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Reach for the Stars


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Special thanks to the International Ski Federation, the U.S. Olympic Committee, and various ski instructors at Ski Cooper, Silvercreek, and Winter Park in Colorado—where else!

My heartfelt appreciation to Allison Jones, who has won numerous awards in Alpine skiing, placing First four times at the ’98 National Winter Paralympics (Juniors Category) and who graciously answered my questions. Allison was featured in the January/February ’98 issue of American Girl Magazine.

Hugs to my daughter Janie, who helped with research on bone fractures for this book.

Information about Picabo Street (Alpine skier and Olympic gold medalist) can be found on the ESPN SportsZone Web site.




To



Allison Jones,



an extraordinary Alpine skier

who reaches for the stars . . .

and beyond!


Reach for the Stars

Chapter One

Twelve-year-old Miranda Garcia gazed down the black diamond slope. “Ski your heart out,” she whispered to herself.

Falcon Ridge lay below her, rigorous and still. The first practice run of the day always left her a bit breathless. But she liked it that way.

Long and steep, the course required extraordinary courage. But Manda, who liked to refer to herself as “Downhill Dynamite,” was ready to seize the challenge.

Pairs of closely spaced flags, called gates, waved gently in the frosty morning air. The slope was as familiar to her as the downhill skis on her feet. After all, the finish line was only a few blocks from her back door. She’d grown up here. Alpine Lake, Colorado, was the ideal hometown for a downhill skier with her heart set on Olympic gold.

Miranda rocked back and forth on her skis at the starting gate. She focused on the course ahead. Ski, baby, ski, she thought.

She’d memorized every inch of the dangerous slope. The steep drop-offs, the midsection “Corkscrew” with its series of sharp turns, and the sizzling-fast beeline to the finish.

The practice run would require concentration and energy, but she remained cool and confident. She took several deep breaths—her customary approach to waiting for the starting signal.

If she skied well today, Coach Hanson would be glad he’d entered her in the Dressel Hills Downhill Classic. The annual race was only six weeks away—on St. Patrick’s Day—one ski resort to the north of Alpine Lake. This year, the competition was open to intermediate through advanced skiers, with categories for both girls and guys. She was eligible in more ways than one!

“I can’t wait to see you compete at Dressel Hills,” her mom had said that morning at breakfast. “I’ll watch you float through the air like an eagle. And those jumps of yours, especially before the final stretch . . . well, you’re amazing!”

“Thanks, Mom. You’re my biggest fan,” she’d replied.

Then came a big hug. “I’m so proud of you, Manda!”

Miranda liked her nickname far better than her given name. Manda was short and to the point. Not as flowery as Miranda. More like who she really was.

After the kitchen was made spotless once again, they’d gone their separate ways. It was typical for most winter Saturdays at the Garcia home. Manda headed off to ski with her coach; her mom to the Alpine Ski Academy at the base of Cascade Peak.

Manda had decided years ago that snow skiing must be in their genes—hers and her mother’s. Adelina Garcia, Manda’s mom, was a certified ski instructor. She specialized in preschool-age beginners. For as long as Manda could remember, her mother had been passing on her love for Alpine skiing to little tykes. Including her own daughter!

Manda could hardly remember not being on skis. From her earliest little-girl memories, she was either skiing with her mom (or alone) or mountain biking on long trails during the summer, working out and waiting for the first snowfall.

Winter was by far the best season of all.

At last, the starting signal came from Coach Hanson.

Manda shot out of the gate. She pushed off with her poles and charged onto the course. Quickly, she dropped into her speed tuck, folding her body into a crouched position. Her hands were close to her chin, and she moved her elbows next to her body.

Tight as a Tootsie Roll, she thought, curling herself down. It was the best way to slice the air at top speeds. Sometimes sixty miles an hour . . . or more!

Swish!

She flew over the icy snow, carving her turns by digging her ski edges into the slope. She zipped past the sharp drop-off to her right and headed for the first jump.

Whoosh!

For several seconds, she was airborne. But Manda was careful to remain in her racing tuck. She landed gracefully, like a feather caressing the snow.

At moments like these, Manda felt she could conquer most any mountain. Even Eagle’s Point in Dressel Hills seemed within reach. She’d had a few practice runs on it—enough to know how dangerous and exciting it was. She loved a good challenge, and Eagle’s Point was definitely that.

Downhill Dynamite!

Manda took the sharp turns as solidly as she could. Her legs felt each bump and jolt beneath her skis. But this was an excellent run. One of her best all week.

The Corkscrew was next. A succession of zigzagging turns, it marked the completion of the middle section. Manda slowed just a bit, enough to make the turns without losing control completely.

The dizzying-steep part of the course was now in sight. It was a straight path to the finish line—at breakneck speed—with two enormous jumps coming up fast.

Her poles flapped in the air, but Manda fought to keep her cool. The first jump and landing. High and up she soared. Down she came with a perfect landing. Easy enough.

Next, the second big jump. Towering high above the course, she saw Alpine Lake, the ski resort valley below her. Though she didn’t have time to fully enjoy the view, she could hardly wait to tell her mom about this amazing run. She could feel the confidence in her bones.

Her second landing was slightly harder than usual, but the finish was less than two seconds away. She’d beaten her all-time fastest record. She was sure of it!

Wrapping herself into the tight tuck again, she hightailed it toward the finish line. On the way, the wind caught her right ski pole, and it flew out of her gloved hand. But Manda let it go. She could retrieve it later—after she was clocked.

Swoosh!

She flew past the finish and slowed, making a hockey stop by tipping her skis on edge.

“Wow, Manda—way to go!” Benny the timer called.

She skied over to the young man in the blue-and-white ski outfit. “How’d I do?” she asked, breathing hard.

Wide-eyed, Benny read his stopwatch. “One minute, thirty-nine and a half seconds. On the button.” He looked at her, grinning. “You shooting for Junior Olympics this year?”

“Sooner or later—you bet I am!” Manda pumped her fists into the air. Her time was far better than she’d thought possible, at least for a practice run. Usually, it took a cheering crowd to get her adrenaline going.

Just then she heard the familiar swish of skis behind her. She turned to see Coach Hanson, tall and lean, taking wide, careful zigzags as he headed toward her and Benny.

What’s Coach doing? she wondered, surprised to see him.

He waved her wayward ski pole as he came to a quick stop. “I just received a message for you,” Coach Hanson said, his eyebrows knitting into a deep frown. “Manda, your mom had an accident. She’s on her way to the hospital.”

Manda’s heart sank. “The hospital? What happened?”

“She had a bad spill on the slope,” he replied, handing her the ski pole. Then he removed his cell phone from his pocket. “Here, use this to call the hospital,” he offered.

A vision of her mom strapped to a stretcher made Manda shudder. “No . . . thanks anyway. I want to be there with her,” she whispered. “As soon as possible.”
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Chapter Two

The smell of rubbing alcohol made Manda cringe as she scurried down the hospital corridor. She darted ahead of her coach, arriving at the information desk nearly out of breath.

“My mother’s here . . . in the emergency room,” she told the receptionist. “An ambulance just brought her in.”

The blond woman offered a kind smile. “Does your mother have a name?”

“Oh yes . . . yes, she does. Sorry.” Manda gave her mother’s full name. “And she hates hospitals,” she blurted.

“Well, who doesn’t?” the information lady said cheerfully. “Yes, your mother’s in the ER at the moment. Let me show you the way.” She led Manda and her coach down the hall to the double doors that opened into the bustling emergency room.

“Thank you,” Manda remembered to say. Then she followed Coach Hanson past the swinging doors. Several doctors and nurses were busying themselves behind a long counter.

One of the nurses looked up. “May I help you?”

“Yes, I’m Adelina Garcia’s daughter,” Manda said. “Please, may I see her?”

“Ah yes. The ski instructor’s daughter.” The nurse motioned for Manda to follow her. “Your mother’s been asking for you, dear.”

Coach shrugged and jerked his head in the direction of the double doors. “I’ll wait for you, okay?” he said softly.

Manda waved her thanks and hurried to catch up with the petite nurse. “Is my mom going to be all right?” she asked when they arrived at the curtained-off area.

“Your mother may seem a bit groggy. Pain medication has a way of doing that,” explained the nurse. “But I think she’ll be very glad to see you.”

“Thanks,” Manda said and pulled back the white curtain.

There, lying in the hospital bed, was Mom—bruised and injured. Her left leg was hoisted up slightly off the bed, and her face was bruised on the left side. She’d taken a pounding.

Manda flew to the head of the bed. “Oh, Mama,” she whispered, touching a limp hand. “I’m here. It’s me, Manda.”

Her mother stirred, eyelids fluttering briefly, then closing. “I was so stupid,” she whispered. “It’s my own fault.”

Manda shook her head. “If there’s anything you are not, Mom, it’s stupid. I won’t let you lie here and say crazy things like that just because you’re hurt.” She fought back tears.

Her mother’s lips formed a weak smile. “That’s my girl. Always tough and tumble.” She opened her eyes for a moment. “How was your run this morning?”

“That can wait,” Manda insisted. “If we’re gonna talk about anything, we’re talking about you.” She squeezed her mother’s hand gently, staring at the fractured limb. “Will they have to operate?”

Before her mother could answer, a doctor and two nurses came in. No warning, just breezed past the cotton curtain. Like skiers past a flagged gate.

Manda’s question was left hanging in the air.






The rest of the week, Manda spent every spare minute with her mom after school. Each day, she rode the bus with her girl friends Livvy Hudson and Jenna Song. Sometimes Heather Bock, a homeschool friend who practiced skating at the mall ice rink, rode along, too. Heather and her older brother, Kevin, were hotshot ice dancers headed straight for star status. Manda thought it the first time she saw them skate.

Manda, Heather, Livvy, and Jenna belonged to a club they called Girls Only. The exclusive club was for girls who had one thing on their minds: excellence in athletics. Most of the time, anyway. Every now and then, the foursome admitted to having lingering thoughts of boys. But for the most part, they talked about Olympic this or gold medal that. Just the way Manda liked it.

When the bus came to a stop at Sundown Avenue, Manda slid out of her seat. “Here’s where I get off,” she told her friends.

“Tell your mom I’m praying for her,” Livvy Hudson said with a big smile. Her bright eyes sparkled beneath a full head of auburn hair.

“So am I,” said Jenna Song, offering an eye-squinting smile. Her black hair was bouncy and cute as always.

“My mom’s making a secret basket of goodies,” blond Heather Bock called. “But don’t tell your mom!”

“Okay, see ya!” Manda said, waiting for the bus doors to open.

When she was safely on the snow-packed sidewalk, she picked her way over the next half block to Memorial Hospital. She was grateful for true friends like Heather, Livvy, and Jenna. They and their parents had pitched in and helped, even invited Manda over to spend the night several times.

Manda had enjoyed the home-cooked meals, but she always refused the overnight invitations. Politely, of course. She didn’t mind staying home alone. She needed time to think . . . and to make some very special plans. Besides, she could take care of herself.

There was one thing that worried her, though. It was about missing nearly a week of practice. Skipping her usual habit of training could set her back—too far back to compete at Dressel Hills next month. Yet she knew her first concern was and always would be her mother.

Coach Hanson had been very understanding when she told him the serious nature of the fracture. He’d nodded and patted Manda on the shoulder. “You only get one mom, you know,” he’d said.

Wasn’t that the truth! And Manda had only one parent. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to this one—no sir! She and her mom had hung in there, through thick and thin. Mostly thin. Her dad had literally vanished one day when she was only two years old. He simply never came home from work.

Weeks passed. No divorce papers. No note . . . no nothing. When Manda tried to explain the “single-parent thing” to friends other than her Girls Only friends, they’d look at her, heads half cocked and mouths wide. “You’ve gotta be kidding. Your dad just left and never called your mom or wrote or anything?” one girl had asked back in fourth grade.

“Zip, zilch,” was Manda’s casual comeback.

Her father’s leaving was no big secret. She didn’t try to hide the fact that her dad had abandoned them. Anybody who left his beautiful wife and baby girl for absolutely no reason at all had to be a loser.

Because of her family history, Manda had decided at a young age to “wear the pants” in the family, so to speak. She was going to look out for her mom—make sure she was happy.

Most of all, Manda tried not to think about the other thing that gnawed at her. What if there was a good explanation for her dad’s leaving? What if he knew he was dying and didn’t want them to know? Wanted to spare them the pain . . .

But no, Manda honestly didn’t believe that. Not for a single second.






Manda opened the door to her mother’s semiprivate room and tiptoed inside. “Hey, good, you’re conscious for a change,” she teased.

A nurse helped prop some extra pillows under the broken leg, now hooked up to a pulley system overhead. “Right on time,” the nurse said with a smile.

“That’s my girl—pert, persistent, and pretty,” Mom said, waving.

Manda clicked her fingers. “Three p’s—hey, you’re really with it today,” she said, laughing. “Did they cut off your morphine supply or what?” She knew better. The medication was necessary to take the edge off the worst pain. Otherwise, her mom would’ve continued to suffer unbearably.

“Come here, you,” Mom said.

Like a puppet doll, Manda jerked back and forth, inching her way to the hospital bed. “I love you, Mama.”

Her mother reached up for a hug. “I missed my girl,” Mom said, whispering.

“I came the instant school was out.” Manda watched the nurse stroll to the door. “I know how you hate this place.”

“Oh, it’s not so bad, I guess.”

“Just not quite home?” Manda remarked.

“Right.” Mom’s big brown eyes held a hint of worry.

Manda pulled up a chair and sat down. She took out a harmonica from her schoolbag and began to play. Self-taught, she liked to play when things seemed out of whack, which happened to be a lot during her younger growing-up years.

After a while, she paused to catch her breath. “Any idea when they’ll let you out of here?”

Her mother sighed. “First things first. The operation is scheduled for next Monday. After that, I’ll be in a leg cast for a month or so.”

Sighing, Manda looked around at the plants and flowers lining the windowsill. There was a TV hanging in midair, it seemed, against the opposite wall. And a cream-colored, not-so-opaque draw curtain hung between Mom’s bed and that of the other patient, Ethel Norton.

Ethel, gray-haired and wrinkly, had asked to be called either Auntie Ethel or Nana Ethel. “You pick,” she’d said on the first day when Manda met her.

Hesitant about it, Manda had chosen Auntie. It seemed to work better with Ethel than Nana. Besides, Nana reminded her of a goat or something.

She fidgeted. This place was too confining—too smelly—for her outdoorsy, robust mother. She scooted the chair closer to the bed.

Mom wore a forced grin. “I’m doing just fine. Don’t worry.”

“C’mon, Mom. You’ve got a full-blown fracture to the fibula. You’re not fine.” She scratched her head. “Besides, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. . . .”

“Uh-oh. Should I be worried?” Mom smiled.

“Listen to me.” She glanced at the curtain between the beds. Yep, Auntie Ethel was listening, too. Manda lowered her voice. “Since you’re gonna be laid up for a while, I’ve made some plans. I have a fantastic idea.”

Mom pretended to faint, her hand on her forehead. “Please, don’t tell me.”

“Seriously, I have this great idea,” she repeated. “I’m taking over your job till your leg heals.” She stole a quick look at the gauzy curtains. Auntie Ethel turned on her bed light, making it easy for Manda to see her “thumbs-up” approval. “Thanks, Auntie Ethel,” she said.

“Good for you, honey,” the old woman replied.

“Whoa . . . wait a minute. You’re what?” Mom seemed upset.

“I’ve already worked through the angles—talked to your boss and everything,” Manda told her. “He thinks it’s a terrific idea.”

Mom leaned her head back against the pillow. A tear escaped the corner of her eye and rolled down the side of her cheek. “Oh, sweetie, you don’t have to do this,” she whispered.

“Please don’t cry, Mom.”

But it was too late. The tears were already coming fast. Manda found a box of tissues and handed it to her mother. “Oh nuts . . . go ahead,” she mumbled. “Sometimes tears are just what the doctor ordered.”

Taking a deep breath, Manda played two church songs, one right after the other. The harmonica blocked out the sound of sniffling.
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Chapter Three

The next day, Manda was in charge of the preschool instruction program at Alpine Ski Academy. The job was the ideal solution, even though the pay wasn’t the same as the school was required to pay a certified adult instructor. But she didn’t mind. She could hold the job while her mom’s leg was healing. Besides, the ski classes would keep Manda busy. And she enjoyed working with kids.

Between her own ski practice and filling in at the ski school, Manda figured she’d be able to squeeze in an occasional baby-sitting job, too, along with her homework—in spite of the computer being on the blink. Yep, she could even fit in her once-a-week Girls Only Club meeting on Fridays.

She liked to keep busy. She could pull it off easily enough. And with the help of Uncle Frank—her mother’s only brother—they would do just fine financially. Money had never really been much of a problem after her dad left. Uncle Frank had always come to the rescue.

Manda hoped to pay him back someday for his kindness. Someday, when she won certain big competitive ski events, she would. That desire, coupled with the fact that she loved the daring aspects of skiing—just like Olympic gold medalist Picabo Street—was the reason for her passion and drive.






Manda surveyed the enthusiastic lineup of four- and five-year-olds. “Good morning, students. My name is Manda.”

“Good morning, Manda,” the kids chorused back.

“Is everybody here who’s supposed to be?” she asked.

The six children were adorable ski bunnies, dressed in everything from designer ski outfits to makeshift ski attire. All tiny . . . and cute!

“Somebody’s missing,” a little brown-eyed beauty spoke up.

Manda counted heads. “You’re right, but who is it?” she asked.

“Tarin’s in the bathroom,” another child volunteered.

Quickly, she searched through the student roster. “Tarin . . . Tarin who?” she muttered.

The children giggled.

“What?” she said, looking up. “What’s so funny?”

The same girl raised her hand. “Teacher?” she said.

Manda couldn’t see her name tag. “What’s your name?” She motioned the girl to come closer.

The girl looked down at her skis, then back at Manda. A fearful expression crossed her tiny face. Then she began to shake her head. “I’m Shelley Rolland, but I can’t move,” she said, staring back down at her feet. “I’m stuck on my skis.”

Of course you are, thought Manda. She skied over to the girl. “I’ll teach you to ski like a pro. But first, can you tell me Tarin’s last name?”

She blinked her eyes. “Sure you wanna know?” Shelley replied in her husky, childish voice. She pulled on Manda’s sleeve. “Bend down. I’ll whisper it in your ear.”

Playing along, Manda leaned over.

“He’s Tarin the Terrible,” Shelley said, her nose tickling Manda’s ear.

Manda straightened to her full size. “Well, what an interesting name!” She observed the youngster. “Are you sure about that?”

Shelley began nodding her head up and down. “You’ll find out why,” she volunteered.

Tarin the Terrible . . .

Flipping through her schedule for the day, Manda located the boy’s name. Sure enough, Tarin was listed. But his last name wasn’t Terrible. It was Greenberg.

She was smart enough to know, from the numerous baby-sitting jobs she’d had over the years, that you never got anywhere by debating with a preschooler. Nope. She wasn’t going to set herself up on her first day as ski instructor.

“Okay,” she said, offering a smile. “So Tarin the Terrible is missing. I think we’d better find him.”

As if on cue, a youngster emerged from the shadows. He was dressed in an orange, waterproof, one-piece suit. If she hadn’t known better, she might’ve blurted out that a miniature pumpkin had just shown up. But she smiled at the boy who, just a few seconds before, had been absent from the lively group.

She took a deep breath. “Welcome to the beginner’s ski class,” she began again.

“I’m not a beginner,” the pumpkin kid piped up. Manda paused. “Then maybe you’re in the wrong class.”

He shook his head. “I’m in the precisely correct class.”

Precisely correct?

Who did this kid think he was?

She was about to ask when Shelley Rolland pointed at the pumpkin-suited boy. “It’s him,” she exclaimed. “Tarin the Terrible’s right here!”

Oh terrific, thought Manda.

“And he’s not called terrible because he’s a bad boy,” not-so-shy Shelley continued. “He’s terrible because he’s real smart.”

Manda wasn’t sure whether to ignore the statement or respond to it. Fortunately, she didn’t have to decide at that moment. Another class was forming off to the left of her group. “Let’s move closer together,” she said.

“Motion to unify is good,” Tarin said unexpectedly.

“No kidding” was all Manda could say.

A light snow had begun to fall. The sun continued to shine down on her wee bunch, in spite of the feathery flakes.

“Look!” Shelley exclaimed. She stuck out her tongue—way out—to catch snowflakes.

Soon the others were imitating her. All except Tarin the Terrible. He was holding his ski goggles up to the sky, letting snow land on them. Then he began to clean his child-size goggles with a handkerchief he pulled from his pocket.

Tarin caught her watching him and hurried to pull the goggles down onto his face. He picked up his ski poles, bent his knees, and leaned forward on his skis. “Schussing, anyone?” he said with a mischievous grin.

Schussing? she thought. He’s right . . . he’s no beginner!

Manda called to the rest of her class. “Okay, enough snow-feasting.” She began her talk on carrying skis and putting them on. Next, she demonstrated the ski stance. “Always keep your head up, eyes looking straight ahead, and make sure your neck is relaxed.”

They practiced limbering up their arms. She showed them how to place the weight of their bodies over the front portion of their feet. “Whatever you do, don’t stick your rump out like this,” she said, illustrating her point.

Giggles flurried like snowflakes from everyone but Tarin. He stuck out his chin and stared her down. No laughter, no smiles.

I need to talk to Mom about this boy, she thought.
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Chapter Four

“He’s such a cute little thing,” Manda told her mom about Tarin Greenberg.

“They’re all cute at that age,” Mom said, smiling, her brunette hair pulled back on both sides.

Manda described each of her groups of skiers. “Tarin’s the only one who doesn’t seem to fit in,” she said. “Did you meet him?”

“I guess I would remember if I had,” Mom said.

“Maybe you blocked out the memory of him when you fell,” Manda suggested.

“No . . . I do remember a precocious young boy, now that you mention it.” Her mother’s smile wavered a bit. “He liked to use big words.”

“That’s the kid. He throws words around and watches how you react to them.” She glanced up at the rings and pulleys that held her mother’s broken leg in place.

Trying not to let the worry show, she talked about other things. Like how pretty the snow was, falling so gently before lunch. How outspoken little Miss Shelley Rolland was. And somehow or other, the conversation swung back to Tarin Greenberg.

“He seems determined to outsmart me,” she admitted. “I can’t let a five-year-old take over that way. It’s not fair to the others in the group.”

Now Auntie Ethel joined the conversation. “Don’t let that young Einstein get the best of you, honey,” she croaked and pulled the curtain open between the two beds.

“Well, good afternoon,” Mom said, being polite.

Manda, on the other hand, wasn’t too pleased with the old lady’s eavesdropping. How much had she heard, anyway?

“Youngsters like that usually have something amiss at home. That’s generally the case,” Auntie Ethel continued.

Mom chuckled. “And sometimes it’s just that they’ve grown up around serious, academic types.”

Manda listened, curious about Ethel’s comment. “You sound like you know children,” she ventured.

“Oh, I don’t claim to know very much. But I did teach school for many years before I retired.” The exactness of the woman’s words hinted at such professional things. “But I daresay your young fella has some problems, one way or the other.”

Manda glanced at her watch. It was almost time for her own skiing session. “Coach Hanson will be waiting,” she said, giving her mom a kiss and a hug. “I better scoot.”

“Come again soon,” Ethel called with a wave of her wilted hand.

“I’ll be back tomorrow after Sunday school and church,” she said.

“Have a splendid run,” Mom said.

“Downhill Dynamite will do her best,” Manda replied.

I always do, she thought as she left the hospital room and headed for the elevator.






The practice run was as smooth as any. Even for having missed several days in a row, Manda was still on top of things. She was a hard hitter when it came to pushing herself. The mountain existed for the beauty of it . . . and to be conquered. That’s the way she lived life. Conquering one challenge after another.

She thought of young Tarin Greenberg. Nobody deserved a nickname like Tarin the Terrible, even though he did seem to flaunt his IQ. Still, she’d have to be cautious in her approach to the boy.

Yet she found herself thinking about Tarin throughout the evening, curiously drawn to the brainy kid. While she did her homework, she caught herself doodling—writing his nickname. And while she talked on the phone with Heather Bock, she doodled some more.

The phone rang much later in the evening, after she’d had her bath and was dressed for bed. “Hello?” she answered.

“Hi, Manda.” It was her mother. “How’s everything going?”

“I’m doing okay. How’re you?”

Mom sighed. “Missing you. I’m antsy to come home.”

“I miss you, too, Mom.”

There was a long silence. But she heard her mother’s unsteady breathing on the line.

“Are you all right?”

“Oh, I was just thinking back to the day you were born,” her mother replied. “It was the best day of my life.”

Manda couldn’t help but smile. “For me, too.”

They went on to chat about schoolwork and their defunct computer. But it was obvious to Manda that her mom was avoiding the subject of her upcoming leg surgery. She simply didn’t want to talk about it.

The topic of Tarin came up again. “I’m gonna find out what makes that kid tick,” Manda declared. “One way or the other, I’m going to be a friend to him.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Mom said. “Just don’t let it get in the way of your skiing goals.”

“You don’t have to worry. I’m totally focused on Dressel Hills next month. Coach Hanson thinks I have a good chance at placing—high.”

“I’m convinced,” Mom said with a chuckle. “Well, I’d better let you go. Get a good night’s sleep, kiddo.”

“I will,” she promised. “See you tomorrow.”

“It’s a deal.” Mom’s voice sounded strong and courageous, but it had an empty ring to it.

Manda hung up the phone after they said good-bye. But she was worried. Besides her mother’s physical condition, what was bothering her? Was she suffering the effects of being isolated in the hospital?

“That’s it!” she said out loud, startling herself. “Mom’s been cooped up too long.”

She wondered what she could do about it and felt as helpless as a skier off course, barreling down a treacherous slope. Out of control.

Poor Mom, she thought. What can I do?

Then an idea struck hard. Since her mom couldn’t go to the mountain and experience the great outdoors, Manda would have to do something about that. She’d just have to bring the mountain to her mom!

That’s what she’d do.

Easy!
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Chapter Five

She had everything planned.

Everything!

Right down to the video camera she was going to borrow. But church attendance came first. Even so, Manda found herself excited about her idea, thinking how pleased her mom would be when she presented the mountain—Cascade Peak—tomorrow afternoon.

Mom would be needing something to boost her spirits after surgery. She’d feel totally lethargic and bummed out. It was the perfect timing.

At the church, after Sunday school class, Manda shared the plan with her friend Heather. “The guy who times my runs is going to videotape me skiing tomorrow. Isn’t that cool?”

Heather’s blue eyes brightened. “Hey, and while you’re at it, get him to tape you doing your thing with those tiny preschool skiers. Your mom’ll definitely love it.”

“Maybe you’re right,” she replied, wondering how some of the children might respond to being filmed at ski school. But she didn’t voice her concern.

“Think it over,” Heather said.

“I will, and thanks for the suggestion.” She was actually delighted with the idea. Heather and the other Girls Only Club members often came up with fantastic ideas for using their athletic talents to encourage others.

“So . . . wanna come over for dinner after church?” Heather asked as they headed toward the church lobby. “You could use our computer to check up on the history facts for class.”

“Okay with your mom?” asked Manda, grateful for the offer.

“I wouldn’t be inviting you if it wasn’t, silly.” Heather motioned for Manda to sit with her and Kevin, her older brother and ice-dancing partner. Heather’s parents and younger brother and sister were already seated in a long pew near the front of the church.

“Thanks,” Manda said, feeling much better now. Hanging out with God’s people always made her feel good. At times like this, she wondered if her wayward father had ever settled things in his heart with the Lord.

The hymns the congregation sang were old songs, yet Manda gladly joined in. Even though she could jam up a storm on her harmonica, she couldn’t carry a tune all that well. She kept wondering when Heather might glance at her cross-eyed. Or tell her to pipe down. But Heather was kind and shared the hymnal without covering her ears.

The minister’s sermon text was easy to understand today. “ ‘Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.’ ”

Manda listened carefully. This was the sort of verse she could put into practice with her ski students. Especially Tarin the Terrible!

There was someone else she probably ought to apply this verse to, along with her brilliant ski pupil. Even though her dad wasn’t anywhere around, she had to forgive him. It was the right thing to do. Just not the easy thing.

She’d never thought of forgiveness quite this way. So she sat motionless on the cushioned seat next to Heather and the rest of the Bock family.

Your young fella has some problems. . . .

Auntie Ethel, the retired schoolteacher who shared the hospital room with Manda’s mom, had commented on little Tarin. Probably with some professional insight, too.

Manda decided it might be a good idea to pay attention to the woman. Maybe by showing kindness to Tarin, she could help him fit in with the group.

Maybe.






The dinner table at the Bocks’ house was set with red heart-shaped place mats. Manda suspected they were homemade, probably created during a homeschool art session, as all four Bock kids were taught by their mother.

“We made them for Valentine’s Day,” Joanne Bock, Heather’s six-year-old sister, told her as they were seated.

“Pretty,” she said, smiling across the table at the toothless grin.

Again, her mind wandered to Tarin Greenberg. Maybe it was Joanne’s missing front tooth that triggered the thought. Or was it the youngster’s wiggly excitement at having a Sunday dinner guest?

Dessert was being served when Joanne spoke up again. This time she was giggling. “There’s a new boy in my Sunday school class.”

“Joanne, please,” her father said. “It isn’t polite to talk and giggle at the same time.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she said, continuing on. Her eyes blinked several times while she pressed her small hand against her mouth. Probably trying to hold in the giggle.

When Mrs. Bock returned with additional servings of cherry pie, Joanne took her hand away from her mouth. “I think I’m ready to talk now and not laugh,” she said softly.

“Go ahead, then,” said her mother.

“We have this boy . . .” She paused, her mouth turning up hard on both sides. “He’s got a strange nickname.”

Before she could finish, Heather jumped in. “You’re not talking about Tarin Greenberg, are you?” She looked at her little sister. “Because if you are, I’ve heard his nickname, and I don’t think it’s very nice.”

Joanne’s eyes fluttered. “But he calls himself that!”

Manda could hardly believe this conversation. “Are you talking about Tarin the Terrible?”

Joanne nodded her head up and down. “He’s the smartest boy on earth,” she said.

“Well, I wouldn’t know about that,” Mr. Bock said, chuckling.

Heather spoke in her sister’s defense. “He is smart, Daddy. So smart he keeps scaring off his baby-sitters.”

Manda’s ears perked up. “Why would a bright kid like that frighten anybody?”

“I guess, from what I’ve heard, Tarin’s quite sophisticated,” Heather explained.

“You mean his vocabulary is very advanced for his age?” asked Manda.

Heather cocked her head. “Yeah, how’d you know?”

“Because he’s in one of my classes at the ski academy,” Manda said, folding her hands in her lap. “Is he new to Alpine Lake?”

“I don’t think so,” Heather replied.

Joanne was grinning now. “Tarin’s just new to our church,” she said. “He and his dad changed churches recently.”

Manda observed Joanne’s childish mannerisms. Light-years difference between the girl across the table and Tarin Greenberg. Joanne was a normal first-grader. Tarin, even though he was a year younger, was out in the nebula somewhere intellectually. Just how far, Manda didn’t know.

“It’s very sad. Tarin’s got no mother,” Joanne said.

The little girl’s comment was revealing, especially because of Ethel Norton’s remark. So there was a problem at the Greenberg home. Aunt Ethel was right, after all.

Eager to see her own mother at the hospital, Manda spent only an hour with Heather after the meal. She stayed till the dishes were stacked in the dishwasher and the leftovers were cleared away. Then, because Heather pleaded with her, she played through her entire repertoire on the harmonica.

“You should come over more often,” Heather teased, putting away the dishrag. “Nobody I know plays the harmonica like you. It sounds cheerful and soothing at the same time.”

“I try to avoid playing in public,” she said, laughing. “But thanks.”

“You ought to share your musical talent with the world, the way you perform for the public on skis, you know,” Heather said.

She ignored the comment and changed the subject. “Thanks for inviting me. I had a great time.”

“It was my mother’s idea.” Heather went to the walk-in pantry and brought out a basket of homemade treats. “Take this along when you visit your mom.”

Peering into the basket, Manda saw several kinds of cookies, candies, and even a miniature nut bread. “This is incredible.” She gave Heather a hug. “Mom’ll love it, believe me.”

“All of us helped with it. Even Kevin and Dad.”

Swallowing hard, Manda said, “You have no idea what this means to my mom and me.”

Heather reached out and hugged her again. “We’re glad to do it. Blessing others is what life’s all about, right?”

Just then Mrs. Bock came into the kitchen. She smiled when she spied Manda with the basket. “Enjoy the goodies. We used stone-ground whole wheat flour, sweetened with honey.”

“So they’re safe?” said Manda, laughing.

“Oh, we have to watch our junk food intake here, too, you know,” Heather volunteered.

Kevin peeked his head around the corner. “Don’t let the goodies distract you from your skiing,” he said. “We’ll be cheering for you in Dressel Hills next month.”

Manda was surprised. “You know about that . . . the competition, I mean?”

“Your coach knows our ice-dancing coach, Mr. McDonald,” Kevin said. “Everyone’s excited about the Downhill Classic.”

Manda smiled. “Thanks,” she said, hoping the warmth in her cheeks wasn’t showing. Kevin Bock was so cute!

She thanked Mrs. Bock for inviting her to dinner. “And for the basket,” she said.

On the drive home, Mr. Bock said he and his family would be praying for her mother “during her surgery tomorrow.”

She nodded her head in gratitude, because she knew if she tried to speak she might cry. Hard-driving Alpine skiers didn’t give in to their fears.

At least, she didn’t!


Reach for the Stars

Chapter Six

Her mom was the one with glistening eyes when Manda showed up that afternoon. Manda carried the care basket from the Bock family like it was something precious.

“What thoughtful people,” Mom said, pulling out each section of goodies, individually wrapped in various colors.

“I wish you could’ve been at the Bocks’ today.” She explained young Joanne’s playful banter with her father. “They’re really very close as a family. They work together and play together, too.”

Her mother cast a look of concern. “I hope you’re not thinking about . . .”

“Not really,” she was quick to say. And it was true, she really hadn’t been thinking about her own loss of a father. It had more to do with the way the Bock family interacted. She believed they truly loved and respected one another.

She and her mom easily fell into a long talk about the Bocks, including Heather’s adorably cute brother. But Manda was careful not to reveal too much about her attraction to Kevin. She preferred to like a boy in her own way. Secretly, and from a distance.

Later, she talked about the announcement Joanne had made at the table. “I couldn’t believe my ears, but she started chattering about Tarin the Terrible. The new boy in her Sunday school class.”

Mom gasped. “She actually called him that?”

“I guess everyone does, but I don’t. Not to his face, anyway.” She shrugged. “I think a name like that might feed his attitude, you know.” She wasn’t sure why she felt that way. “I know! I’ll make up a new nickname for him,” she said. “Something more positive.”

“Something that would bring out the best in him?” Mom said.

“Exactly!”

Before Manda left the hospital, she pulled back the curtain between the beds. Auntie Ethel was awake and trying to sit up in bed. Quickly, Manda rang for the nurse.

As they waited, she told the woman about young Tarin. “Remember, you said he might have some problems at home? Well, I heard today that he doesn’t have a mother.”

Ethel’s brow wrinkled into a deep frown. “Everybody has a mother, honey. What you’re saying is his mother doesn’t live with him, or she’s passed on. One of the two.”

“That’s true.” Once again, Manda was intrigued by the elderly woman’s quick thinking.

“He’s going to need your emotional assistance when you see him next,” Ethel pointed out.

Manda agreed. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

Mom was all smiles. “That’s my girl.”

Turning, Manda went to stand at the foot of her mother’s bed. “If you’re excited about that, just wait’ll tomorrow. But you have to be wide awake from surgery before you’ll have any idea what I’m talking about.”

Mom leaned forward a bit, wincing when she did. She glanced toward the ceiling where the traction pulleys did their thing, then back to zero in on Manda. “Promise me . . . no big surprises, please,” she said. “I’m not kidding.”

Manda went to her mother and kissed her cheek. “I won’t agree to anything, but I can promise you one thing—you’ll be absolutely jazzed.”

She could hardly wait to start filming.

Tomorrow!






The afternoon was extra cold, and the windswept slope was slicker than usual. With the sun on her face, Manda prayed that all would go well.

“This is important stuff,” she told Benny, who held his video camera. “It’s for my mom. She needs a piece of the mountain.” She gave him a few instructions about the sort of angles she hoped he might capture on video.

“I can handle that,” he said, hoisting the camera onto his right shoulder.

“Don’t worry about this being too professional.” She patted him on the arm. “It’s the thought that counts.”

She prepared to ski the short distance, waiting for Benny to give her the high sign. The plan was to ski out the gate and down the first one-third of the course. No need to capture the entire run.

“When you’re ready, just whistle,” she called to him.

Benny skied down the first section of the run, using wide, banked parallel turns, taking things slow and easy due to the camera perched on his shoulder.

Manda had to smile to herself, the excitement building. “Mom’s gonna love this,” she said to Coach Hanson at the starting gate. “You have no idea how much!”

“Ski cautiously,” Coach advised her. “There’s a lot of ice out there today.”

Another challenge. But she was ready. “Hear anything?” she asked Coach.

His ruddy face broke into a smile. “Sounds like a whistle to me.”

“Benny’s ready.” She was off, down the slope, thinking only of her mom’s soon-to-be look of surprise. Manda felt the ice when she hit several patches of extremely hard snow made by the harsh daytime wind.

Adjusting to the conditions at hand, she used the absolute minimum of edge on her skis. And she avoided hanging on to the traverse too long. Just like the best skiers, she thought as she spotted Benny and the camera.

The first section of taping went too quickly, so Manda asked Benny to ski down another long section, toward the Corkscrew. The perfect place for some additional footage. The real exciting stuff!

Although Manda had been filmed frequently, never had it been under a circumstance like this. The tape was for pure entertainment. Possibly therapy.

She could just imagine her mother’s face light up when Manda took the tape to the hospital. She’d already arranged with the nurses to borrow a VCR for the showing. “The video might help her get better quicker,” she’d told them.

Now, preparing to ski the wild turns of the Corkscrew, she glanced at the sky. It was bleak and gray, yet pieces of blue tried to peek through the cloud layer.

She peered down the course through her goggles. “Go, girl,” she said into the icy air. “You’re Downhill Dynamite!”

Benny gave the whistle sign again, and she was off. She zigzagged and swooped past the sharp turns of the familiar run, enjoying the thrill of it—the stimulating tingle of a job well done.

At the designated spot, she turned her skis quickly and came to a swooshing stop as snow billowed about her like a misty fan. Satisfied that Benny had captured enough footage, she thanked him. Then, winded but pleased, she headed down to catch the ski lift, feeling as happy as if she’d actually won a race.

But the serious hard work of the day was still ahead. In five short weeks she’d be competing in the Downhill Classic. If she was to place anywhere near first, she needed more practice time on the slope. Shouting “Go, girl!” to the sky wasn’t going to cut it in Dressel Hills.

She knew that. The next hour would be a test of her raw nerve. Do I have what it takes to win? she wondered on the ride back up to the summit of Falcon Ridge.

Do I?


Reach for the Stars

Chapter Seven

She didn’t have to wonder long. Manda’s last practice run of the day, followed by a stiff set of pointers from Coach Hanson, had been a blazing success.

“Move over, Picabo Street,” she said.

Coach agreed. “You really pushed your limits today, Manda. Keep skiing like that, and I’ll be following you to the Olympics someday.”

“Thanks, Coach.”

“Don’t thank me. You’re the one with the bite.”

They laughed together, but she knew he was right. There was something burning inside her, driving her . . . pushing her to the very edge of human endurance and courage.

Manda never questioned what that something was. But she knew it was there. Sure as the stars in the sky. And she would use it to kindle her strength to compete.

To win!






On the way to the ski lodge at the base of Cascade Peak, Manda bumped into Mr. Greenberg. She had secretly observed him before, after ski class when he came to pick up his son—super intelligent and smart-mouthed Tarin the Terrible.

“Aren’t you Tarin’s father?” she said, propping her skis up against the log-frame exterior.

“Why, yes, I am.” His clean-cut face was friendly and warm. When he smiled, his slate gray eyes twinkled. “And you’re Tarin’s new ski instructor, I believe.”

“Just till my mother’s leg heals,” she explained. “She has a badly broken leg, and I’m filling in for her.”

His eyebrows rose slightly. “I see, so you must be a very good skier yourself.”

“I’m pretty good for my age.” Laughing about her mildly boastful comment, she was about to excuse herself.

“Uh, Miss Garcia—”

“Manda,” she interrupted. “Call me Manda.”

His smile was contagious. “All right, then, Manda.” He looked at her the way she assumed a father might look at his own daughter. “I was wondering, would you happen to know of a responsible sitter? Someone who might be interested in spending time with Tarin a couple afternoons a week?”

Instantly, young Joanne Bock’s comments came to mind. But Manda dared not let on that she knew Tarin had scared off several baby-sitters.

“I would be glad to pay more than the usual hourly rate,” he added quickly, almost before she could reply.

She smiled politely. “Let me think about it. I might know someone who could help you out.” She didn’t say that she was the one. She didn’t want to let on that she was intrigued by both Tarin . . . and his father.

“Very good,” he said, offering his business card. “Would it be too presumptuous to ask if you’d mind giving me a call? That is, if and when you might come up with someone?”

She accepted the card, noting that he was a computer analyst. “Sure, I could do that.”

He turned to go, then stopped and looked back at her with a kindly nod of his head. “Thank you, Manda. I’d like very much to interview someone soon.”

Interview? What on earth for?

Hardly anyone interviewed baby-sitters in Alpine Lake. Not unless there were certain health concerns involved. Things the prospective sitter might need to be aware of. Stuff like that.

But for the life of her, she couldn’t think what Mr. Greenberg might need to discuss with her or any sitter. Was Tarin so terrible that his father had to interview someone for the job?

She left for home, head reeling. Thankful that her ski videotape was ready to present to her mother, she picked her way across the well-lighted streets.

Up and down Main Street, lights began to come on in the front windows of the old Victorian houses. Livvy Hudson, vice-president of the Girls Only Club, lived in a gray-and-white three-story house just a block from where Manda turned to head home.

Maybe Livvy would know what sort of sitter interviews Mr. Greenberg was conducting these days. After all, one of Livvy’s school friends had baby-sat some of the worst-behaved kids in town. Livvy had told her so.

Manda came close to going the extra block, just to stop in and ask her ice-skater friend her opinion. But at the last minute, she decided not to. It really wasn’t her duty to dig up dirt on Tarin Greenberg. She would find out the whole story for herself when she attended the interview for the job.

Long after her ski-lodge encounter with Mr. Greenberg, Manda continued to think about him. He was so thoughtful, it seemed. And his words were kind, almost gentle. Yet his son was fiery and determined. How could that be? Surely, there was something of his father lying silent in the rambunctious and outspoken boy.

I’m going to find out, she decided as she waited for the pedestrian light to turn. I won’t waste a single second.

It was a promise she’d made to herself yesterday, after the Sunday dinner with her friends the Bocks. She wouldn’t forget. No matter what, she was going to get to the bottom of this Tarin thing!
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Chapter Eight

“You’re doing what?” Livvy Hudson practically howled into the phone. Raising her voice was highly unusual for Livvy. She was soft-spoken most of the time.

Manda continued. “You heard me . . . I’m interviewing for a baby-sitting job . . . with Mr. Greenberg.”

“I don’t believe this,” Livvy muttered.

“Well, it’s not the end of the world.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Livvy retorted, then fell silent.

“C’mon! You can’t mean that. What could be so horrible about sitting for Tarin Greenberg?”

Livvy spoke up. “They don’t call him Tarin the Terrible for nothing, do they?”

“Maybe not. But I’ve seen the way he operates in my ski class, and to be honest with you, there’s nothing scary about that kid.” She was being straight with Livvy and, at the same time, trying to check out some things.

“You better think this through super carefully,” Livvy said. “Before you do something you might regret.”

“What’s to regret? I need the money for lift tickets and other ski stuff, and it sounds like Tarin needs a good sitter.” She sighed. “Where’s the problem?”

Livvy huffed into the phone. “Go ahead . . . learn the hard way.”

“Just give me something solid to go on,” Manda insisted. “Tell me something I don’t already know about this kid. Then maybe I’ll think about dropping it.”

“Okay, I’ll get the lowdown for you. Soon as I talk to someone . . . a friend of mine.”

Manda assumed the friend was Suzy Buchanan, Livvy’s school friend. Suzy was one of the town’s busiest sitters. “We’re talking straight from the horse’s mouth?” asked Manda.

Livvy chuckled. “You got it.”

They chatted about the upcoming Girls Only meeting and, later, how Manda’s mother was doing. “Mom should start improving soon,” she told Livvy. “She had her leg surgery today. I’m heading off to the hospital now.”

“Need a ride?” Livvy asked.

“Thanks anyway. I’ll catch the city bus.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive,” she said. “See ya tomorrow at school. And don’t forget the buzz on Tarin.”

“Don’t worry. Bye.”

Manda said good-bye and hung up the phone.

She tossed a frozen dinner in the microwave. The chicken and rice dish had a flat, cardboard taste. She couldn’t wait for her mother to come home from the hospital. Even if Mom couldn’t stand up and cook, she could tell Manda what ingredients to throw together. Anything would taste better than nuked fast food!

After eating, she washed up and changed clothes. Then, before leaving the house, she called the hospital. “How’d the surgery go?” she said when her mother answered.

“I survived, and now I’m ready and waiting for some entertainment. Namely, you.”

“Remember, you promised to be wide awake when I get there,” Manda reminded.

“My eyes are propped open, and I can’t wait to see you. Hurry!”

Manda smiled into the phone. “Okay, I’m leaving now. I’ll see you in less than ten minutes.”

Actually, the walk to the bus stop was less than two minutes from the house. The bus would take her the rest of the way. Five minutes—max!






When Manda arrived, both her mom and Auntie Ethel were sitting up in bed. A row of cut flowers—yellows, blues, and reds—and plants lined the wide windowsill nearest Mom’s bed. Ethel’s side of the room was decorated with a pink-and-white balloon bouquet and at least a dozen get-well cards.

“I’ve got a big surprise!” Manda announced, motioning to the nurse in the hallway.

“You’re surprise enough for me.” Mom reached out for a hug.

Manda hurried to her bedside and squeezed her gently. “What did your doctor say about the operation?”

“That I slept through it,” Mom joked.

“Well, now, that’s a good thing, I’d say,” Ethel commented with a chortle.

Manda joined in the laughter. “No, really, how’d everything go?”

Mom was still smiling. “The surgery was a snap. No complications. My leg should be back to normal in six weeks or so.” She was wearing a pink bow in her shoulder-length hair.

Manda touched the bow. “Where’d you get this?”

“Oh, one of Ethel’s grandchildren gave it to me.” Mom looked especially bright, nearly childlike, with the pink touch in her dark brown hair.

Auntie Ethel grinned, showing her gums. “Yes, indeed, we had a whole roomful of company today.”

“Sorry I missed it,” Manda said. “But I think you’ll understand when you see the surprise.”

Almost on cue, two nurses came in and set up the VCR. “It’s show time,” one of them said, waving as they left the room.

“Show time?” Mom asked.

Manda stood in front of the two beds, her arms out like a choir director’s. “Both of you need a bit of fresh air, a blue sky, and . . . a very tall mountain!”

Mom started clapping as if she knew the surprise. Ethel burst in with short applause, too. “This is such fun,” said Mom.

“Wait till you see the show, then you can decide.” Manda pressed the “play” button on the remote and went to sit on the edge of her mother’s bed. “Tadah!”

She played her harmonica as background music, though the video was quite short. But it was accompanied by numerous “oohs” and “aahs”—from Mom especially.

Ethel mostly panted and gasped when the Corkscrew section came on the screen. “Oh, dear me, how in the world does she ski like that?” the woman said.

Mom was obviously proud for the chance to crow about Manda. “You should’ve seen her when she was a little thing . . . skiing down the easy green slopes in no time at all. I taught her almost as soon as she could walk and, well, you know the rest.” Mom beamed as she related Manda’s past athletic history.

When the “stop” button was pressed, both women pleaded for Manda to rewind and show it again. So she did. Her mom kept going on about how she’d used her ski edges in dealing with the icy surface. “You’re looking good, Miranda!”

“Thanks.” She smiled at her mother. “Since you couldn’t go to the mountain, I had to bring it to you.”

“And it was wonderful,” Mom said, her eyes shining. “I loved every one hundredth of a second of it.”

Manda thought about the precision of speed. One hundredth of a second could mean the difference between first and second place. She fully intended to cut off another full second from her present time. She must do it before competition!

She began to rewind the short video and was getting ready to eject when the nurses came back. They wanted to see it, too. So she showed the video once more, insisting on the “full treatment”—the harmonica tunes played live and in person.

Ethel was the first to mention it. “All of us should go and cheer Manda on at the Downhill Classic. What do you say?”

The nurses glanced at the woman, nodding their heads kindly. Ethel Norton was in no shape to travel even the short distance to Dressel Hills. She’d had her share of physical ailments, the most recent being her knee-replacement surgery.

“If nothing else, you’ll get the play-by-play from me,” Mom spoke up. “I’ll come visit you whenever I can.”

“You’ll tell me all about Manda’s win?” Ethel asked, her watery eyes pleading.

“I promise,” Mom said.

When all the talk of skiing and competition died down, Manda brought up the subject of the sitter interview. The one with Tarin’s father. “Ever hear of a formal interview for a baby-sitting job?” she asked her mom.

Mom glanced at the ceiling. “Let me think,” she said. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I did conduct an interview . . . several different times.” She glanced at Manda. “You were just a toddler when I had to go back to work. I never would’ve considered leaving you with a sitter I didn’t know inside and out.”

Auntie Ethel was getting a kick out of the story. She’d folded her arms low at her waist, like an awkward Girl Scout, hanging on to every word.

“Well, if you interviewed formally, I guess it’s okay,” Manda remarked. She couldn’t help but notice the similarities between her mom’s gentle, almost soft-spoken approach and Mr. Greenberg’s. Of course, she didn’t really know the man. But what she’d seen so far, she admired. A lot.

She decided on the spot that the interview should be as much about herself—and her mom—as it was about Tarin the Terrible. And his wonderful father.

How to pull off such an interview, she had no clue.

I’ll play it by ear, she thought. Like my harmonica.

First thing tomorrow afternoon, she would call for her appointment. Secretly, she was counting the hours.

No, the seconds . . .
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Chapter Nine

Manda met Suzy Buchanan at Livvy’s locker. Suzy was a short, perky girl with stick-straight brunette hair. Shiny clean, her hair framed her face, falling past her shoulders.

“You remember Miranda Garcia, don’t you?” Livvy said to Suzy, glancing at Manda.

Suzy nodded, wearing a smile. “Hi,” she said. “We were in second grade together. Remember?”

Now that Suzy said it, Manda did remember. Fuzzy memories were clearing up fast. “We sat together in reading group sometimes, right?”

Suzy’s big brown eyes widened. “Weren’t we the Blue Jays, or something feathery?”

“Hey, you’re right!” Manda was aware again of Suzy’s winning smile. Here was the girl who’d graced the art room walls with smiley faces cut from construction paper. A birthday surprise for their second-grade teacher.

Livvy closed her locker door. “Manda’s thinking of interviewing for a baby-sitting job. It seems Tarin Greenberg has run out of sitters. Again,” she said out of the corner of her mouth. “Any advice?” Livvy spoke directly to Suzy but ended by looking at Manda with big eyes.

Suzy frowned. “Better think twice about sitting for him.”

“I’m not thinking,” Manda replied. “I’ve already decided.”

Suzy’s smile flickered and died. “Well, I think you might be sorry.”

“Really?” Manda was all ears. “Tell me more.”

“Let’s put it this way,” Suzy continued, “the kid’s a sitter’s worst nightmare.”

“He seems harmless.” She thought of her interaction with the boy at ski classes. Sure, he was a clown . . . even a show-off. But a nightmare?

Suzy scanned the row of lockers—up one side and down the other. Like she was about to tell an enormous secret. “Tarin’s smarter than all of us put together. No lie!”

Manda laughed. “You’re not telling me anything new!”

Suzy was shaking her head. “His IQ is over 140.”

Manda gulped, looking at Livvy for some moral support. “Is this what you were talking about on the phone? You actually knew all this heavy IQ stuff about Tarin?” she asked.

“Nothing too specific.” Livvy twitched her nose. “But now you know something solid.”

The bell rang.

“Consider yourself warned,” Suzy said, shifting her books. “You’d have to tie me up and drag me over there. I’d never willingly sit for that boy again. He reads dictionaries for entertainment and talks in riddles. And that’s not all!”

“What else?” she asked.

“He knows three languages . . . at least!” Suzy said.

Three?

Manda was impressed. “Wow, maybe he’ll teach me one.”

“Don’t be sarcastic,” Livvy said, eyes flashing.

“It’s true. Tarin can read three languages . . . that I know of,” added Suzy.

Manda tossed her hair and shrugged. “Are we talking counting in a foreign language and easy stuff like that? Because I was saying the Greek alphabet when I was four years old.”

“Way more than that,” Suzy said. “I’m telling you, the kid’s an undersized egghead.”

Students around them slammed their lockers and hurried down the hall in response to the bell. Manda, Livvy, and Suzy parted ways, shuffling in different directions. No formal good-byes were said.

But Manda wasn’t discouraged. She was looking forward to the interview. In fact, she could hardly wait.






After school, Jenna Song made herself a human blockade at Manda’s locker. The Korean-American gymnast, petite but strong, held out her sturdy arms and stared Manda down with her dark eyes.

“What’re you doing?” Manda asked. She reached around her friend to get to her locker combination.

“I’m here to talk some sense into you, girl.”

“Let me guess. You don’t think I should waste my time sitting for Tarin Greenberg—”

“Since you have an important skiing competition coming up,” interrupted Jenna, finishing the sentence.

Jenna had no business interfering like this. “I’ll handle my skiing, you do your thing in gymnastics,” Manda protested.

Lowering her arms, Jenna gave in. “Fine. Do what you want, but don’t come crying to me when you don’t place at Dressel Hills.”

Manda shut her friend out. “I know what I can and can’t do.” It was a statement—cold and probably a little abrupt. But nobody was going to call the shots for her. Not even the president of the Girls Only Club!

Jenna flounced off without saying more. But Suzy Buchanan had overheard. “That’s two,” she said, offering a sweet smile. “My dad always says there’s safety in numbers—which means you might wanna skip out on that interview. Whenever it is.” Suzy waved to her and turned to dash down the jammed hallway.

Manda reached for the combination lock on her locker door. Everyone’s trying to run my life, she thought. What’s the big deal?

But she knew.

Deep down, she understood the reason for Jenna’s warning. It would be tough trying to cram everything into her already tight schedule.

In spite of herself—and her skiing goals—she honestly wanted to pass the interview and baby-sit for Tarin the Terrible. If for only one reason. . . .


Reach for the Stars

Chapter Ten

Mr. Greenberg’s house was a short five-minute walk from the hospital, on Wood Avenue. At first Manda thought the door was slightly ajar. Taking a second look, she spied a note—evidently from the paper carrier—shoved into the crack between the storm door and the doorjamb.

She stood on the front porch, curiously spying out the place. There were Swiss-style window boxes adorning each of the four windows at the porch level. A few dried-up flowers and leaves remained. An iron-footed plant stand posed in the corner of the porch, empty. Probably, it had been home to geraniums or other colorful flowering plants during the summer. She wondered, too, if Mr. Greenberg had a green thumb. The notion made her snicker.

Of course, a man with a name like Greenberg surely could grow most anything. Easy! Plenty of flowers . . . vegetables, too. Probably in the backyard, which she hadn’t seen just yet.

About the time she felt the urge to tiptoe around the side of the house to see if there might be a cozy little garden plot, the front door opened. All by itself!

She stood there, staring at it. “Anybody there?” she said softly.

The main door continued to open, leaving the storm door undisturbed. “Enter at your own risk,” a voice boomed overhead.

Quickly, Manda looked up, trying to locate the origin of the deep voice. Was this some kind of trick?

Confidence rose in her. “I’m coming in!” she announced to the unseen voice and reached for the storm door.

“Beware! The inhabitants of this dwelling tolerate nothing less than total compliance” came the strange voice.

Manda listened, her gloved hand resting on the storm door handle. She’d heard this sort of voice before. It sounded like a computerized telephone message.

Ignoring it, she pressed the doorbell and heard it ring.

Then, without warning, the front door slammed shut. In her face. Not willing to give up, she remained standing. Waiting for exactly what, she didn’t know.

Still, she waited.

After a time, she rang the doorbell again. Once more, she waited. This time the voice did not continue, and finally—about the time she’d thought of leaving—Mr. Greenberg appeared at the door. “Ah, wonderful.” He sported a grin. “You’re right on time.”

She decided not to inquire about the peculiar, warbled voice. Or the fact that the front door had mysteriously opened and closed at will. Instead, she paid close attention to Mr. Greenberg’s directions, assuming that he might be testing her—taking mental notes on how well she followed his instruction.

“Please have a seat, Miss Garcia.” He motioned to a chair near the fireplace.

She almost corrected him, wanting to remind him that she preferred Manda. But she was cautious, a bit worried about sounding rude. She really wanted this job!

Across the room, leaning against one long wall of the parlorlike living room, were four tall bookcases. Two exceptionally wide ones reached high to the ceiling.

Everywhere she looked—at the swept hearth, dusted curio cabinets, and polished upright piano—everything seemed to be neat and orderly.

Interesting, she thought, recalling that Tarin and his father lived alone in the house. No maid that she knew of. And no wife or mother.

Her eyes roamed the bookshelves, coming to rest on the middle shelf—precisely eye level to a five-year-old. Standing on end was a portly dictionary, tattered on its top edge. Probably where small hands had pulled it away from the shelf. Over and over again.

She remembered both Suzy’s and Jenna’s words of caution. “The boy reads dictionaries for entertainment.”

“Let’s start by talking about you,” Mr. Greenberg began, taking her by surprise.

“Well, let’s see. I like kids . . . a lot.” She didn’t hesitate to remind him of her instructional skills—at the ski lodge. “And I’ve been baby-sitting since I was about nine.” She thought about that, wanting to be accurate. “Yes, that’s right. Nine probably seems young to be taking care of children, but I really do like kids. I think I’m good with them. People have told me that.”

“I see.” He leaned back in his chair and nodded. “And who might those people be?”

Ready for anything, she pulled out her list of references—parents of the babies, toddlers, and preschool-age children she’d baby-sat for over the past three years. “You may keep the list,” she said, hoping she seemed businesslike.

Silently, his eyes ran down the list. “Very well,” he said, smiling his wonderful smile. “Tell me more.”

Yes! A chance to pour it on. She took a deep breath. “I’m very responsible, Mr. Greenberg,” she bragged, going on to detail an incident that happened while baby-sitting a four-month-old baby boy. “He had a high fever, and I handled things perfectly. The mother said so—even called my own mother to tell her.”

“That’s very good to know. Now . . . what about your vocabulary skills?” Mr. Greenberg said unexpectedly.

She chuckled, almost without thinking. “I, uh, have a good understanding of the English language, if that’s what you mean.”

“Precisely. Now, if I might ask you about your ability to carry on several tasks at once,” he said. “In other words, are you able to receive input and respond to it simultaneously?”

She was beginning to wonder if Suzy and Jenna were right. Was this going to turn into a nightmare, after all? Was she going to be asked to demonstrate her ability to speak French and Chinese, and who knows what else?

“I’m fast on my feet,” she spoke up, thinking about skiing.

Mr. Greenberg grinned at that. “Yes, I expect you are.”

“Is Tarin home?” she asked, eager to get on with it.

“Of course.” He got up and went to the long staircase. He called for his son to join them. “Miss Garcia, your ski instructor, is here.”

“I hope you don’t expect Tarin to call me that,” she said softly as he returned.

His eyebrows became butterflies. “Excuse me?”

“Manda . . . or Miss Manda will be fine. But nothing formal, please,” she insisted.

He nodded. “I understand.”

Tarin dashed down the steps, scurrying into the room where she and his father were chatting quietly. The chubby boy stood there without speaking.

“Tarin? Please greet Miss Manda,” said Mr. Greenberg.

“Hello,” said Tarin with a blank expression.

“How’s it going?” she replied.

“How is what going?” Tarin asked. A frown planted itself between his blond eyebrows.

She smiled at him, hoping to defuse the tone of the conversation. “It’s just a saying,” she remarked, shrugging. “Nothing to dissect or analyze.”

Mr. Greenberg was grinning at her response. Yes! She was getting somewhere. At least with Tarin’s father.

The boy seemed somewhat defenseless against the two of them. “No need to elucidate, Miss Manda,” came the tiny voice. “I fully assimilate the significance of the phrase.”

If the blond-haired boy with the babyish voice hadn’t seemed so serious, it would’ve been something to laugh about. But, bless his heart, this kid knew what he was talking about. Manda figured she had better just keep the expressions rolling. Turn the interview into a game.

“I’m going to be your new sitter,” she announced, turning to look at Mr. Greenberg just to be sure.

Tarin’s father was nodding his head, an enormous grin spreading from ear to ear. “Yes, I do believe this arrangement is going to work out quite nicely,” he said, getting up. “Three afternoons a week.”

“I haven’t offered my assessment yet,” Tarin whined, on the verge of a tantrum.

“Very well, the interview continues,” Mr. Greenberg said, glancing at Manda. Quickly, he sat down again.

Tarin gladly took center stage, which happened to be the carpeted living room floor. He stood with his knees locked and his round head tilted to one side, probably thinking.

Manda could almost hear the wheels of his mind turning. Turning . . . What would he ask her?

“I’m intrigued by your qualifications,” Tarin began, eyes blinking. “Please specify.”

She drew a deep breath. “In what aspect of my achievements are you most interested?” she asked.

Nice comeback, she thought, congratulating herself.

The boy’s eyes were bright blue, the color of the ocean in summer. His plump face was flawless and clear, but it held a permanent look of mischief. “What genre of cuisine would you say is your specialty?” he asked.

Easy!

“Well, I’ve been known to make a mean spaghetti and meatballs dinner,” she said.

Simply and without another word, Tarin turned to his father. “Employ her.”

Manda was shocked at the kid’s power. Tarin the Terrible clearly ruled the roost. The occasional after-school job was going to be a battle of wills. Hers against his.

Who would win?

She was eager to find out!


Reach for the Stars

Chapter Eleven

“I’m coming home tomorrow,” Mom told her later that afternoon. “Doc says I’m ready.”

Manda was thrilled. “This is great news.” She hugged her mother, enjoying the smell of her perfume. The familiar scent made her wish her mom could skip out of the hospital this minute!

The semiprivate room seemed smaller today. Manda wondered if it was because the Greenberg home had been so spacious.

“How’d the interview go?” Mom asked.

“It was crazy. Very different.”

“What do you mean?” Mom looked worried.

“It’s just that Mr. Greenberg and his son have an unusual relationship, to say the least.” She was careful not to reveal what she thought of Mr. Greenberg himself.

“So tell me all about these people,” Mom said, appearing to be well rested as she sat perched on the hospital bed.

“Let’s see, uh, Mr. Greenberg is . . .” She paused. “Oh, I don’t know. There’s just something very individual . . . intriguing about him.” She wished she had the nerve to say that her mom ought to meet him sometime. Maybe invite him over for coffee or something. But that would mean Tarin might have to tag along. Big mistake!

She was probably way out in left field. Such wild and wacky thoughts. There was no hope that her mother would ever be interested in getting to know the man anyway.

“How’s your work with Coach Hanson coming?” Mom asked.

“I’m right on schedule for Dressel Hills, but I’m really glad you’re coming home. It’ll make things much easier.” She figured she’d still have to do some of the cooking and cleaning up. Her mom’s leg was going to be in a cast. It would be tough going on crutches for many weeks. At least Manda wouldn’t have to be running back and forth to the hospital every day.

“I really hope I’ll get to see you compete,” Mom said, smiling. “It might be kinda hard.” She glanced at her broken leg. “With this cast, you know.”

“You’ll make it, Mom. I’ll make sure you’re there.” Once again, she thought of Mr. Greenberg. She pictured him, his strong arms carrying Mom up the slope partway—getting her situated at the finish line. Easy!

Shaking off that surprising thought, she went over and parted the curtains. “W-where’s Auntie Ethel?”

The hospital bed was empty!

“She was released at noon,” Mom explained. “My roomie’s gone home. But don’t worry, I have her address.”

“That’s good.” She paused, remembering how happy the dear lady had seemed two days ago when Manda played her ski video. “Maybe my piece of the mountain got her inspired enough to check out of here.”

Mom laughed. “There might be some truth to that.”

Manda was pleased all around. Ethel Norton was back home, Mom soon would be, and she’d landed herself another job . . . right under Mr. Greenberg’s nose!

Things were absolutely ideal.






Tarin the Terrible acted out the next day during ski class. He followed Manda around on the bunny slope, asking for special favors. Constantly. What bugged her even more was his endless intellectual talk. It was put-on . . . so unnatural. And by the end of the session, she wondered if she should mention something to his father.

Unfortunately, the opportunity never presented itself. So she decided to wait and discuss it tomorrow afternoon, the next time she was scheduled to baby-sit. She hoped there might be time to talk to Mr. Greenberg before he slipped out the door.

Meanwhile, she endured the endless barrage of Tarin’s articulate prattle. She couldn’t help but count the minutes till her first ski class was finished. She worried that she might feel frustrated like this while baby-sitting the boy. Was it worth putting up with such nonsense just to get better acquainted with Mr. Greenberg?

As it turned out, she completely missed Tarin’s father after class. Little Shelley Rolland needed some assistance with her skis, so Manda helped her unsnap the bindings. “How’s that? Now you’ll know how next time, right?”

Shelley nodded her head. “Thanks.” She reached for Manda’s gloved hand. “You’re the best ski teacher in the whole world!” she said as they walked toward the ski lodge together.

Manda chuckled. Shelley was so young it was hard to imagine her ever having had another ski instructor. She led Shelley up the wooden ramp, to the west door of the lodge.

“I’ve got a secret,” Shelley said, button nose upturned in the frosty air.

“You do?”

“Yes, and it’s a big-girl secret.” Shelley’s eyes were wide, waiting for Manda to take the bait. “I’ll tell you if you make me a promise.”

Manda reached for the lodge door and held it open. “What promise is that?”

Shelley did her usual motioning so Manda would bend down to her level. “I’m in love with someone,” she lisped.

“Should I guess?” Manda asked, playing along.

“No,” Shelley insisted. “Let me tell you!”

Manda wondered if all five-year-olds were this outspoken. “I’m ready for the secret,” she said, leaning down.

“I’m in love with Tarin,” whispered Shelley. “I think he’s terribly terrific!”

Manda nodded. She couldn’t say that she agreed. The boy was a spoiled, brainy brat, and she was going to do her very best to tame him. And . . . to find out what made him tick!

She had a scheme, and it wouldn’t be easy. But she wasn’t a quitter. She wasn’t giving up!

Tomorrow she’d lay down the ground rules. Rules! Wouldn’t Tarin the Terrible be surprised?

Well, it wouldn’t matter what the boy thought. He’d have to comply, one way or the other. Starting with letting her call the shots!

Shelley pulled on her sleeve again. “Don’t you think we’d make a cute couple?” she said.

Manda snapped back to attention. “Oh . . . yes, I think you’d be very cute together.”

The little girl’s eyes were dreamy now. “I think Greenberg is such a nice name.” Then she started muttering, “My name is Mrs. Shelley Greenberg. . . .”

Manda couldn’t help hearing the childish mutterings. She remembered her own kindergarten daydreams about boy classmates. Except she’d never have been interested in a kid like Tarin. She liked the overly confident types best. The kind of boys who popped off huge mounds of snow, soaring on snowboards at twenty-five feet into the air. Or . . . daring aerial skiers and bungee jumpers. Her kind of guy.

But she did agree with her young student on one thing, at least. Greenberg was a very nice name. She thought it would be a fantastic change from Garcia—the name her father had given her mother when they married, and passed on to her. Maybe that was the reason she caught herself thinking so much about Mr. Greenberg. Maybe she wanted Mr. Greenberg for her father. It was time for a real father, one that would stay with her and her mother forever.

After all, Tarin’s father was a single man; probably a lonely one, too. He needed a wife and daughter to round out his life. . . .


Reach for the Stars

Chapter Twelve

Promptly after school on Friday, the Girls Only Club members gathered for their once-a-week meeting. It promised to be a short meeting because two of the members had other appointments. Manda didn’t say that she had an appointment, too. With Tarin’s destiny.

“Let the meeting come to order,” Jenna Song said, sitting cross-legged on the rug near her bed.

Jenna’s attic bedroom was more like a hideaway clubhouse than a bedroom. Everything a girl gymnast could possibly want was available. Things like a four-poster bed and dresser, a computer desk, an Olympic rings wall hanging, and a shelf for displaying competition medals.

Unlike most girls, Jenna had floor-to-ceiling mirrors and a barre to practice ballet in her bedroom. The size of the room, the barre, and the fact that it was high in the attic were the main reasons why they’d chosen to have club meetings here. After all, the four club members were each enrolled in the same ballet classes!

“Old business first,” Jenna said.

The girls shook their heads. Nothing.

“New business?” the president asked.

Heather Bock had something to say. “I think we should offer to help Manda’s mom. She’s home from the hospital with a badly broken leg.”

Jenna and Livvy agreed. They liked the idea. So did Manda, of course, but she felt awkward about commenting. After all, it was her mother!

Then Jenna spoke up. “Since Manda seems to be spreading herself thin these days, we oughta make sure her mom’s doing all right. You know, help out.”

Manda resented the comment. Jenna made it sound like Manda was too busy to help her own mother. “My mom’s just fine, thank you. And what I do with my free time is my business.” She hadn’t planned for the words to slip out quite so spitefully.

“Thing is,” Jenna continued, “in order to be an active member of this club, you need to be focused on your competitive skiing.” She glanced at the wall calendar. “There isn’t much time left before the Downhill Classic . . . is there?”

Sounded like a threat—like Jenna thought she didn’t deserve to be in the club anymore.

Jenna pushed on. “Dressel Hills is going to be packed with competitive skiers,” she stated.

Manda knew all about that. No one had to remind her what she was up against. “I’m on top of things,” she said. “Coach Hanson thinks I have a good chance at first place this year.”

Jenna looked puzzled. “How can you possibly pull it off?”

“I just will,” she replied, feeling more and more resentful. Then, not thinking, she let it slip that she was headed for her first baby-sitting afternoon with Tarin Greenberg. Starting today. “I know I can handle everything.”

Jenna slouched down and clammed up. Livvy Hudson tried to carry the rest of the meeting, handling duties as vice-prez, while Jenna had her silent tantrum. Heather Bock also seemed unhappy and embarrassed about it.

As a result, the meeting was adjourned twenty minutes early. And not a single thing was accomplished, except for the annoying, bossy words dished out by the president.

Manda was thoroughly upset with Jenna. She didn’t hang around for refreshments—healthy snacks, of course. Since the four of them were aspiring athletes, it was important to serve up finger foods like celery sticks and carrots, raw cauliflower and broccoli. Today, they could enjoy their snacks, just the three of them. Without her!

She headed for the door, hoping to sneak out unnoticed.

“Psst, I’ll call you,” Heather whispered.

“Okay, see ya!” Manda wiggled her fingers at her friend. She wanted to tell her to say hi to her cute brother Kevin but didn’t.

Thank the Lord for Heather, she thought. Without Heather Bock in her life, she might’ve felt truly alone. But she knew the blond-headed ice dancer was a loyal friend, if there ever was one!

Manda was gone and glad to be out of there. She was off to her baby-sitting job on Wood Avenue. Tarin the Terrible was waiting.

So was his father!






There was no time to chat with Mr. Greenberg before he left. Manda wanted to complain about Tarin’s extremely advanced vocabulary and the fact that she thought it was something he was putting on just for show. But all too quickly she was left solely in charge of the bland-faced kid, without a clue as to his true mental abilities.

Tarin began spewing out long sentences in something that sounded like Swahili. He kept it up until she thought she’d have to leave the room.

What a way to start the first day, she thought.

Then, attempting to investigate his book, she went to sit next to him. Tarin’s legs were too short to hang down off the sofa. They stuck straight out, extending from his little lap, where he held the book.

“What’re you reading?” she asked.

He sat still, staring at the book and mumbling the foreign language. He was ignoring her.

Again, she tried to make polite conversation. But the boy was simply not interested. He was probably bored with her, she decided. Bored with a sitter of average intelligence . . .

She decided she was going to be the one to pick their battles. Not the other way around.

Silently, Manda rose and went to the desk in the corner of the room. There she took out her homework and spread the papers out neatly. She sat down and began to work her math problems. She wished she’d asked about using Mr. Greenberg’s computer for some history research. Her mother’s PC still wasn’t working properly.

Five minutes passed till she felt Tarin standing behind her. She sensed it from his breathing and the smell of him—the clean, fresh scent of little boyhood.

Slowly, she turned. “Do you need something?”

“Nourishment,” he said, pouting.

“You’re hungry already?” She’d forgotten to speak his level of speech, quickly changing her comment to “You’re experiencing insatiability?”

His eyes fluttered almost uncontrollably. “Did you allude to spaghetti during the interview?” he asked.

If he hadn’t been standing there, within inches of her, she wouldn’t have believed Tarin was so young. He was tiny—just a whiff past toddlerhood—yet here he was conversing like a college professor.

She checked her watch. “Your father will be home in time to cook your supper. But if you’re hungry for a snack—”

“My appetite is voracious!” he hollered.

He might as well have yelled that he wanted his supper right this minute and not an instant later. But it was so weird to hear this kid carrying on in adult lingo.

“Okay,” she said, getting up. “Let’s find something to snack on.”

That didn’t seem to account for much. Sure, Tarin wanted a snack, but he wanted her to play along with his cerebral game. Or was it a game? She wasn’t sure. Maybe the poor little kid talked this way because he didn’t know any other way to express himself. But how could that be?

While she spread peanut butter and jelly on several crackers, she wondered if it was because Tarin hadn’t had a mother cooing over him as a baby. Maybe his father had never talked baby talk to him. Maybe that was the reason!

She was about to ask him, inquire into his private five-year past, when the phone rang. “Why don’t you sit here and eat your snack,” she said, pulling out a kitchen chair.

“My father permits me to consume food elsewhere,” he piped up, eyes daring her to stop him.

The phone continued to ring.

“All right, but be very neat,” she said, handing him a napkin.

He frowned at her again and headed back toward the living room, muttering something in French. Or was it Italian?

Quickly, she reached for the phone. It was her mother.

“Hi, Mom. What’s up?” asked Manda.

“Coach Hanson called just now. He says you might have an opportunity to practice skiing on the run at Dressel Hills tomorrow morning. Interested?”

“Sure am! When?” She stretched the phone cord, trying to see where Tarin had wandered.

“Early . . . before seven,” Mom said. “That okay?” “Actually, it’s perfect. I can get back to the lodge in time for my first ski class.”

“Bright and early won’t hurt, right?” Mom said.

“Tell Coach I need a ride,” Manda reminded.

“I already mentioned that to him.” Mom sighed into the phone. “Oh, I wish I could drive you, honey.”

“Don’t worry about it, Mom. You’ll be back on your feet in no time. I know you will!”

“How’s everything going there?” Mom asked.

“It’s a conversation contest at the moment,” she said, laughing. “But it’s far from boring.”

Mom chortled about it, then they said good-bye and hung up.

Manda scurried through the dining room and into the living room. She found Tarin sitting at the desk, doing her math homework. Peanut butter and jelly smudges were all over her important pages.

“Excuse me. I don’t think my teacher’s going to be too thrilled about this.” She picked him up out of the chair.

“Put me down!” he began to holler. “Put me right down! Right now.”

She burst out laughing. “So you can speak normal English! This is quite a discovery. You had me worried.” She set him down in front of her and knelt down to face him. “I think it’s time we had a talk, you and I.”

Tarin folded his pudgy arms over his chest, his lower lip protruding. “I won’t allow you to address me in that manner.”

“I’m your sitter, and I certainly will if I want to!”

He squinted his eyes at her. “I thought you were intelligent. That’s why my father hired you.”

She burst out laughing. “And I thought you were hopelessly cerebral. But guess what? You ain’t!”

He must’ve thought that was funny. Tarin’s arms dropped to his sides, and he began to laugh. “I like that . . . my baby-sitter is insane!” He kept shouting it over and over.

Finally, to get him to stop, Manda pulled out her harmonica. She began to play her favorite hymns. After the second phrase, Tarin became completely silent. And wide-eyed.

I’m going to tame him, she thought. I’ve got to!


Reach for the Stars

Chapter Thirteen

The sun was just beginning to peek over the icy horizon as Manda prepared to ski down Eagle’s Point. No wind today. The ideal way to practice her technique on the steep and menacing slope.

Get your mind in gear, she told herself as she awaited the starting signal. But it was difficult. More than ever, her thoughts were caught up with Tarin and Mr. Greenberg. She’d made the mistake of calling her friend Heather last night. They’d talked about everything under the sun and then some. She’d actually confided in Heather about Mr. Greenberg!

Stupid, she told herself. What were you thinking?

She had no idea how ridiculous her comments might sound. Not until she had spoken them. Not until she’d sat through Heather’s long, blank silence on the end of the phone.

“Reach for the stars,” her mom had always said. And whether it was skiing or mountain biking—no matter what it was—Manda always approached life like an astronaut. She figured if she reached for the distant nova, she might lariat the moon. Or something else equally terrific.

Somehow or other, she’d got it stuck in her mind that Mr. Greenberg was the perfect man for her mother. And the perfect dad for her.

Of course, there was always the problem of Tarin the Terrible. No girl in her right mind would want him for a brother—stepbrother or otherwise! But then, what had Tarin accused her of being? Insane?

Well, maybe she was out of her mind for wanting something so far out of reach. She burst out laughing at the starting gate. She couldn’t help it; the pressure had built up in her.

Coach Hanson looked at her with concern. “Are you all right?” he asked, coming over quickly.

The laughter subsided. “Have you ever aimed to reach for an impossible goal?”

Coach’s eyes were sincere. “Manda, listen to me. Nothing . . . I repeat, nothing, is impossible!”

He must’ve thought she meant the Dressel Hills Downhill Classic. She recognized the look in his face. He was determined for her to win. At least place high.

“What if I told you this isn’t about skiing?” she ventured.

He leaned his head back and looked at the pink hues in the morning sky. Exhaling, his breath cast a wispy cloud over his head. “I’d still say reach hard and high. You’ll always accomplish your dreams that way.”

She was pretty sure his answer dealt with athletic goals. He had no way of knowing what her deepest heart longings were. Not now. Now that she was almost a teenager. The private thoughts she had these days—this far past twelve—well, he just couldn’t possibly know. Or understand.

Truth was, she wanted a father. Someone just like Mr. Greenberg. Someone with a sharp mind and a warm smile. Maybe it wasn’t such a stretch after all.

When she was ready to conquer the mountain—respect the work of God’s creative hand—about that time, the go-ahead came. With a surge of renewed dash and determination, she shot out of the gate and skied hard and strong. Her way! The difficulty of Alpine skiing was always inside a person—never outside. At least, that’s what she’d been taught. And she believed it.

With that in mind, Manda pushed off and skied down Eagle’s Point—her best time yet.






The second she got in the front door, the phone rang. “I’ll get it, Mom!” she called, dashing to the phone. “Hello?”

“We’re having an emergency meeting for Girls Only,” Heather said. “Are you coming?”

“What emergency?” she asked breathlessly.

“Don’t worry about that,” replied Heather. “Just come this afternoon, right after lunch, okay? I really have to go. See ya at Jenna’s. Bye!” Heather hung up.

What’s going on? she wondered. Was the president calling a meeting to vote her out? Jenna’s snide comment about the club’s active member requirements still bugged the daylights out of her.

Sure, she’d go. She would go and defend her right to belong to Girls Only . . . no matter what kind of weird stuff Jenna Song was pulling!

Manda strolled into the living room and sat in the chair across from her mother.

“Who was on the phone?” asked Mom.

“Heather Bock . . . we’re having another club meeting.”

“Oh? Sounds important,” Mom remarked. “When?”

“Around one-thirty.” She leaned back and stared at the oil painting above the sofa. Aspen Highlands had always inspired her. The mountain had the most double black diamond trails in America. A Christmas gift years ago from Uncle Frank, the picture was easily one of the coolest things in the whole house.

Because of her young, “rich” uncle, so to speak, Manda had been able to follow her dream of someday going to the Olympics. He wasn’t exactly loaded, but her mother’s brother had insisted on paying for her ski training from second grade on.

“Do you think Uncle Frank will ever get married?” Manda asked, feeling more relaxed now that she was sitting.

“He’s talking about proposing to his girlfriend,” Mom replied. She was propped up on the sofa like a rag doll. Her feet stretched out in front of her, taking up the length of the couch. “I do think he’ll marry someday.”

“What about you?” The question burst out before she’d thought over whether or not it was the right thing to ask.

Mom, however, didn’t seem too frazzled by it. “Well, I doubt at my age anyone would be interested,” she said softly. “Though I have thought it would be nice to get married to someone who stayed around. You know, a permanent fixture.”

Manda knew, all right, and she was dying to bring up Mr. Greenberg again. But she knew she’d talked her poor mother’s ear off about the man. No sense opening up that topic just now.

“What do you want for lunch?” Mom asked, stirring around like she was going to zip right off the sofa and cook up something.

“You name it . . . I’ll cook it,” Manda said, leaping up. “You stay right there. I’ll bring the food in to you, okay?”

Mom decided on tuna salad sandwiches and tomato soup. A good combination for a winter day. And as she went to the kitchen, Manda thought of Tarin the Terrible—the way he’d insisted on taking his peanut butter and jelly crackers into the living room. How he’d managed to smear them on her math homework.

Yet as she recalled her fury that day, she was surprised that she didn’t feel anger anymore. The kid was clearly not a brat. He was a dear, lost boy . . . needing the tender touch of a mother’s hand. Or someone who could possibly take his mother’s place.

She understood where he was in life. Fully understood! At that moment, as she chopped the hard-boiled eggs for the tuna salad, she knew why she was drawn to the boy. And she knew just how to help him—starting with giving him a new nickname.

But first she had an emergency to attend to. Jenna Song’s emergency club meeting.

What could possibly be so important?
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Chapter Fourteen

Jenna Song kept a journal. She was dedicated to writing in it. Every day. Her favorite place to write private thoughts was curled up next to Sasha, her golden-haired cat. At times, Manda wondered if Jenna’s obsessive journal keeping was a clue to her personality. She wasn’t sure, though, because she was still getting to know Jenna Song.

The Song family had arrived in Alpine Lake just as school was starting last fall. Jenna’s father had come to fill the pastorate of the local Korean church.

Jenna clutched her small leather journal as she called the Girls Only Club meeting to order. Not a single sign of slouching today. Nope, the prez was back to her normal self. “We’re here for an important reason,” she announced.

“What’s going on?” Manda finally spoke up. “What’s the emergency?”

Jenna smiled, opening her diary. “It seems to me that it’s time for the four of us to unify. You know, merge our feminine skills.”

The strange grin on her face worried Manda. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.

Heather Bock was fidgeting like crazy. Like she was uneasy. “Wait . . . I have to tell Manda something first, uh, before you keep going.” Heather said this to Jenna, but she looked Manda square in the face. “I have a confession to make,” she said, her face pinched a bit.

Manda was thoroughly confused. “What’s to confess?”

Heather’s fair-skinned complexion began to redden. “I’m embarrassed to say this, but I told the girls about our phone conversation. The one about . . . Mr. Greenberg.”

“You didn’t!” Manda was shocked. “That was a complete secret! How could you?”

Heather grimaced for a moment, then continued. “The three of us—three-fourths of the Girls Only Club—have a great idea.”

“What’re you talking about?” she asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

Livvy Hudson piped up in her soft voice. “We’ve dreamed up a way for Mr. Greenberg to meet your mother.”

This was insane—to use Tarin’s word!

“You’ve got to be kidding,” she heard herself say.

“No, actually, we think you’ll be pretty wild about it,” Jenna said, her finger stuck in her diary. “After Heather told Liv and me how you thought Mr. Greenberg and your mom should go out, well, you know . . . I started jotting some ideas down. About how to get them to meet.”

“All of us did,” Livvy said, holding up a piece of paper. “We each interviewed someone, asking how they met their spouse. I talked to my grandma. Jenna asked her parents.”

Heather’s turn. “My mom let me read the journal my dad kept right before he met my mom. It was definitely interesting.”

“And then after we discussed this stuff,” Jenna jumped in, “we decided how we can get your mom and Mr. Greenberg together.”

Manda felt limp. “You discussed this . . . without me?”

Heather touched her arm. “It’s okay, really, Manda. I think you’ll like our idea.”

She wasn’t so sure. “Well, what is it? What’s the great idea?”

Heather’s blue eyes shone. “Here’s what you do. Get permission to sit for Tarin at your house one day next week. When Mr. Greenberg comes to pick him up, leave the door unlocked with a note for Tarin’s dad to come in.”

“But, of course, you and Tarin will make yourselves scarce—maybe outside or something—so your mom and Mr. Greenberg will meet each other,” Livvy added.

“Right in your own living room,” said Jenna.

“Yeah, that’s right, Mom would be sitting there—a captive audience—because of her leg cast,” Manda said, visualizing the whole scene. “Yes! I like it. You guys are nuts, but this is pretty great.” She was looking at Heather now. “Honestly, I don’t think you ever promised not to tell on the phone, did you?”

She ran her fingers through her short hair. “If I had, I wouldn’t have breathed a word to the club. And we wouldn’t be having this very important emergency meeting, either.”

Jenna, Livvy, and Heather seemed excited with their matchmaking idea. Manda was, too. And she decided to forget about Jenna’s hot-under-the-collar approach to the baby-sitting job. This plan of Jenna Song’s would be easy enough.

Now, to actually pull it off!
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Chapter Fifteen

Mr. Greenberg was in a rush when Manda arrived on Monday afternoon. He said something about having to meet with a new client. Ruffling Tarin’s hair, he waved and hurried out the door.

No time, once again, to talk to the man. She’d wanted to set up the location for retrieving Tarin. Yes, the setup—setting up Mr. Greenberg with her mother. Possibly for the rest of their lives.

So Tarin wouldn’t be coming to her house today. Just as well, because the boy became sick soon after she arrived.

“My head hurts . . . bad!” he told her minus the brainy gibberish.

“I know just the thing for headaches.” She led him upstairs and had the boy lie down. Then she found a clean washcloth in the bathroom closet and dampened it with cool water.

He eyed the wet washcloth. “What’re you gonna do?”

“Don’t ask so many questions,” she said, deciding not to say a word about his lack of eloquent speech. “It makes your brain busy. When you have a headache, it’s best not to think too hard.”

“Whoever told you a dumb thing like that?” he asked.

“My mother.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he took a long breath. “Maybe it’s okay, then. I mean, if your mother said it.”

Folding the washcloth in thirds, she placed it over his forehead. “There, isn’t that nice and cool?”

She almost expected one of his smart-aleck comebacks. But he was quiet. She sat on the edge of the bed, watching Tarin’s flushed face.

“Is it nice having a mother?” he asked softly.

She hardly knew how to respond. Instead of speaking, she touched his warm cheek with her hand.

“I never, ever saw mine,” he whispered. “She died when I was born.”

Taking a breath, Manda replied, “My father left when I was real little, so I sorta know how you feel.” She offered the comment out of empathy for the boy.

“My head’s getting better,” he said.

“That’s because you’re resting.” When she was convinced that he would lie still and not chatter off a million questions, she pulled out her harmonica and began to play. The tune was actually a song, but Tarin had no reason to know the words. It was one of Manda’s favorite nursery songs. “Gentle, Sweet Child.” Her mother had sung it to her many times when she was sick or just frightened by the dark.

When she finished, Tarin’s eyes opened. He blinked several times before speaking. “I like your music, Miss Manda.”

“And I like you,” she replied, though she was hesitant. And quite surprised at herself.

“Do you like me because I’m Tarin the Terrible?” he asked, staring back at her.

She smiled down at him. “To tell you the truth, I like you just because you’re you. But I’m not crazy about your nickname.”

He snapped out of the blues. “Why not?” he demanded, trying to sit up.

“Just relax,” she said, getting him to lie back again. “You don’t want that headache returning, do you?”

He shook his head slowly. “What’s wrong with my name?”

“I think there might be a better one for you. One that fits you just right.”

His mouth turned crooked, like he was interested but trying to hide it. “Like what?”

“Tarin the Terrific. It’s much better.”

“Play another tune on your harmonica,” he said, battling a smile.

She sighed. “Make a deal with me first.”

He bit his lip. “Not now. I don’t feel good.”

“I know, but just promise me one thing,” she pushed. “No more of that grown-up talk, okay?”

“How about some French?” He was smiling now.

“Only if you teach me.” She picked up her harmonica. “Is it a deal?”

He nodded, watching her closely. “Okay. No more advanced communication.”

“What did you say?”

A little laugh burst through his lips. “Just kid talk from now on.”

“You got it.” She played the same song again on her harmonica. Three times.

When she finished, little Tarin the Terrific was sound asleep.






“I think I might’ve tamed him,” she told her mother on the downstairs phone. “At least for today.”

“You’re the genius.”

“All I did was play music. It seemed to soothe him.” Like it does me, she thought.

“Your father used to play, you know,” Mom said.

“He did?” Unexpected news.

“At night, when you had trouble falling asleep.” Mom’s voice was sure, unwavering.

“I never knew that,” she said.

Mom changed the subject, asking what Manda wanted to eat for supper. “I think I might be able to stand and fix something special,” she said. “I’ll lean on my crutches.”

“Give it a few more days,” Manda insisted. “I’ll be home in a couple hours. I’ll make something for us then.”

She heard her mother sigh into the phone. “Well, I am just a bit tired. Someone from the church dropped by to look at my computer. I’m ready to get off my feet.”

“That’s good news,” she said, eager to use the online encyclopedia for her latest homework. “Take it easy, Mom. I’ll be home soon.”

The fact that her mom was still pretty much housebound was ideal. Especially because she planned to ask Mr. Greenberg to pick up Tarin at her house this Wednesday. She hoped her mother would be her cheery self when Mr. Greenberg walked into the house unannounced.

She stifled a giggle and headed back upstairs to look in on Tarin. To say that she could hardly wait for Wednesday was the absolute truth!
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Chapter Sixteen

Tuesday night, the evening before the big day, Manda stood outside in the backyard, looking up at the stars. She had decided long ago that just before all the light disappeared from the sky—that second before dusk—something wonderful happened. There was the slightest pause, soft and still. In the evergreens just beyond the city, near the foothills, a whisper of twilight lingered. Then it happened. One by one, thousands of stars made their appearance until the whole sky was filled with flickering light.

Tonight, not feeling the least bit self-conscious, Manda reached up and swept her fingers and hand across the sky. “Scoop up some stars,” her grandmother used to say when Manda was little. “Scoop up and make a wish.”

Making a fist, Manda captured her stars and held her breath. But she didn’t make a wish. She was too grown-up for such silly things. She would pray instead. Praying to God, the Creator of the stars, was far better.

“Please, dear Lord, could you let Mr. Greenberg like my mother? Somehow, if it is your will, may they like each other.”

She didn’t go on to say anything about marriage or having Mr. Greenberg for a stepfather. None of that. God already knew how she felt.






Manda talked to Mr. Greenberg first thing when she arrived the next afternoon. “Would it be all right if Tarin and I walk to my house?” she asked politely.

He agreed. “That’s fine. I’ll pick him up there around five-thirty.”

“Okay, thanks!”

As soon as he was gone, Manda sat with Tarin. “Before we go to my house, I’m dying to know something,” she said.

“My headache’s over,” he volunteered. “Is that what you want to know?”

She stroked his soft hair. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, but that’s not my question.”

“Do you want to learn French?”

“This isn’t a guessing game, Tarin,” she said. “I wondered why you talked that way before . . . you know, all grown-up? And why did you want to scare off your baby-sitters?”

He was grinning. “That’s two questions. Which one first?” He turned to face her on the sofa.

“You choose.” She felt completely comfortable with this little guy, and yet it had happened so quickly. She was grateful about that.

He sucked in a deep breath, then forced it out. His tiny chest rose and fell as he did. “I talked grown-up because I sometimes feel that way inside. I never have any kids around me, except at ski school. Just grown-ups. And my dad’s friends are always very smart . . . just like me.”

She chuckled at the admission. “Was there another reason?” she asked, guessing what it might be.

“Sure,” he said, his eyes shining. “I get lots more attention when I act like a thirty-year-old.”

She laughed out loud. “No kidding. Okay, so what about all those sitters—Suzy Buchanan and the others?”

He folded his arms and sighed. “None of them were right for me,” he said. “I was waiting for someone like you, Miss Manda.”

She couldn’t help herself; she hugged him. And she felt his fingers squeeze around her arm in response. “Want to go to my house?” she said, letting go. “We can walk through the snow. It’ll be fun.”

“Can we pretend we’re skiing?” he asked, face aglow.

“We’ll practice our gliding strokes,” she said. “Can we make a snowman at your house?”

“Sure . . . in my big backyard,” she said, remembering the plan to keep Tarin occupied for his father’s grand entrance.

Then she gasped. “Oh no!”

“What’s wrong?” Tarin said.

“Your father doesn’t know my address, does he?”

Tarin nodded. “I think Daddy wrote it down that day we interviewed you,” he told her and ran to find his father’s notes.

How could I have been so stupid? she thought.

Tarin came running back. “Here it is,” he said, pointing to a small notebook.

“I can only hope he knows where to come,” she whispered.

“There’s always the phone book,” Tarin suggested.

She groaned. “Our number’s unlisted.”

Without revealing her concerns, Manda hurried to the hall closet. There she bundled up Mr. Greenberg’s son with his own favorite wool scarf, mittens, and snow boots.

Outside, Tarin held her hand as they walked the short distance. “Let’s race on our pretend skis,” he hollered, running ahead.

“Look out for Downhill Dynamite!” she called back.

He turned around. “Is that your nickname?”

She was surprised at his perception. “How’d you guess?”

“It’s perfect for you,” he replied. “That’s how.”

They bent their knees and leaned forward, pretending for more than a block. At the intersection, they stopped and waited for the traffic. “Have you ever wanted a new father?” the boy asked. “Since your first one went away.”

She thought about it. “Sure . . . someday I’d like . . . to have another father.”

If he only knew, she thought, watching for cars as they crossed Wood Avenue.

“Me too . . . only I want a mommy.” Tarin the Terrific looked up at her and grinned shyly. “Maybe you could adopt me, Miss Manda,” he said. “Maybe when you’re all grown-up.”

She didn’t have a good comeback for that. Not even a ho-hum one. But she’d seen something of his father in Tarin just now. That kind and thoughtful look in his childish eyes. Something very special, indeed!
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Chapter Seventeen

Manda’s mom was comfortably situated on the couch when Manda and Tarin arrived. “This is Tarin Greenberg,” she introduced her young charge.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Tarin,” Mom said, offering her hand.

The little boy shook her hand and stood near the sofa. “Miss Manda says you told her not to think too much if you have a headache.” Politely, he waited for a convincing reply.

Mom smiled her broad grin. “That’s right, honey. I did tell her that.”

The remark seemed to satisfy him. “Thank you,” he said. “Nice to meet you, too.” He looked at the leg cast. “Take care of your leg.”

“I sure will,” said Mom with a wink.

Manda helped Tarin out of his jacket and things. “Want to see my room?” she asked, leading him toward the stairs.

“You have lots of ski posters?”

“At least four,” she said. “Ever hear of Picabo Street? I have one of her.”

“That’s a funny name.”

“Her parents named her after a trout stream called Picabo, which means ‘silver creek,’ ” she explained.

“Couldn’t they think of something else, like Annie or Shelley?” he asked.

“They wanted something unique, just like you wanted to be called—”

“But I’m not that name now, am I?” he interrupted. “I’m Tarin the Terrific, aren’t I?”

“Yep,” she said as they headed upstairs. “So . . . you must like the name Shelley?” She couldn’t resist. She had to know what he’d say about the little girl at ski class.

“Shelley’s a nice name. I think she likes me,” Tarin said with a big grin. “I can’t wait to go to ski school again.”

Manda didn’t press for more, although she could see the twinkle in the boy’s eyes.






Before they made the promised snowman, Manda sneaked around the house. She stuck the note—Just walk in—on the front door, still hoping Mr. Greenberg might find his way to them. She hoped increasingly harder while she helped Tarin pack and roll the white stuff for their snow creation.

Then, at close to five-thirty, she made an excuse to go inside. “I’ll be right back,” she told Tarin.

Praying and hoping that things might work out perfectly, she tiptoed into the house. She crept past the dining room and toward the living room.

Yes! She could see past the front window. Mr. Greenberg had just pulled up. Good, he’d found them.

Her heart was thumping hard as she waited—not for the doorbell, but for the sound of the front door opening. What would her mother say to the tall, handsome man? How awkward would it be for a stranger to come in the door?

Manda decided she wouldn’t observe the two of them for very long. She’d make herself scarce once the first hellos were exchanged.

Then the front door opened. Mr. Greenberg stepped inside cautiously. He spied Manda’s mother propped up on the sofa. “Well, hello again, Adelina,” she heard Tarin’s father say.

“How are you, Matthew?” came the curious reply.

Adelina? Matthew?

They knew each other! But how?

Mr. Greenberg smiled at her mother. “How’s your computer running now?” he asked.

“Perfectly fine, thank you,” Mom replied.

So that’s who had repaired their computer! She couldn’t wait to report back about this at Girls Only on Friday. Her friends would love every minute of it.

Manda turned and tiptoed to the back door and went outside. Tarin was delighted to show off his half-made snowman.

“Guess who’s here?” she said.

“Daddy?”

“Yep.”

He frowned briefly. “Can we finish Mr. Snowman on Friday?”

“If the weather stays cold, sure.”

By the time she got Tarin inside, his father was seated on a chair near the sofa. Still chatting with Mom, he seemed in no hurry to leave.

A good sign, thought Manda, thoroughly surprised at the amazing turn of events.

“I want to come back to Miss Manda’s house. Please, Daddy?” he asked, describing their partially completed snowman.

“Well, let’s have a look at your handiwork, young man,” Matthew Greenberg said. “Miss Manda can lead the way.”

She was glad to. Anything to keep this man and his son on the premises a bit longer!






Later, when Mr. Greenberg and Tarin were gone, Manda sat on the floor beside the sofa. “Somebody’s been holding out on me,” she began, watching her mother’s face closely.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” Mom replied.

“You must’ve gotten acquainted with the computer man the other day.”

Mom’s face lit up. “Honestly, I don’t know what it was about him, but we just clicked. Right away.”

Manda could hardly believe her ears. “So . . . are you, I mean, is he going to ask you out to dinner or anything?”

“Well, let’s not rush this,” Mom said. “ ‘Good things come to those who wait’—you should know that by now.”

She wasn’t too keen on waiting. “My motto is: Take the bull by the horns, or in other words, take control of the mountain!”

“Speaking of which, you’ve got an important competition coming up in less than a month,” Mom said, adjusting her leg.

“I’ll reach for the stars,” Manda said.

“And maybe catch the moon, right?” Mom glanced at the mountain painting above her.

“No maybes for me. I’ll make you proud of me, Mom.”

“You already have, honey.”

Manda stood up, ready to make supper. “Downhill Dynamite needs a great, big bite. I’m starved.”

“Count me in,” Mom said, putting her thumb up.

“So . . . are you gonna invite Matthew Greenberg to the Downhill Classic?” Manda probed.

“I think that’s your department,” Mom turned the question back to her.

“Sure, I’ll invite him . . . and Tarin, too. Easy!” And she knew it would be. As Coach had said, “Nothing’s impossible.”

After all these years, she was beginning to believe it. With God’s help, of course.
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