'll see. You'resister will loveit.”

We could hear banging around from above, Grandma had obviously lowered the
attic ladder.

“You'd better help her with that,” Grandpatold Laura. “She should havetold us
she was going al the way up there. Be careful on the ladder,” he called out as Laura
went upstairs.

That’s when | told Grandpa about my “debate”’ in biology class.

“1’ve been meaning to talk to you about your little secret,” Grandpalooked very
serious. “Your mother told me what happened with your math test.”

“It wasjust alittle quiz, Grandpa.”

“Quiz, test, it doesn’t really matter. What mattersisthat you have to learn that
hiding your TS is not agood strategy.”

“But | want to be normal.”

“That’ s what everyone wants — except maybe your sister. She wants to be a star.”

Laura came downstairsin along red skirt with ruffles. When she walked the
black and white polka dotted lining of the skirt peeked out. She wore alittle black vest

that laced up the front over awhite blouse with poofy sleeves. Shelooked great.
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“With thisin your hair,” Grandma handed Laura a big, ornate silver comb, “and
these castanets, you' |l be perfect.”

“When did you get that outfit?’ | asked Grandma.

“About amillion years ago, when we went to Spain.”

Grandmatold us all about their trip which wasn’t amillion years ago — just ten or
so. Shetold us about visiting the Prado museum and eating dinner at eleven at night in
Madrid.

“They have the best hot chocolate in Spain.”

“Really?” Lauraasked.

“Like melted chocolate bars. It was wonderful.”

But Grandpawasn’t finished talking to me about my TS secret. Not even Laura
prancing around the living room dressed as a Flamenco dancer could distract him. When
Mom came to pick us up, he brought the subject up again.

“There are so many times |I’d wished I’d known that | had TS, that there was a
simple, logical explanation...”

“But Grandpa, you just don’t understand. Maybe | had it easier than you because
| knew what caused meto havetics, but it’s also been the only thing about me that people
knew.”

“That’s not true. Back in lowa you were in the chorus and you had friends. They
knew there was more to you than your TS.”

“Yes, but... It was awaysthere, hanging in the air.”

“Just because you're not telling people, doesn’t mean it’ s not hanging in the air.

In some ways it’ s hanging in the air even more because you're hiding it.”
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| promised | think about it and we went home.
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Chapter 19: The New Normal Erika

The NEW NORMAL ERIKA started her school day as someone everyone had
heard about. | got funny, curious looksin the hall and Mr. Lipkin, my English teacher,
asked meif I’d considered the debate team as an after school activity.

“I'min the specia chorus,” | replied.

“You might want to try it. | heard that you didn’t get ruffled when you were
under attack. That’savery good quality in adebater. Our team took first placein the
county last year. We have too many seniors and we need some new blood.”

| promised I'd think about it. That was the second time I’d promised to think
about something | really didn’t want to think about. The new normal Erikahad alot on
her mind. Hector wanted our team to meet right after school but | begged off.

“I’m going to put in a couple of hours at my Grandpa's store,” | told Hector.
“Halloween is coming, so they’re very busy.”

“So when can we al meet?” He pushed. We wound up having a mini meeting at
lunch in the cafeteria. Meeting with the NERD SQUAD was a step back from my new,
acceptable status, but we were still in need of asciencefair project. Mitchell islike some
kind of Dr. Frankenstein, who wants to “create life” from dissected earthworms. He can
bejust plainicky! Tomisjust atiny bit more sensible. Of the three of them, Hector is
the only one with his science nerd feet on the ground.

“Let’stry to remember that the whole science fair thing is not just the cool
experiment, it’s the cool presentation.” Hector tried to direct the discussion. “We have
to find something we can study and then explain.”

“Yeah, and we can’'t gross out the judges!” | reminded the boys.
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“But | thought you were OK with using animals,” Mitchell said.

“Yes, but not just to be cruel. Using an animal is something you should take
serioudly. It'snot for entertainment. Y ou’re starting to sound like one of those kids that
kills ants by holding a magnifying glass so that the sun cooks them and...”

Mitchell turned red.

So Mitchell was one of those weird, creepy kids who enjoys playing icky games
with animals. | made a menta note to keep my cat as far away from him as possible if
the team ever met at my house. And we went back to work on our idea. | started to think
about something compl etely impossible — something about TS. How could | contribute
to the research into TS? Wasthere away | could examine what we already know about
it? But | had to keep my thoughts to myself. If | told them | wanted to research
neurological disorders, I'd haveto tell them why.

And that’ s the topic that NORMAL Erika does not discuss.

Of course, in acloser to perfect world I'd be able to tell them and they wouldn’t
think anything was odd about me having a neurological disorder. They wouldn’t think |
had “cooties’ or that they could catch TS from sharing a sandwich. They wouldn’t stare
at mewhen | got al ticcy and no one would think twiceif | croaked like afrog every now
and then. In that world I’d be able to tell them about the experiment I'd really like to do.

My doctor back in lowa had a science journal with an article on some researchers
who were using a special strain of mutant rats who have tics that are very much like the
tics people with TS have. I’d do a very humane experiment on them, an experiment
about STRESS. Yes, I'dredlly liketo learn how the stress | felt before that math quiz

and the stress | felt when Lauratold me about the audition effects my tics.
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I”’d come up with some ratty stress situations. | don’t really know what causes
rats stress, maybe not being able to find their way out of amaze? And then I’d log how
many tics and what kind of tics the rats experienced. I'd then let the same rats have a
nice, relaxing day — a day where the cheeseis easy to find and no one quizzes you on
how to find your way out of a complicated maze — and I’ d note the difference in their
tics.

But thisworld isn’t even close to perfect. If | told them about my TS, and about
the strain of mutant rats, I’ d probably be called aMUTANT which is even worse than
being known as“The TS Girl” so I’'m not saying anything about my ideafor an
experiment.

| went straight from school to the store. There was no special chorus rehearsal,
but Laura had a play rehearsal and Grandma was in the city at a doctor’ s appointment. |
guess | could have gone straight home and gotten started on my math homework — Ms.
Kotowski offered me extra credit work to make up for the F — but | decided to put in a
couple of hours at the store. Mom was happy to see me. She turned the cash register
over to me and scurried around helping customers.

At about four, Phil and Steve came into the store.

“Pretty cool about our quartette,” he said when he saw me behind the register.

| was too busy to really talk. | had aline of anxious parents and kids to check out,
but | kept an eye on him while he followed his brother over to the decorations. Hereally
iIsVERY, VERY cute.

They started selecting skeletons and sound effects CDs for their party. Grandpa

was helping them. That’s why they were thefirst to notice him get pale. | didn’t seeit; |
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was just too far awvay. Uncle Jake was in the back and Mom was over at the pizza place.
She'd missed lunch and needed to grab something quick. | glanced over and | saw
Grandpa sitting down and Steve leaning over him. Phil ran over to the counter, pushed
my customers away and told me to call 911.

“1 think your Grandpa’s having a heart attack.”

| did what he told meto do before it really registered. The 911 operator said
they’ d be there in no time.

“Give him an aspirin.”

“I’ve got to give him an aspirin,” | shrieked and ran out from behind the counter.
“Where' sthe aspirin? Do we have aspirin?”’

One of the customers had aspirin in her purse and Steve had a bottle of water.
The ambulance arrived a minute later and the paramedics started working on him. That’'s
when | redly started to panic. Grandpa said one thing before the door of the ambulance
closed —“Don’'t close the store!  Stay open!”

Uncle Jake and | didn’t listen to him. He ran over to the pizza place to get Mom
and Steve and Phil helped me clear the customers. | put the “closed” sign in the window.
And the three of usjust stood there waiting for my mother and uncle to return, but they
didn’t.

“They must be on their way to the hospital,” Steve said.

“l guess so. | just thought they'd tell me and...” | started to cry.

“Let’sgo too,” Phil said.

So we got into his brother’s car and drove over to the hospital. We found my

mother in the waiting room.
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“They say he' sgoing to be OK. He' shad avery mild heart attack. I’m trying to
track down your grandmother. Do you remember what doctor she was seeing in New
York?’

Mom sounded OK, but she looked like she' d been crying.

“She went to the eye doctor,” | said. “I think.”

“Yes, you'reright.”

Mom dashed away to find the pay phone. They don’t let you use cell phonesin
hospitals. It's something about the medical machines. | really don’t understand it, but
there' s some kind of interference. | wasleft standing around with Steve and Phil.
They're nice guys, but | really don’t know them.

“Why don’t | go get us something to drink?’ Steve said. He looked abit restless
and uncomfortable. Some people are just uncomfortable in hospitals. Phil wasthe
opposite. He looked like he was perfectly fine.

“Sure, we'll be here.”

He found us a couple of comfortable chairs and we sat down to wait for more
news. A very tall man, adoctor, walked by, but stopped when he recognized Phil.

“Phil, what are you doing here?’

“Dr. Warwick, hi. ThisisErika.”

Phil explained who | was, and why we were there.

“Is Dr. Warwick your doctor?” | asked when the man left us.

“Yes, my neurologist.”

“Is his name Fred Warwick?’

“Fred Warwick Jr., actually.”
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“And you have a neurologist because?’

“1 have Tourette Syndrome. It'sa...”

| started to laugh. Phil never got to give me the same standard explanation that
I’ d spent years giving to other people.

Of course, Dr. Warwick turned out to be the son of my Grandfather’s favorite
doctor. He' s apediatric neurologist and | went to see him. He' savery good doctor. |

don’t like him as much as my old doctor, but I'm sure I’ll get used to him soon.
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Chapter 20: So M uch for Secrets

Grandpaisredly going to be OK. But thistime he' s going to listen to his doctors
—and my grandmother — and take better care of himself. Better care means only afew
hours at the store a day, healthy lunches and not getting angry with suppliers who try to
send us out of style costumes. Hedidn't want to sit out the rest of his favorite holiday,
but the doctors want him to rest. He'll be back in hisbig chair, dressed as a pirate on
Halloween. But until then, he’'s at home resting.

Mom and Jake are splitting up the big duties at the store and I’ ve become an
officia part-time employee. SincelI’m only fourteen | can’t work that many hours, but
I’1l fill in on Saturday afternoons. Right now —they’rejust as crazy/busy as Grandpa
usually isthistime of year! As soon as they cam down, we' re going to interview afew
high school kids who want to work after school.

We finally figured out what to do for our science fair project. It's abig model of
the human circulatory system. Ms. Johnson looked at our plans and thinks that it might
be awinner in the presentation category — as opposed to the experiment category. Hector
realy isa TREMENDOUS SCIENCE NERD, but having someone like that on your team
isagood thing. | think we might even win!

| didn’t join the debate team, but Mr. Lipkin convinced me to try writing for the
school paper. My first story will be about the school play. It’'s a story about the
production —not areview. It wouldn't be fair for me to be the critic, since my sister is
the star.

Lauraand | know our songs for the winter concert already. | think it’ll be a great

show. | even heard that Rita has decided to quit smoking, because she wants to get a solo
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in the spring. | used to think that Gilbert and Sullivan were just too silly — all those over-
the-top mix ups and cases of mistaken identity, but life, red life, is pretty full of over-the-
top mix ups and coincidences too. So maybe | should just learn to enjoy the silliness?

In the end my HUGE fear about being labeled THE TS GIRL at my new school
turned out to be amajor yawn. The already had a TS BOY — Phil. He d been going to
school with the samekids al hislife so they were all used to IT and to him too. Having a
girl with TSin school too wasn't exactly big news. Thistimel didn't haveto explain it
to anyone. Phil had aready done that.

The big Halloween party is next week. I'm all set to be Nefertiti and Laura will
make awonderful Flamenco dancer. | don’t know what — or who — Phil is going to be for
the party, but | hope an Egyptian Queen will look good dancing with him. He's even
cuter now that | know he has TS and he knows that | have it too. He'sone boy I'll never
have to worry about getting ticcy around.

Laura already knew about Phil — that’s what Lindatold her on the train home
from New York. She was laughing about it, while keeping it secret from me, and Mom

and Grandpatoo. Weal havelittle secrets.

The End



