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Chapter One

I hate doing speeches. I hate doing speeches more than I hate being the skinniest guy on the baseball team. Just because my name is Addison, everyone thinks I should be smart or something. Maybe they’re confusing me with Edison, the inventor of the light bulb. Maybe they think that my yellow hair sends some sort of weird Vitamin Cenergy to my brain. I don’t know.

My name may be smart, but I’m sure not. Not at school stuff, anyway. I could be, my teacher tells me, if I would “apply” myself. Apply myself to what? It sounds like I need a giant tube of glue.

“Now, Addison,” I can hear her say, “if only you would apply yourself, you’d grasp fractions in no time at all.”

Now I can think of a lot of things I’d like to grasp, like maybe the controller for my new video game or the reel of my old fishing pole, but fractions aren’t on the list. Besides, who would want to be an expert on fractions anyway? They’re useless except for the odd saying like I’m halfway done my ice cream or If I had half a brain, I’d be able to come up with a topic for my speech.

That’s what I was thinking about on Saturday morning. If I had half a brain, I’d be able to come up with some incredible idea that would stun all the other kids in my grade five class, I thought. Heck, I’d even settle for a quarter of a brain. It’s not that I don’t have much of a brain. It’s just that I choose not to waste my brain on school stuff. Personally, I think I’ve got more common sense than anybody I know, except for the guy at the gas station where I buy my worms. He’s got to be pretty smart to make people pay for those slimy creatures. I’d probably make a great worm seller.

If I could think of a really great topic, I might be able to just make up the speech right while I was saying it. No sense wasting energy, I told myself as I brushed my teeth. Let me get that straight. I wasn’t really brushing them, just giving them a quick scrape and then pretending they were clean. Sometimes I just let the water run and then I spit as loudly as I can into the sink to make it sound like I’m brushing them. I always pay for it at the next trip to the dentist though. Things have a disgusting way of catching up to you. In the back of my mind I knew I should be brushing longer. But that’s where the thought usually stays—in the very back of my mind, where it belongs. This was definitely going to be a quick-scrape day.

I spit one more time and closed my eyes, trying to force a quarter of my brain into action.

“Breakfast!” Mom called from downstairs.

Saved by the yell. That was enough work for now anyway. Little did I know that by the time breakfast was over, I’d have my incredible topic. And how was I to know that, like dirty teeth, fractions have a disgusting way of catching up to you?
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Chapter Two

“What’s up?” I asked as I caught the piece of French toast that came flying through the kitchen doorway. Mom sometimes goes crazy in the kitchen. If she doesn’t get to cook a big meal for a couple of days, she saves up all her energy and throws it into the food. Once she made three different salads, four kinds of sandwiches and two types of pudding, all for my lunch and all in ten minutes. I bet she could make breakfast, lunch and dinner all at once, in between rearranging the kitchen furniture.

Saturdays were French toast days. French toast days were sometimes good, sometimes bad. It all depended on what wacky health-food-store ingredients Mom had decided to use that day. Last week it was honey and alfalfa sprouts—definitely not a good day. The week before it was organic sunflower with burnt crusts. I’m not sure if the burnt crusts were organic or not.

This week looked better. There seemed to be almonds and cherries flattened into the bread. At least I hoped they were cherries. They might have been kidney beans. With my mom you never know.

“What’s the big rush?” I asked as I watched her throw another piece into the frying pan.

“It’s the big astronomy event today,” she said between gulps of organic papaya juice.

Now, I might not know much about science, but I was pretty sure that the stars came out at night, not at eight o’clock in the morning.

“Ah, Mom...I think that maybe you’ve got your times mixed up,” I offered helpfully. Mom sometimes gets confused. I remember once when she showed up at the baseball field with five dozen carob chip and apple muffins. That was really nice of her and all, but completely unnecessary. Our team wasn’t even playing that day. It was the firefighters’ guinea pig races instead. I guess I forgot to mention to her that our tournament had been postponed. The firefighters liked the muffins though. I think the guinea pigs did too. If we ever have a fire, I bet the trucks will get to our house really fast.

Mom looked flushed for a minute, as if she actually believed me for once, but then she suddenly remembered.

“No, no, no. We’re driving to Williamstown to look at the new observatory. We’re eating lunch at the Galaxy restaurant. Then we’re having a meeting to discuss the election of officers next month. I would die to be the treasurer.”

I looked at Mom to see if she was sick. She looked fine but I couldn’t be sure. She’d been trying to keep really busy lately. Maybe she was too busy to think straight. Since she and Dad got divorced four years ago, she had tried at least eight different clubs. First she’d tried belly dancing. Next it was bread making. Then came basket weaving. I guess that was so she’d have something to put the bread in. Herb drying, yoga, Japanese gardening, Chinese lantern making and Greek cooking rounded out the list. I had used my calculator to figure out that was two clubs a year. She usually quit after a couple of months, but maybe this one would stick.

But treasurer? It was a mystery to me why anyone would want to do a job without getting paid, especially a job involving numbers. Come to think of it, I didn’t really get what was so exciting about staring at a bunch of stars.

“Why do you like looking at stars so much?” I asked as I picked the almonds out of the toast and stuffed them in my pocket. The squirrels would like them better than I did. I had to do my part for animal welfare. I always leave the garage window open a crack just in case the bats need someplace to sleep. Mom’s not real keen on that one. She didn’t really like the toad house I built out of her new bamboo placemats either.

Mom looked at me like I came from Mars, which I’m sure she hopes to see at the astronomy club.

“How could you not like looking at the stars?” she asked, shooting me a look that said I must have been adopted. “I love the stars. And I want to be the treasurer because it’s a way of meeting people,” she explained. “I don’t think I stand much of a chance because the only experience I have working with numbers, in an official sense, was when I volunteered with the humane society. I had to collect and record the donations we received for the feed-a-kitten day. I don’t think that kitten food expenses are in the same category as big telescope expenses, but I’m going to try anyway,” she said happily.

“Besides, you know I love working with numbers,” she added, staring at me in a way that made me feel like I was supposed to share her feelings. I think Mom secretly wanted to be an accountant or some other strange math-loving creature. She was always trying to play little number games with me, like telling me to see if I could balance my bank account before the computer did it for me. She didn’t know that I just kept the money from my paper route in my underwear drawer, between all my holey socks. That was enough balancing for me. She even used to make number-shaped cookies to try to get me to add as I was eating. Instead of putting the two and the three cookies together like she suggested, I just ate the whole plateful. I figured that was the quickest—and tastiest—way to get to five.

She downed her raspberry tea in a single gulp. “Did you know,” she said, “that those stars that you’re talking about actually made that starlight thousands of years ago? It’s taken many years to reach us.”

“So that’s what you see when you look up there, some really old light?” I asked.

“No, that’s just it,” Mom explained, practically glowing now. “It’s what you don’t see.”

I scratched my head as I put my French toast into the microwave to warm up. I was sure I was adopted now. Either that or I took after Dad. He lived in Australia now, trying out a new career as a sheep farmer. He probably didn’t have time to look at the sky, just the fields. Besides, I bet the stars were upside down in Australia. I knew he didn’t like numbers. I guess he didn’t like letters either, since he’d only sent us two e-mails in the last year.

“There are so many unexplained mysteries out there,” Mom gushed as she threw the frying pan into the sink. “If it takes that long for starlight to reach us, don’t you wonder what those stars look like right now? We see a star—but maybe it’s something else by now and we won’t know for thousands of years. We see what that star looked like way back then. Because it’s so far away, it takes ages for the information on what it looks like now to reach us. Who knows? It might not even be there anymore. Scientists are constantly discovering things like new planets and asteroids or discovering that things they thought were planets aren’t really planets after all. Not everything is as it appears.”

“I see,” I said.

“What about black holes?” she continued. Her face lit up like the night sky. “Black holes are really dense areas in the universe that have such a strong gravitational field that nothing can escape from them, not even light. Everything just disappears into them. You can’t see them, so you can’t prove they exist. That’s what some people think, anyway. But you can’t prove that they don’t exist either. Like I said before, just because you can’t see something, it doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

She blew me a kiss as she breezed out the door.

The microwave beeped. I stared at it for a minute. Then I got that flash of inspiration that sometimes comes my way. I had a topic for my speech, and it was sweet.
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