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    This book is in memory of

    Lisa Novak

    and

    Gregg Peretz,

    whose short lives touched hundreds of others’

    in unique and wonderful ways.


    They will always be remembered.
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      It all started when our state’s Jack-O’-Lottery jackpot climbed to 23 million dollars. Can you believe it? Twenty-three million. I didn’t know there was that much money in the whole world, let alone in Connecticut.


      My friend Claudia had been giving her father money to buy her a lottery ticket each week practically forever (kids can’t buy the tickets themselves, which is incredibly unfair), but she never won anything, so my other friends and I were always teasing her. But when the jackpot reached 23 million dollars, the seven of us — Mary Anne Spier, Kristy Thomas, Jessi Ramsey, Stacey McGill, Mallory Pike, Claudia Kishi, and me, Dawn Schafer — chipped in enough money to buy seven tickets. We asked my mom to get the tickets for us, and we agreed that if any of the tickets was a winner, we would split the money seven ways, which would be over three million dollars apiece. At that rate, we figured we could be women of leisure all our lives.


      So anyway, on the day of the drawing, we gave my mom our money and she bought us seven tickets. It was a Friday. The winning number would be drawn that night. With seven tickets, we were so sure we were going to win that we had a sleepover at my house just to watch the news. Promptly at 9:59 we gathered in front of the TV for the Ten O’Clock Report. The Jack-O’-Lottery drawing wasn’t held until 10:25 and I can’t say we were very patient. At one point, Kristy actually said, “Oh, who cares about world peace? When are they going to announce the winning ticket?”


      Anyway, the newscaster finally got around to the jackpot. “And the winning number is … fifty-three …”


      “Yes!” I shouted, looking at the ticket I was holding.


      “Twenty-seven … thirteen … eight … seventy-one …”


      “Yes, yes, yes, YES!” I couldn’t believe it.


      “Are you kidding, Dawn?” asked Mary Anne, who’s my stepsister.


      “Shh. No.”


      “And the final number,” said the announcer, “is eleven.”


      “Eleven?” I cried. “No, it isn’t. It’s thirty-five.” I almost burst into tears.


      “Wait a sec,” said Claud. “Your ticket has five of the six winning numbers?”


      “Yes,” I replied.


      “Then we’ve won a prize!”


      *  *  *


      We didn’t find out until the next day that we had won ten thousand dollars — one thousand four hundred and twenty-eight dollars and about fifty-seven cents each.


      “You know what?” I said, when my friends and I were actually holding the check. “We’ve got two weeks off from school next month. We could use this money for a trip to California to visit my dad.”


      “Ooh, California,” said Mallory dreamily.


      So we checked with our parents, and we checked with my dad, and everything was settled. He said that my brother, Jeff, and my California friends would be on vacation then, too, and that he would try to take a week off from work.


      So it was all set.


      California, here we come!
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      “Come on, Mary Anne!” I called. “We’re going to be late.”


      “Okay, okay.” My stepsister came thundering down the stairs in our house, and we ran into the garage and hopped onto our bikes. We were on our way to a meeting of the Baby-sitters Club at Claudia’s house.


      “What were you doing up there?” I asked Mary Anne as we sped along.


      “Packing,” she replied.


      “Packing? For California?”


      “Yes,” said Mary Anne defensively.


      “But we aren’t leaving for another week.”


      “I don’t want to forget anything.” Mary Anne set her mouth in a firm line and I knew better than to tease her anymore.


      When we reached Claud’s house, Mary Anne and I rode our bikes right into the Kishis’ garage. (We didn’t want them to get stolen, but we didn’t have time to chain them to anything.) Then we raced to Claudia’s bedroom, which is the headquarters for the Baby-sitters Club, or the BSC.


      What is the BSC? Well, it’s a business that my six friends and I run. It was Kristy’s idea. She thought it up at the beginning of seventh grade. (Kristy, Stacey, Mary Anne, Claudia, and I are all thirteen now, and in eighth grade. Mallory and Jessi are eleven and in sixth grade. We go to Stoneybrook Middle School.) Anyway, Kristy’s idea was for a group of her friends who baby-sit to get together several times a week and hold meetings. People who needed sitters could call us during the meetings. Since they would reach a bunch of sitters, they’d almost be guaranteed to find somebody available — instead of making call after call to sitters who might not be at home.


      Well, the club was a success from the beginning. It started with just four girls, and now there are the seven of us, plus two associate members. (The associate members don’t come to meetings, but they are reliable sitters whom we can call on for help if a job comes in that none of us can take. Guess who the associate members are — a friend of Kristy’s named Shannon Kilbourne … and Logan Bruno, who is Mary Anne’s boyfriend!)


      Anyway, the club is run very efficiently, and I think that’s one reason it’s such a big success. Kristy runs the club because she’s the president. And she’s the president because the club was her idea in the first place, and also because she’s always getting more good ideas for the club. She makes us keep a notebook in which we write up our baby-sitting experiences, and she thinks up ways to advertise the club so that we get more clients.


      Kristy comes from an interesting family. There’s her mom; her stepfather, Watson, (her biological father walked out on her family when Kristy was about six); her two older brothers, Charlie and Sam; her little brother, David Michael; her stepbrother and stepsister, Andrew and Karen, who are four and seven; her grandmother, Nannie; and her adopted sister, Emily Michelle. Emily is two and a half. She came from Vietnam. Kristy and her happy, jumbled-up family live in a mansion in a different part of Stoneybrook than where the rest of us live (Karen and Andrew only live there some of the time; they live mainly with their mother and stepfather). The mansion is Watson’s. It’s his family home and he grew up there. But Kristy has only lived there since the summer before eighth grade. That’s when her mom and Watson got married. Before that, she lived next door to Mary Anne (who’s her best friend) and across the street from Claud. Kristy is a tomboy and has sort of a big mouth.


      Claudia Kishi is the club vice-president. This is because we hold our meetings in her room, so three times a week we tie up her phone (Claud has not only her own phone, but a private phone number) and eat the junk food that she hides in her room.


      Claud has a pretty normal family. She lives with her mom and dad and her older sister, Janine, who is a certified genius. Living with a genius probably isn’t easy for anyone, but it’s especially hard for Claudia, who is bright, but a poor student and an especially poor speller. Claud thinks she isn’t smart, but that’s not true. She just doesn’t like school. What she does like is art — and she’s great at it. She also likes to read Nancy Drew mysteries (but that’s about the only thing she likes to read), and to eat junk food. Unlike Kristy, who is just average-looking and doesn’t care much about clothes, Claudia is absolutely gorgeous and wears wild clothes. The Kishis are Japanese-American, so Claud has this long, silky black hair; a complexion that somehow remains perfect, despite her junk-food addiction; and dark, almond-shaped eyes. You never know what kind of outfit or hairdo you’ll see on Claud. For instance, on the day of this meeting, she was wearing a red shirt with Mexican hats and cactus plants printed on it, and blue-and-white-striped pants held up by polka-dotted suspenders. On her head was what looked like an engineer’s cap (it matched her pants), and dangling from her ears were miniature cowboy boots, which she’d made herself.


      Stacey McGill is the club treasurer and also Claud’s best friend. Stacey is a newcomer to Stoneybrook, unlike Claud, Kristy, Mary Anne, and Mallory, who were born and raised here. Stacey grew up in New York City but moved to Connecticut at the beginning of seventh grade. (She was one of the four original members of the BSC.) As treasurer, Stacey’s job is to collect our club dues every Monday and to use the money to pay for our expenses — for instance, to help pay Claud’s phone bill.


      Stacey is a really terrific person. She’s funny, she’s nice, she’s excellent at math (that’s why she’s our treasurer), and she’s extremely sophisticated. That probably comes from growing up in New York, but I’m not sure. Anyway, Stacey is very mature, and she’s allowed to get her blonde hair permed and to wear nail polish (usually it’s sparkly) and makeup and stuff. And her clothes are about as wild as Claudia’s. On this particular day, Stacey was wearing wide-legged, cropped pants; her Hard Rock Cafe T-shirt; and high-topped running shoes. I feel bad for Stacey, though, because she’s been through a rough time lately. Her parents just got divorced, and now her father lives in New York, and Stacey and her mom live here in Stoneybrook. As if that weren’t bad enough, Stacey has a severe form of a disease called diabetes. Diabetic people have a problem with a gland in their body called the pancreas. Ordinarily, the pancreas makes something called insulin, which breaks down the sugar in your body. But when that doesn’t happen right, you develop diabetes and have to figure out other ways to control your blood-sugar level. Some people can do that through diet alone — by watching how many sweets they eat. But poor Stacey not only has to be on a strictly controlled diet (including calorie-counting), she has to give herself injections — shots — of insulin every day. I do not know how she does that. I couldn’t do it. I admire Stacey.


      The BSC secretary is Mary Anne Spier, who, as I said before, is also my stepsister. (I’ll explain how that happened in just a minute.) Mary Anne’s job is one of the biggest (certainly the busiest) of the whole club. It’s up to her to keep our record book in order. That’s where we keep track of our clients — their names, addresses, phone numbers, and the rates they pay. More important, it’s up to Mary Anne to schedule every single job that comes in. That means she has to know all of our schedules — when Claud has art classes, when Stacey will be in New York visiting her father, etc. But Mary Anne is super organized, so she’s terrific at this job.


      Now — I’ll explain how Mary Anne, from Connecticut, and I, Dawn Schafer from California, wound up as stepsisters. It started when my mom and dad got a divorce. (I could sympathize with Stacey when she was going through her parents’ divorce.) My family — Mom, Dad, my younger brother, Jeff, and I — were living in California then, but after my parents’ split, Mom moved Jeff and me to Stoneybrook because she’d grown up here. Jeff and I weren’t too happy about the move. In fact, Jeff never adjusted to life here, which is how he ended up back in California with Dad. I made friends right away, though, and the first one was Mary Anne. It’s sort of a long story, but we found out that Mary Anne’s dad and my mom had been high-school sweethearts. So we got them together again and they began dating. (Oh, I guess it’s important to mention that Mr. Spier was a widower; Mrs. Spier died when Mary Anne was really little.) Anyway, after they dated for what seemed like forever, my mom and Mr. Spier got married, and Mary Anne, her dad, and her kitten, Tigger, all moved into my house. Mary Anne and I are glad to be stepsisters as well as friends, even though we’re very different people. For one thing, we look different. Mary Anne has brown hair and brown eyes, and is short, just like Kristy. I have long blonde hair and blue eyes (people tell me I look like a California girl, whatever that means), and I dress in my own style. I’m an individualist and pretty independent. Mary Anne, on the other hand, is quiet, shy, a romantic, and much more conservative than I am. (I have two holes pierced in each ear, and Mary Anne has no holes. Sometimes she acts like I’m a barbarian or something.) But Mary Anne and I get along great most of the time. After all, she’s my best friend.


      Let’s see. In the BSC, I hold the position of alternate officer. I’m like a substitute teacher or an understudy in a play. In other words, I take over the duties of anyone who might have to miss a meeting, so I have to know what everyone does. But the club members rarely miss meetings, so mostly I answer the phone a lot.


      Jessi Ramsey and Mallory Pike are our junior officers. This is because they are eleven and not allowed to sit at night unless they’re watching their own brothers and sisters. They’re a big help to us older sitters, though, since they take on so many after-school and weekend jobs.


      Jessi and Mal are also best friends, even though (like Mary Anne and me) they are pretty different people. Well, they do have some things in common. They both love children (of course); they both love to read, especially horse stories; and they’re the oldest kids in their families, yet they feel that their parents treat them like infants. However, Jessi is a talented (and I mean talented) dancer who might want to be a professional ballerina one day, while Mal loves to write and draw and is thinking of becoming a children’s author and illustrator. Then, while Jessi has a pretty regular family — she lives with her parents; her Aunt Cecelia; her younger sister, Becca; and her baby brother, Squirt — Mallory has seven brothers and sisters. And three of them — Adam, Jordan, and Byron — are identical triplets. The others are named Vanessa, Nicky, Margo, and Claire. Claire is the baby. One final difference between Jessi and Mal is that Jessi is black and Mal is white.


      Okay, so that’s the BSC.


      When Mary Anne and I raced into Claud’s room for the meeting that afternoon, we found that we were the last to arrive.


      “Mary Anne was packing for California,” I couldn’t help saying.


      Mary Anne glared at me, but everyone else laughed.


      Then Kristy called the meeting to order, and we tried to be businesslike and professional for the next half hour, but it was hard. We were too excited about California.


      “You won’t believe all the stuff we can do there,” I said. “Right around L.A. there are a million things.”


      “You mean besides Disneyland?” asked Mal.


      “Definitely,” I replied. “We’ll probably drive to Hollywood—”


      “Hollywood?!” shrieked my stepsister. (She gets absolutely gooey over big cities and movie stars and things.)


      At this point, Claud couldn’t help getting a little dig in. “And you guys thought I was stupid for buying lottery tickets all this time,” she said. She looked pretty smug.


      “Well, not stupid,” said Stacey. “Just, um, frivolous.”


      “I’m not sure what frivolous means,” replied Claud, “but whatever it is, it paid off. We’ve got plane tickets and plenty of spending money.”


      “And I’ll get to see my dad and Jeff,” I added.


      “Oh, my lord,” said Claudia. “How are we going to wait until next Saturday?”
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      I don’t think you can imagine a more excited group of travelers than my friends and I. You’d think we were on our way to Paris or someplace exotic. Well, actually, California is exotic, as far as I’m concerned.


      Anyway, we boarded our plane, and it turned out to be huge. There were nine seats across — two, then an aisle, five, then another aisle, and two more. My friends and I were seated in two of the seats on the left-hand side of the plane and a row of those five middle seats. Needless to say, there was some clambering over who got the window seat, but in the end, Stacey pointed out that Claudia’s boarding pass placed her by the window, so Claud took the seat happily. (She also offered to trade places with us periodically so we could each have a turn at the window.)


      “Everybody, buckle up,” said Mary Anne nervously.


      But we couldn’t. Not right away. We were too busy getting settled. We put our jackets in the overhead compartments. Then Dawn said, “This plane is freezing,” and took her jacket out of the compartment, along with a blanket. Then Mary Anne and Claudia wanted pillows, and Stacey remembered that she’d put her boarding pass in her jacket pocket, so she had to get her jacket, too. When we were finally seated, Mary Anne reminded us to buckle up again.


      We all did except for Kristy, who wasn’t paying any attention.


      “Why is it,” Kristy began, “that all planes smell the same? Sort of like coffee … and I don’t know, um—”


      “Is this going to be gross?” Mary Anne asked her. And before Kristy had time to answer, Mary Anne added, “Buckle your seat belt.”


      This time Kristy did.


      “Who wants to play hangman?” asked Mallory.


      “You’re not bored already, are you?” I said. “Because this flight is over five hours long. Maybe we should save hangman for later.”


      “Hey, look!” exclaimed Stacey. “We’re going to get a movie on this trip. There’s the screen. I wonder what we’re going to see.”


      “It’s an old classic,” spoke up a flight attendant who happened to be passing by. “I hope you like Alfred Hitchcock. We’re showing Hitchcock films this month. Today’s is called Vertigo.”


      “Thanks,” said Stacey as the steward passed by.


      “Who’s Alfred Hitchcock?” asked Mallory.


      “Who’s Vertigo?” asked Claud.


      But at that moment, the plane roared to life.


      “Ooh,” said Mary Anne, gripping the arms of her seat. “I’m glad I’m where I am.” (She was in the middle of the five seats, between Kristy and me.) “Hey, Claudia,” she called, “you don’t have to share your seat with me.”


      “Are you afraid of flying?” I asked Mary Anne.


      “No. I’m afraid of crashing.”


      I couldn’t help giggling.


      Soon the plane was taxiing down the runway. “Flight attendants, prepare for takeoff,” said the pilot’s voice over the loudspeaker. And a few seconds later, the plane gently rose above the ground and began to soar higher and higher. I tried to look out the windows, but all I could see was sky. Claudia must have been able to see something, though, because she was craning her neck around, gazing at whatever was below us.


      “Hangman?” Mal asked again.


      “Maybe after lunch,” I replied.


      We soon reached “cruising altitude,” the seat belt sign was turned off, and the flight attendants began coming down the aisles with the carts of lunch trays.


      “Today we have a choice of chicken or spaghetti,” said a steward, leaning over so that Dawn, Mary Anne, Kristy, Mal, and I could hear him. “What’ll it be?”


      “Spaghetti,” said everyone except Dawn, who chose the chicken. (Across the aisle, Stacey also asked for the chicken. But Claud asked for spaghetti. She absolutely loves it.)


      Plastic trays were set in front of us. Everything was in little compartments, like a TV dinner. And the forks and knives and stuff were packaged in plastic.


      “This must be so things won’t slide around in case there’s a sudden drop in cabin pressure and the plane takes a nosedive,” said Mary Anne.


      “I don’t know,” I replied. “In first class, the passengers get to eat on regular plates, and their silverware comes rolled up in linen napkins.”


      “Really?” said Mary Anne. “Boy, I wish we’d had enough money for first-class seats. That would have been so fresh.”


      We began our meal. The food was like school cafeteria food. But it was more fun to eat. And our conversation was definitely more interesting. We had California on the brain.


      “You know where I want to go when we get to L.A.?” Claudia shouted to Dawn. (I’m sure the other passengers loved us.)


      “Where?” asked Dawn.


      “To Knott’s Berry Farm.”


      “A berry farm?” I exclaimed. Gosh. You could go to berry farms in Connecticut.


      “No, Knott’s Berry Farm,” said Dawn. “It’s an amusement park.”


      “Oh. Then I want to go there, too,” I replied. “And I want to go to Hollywood. I want to see that wax museum.”


      “You want to go to Hollywood just to see the museum?” asked Mal. “What about seeing the homes of movie stars? Now that’s why people go to Hollywood.”


      “Is there a sports hall of fame around L.A.?” Kristy wondered.


      Dawn frowned. “If there is, I don’t know about it. Ask Jeff when we get to California. He’ll know. Or my dad will know.”


      “I want to go to Grauman’s Chinese Theatre,” said Stacey.


      “Yeah! Just like they did on I Love Lucy,” agreed Claud. “Only we won’t try to steal John Wayne’s footprints.”


      I had no idea what Claud was talking about, and I didn’t want to ask. But I did say, “Hey, Dawn, can we go to the San Diego Zoo? I’ve always wanted to go there. It’s supposed to be one of the best zoos—”


      “Jessi,” interrupted Dawn. “Go to San Diego? Do you know how far that is from Los Angeles? California’s a big state,” she reminded me.


      “We’re going to Hollywood, though, right?” said Mary Anne. We had finished eating, and one of the flight attendants had cleared our food away. Mary Anne had left her tray down, though, and now it was covered with about a million maps, plus pamphlets about California.


      “Where’d you get all that stuff?” Dawn asked Mary Anne.


      “From a travel agent. Listen, you wouldn’t believe what we can do in Hollywood. I mean, we can look at the stars’ homes and go to Grauman’s and the wax museum, but there’s also the Universal Studios tour and the Walk of Fame. Oh, and we can go to Beverly Hills, too, can’t we? Because there are tons of stars’ homes there. You know, we can buy maps that show us where the different homes are located. And if you really want to go to a zoo, Jessi, there’s one in L.A. Plus lots of gardens and museums. And let’s see. Back near Hollywood, there are these prehistoric fossil pits. Oh, Kristy, you might want to see the Rose Bowl Stadium.”


      Mary Anne would probably have gone on talking forever, except that the lights in the cabin were dimmed, and the movie came on. All seven of us had rented headphones earlier, so for the next couple of hours we sat in dead silence, watching this really scary movie.


      When the movie ended, the flight attendants brought the beverage carts around and we all got free sodas and juice. And peanuts. After that, I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until we were getting ready to land. As the plane skimmed along the runway, Mary Anne gripped the arms of her seat so tightly her knuckles turned white. But the landing was perfect, and before we knew it, we had gotten our things out of the luggage compartments, filed off of the plane, and were entering the airport, when Dawn shouted, “Dad! Jeff! Here we are!”


      Rushing toward us were Jeff (whom I’ve met several times) and Mr. Schafer (whom I’ve never met). Actually, I don’t think any of Dawn’s friends has met him. But he was really nice. Patient, too. We had to wait for about forty-five minutes to claim our luggage. (This is partially because Stacey and Claudia had packed so much.) And then he endured a pretty lengthy drive in a borrowed van to Dawn’s house with the seven of us, plus Jeff, giggling and talking loudly the whole way.


      “I can’t believe we’re in California,” I said, as we drove along. “Warm weather, palm trees …”


      “Cute boys,” added Claudia.


      “Movie stars,” added Mary Anne, which reminded me of something.


      “Hey, I’ve got to call Derek Masters tonight,” I said.


      Derek is an eight-year-old kid whose family is from Stoneybrook, and whom I’ve baby-sat for. But guess what. He’s not an average everyday kid. He’s one of the stars of a TV sitcom called P.S. 162, which is filmed in L.A. So he and his family live out here while Derek is filming. He and I have kept in touch, and I promised him I’d call when I got to California.


      When we finally reached Dawn’s house, two things happened — one bad and one good. The bad thing was that Dawn found Carol, her father’s girlfriend, waiting for us. Carol had come over and was cooking that night’s dinner. Dawn was not pleased. The good thing was that I reached Derek’s mom (Derek was at the studio) and she invited me to watch Derek film on Wednesday. Mr. Schafer said I could go. I could not believe I would actually be able to visit the set of P.S. 162. My vacation was off to an incredible start!
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      Boy, that three-hour time change sure makes a difference. I didn’t think it would, but it did. What happened was that our flight took off at about noon. Then we flew for five hours or so, but when we got to California, it was only about two o’clock on the West Coast. It felt like five o’clock to my friends and me, though. And when we went to bed at ten-thirty that night, it felt like one-thirty to our poor, confused bodies.


      So we slept later than we meant to the next morning, and were all kind of groggy for awhile after we got up. Even Dawn, who felt that, as our hostess, she should ask us what we wanted to do that day. Luckily, none of us said anything.


      “So you guys don’t mind just hanging around today?” she asked.


      “Not one bit,” said Mary Anne.


      In all honesty, I wanted to go back to bed, but since so many of us were visiting the Schafers, my bed was a sleeping bag on the floor of Dawn’s room. And I was not tired enough to want to go back to the sleeping bag.


      Anyway, things started to get interesting right away.


      See, Mr. Schafer hired a housekeeper to cook and clean for him and Jeff. Her name is Mrs. Bruen, and Dawn has met her and likes her. But she doesn’t come on Sundays. However, Carol showed up in time to help Mr. Schafer make brunch. Immediately, I could see Dawn’s hackles go up. I couldn’t figure out why. Carol seemed nice enough. She likes music, and knows a lot about MTV and music videos and stuff.


      But Dawn acted like brunch couldn’t be over fast enough for her. In fact, when the phone rang just as everyone was finishing up, Dawn made a beeline for it. I heard her say, “Hello?” There was a pause. Then Dawn cried, “Sunny!”


      Sunny Winslow is Dawn’s best friend in California. She and two of her friends have started their own baby-sitting club. It’s called the We [image: image] Kids Club, and it’s based on the BSC. (When Dawn first moved to Stoneybrook, she wrote to Sunny so often and told her so much about the BSC that Sunny just couldn’t resist starting a California sitting business.)


      A few minutes later, I heard Dawn hang up the phone. She ran back to the patio, where we were eating. “Guess what, you guys. Sunny invited us over today. Does the BSC want to meet the We Love Kids Club?”


      I was the first to answer. “Definitely,” I said. I’d been dying to see how another club runs. So Dawn called Sunny back and told her we’d come over around noon.


      *  *  *


      “I better warn you about something,” Dawn was saying.


      It was 12:15, and Dawn, Claudia, Jessi, Mal, Stacey, Mary Anne, and I were standing at the Winslows’ front door. Sunny’s house looked a lot like Dawn’s — skylights in the roof, sprawling and modern. But it was a two-story house, and Dawn’s is all one level.


      “Warn us? About what?” I asked.


      “The We Love Kids Club doesn’t work exactly the same way our club does. Sunny and Jill and Maggie are sort of, oh, relaxed about things.”


      “Do they get as many jobs as we do?” I asked.


      Dawn shrugged. “Probably not. There are only three of them, and there are seven of us, plus Logan and Shannon.”


      I didn’t say anything. I was already beginning to feel … funny. I knew there was no reason to be competitive, but, well, I did feel that I had sort of invented baby-sitting clubs, and that I knew best. I told myself to calm down, though. I didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot with Dawn’s friends.


      Dawn rang the Winslows’ bell and a moment later, the door flew open. A grinning girl ran out, and she and Dawn hugged and hugged. Then Sunny said, “Come on upstairs. Jill and Maggie are here.”


      We followed Sunny to her bedroom. Sitting on her floor were two girls. They stood up when they saw us, and then the introductions began. Sunny said, “Members of the BSC, meet the We Love Kids Club. I’m Sunny Winslow.” (Duh.) “And this is Maggie Blume, and this is Jill Henderson.”


      Then Dawn introduced the BSC to Sunny, Maggie, and Jill. Phew!


      The ten of us crowded onto the floor and Sunny’s bed.


      “Where does the president sit?” I asked Sunny.


      “President?” she repeated. “Oh, we don’t have officers in our club.”


      “You don’t? But how do you know who should do which jobs?”


      “We just do whatever needs doing,” Sunny replied. She sounded a little testy.


      “How often do you read your club notebook?” I couldn’t help asking. I was pretty sure there was no notebook. (I was right.)


      “We have an appointment book, though,” spoke up Jill. “And we made Kid-Kits like yours.”


      “We-ell …” Now I felt flattered.


      I felt even more flattered when Maggie said, “Kristy, I was wondering. You’re the president of your club and you thought it up, right?” (I nodded.) “So what do you do if nobody can take a job that comes in?”


      I was in the middle of explaining about our associate members when Sunny’s phone rang. She picked it up. “Hello?” she said. “Oh, hi, Mr. Robertson…. Wednesday afternoon? Let me check. Hold on.” Sunny cupped her hand over the mouthpiece. “Can anyone sit for Stephie on Wednesday?”


      Maggie and Jill shook their heads.


      “Too bad. I can’t, either,” said Sunny. She took her hand off the receiver, then immediately put it back. “Hey, any of you guys want a sitting job?” Obviously, she meant the members of the BSC.


      “For Stephie Robertson?” said Dawn. “I remember her. She’s really sweet. She lives with just her father, doesn’t she? No mom or brothers or sisters.”


      “Right,” answered Sunny.


      “You know,” said Dawn, “Mary Anne, I bet you’d be perfect for Stephie. You two have a lot in common.”


      Well, by this time, my mouth must have looked like the entrance to the Lincoln Tunnel. That’s how wide it was open. I could not believe what had just happened. As soon as Sunny got off the phone, having told Mr. Robertson that a good friend of Dawn Schafer’s could sit for his daughter, I exclaimed, “What is going on here?”


      “What do you mean?” asked Sunny.


      “Well, is this the way you always conduct meetings? And how come people are calling you on a Sunday? Do you have meetings on Sundays?”


      “Oh, no. We hold our meetings after school. Usually two or three times a week for half an hour or so.”


      “Two or three times a week? For half an hour or so? You mean you don’t have regular meetings? Is that why people are calling on Sunday?”


      “Sure,” replied Maggie. “They can call whenever they want.”


      “Do they always call here?”


      “No, they can call at any of our houses.”


      Hmmph. This was a sorry excuse for a baby-sitting club.


      I just had to ask one more question. “How do you decide who gets the jobs that come in during meetings?”


      “Oh, we take whatever we want,” said Jill.


      (I decided not to ask why they even bothered with an appointment book.)


      “Listen, Mary Anne,” Sunny spoke up. “There’s something you should know about Stephie. She’s asthmatic.”


      Dawn clapped her hand to her forehead. “That’s right! How could I have forgotten? Yeah, Mary Anne. Stephie has asthma. I learned about it when I used to sit for her.”


      Mary Anne looked alarmed, so Jill said, “Don’t worry. Stephie’s been living with it for a long time. She has an inhalator and knows how to use it. She has pills, too.”


      “Wait!” cried Mallory. “What’s asthma? What’s an inhalator?”


      “Asthma is a condition,” replied Dawn, “in which a person’s bronchial passages — those are the breathing tubes — close up sometimes and then the person has trouble breathing. It can be serious because a person can stop breathing, but that doesn’t happen often. Anyway, inhalators help the breathing to start again. Stephie — or her father or whoever — always carries one. It’s small. She puts it in her mouth, breathes in, and whatever is in the inhalator makes the breathing tubes open up again.”


      “Okay,” said Mary Anne uncertainly. And Mal looked relieved that she wasn’t going to be sitting for Stephie.


      The phone rang again, and Sunny answered it. “Hello?” She didn’t even say, “Hello, We Love Kids Club.” Then again, how would she know whether this was a personal call or a business call?


      It turned out to be a business call.


      “Anyone want to sit for Erick and Ryan on Saturday?” asked Sunny.


      It was a good thing her hand was cupped over the receiver because Jill and Maggie both groaned loudly.


      “What’s wrong with Erick and Ryan?” I asked.


      “They’re terrors, that’s what,” said Maggie.


      “Well, I’ll sit for them,” I said. I would show the We [image: image] Kids Club what a real baby-sitter could do.


      Sunny arranged the job for me, telling Erick and Ryan’s mother that I was a responsible sitter and also a good friend of Dawn Schafer’s. But as soon as she hung up, she said, “Kristy, you don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into.”


      I didn’t care. Anyway, I didn’t think I’d gotten myself into anything. I am an excellent sitter. I can handle all kinds of kids. But Sunny, Jill, and Maggie were bombarding me with rapid-fire advice:


      “Give those boys an inch and they’ll take a mile.”


      “Don’t let them out of your sight for a second.”


      “Set down rules with them right away.”


      Ha, I thought. I don’t have to listen to this. Especially from members of a club that doesn’t have officers and doesn’t even hold regular meetings. Whoever Erick and Ryan were, however tough they were, I knew I could handle them. And I would do it my own way.
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      On Monday, my friends and I had settled in. We were over our jet lag, and, well, it was easy to feel excited and happy, what with the beautiful weather we were having. It sure was good to be back home…. Uh-oh. Did I call California home? Well, it’s hard not to think of it that way. After all, I was born and raised there. But I had every intention of returning to Stoneybrook. Staying in California with Dad and Jeff was not an issue. Partly, I’m ashamed to say, that was because of Carol, at least during the first week and a half of our visit.


      She was at our house all the time. She was there on Saturday when my friends and I got in from Connecticut. She came back on Sunday. At first, I thought that was just because Mrs. Bruen wasn’t there, and Carol wanted to help cook. But she was back again on Monday. She arrived not long after Mrs. Bruen did.


      I’m not proud to say this, but when she rang our doorbell and I answered it, I greeted Carol by saying, “What are you doing here?”


      Carol, who had been smiling, continued to smile. (She smiles way, way too much.) “Hey,” she said. “Your dad’s got to work this week. Someone has to drive you kids around. This is your vacation.”


      “Mrs. Bruen can drive us,” I said. (I hadn’t even let Carol through the door.)


      “No, I can’t!” called Mrs. Bruen from the kitchen. “My job is here.”


      “And my job is flexible,” said Carol. (She’s a painter.) “I can work whenever I feel like it. So I decided to take a vacation now, too.”


      Swell, I thought. Terrific. Fantastic. Fresh. Distant.


      Carol pushed past me into our house. She dropped her bag on the floor and said, “So what do you guys want to do today?”


      “Beach!” cried Kristy, Jessi, Claudia, Stacey, Mallory, and Jeff.


      “Hollywood!” cried Mary Anne.


      I didn’t say anything.


      “The beach it is, then,” said Carol. “Get your stuff together. I borrowed the mini-van from my friend again. You guys would never have fit into my car.” (Carol drives something small and red. It is too young for her. But then, I thought Carol was too young for my father.)


      My friends and Jeff and I scrambled around, putting on our bathing suits and packing beach bags with sunscreen, books, sunglasses, visors, combs, and a radio. Mary Anne packed more stuff than the rest of us. She is very sensitive to the sun, so she had to bring along a hat, nose coat, lip coat, an extra towel, and this embarrassing caftan she wears to ensure that every inch of her body is protected from the sun.


      “I hope you have an umbrella,” she said to me as we were leaving.


      “I do. It’s in the van,” Carol spoke up. “Chairs and tapes and three Walkmans, too.”


      “Great!” exclaimed Stacey. “I can tell this is going to be a terrific day.”


      Fat chance, I thought. But I thanked Mrs. Bruen as she handed us a huge basket packed with a picnic lunch. And then I followed everyone out to the van parked in our driveway.


      After stopping to pick up Jeff’s friend Rob, we were really on our way. The drive to the beach took awhile, since we don’t live exactly on the coast, but even I had to admit that it was worth it when we arrived. As I said before, the weather was absolutely gorgeous. And then, of course, there was the Pacific Ocean, and a wide stretch of bleached white sand before it. In Stoneybrook, we actually do live on the water, but there are no beaches like this one. I just love the California beach.


      “All right!” I said as we trudged across the sand with our gear, looking for the perfect spot to settle down. When we found one, Carol put up the umbrella, Stacey and Claud spread out a beach blanket (it was really an old bedspread), and Mary Anne immediately gravitated toward the shade, where she gooed herself up with sunscreen that was, like, number eighty-five or something.


      Soon we were all sitting or lying down, just enjoying the sun and the sound of the waves. But that didn’t last long. Jeff and Rob became restless and ran to the ocean to go swimming. Claudia sat up and began staring at something (I wasn’t sure what), and Stacey sat up, too, and said, “Oh, wow!”


      “What?” Jessi asked Stacey.


      “Surfers. Look! I’ve always dreamed of going surfing.”


      “You could take a class today, if you want,” spoke up Carol.


      “Carol!” I exclaimed. “Surfing is very dangerous.”


      “No, it isn’t,” she said. “Not if you learn properly.”


      Stacey was already on her feet. “How do I take a class? Where do I go?”


      “See that building down the beach?” said Carol, pointing. “That’s a surfboard rental place. And there are surfing instructors who give lessons every day. You could sign up for a beginners’ class.”


      “Can I go now?” asked Stacey.


      “Sure,” replied Carol.


      “Who’s coming with me?” Stacey wanted to know.


      “Not me,” said Claud dreamily, still staring at whatever it was.


      “Kristy?” asked Stacey. “You love sports.”


      “I know. But I’ve seen Jaws too many times.”


      “Don’t even think about asking me,” said Mary Anne, in her caftan, hat, sunglasses, and number eighty-five sunscreen.


      “Maybe I’ll join you later,” I said, just so Stacey wouldn’t feel bad.


      “Okay.” Stacey trotted down the beach.


      Kristy, Jessi, and Mal joined Jeff and Rob in the water. Mary Anne read a book under the umbrella, and Carol took out a pad of paper and began sketching. Claudia was still staring at something.


      I nudged her. “What are you looking at?” I whispered.


      Claud turned around slowly, as if she were in a dream, or as if I were dreaming. “I’m looking at that boy,” she replied in a low voice.


      “What boy?” The beach was getting crowded. There were boys everywhere.


      “The one right over there.” Claud tried to point without being obvious.


      “Reading the book?” I asked.


      “Yeah.”


      “Why are you staring at him?”


      “Why? Why? Because he’s the most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen.”


      Claud continued to stare. The boy was good-looking. Jet-black hair, dark eyes like Claud’s, and a serious, handsome face. He was about her age, and he was sitting all alone, reading a thick book.


      “I wish I could see what he’s reading,” said Claud.


      “Why don’t you go ask him?” spoke up Carol, still sketching away. “Go introduce yourself to him.”


      What nerve!


      But Claudia said, “Well, maybe I will…. Later.”


      Jessi and Mal returned from the ocean, dripping. As they toweled off, Mal exclaimed, “Hey, there’s Stacey!”


      Sure enough, a small class of surfers was paddling out into the ocean. A wave was approaching them. Claudia turned around just in time to see this.


      “Oh, my lord!” she cried.


      But the surfboards just rose and fell as the wave swelled under them.


      Stacey’s class lasted for about an hour. Even from way down the beach, I could tell that Stacey was having the time of her life. And before the class was over, she had actually tried to ride her first wave in — shakily — and she’d fallen off before the end of her ride. But she’d come up grinning. Stacey was in love with surfing.


      “Uh-oh,” I said. “She’s got it.”


      “Who’s got what?” asked Mary Anne.


      “Stacey’s got the surfing bug.”


      When Stacey returned to us, she was brimming over with the joys of surfing. As we unpacked our picnic lunch, she told us everything. “I felt powerful,” she said.


      “Claudia,” whispered Carol. “How about inviting that boy over for lunch? He’s been sitting by himself all morning.”


      “Well … okay.” Claud agreed so quickly, I knew she’d been thinking about doing that anyway.


      I watched her get up, walk over to the boy, and speak to him briefly. The next thing I knew, he was sitting on our blanket with us. His name was Terry.


      We found out a lot about Terry while we ate lunch. He lived not far away, sort of between the beach and my house. He had two brothers, one older and one younger. Both of his parents were lawyers. Then we started talking about school. Terry loved it. He was taking advanced classes, his hobby was reading, and he had recently won first prize in a district-wide science fair.


      I watched Claudia blanch when she heard all that. I could almost see her thinking, This boy’s not for me. But Terry seemed very interested in Claud.


      When lunch was over, Claud carried a chair to Terry’s spot in the sand, and they sat and talked. Meanwhile, Mallory, who had been gazing up and down the beach, finally announced, “Every single girl here is blonde. That is so unfair.”


      It was untrue, too. Jessi, Kristy, Mary Anne, and Claudia weren’t blonde. And neither were a lot of other people. But all Mal could see were blonde heads. “I want to be a California girl, too,” she said. She thought for a moment. Then she went on, “Hey! Maybe I could put some of that wash-out blonde dye in my hair!”


      I waited for Carol to say, “No, that’s not a good idea.” But she just smiled.


      I sighed. The day wore on. Everyone but Mary Anne went swimming. Claud and Terry talked some more. Mallory moaned about her hair. Also her freckles. And Stacey talked so much about surfing that when I saw some kids I used to go to school with, and remembered that they were devoted surfers, I introduced Stacey to them. They were a few years older than Stacey, but they seemed to hit it off with her right away.


      When the day ended, I decided that it had been pleasant enough. But for some reason, I felt unsettled.
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      Right after breakfast on Tuesday, Carol showed up again. She had the van with her. “At your service!” she said.


      I saw Dawn roll her eyes. I know why she doesn’t like Carol. It’s because Carol acts like she’s one of us when she’s really an adult.


      “She tries to be such pals with us,” Dawn had complained the night before. “And she’s much too old for that.” (Carol is maybe 32.) “She told Claud to invite Terry to have lunch with us, she told you about the surfing lessons, and she actually smiled when Mal said she wanted to dye her hair blonde.”


      I didn’t see a thing wrong with any of this, but I kept my mouth closed. I didn’t want to get into an argument with Dawn over Carol. I also didn’t want to tell Dawn that maybe she was right about one thing. I wasn’t sure I should have gone surfing yesterday. I’d been feeling a little dizzy — even though I’d been extra careful about my diet, and had remembered my insulin and everything. Oh, well. Maybe yesterday I was still just jet-lagged. Today I felt great.


      And today I was going surfing again! Dawn’s friends had asked me yesterday afternoon if I wanted to come to the beach with them today. I said yes right away. I didn’t think anyone else was going to the beach, and I wanted a chance to surf again. Dawn’s friends had said they’d pick me up at nine-thirty in the morning.


      It turned out that not only was no one else going to the beach, but everyone was splitting up. Dawn (who said she couldn’t take two days in a row with Carol) announced that she wanted to ride her bike to a nearby mall.


      “Anyone want to come with me?” she asked.


      “Sure,” said Kristy.


      “Why not?” said Claud.


      Dawn borrowed bikes from Sunny and Jill (Jeff said he needed his bike that day), and off rode the three of them.


      Mary Anne had decided to stay at home and look through more of her pamphlets and maps and books. She was acting just like when she, Kristy, Claud, and Dawn came to visit me in New York. Mary Anne could have been our tour guide then. For that matter, she could have been the tour guide for visiting foreign dignitaries. Somehow, she knew everything about the city I’d grown up in and that she just dreamed of visiting. Now, here she was in California, doing the same thing. Oh, well. She’d be happy reading up on Forest Lawn and amusement parks and movie studios.


      Mal and Jessi were the only ones who chose to go off with Carol, and you will not believe where they went. Carol drove them all the way to Hollywood just so that Mal could visit the Max Factor Museum of Beauty. No kidding. Ever since Mallory had decided that she needed to become a blonde, she hadn’t talked about a thing except makeup and hair dye and beauty. Then, among Mary Anne’s collection of pamphlets, she found an ad for this beauty museum, where you can see things that Max Factor, legendary makeup artist to the stars, created to enhance the beauty of Joan Crawford, Judy Garland, and lots of other actresses. You could also visit the Max Factor Boutique, where you can buy Max Factor perfume, makeup, and skin-care stuff, and talk to cosmetic experts. This was going to be a dream come true for Mallory.


      At nine-fifty, my surfer friends (they weren’t very punctual) slowed to a stop in front of Dawn’s house in a souped-up-looking car and honked the horn, which they didn’t need to do since at that point they were so late that I was plastered against the front window.


      I ran out to meet them, beach gear in hand. “Hi!” I cried.


      “Hi,” answered Paul, who was driving. His car was a convertible with the top down. (Oh, cool.) But Paul said, “Sorry. The doors don’t work. You’ll have to climb in.” So I did, feeling clumsy.


      Next to Paul was Alana. I squeezed into the backseat with Rosemary and Carter. Paul was seventeen. So was Carter. Rosemary and Alana were sixteen.


      “Ready for another day of riding the waves?” asked Carter with a grin.


      “Sure,” I replied as Paul screeched off down the street so fast my head snapped back.


      Whoa.


      We sped to the beach and reached it fifteen minutes faster than Carol had. The ride was scary but exhilarating — and, when we walked across the sand and I saw the waves again, I felt a thrill of excitement go through me.


      SURFING!


      The five of us rented surfboards. (Well, actually only three of us did. I forgot to mention that Carter and Rosemary had their own boards. They had been jammed into the car with us, sticking up and over the back of the trunk like big fishtails.) Then Carter and everyone went off on their own, and I signed up for another surfing class. Soon I was riding the waves again.


      Okay, maybe I wasn’t exactly riding the waves, hanging ten, or doing any of the other things my new friends could already do. But I was getting there. I loved the feel of sitting on the board and paddling out to sea. I liked bobbing up and down, thinking of the cool green water below me, and under that, the ocean floor. Later, as soon as Dan, our instructor, allowed us to, I stood up on my board. And this time I rode a wave in without falling off. In all honesty, it was fun — but scary. Dan had just said, “Wait! Don’t try that one. It’s too big!” But for me, it was also too late. I’d stood up, the wave had carried me off, and there was nothing I could do about it. I was whizzing through a tunnel of water, and I didn’t know how to stop. What if this wave just engulfs me? I thought, my heart pounding. My knees began to feel weak, which was not good, because I needed them to support me. Then, just as I was about to panic completely, the wave fizzled out and I found myself on the shore.


      Was I ever impressed with myself.


      Dan wasn’t, though. As soon as he rode in he said, “Stacey! What were you doing? You could have killed yourself.”


      “But I didn’t,” I said. And when class was over, I rented my board for the rest of the day, and joined Alana and Carter and everyone. I wasn’t nearly as good as they were, but I’d definitely gotten the feel of surfing, and I kept riding the waves in — big or small.


      Early in the afternoon, I realized I needed to eat something, so I went to the snack bar and bought a salad. I was walking with it down the beach to my towel when I passed someone who looked familiar. It was Terry.


      “Hey, Terry,” I said. “It’s me, Stacey. Claudia’s friend.”


      Terry looked up. He was sitting in a chair, engrossed in the same big book he’d been reading the day before, only now he was much further along in it.


      “Hi!” he said. “Is Claudia here?”


      “Not today,” I replied. I sat down next to him and began to eat my salad. “She and Kristy and Dawn went to a mall,” I told him.


      “Oh,” said Terry, sounding disappointed.


      I took that as a good sign. The night before, Claud had told me she wouldn’t be seeing Terry again. “I like him a lot,” she had said, “but we’re not right for each other. He’s way too smart for me. Going out with him would be kind of like dating a male version of Janine. What would we talk about? I don’t know a thing about science, and I’m betting that even though he’s read about a million books, none of them was a Nancy Drew.” She’d paused. “Besides, I don’t even know his last name.”


      Well, I could take care of that now. I was sure Claudia was just suffering from low self-esteem. She and Terry had talked for quite awhile yesterday (so obviously they could carry on a conversation), and Terry was still interested in Claudia, no matter what she thought about herself. I didn’t see any reason why Terry and Claud couldn’t be friends — or even boyfriend and girlfriend.


      “Listen, would you like to call Claudia?” I asked Terry.


      “Sure!” he replied.


      “Great. We’re all staying at Dawn’s house. I’ll give you the Schafers’ phone number. Claud would love to hear from you.”


      So I gave the number to Terry. Then I spent the rest of the afternoon with Rosemary, Carter, Alana, and Paul. We must have gotten pretty caught up in our surfing, because by the time Paul dropped me off at Dawn’s, it was after six o’clock.


      And Mr. Schafer was home.


      He didn’t look very happy as I climbed over the side of Paul’s car and dashed up the front walk.


      “Who drove you to the beach today?” he asked me.


      I turned around as Paul drove off. Luckily, his tires didn’t squeal.


      “Paul …” I replied, realizing that I didn’t know his last name.


      But Dawn had followed her father outside. “Paul Rapkin,” she supplied. “You know. He lives right down the street. His father is Doctor Rapkin. And those other kids are Alana Becker, Rosemary Tanner, and Carter Pape. You know their parents, too.” Dawn sounded very matter-of-fact.


      “Okay,” said Mr. Schafer. He sounded somewhat doubtful, but he let the subject drop, adding, “That reminds me. I’m playing tennis with Carter’s father in a couple of weeks.”


      I let out a sigh of relief.


      Everyone else had returned from their outings. Mallory and Jessi (especially Mal) were brimming over with tales of the Max Factor Museum of Beauty. Claud, Kristy, and Dawn had bought matching bracelets at the mall. And Mary Anne had made a long list headed, “Things We Have to Do in CA.”


      I looked at Claudia, thinking of my meeting with Terry. I decided not to tell her that I’d given Terry her phone number. I would just wait to see what happened.
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      I wrote that postcard on Wednesday. I wrote it after everything had happened. (I’ll tell you what happened in just a minute.) I sort of wanted to write to Mom and Dad about Terry, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t confide in them about boy stuff. So I stuck to run-of-the-mill things like the beach and the mall. (At least I didn’t stoop to discussing the weather, or adding, “Having a wonderful time. Wish you were here.”)


      Anyway, what happened was that on Tuesday, after Kristy and Dawn and I got back from the mall (with really distant matching charm bracelets), and after everyone had eaten dinner, the phone rang.


      “I’ll get it!” yelled Jeff. He jumped up from his game of Nintendo and raced for the phone.


      “Does he have a girlfriend?” Dawn asked her father.


      We all laughed, and Mr. Schafer said, “No. Believe it or not, he wants tickets to a Grateful Dead concert. They’re going to be playing here next month, and he’s dying to go. He’s hoping that phone call is Rob saying he got tickets.”


      “Jeff’s a Deadhead?” said Stacey, giggling.


      “Apparently,” replied Mr. Schafer.


      Who were the Grateful Dead? What was a Deadhead? I never did find out because Jeff came back into the living room then, looking disappointed, and saying, “Claudia, it’s for you.”


      For me? Who would call me here? The only people I’d given Dawn’s number to were my parents.


      If they were calling to check up on me, I would kill them.


      I picked up the phone in the kitchen. “Hello?” I said. (Thank goodness I didn’t say, “Hello, Mom.”)


      “Claudia?” said an unfamiliar voice. (A boy’s voice.)


      “Yeah?”


      “This is Terry. Um, I met you on the beach … ?” (His voice trailed off in a question, as if he weren’t sure I’d remember him.)


      “Oh! Oh, hi! Hi,” I stammered. And then (darn it) the next words out of my mouth were, “How did you get this number? How did you know where to find me?”


      “Your friend Stacey ran into me on the beach today. She gave me the number. Anyway, I was wondering. Would you like to go out with me tomorrow? We could have lunch and see a movie or something.”


      I was floored. I could barely think. “Well … well, sure,” I said.


      “Great. Just give me your address, and my mom and I will pick you up at noon. Then she’ll drop us off at this mall. It’s got a wonderful Italian restaurant, some movie theaters, and other things. Do you like Italian food?” he asked.


      “Yes!” I exclaimed. I still hadn’t quite grasped what was happening.


      “Terrific. I’ll see you tomorrow at noon,” he said, when I’d told him where the Schafers live.


      “Okay,” I replied. “ ’Bye.”


      I hung up the phone and marched into the living room. “Stacey,” I said. “Can I see you for a minute?”


      Stacey looked a little wary. “Sure….”


      We walked into Dawn’s bedroom.


      “That,” I began, “was Terry. The guy—”


      “I can’t believe he called so soon!” Stacey interrupted. “Wow!”


      “Stacey. You had no right to give Terry the Schafers’ number. You had no right to butt into my business.” I was furious.


      But Stacey’s wariness had turned to delight. “Oh, this is so great! Are you guys going out? We have to plan what you’re going to wear.”


      “Stacey—”


      “Come on. Where are you going? And when?”


      “We’re going to an Italian restaurant for lunch tomorrow. And then I think we’re going to a movie.”


      “Perfect,” said Stacey, who began to paw through the clothes in my suitcase.


      “It’s not perfect,” I countered. “I don’t know what to say to him. He’s too smart. I don’t know anything about—”


      “You talked to him for hours yesterday,” Stacey pointed out, holding up a wildly patterned sundress.


      “Yeah, and we ran out of conversation. He said everything that was easy enough for me to understand, and I said everything that I thought would be difficult enough to interest him.”


      “Oh, Claud,” was Stacey’s response. “Here. Put this on. I want to see you in it.”


      *  *  *


      At five minutes to noon on Wednesday, I was standing at the Schafers’ front door. I was wearing the sundress.


      I was a nervous wreck.


      Promptly at twelve o’clock, a light gray Toyota pulled up in front of Dawn’s house. I wished desperately that somebody — even that rat Stacey — were there to say good-bye to me and to wish me luck. But Stacey was off surfing with those friends of hers again, Mary Anne had just left to sit for Stephie, Jessi was at the TV studio visiting Derek Masters, and Carol had driven Dawn, Kristy, Jeff, and Mal someplace.


      So I composed myself, shouted to Mrs. Bruen that my ride was there, and walked sedately to Terry’s car. He held open the back door and slid in after me. I didn’t really know what to say, but Terry’s mother saved the day. She kept asking questions about Connecticut, my family, and my school. At last, she turned the car into the parking lot of a huge mall. (Not the same mall that Dawn and Kristy and I had gone to the day before.) She drove to the back entrance of a restaurant called The Grotto.


      “See you at four,” she said.


      “Okay, Mom. Thanks!” Terry replied.


      Four? Four o’clock? I thought. What were we going to do for four hours? (I soon found out.)


      Terry led me into the mall so we could enter The Grotto from the front. We were seated at a table for two and handed menus. Right away, I began to panic. The menu was in Italian! Luckily, before I got too panicky, Terry said, “You know what’s really good here? The fettucini Alfredo.”


      Fettucini Alfredo. I could deal with that. So I ordered it. Somehow we got through lunch. I don’t even remember what we talked about. I’m sure that — whatever it was — it was really boring for Terry. Anyway, after lunch, Terry said we might as well make an Italian day of it and go see this foreign film that was playing at one of the theaters. It was called Il Tantorino Day Buono Godo. No, not really. I don’t have any idea what it was called. The title was in Italian, and Terry said it so fast I couldn’t really catch it.


      Okay. So we go into the theater, sit down, the movie comes on, and the entire thing is in Italian. If you wanted to know what was going on, you had to read the English words that were written across the bottom of the screen. Well, not only couldn’t I read fast enough to catch all the words, but the story made no sense to me. It was just a lot of people bicycling around the Italian countryside. Twice, I had to pinch myself so that I wouldn’t fall asleep.


      After the movie, Terry and I walked around the mall, window-shopping until four o’clock. Terry kept talking about the movie, but all I could say was, “Yeah,” and, “I know,” and, “You’re not kidding.”


      Terry looked impressed. He thought I’d understood the movie. That was something, I guess. At least I hadn’t mentioned art or Nancy Drew books or anything like that all day.


      When Terry’s mom finally dropped me off at Dawn’s, I ran inside, hoping to find someone I could talk to — and also planning to kill Stacey. But the only people there were Mrs. Bruen, Jeff, and Carol. My friends were out.


      “How was your date?” Carol asked me. She was sitting outside. I joined her.


      I tilted my face toward the sun. “It was okay.”


      “Just okay?”


      “I’m not good enough for Terry,” I blurted out. “I’m not smart enough. And our interests are so different. What do you think I should do? I feel like I’m playing a game with him. You know, letting him think I’m smart.”


      “Well,” Carol said thoughtfully, “I know people who change to please—”


      “What’s going on?” interrupted Dawn. She and Kristy stepped through the back door and sat down with Carol and me.


      “I was just telling Claudia,” said Carol, “that some people try to change their behavior or their personality in order to make a relationship work—”


      “That’s stupid!” exclaimed Dawn before Carol could finish.


      But I thought it sounded like good advice. Anyway, I was sort of doing that already.
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      Well, Kristy has come through. For once, she’s not making me write up a sitting job for our club notebook. Why? I’m not sure. Maybe because the kid I’m sitting for is really a client of the We [image: image] Kids Club. Or maybe because she’s having too much fun out here to bother with the notebook.


      Anyway, I arrived at Stephie’s a little before noon. (Mrs. Bruen pointed out her house to me.) I’d been wondering why Stephie’s father was frantically lining up sitters when he works full-time, and Stephie’s mom died right after Stephie was born. Why didn’t he have some sort of permanent arrangement for Stephie?


      It turned out that he did. Stephie was being raised by her father and a nannie. The nannie was sort of like Mrs. Bruen. I mean, she didn’t live at Stephie’s house. But she came over early in the morning and stayed until after dinner five or six days a week. She did some cooking and cleaning while Stephie was at school, but the rest of the time she was like a mom to Stephie. However, it just happened that while Stephie was on her school vacation, her nannie got called away. Some sort of emergency or family problem. So Stephie’s dad was lining up sitter after sitter until the nannie came back.


      When I rang the Robertsons’ bell that day, a girl who looked like she was maybe sixteen or eighteen opened the door.


      “Hi,” she said. “Are you Mary Anne?” (I nodded.) “Oh, good. I’m Lisa Meri, Stephie’s morning sitter. Come on in.” I entered a house that was similar to Dawn’s. It was all on one level and Spanish. The rooms were arranged in a square around a center courtyard. Almost every room faced into the yard.


      “Stephie?” called Lisa. “Mary Anne’s here.” Lisa Meri turned to me. “Stephie hasn’t had her lunch yet. She’s feeling a little shy today. I think it’s because of all the baby-sitters. She also said she wasn’t hungry, but try to get her to eat something later.”


      “Okay,” I replied.


      “Stephie!” Lisa Meri called again. (No answer.)


      “As long as she’s not coming,” I began, “can I ask you a few questions about Stephie’s asthma?”


      “Sure.” (I decided I liked Lisa.)


      As we walked toward the kitchen, Lisa said, “Do you know what asthma is?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “It’s when you can’t breathe because your — bronchial tubes start to close up?”


      “Right,” said Lisa. “And different things trigger asthma attacks for different people. Sometimes attacks are brought on by too much activity. Some are due to allergies and hay fever. Sometimes they’re related to emotions or emotional problems. That’s usually when Stephie gets an attack. Plus, an attack can come on for no reason at all. I mean, you can be sleeping and get an attack. What I’m saying, I guess, is that Stephie can do pretty much whatever she wants. Just be sensitive to her feelings. And remember how shy she is.”


      “Okay.” That shouldn’t be a problem. Apart from the asthma, Stephie sounded a lot like me.


      Lisa Meri and I were in the kitchen by that time. Lisa showed me Stephie’s inhalator and how to use it. She also showed me where her pills were kept. Then, “Stephie!” she called again. “Come out of your bedroom, please! Mary Anne’s here.”


      When Stephie still didn’t appear, Lisa walked me down a hallway to Stephie’s room. I looked inside. It could have been my old bedroom. It looked much too young even for someone Stephie’s age. A row of pink bunny rabbits had been stenciled under the ceiling. On her curtains were more pink bunnies. (Also on her lampshade.) The pictures on the walls were of storybook characters — Little Bo Peep and Mother Goose and Peter Rabbit and Babar, the elephant.


      Stephie was sitting on her bed with her knees drawn up to her chest. Next to her was a copy of The Secret Garden.


      “Stephie, this is Mary Anne,” said Lisa patiently. “I’m going to leave now, and Mary Anne’s going to stay with you until your father comes home.”


      “Okay,” said Stephie in a small voice.


      “See you tomorrow!” called Lisa, and as she was leaving, she whispered to me, “Don’t worry. Stephie will be fine.”


      I gave Lisa the thumbs-up sign. Then I slipped into Stephie’s room. I wanted to sit with her on her bed, but I didn’t want to seem too forward, so I sat in an armchair instead. Stephie didn’t even glance at me.


      “You know what?” I said. “My room used to look pretty much like yours. My dad decorated it for me.”


      “Your dad?” repeated Stephie with some interest. “How come your mom didn’t help?”


      “I don’t have a mom. She died when I was little.”


      “Same with me,” said Stephie.


      “You know what else? My dad was really strict with me. He made up all these rules I had to follow and he even picked out my clothes every day.”


      “Really?”


      I had Stephie’s interest by then, so I sat beside her on the bed. I picked up The Secret Garden. “I read this book. I loved it.”


      “Me, too! I mean, I’m not finished with it, but I like it so far.”


      Stephie turned so that she was facing me, and I looked at her neat brown pigtails and her dark eyes. She could have been me a few years ago.


      “Does your father have rules about eating?” asked Stephie.


      “He used to,” I replied. “Things have changed now, but he sure used to.”


      “Hey, Mary Anne!” (Stephie was really perking up.) “You want to go bike riding? You could ride my dad’s bike, I bet.”


      Bike riding? I was afraid of triggering an asthma attack, but all I said was, “Oh, I’m sorry. I can’t ride boys’ bikes.” (This is true.)


      “How about roller-skating?”


      “I think it’s too hot to skate,” I said lamely.


      Stephie looked disappointed. “Well, could we walk to the park? There are trees in the park,” she told me. “We’d be cool.”


      “I guess so,” I replied. And then I added, “We could take a picnic lunch with us. Lisa said you haven’t eaten yet.”


      “Okay!” Stephie leaped off her bed. And I swear, I thought she was going to have an asthma attack on the spot.


      She didn’t, of course. She simply grabbed up The Secret Garden and led me to the kitchen, where we made sandwiches and lemonade. We packed them into a basket along with paper cups and napkins, and Stephie’s inhalator and pills. Then we set off for the park. With each step Stephie took I was sure she was going to start wheezing. But she was fine.


      In the park we sat on a grassy spot in the shade of a tree. We ate our sandwiches and drank the lemonade. (I was careful to save some lemonade in case Stephie had an attack and needed to swallow a pill.) When we finished eating, Stephie wanted to play on the swings or the slide, but I told her she needed to digest her lunch first. So we talked some more.


      “My dad,” I said, “used to have a rule that I couldn’t use the phone after dinner unless I was talking about homework.”


      “My dad,” said Stephie, “will only let me have friends over to play if he knows their parents really, really well.”


      “Wow,” I replied.


      “Mary Anne?” said Stephie. “I like you.”


      “I like you, too,” I told her, smiling. “And now we better go home. We have to put our picnic things away. Maybe we could read some of your book.”


      “Okay!” agreed Stephie.


      We spent the rest of the afternoon quietly. When Mr. Robertson returned, Stephie greeted him happily, but she seemed subdued. “Daddy? Can Mary Anne baby-sit me again?” she asked him. “I really like her.”


      “Stephie,” replied Mr. Robertson, “it isn’t polite to ask questions like that in front of the person about whom you’re speaking.”


      “All right, Daddy.”


      “But yes, Mary Anne can come back.”


      “Oh, thank you!” said Stephie.


      “Yes, thank you,” I added.


      You know what? When I returned to Dawn’s house I found that Kristy had changed her mind about something. I had to write up my sitting job after all!
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      Boy, was this morning ever hectic! We all went off in different directions. First, Derek and his father picked up Jessi to take her to the TV studio. Then Stacey left to go surfing. Mary Anne was getting ready to sit for Stephie Robertson, and Claudia was a wreck. She was going out to lunch with Terry, and I have never seen anyone so nervous. Jeff went over to Rob’s house — and then Carol appeared.


      “Oh, boy!” I exclaimed. “I wonder where we’ll go today. That beauty museum was dibbly fresh.” (In case you’re wondering, dibble, fresh, distant, and stale, are words my friends and I use a lot. They all mean really cool, except for stale, which means awful or unfair.)


      Kristy and Dawn were the only ones who didn’t have plans so they agreed to come with Carol and me. I could see that Dawn was not happy about this, but at least she decided to go. (Before, she’d said she couldn’t even stand to be in the same car with Carol.)


      “What do you guys want to do today?” Carol asked as she bounced into the house. (She has an awful lot of energy.)


      Dawn spoke up immediately. “Stars’ homes. Beverly Hills. Hollywood. You can’t come to California and not look around for, like, Lucille Ball’s house.”


      “Lucille Ball’s house?” shrieked Kristy. “You mean we can see where she used to live?”


      “Sure,” replied Dawn. “Lots of other famous people, too.”


      Lucille Ball’s house sounded interesting, but there was something I wanted to do a lot more. “Remember that mall we passed on the way to Hollywood yesterday?” I asked everyone. “That really huge one?”


      “Yes,” said Kristy warily.


      “Well, could we go there instead?”


      “Mal,” exclaimed Dawn, exasperated.


      “Think of it this way,” I said. “Mary Anne will kill us if we go on a star tour without her. She’ll kill us.”


      “That’s true …” agreed Kristy.


      “And Washington Mall in Connecticut is nothing like the one we passed. This one advertised an ice-skating rink and video parlors and twelve movies and—”


      “Okay, okay, okay,” said Dawn. “Carol, do you know how to get to that mall?”


      “I think I remember,” she replied. “Is that what you really want to do today?”


      “Yes!” I cried.


      “Yeah,” said Dawn and Kristy.


      “Yeah,” spoke up another voice.


      We turned around. There was Jeff, looking glum. “Me and Rob had a fight,” he said pathetically.


      “Over what?” asked Carol.


      “Over which one of us is the biggest Deadhead.”


      Carol put her arm around Jeff. She was smiling. “Oh, come on,” she said. “You know you’ll patch that fight up pretty quickly. Let’s get going.”


      So we squeezed into Carol’s car and soon we were at … the mall.


      “Ah,” I said. “Just imagine. Skating, eating, buying clothes.” (I didn’t say anything about buying makeup, but I sure thought about it.)


      “Let’s go skating first!” said Kristy as soon as we had parked the car and entered the mall. I was glad she sounded enthusiastic.


      So we did. We rented skates and began whizzing around the rink that was on the lowest level of the mall. As I glided along, I looked up.


      “Whoa,” I said softly. The mall stretched above us, level after level. It was definitely the biggest mall I’d ever been in.


      When we got tired of skating, we played video games. Then Dawn wanted to look at shoes, but Kristy and Jeff said they were starving, so Carol decided we should eat before we did any shopping.


      “My treat,” she added, and led us into a health-food restaurant. This, of course, made Dawn, Jeff, and Carol look like they were in heaven. Kristy and I had to search around to find stuff we could eat, but finally we had all been served and were eating happily. (Oh, okay. Dawn didn’t look too happy. This was because Carol was talking a lot, I think, but we ate our meal without any actual bloodshed.)


      And then … and then … Carol paid the check, and I cried, “I’m going to the makeup counters! Meet you at the main entrance in an hour.” I didn’t give Kristy or Dawn a chance to say, “But Mallory, you’re not allowed to wear makeup.” I just rushed off. I could hear Carol call, “Okay!” so I knew the plans were all right.


      I had passed the makeup counters on the way up to the restaurant from the video parlors, so I knew right where to go. When I reached the third level, I gasped.


      Surrounding me were lip gloss, eyeliner, mascara, blusher, nail polish, hand and face cream, powder, and more. An entire floor’s worth of cosmetics.


      I was standing at a counter, gazing longingly at some lipstick, when a saleswoman said, “May I help you?”


      To be perfectly honest, I wasn’t sure if she could help me or not. I am definitely not allowed to wear makeup. On the other hand, I was three thousand miles away from my parents. And I wanted to fit in, to be a California girl, to look like some of the girls I’d seen on the beach. If I wore makeup for the next nine or ten days, how would Mom and Dad know?


      So I said to the woman, trying to sound very adult, “Yes, thank you. I need a complete make-over.”


      The woman’s eyes lit up. “Come sit on this stool,” she said, motioning over the counter. (I sat.) Then she examined my face with a flashlight. A flashlight. “Hmm. Not bad,” she said slowly. “Not bad at all.”


      “Can you cover up my freckles?” I asked.


      “Oh, certainly.”


      “Can you dye my hair blonde?”


      “What?” The woman looked startled. Then she said, “I suppose so. I mean, you could dye your hair…. How old are you?”


      “Eleven,” I replied.


      “How about trying wash-out dye? That way, if your par — I mean, if you don’t like it, you could wash it out. Your natural color would return.”


      “Great!” I said. I’d been thinking about wash-out dye, anyway. If I used it, I could be a blonde while I was in California, then return to being a redhead before I got back to Connecticut. (And before my parents saw me.)


      “All right. Shall we start with the makeup?” asked the salesclerk.


      “Sure,” I replied. “Give me whatever I need.”


      The woman began bustling around behind the counter. Soon a huge array of bottles and jars and tubes were spread before me. Also a box. In the box was the wash-out hair dye.


      “Um, how much is all this going to cost?” I asked the saleswoman.


      “Let’s see here.” She totaled everything up on the cash register.


      When she told me the amount, I couldn’t believe it. That was nearly all the spending money I’d brought with me. Oh, well. I decided it was worth it. So I paid the woman.


      I had $6.28 left to spend for the rest of my vacation.


      *  *  *


      That evening, after dinner, all the BSC members gathered in Dawn’s room to talk about what we’d done that day. Jessi was in the middle of describing the TV studio she’d been to, when I dumped out my bag of makeup.


      “What is that?” asked Jessi, interrupting her own story.


      “Makeup … and hair dye,” I added quickly. “It washes out.”


      “Makeup and hair dye?” exploded Jessi.


      (My other friends raised their eyebrows or looked at each other.)


      “Yes,” I said testily. “And I am now going to dye my hair.” Before anyone could say another word, I marched into the bathroom and followed the directions on the package. When I joined my friends later (quite a bit later), I, Mallory Pike, was a real and true (oh, okay, a fake but good-looking) blonde.


      “Oh, my lord,” said Claudia, when she and the others saw me.


      “Do you like it?” I asked.


      “Mallory Pike,” said Jessi, who was absolutely simmering, “it is not you. Plus, you’ve just blown all your money on stuff you won’t even be able to use after our vacation.”


      “I don’t care,” I said haughtily. I felt like a real California girl at last.
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      I woke up really early on Wednesday. I could not wait to see Derek again, and then to go to the TV studio. I’ve been on plenty of stages in my life, but a TV studio — where a major sitcom is put together every week — was a different story.


      I crawled out of my sleeping bag. I started to get dressed. A horrible thought crossed my mind. What if I dressed wrong? How was a person supposed to look in a TV studio? Dressed up? Totally cool? Totally casual? I just didn’t know. So finally I put on as cool an outfit as I could find (I had to borrow some things from Claudia’s millions of suitcases), and then packed a bag with a casual outfit, just in case.


      I figured I’d be picked up in a limousine, so I prepared myself for that. I stood in the bathroom, looking in the mirror and pretending to act completely nonchalant — like I got picked up in a limo every day. I would see the limo, sigh, and say, “How nice. This is just like the one at home.” Then I realized I couldn’t do that since Derek knew I had no limo at home. Well, at any rate I could get into the limo gracefully and not look overly excited. (I hoped.)


      I knew that Derek would be coming by early in the morning, so I ate breakfast while everyone else was still getting up. When I heard a horn honk, I shrieked, “They’re here!”


      “I wonder why the chauffeur didn’t come to the door for you,” said Mal.


      I looked at my blonde friend. I couldn’t even answer her. I just ran outside and saw — a station wagon driven by Derek’s father. Derek was sitting in the backseat, and his little brother, Todd, was belted into the front next to Mr. Masters. I grinned at them.


      “Hi, you guys! Hi, Derek! Hi, Todd! Hi, Mr. Masters!” In my excitement, I forgot all about the limo and the chauffeur.


      “Hi, Jessi!” replied the Masterses.


      Both boys were excited. “We’re studying insects at my school,” Todd told me. “We’re going to put on a play. I’m going to be in a dance called ‘The Buggie Boogie.’ I get to be an ant.”


      “And we’re doing this really cool episode on P.S. 162 this week,” added Derek. “You’ll get to see some special effects.”


      Mr. Masters had stopped the car in front of a day-care center, and Todd was climbing out, ready for a day of preschool activities. A teacher met him at the curb and led him away.


      “See you later, Todd!” I called.


      Now we were really off to the studio. After a short drive, Mr. Masters said, “Well, here we are.”


      I don’t know what I was expecting, but the studio was just a big brick building on a crowded Los Angeles street. It did, though, have a marquee in front (like on a movie theater) that said P.S. 162 in huge letters and numbers.


      “Derek, why don’t you take Jessi inside while I park the car?” suggested Mr. Masters. “You’ve got the guest pass for Jessi, don’t you?”


      “Yup.” Derek nodded.


      So Derek and I walked into the building together. We had to show our passes everywhere. Well, I did. Anybody who saw Derek recognized him immediately. Two people even asked him for his autograph. He took all the attention quite matter-of-factly. Anyway, we reached the fourth floor of the building, and Derek led me through corridors to a door marked Studio 8.


      “Here we are!” he exclaimed.


      Oh, wow, I thought. I nearly fainted, just imagining what I’d find on the other side of that door.


      I have to admit that what I did find was just a little disappointing — at first. The room was big, dark, full of filming equipment, and crowded with people. But I didn’t see a single star from P.S. 162, except Derek, of course. Derek showed me to a chair and told me I could sit there and watch everything, but that I’d have to be quiet. He also said his father would join me soon.


      The next thing I knew, a man with curly hair said, “Here, Derek. Revised script.”


      “Okay.” Derek turned to me. “Gotta go. I have to study this thing.”


      A while later, Mr. Masters came in. He sat in a chair next to me.


      “What’s going to happen today?” I asked.


      “Well, unfortunately, not a lot of filming, which I know you want to see, but some other interesting things will go on. And the entire cast of the show will be here today.”


      “Really?” I cried. “My sister will just die! Do you think I could get an autograph from the boy who plays Lamont? Becca has a crush on him.”


      “Sure,” said Mr. Masters, smiling.


      In a few minutes, the studio began to come to life. The actors entered the set. They were holding scripts and reading from them. The director (I guess he was the director) kept saying things like, “Derek, try moving over here,” or, “Gregg, look at Derek when you say that line, okay?”


      “What are they doing?” I asked Mr. Masters.


      “A lot of things,” he replied. “They’re trying out the scripts, which will probably be changed later today. That’s a hard part for Derek. He memorizes his part in one script, then the writers of the show decide the script doesn’t work, so they make changes, and Derek has to learn new lines — overnight. Or sometimes in just a few hours.


      “They’re also blocking the shots. That means they’re figuring where the actors and actresses look best in each scene — where they should be standing, and how they interact with each other. They may be experimenting with props, too.”


      I watched Derek — and all the other actors and actresses. I could not believe that I was seeing in person all the stars I watch at home on TV every Friday night. But I was.


      Most of the morning was spent rehearsing, occasionally rewriting, and blocking shots. (I felt like a professional, knowing all those things.) Then at eleven-thirty, Derek and the other kids from the show were whisked away.


      “Where are they going?” I asked Mr. Masters.


      “They’re being taken off for tutoring. While they’re shooting, they can’t go to school, so a tutor works with them for a couple of hours every day.”


      “Oh,” I said, wishing I only had to go to school for a couple of hours every day.


      While Derek was gone, the first of two really interesting things happened: Special effects. Derek had told me there would be some good ones on this week’s show. So I watched, fascinated, as I learned that animation can be done on computers. And that most sound effects are dubbed in. For instance, if an actor walks down a hallway, his shoes might not make enough noise, so the sound-effects people clomp things around to make the footsteps louder.


      Mr. Masters was telling me some other things when, all at once, the actors and actresses returned to the set — and the director made an announcement.


      “We need more people for the crowd scene,” he said. “We’ve got a lot of extras, but we need a few more, especially teenagers. If anyone is interested in appearing on P.S. 162, come see me right now.”


      “Can I go?” I asked Mr. Masters. “Please?”


      “Sure,” he said. “Why not?”


      Well, as soon as I stood up, I saw that I wasn’t the only one who wanted to be in a crowd scene. An awful lot of other people were hanging around the studio watching, like I was. Brothers, sisters, friends. We rushed to the director. “Whoa!” he said, smiling and holding up his hands. “I only need six more people.” He checked us all over carefully. Finally he said, “You, you, you, you, you, and you.”


      The last “you” was me! The director said he liked my looks. I was terribly flattered — but I had no idea what I’d be in for during the rest of the day. Just getting a simple ten-second shot outside of what was supposed to be a high school took over three hours. The director kept calling, “Cut!” and then the cameras would start over again. I wasn’t sure what was wrong each time, but clearly something was. The director looked like a madman, until suddenly he shouted, “Cut! Print! That was excellent!”


      My job was over.


      I hadn’t gotten paid a cent, but I’d had a great time. And a director had said he liked my looks.


      When the shooting was over, Derek said to me, “So what did you think?”


      “I thought that … the day was terrific … everyone works harder than I ever imagined … and you are fantastic as Waldo!”


      “Thanks,” replied Derek, grinning. Then he added, “You were pretty good in that scene yourself. Honest.”


      “Yeah? I wonder—”


      Derek cut me off. “You know, as long as you’re out here in California, why don’t you try to get on a show or find an agent or something? You know you could do it.”


      I didn’t answer Derek right away. I was thinking over his idea. It sounded like a good one….
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      Oh, what a day. Nothing ever starts out quietly or easily here, but I guess that’s all right. I like excitement. After all, I was born in New York.


      My friends and I have now been in California for about five days. I think Dawn’s dad is beginning to feel a little guilty about having to work this week, even though he’ll be on vacation next week. At any rate, he asked Carol to come over again in the morning and to take us someplace exciting.


      So, of course, Carol showed up. She arrived early, just after Mr. Schafer had left for work, and just as Mrs. Bruen was fixing breakfast. She came in the van. I guess she thought we were going to want to go on some big excursion. As it turned out, we needed the van — but not for an excursion.


      When Carol arrived, she sat at the breakfast table with us. “Well,” she said, “I’ve got the van. Where are we off to today, you guys?”


      (I caught Dawn rolling her eyes. She thought Carol was too old to be saying things like “you guys.”)


      Mary Anne, tour guide at large, immediately said, “How about Magic Mountain? Or Sea World? Or the California Museum of Science and Industry? Or to the Forest Lawn in Glendale? That was the first of the Forest Lawn cemeteries. The brochure says, ‘No trip to the West Coast is complete without a stroll through the park and a visit to the art collections.’”


      Was Mary Anne out of her mind? A museum of science and industry? Or, worse, a field trip to a cemetery?


      Luckily, I wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to go to any of these places. At least not today. Dawn didn’t want to go, either. I wanted to go surfing again, and Dawn whispered to me that she couldn’t stand trooping around an amusement park with Carol. “We can do all those fun things with Dad next week,” she said.


      “How about a cruise on the Spirit of Los Angeles?” suggested Mary Anne.


      “NO!” cried Kristy, Dawn, Mal, Claud, Jessi, Jeff, and I.


      “Okay, okay, okay,” said Mary Anne, looking insulted.


      “Why don’t we just go to the beach again?” said Claud. “I want to work on my tan.”


      “All right,” agreed most of us. But we were still left with a little problem. With two problems, actually. One, if we went to the beach, I wanted to go with my new friends. I did not want them to see us getting out of Carol’s van. They might think Carol was our baby-sitter or something. Two, going to the beach still meant that Dawn would have to spend the day with Carol.


      Luckily, Jeff solved all of our problems. “Hey!” he spoke up. “You know what? I’m sorry, but I don’t want to go to the beach with a bunch of girls.” (He had the courtesy to add, “No offense.”)


      “Bring Rob,” said Carol.


      “No. He still thinks he’s a bigger Deadhead than I am. Besides, this is my vacation, too, and there’s something I’ve always wanted to do here.”


      “What’s that?” Dawn asked her brother.


      “Go on the NBC Television Studio Tour in Burbank.”


      “In Burbank?” Carol repeated with a sigh.


      “Yeah,” said Jeff. “It’s supposed to be really neat. You can get on camera in this special little studio. And you see what’s happening on whatever shows they’re filming that day. And I think there’s, like, a trivia game show or something. Please can we go there?”


      “I think everyone else wants to go to the beach,” said Carol gently.


      “Wait, I’ve got an idea!” exclaimed Dawn. “Carol, you drop us off at the beach and then take Jeff to Burbank. We’re allowed to go to the beach by ourselves, and that way Jeff can go on the tour, too.”


      Dawn looked extremely proud of herself. She’d just gotten out of a day with Carol. But Carol didn’t know that. She thought the solution was perfect. “Okay with you, Jeff?” she asked.


      “I guess,” he replied.


      Meanwhile, I was thinking that now I could ride to the beach with my surfing friends. Carol wouldn’t care how I got to the beach as long as I got there. She was only going to drop off Claud and Dawn and everyone anyway.


      So things were settled. And my friends actually picked me up earlier than they’d said they would — before Carol and the others had left. Why did my friends arrive early? Because Paul wasn’t driving, that’s why. A different convertible car pulled up in front of Dawn’s house. It looked as rattly as Paul’s, but the doors worked, so that was something. Smushed into the front seat were Paul, Alana, and the driver, a boy I didn’t know. In the backseat were Carter, Rosemary, and the surfboards. (Three boards this time.)


      “Who’s the driver?” asked Dawn, frowning, as she peered through the front door. She opened the door to see better.


      “Don’t be so obvious!” I hissed. Then I added, “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him before. Oh, well. He looks nice. I’ll see you guys at the beach in a little while, okay?”


      “Okay,” replied Dawn.


      I ran to the car and squeezed myself into the backseat with Rosemary, Carter, and the surfboards.


      “Hi, Stacey!” said Alana, turning around. “This is Beau.”


      “Bo?” I repeated.


      “As in B-E-A-U,” spelled Beau. “You know, a real romantic guy.”


      Well, Beau was named all wrong. He should have been named Wild. I’m sure glad Carol couldn’t see our drive to the beach. Beau would gun the accelerator every time we approached a yellow light. I almost said, “I thought a yellow light meant slow down, not speed through the intersection before the light changes to red.” But I kept my mouth shut. No one likes a backseat driver.


      We took turns that felt as if the car had tipped over onto two wheels. Once, we were in the righthand lane at an intersection and Beau needed to turn left. So he swerved in front of all the cars to our left. One of them almost ran into us, and an oncoming car had to turn sharply to get out of our way. That car almost (but didn’t) hit a truck.


      Beau, Carter, Alana, Rosemary, and Paul laughed hysterically.


      I joined in. This was sort of exciting. No. It was very exciting.


      By the time we reached the beach I felt as if I could do anything. I felt powerful. I decided not even to take a surfing lesson. I just rented a board and paddled into the ocean. The first wave that came along looked huge. But I rode it in anyway.


      I was standing on the shore, shaking the water from my hair, when I heard someone call my name. I turned around and faced the ocean, where Rosemary and everyone were. But they weren’t paying attention to anything but the waves.


      “Stacey!” the voice called again. “Over here.”


      It was Claudia. She and the others had just arrived.


      I ran to my friends. “Did you see that ride? It was awesome. I’m going out again. Watch me, okay?”


      “Okay,” agreed the others as they began arranging their gear, and Mary Anne set up the umbrella.


      I paddled out into the ocean for a second time. And a wave bigger than I’d ever seen swelled up behind me. “Oh, boy,” I said under my breath.


      I stood up on the surfboard and prepared for the ride. The tunnel of water roared over and around me. I could scarcely keep my balance.


      And then it happened. Suddenly I wasn’t in the wave, I was under it. Water crashed over me, my surfboard was swept out from under my feet, and I felt myself tumbling over and over until finally I came to a stop near the water’s edge.


      “Stacey! Stacey!” my friends were screaming. “Are you hurt?”


      But all I could think was, I hope my bathing suit is still on.


      I staggered to the sand and was surrounded by Claud, Dawn, Mal, Mary Anne, Kristy, and Jessi.


      “You could have killed yourself!” shouted Dawn. “I’m really worried about you, Stacey. You don’t know what you’re doing. You are not an expert surfer.”


      “Oh, I’m fine,” I replied. “And I do too know what I’m doing. I’m having a great time. Honest.”


      “Okay,” said Dawn. “Just be careful.” (I was glad she didn’t know about the drive to the beach.)


      “See you!” I called, and I left to retrieve my surfboard.
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      Hmm. I may have forgotten to mention that I kind of have a boyfriend. His name is Bart, and he coaches a team of little kids who like to play softball. The team is Bart’s Bashers. I coach a team called Kristy’s Krushers. Our teams are rivals and Bart and I used to be rivals, too. But now we’re, well … we’re very, very good friends. Sometimes I think he’s my boyfriend, but I’m not sure. Anyway, it was nice to hear from him.


      I was sorry that Bart wasn’t having such a good vacation, especially when I was. I’d been to the beach, to some malls, and I’d had plenty of time to hang around with my friends. Even when we were just gabbing, we were having fun. However, this was before the sleepover that we had with the members of the We [image: image] Kids Club on Thursday. That evening was not exactly a high point of the vacation for me.


      At about six o’clock, Sunny, Jill, and Maggie showed up at Dawn’s house with their sleeping bags. All ten of us were going to sleep on the floor in the rec room. We were wall-to-wall girls.


      “Disgusting,” said Jeff. “I’m sleeping over at Rob’s.”


      “I thought you guys were mad at each other,” said Dawn.


      “We were. But our fight’s over.”


      “Oh, yeah? Who’s the bigger Deadhead?” I asked.


      “Neither one of us. We decided that Rob’s brother is. Anyway, I know lots more about hockey than they do. If I still lived on the East Coast, I would be the biggest Islanders fan in the world.”


      With that, Jeff left.


      The members of the BSC and the We [image: image] Kids Club looked at each other. Then we all began to laugh.


      “So what’s to eat?” Sunny asked Dawn.


      Oh, gross, I thought. Probably eggplant and celery pizza.


      But Dawn said, “Whatever we want.” So we raided the refrigerator and I actually got to have a peanut butter-and-honey sandwich. We took our food to the rec room and ate on our laps on the floor.


      I had eaten exactly one bite of my sandwich when Dawn blurted out, “I cannot stand Carol! She’s such a busybody. And she thinks she’s one of us. Or anyway, she acts like she’s one of us.”


      “But Dawn,” said Jessi, “she’s just trying to make sure we have fun while your father’s working. She’s been a chauffeur and a tour guide—”


      “And she let Mallory dye her hair blonde,” said Dawn sarcastically.


      “She did not let me. She didn’t know what I was going to do,” spoke up Mal.


      “Well, she should have.”


      Mal sighed. There was no arguing with Dawn when it came to Carol.


      “I’m having a great time,” said Stacey enthusiastically. “California is awesome.”


      “Oh, yeah?” said Sunny.


      “Yeah. I learned how to surf. I took a couple of lessons and now I can ride the waves.” Stacey made “ride the waves” sound like floating through the sky on cotton clouds.


      “You learned how to surf after just a couple of lessons?” asked Maggie incredulously. “Gosh. It took me forever.”


      “I’ve found new friends here, too,” Stacey went on. “They’re great. We drive to the beach almost every day.”


      “I went to a TV studio and watched them filming P.S. 162. I know Derek — you know, the kid who plays Waldo — personally,” said Jessi.


      “You do?” squeaked Jill. “I mean, he’s much too young for me, of course, but I don’t know any real TV stars.”


      “Derek’s a neat kid,” said Jessi. “I watched the filming and rehearsing all day, and Derek’s a pro…. Oh, and guess what I got to do late in the afternoon.” (Jessi didn’t give anyone a chance to guess.) “I got to be in a crowd scene. I’m going to be on one of the episodes that’s coming up!”


      “You’re kidding!” cried Sunny.


      “Nope.” Jessi looked pleased with herself. “And Derek said I should try to get into a picture or something out here. The director of P.S. 162 said he likes my looks. Can you believe it? Maybe I’ll get an agent.”


      “Gosh,” said Mary Anne, even though she’d heard the story about a hundred times.


      There was a moment of silence. Then Stacey said, “Claud found a boyfriend.”


      “I did not!” cried Claud.


      “Well, what do you call Terry?” asked Dawn.


      “I call him … for dinner!” joked Claud.


      “Seriously. You and Terry have gone out—”


      “And that’s another thing,” interrupted Dawn loudly. “I don’t think you should change your personality just for Terry.”


      “But Carol said that—”


      At that moment, Carol, who was spending the evening at Dawn’s, stuck her head into the rec room. “Everything all right in here?” she asked.


      “Just ducky,” said Dawn.


      “Okay.” Carol left.


      “Dawn! She probably heard us talking about her,” exclaimed Mary Anne.


      “I don’t care,” replied Dawn sulkily. She threw down her fork. “Carol makes me lose my appetite. She should act her age and butt out.”


      Maggie changed the subject, although it was not a subject I wanted to hear about. “Hey, Kristy,” she said. “Don’t forget that you’re sitting for Erick and Ryan on Saturday.”


      I was insulted. “How could I forget a thing like that?” I asked.


      “Uh-oh,” said Dawn. “I just thought of something.”


      “Not Carol again,” said Mallory, who was examining her hair in a hand mirror.


      “No. Not Carol again,” replied Dawn testily. “Dad told me last night that he’s taking us all to the Universal Studios tour on Saturday.”


      “Awesome!” shrieked Jessi. “That’s great!”


      “Oh, my lord. I’ve been dying to go there,” cried Claud.


      “Yeah. You get to see all these neat sets from real movies and TV shows,” added Stacey.


      “And you learn how special effects are done,” said Mary Anne. “Plus you experience an earthquake and a collapsing bridge. And Woody Woodpecker walks around …” Our talking guide book must really have read up on Universal Studios.


      “So what’s the problem?” asked Mal.


      “Kristy’s baby-sitting on Saturday, that’s what,” replied Dawn.


      “So I’ll bring Erick and Ryan with us,” I said. “That’s no problem — as long as your dad and their parents agree. It’ll be a nice outing for them.”


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Sunny, holding up her hands. “Are you crazy? Take Erick and Ryan to a place as big as Universal Studios? You have no idea what you’ll be in for. They’ll be all over the place. They’ll—”


      “I,” I interrupted Sunny, “can handle children, thank you. I’m president of the first baby-sitting club. I know what I’m doing.”


      “But you don’t know Erick and Ryan.”


      “Doesn’t matter,” I muttered.


      “Gosh,” said Mary Anne wistfully, “if we do make an outing of Saturday, it’s too bad Stephie couldn’t come with us. She and I have so much in common.”


      “Why can’t she come?” asked Jill.


      “Because of her asthma,” said Mary Anne matter-of-factly.


      “Oh, that doesn’t matter,” said Maggie. She must have seen the horrified look on my face because she added, “Stephie can be active. She really can. She has to be a little careful, of course, but she’d have her inhalator and her pills with her. She always does. I think she’d love to go with you guys.”


      So who was Maggie anyway? The Queen of Baby-sitters?


      “I don’t know—” I started to say.


      But Mary Anne cut in. “I’m going to call Stephie’s father tomorrow,” she said. “I mean, if it’s okay with you guys, and with your father, Dawn.”


      “Fine with me,” answered Dawn.


      “And I’m going to call Erick and Ryan’s parents,” I said. “The boys would probably love all that earthquake stuff.”


      Sunny, Maggie, and Jill looked at each other. Their look plainly said, “Kristy does not know what she’s doing.”


      So what? I thought. They’re the irresponsible members of the club with the stupidest name I’ve ever heard of.


      Luckily — I mean, before a fight broke out — Mary Anne said, “What else will we do next week, Dawn? Go to Magic Mountain? Knott’s Berry Farm? The Los Angeles Zoo? Tour stars’ homes?”


      “Anything we want,” replied Dawn. And then she added, “Ms. Tour Guide,” and threw a pillow at Mary Anne, which started a dibbly fresh pillow fight.
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      Boy, was I getting good at not telling my family what was really going on out in California,. I mean, we were going to Universal Studios on Saturday, and Erick, Ryan, and Stephie had all been given permission to go with us, but the important thing that was happening to me was that I had another date with Terry.


      This time, I’d been given plenty of advice by my friends about how to handle the date. And I tried to take it. After all, I wanted Terry to like me.


      “Just be yourself,” said Dawn on Friday morning.


      “And don’t worry so much about what you think Terry thinks of you,” added Stacey, who was already wearing her bathing suit.


      “But he talks about all this stuff like world affairs … and French,” I said. “How am I supposed to answer him? Say, ‘Hmm. Sounds like a Nancy Drew book I read once.’”


      Mallory giggled. “Don’t say anything, then,” she advised. “Maybe he’ll think you understand him. After that, change the subject.”


      “I go back to what I said before. Be yourself,” said Dawn emphatically.


      “Honestly,” added Jessi. “No matter what you think, you’re not inferior to Terry. You’re just very different from him. I’m sure you guys can have a good time together. A very good time. Think positive.”


      “Positively,” corrected Mary Anne.


      “Whatever,” said Jessi.


      *  *  *


      Terry and his mom were coming by for me late Friday afternoon.


      “Is a French restaurant all right with you?” Terry asked as we stopped at an intersection and waited for the light to change.


      “Oh, sure.” I checked my outfit, wondering how fancy the restaurant was. I decided I looked fine. For one thing, despite what Dawn had said about “being myself,” I hadn’t dressed like myself at all. Ordinarily I would have worn some wild combination of pants and high-topped sneakers and large jewelry. But for this evening I had borrowed a very tame dress from Dawn. I think it might have been a Laura Ashley dress. It was simple — a small-flowered print with half sleeves, a regular old waistline, and a nice lace collar. Then I had borrowed a pair of flat pink shoes from Mary Anne.


      I looked like a nine-year-old. Or maybe a grandmother.


      Terry’s mom soon pulled into a parking lot and said, “Okay. Here you are. I’ll be back for you at seven-thirty.”


      “Okay. Thanks, Mom!” said Terry. He climbed out of the car and held the door open for me.


      “Yeah, thanks,” I added as Terry closed the door.


      As soon as we were inside the restaurant, I was glad I was dressed the way I was. My outfit looked as tame as the others I saw. And Terry, who was wearing a suit, just blended in with the rest of the guys. The only difference between us and everyone else in the restaurant was that we were about thirty years younger than they were.


      Terry stepped up to a man wearing a tux, standing behind a little desk. “Reservation for Liang for two, six o’clock,” Terry said expertly.


      “Ah,” replied the man. “Mademoiselle? Monsieur? Right this way, s’il vous plaît.”


      (S’il vous plaît? I had a feeling I was in for a rough evening.)


      The man wearing the tuxedo led us to a small table by a window overlooking a little pond. I hadn’t been sure of the meaning of the word intimate until then — but suddenly it hit home. Intimate is a small table for two, set so that the diners sit next to each other, not across from each other. It’s a table covered with a pink cloth, and it’s a vase with a single rose in it. It’s a candle burning in a low glass holder that sends patterns of light across the table. And it’s sitting so that your hand is about a quarter of an inch away from the hand of the boy you’re with. Your hands are not touching, but they feel as if they are.


      Terry and I had been sitting and just sort of looking out at the duck pond (I noticed that neither of us moved our hands), when a waiter appeared at our table and handed menus to Terry and me.


      “Voilà,” he said. “Les menus. Aujourd’hui les spécialités de la maison sont …” (Whoa. I was in big trouble.)


      As soon as the waiter left, Terry said, “Boy, that chicken special sounds good. I think I’ll have that.”


      Oh. So those were the specials.


      I picked up my menu. “The chicken does sound good,” I agreed, “but I want to see what’s on the menu.”


      “Do you want any help?” Terry asked me.


      Did I want help? No. I mean, I can read, after all.


      I opened the menu. The entire thing was in French.


      Oh, my lord, I thought.


      But I kept my composure. I’m not a picky eater. There aren’t too many things I won’t at least try to eat. So I picked out something on the menu that looked easy to pronounce. It was just one word. Escargots.


      When the waiter returned to the table, he said, “Êtes-vous prêtes?”


      “Yes, we’re ready.” (At least Terry was speaking in English. That meant I could, too.) “I’ll have the chicken special,” he said.


      “Très bien,” replied the waiter. “Et vous, mademoiselle?”


      I opened the menu, pointed to my choice, and said “And I’ll have the—”


      “Ah. Escargots. Bien.” The waiter left.


      I glanced at Terry and found him looking at me — wide-eyed. “You like escargots?” he said. (I noticed that neither he nor the waiter had pronounced the “t” or the “s” at the end of the word, and I was glad I hadn’t tried to pronounce it.)


      “Oh, yes. We often have … have escargots at home.”


      “Wow,” said Terry.


      “So,” I said, as another waiter placed glasses of water in front of us, “what do you think about the situation in, um, the Soviet Union?”


      “Glasnost?” was Terry’s reply.


      Glasnost? What was that? “Uh, yeah. Glasnost,” I said.


      “Well, I’m not sure yet. I think the countries that are gaining their independence are going to be in for a tough time, don’t you?”


      “Oh, definitely,” I replied. Terry waited for me to go on, but of course I had nothing to say. Luckily, I was saved by Terry.


      “Personally I’m worried about the greenhouse effect.”


      Terry was worried about problems with greenhouses? What could be wrong with greenhouses? Maybe I didn’t have as much to be upset about as I thought.


      Wrong.


      Dinner arrived. And guess what the waiter put down in front of me. A whole plate of snails. I am not kidding. You know those slugs that slime around in gardens? Well, that was what was on the plate, except that they were in shells and smothered by some kind of sauce.


      I almost said, “Excuse me, but there’s been a mistake. I don’t know how it happened, but you’ve got a snail problem in your kitchen.”


      However, both Terry and the waiter just smiled at me. Then the waiter said, “Bon appétit,” and left.


      Let me tell you, swallowing those snails was not easy. I felt like I was swallowing garlic-coated rubber. And I kept thinking of that song that goes, “Nobody likes me, everybody hates me, guess I’ll go eat worms.” There’s more to the song, but as soon as I thought of the worms coming up, my snails almost came up. I coughed. Then I drank a lot of water.


      “Are you okay?” asked Terry.


      “Oh, fine,” I said, still choking.


      I tried to think of some subject that would interest him. I didn’t tell him about my art or the BSC or Mimi. But I remembered the name of an adult book Janine had read recently and asked him if he’d read it. He hadn’t.


      By the end of the meal, I was pretty sure I’d made a complete fool of myself. I was also pretty sure I wouldn’t see nor hear from Terry again.


      I cried in the car on the way home, but Terry didn’t notice.
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      I liked hearing from my sister. I especially liked her poem.


      I’m sure she will be a poetess when she grows up.


      But I have to admit that I was more excited about the fact that it was Saturday. Mr. Schafer was officially on vacation — and we were going to Universal Studios! The day was all planned. Jeff was coming with us, but Carol was not. (Dawn couldn’t have been happier.) However, we were borrowing Carol’s friend’s van again. We had to. Twelve people were making the trip to Hollywood: the seven members of the BSC, Jeff, Mr. Schafer, Erick, Ryan, and Stephie. (I think Carol didn’t go because she couldn’t fit. Or maybe she was just sick of all us kids.)


      Thanks to Mary Anne, I’d read up on Universal Studios the day before, and guess what I’d found out. The tour guides pick people from the audience to demonstrate special effects and things. Okay. So now I looked really great, like a real California girl, and here was my chance to get chosen to stand up in front of a lot of people and show them exactly how good I looked.


      On Friday night I re-dyed my hair. The woman at the beauty counter had said it was wash-out dye, and I’d washed my hair several times since I’d dyed it. It didn’t look much less blonde to me than before, but I wanted to be on the safe side at Universal Studios.


      Then, on Saturday morning, I woke up extra early. I spent a whole hour putting on my makeup. In fact, I stayed in the bathroom so long I was forced to stop putting on makeup when Jessi pounded on the door and said, “What are you doing in there?”


      “Putting on my makeup,” I replied. I closed one eye and gooped eyeliner along it. It looked sort of thick, but I guessed that was okay.


      “Well, finish up. Everyone else needs to get in the bathroom, too. And some of us need to get in there badly.”


      “Okay. Just let me do this other eye.”


      “Mallory!”


      “They have to match!” I cried.


      Unfortunately, it took awhile to make the two eyes match. By the time I got out of the bathroom, no one looked very pleased with me. And certainly, no one said I looked nice or anything. Oh, well. They’d change their minds when I was selected for a special demonstration.


      After breakfast, we piled into the van. We stopped at Stephie’s house first, and picked her up.


      “Do you have your inhalator?” Mary Anne asked her nervously. “And your pills?”


      “Yes,” replied Stephie. She sounded shy and sat as close to Mary Anne as possible without actually climbing in her lap.


      Then we picked up Erick and Ryan. Boy, were they different from Stephie! They jumped into the van, both wearing jams and sunglasses, and immediately announced who they were.


      “Hi! I’m Erick, and I’m eight!”


      “I’m Ryan, and I’m six!”


      “I,” said Kristy, “am your baby-sitter. My name is Kristy Thomas, and I’m thirteen. Okay. Buckle up next to me, and we’ll be ready to go.”


      “I can’t buckle up,” said Ryan. “My sword’s in the way.”


      “What sword?” asked Kristy. (Ryan was empty-handed.)


      “My super-power sword. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh!”


      Do you get the picture? That’s pretty much the way the ride to Hollywood went. Erick and Ryan (who had to be separated, Kristy sitting between them) made sound effects and played loud imaginary games during the entire trip. Stephie snuggled up to Mary Anne — and cried once when Erick said he was going to zap her.


      We were all starting to wonder if today’s outing was such a good idea, especially when Mr. Schafer began scowling at us in the rearview mirror. And I, for one, was not happy sitting squished between Jessi and Stacey. My hair was getting smushed. Plus, I was sweating. I hoped my makeup wasn’t running.


      Anyway, we finally saw a huge sign that said Universal Studios on it.


      “There it is! There it is!” shrieked Erick.


      Jeff rolled his eyes.


      We saw a few more signs and followed them up a hill and into a HUGE parking lot. An attendant showed us where to park the van, and then we all tumbled out.


      “Is my hair okay?” I asked Jessi.


      “It’s fine,” she snapped.


      Sheesh. What was wrong with her?


      We began walking toward the entrance to Universal Studios.


      “Is this anything like Derek’s TV studio?” Claudia asked Jessi.


      “Not so far,” replied Jessi, looking awed.


      Universal Studios is more like a theme park — such as Disneyland — except that TV shows and movies are actually filmed there. First we passed a big theater where about a hundred movies were playing. Jeff wanted to see one, but luckily, no one else did. So we entered the park. There was just one problem. I had spent almost all my money on makeup and hair dye. I didn’t have nearly enough to buy a ticket into the park.


      “Jessi?” I whispered. (I didn’t want Mr. Schafer to know what bad shape I was in, money-wise.)


      “Yeah?”


      “Can I borrow some money?”


      Jessi made a face, but she lent me the money.


      “I’ll keep track of what I borrow,” I said. “Promise. I’ll pay you back when we get to Stoneybrook.”


      “You mean you’re going to need more money?” asked Jessi.


      “Well, I’ve only got six dollars and twenty-eight cents left,” I replied. “And we’re going to be out here for another week.”


      Jessi sighed heavily.


      Anyway, we all paid for our tickets, entered the park, and saw … Woody Woodpecker! It was just like at Disneyland or Disney World, where Mickey and Minnie and Goofy and Donald walk around. To no one’s surprise, Erick and Ryan wanted their picture taken with Woody. And that was when we realized something. Not one of us had thought to bring a camera.


      “Hey,” said Jeff, “I bet we can buy some disposable cameras at one of the gift shops.”


      So we did just that. Mr. Schafer, Jeff, Dawn, Kristy, Claudia, Jessi, Stacey, Mary Anne, and Erick all bought cameras. They were pretty cheap and I wanted one, too, but I decided I better borrow money for only the most important things.


      After picture taking with Woody Woodpecker, we got on line for the tram tour through the studios. The next tour was going to start in fifteen minutes, and we didn’t want to miss it. So we filed through the turnstiles and followed a bunch of other people along a winding pathway up a hill. We hadn’t walked far, though, when Claudia clutched my arm and whispered, “Oh, my lord!”


      “What? What is it?” I asked.


      “Look at that tree. Frankenstein is leaning against it.”


      The Frankenstein looked real enough, but he was standing still as stone. “He’s fake,” I said. “He’s just a prop. They’re trying to amuse us while we wait for the tour to begin. See? He — Aughh!” The “fake” Frankenstein had thrust his hand out and batted my hair. But by the time I looked back at him, he was a statue again.


      I noticed Mary Anne clutching Stephie protectively, but Stephie didn’t seem at all concerned, not even when Frankenstein reached toward her. Neither did Erick nor Ryan. They were laughing hysterically.


      The line continued to move, and soon attendants were seating us on trams. The trams consisted of rows of six seats. (We took up two entire rows!) Then an announcer at the front of the tram introduced himself and said that we would be going to the special-effects stage first. We would watch a movie, and then volunteers would be chosen to help demonstrate the effects. Ah. Just what I’d been waiting for. Who could resist a beautifully made-up blonde?


      Apparently our tour guide could. The first two volunteers had to be a lot older than any of us BSC members, had to weigh more than most of us did, had to be a certain height, and had to be wearing shorts or pants. The only requirement I fit was the pants. The next volunteer had to have a good sense of humor and extremely short hair. The fourth volunteer had to be between the ages of five and ten. I couldn’t believe it.


      “I look great,” I said to Jessi, “but I can’t be a volunteer.”


      “Rotten luck,” she replied.


      But she perked up when we sat down in the stage area and saw how special effects are achieved. We saw how Elliott, the little boy in E.T., flew through the air on his bicycle. (“I knew that,” said Jessi.) We saw how Fred Astaire tap-danced on the ceiling. (“Knew that, too,” said Jessi. “I learned all this stuff on the set of P.S. 162.”)


      We learned how sound effects are made, how an amusement park was flattened in a movie called 1941, and how Los Angeles appeared to be flattened in Earthquake.


      I was fascinated, but I would have been even more interested if Jessi hadn’t been acting like such a know-it-all. I almost told her to shut up, but I realized that I needed to borrow money from her. Besides, we’re best friends and we’d never had a fight.


      I didn’t want to start one then.
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      Okay, so maybe Erick and Ryan are a little on the active side, but they don’t seem like the wild monsters that the girls in the We [image: image] Kids Club had described. The way those girls talked, you’d have thought Erick and Ryan needed leashes. But no. They were just excited. After they realized Frankenstein was real, Erick took pictures of him. However, they did become just a teeny, tiny wild by the time we were ready to board the tram, so I put them in the center two of the six seats. Then I sat next to Erick, and Stacey sat next to Ryan. That seemed like a good arrangement. Sitting in the middle of the tram, the boys couldn’t lean over the side or stick their arms out, things the tour guide specifically told everybody not to do. They couldn’t be anything but well behaved.


      However, when the tram stopped for the special-effects stage, the tour guide said, “Before we move inside, we’ll watch a short film and choose volunteers for later on. This is your last chance to use the bathroom on the tour. The bathrooms are right over there” (he pointed) “and you can easily catch up with the tour while we’re watching the film.”


      Erick and Ryan immediately said (almost in one voice), “I have to go to the bathroom.” Erick added, “And we can go by ourselves. We’re allowed.”


      “Okay,” I replied, thinking that I could really show up Sunny, Jill, and Maggie. I’d prove to them that the boys could be responsible. “I’ll wait right outside for you,” I told them.


      I positioned myself by the entrance to the men’s room, feeling a little embarrassed. “We’ll catch up with you guys in a few minutes,” I called to my friends.


      “Okay,” Mary Anne replied.


      The boys ran into the bathroom and I stood outside and waited. And waited … and waited … and waited.


      Finally I saw Stacey motioning to me from the entrance to the building where the movie was playing.


      “What?” I yelled. “I can’t leave here.”


      Stacey ran to me. “The movie’s over,” she announced. “They’re choosing the volunteers and then we’ll be going to the stage. Hurry up. What are the boys doing?”


      I shook my head, and an uncomfortable thought flitted through my brain, but I didn’t have time to pay attention to it. “Get Jeff,” I said urgently. “He can go in the men’s room and see what’s happening.”


      I started to peek inside myself, but before I could see a thing, I felt too embarrassed and ducked back out. Thankfully, Jeff was running toward me.


      “Jeff, go inside and get Erick and Ryan. Quick!”


      “Okay.” Jeff disappeared into the men’s room. A few heart-pounding moments later, he returned with the boys. They were dripping wet.


      “What was going on in there?” I asked.


      “These two,” said Jeff, who was holding each boy by an arm, “were squirting each other with water and throwing wet paper towels at the ceiling.”


      “Three of them got stuck up there!” said Ryan proudly.


      “But you don’t have time to fool around like that,” I said. “We have to keep up with the tour. Otherwise we’ll get lost.”


      “Yeah,” said Jeff. “Besides, I don’t think you’ll want to miss what’s about to happen right now.”


      “What?” asked Erick excitedly.


      “They need a volunteer to play Elliott in that scene from E.T. where he rides E.T. through the air in his bike basket.”


      “Awesome!” exclaimed Erick.


      “Cool!” said Ryan.


      The boys and I ran to catch up with the tour and got there just in time to hear our guide say, “This volunteer needs to be between the ages of five and ten.”


      A field of hands began to wave wildly, among them Erick’s, Ryan’s, and Jeff’s.


      “Okay,” said our guide. “How about you?” He pointed to … Jeff!


      “All right!” Jeff exclaimed, and was led off by an assistant who promised Mr. Schafer that Jeff would be returned to him after he had demonstrated the effect.


      I was grinning like crazy for Jeff (who was grinning like crazy, too), until I realized something. Erick and Ryan were whining — loudly.


      “No fair!” shouted Ryan.


      “I wanted to be Elliott,” cried Erick.


      “You guys,” I whispered, “keep it down. You’re making a scene.”


      “But it wasn’t fair!” Ryan was shrieking.


      People were beginning to stare at us, so as we filed into the seats of the first special-effects stage, I put an arm around each boy and covered their mouths with my hands.


      Ryan tried to bite me!


      “Cut … it … out … and … behave,” I said with clenched teeth.


      The boys didn’t say a word (which was better than yelling), and they appeared to be bored during the entire special-effects show. Plus, they booed when Jeff got to ride Elliott’s bicycle.


      However, when the special effects were over and we boarded the tram again, the rest of the tour was just one big ride. The boys were in seventh heaven, although they did their share of complaining.


      “We can’t see! Why’re we stuck in the middle?” they said loudly. They leaned across Stacey and me. (I tried not to think of the warnings that had been given to me by the members of the We [image: image] Kids Club.)


      Even though they complained, the boys loved everything. They loved seeing the house from the old show Leave It to Beaver. They loved seeing how a building could look like it was on fire. They loved seeing the town square from the movie Back to the Future. They loved seeing the sets for current TV shows, and they loved the fact that most of the buildings were false fronts. Nothing was behind them. They just made a street look authentic for a shot of a town.


      But as far as Erick and Ryan were concerned, the best parts of the tour were the ones that were like amusement park rides.


      We rode over a bridge and our guide suddenly cried out, “Uh-oh, this doesn’t look safe to me…. Oh, no! I think the bridge is col—”


      “It’s collapsing!” Ryan finished for him as the middle section of the bridge seemed to drop out from under us.


      My heart nearly stopped beating, but Erick stood up and yelled, “Cool!”


      Instantly, the guide stopped his talk and said loudly, “Please! Sit down! The bridge is only fake, but I don’t want anyone hurt. You are to stay in your seats and keep your arms inside the tram.”


      “They weren’t out,” said Erick rudely.


      “Then just sit down, please.” The guide sounded annoyed, and I couldn’t blame him. I was annoyed myself.


      After that, things on the tour became a little scarier. A gigantic King Kong loomed at us out of the darkness of a tunnel, baring teeth and fangs. Bruce, the shark in Jaws, reared up from what looked like a lake, also baring sharp teeth. A flash flood poured down on us. The boys screamed, took photos, and continued to jump out of their seats. I bet our tour guide wanted to throw Erick, Ryan, and probably me right off of the tram.


      But at that point, something interesting happened. We entered another dark tunnel and our guide (eyeing Erick and Ryan) said, “Uh-oh. I think I feel the ground shaking. Whoa — we’re in for another earthquake. And it’s an eight point three on the Richter scale.”


      “An earthquake?” whispered Ryan trembling.


      “But we just had one,” added Erick in a hushed voice.


      Suddenly things were happening everywhere. A fire and flood began. Debris fell from above us. We were surrounded by noise. Finally a massive train wreck occurred — and Stacey and I found ourselves with a terrified little boy in each of our laps.


      “It’s only fake,” we whispered soothingly, as the doors at the end of the tunnel opened and we emerged into safety and sunlight.


      From then on, the boys stayed in our laps. I told them that they had to because they couldn’t be trusted to sit on their own. What I had discovered was this: Maggie, Sunny, and Jill had been right. The boys were wild. They did need to be controlled. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who knew a lot about kids. Maybe I wasn’t the only baby-sitting expert.


      Plus, I’d learned something else that day. Ryan and Erick had fears, too. However, I could allow them to hide their fears and appear to be the tough little boys they wanted to be by telling them they had to behave, and laying down a few rules. Then they looked as if they were responding to my orders, instead of acting afraid. I was letting them save face — keep their image — and control them at the same time.


      I was pretty proud of myself.
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      From the moment Stephie got in the van with us I began to wonder whether I’d done the right thing by asking her along on our outing. The members of the We [image: image] Kids Club had said it would be good for her, and so had Lisa Meri. And of course Stephie’s father had said it was all right for her to go. He should know best.


      But in the van on the way to Hollywood, Stephie was so clingy — and so different from Erick and Ryan. Was she going to have an emotional asthma attack? Was she frightened being with so many strangers, and on her way to an equally strange place? I kept one arm around Stephie during the entire ride, and the other hand on her inhalator, which she had given me and was in my pocket. Boy, was I relieved when we parked the van and Stephie was still sitting next to me, breathing normally.


      We ambled toward the theme park. Stephie held my hand and did not say one word. But I could see her looking around with interest. She was taking everything in, in her own quiet way.


      And then — we entered the world of Universal Studios and Stephie came to life. Her eyes positively lit up.


      “Look, Mary Anne!” she cried. “There’s Woody Woodpecker! … Ooh, and look at this store. Look at all the stuff in it. Can I buy a T-shirt? And this hat? And this stuffed animal? Puh-lease? Daddy gave me spending money.”


      “Why don’t we wait until we’re leaving before we buy souvenirs? Otherwise, we’re just going to have to lug them around all day.”


      “Okay,” said Stephie affably, jumping from one foot to the other.


      I almost said, “Calm down,” but thought better of it.


      Soon we were on line for the tram ride through the studios. I spotted a fake Frankenstein leaning against a tree and pointed him out to Stephie, so that she would be prepared when we walked by him. To my horror, the “fake” Frankenstein jumped out and tugged at Stephie’s pigtails. Immediately I put my hand on her inhalator again. But Stephie giggled at the Frankenstein, even though he did not change the horrible expression on his face.


      “He pulled my braid!” said Stephie in delight. “He must like me!”


      (I loosened my grip on the inhalator.)


      After waiting for fifteen minutes or so (and I must say that Stephie was a much more patient waiter than either Erick or Ryan), we boarded the tram. The seats were six across in each row.


      “Ooh, can I sit on the end?” asked Stephie excitedly. (She had just spotted Frankenstein lurching around the tram. I think she was hoping for another pigtail-pull.)


      “Sure,” I said.


      Erick and Ryan were not happy. Kristy had made them sit in the middle two seats.


      “How come she gets to sit by the side?” whined Ryan.


      “Yeah,” added Erick.


      Kristy and I exchanged a glance. We knew why, but we couldn’t very well tell the kids that it was because we thought Stephie would be well behaved, but the boys needed supervision. Luckily, Frankenstein did come by then, and Erick whipped out his camera. All was forgotten.


      Kristy and I exchanged another glance. This one meant, Whew!


      When everyone was settled, our tour guide introduced himself and gave us warnings about staying in our seats and keeping our hands inside the tram at all times. Stephie, who was resting the very tips of her fingers on the edge of the tram, immediately pulled her hand into her lap, looking guilty.


      “Don’t worry,” I told her.


      “Okay,” she replied, but she was solemn and subdued throughout the movie and the long demonstration of special effects. She was interested, but she was awfully quiet.


      “Feeling okay?” I asked her as we left the special-effects stage and reclaimed our seats on the tram.


      “I’m fine,” she replied. And then she added, “Honest.”


      “Okay.” (I was not reassured.)


      However, once the tour got going, Stephie perked up.


      The tour was not exactly restful, but Stephie loved everything. You would not believe the things that happened on our ride. I can’t remember the order in which things happened, but this is what went on:


      We drove through a dark tunnel and suddenly, from below us, King Kong loomed up. He was awful-looking. Even some of the adults on the tour were scared. Something burst into flames (false ones, I hope), sirens were screaming, a helicopter smashed to the ground and … King Kong was on the loose. Stephie was literally face to face with him. She gripped my hand (I gripped the inhalator) but she just shrieked with delight, even when he opened his mouth and bared his yellow teeth. (By the way, I could swear he had banana-breath.) His hairy chest and blazing eyes were just inches from Stephie — and she was giggling!


      On another part of the tour, the guide began saying something like, “For those of you who remember the TV show McHale’s Navy …” (My friends and I looked at each other and shrugged. McHale’s Navy? It must have been one of those shows our parents watched. Maybe even our grandparents.) “For those of you who remember McHale’s Navy, here’s where it was filmed. Remember all that water? Well, this is it.” (We were driving by a body of water the size of a small pond.) “Of course, we haven’t filmed the show in years, so this is an unused—”


      Whoosh! Bang! Whoosh! Bang!


      In the pond, two somethings exploded loudly, spraying water into the air.


      “Hmm, I guess there are still a few undetonated bombs out there,” said our tour guide, trying to look concerned and surprised.


      I put my arm protectively around Stephie in case another bomb should go off, but Stephie had loved the excitement.


      “Cool!” she said.


      At another point on the ride, our guide was talking away again. “Here we are, approaching this little Mexican village that we’ve used as a backdrop in many movies. Isn’t it nice that you can see it when the sun is shining and … Uh-oh. What’s that? I thought I heard thunder. And is that rain?”


      Before I knew what was happening, a flood of water was rushing down a hill toward us and the tour guide was crying, “Look out! It’s a flash flood!”


      Of course it wasn’t real, and of course Stephie loved it. As we drove away, I looked back. The water was already receding. How did they do that? I guess it’s the magic of movie making.


      Okay. Then there was Jaws. I have not seen the movie because my father won’t let me, but I know what it’s about — a shark named Bruce (I don’t know why that’s his name) with an appetite for humans. I was pretty sure that as soon as our tour guide said, “And this is where Jaws was filmed,” we were going to see Bruce. I was right. We saw him in a big way. First from across the lake — just his fin streaking through the water. Then the fin disappeared and the next thing I knew, Bruce was leaping out of the water, and like King Kong, he was just inches away from the tram. His gaping mouth, which was filled with fangs, was snapping viciously.


      Stephie screeched, I grabbed her inhalator, and she exclaimed, “Awesome!”


      The last tunnel we drove through looked innocent enough in the beginning, but by now I knew better. What were we in for this time?


      The walls were blue and white and we drove through the tunnel slowly. Then our tour guide said, “Well, here we are in the ice tunnel, the only way back to civilization. We should be safe—”


      Of course we weren’t. I heard a thundering noise and suddenly we were spinning around and around. “Avalanche!” cried the tour guide.


      “Oh, my lord!” exclaimed Claud.


      I clung to Stephie for dear life. If she fell out of the tram, her father would kill me. And how come there were no seat belts in the tram? If we were going to go on a ride like this, we ought to be strapped in as if we were on a roller coaster.


      I began to feel awfully sick to my stomach and was glad we hadn’t eaten lunch yet. I know my face must have been green, so I turned to look at Stephie. I hoped she didn’t have a delicate stomach. But, as usual, Stephie was grinning away. Then she tugged at my sleeve.


      “What? What is it? Do you need your inhalator?” I asked frantically.


      “No!” Stephie was giggling. “Look! We’re not turning, the walls of the tunnel are. We’re staying completely still.”


      I looked. She was right. It was an optical illusion. I loosened my grip on Stephie, feeling pretty foolish. I also felt relieved. Lisa Meri and the members of the We [image: image] Kids Club had been right. Stephie’s asthma attacks weren’t brought on by activity or excitement.


      I relaxed. And when the tram ride was over, I didn’t worry about Stephie all afternoon. We saw a show called “Star Trek Adventure,” we ate lunch (everyone found food they liked), and then we went to the Animal Actors’ Stage, where we saw all kinds of animals do all kinds of tricks. Stephie especially liked the performing monkeys and giggled helplessly. After that, Jeff, Ryan, and Erick wanted to go see this show about Conan, but Mr. Schafer said we had to go home. So we headed back to the car.


      Stephie slept during the entire ride home. I knew I didn’t have to worry about her anymore.
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      Wish her luck? Janine doesn’t need luck with anything. She’s a genius, remember? I’m the one who needs luck.


      Today, when we were at Universal Studios, Stacey was on my back nonstop about Terry. (Well, whenever she wasn’t helping Kristy to control Erick or Ryan.)


      “You can’t give up on him,” she kept saying to me.


      “But at dinner I gibbered around and gagged down slugs—”


      “Snails,” corrected Stacey. “Escargots.”


      “Whatever. And I know I made a fool of myself.”


      “How do you know?” asked Stacey. (We were in the tunnel with King Kong and she wasn’t paying attention to anything, including the giant gorilla.)


      “Because … because …” I stammered.


      “Did he stop talking to you? Did he roll his eyes at you?”


      “No.”


      “So okay. Who knows what he thinks? Maybe he was impressed by you. I’d be impressed by anyone who ate snails.”


      “Oh, you don’t understand,” I muttered, as we left King Kong behind.


      “Maybe not,” said Stacey. “But you should give him another chance.”


      I thought about Stacey’s words off and on during the rest of the afternoon. Maybe she was right. Maybe I shouldn’t give up on Terry. So you know what I did when I got home that night?


      I called Janine…. Janine.


      This is why: I wanted to ask her about world affairs.


      “World affairs?” repeated Janine.


      “Yeah. You know, like greenhouses and stuff.”


      “Do you mean Greenpeace? Or the greenhouse effect?”


      “Anything,” I said. “I know there are things going on in Russia and — and in other countries. And some wall came down.”


      “Claudia, you’re on vacation,” said my sister. “Why do you need to know these things? It seems quite odd.”


      “I need to know them,” I said, sighing, “to impress a boy. A really smart boy I met on the beach. He reads books like yours. And he speaks French.”


      “But Claudia, trying to impress him isn’t going to help anything. Trust me. Sooner or later, he’ll find out you’re not who he thinks you are.”


      “Then what am I supposed to do?” I wailed. I felt a little funny talking to my sister like this. Usually we just talk about … well, I don’t even know what. But not personal things.


      “Just … be … yourself,” said Janine.


      I was silent for a few moments. At last I said, “That’s what Dawn told me to do. I guess I didn’t listen to her.”


      “She gave you sound advice,” said Janine wisely.


      “Okay. But how am I supposed to be myself? That’s harder to do than it sounds.”


      “Well,” said Janine slowly, “what are you and your friends doing tomorrow?”


      “Tomorrow? We’re going to Hollywood. There’s tons of stuff to do there.”


      “Why don’t you ask him to join you? Could you do that?”


      “I’m sure Dawn’s father would say he could come. But the things to do in Hollywood … well, I don’t think they would interest Terry. He likes books and reading and, um, current affairs.”


      “And what are you going to do in Hollywood?”


      “Oh, see stars’ homes and go to Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. That kind of thing.”


      “How do you know Terry won’t want to go along with you? I would. It sounds like a fun day.”


      “You’d want to drive around and try to find Cher’s house?” I exclaimed.


      “Sure. Why not?”


      “I don’t know. Okay. Maybe I will ask Terry to come with us tomorrow.”


      “Good! Let me know what happens.”


      “All right. And Janine?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Thanks.”


      “You’re welcome.”


      We hung up the phone, and I felt pretty close to my sister, even though she was three thousand miles away. I also decided to take her advice. I asked Mr. Schafer if Terry could come with us to Hollywood the next day. He said yes. So, with shaking hands, I dialed Terry’s number.


      Terry answered the phone.


      Okay. Now I had to go through with this thing.


      “Hi, Terry. It’s Claudia,” I began.


      “Claudia! Hi!” (At least Terry seemed pleased to hear from me.)


      “Um, I was wondering something. Of course, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. It’s just an idea. I mean, it probably isn’t the kind of thing you like to do at all, but I thought I’d ask anyway. Remember, though, you don’t have to do this. Don’t feel pressured to—”


      “Claudia, what is it?” Terry sounded tortured.


      “Well, tomorrow, Mr. Schafer is driving my friends and me to Hollywood. We’re going to — you know—”


      “Look for stars’ homes?” asked Terry.


      “Yes.”


      “Go to the wax museum?”


      “Maybe.”


      “Hmm.”


      I couldn’t believe it. Now Terry sounded sort of interested. “You mean you want to come with us? To Grauman’s and places like that?”


      “Definitely! I love old movies. I like anything that has to do with stars.”


      “You’re kidding. Why didn’t you ever say so?”


      “I don’t know. I guess the subject didn’t come up.”


      “Oh.” (Why hadn’t I brought it up, instead of things I didn’t know about?)


      “When are we leaving?” asked Terry.


      “We’ll pick you up at eight-thirty tomorrow morning, okay?”


      “Great! I can’t wait.”


      “Me neither. I’ll see you tomorrow. Oh, and don’t get dressed up. We’re all just wearing jeans and things.”


      “Okay. Good night, Claud. Hey, and thank you!”


      *  *  *


      Nervous wreck? Nervous wreck? Was I a nervous wreck the next day?


      Definitely.


      Our crowded van picked up Terry at eight-thirty on the dot. He was dressed casually, but with style. I think that’s safe to say. He climbed into the van and sat next to me.


      “Hi,” we both said nervously.


      I saw Kristy and Mary Anne elbow each other.


      During the drive to Hollywood, Terry was pretty quiet, but maybe that was because he was squished in with seven females. (Carol was not along, to Dawn’s delight.) The only males were a kid and a grown-up. Uh-oh, I thought. We aren’t even making small talk. I was gabbing with the BSC members instead of Terry.


      Finally we arrived in Hollywood. Mr. Schafer parked the car. “We’ll do a little walking today,” he said. “How about starting at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre?”


      “Oh, boy!” said Mal. “I want to see how my feet compare to Marilyn Monroe’s!”


      Before we knew it, we were standing in front of this building with all these footprints in the cement on the sidewalk. We didn’t pay a bit of attention to the building, but we ran around looking for footprints and sometimes trying to fit our feet into them. Terry was sort of reserved, but he did step into John Wayne’s footprints (cowboy boot prints, actually).


      Next we walked by Hollywood High, where a lot of people who are stars now once went to school. Then we walked back to the street Grauman’s is on and took a stroll down the Walk of Fame. It’s a sidewalk studded with squares outlined in brass, and inside each star is the name of a famous personality. It’s supposed to be a great honor to be on the Walk of Fame. But guess what Terry said? You have to pay to get a square in the sidewalk. And you have to pay a lot of money.


      “How do you know?” I asked Terry.


      “I just do,” he replied. He smiled at me. And then he took my hand.


      (Jeff snickered.)


      Terry held my hand as we bought a map to the stars’ homes, got back in the van, and prepared to cruise around and see where famous people live (or lived). We drove all over the place. At first we were just awed. “That’s Steve Martin’s house?” “That’s where Fred Astaire used to live?” “Oh, my lord! There’s Harrison Ford’s house!”


      We grew more and more excited, but guess who was the most excited of all? Terry. Only he was impressed by people I’d never heard of, like Cornell Wilde, Anne Bancroft, and some others I can’t remember.


      I realized I was starving then, so I was really glad when Mr. Schafer said, “How about lunch, everybody?”


      “Great. I’m famished,” replied Dawn.


      “I wish the Brown Derby were still open,” said Mary Anne. “We’d be bound to see stars there.”


      “We might see stars anywhere,” said Terry excitedly.


      So we found this nice restaurant full of little tables. Since the tables were so small, Terry and I sat at one alone together. We talked and talked. Terry told me how he had gotten so interested in movies and movie stars. Then I told him about the things that interest me. I told him about my art, I told him about the Baby-sitters Club, and I even told him about my grandmother Mimi, who had died. Terry liked hearing about the art the most, and was especially interested in a portrait of Mimi that I had painted.


      When our day was over, I was actually sad. I realized that I wanted to keep seeing Terry. How come such a great guy had to live in California when I live in Connecticut? Oh, well. There was nothing we could do about that.


      But before Terry jumped out of the van, he kissed me good-bye.
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      Hmm. Mallory and I had not been mad at each other in all the time we’d been best friends. We’d never even had a fight. But we were definitely having problems now. (Did I write that in the postcard to my parents and Aunt Cecelia? Of course not.) However, I wanted to straighten things out with my best friend.


      So on Sunday night, after our trip to Hollywood, I sat down to think about what, exactly, was wrong between Mal and me. Right away, I realized something important. Any fight takes two people, so Mal and I were both at fault. Mal was being insufferable about this business with her hair and makeup. (Everyone agreed to that.) And I was mad at her. I was mad at her for doing something she knew her parents would not allow if they were around. And I was mad at her for spending all of her money and expecting to borrow from me for the rest of the trip. I was also mad at me for not being more gracious about lending her the money. If I were out of money, Mal would let me borrow from her.


      In fact, the more I looked at things, the more our problems seemed kind of like my fault. So I decided to be the one to patch up our differences.


      Trying very hard to ignore Mallory’s blonde hair and seventy-five pounds of makeup, I said to her after dinner on Sunday, “Hey, Mal. Come outside with me for a minute, okay?”


      “Okay, but why?”


      “I just want to talk to you, that’s all.” And then I whispered, “In private.”


      Mallory looked alarmed and I couldn’t blame her. She probably thought I was going to yell at her again for dyeing her hair or borrowing money. But she followed me bravely outside.


      “I want to know—” I began.


      “Yes?” said Mal in a trembly voice.


      “If you’d like to come with me to watch Derek tomorrow.” Mallory let out just about all the breath in her body, like a balloon deflating. She must have been really nervous. “Derek invited me back to the set of P.S. 162,” I went on, “and I said I’d go. So — want to come?”


      “Sure!”


      “The reason I had to ask you in private is because Derek said it would be all right for one other person to come with me, but that’s all. I didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. We’ll just tell the others that Mr. Masters invited you and me to the set. Okay?”


      “Okay,” said Mal. Then she added, “Gosh, I better look my best tomorrow.”


      Uh-oh. I knew what that meant. But I kept my mouth shut. Especially since Mal glanced uncertainly at me as soon as she said that.


      We were still on shaky ground.


      Plus, I had to admit that I wasn’t as excited about going to the TV studio the next day as I had been the week before. I knew Derek was going to ask me whether I’d looked into agents and stuff like that, and of course I hadn’t. I hadn’t done a thing about becoming a movie star. I’d been thinking about it and remembering the crowd scene I’d been in. It had been fun — but only at first. I didn’t like shooting and then reshooting and reshooting and reshooting. Plus, I missed ballet. I missed practicing at my barre in our basement.


      Anyway, how could I live in L.A. when my home is in Stoneybrook? So I wasn’t thrilled about Monday’s plans, but I couldn’t change them. I knew Mal wanted to get inside a TV studio, and I did want to say good-bye to Derek.


      Early Monday morning Mr. Masters picked up Mal and me just like before. And just like before, we dropped Todd off at the day-care center on the way to the studio. This time, I had to say good-bye to Todd, and he cried a little.


      “I’ll see you the next time you’re back in Stoneybrook, okay?” I said.


      “Okay,” replied Todd, sniffling.


      I gave him a hug before we drove off.


      When we arrived at the studio, Mr. Masters dropped off Derek and Mal and me so he could park the car.


      As Derek led us inside, he said, “Today should be more interesting, you guys. I mean, more interesting than when you were here before, Jessi. We’ll be doing more filming. And more rehearsing on stage.”


      “Filming?” repeated Mal. She patted her hair. “Do you think they might need extras again?”


      “Don’t know,” replied Derek. He opened the door to the P.S. 162 studio, and Mal and I followed him inside. It was already a beehive of activity.


      “Ooh,” said Mal. “Look! Look over there! It’s the kid who plays Charlene. And there’s what’s-her-name, who plays Danielle.”


      “Alison McGuire,” Derek supplied.


      Mal gasped. “And there’s George Aylesworth, one of the teachers!” Mal was not keeping her voice down.


      “Shh,” I reminded her quietly.


      “Guess what,” said Derek. “Today we start working with a special guest star.”


      Mallory’s eyes widened. “Who?”


      “Elaine Stritch.”


      Mal and I must have looked puzzled, because Derek said, “She used to be on Broadway all the time. And she’s been in a Woody Allen movie.” (Obviously Derek knew more about such things than we did.)


      “I bet Terry would know who she is,” I said. “Do you think we could get her autograph?” I turned to Mal. “Then we could give it to Claud and she could give it to Terry. I bet he’d love it.”


      “I’ll get her autograph today,” said Derek confidently.


      “Wow, thanks!” I said.


      Just then, Derek was called away to start rehearsing, and Mr. Masters arrived. He and Mal and I sat quietly, slightly apart from the action. But Mal could not stop talking. (At least she was whispering.)


      “I can’t believe all those cameras,” she said. “I’ve never seen so much equipment in my life. And look — microphones hanging from the ceiling. Hey, what’s that guy doing on the stage?”


      “It’s not called a stage,” I was able to say proudly. “It’s called a set. And that guy’s the set dresser.”


      “The set dresser?”


      “Yeah. He’s responsible for making sure each scene — each set — looks just the way it’s supposed to look. And see that woman over there? Well, she’s the person in charge of …”


      I could have gone on forever, telling Mal all the technical things I’d learned from Derek, but suddenly someone yelled, “Quiet!”


      We shut up. For the next few hours, Mr. Masters, Mal, and I watched Derek and his fellow actors and actresses, including the one named Elaine Stritch, rehearse and rehearse. The cameras were rolling, but the director kept yelling, “Cut!” Then everyone would have to start over.


      “Hard work,” Mal whispered to me so quietly I could barely hear her.


      I just nodded.


      The day went on. Sandwiches were brought in for lunch. Derek went to school for a few hours. When he returned, early in the afternoon, guess what happened. The director said he needed extras for another crowd scene. “Oh, wow!” exclaimed Mal. “Come on, Jessi.”


      I shook my head. I’d made my decision about acting.


      I was a dancer.


      But Mal ran to the director. “I’ll be in the scene!” she said.


      The director gazed at her. At last he said, “Sorry. I’d like to let you in this scene, but your looks aren’t quite right.”


      Mal just stared at him. Then she returned to me, crestfallen. “He said my looks aren’t right. How could he mean that? I’ve never looked better. I’m a California girl.”


      It was not the right time to tell Mal that that phrase has absolutely no meaning, so instead, I just put my arm around her for a moment. We spent the rest of the afternoon watching the shooting. When the long day was over, Mr. Masters and Derek dropped Mal and me off at Dawn’s house. I said good-bye to Derek and told him my decision about ballet. He just shrugged. Then I made him promise that he’d call the next time he was in Stoneybrook, and Mal and I thanked Mr. Masters for our wonderful day. (Well, it had been wonderful for me. I’d even gotten Elaine Stritch’s autograph to give Claud to give Terry.) Mal didn’t look too happy, though.


      I walked into Dawn’s house, vowing to do stretching exercises so I’d be ready for ballet class when I got back to Connecticut.
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      Ben Hobart is my boyfriend, sort of. What I mean is, we’re just getting to be boyfriend and girlfriend. I’d written Ben a bunch of postcards and letters while I was away, so he knew about my hair and stuff. I figured he’d be understanding — but he’s a boy, so I wasn’t sure.


      That evening, Jessi seemed more like the Jessi I remembered. She spent about an hour stretching and pointing her toes and stuff. I guessed it was back to ballet for her. Jessi is so smart. She’s practically got a career cut out for her, and she doesn’t do things like … well, like I’d done on the trip. She’d kept her head. She hadn’t spent every penny of her money.


      Plus, she’s beautiful. She doesn’t have to worry about her looks.


      I sat on the couch in the Schafers’ family room and watched Jessi work out (which, by the way, she was doing in her bathing suit, since she hadn’t brought her leotard with her).


      While Jessi practiced I sat — and sighed. I sighed so many times that Jessi finally stopped what she was doing and said, “What’s wrong, Mal?”


      “I — I’m sorry, Jessi,” I replied. “I know I’ve been a pain all week. It was stupid to waste my money on hair dye and makeup. And it wasn’t right to expect to borrow money from you for the rest of the trip.”


      Jessi sat next to me on the couch. “I’m sorry, too,” she said. “Really sorry. I shouldn’t have given you such a hard time about your hair and everything. I mean, I’m not your mother. And I could have been nicer about the money. I just thought you were getting a little carried away.”


      “You know,” I said, “we’ve never had a fight before.”


      “I know. I was thinking about that earlier.”


      “Let’s try not to fight anymore, okay?”


      “Definitely!” agreed Jessi.


      “We need each other too much,” I added. “What would I do without you? What would you do without me? We’re best friends.”


      “Oh,” groaned Jessi. “You sound like a bad greeting card.”


      We giggled. Then Jessi said, “I’ve got to get back to my stretching. If Madame Noelle finds me out of shape when classes begin, she’ll kill me.”


      So Jessi went back to stretching, and I went back to moping. I sat on the couch and hugged my knees to my chest. Every now and then, I cried a little. A tear would come to my eye and I’d let it trickle down my cheek, not even bothering to brush it away.


      A while later, Stacey bounced into the family room. “Guess what!” she cried. “We just found out that there’s this new movie theater nearby that only shows old movies, and you won’t believe what’s playing tonight.”


      “What?” asked Jessi, standing up straight.


      “Mary Poppins!” (Mary Poppins is Stacey’s favorite movie.) “So we’re all going to go, okay? We’re leaving right now.”


      “Terrific,” exclaimed Jessi. “Just let me put on some decent clothes.”


      “Mal?” said Stacey questioningly.


      I stayed in my curled-up position and just shook my head.


      “What’s with her?” Stacey asked Jessi.


      “I’ll explain on the way to the movie,” Jessi whispered.


      My friends left.


      All evening I moped alone. And since I didn’t feel like talking to anyone, I made sure I was in my sleeping bag by the time the other BSC members returned from the movie.


      The next day, I awoke to the sound of Mary Anne saying, “Let’s go to Knott’s Berry Farm today!”


      “The amusement park?” said Claud. “Sure. That might be fun. Dawn, have you already been there a million times?”


      “Nope. Just twice,” she replied. “And I know there’s at least one new attraction since the last time I was there. A water ride, I think, so we should bring our bathing suits. Plus you can pan for gold — real gold — see this dolphin show, and there are tons of rides. I’m there!”


      “So am I,” said Jessi.


      “Me, too,” added Stacey, Claud, Kristy, and of course Mary Anne.


      “Mal?” asked Dawn.


      I sighed. “I think I’ll stay home and read today.”


      Since I was lying on my stomach, with my head buried in my pillow, I don’t know what my friends’ reactions to this statement were, but I bet they were exchanging a lot of Looks.


      *  *  *


      So I spent Tuesday morning and most of the afternoon continuing to mope around Dawn’s house. I did read a little, but mostly I felt incredibly sorry for myself. I looked in the bathroom mirror about ninety-five times. “You’re ugly,” I said. “You’re a toad.”


      “Excuse me?”


      I jumped a mile. Kristy had appeared in the mirror behind me. The girls had returned, and I’d been so busy being depressed that I hadn’t heard them come in.


      I whirled around. “Kristy, you scared me to death.”


      “You’re pretty scary yourself, Mallory. What do you mean you’re a toad?”


      I thought about listing all the things that were wrong with me. Instead, I just wandered back to the family room and sank onto the couch.


      “Mal? Are you sick?” asked Dawn. The other girls were filtering inside.


      “No, she’s not,” Kristy answered for me. “She’s being a jerk.”


      “Kristy!” exclaimed Mary Anne.


      “Well, she is,” said Kristy. “She’s been moping around for almost twenty-four hours just because some guy told her she doesn’t have the right look. Well, of course she doesn’t. She doesn’t look like herself. She’s trying to look like someone she isn’t. Tell me, Mallory, has your blonde hair or your makeup made a bit of difference in your life?”


      I shook my head miserably.


      “Well, then,” Kristy went on (and by now all the BSC members were in the family room, listening to Kristy and me and Kristy’s big mouth), “I am going to say here and now that I liked the old Mal a lot better.”


      “Yeah?” I said.


      Kristy was cringing a little, but when I didn’t blow up at her, my other friends started speaking up, too. They all agreed with Kristy. And Jessi said, “Mal? Would you go back to your regular, redheaded, makeup-free self?”


      I nodded. “But it isn’t going to be easy,” I added. “This wash-out dye doesn’t just wash out. I mean, it will come out eventually, but only after a lot of washings. What am I going to do? I can’t go home as a blonde.”


      To their credit, nobody said anything like, “Well, you should have thought of that before you blew all your money.” Instead, Stacey said, “Then there’s just one solution. You’ll have to dye your hair red again.”


      “Huh?”


      “We’ll go to a drugstore, we’ll look very carefully for the exact color that your hair really is, and then you’ll dye it red. If we match it up right, as the dyed hair grows out, nobody should be able to tell the difference between that and your natural hair. Okay?”


      “Okay,” I replied. I was only just beginning to realize the trouble I was in. (Or might be in if things didn’t go well.)


      *  *  *


      There were still a couple of hours left until dinner, so the seven of us took off for this drugstore that isn’t too far from Dawn’s house. We walked inside, asked the first salesperson we saw where the hair dye was (she gave us a suspicious look), and she pointed us to aisle three.


      Can you believe it? Aisle three was all hair dye. Shelves and shelves of different brands and different shades. Some of the shades appeared almost the same, at least on the box covers. How would I ever find my exact color? My friends must have been wondering the same thing because they looked awfully confused.


      “Oh, my lord,” muttered Claud.


      “Now just calm down, you guys,” said Stacey. “Everybody concentrate. Close your eyes, try to imagine Mallory’s hair color, and then go find a box that matches that color.”


      So we did. We came back with seven different boxes. However, they were pretty close in color, and after a lot of discussion, we finally chose one box.


      Jessi bought it for me.


      That night I dyed my hair again. It was sort of a long process and everybody waited nervously to see what the final result would be. When I was finished, I unwrapped the towel from around my head.


      “Well?” I said.


      I heard six sighs of relief.


      “It’s you again,” said Jessi simply.


      “Thank goodness. I guess I’m a Connecticut girl after all.”


      “What about your makeup?” asked Jessi.


      “Hey!” cried Stacey. “I’ve got a great idea. Claudia and I will buy it from you. Is that okay? We use makeup.”


      “Okay?! It’s great!” I exclaimed.


      So I forked over my makeup, Stacey and Claud forked over some money, and I forked the money over to Jessi. “Now I only owe you a little,” I said happily.


      *  *  *


      The next day, my friends and I went off in separate directions. Dawn stayed at home with her father and Jeff; Stacey went surfing (of course); Kristy, Mary Anne, and Claudia took in a double feature at the theater they’d discovered; and Jessi and I just decided to walk around the neighborhood. We were in the park where Mary Anne had taken Stephie, when Jessi nudged me.


      “That guy’s staring at you!” she whispered. “Turn very slowly to your left. Don’t be obvious.”


      I turned. A cute boy about my age was staring at me. He smiled. I smiled back.


      “Wow,” I said to Jessi, as we walked along.


      I was flattered. A guy had noticed me — the real me — and smiled.


      But Ben Hobart was waiting for me back in Stoneybrook.
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      I think we were all editing our postcards, some of us more than others. This particular postcard left out every single important thing that happened on Wednesday. In fact, it didn’t say much at all. And I can prove it. This is what really happened on Wednesday:


      Early in the morning (well, not too early) my surfing friends dropped by to pick me up. Beau was at the wheel again, which gave me sort of a thrill. I knew the rides to and from the beach would be exciting.


      And they were.


      Especially the ride home. After a day of surfing we were tired — very tired.


      “I just want to get home,” said Beau, as he climbed into the car. Paul and Alana sat in the front with him, and Carter, Rosemary, the surfboards, and I were crammed into the back.


      Beau peeled out of the beach parking lot. He peeled out so fast that Paul said, “Hey, slow down.” I’d never heard Paul talk to Beau like that, especially considering that Paul does a fair amount of peeling out himself.


      Anyway, it was a good thing we had peeled out, because Beau had turned right in front of an oncoming car. If he’d been driving any slower, we would have been hit. I decided Beau was a good driver who knew what he was doing.


      I told him so.


      “I’m an offensive driver,” he replied proudly.


      I wasn’t sure what that was, but since Beau sounded so proud, I said, “That’s great. Driving with you is exciting.”


      We’d been on the freeway for a little while when Beau, who was in the middle of three lanes, said, “If we stay behind this pickup truck any longer, we won’t get home until next week. That driver must be the slowest guy in California.”


      Now, I don’t know a lot about driving, but I do know, from watching my parents, that when you want to make a turn or switch into another lane, you put on your blinker. But Beau just made that remark about being the slowest driver in California and zoomed into the left lane — the fastest one — without putting on his blinker, checking the mirrors, or anything. “Jerk,” he muttered to the guy in the pickup as he pulled out.


      The next thing I knew, I heard an amazing crunch of metal and wondered what could possibly have happened. It sounded like the time when I was living in New York and this crane fell onto a car.


      The crunch was just a distraction for a half a second. That was how long it took me to realize that our car had been crunched. After that, everything seemed to happen in slow motion. The car in the left lane that Beau had sideswiped skidded into the guardrail. The car behind that one smashed into the back of it. And our car was bounced in the other direction like a Ping-Pong ball — right into the side of the pickup truck, and both our car and the truck skidded to the opposite side of the freeway and into the guardrail. Luckily no one behind smashed into us.


      I was aware of the sound of breaking glass (the truck’s), and of being wrenched first sideways and then forward. If I hadn’t been wearing my seat belt, I don’t know what would have happened. As it was, I thought I could feel every single bone in my body rattle.


      And then time seemed to stop. I could hear cars on the freeway either going around us, or trying to stop ahead of us — I guess to help. Then I think I might have fainted or something because the next thing I knew, Rosemary was shaking my arm and crying, “Stacey! Stacey!” over and over again. She sounded alarmed.


      “Yeah?” I replied.


      “Oh, thank goodness,” said Rosemary. “Come on. We have to get out of here.”


      “Why?” I asked, feeling as if I’d just woken from a long sleep.


      “Because. We can’t stay in the car. What if someone else runs into us? Besides, the car could blow up or something.”


      I started to open the car door.


      “Unbuckle your seat belt,” said Rosemary impatiently.


      I did so. Then I tried the door again. I couldn’t budge it. My head was clearing and I looked over the edge of the car. “We’re stuck to the rail,” I announced.


      “Oh, swell,” said Beau sarcastically, and for the first time I began to wonder if everyone else was okay. And how the people in the other cars were.


      “Is anyone hurt?” I cried, and I knew I sounded hysterical.


      “Just cuts and bruises,” replied Paul from the front seat. “Stacey, are you sure you can’t open your door?”


      “Positive. What about you?”


      “I’ve tried. Beau, maybe if you could just pull up a few inches?”


      “Pull up? I can’t even start the car. We’ll just climb out.”


      It was at that moment that we heard sirens.


      “Oh,” groaned Beau. “Am I in for it now.” He paused. “Hey, listen, you guys. Will you back me up? Will you say that the truck put on its brakes suddenly and I had to swerve to go around him? That’s why I pulled into the left lane so fast.”


      “Sure,” said everyone except Paul and me.


      I wasn’t about to lie. And I was surprised to hear Paul ask, “Before we got caught behind the truck, Beau, how fast were you driving?”


      “Oh, about seventy-five, maybe eighty.”


      Paul shook his head. Carter and Rosemary exchanged a glance.


      The siren we had heard wound down behind us. The next thing I knew, a police officer was standing over Beau. “Anyone in here seriously hurt?” he asked.


      “No,” we replied.


      “Okay. Out of the car.”


      Out of the car? I couldn’t get out on my side. There was a sharp drop just beyond the guardrail. And on the other side of the car was the freeway. How would we get out with all those cars whizzing by? That was when I realized there were no cars whizzing by. The police must have put up a roadblock or created a detour or something. They sure worked fast.


      Anyway, what I saw as I slid across the seat and climbed outside I can only describe as an accident scene: three crushed cars and a crushed truck, ambulances and a fire truck screaming to a halt, and about a thousand police cars. Officers were milling around everywhere. I heard one of them say, “Amazing. No one’s badly hurt.”


      Some of the police officers were walking around with pads of paper, asking questions. When a young woman stepped up to me, wanting to know what had happened, I told her the truth.


      Beau gave me a look that could have killed a snake.


      I began to feel shaky — very frightened all of a sudden. I guess I had just realized what might have happened, how bad the accident could have been. I slumped to the pavement, leaned against Beau’s car, and began to cry. For that reason, I was the first person put into an ambulance and driven to a nearby hospital. (Eventually everyone, hurt or not, arrived at the hospital.)


      At the hospital, an emergency room doctor checked me over carefully.


      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I kept telling her.


      “We’re just making sure,” she replied. “Sometimes injuries don’t show up right away, and you’re pretty shaky.” But finally she pronounced me ready to leave. “You’re going to be sore tomorrow,” she warned me, “and you may find some bruises, but otherwise you’re okay. And you’re very lucky,” she added.


      “I know,” I replied.


      “Okay. Who are you going to call to come pick you up?”


      “My friend’s father,” I told her. “I’m just visiting out here.”


      I left to look for a pay phone. I found one in the lobby. I was glad that Carter and everyone were still in the emergency room, because they’d been giving me some pretty nasty looks. I knew I’d never see them again.


      My shakiness returned as I dialed Dawn’s number. What was her father going to say — or do? Would he make me call my parents? Would he send me back to Stoneybrook early? I knew I’d been asking for trouble ever since I arrived in California, and now the trouble was here, and I was going to have to pay for it.


      The phone rang at Dawn’s house. And rang again. And then, guess who answered it. Carol! Oh, that was perfect. Carol was just like one of us. If she picked me up at the hospital, Mr. Schafer might never even know about the accident.


      “Hi, Carol,” I said. “It’s Stacey.” When I told her where I was and what happened, she said that she and Dawn would be there as fast as they could. (Mr. Schafer had taken Jeff out for awhile.)


      I sat in the waiting room of the hospital, feeling incredibly lucky. And when Dawn and Carol walked through the big double doors, I ran to them. Dawn hugged me. Carol hugged me, too. But the first words out of her mouth were, “You know I’ll have to tell Dawn’s father about this, don’t you?”


      No. I didn’t know. Apparently Dawn hadn’t thought about it, either. She looked at me with eyes about the size of flying saucers.


      The ride home was mostly silent. And when we reached Dawn’s house, I was dismayed to see Mr. Schafer’s car in the drive. He was back from wherever he’d taken Jeff.


      “Honey?” Carol called as soon as we entered the house. “We need to talk.”


      Mr. Schafer hurried to the front door. “Is anything wrong?” he asked.


      “Let’s go somewhere private,” said Carol. “Stacey has something to tell you.”


      We (Carol, Mr. Schafer, Dawn, and I) went into the family room and closed the door. My other friends were around — I’d seen Claud and Mary Anne on my way in — and I was sure they knew something was up. I wished they could be with me then, but I knew that Mr. Schafer wanted to handle this his own way.


      The four of us sat down, Dawn and I together on the couch, and Mr. Schafer and Carol in armchairs.


      “Okay, Stacey,” said Carol. “Go ahead.” (Her voice was gentle.)


      I drew in a deep breath, then let it out slowly.


      “Mr. Schafer,” I said, “I was in a car wreck on the way home from the beach today.”
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      “Dawn? Dawn?”


      Darn it. Carol was calling me. I’d come in from the warm sun, craving a glass of ice water, and now I had to face Carol.


      “Yeah?” I said. We met in the kitchen, where Carol was just hanging up the phone.


      “Dawn, sit down, but don’t worry,” she said immediately.


      Well, of course I was nearly out of my skull. No one likes to hear those words. But I sat and tried to look calm. I wasn’t about to panic in front of Carol. “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “That was Stacey. She was calling from the hospital. She was in a car accident on the way home from the beach,” (I gasped) “but she is absolutely fine. Just a couple of bruises. Let’s go pick her up, okay?”


      I was buckled into the front seat of Carol’s car before Carol had even left the kitchen, and we got to the hospital in record time. When I saw Stacey just sitting in the waiting room, not covered with blood or anything, I ran to her and hugged her. Then Stacey and Carol hugged, and I was about to hug Carol, too, believe it or not, just because I was so relieved and everything. But that was when Carol said to Stacey, “You know I’ll have to tell Dawn’s father about this, don’t you?” My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe it. I don’t think Stacey could believe it, either. Carol had always tried so hard to be like one of us, and now she was acting like an adult.


      Stacey, Carol, and I barely said a word on the ride home. I was fuming. Why couldn’t Carol keep this a secret? Sure, Stacey had been hanging around with older kids, doing dangerous things, and now she’d been in a car accident, but she wasn’t hurt. Anyway, we only had a few more days of vacation left. Stacey could just stay away from her surfing buddies.


      But no, Carol had to tell Dad right away. When the four of us sat down in the family room, I could actually feel the tension in the air.


      Then Stacey said, “Mr. Schafer, I was in a car wreck on the way home from the beach today.” My father turned slightly pale, but he just nodded. “Four cars got smashed up,” Stacey went on. “No one was hurt — at least not badly — but the accident was caused by Beau. He was the driver of our car.”


      I was proud of Stacey. She went on to say how she’d found Beau and her other older friends and the car rides and the surfing pretty thrilling. But now she saw what danger she’d been in. Then she apologized — about thirty-six times.


      Dad was silent for a long while. This was not a bad sign. It just meant that he was thinking. At last he said, “Stacey, I’m not your parent, but while you’re staying with me, I am responsible for you. So I have to forbid you to go anywhere with those kids or to see them again.”


      “Okay,” said Stacey softly.


      “Furthermore, I think we should call your parents.”


      “My parents? No! Please!” cried Stacey.


      And Carol spoke up then. “I really think we have to,” she said to Stacey. “Your parents have a right to know. Besides, you aren’t hurt and you won’t see those friends again. If you want, Dawn’s dad and I can talk to them first, and then you can get on the phone to prove to them that you’re okay.”


      I looked at Carol with some respect. And with even more respect when she went on to say, “I do hope you’ve learned something from this, Stacey.”


      Stacey reddened. But she said, “Yeah. I have.” Although she didn’t say what.


      So my father asked, “What have you learned?”


      And Carol replied for Stacey. “I don’t think she has to tell us. She knows what she’s learned. Don’t you, Stacey?”


      “Yeah,” said Stacey, still red in the face.


      We talked for a few minutes longer, and then Dad said, “Stacey, I’m really sorry that this happened, but I’m glad you’re not hurt. Promise me you’ll tell me if you feel any pain, or anything that’s not quite right.”


      Stacey promised. Then she stayed with Dad and Carol to make the phone calls, while I left the family room.


      When I opened the door to step out in the hall, I tripped over Jessi, Kristy, Claudia, Mary Anne, Mallory, and Jeff, all of whom were crowded in the hallway. They jumped back sheepishly.


      “Come on. Let’s go talk in my room,” I said.


      We walked to my room in a bunch — including Jeff. I love my brother, but I had to tell him, as my friends filed past him into the bedroom, that he couldn’t come in. “BSC members only,” I said.


      “Rats.” Jeff walked off in a huff.


      I closed my door and we all found seats somewhere. For a few minutes, no one said anything. Then Stacey joined us and began to cry.


      “I’m so embarrassed,” she managed to say.


      “It’s okay, Stace,” said Claudia soothingly. “You got carried away while you were out here. That’s all.”


      “I’ll say. My parents took the news pretty well, all things considered.”


      “You should be glad you were wearing your seat belt. Especially since you were in a convertible. Try not to be embarrassed. We’re just glad you’re here.” Claud looked a little weepy.


      There was silence for a few moments. Then Stacey burst out, “I can’t believe what Carol did. I thought she was our friend. She was always on our side, driving us places, giving us advice about boys and stuff.”


      “I know,” I said. “I was mad, too. On the way home from the hospital, all I could think about was that she was going to tell my father. I had really thought she would keep it a secret. But then I got to thinking about things. And then I listened to her when she and Dad and you and I were having our conversation. You know, it’s one thing to talk to Carol about boy problems or makeup problems. It’s another to keep something as major as the accident from my father or your parents, Stace. Carol can’t cover up something like that. My father would never trust her again.


      “And you know what else? Carol is older than we are. So she should act older. I liked her better tonight, when she was being a parent, than when she was trying to be our friend or our older sister or something. She ought to act responsibly. After all, Dad puts her in charge of Jeff and me sometimes.”


      “That’s true,” agreed Mary Anne. “It would be like if we were baby-sitting and one of the kids broke something, or did something really bad. We would have to tell the parents. That’s our responsibility as a sitter — as the person in charge.”


      “You’re right,” agreed Stacey. But she still looked as if she felt awful, and I’m sure she did. She was embarrassed, humiliated, and she was probably beginning to hurt. Already I could see a purple bruise on her arm.


      *  *  *


      When things died down (and after Stacey climbed painfully into my bed — I wouldn’t let her sleep in a sleeping bag that night), I found my father in the kitchen. Carol was gone and he was sitting at the table, reading the paper and drinking a cup of coffee.


      “Dad?” I said. “Can we talk?”


      “Of course, honey,” he replied. He folded the newspaper and set it aside.


      I had a big question on my mind, and I decided there was only one way to ask it — bluntly. “Are you going to marry Carol?” I wanted to know.


      Dad stared into his coffee cup.


      “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling ashamed. “I guess that was too personal.”


      “No, no. That’s not it. I’m just not sure what the answer is. I like Carol — I love her,” said my father. (I blushed, not used to hearing him talk that way.) “But I don’t know if I’m ready to jump into another marriage. That means a lot of commitment. Plus, you and Jeff don’t seem crazy about Carol.”


      Now it was my turn to stare, only I didn’t have a coffee cup to look into, so I stared at my hands, which were folded in my lap.


      “Dawn?” said Dad.


      “Just thinking,” I replied. “I want to say this right.” I paused again. At last I said, “I didn’t know Carol too well before. I mean, I’ve met her, but — you know — this vacation is the most time I’ve spent with her. And at first I didn’t like her too much. She drove Mal and Jessi to that beauty museum and she talked to Claudia about Terry. It was like she was trying to be one of us. And she isn’t. She’s an adult. My friends and I are grown up, and we’re responsible and everything, but we’re not adults like you and Carol. So then, you know what? Since Carol had seemed so young, Stacey and I really thought she would keep the car accident a secret. When she said she wouldn’t, I was mad, until I heard what she had to say when we were talking with you. I was — I felt — I don’t know exactly….”


      “Did you feel respect for her?” asked Dad gently.


      “I guess so,” I replied. “Dad? If you want to marry Carol, I think it would be okay with me. I really do. Besides, it’s your decision.”


      Dad got up from the table, came around to my side, and gave me a hug. Neither of us said a word. But when I left the kitchen, I went into the family room, shut the door for privacy, found a pen and a piece of stationery, and began a letter.


      Dear Carol, it said. As soon as I’d written those words, I knew the rest were going to be tough. Tougher than an English composition. After a lot of thought, I started by saying that I was sorry I hadn’t been very nice to her. I tried (diplomatically) to explain why. Then I said that I was glad she had told Dad about Stacey’s accident, and that I understood that she’d had to do that. I even came right out and said that I liked her better when she acted like my mother than like my friend. Finally I told her I was really glad that my father had found someone he likes so much. I hoped they would be happy together. (I also hoped that last part was not too forward, since as far as I knew, Dad had not yet asked Carol to marry him.)


      My next big decision was when to give Carol the letter. I decided to mail it to her after I was back in Stoneybrook. I mean, if I couldn’t tell her these things, how could I give her the letter before I left? We might have to talk, and I wasn’t ready for that.


      But I was ready to accept Carol.
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      On Thursday, two days before we would have to return to the East Coast, I baby-sat for Stephie one last time. Lisa Meri was at Stephie’s (as the morning baby-sitter), and Stephie ran to greet me. No more hiding in her room.


      “Hi, Mary Anne!” she cried.


      “Hiya!” I replied. (Lisa and I smiled at each other over Stephie’s head.)


      Ten minutes later, Lisa had left, and Stephie and I were wondering what to do. We were sitting in the kitchen and I was starting to fix lunch.


      “Wait!” said Stephie. “I know what we can do.”


      “What?” I asked.


      “Let’s go to the park and have another picnic lunch, just like we did the first time you baby-sat me.”


      “Great,” I replied. What did I have to worry about now? Stephie had survived Frankenstein, King Kong, an earthquake, a collapsing bridge, and an avalanche that had fooled me, but not her. This time we could really do the park. We could eat — and then Stephie could play on anything she wanted.


      My fears about her were gone.


      So we packed a picnic basket with sandwiches, pears, cookies, and boxes of fruit juice. I remembered to put Stephie’s inhalator and pills in my pocket, and we were off. As soon as we stepped out the front door, Stephie looked up at me, smiled, and took my hand.


      As we walked down her driveway, though, her smile faded. “I wish you didn’t have to go back to where you live,” she said.


      “I know. But I do have to go back. My dad and stepmother and kitten are there. They miss me and I miss them.”


      “I’ll miss you when you’re gone,” said Stephie, her voice trembling.


      “And I’ll miss you.”


      Stephie tightened her grip on my hand as we reached the sidewalk. Was she going to cry? She’d seemed so happy a few moments earlier.


      I soon had my answer. Tears were rolling down Stephie’s cheeks.


      “Oh, Stephie,” I said. I put the picnic basket on the ground, knelt down, and hugged her while she cried silently. I didn’t say, “Don’t cry,” because everyone has a right to cry when they’re feeling bad. And I didn’t say, “It’s okay,” because it wasn’t. And I couldn’t make it okay.


      So I just held Stephie for as long as she needed to be held. If I had a mother, that’s what I would have wanted her to do for me.


      Just as I was thinking that, Stephie sniffled and said, “I wish you were my mother. I really do.”


      I smiled. “I’d be an awfully young mother,” I pointed out. “I’m only thirteen. I would have had you when I was five.”


      I’d thought Stephie would laugh at that, but instead I heard her gasp.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked, pulling away from her. I thought she’d seen something scary, like a large dog or a spider.


      But Stephie just gasped again. She began trying to breathe in big gulps of air. “I’m — I’m having an asthma attack!” she managed to say. She sounded panicky. (Well, of course she sounds panicky, dummy, I said to myself. She can’t breathe. She must be scared to death.)


      I fumbled for Stephie’s inhalator. Why was she having an attack now? We weren’t doing anything. And then I remembered what I’d learned about asthma. In Stephie’s case, it was usually brought on by emotional stress. I guessed my leaving was too much for her. I felt horrible.


      But my feelings were not the problem.


      The problem was that Stephie couldn’t breathe.


      I handed Stephie her inhalator. With one hand, she shook it. I held on to her other hand for comfort. Then I began to coach Stephie as I’d been coached. “Breathe out,” I told her. (Stephie did so.) “Now put the short end of the inhalator into your mouth, push down, and breathe in deeply. Hold your breath for as long as you can…. Good girl,” I added, even though Stephie was gagging. (Lisa Meri had told me that the inhalator works, but it isn’t very pleasant.) “Now let your breath out slowly.”


      Stephie did, and she looked less panicky. I stroked her hair.


      “Okay, now do that once more.”


      And Stephie followed my instructions, gagging again. But when she let her breath out for the second time, she seemed fairly calm. And she was breathing again. But she was so weak that I had to pick her up and carry her back into her house, leaving the picnic basket on the sidewalk.


      When we reached her front door, I opened it (with great difficulty) and laid Stephie on the living room couch. Then I dashed into the kitchen, got a glass of water, and handed it to Stephie, along with one of her pills.


      “Here,” I said. “Take this. It’ll relax you and you’ll breathe even better.” I held out the glass and the pill.


      Stephie shook her head with tear-filled eyes.


      “No?” I said. “But Stephie you have to. You know that. And I trust you to take it. So I’m going to leave you here with the pill while I go outside and bring the picnic basket in. Okay?”


      “Okay.”


      I retrieved the basket. When I returned, the pill was gone, and the glass of water was only half full.


      “Good girl,” I told her.


      “Thanks,” said Stephie. She looked awfully pale and weak, but her breathing seemed normal.


      “I’m going to make a quick phone call,” I told her. “I’ll be right back.”


      “You’re not calling the hospital, are you?” cried Stephie, and I could hear a wheeze in her breathing.


      “No. Calm down. Of course not. I just want to let your father know what happened. I don’t want to surprise him when he comes home from work.”


      “Okay.”


      “Now relax.”


      “Okay.” Stephie closed her eyes. The wheezing had stopped.


      I dialed Mr. Robertson at work. His phone number was posted on the refrigerator with the emergency numbers. I reached his office and luckily Mr. Robertson was available.


      “Hi, this is Mary Anne Spier, Stephie’s afternoon sitter.”


      “Oh! Yes. Is there a problem?” Mr. Robertson sounded concerned.


      “Stephie just had an asthma attack,” I told him. “But she’s breathing fine now. She’s resting on the couch. She used her inhalator and she took a pill. I thought you’d want to know, even though there’s nothing to worry about.”


      “Thank you. Thank you very much,” said Mr. Robertson. “Listen, make Stephie rest this afternoon — keep her on the couch — and I’ll try to come home early today. If she has any more trouble, call me right away.” He paused. Then he added stiffly, “Tell Stephie I love her.”


      “I will,” I replied.


      When I returned to the living room, Stephie’s eyes were closed, so I sat down quietly and picked up a magazine. But right away, Stephie said, “I’m awake,” and opened her eyes.


      I smiled. “Your dad says to tell you he loves you. He’s going to try to come home early from the office today.”


      “Okay,” said Stephie.


      “So how are you feeling?”


      “All right. Just tired.”


      “Yeah. Your dad also said you have to rest all afternoon.”


      “Can we talk, though?” asked Stephie.


      “Of course,” I replied. “What do you want to talk about?”


      “I don’t know,” said Stephie in a tone that I was sure meant she did know. I waited while Stephie gathered her thoughts. At last she said, “Tell me more about your father, Mary Anne.”


      “My father? Well, like I said, he used to be strict. And he treated me like a baby. Also, he was really overprotective. He wanted me to be perfect. I guess so that he could show everyone that he could raise me just fine on his own.”


      “But something must have changed,” said Stephie. “I mean, you’re here. He let you fly all the way to California.”


      “Well, actually two things changed. First, when I was twelve, I was able to show my father how mature I really was. When he finally understood that I wasn’t his little girl anymore — that I could take care of some things by myself — he loosened up. And then he got married. To Dawn’s mother! Mrs. Schafer is my stepmother now, and she’s really relaxed, so my dad loosened up with me even more.”


      “I wish I could show my dad that I’m grown up. But each time I have an asthma attack, it ruins everything. Then he thinks I’m someone who needs to be taken care of.”


      “That is a problem,” I agreed. “But I bet you’ll find some other way to show your dad that you’re not a baby. It might take awhile, though. You’ll just have to be patient. After all, I had to wait until I was twelve.”


      Stephie sighed. Then she said, “You know what? I understand that you have to leave. I don’t want you to go, but I know you have to.”


      “That’s right,” I said. “But just because I’m leaving and we’re going to say good-bye today doesn’t mean we can’t keep in touch. It doesn’t even mean I won’t see you again. I might come out to visit the Schafers some more. Don’t forget. Dawn and I are stepsisters.”


      “Can we be pen pals?” asked Stephie.


      “Sure,” I replied. “I love having pen pals. We can send each other letters and photos and stickers and postcards.”


      “Okay.” Stephie smiled. “I’d like that.”


      Later in the day, Mr. Robertson came home, and I left. Stephie and I hugged, but we didn’t cry.


      We had already said our good-byes.
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      Well. Things certainly changed toward the end of vacation. For one thing, the BSC seemed more like the BSC again. By that I mean that we were back to normal and we were hanging around as a group again. We didn’t split up so often — and Stacey had not seen nor heard from the surfers.


      Mallory’s hair was back to its original color. At least, we thought it was the original color. If it looked any different to her parents the next day, she could just tell them she had spent a lot of time in the sun. (The only problem would be when the dyed part started to grow out. We just had to hope it wouldn’t be too different from her natural color.)


      Mal and Jessi were best friends again, thank goodness. (I hate when the members of the BSC get mad at each other.) They apologized, plus Mal only owed Jessi a little money, since Claud and Stacey bought all of Mal’s makeup from her. Of course, poor Mal didn’t have an actual souvenir of California, unless you count her hair. Also, Jessi had gotten the acting bug out of her system (again). Derek always seems to make her think of acting or modeling, Jessi gets excited, and then she realizes that ballet is her true calling.


      Oh. Here’s big news: Claudia and Terry went out again. They went out last night (their final date) and Claud wasn’t a bit nervous. She had her self-confidence back, at least with Terry. They went to see an old movie (one Claud wanted to see), and then instead of going out for snails or fancy food, they went to Captain Rooster’s Chicken Ranch for fried chicken, French fries, and stuff like that. Claudia practically floated through the Schafers’ front door when Terry’s mom dropped her off after the date.


      “I’m in love,” she said, and headed for her sleeping bag, even though it wasn’t very late.


      “Does love make you tired?” asked Mal innocently.


      “No. I just want to dream about Terry all night.”


      Jessi and Mal looked perplexed. The rest of us exchanged smiles.


      Kristy and Mary Anne’s baby-sitting woes were over. I think Kristy learned a lesson: She’s not the baby-sitting expert of the galaxy. And Mary Anne will miss Stephie, of course, but they promised to write to each other. Mary Anne admitted that she was relieved not to have to sit for Stephie again (the asthma attack was scary, even though both she and Stephie handled it well). It’s too bad, since Mary Anne likes her so much, but that’s the way things go.


      As for me, I felt better about Carol. You might even have said I was feeling friendly toward her. Or at least friendlier. You’ll see this as I tell you about our last (great!) day together in California. As I had written to my grandparents, we went to Magic Mountain, and then out for a really spectacular dinner.


      This time, we didn’t take any “extras” along on our trip, except for Carol, and I didn’t think of her as an extra anymore. It was just the BSC members, Dad, Carol, and Jeff. Boy, were we excited about going to Magic Mountain! (Well, except for Mary Anne, who had read the brochure from cover to cover and was nervous about nearly every good ride.) At least she came along with us. I was afraid she might decide to stay home.


      “All those roller coasters!” she exclaimed that morning as we were getting dressed. Then she saw the rest of us packing our bathing suits. “What are those for?” she asked suspiciously.


      “Water rides!” said Kristy gleefully.


      Mary Anne looked so concerned that I couldn’t help saying to her, “We can leave you in Bugs Bunny World, and you can go on the baby rides.”


      “I am not a baby,” Mary Anne replied indignantly.


      “Come on, you guys. No fighting. It’s our last day here,” said Claud.


      So we quit picking on Mary Anne, packed up our stuff, climbed into the van, and were off.


      “Ah, I just love amusement parks,” said Jessi, as we drove along. And when she first glimpsed Magic Mountain, she shrieked, “There it is!”


      Dad parked the van, we paid our way into the park (Mal borrowed from Jessi), and …


      “Oh, my lord. What should we do first?” exclaimed Claud.


      “The Tidal Wave!” shrieked Jeff, jumping up and down. The Tidal Wave is a water ride (obviously) and it’s a new attraction at the park. You go barreling down this chute (in a roller coaster car) and hit a twenty-foot wall of water, which of course makes a huge, drenching splash.


      “Let’s save the water rides for later,” said Dad, but he was outvoted.


      “We should do them first so we’ll be dry by the time we go to dinner,” I pointed out sensibly.


      “Okay,” said Dad.


      Off we went. We tore down the Tidal Wave first. (Mary Anne wouldn’t go.) Then we took the Roaring Rapids, which is like shooting the rapids. (Mary Anne decided that was safe, and actually enjoyed herself.) After that, we tried the Log Jammer, which Mary Anne informed us is the longest water flume ride in the entire country. She put her foot down (and so did Dad) at the Jet Stream, though. That’s another flume ride, but it ends with a 52-foot drop (according to Mary Anne’s brochure). So Dad and Mary Anne drank sodas and dried off while the rest of us braved the ride. At the end, I actually found myself grabbing Carol (even though she was sitting in front of me, and we were supposed to be holding on to the safety bar).


      When the ride was over, Carol smiled at me and put her arm across my shoulders, but she didn’t say anything about what had happened. I decided that Carol was a kid and an adult at the same time, and that was nice. She would do kooky things with us, but she knew when to open her mouth and when not to.


      After the water rides, we took a break for lunch (which made Stacey nervous because she was afraid that someone would get sick on the next ride, and Stacey can’t stand to see anyone blow cookies, as Mal’s brother Adam would say). But Stacey was safe. We went on five rides. (Well, some of us did. Mary Anne sat out on three of them.) And nobody got sick. Here’s what we went on: a gigantic roller coaster called the Colossus; Freefall, which makes you feel weightless; Ninja, the most incredible roller coaster I’ve ever been on; Revolution, on which you make a complete circle (in other words, you speed along upside down for awhile); and finally Condor. Now, the Condor is really something. It raises you way up in the air, spins you around, and you keep spinning until you touch the ground again.


      At that point, we were all sort of shaken up, so we decided to leave the park. (Shaken up or not, we’d had a great time.) Then we drove to this place that Jeff and Dad and I love, called Medieval Times. You pretend the year is 1093 and that you are guests of a royal family. You eat at these tables surrounding an arena where you watch all this old-fashioned stuff like jousting and sorcery. And everyone wears crowns and eats huge meals.


      Since there were so many of us, we had to split into groups, and I wound up sitting next to Carol. She and I cheered for the same knight in the jousting contest, and Carol let me eat her soup, since I didn’t like some of the things we were served for dinner. (You don’t have a choice about what to eat.)


      When dinner was over, we were exhausted and drove home. On the way, though, I got to thinking about something, and when we reached our house, I said, “Carol, can you stay for a second? I have something for you.”


      I had decided to give Carol the letter in person.


      Carol and I went into the family room and shut the door.


      “Here,” I said to Carol as we sat down. “This is for you.”


      Carol took the letter questioningly. Then she opened it and read it. When she was finished, she said, “Dawn, I want you to know that this means a lot to me. It really does.”


      “Well, everything I said is true.”


      I could tell Carol was really flattered, but she didn’t make a big mushy scene. She didn’t cry or anything like that. We just hugged quickly, and then Carol said she was tired and should go. I felt relieved — and proud of myself.
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      Our trip was almost over. A lot of good-byes had been said (but a lot of hellos were yet to come). Last night, Claud and Terry said good-bye. Unfortunately they couldn’t do this in person, since we got back from the medieval feast sort of late. They had to say good-bye over the phone.


      Kristy, Stacey, Mary Anne, Jessi, Mal, and I wanted to listen in on Claud’s end of the conversation, but we knew better. This was really personal. Besides, we figured Claud would tell us about the conversation (or at least about parts of it) when she got off the phone.


      We were right.


      Claud emerged from the den looking teary-eyed, so we surrounded her and moved into my room.


      “What happened?” asked Stacey. She and Claud sat next to each other on my bed, and the rest of us draped ourselves around the room.


      “Terry said he would miss me forever and never stop thinking of me,” said Claud, wiping her eyes with the back of one hand.


      I saw Jessi, Mal, and Mary Anne gape.


      “That is so romantic.” Mary Anne looked as if she were going to faint.


      I thought of something then and tiptoed out of the room, leaving my friends to talk to Claud. I walked down the hall and knocked on Jeff’s door.


      “Yeah?” he said. (I could see light under his door, so I knew he wasn’t asleep yet. I hoped he would be in the mood for a talk.)


      “It’s Dawn. Can I come in?”


      “Sure.”


      I opened the door to the absolute mess that Jeff calls his room. In most ways he’s neat and tidy, but his room looks like a pigsty. However, Jeff swears it’s an organized pigsty. “Quiz me,” he’d said once. “Ask me where anything is and I can find it in five seconds.”


      Well, that was too good a challenge to turn down. “Your math book,” I said.


      Jeff unearthed it from a pile of junk on the floor. “Four seconds!” he announced triumphantly.


      I tried a few other things, and he beat his four-second record.


      Anyway, I now picked my way through the stuff on Jeff’s floor (which, by the way, Mrs. Bruen is not allowed to move or even touch).


      “Jeff?” I said. “I want to talk to you for a minute.”


      “Okay. What about? Am I in trouble?”


      “Nope. I want to talk about Carol.”


      Jeff rolled his eyes.


      “That’s exactly what I mean,” I said. “Neither of us has been very fair to Carol. We haven’t given her a chance.”


      “Dawn, you don’t live out here,” said Jeff, as I tried to clear a spot for myself on his overflowing bed. “You’ve only seen her for two weeks. I see her almost every day.”


      “I know that. But in the two weeks, my feelings about her have changed. I started off disliking her, too.” I tried to explain to Jeff how I’d thought Carol was pushing to be our friend or our big sister. “But when Stacey was in the car accident, I saw Carol completely differently. She really is an adult, Jeff.”


      “She’s not our mother,” he said, picking at a corner of his pillow.


      “No. And she never will be. But if she and Dad get married, I think it will be okay. I really do.”


      Jeff just shrugged.


      “All I’m saying is to give her a chance, okay?”


      Jeff paused. “Okay,” he replied at last.


      “Thanks … Jeffie,” I said, using my baby name for him.


      Jeff hit me over the head with his pillow, so I whacked him with a foam rubber baseball bat. Then, giggling, I fled his room.


      *  *  *


      The next morning, our household was up early, and Mrs. Bruen arrived early, too. She fixed us a huge breakfast.


      “Heaven knows what time they’ll feed you on that plane…. Or what they’ll feed you. Eat up here, girls. I’ll fix whatever you want.”


      And she did. By the time we were leaving for the airport, we were stuffed.


      Also, by the time we were leaving for the airport, Carol had arrived, and she came with us. By now I thought of her as one of the family. I would have been surprised if she hadn’t come with us.


      At the airport, there was the usual flurry of checking tickets and luggage. We had a lot more bags to check than we’d had in New York. This was because some of us had bought an awful lot of souvenirs. Stacey, for instance, had bought a gigantic Porky Pig somewhere. (Stacey can imitate Porky’s voice perfectly.) And Terry had apparently given Claud a big present, although she wouldn’t say what it was. (We suspected it was a stuffed animal.) Then there were Jessi and Mary Anne. They had bought little things wherever we went: anything that said California or Universal Studios or Magic Mountain or whatever on it. They decided to check some of these things and to bring others with them on the plane. (This turned out to be a good idea, since the movie was so boring.)


      At any rate, we were soon standing around our gate, waiting for our plane to be announced. We were both excited and sad. We wanted to see our families again, but we weren’t quite ready to say good-bye to California. And I wasn’t ready to say good-bye to Dad or Jeff.


      Or Carol.


      But soon it was announced that boarding would begin.


      My friends and I looked at each other. “I guess this is it,” said Jessi.


      “Thank you, Mr. Schafer,” rose a chorus of voices.


      Except for mine. I just put my arms around Dad and began to cry. “I don’t want to leave you,” I managed to say.


      “I don’t want you to leave me, either,” he replied. “This is an awful way to live. But we have to make the best of it. You know you’ll be back again soon. You could even take a Friday and Monday off from school and come out for a long weekend. Okay?”


      “Okay.”


      Then I turned to Carol and gave her a quick hug. After that, I turned to Jeff. “No hugging,” he whispered fiercely. “Not in public.”


      “All right.” But I leaned over and whispered to him, “Remember what I said. Give Carol a chance.”


      Jeff nodded.


      And a few minutes later, my friends and I were on the plane. We found our seats — seven across again — and settled in. Mary Anne immediately fastened her seat belt. Before she could tell the rest of us to do the same, we fastened them ourselves.


      Z-O-O-O-O-M. We took off. Orange juice was served. The peanuts started coming around (kicking off Stacey’s barfing fear). We found out what the movie was, rejected it, and got bored.


      Then Jessi and Mary Anne started bringing out some of their souvenirs.


      “Look!” said Jessi. She held up something like a back scratcher, but with an alligator’s (a crocodile’s?) head at one end. When you squeezed the other end, the mouth opened and closed.


      “Now, what are you going to do with that?” Mal asked Jessi.


      “Give it to you,” Jessi replied. “It’s a souvenir for you. You ought to have at least one from our trip.”


      *  *  *


      Hours later (it seemed like days later), the plane landed. The BSC members hurried out of their seats.


      “Come on, you guys. We’re here!” I cried.


      We worked our way into the terminal as fast as we could without stampeding everybody, and suddenly — there were our families. Our parents and brothers and sisters and even some grandparents were there.


      “Hello! Welcome back!” they cried.


      I saw my mom and flew into her arms. “Oh, I missed you,” I said.


      “I missed you, too, honey.”


      We looked at each other with tears in our eyes. “Boy, is it good to be home,” I told her.

    

  


  
    
      [image: image]

    


    [image: image]


    [image: image]


    [image: image]


    [image: image]


    So that’s our story. Did you ever think that a lottery ticket could cause all this — a trip, a boyfriend, surfing, dyed hair….


    By the way, we did a great job choosing Mallory’s hair color. We’ve been home for a month now, so of course her hair is growing out, and you can’t see a difference at all. Here’s what Mal has to say about this: Whew!


    Well, the Jack-O’-Lottery has reached another all-time high. At the next BSC meeting, I’m going to suggest chipping in and buying seven more tickets. They say lightning never strikes twice in the same place, but who knows? If we won, maybe we could all go to New York and stay at Stacey’s father’s apartment!
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