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    "Bailey Johnson! There is NO way that Mr. Deans will assign homework with a test in two days!", exclaimed 12-year old Alexis James. She swept her blonde hair back out of her eyes. Her many bracelets jangled as she searched for her math notebook in her locker.
    "He will too! I heard Hayley say so", replied Bailey, kicking her locker with a brown cowgirl boot in frustration. Her blue eyes seemed to dare Alexis to contradict her.
    Alexis did anyway. "Yeah, and we all know Hayley's entirely reliable. She was probably thinking about her track game or her basketball meet or whatever. I mean, this is Hayley we're talking about. Not the brightest crayon in the box. Plus, she doesn't like American Idol."
    "Fine," said Bailey, "I'll make a bet with you. I say Mr. Deans will give homework. And if I win you have to sign up for the Journalism Club and stay in it for a month."
    Alexis hesitated. A whole month? With all of the writing geeks? Still, there was no way she could loose... "Sure, but 'study' doesn't count, right?"
    "Right."

    "Okay, class. Homework for tonight: do questions 2 through 12 on page 63. It's only adding fractions; it shouldn't be that hard..." said Mr. Deans. Alexis caught her breath in horror and stared at her math teacher.
    "But Mr. Deans-" she protested weakly.
    "It will help you practice for your quiz, Alexis. I mean, your test. Now, you can get into groups of two or three and start your work. You have five minutes... go!"
    Bailey walked over to Alexis and smiled at her haughtily, sweeping her bangs off of her forehead. "Well, hello, Miss James. Your story about "The Life of a Nerd: an Autobiography" is overdue, I think."
    Alexis ground her teeth and stared at the floor.

******

    "Oh, well, well, well, well," sung Ms. Ivy during Monday activity as she sailed in the room. Her eager look under her red-rimmed reading glasses, totaled with the frizzy wisps of black hair framing her face, made Alexis want to laugh. "A new face in the Journalism Club! Isn't that just grand, grand, grand, grand!" She smiled at Alexis and then turned to a girl with a dark green folder clutched in her hand. A gray ski cap sat on her wild curls. "Well, well, well, well. What have we here, Kasey?"
    "My report on the cafeteria food service, Ms. Ivy. Eliza took pictures for it. Can you proofread it for me?"
    "Of course I can," replied Mrs. Ivy, "but I don't know if I may."
    "May you proofread it?", asked Kasey, not sounding the least bit annoyed.
    "Just put it on my desk. Good girl. Well, well, well, well, Miss Alexis. What are we going to do with you?"
    Alexis began, "Well, ma'am, I could just-"
    "Oh I know. You can write a story about the art show. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. That would be lovely." Ms. Ivy handed Alexis a sheet of blank paper. "There you go."
    Alexis walked to an empty seat and sat down. She picked up her pencil and began:


The Art Contest
    In this years art contest there are many pieces of art. The seniors all drew pictures of people standing by some woods that are full of snow and stuff, with a horse that has jingle bells on his harness next to them. They are hanging next to my French classroom. Everyone will walk up and down the hallways looking at them in December. I might go.

    Alexis threw her pencil down on the table in triumph. Next to her, an 8th grader grunted and glared at her. "Sorry," she whispered and tiptoed up to Ms. Ivy's desk. She laid her article on a stack of papers. The bell rang. Alexis was the first one outside.
******

    "Hey." Alexis looked up, startled. She had been in the midst of texting her friend Mary. Kasey from Journalism Club slid onto the bench next to her. It was a chilly November day, and Kasey was hugging a faded blue sweater to her tightly. The wind whipped Kasey's brown hair around her head like a halo.
    "Um... hi?" Alexis and Kasey didn't usually talk. "So... written anything good today?"
    "Oh, you know," Kasey shrugged. "Nothing newsworthy happens around here... except for that week when that guy was stealing everyone's things. I was almost sorry he got caught."
    "Yeah," said Alexis with a smile. "That was kinda funny."
    Kasey grinned back. "So, what made you try journalism?"
    "Um..." Alexis thought for a minute. She really didn't want Kasey to know that she wouldn't have been on the Journalism Club if it weren't for that stupid bet with Bailey. So she pasted on a fake smile and said, "Well, it just sounded cool. You know, meet new people, try new things..."
    "Yeah?" Kasey smiled. A car horn blasted off in the distance once, twice, three times, insistant and loud. Kasy glanced at the road and stood up, swinging her backpack over her shoulder. "Oh, that's my dad. I better split. See ya 'round?" Without waiting for an answer, Kasey ran across the lawn to the silver Volvo waiting in the parking lot, the man in the front seat still beating the horn repeatedly.
    "See ya," whispered Alexis to the empty seat on the bench next to her.

******

    "Now, now, now, now, now," sung Ms. Ivy a few weeks and several meetings later. "Miss Alexis, please do come have a little chat, chat, chat, chat, chat with me." Alexis marched up to the teacher and smiled her pleasant, determined smile at her. "Well, well, well, well.  I'm so sorry to say this, dearie, but your article about the Geography Bee wasn't exactly up to scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch." 
    Alexis ground her teeth. Ms. Ivy sounded like a broken record! It was, was, was, was really annoying. "I'll write another one, Ms. Ivy." Just like I wrote another one about the Art Show, Alexis thought.
    "No, no, no, no, dearie,  I have decided that you are excellent yes, yes, yes, yes, excellent at expressing your opinion. Write an editorial, dearie."
    "A what?' asked Alexis, confused. Ms. Ivy waved a heavily jeweled hand in the air impatiently, making her daisy-patterned jacket rise and fall with the movement of her pale, pale arm.
    "An editorial, dearie. Just write whatever you think about whichever topic you want. Get Kasey, yes, yes, yes, yes, Kasey, to read it. Turn it in by Monday. Of you go, go, go, go, go!"
    Alexis trotted off. What to write? Two weeks ago she would have not hesitated to write on how there should be a policy about no homework the week of a test. Or how the computers were completely messed up and the school needed new ones. But not now. This Alexis James was not the same Alexis James who entered the Journalism Club because of a bet she had lost. She was now a girl who realized that you needed to stand up for what you believed in-to follow your heart. Follow your heart! With a smile, Alexis flipped open her folder, grabbed a piece of fresh paper, and began to scribble ideas, phrases, and notes on the paper. Eventually a story came together.

Editorial
    Stereotyping is everywhere, even in the halls of Sarah M. Neery Junior High. If you go out to a typical 6th grade recess, everything seems normal on the surface. But look closer and you'll see a football-huddle of "Popular People" standing around chatting. These people write off others because they don't like American Idol or they are in the Journalism Club, for instance. I used to be one of them. But then I realized that these people don't listen to their heart, or they've forgotten the language that their heart speaks. Your heart knows the way, the way to everywhere. 
    So if you like journalism, or if you like to watch America's Got Talent, don't be afraid to tell everyone that. You like what you like, and nobody can change that. Not even yourself.
    So listen to your heart, because the soul is the best guide.

    Alexis handed the paper to Kasey, who picked up the page and skimmed over it with her eyes. Alexis smiled hopefully as Kasey lowered the story.
    The smile she got in return was like the sun breaking through the clouds.
