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Rock, Blisters, Lizard
~  ~  ~

It all started last spring, in the middle of the night, with a horrible
cold. I was on my way to grab another box of Kleenex when my big
toe landed on something blazing hot. It felt like I’d stepped on the
sun and danced around on the flames for awhile. I bit back a scream,
lunged for my bed and turned on the light. That poor, tortured toe
was the color of a ripe tomato. Wanting to know how it got that way,
I crouched on the bed and examined the floor. 

Nothing plugged in, nothing turned on. No flames or smoke or
ashes. Not a thing that could turn my toe into a swollen vegetable,
until  I  poked through the piles of used, soggy Kleenex. The rock
Aunt Myk had given me five days before was buried under the third
wad. And it was glowing.

That’s right. Glowing. Like the glow sticks police officers give to
little  kids on Halloween. But it  wasn’t  shimmering yellow. It  was
glaring turquoise.

Even though my swollen toe blasted a thousand warnings to my
brain, I reached out to touch the glow. Within seconds my hand and
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most of my arm were throbbing, too. 
I limped to the bathroom, ran cold water all over my foot and

most of my fingers, grabbed more Kleenex and hobbled back to my
room. 

Now that the rock was no longer buried, dancing turquoise lights
splashed across every inch of my walls. Still, I was so sick that none
of it mattered. All I wanted to do – all I could do – was crawl into
bed. I fell back asleep before my head hit the pillow. 

~ ~ ~ 

Since I slept through all that pain in the middle of a mysteriously
lit up room, I knew I was too sick to go to school the next day. But I
decided to go anyway. I just had to show that rock to Jared. He was
the only person I knew who might understand how a rock could
light up rooms and burn people.

I’d  just  forced  down  two  spoonfuls  of  Rice  Krispies  and  was
pulling myself up the stairs when Mom’s voice rang out from the
bathroom. 

“Ruth Patterson! You better be getting dressed. We’re leaving in
twelve minutes.”

“Almost ready,” I called, then headed to my room and squinted
watery  eyes  at  Aunt  Myk’s  rock.  I  really  didn’t  want  to  touch it
again. Not only was it steaming, it was oozing glittery slime all over
the place. Plus, it seemed to be swaying. Just a tiny bit, but certainly
more than any rock ever should. 

Beyond weird. More like frightening. Possibly more than Jared
could handle. 

While I wondered how to get the rock inside my backpack, my
brother, Matt, stood in the hallway and grinned at me. 

2



“Mom!  Ruth’s  not  dressed!”  He  hopped  from  one  foot  to  the
other, looking more like a hyped-up monkey than a nine-year-old
boy.  I  grabbed  some  germ-infested  Kleenex  off  the  floor  and
launched the snot ball at his face.

After Matt raced off to rat on me again, I wrapped my blistered
hands in a couple shirts I found under my dresser and hurled the
steaming,  glowing rock into my backpack.  I  shrugged out of  my
pajamas, put on my favorite khakis and pulled one of the shirts over
my head. It was singed on the left sleeve.

Mom’s  head  appeared  in  my  doorway.  Her  eyebrows  were
scrunched together  in  one straight,  serious  line.  “We have to  go,
Ruth. Now.” Mom was a history professor at the University of Iowa.
She taught college students the role of women in medieval history
and she hated to be late. 

For the first time ever, I was as eager to get to school as she was.
So I whisked my canary yellow baseball cap onto my head before
she could notice my uncombed, frizzed-out hair.

“Let’s go, then,” I said, surprised by the bright and breezy sound
of my voice. That’s how my aunt Myk always sounded. I practiced
all the time and that morning I sounded just like her, even with my
monster-sized cold. 

Sounding like Aunt Myk made me feel brighter and breezier too,
but not for long. As soon as I headed down the stairs, I launched
into a series of sneezes that made the rock’s heat press right through
my  backpack  and  into  my  shoulder  blades.  It  felt  like  I’d  been
branded. In a way, I guess I had been. That rock already owned my
life. I just didn’t know it yet.

~ ~ ~ 
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Jared  Jonesburg  had  always  been  part  of  my  life  whether  I
wanted him there or not - kind of like a brother, except he’s actually
Claire  Jonesburg’s  cousin.  Claire  was  my  best  friend.  For  some
reason, she liked hanging out with him. I don’t know why. He was
way too serious to be any fun. Usually, I just wished he’d leave us
alone. But that morning I couldn’t wait to see him. He had unnatural
intelligence  and I  needed someone  who could  explain  what  was
going on with my rock.

Even though we made it to school before the second bell rang, I
didn’t  see  Jared  anywhere.  I  figured  he  was  already  inside,
straightening his desk or practicing his times tables or whatever it
was he did before school actually started. 

I couldn’t talk to him during school because of all the teachers.
Even back then I knew they shouldn’t be involved with whatever
was going on with my rock. So, after suffering through a whole day
of school with the worst cold of my life, I wasn’t in the best mood to
hear Jared go on and on about the stupid science fair.

“What’s wrong with those judges anyway?” he asked, jamming
papers and books into his backpack. 

I would have told him but he didn’t give me a chance. He just
asked another question.

“How could they pick a parallel circuit over cryptobiosis?” 
I  would  have  answered  that  too,  except  I  wasn’t  sure  about

parallel  circuits  and had no idea what cryptobiosis  was.  It  didn’t
matter though. He didn’t wait for an answer to that question, either.
His head disappeared inside his desk as he shuffled through more
books and papers. 

I figured he was too busy having his tantrum to think about my
rock. 

4



While I waited for him to calm down, I wished there was some
way I could turn Jared into his cousin, Claire. Claire had been my
best friend for four years, ever since first grade. She never looked
down  on  me,  even  though  my  head  never  caught  up  to  her
shoulders. Some kids loved to make fun of my size, but not Claire.
Whenever I was with her, I felt taller.

She was smart, too. Not wikipedia-smart like Jared, but world-
smart. Jared almost always knew what things were. But Claire knew
what to do about things. She would have known what to do about a
turquoise-glowing, blister-inducing rock. I should be showing it to
her instead.

Except I couldn’t. She had moved to San Diego during Christmas
vacation, almost six weeks ago. You couldn’t get much further from
Iowa City without running into an ocean first. 

Jared pulled his head out of his desk and let the lid fall with a
bang. “What could possibly be cooler than suspended animation? I
mean,  those brine shrimp are real,  live time-travelers,  sleeping in
biological time-capsules!”

Uh huh. He blinked at me from behind his large, black glasses. I
figured he expected me to say something,  so I  repeated the only
word I understood.

“Shrimp? You entered shrimp in the science fair?” I didn’t know a
lot about shrimp either,  but at least I  could relate to them. I  was
called one often enough. 

He shook his head. “Not just shrimp.  Brine shrimp. You know.
The kind they found in the Egyptian tombs? I’ve got some dormant
eggs in here. See?” He handed me a sandwich bag filled with tiny
brown balls. I nodded, although I understood why the judges hadn’t
been impressed. It looked like a bag full of sand.
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Jared pushed his  glasses further up his  nose.  “Those eggs can
resist  anything.  Extreme  heat,  freezing  cold,  rapidly  changing
humidity levels.  For thousands of  years,  too.  But as  soon as they
meet the right conditions, bingo! They’re born. Stick these little guys
in warm salt water and you’ve got yourself a bunch of shrimp. How
cool is that?”

It  still  didn’t  seem like  any big  deal.  I  smiled at  him anyway.
Sometimes,  with Jared,  it  was best  to just  let  him talk.  He’d quit
eventually.

“When  they’re  dormant  eggs,  nothing  can  harm  them.  Time
stands still as long as it needs to. Did you know scientists were able
to successfully hatch eggs they found in the tombs? They hatched
shrimp from Egyptian times!”

Well, okay, that did sound kind of cool. But I still wished he’d get
over  it.  I’d  much  rather  discuss  my  turquoise-glowing,  blister-
inducing rock.  Now there was some weird science we could talk
about if he’d just shut up.

Jared blasted his fist against his desk. “It’s Colin’s fault I didn’t
win. You know what he said, right in front of the judges’ table? He
said, ‘Aw, that’s nothing but a bunch of sea-monkeys.’”

Sea-monkeys? That’s what Jared was talking about? I had gotten
some two years ago, for my ninth birthday. They came with a cute
little aquarium I had kept on my desk. But then Claire had wanted
to build a clay city and I had to move them out of the way. Mom
found them in my closet a few weeks later. Most of the water had
evaporated by then and some of the sea-monkeys were all dried up,
clinging to the sides of the aquarium. She said it wasn’t fair to keep
them if I wasn’t going to take care of them. She made me flush the
survivors down the toilet. 
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“Don’t  you  think?”  Jared  asked.  I  hadn’t  been  listening  but  I
could tell by his face he’d made a good point.

“Absolutely!” I agreed with a nod. That seemed to satisfy him. I
sneezed four times in a row then followed him out of the empty
room. 

As  soon as  we  were  away from the  school,  I  stripped off  my
backpack  and set  it  on the  ground.  “I’ve  got  something to  show
you,” I said, pulling on the zipper. Nothing happened. I planted my
feet and tugged with every bit of strength I had left, but the zipper
barely budged. I was all set to yank it again, when a lizard’s head
popped out of the gap.

That’s right. A lizard’s head. His tiny round tongue flicked back
and forth as he blinked at the afternoon sun. 

Jared crouched to get a closer look. “Where’d you get that?” 
“I  didn’t  even know I  had it.”  I  inched my finger toward the

lizard’s mouth, just to see what he would do. 
He yanked his diamond-shaped head away from my hand and

his  neck  wrinkled up like  loose  puppy skin.  His  mouth  yawned
open to reveal smooth, toothless gums.

Jared bumped his glasses out of the way and rubbed his eyes.
“That has got to be the strangest lizard I’ve ever seen.”

I nodded. The lizard’s perfectly round eyes sat like marbles on
top of his head. I could picture plucking them right off if I wanted
to. And his head seemed to change colors as he turned toward Jared
then back toward me - dark green at first, then brick red, then grape
gum purple.  

“Take him out,” Jared said. “I want to see him better.”
I tried to work the zipper further apart, but the lizard’s nose kept

getting in the way. I wiggled my finger down inside the opening. “It
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feels like he’s stuck on something.”
“Be careful! You don’t want to hurt him.”
“Really? Gee, thanks. That hadn’t even occurred to me.” Fighting

back my irritation with Jared,  I  worked at  the zipper.  The lizard
nipped at my finger.

Jared just kept talking. “I’ll get on the internet tonight. See if I can
find out what kind of lizard that is.”

Jared hated it  when he didn’t  know what something was.  Not
that it mattered much to me. A lizard was a lizard as far as I was
concerned. I just wanted to take him home. I figured he’d make a
great pet.

I’d have to keep him hidden, though. After what happened to the
sea-monkeys, I wasn’t allowed to have any kind of pet. Except for
Snickers,  but  he  didn’t  count  because  he  belonged  to  my  aunt.
Besides, he was always hiding and never any fun. 

As soon as I got the zipper unstuck, Jared pushed me away, took
a deep breath and eased his hand inside my backpack. He didn’t
breathe again until he lifted the lizard out. 

The  lizard’s  body,  tarnished gold  with  deep green  flecks,  was
almost as long as Jared’s hand; skinnier than a hot dog but fatter
than a marker. Like his body, his long, scrawny legs were covered
with tiny, raised bumps. His feet had four stick-like toes that were all
squashed up at the ends and he had a long, snake-like tail. Dangling
at the end of it was the turquoise glowing, blister inducing rock.

Jared  sat  on  the  sidewalk,  settled  the  lizard  in  his  lap,  then
nodded at the rock. “What is that?”

I’d forgotten all about it and was a bit surprised to see it again. 
It wasn’t glowing anymore but I swatted Jared’s hand away, just

in case. “Don’t touch it! That’s what I wanted to show you. It’s hot
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enough to blister skin, so be careful.”
And just like I did last night, Jared touched it anyway. 
“It doesn’t feel hot.” He ran his fingers over the smooth surface.

“It’s a great rock though. Where’d you get it?”
“It was hot. It burned me last night. Look.” I held out my hand to

show him my blistered fingers. 
“Seriously? You burned your hand on a rock?” He sounded like

the principal did when he’d asked if it was really possible to forget
my lunch four days in a row. 

“It almost burned my shirt this morning.” I showed him the singe
marks.

“Well, it’s not hot now,” Jared said, like it didn’t matter anymore.
“Sure is strange though. It looks like the colors are all jumbled up
inside it.”

“The colors swirl around in there too, like a lava lamp. Plus it was
glowing turquoise before.” 

“Glowing?” That unbelieving tone was back in his voice again as
he squinted up at me. 

“And swirling.” I  grabbed for the rock.  If  he couldn’t  take me
seriously, he didn’t deserve to see it anymore.

“Wait,” Jared said. “The lizard’s still stuck to it.” He wobbled the
lizard’s tail between his fingers, trying to free it from the rock.

“There!” I pointed to a small drop of glowing turquoise, oozing
onto the sidewalk and shimmering in the sunlight. 

“What is - ” Jared began, but never finished. All that wiggling
had freed the lizard. He jumped out of Jared’s hand, landed on the
sidewalk, and stood on his hind legs. He stretched his neck clear to
the right then clear to the left, like he wanted to see what was behind
us. I gathered him up and lowered him back into my backpack.
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“What are you doing? We just got him out of there.”
“I’m taking him home.”
“You’re keeping him?”
“You would, if you’d found him.”
“Yes, but I’ve had pets. I’ve kept them all alive, too.”
I gave him my meanest look but I wasn’t as upset as I might have

been.  Ever since Claire moved, I’d been looking for something to
keep  me  busy.  I  figured  taking  care  of  a  lizard  was  just  what  I
needed. 

“I’ll call you later,” I told him then sprinted home, eager to start
taking care of my secret pet. 

Yeah, eager. That’s how clueless I was.
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Crickets, Legends
~  ~  ~

Aunt Myk moved in with us right after Uncle Richie kicked her
out.  Dad  said  the  marriage  was  bound  to  fail  because  she  got
married too young. Mom said my aunt rushed into things without
thinking them through. 

I figured Aunt Myk was just too cool to be married. She’d been
living with us for two years and she was awesome every single day.
Unlike the rest of my family, she knew how to have fun.  

Unfortunately, she also knew whenever I was up to something.
Sneaking  a  real,  live  lizard  into  the  house  without  her  noticing
would have been impossible.

But  since  I’d  found the  lizard  on a  Wednesday,  it  didn’t  even
matter. Wednesday was the one day Myk worked afternoons instead
of mornings. It was such perfect timing I really believed it meant I
was supposed to keep that lizard. 

Of course, there was still Matt to think about. He wasn’t as bright
as Aunt Myk, but he’d rat on me in a second. So I called his name,
poked  my  head  into  the  living  room,  then  glanced  around  the
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kitchen. No answer, no Matt. Good. 
I tossed my backpack at the closest chair and chugged a tall glass

of Sunny D. Four icy gulps later, it occurred to me I’d just thrown
the lizard across the room. While I rounded the table to check on
him, the message light on our answering machine blinked at me.
After the lizard pawed at my chin and I was satisfied he was okay, I
hit the play button. 

“Hey, Rat Brat,” said Matt’s voice. “How come you’re not home
yet? Did you forget where we live? Ha-ha. I walked home with Josh.
Tell Dad I’ll be home for supper. Okay, that’s all, Rat Brat. Ha-ha. Oh.
Erase this message before Dad gets home or I’ll tell Mom you forgot
to put the milk back in the fridge this morning, even though she
asked you to like a thousand times. Ha-ha.”

Oh crud. Sure enough, there it  was on the edge of the table.  I
whisked the  milk into  the refrigerator,  then carried my backpack
and the lizard up to my room. I tossed my baseball cap at my bed. It
spun on the bedpost until the word “Mouse” came into view and
reminded me of Matt’s message. 

All  my baseball  caps have the word “Mouse” embroidered on
them because that’s what everyone calls me. Everyone except Matt.
He prefers to call me “Rat Brat,” and he always gets yelled at when
he does. So I put the lizard on my bed then ran downstairs to erase
the message to keep us both out of trouble. 

When I got back to my room, the lizard was standing on his back
legs, turning in a slow circle in the middle of my bed. His front foot
shielded his humongous eyes.

I moved the backpack so he wouldn’t trip over it. “You’re really
checking everything out, aren’t you, lizard? You know, you look just
like Austin. He did the same thing when he lost his dad at Matt’s
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baseball game last week.” Even though the lizard couldn’t possibly
understand me, I felt the need to explain. I grabbed some Kleenex
and continued. “Austin is Ben’s son. Ben works at Krueger’s with my
aunt Myk.” I blew into the tissue, long and hard, then tossed it onto
the floor with the others.

The lizard stared at me with his head cocked to one side,  like
dogs do sometimes. He stretched his mouth then continued circling,
his eyes flicking over every piece of furniture in my room. 

“You’re going to like it here, lizard.” 
Hmmm. I couldn’t keep calling him “lizard.” He needed a name.

It came to me as I watched him spin. 
“What do you think of Benson, lizard? Because of Austin, Ben’s

son. Only all run together. Do you like that name? Benson?”
He crawled inside one of the socks on my bed. At first it sounded

like he was snoring in there. But then I wondered if the smell was
getting to him. After all,  I’d been sick for six days and had worn
those socks the entire time. I peeked in to make sure he was okay. He
blinked his marble eyes as he gnawed at a loose thread. Maybe it
bothered him.

Or maybe he was hungry.
I didn’t know much about lizards, but I figured they ate bugs. So

I  sprinted to  the  basement  to  find him some food.  Those  skinny
spiders that look like daddy-long-legs were always dangling in the
corners of the laundry room. Careful not to grab its legs (because
they’ll just drop those legs right off if you do), I picked the biggest
spider off the wall. With my fist clenched around what I hoped was
Benson’s next meal, I raced back up the stairs. 

I placed the spider on my bed then shook the sock until Benson
slithered out. He touched the spider with the tip of his nose then
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trapped it  between his two front legs.  But instead of eating it,  he
batted it around, messing with it like most of the boys in my class
messed with Jared. When the spider curled into a ball, Benson raised
his head, squinted his eyes and crinkled up his forehead. Later Jared
told me lizards don’t actually have expressions, but I would have
sworn Benson looked confused.

“Okay, I get it.” I tried not to sound too disappointed. “I’ll find
you something juicier. Wait here.”

After blowing my nose a few more times,  I  jogged out to our
garden and dug up a cricket. I rushed it straight up to Benson, who
was gnawing on my sock again.

“Cut that out.” I stuffed the sock under my pillow and dropped
the cricket on my bed. Benson licked the cricket’s head, backed up,
sneezed, shuddered, and spat right on my pillow. His skin, which
had been mostly gold, now looked rusty red, like an old barn.

A hollow-sounding growl worked its way up from his stomach.
Okay, so he really was hungry. But I was fed up with his finicky

attitude. So I went to the kitchen and got him some bologna. It only
seemed fair. That’s what I always got whenever I complained about
dinner. 

Benson crawled right on top of the bologna slice. He circled three
times  before  he  stretched  out  and  plopped  down.  His  stomach
growled again. I sighed and shook my head. 

“Ruth?” Dad’s voice shouted up the stairs. “Are you home?”
I gathered up the lizard and stuffed him back in my sock. Not

knowing what else to do with the bologna, I stuffed that in there,
too. Then I shoved the whole thing into my closet and shut the door. 

The sound of Benson’s grumbling stomach followed me all  the
way down the stairs.

14



~ ~ ~ 

When Dad said Grandma Rose was coming for supper, what he
really meant was our house wasn’t clean enough and he expected
me  to  do  something  about  it.  I  was  straightening  couch  pillows
when Aunt Myk got home. 

As soon as she saw what I was doing, she cranked up the stereo.
We  danced  as  we  dusted  and  skated  as  we  swiffered.  Then  she
grabbed my waist and twirled me around.

“I’m so glad you’re feeling better! You’ve felt rotten ever since I
came back.”

 “Was it beautiful?” I’d wanted to ask her about Hawaii for almost
a week but  hadn’t  stayed awake long enough until  now.  “Was it
everything we thought it would be?”

“And more.” She swayed her hips like a hula dancer. “Even the
garbage smelled like flowers.”

I grinned at the smile spreading across her face. She’d never been
anywhere  except  Iowa  City.  My  parents  had  laughed  when  she
entered the detergent contest and said she’d never win. But I knew
she  would.  No  one  could  describe  the  importance  of  tropical-
smelling laundry better than Aunt Myk. And no one deserved to
win more than she did.

She caught my hand and pulled until we both fell onto the couch.
“I  think  it’s  clean  enough  in  here,”  she  said.  “And  there’s

something I need to tell you. Now that you’re feeling better.”
I  held  my breath,  waiting  for  her  to  begin.  It  sounded  like  a

secret. Aunt Myk’s secrets were the best because she never shared
them with anyone but me.

“I met someone very special when I was in Hawaii. His name is
Howard.” That dreamy look washed over her face again, only this
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time it made a shiver creep up my back.
“Who’s Howard?” 
“Howard is  the sweetest man I’ve ever met.” She grabbed my

hands and bounced them in her lap. “He’s gentle and kind and he
has a smooth, whispery voice. He lives on the island of Kauai. He
paints  houses  but  he  quit  early  every  day so  he  could  show me
around. He’s so smart, Ruth, and so much fun. I spent every day
with him. I’ve never been so happy.”   

I pulled my hands away from hers. My tongue felt like a wooden
block, hard and too big for my mouth. I asked the question anyway. 

“I bet you really miss him, huh?”
“I do. But he’s coming for a visit.  He wants to meet everyone.

Especially you.” She reached for my hands again but I scooted them
under my legs. Aunt Myk sounded like she was in love and it made
my stomach hurt. I  had no idea how far away Hawaii was, but I
knew it was farther than it should be.

She gave my shoulder a little squeeze. “You’ll like him. You really
will. He gave me the rock I gave you. He got it from his tutu. That’s
what he calls  his  grandma;  isn’t  that  sweet? That  rock meant the
world to him. It’s part of the Dancing Stone.”

“The what?” I didn’t want to care where it came from, but that
rock had burned parts of my shirt and parts of me and Jared didn’t
believe any of it. If I listened closely to what Aunt Myk said, maybe I
could tell Jared something he didn’t already know.

“The  Dancing  Stone,”  Aunt  Myk  repeated.  “Howard  told  me
about it. It’s part of a Hawaiian legend. Do you want to hear it?” 

I nodded.
She brushed a finger through my hair. “Okay. Well. A long time

ago  there  was  a  young  goddess  named Hi’iaka  who  had  a  best
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friend named Hopoe. Hopoe wasn’t a goddess like Hi’iaka, but still,
she  taught  Hi’iaka  how to  appreciate  the  fun things  in  life.  Like
dancing the hula and turning flowers into necklaces. Hi’iaka loved
her  like  a  sister.  Which  is  why  Hi’iaka’s  real  sister,  the  Volcano
Goddess, was jealous of their friendship. So jealous that she turned
Hopoe into a rock.” 

Aunt Myk’s fingers fluttered through my hair as she gathered it
all into her hands. “But that didn’t stop Hopoe. Hopoe held on tight
to her happiness. Even as a rock, she kept right on dancing.”

She let my hair fall then gathered it all up again.
“There really was a rock that danced, Ruth. It moved with every

little breeze until an earthquake knocked it over. People said it was
Hopoe and called it  the Dancing Stone.  The rock I gave you is a
piece of the Dancing Stone, a piece of Hopoe.”

“Is that why it glows?” I whispered. “Is it magic?”
“I never saw it glow, sweetie. But it’s got the power of friendship

and  happiness  and  fun  all  wrapped  up  inside  it.  It’s  definitely
magic.”  

I looked deep into her eyes, trying to see what she meant. Was
she talking about the fake kind of magic, like the magic of the first
snowfall or the magic of imagination? Or did she mean real Magic,
like genie-in-the-bottle, grant-me-three-wishes Magic?

It was possible. After all, the rock glowed. It burned me. It singed
my shirt. It oozed and shifted colors. And I’d found a strange, large-
eyed lizard attached to it. If people believed the Dancing Stone was
once a girl, wouldn’t it have to be Magic? 

“If  the  rock  is  magic,”  I  asked,  “why  would  Howard  give  it
away?”

“He didn’t want to.” Aunt Myk leaned back with a smile. “At first

17



he said he’d never part with it. But then he said he wanted me to
have it because I was his Hopoe.”

That  sounded  too  much  like  a  riddle  and  I  didn’t  have  the
patience  to  figure  it  out.  “He thought  you were  magic?  Like  the
rock?”

Aunt Myk’s laugh tinkled all around us. “Yes, I guess so. He said
I made Hawaii fun again. That watching me enjoy the sunset made
him appreciate it more. Like Hopoe did for Hi’iaka. You see?”

I saw. It wasn’t real Magic; it was the fake kind. My heart slid
down  my  leg  and  quivered  inside  my  sock.  Not  because  I  was
disappointed about the rock (although I was) but because Howard
sounded  sweet.  Aunt  Myk  deserved  someone  who  felt  that  way
about her. But not someone who lived so very far away. 

“Why did you give it to me?” If I were her, I’d treasure that rock
forever. I’d never give it to anyone else. My nose was running again
but I tried not to sniffle as I waited for her answer.

“Because.”  She  knocked  her  head  against  mine.  “You  are  my
Hopoe. You make everything fun. You know how important it is to
wear flowers and dance every day. I don’t ever want you to forget.”

Thousands of germs trickled under my nose and paraded across
my face, but Aunt Myk wrapped me in her arms anyway. I stayed
right there until Mom got home, a few minutes later. 

Mom started issuing instructions  before  she  got  her  shoes  off.
“Are you all finished cleaning? You didn’t forget to vacuum under
the cushions, did you?”

“No, I didn’t forget.” I jumped off the couch. 
Last time Grandma came over, she lost her glasses and tore our

couch  apart  looking  for  them.  She  didn’t  find  them  under  the
cushions but she did find an orange peel, a chunk of chocolate fudge
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Pop Tart and 17 kernels of Act II popcorn.
After  Mom left  the room,  I  slid  Aunt  Myk a smile.  “I  guess  I

better vacuum the couch.”
“Good idea. I’ll go keep your mom busy.”
As I pulled off the cushions, Aunt Myk’s bright and breezy voice

drifted down the stairs. I waited for Mom’s laughter then switched
on the vacuum. Good old Aunt Myk. What would I do without her? 

And  then  I  pictured  her  face  as  she  talked  about  Howard.
Angrily, forcefully, I shook the image away. She couldn’t be in love.
It could ruin everything. And life without Aunt Myk was just too
horrible to imagine. 
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Bubbles, Easter Egg, Worries, 
Play Dough

~  ~  ~ 

I loved the claw-footed bath tub in our downstairs bathroom. It
was so deep I could almost swim in it. I had seven or eight scented
soaps to choose from at all times. I’d pick whatever scent best fit my
mood, fill the tub with steaming water and plenty of soap, then soak
until the water got cold.

That night I chose the fresh and lively mango scent even though I
wasn’t feeling very fresh or lively. How could I? Grandma Rose had
been in an uglier than normal mood; my cold was still messing with
me; and I was still worried about Aunt Myk’s new-found happiness.
But this time I didn’t want to match my mood – I wanted to forget it.
So I sank deep inside the tangy mango, hoping to wash away the
entire day.

While I breathed in the fruity goodness, something rustled in the
hallway. Figuring it was Matthew, I was all set to yell at him when
Benson wiggled under the door. His whole body was now a murky
green.
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“You  can  really  flatten  yourself  out,  can’t  you?”  There  wasn’t
much space under the door, not much more than an inch probably.
“No one saw you, did they?” At least no one was screaming. 

Benson’s stomach growled, louder than before,  loud enough to
fill the room.

“Oh crud. I forgot to feed you, didn’t I?”
He stood on his hind legs and stretched out his neck. Before I

could even think about stopping him, he flung himself over the edge
of the tub and sank into the bubbles. It was funny until I realized his
head hadn’t come back up.

I fished around, trying to clear the mango-scented bubbles out of
the way.  But bubbles  are slippery little  guys and don’t  like to be
separated.  Finally,  just  inches  from  the  drain,  my  fingers  found
something that wasn’t part of me. I lifted him up and shook him off.
He looked a bit like a band-aid, his limp body a washed-out pink.
His eyes were closed and his mouth hung open. He did not look
good. 

I’d seen a movie about CPR at school, so although I never thought
I’d have to blow air into a lizard’s mouth, I was prepared to do it.
But first I  whacked him squarely between his  shoulder blades.  A
stream of water gushed out of his mouth and into the tub. He fell
against my arm and sighed. I sighed, too.

I was about to put him on the floor when he took on a rosy glow,
scampered up my arm and lunged for the water again. This time I
was ready for him. I  pulled him from the tub before the bubbles
could cover him. He just blinked at me.

“You’re not real bright, are you?” 
To keep him well away from the water, I put him on top of my

head. He spun around as he licked the conditioner off my hair.  
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“Cut that out!” I whisked him off to stare him in the eye. “If I
don’t keep that conditioner on for at least three minutes,  it  won’t
work.”

This time, when I set him on the floor, I snatched my arm away
before he could crawl back on. 

“Now stay out of the bath tub!” I gave him my sternest look so
he’d know I was serious. But he wasn’t paying much attention to me
anymore.  He’d  knocked  over  my  shampoo  bottle  and  was  busy
licking all the spilled Pantene off the floor. His whole body shook as
he slurped up the puddle. He must have been starving. 

He seemed to be enjoying himself, though. He made a whispery,
fluttery noise, like he was purring. Or vacuuming. 

I leaned over the tub. “Are you okay down there?” 
He tilted his head, pulled back the skin around his mouth and

grinned through the shampoo bubbles that covered his tongue. 
“Ruth?” Mom called. “You’re not still in the bath tub, are you?”
“No!” I pulled the plug. Oh, crud. How was I going to rinse out

my conditioner without Mom hearing the water run? “I mean, I’m
almost done!”

“Did you remember to brush your teeth?”
“Really, Meredith?” Dad grumbled from the living room. “She’s

not  three  anymore.  I’m  sure  she  remembered  to  brush  her  own
teeth!” I smiled at Benson, who was still grinning at me. Dad seldom
stuck up for anyone. It sure felt good when he did. 

I rinsed out what was left of the conditioner and scrambled out of
the tub. After I pried Benson from the shampoo bottle, I could tell
he’d emptied most of it. Still, I didn’t have time to worry about that. I
didn’t even have time to brush my teeth. The lizard was obviously
starving and I had to find him something decent to eat.
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I  wrapped Benson in my dirty clothes then carried the bundle
down the  hallway  and  up the  stairs.  No  one  noticed  except  my
aunt’s cat.

Benson spotted Snickers before Snickers spotted him. I didn’t see
Snickers at all until I tripped over him. Benson clawed his way out
of my shirt and stretched out his neck. He trembled in my arms,
straining and scrambling to get free. His skin flashed orange. 

Snickers’ back arched and his tail  shot  straight up in the air.  I
struggled to hang on to the lizard as he scampered around on top of
my shirt. A weird “huh huh huh” noise erupted from deep inside his
throat. It sounded like laughter until it ended with a horrible hiccup.
His front legs clutched his stomach and before I  knew it,  he was
falling backwards, toppling toward the ground. I lunged for his tail
and scooped him up with my other hand. His eyes were spinning
and a stream of conditioner was leaking from his mouth.

~ ~ ~ 

I whisked Benson into my room, slammed the door and set him
on my bed. He clutched his stomach again and curled into a ball. I
think he may have moaned a bit but I couldn’t be sure. His stomach
was growling so loud it was hard to hear anything else.

I raced back downstairs to find out what lizards were supposed
to eat. Normally, I stayed away from the computer, but if Mom saw
me, I’d tell her I was doing something for school. That’d make her
happy enough to believe it.

It took less than five minutes to learn all I cared to learn about
lizards. According to Google, some lizards ate birds and some even
ate animals. No wonder Snickers ran. Well. I wasn’t about to let him
have my aunt’s cat, so I settled for a hard-boiled egg left over from
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Easter.  I  also  grabbed  the  salt  shaker.  Easter  had  been  almost  a
month ago and I wasn’t sure how good that egg would taste. 

When I got back to my room, Benson was still curled up on my
bed. I tapped on his foot, three times. Hard. He lifted his head and
opened one eye. 

I poured some salt on a piece of egg then held it out to him. “Go
ahead.  You’ll  like  it.  It’s  chicken.”  I  waved it  under his  nose.  He
squinted his opened eye. 

“Okay, it’s more like a chicken baby. Or really, a pre-baby. But it
would have been a chicken. If we hadn’t boiled it before it got the
chance.”

After a moment, Benson’s tongue snaked out and slurped the egg
clean. 

“There you go.” I patted his head. 
He hadn’t eaten any of the egg, but when he fell back against my

bed, there was a smile on his face.
I grinned as I watched him settle into sleep. Google hadn’t said a

thing about salt. I’d figured it out all on my own. And I felt proud.
Of course, Jared ruined it the very next morning. 

~ ~ ~ 

“You were supposed to call me last night,” Jared said as soon as
he pushed through all the kids surrounding the school doors.

Oh right. How had I forgotten when I had so much to tell him?
“Well, Grandma came and – ”

But he didn’t let me finish. 
“I  searched  the  internet  all  night,”  he  said  in  a  whinier-than-

normal voice.  “I  couldn’t  find a lizard like yours.  I’ll  have to try
again. How’s he doing? Is he still okay?”
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Well, of course he was still okay. I flicked up my cap so Jared
wouldn’t miss the irritation on my face. “He’s very happy. He even
smiled at me. And Snickers made him laugh.”

Unfortunately, that made Jared laugh. “Lizards don’t smile.” He
shook his head like I was some sort of idiot. “And they don’t laugh,
either. In fact, they don’t even have feelings. They can’t feel anything
because they don’t have limbic systems. Limbic systems are where
emotions come from.”

I shrugged because I didn’t particularly care. I knew what I saw
and I knew what I heard.

“Where are you keeping him?” Jared asked just as the bell rang. It
surprised me when he didn’t rush for the door. He didn’t like school
any more than I did, but just like my mom, he hated to be late.

“When I left he was sleeping inside one of my socks.” 
“But you’ve got him in a terrarium, right?”
“A what?”
Jared smacked his hand against the side of his head. I wanted to

smack my hand against the side of his head, too, but I didn’t. You
can get in trouble when you do things like that at school. Instead, I
followed everyone else down the hallway.

“Like  an  aquarium,”  he  said,  right  behind me.  “Only  without
water. A cage. You’ve got him inside a cage, right? With sand and
drinking water and a heating pad? Or at least some kind of light to
keep it warm in there. Lizards are cold-blooded, remember?”

I wracked my brain, trying to remember exactly what that meant.
It had something to do with not liking the cold and being a snake or
a reptile or oh, crud. Lizards were reptiles, weren’t they?

“He’s not cold,” I said, hoping he wasn’t. I’d left him under my
pillow anyway. And I’d shut my door. I was the last one out of the
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house so I knew it was still shut. He’d be fine.
“How many crickets  did he eat?  Did you feed him again this

morning before you left?”
By  this  point,  I  was  a  little  tired  of  Jared,  so  I  walked  faster

toward my room.
“He doesn’t like crickets.” 
“Are you sure? Almost all lizards like crickets. Especially small

ones like yours.” Jared stopped to scratch his head and readjust his
honkin’ big glasses. I kept going. 

He pulled on my arm. “So what’d you feed him?”
I spun around. “He wouldn’t eat the crickets, okay? I know he’s

supposed  to  but  he  doesn’t  like  them.  All  he  wanted  was  my
shampoo and conditioner. And salt. He likes that.”

“What? You can’t feed him that stuff. You could have killed him!”
“I didn’t feed it to him. He did it all by himself.” Well, except for

the salt. But I wasn’t about to tell Jared that. I didn’t feel quite so
proud of it anymore. 

Afraid  I  might  yell  or  cry  or  do something else  stupid,  I  was
relieved to hear the second bell. Jared rushed down the hall toward
his room as I dragged myself into class.

 I spent the rest of the day worrying about Benson.

~ ~ ~  

After school, Jared and I rushed back to my house. I tossed my
cap onto the bedpost while Jared chewed on his bottom lip. 

“I’ll get him, I’ll get him,” I said, even though Jared hadn’t said a
thing. I reached under my pillow and dug out the sock. It was flat
and lifeless. And empty.

“Where is he?” Jared demanded.
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“I  don’t  know!”  I  wanted to  smack him,  but  he  was  my best
friend’s  cousin  after  all,  so  I   rolled  my eyes  toward  the  ceiling
instead. And smiled. Benson had found a warm place all on his own.

“There.” I pointed to my ceiling fan. Benson sprawled across a
fan blade, one golden foot dangling over the other. With his back
resting  against  the  fan’s  motor,  he  munched  on  a  bag  of  Matt’s
homemade play dough and sucked on a bottle of suntan lotion. He
looked  like  those  women  who  never  swim  at  the  pool  but  just
lounge on the side. The only thing missing was a pair of sunglasses.

“I know I didn’t leave that light on,” I said. “You think he turned
it on so he could be warmer?”

Jared’s mouth dropped open. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said and I
wished,  once  again,  he  was  the  one  who’d  moved  to  San  Diego
instead of Claire. “The real question is how in the world did he get
up there?”

I shrugged. “He’s a pretty good climber.”
“But the fan’s in the middle of the room. There’s nothing around

it to climb up.”
I didn’t understand why it even mattered. He’d obviously done it

because he was there. Why did Jared have to know how? When he
kept staring at me, I had the uncomfortable feeling he wouldn’t stop
until I answered. I shrugged again. “He’s also a pretty good leaper.”

“I don’t think he could have leapt from here – ” Jared pounded
his hand against one of my walls, “ – to there.” He pointed at my
fan. “Besides, how’d he get that stuff up there with him?”

I hated to admit it, but Jared was right. It was hard to imagine a
lizard holding on to a bag of  play dough and a bottle  of  suntan
lotion while leaping halfway across the room.

Scowling, Jared said, “He’s got to stop eating that stuff. We’ve got
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to get him down from there.”
Jared  climbed  onto  my  bed  and  reached  toward  the  fan.  He

snatched the suntan lotion with one hand and the play dough with
the other, then tossed them both on to the bed. When he stretched
toward the lizard, Benson hissed. He sounded exactly like Snickers.
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