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Fist pumps for Snooki!


“Draw[s] our attention like a berserk windup toy…. The breakout member of the cast.”
—The New York Times


“Incomparable.”
—New York magazine


“Our favorite diminutive reality star.”
—People.com


“America has gone nuts for Snooki.”
—FoxNews.com


“A nationwide sensation.”
—New York Daily News











When you’re this smokin’, winning is a shore thing….


Jersey’s sexiest guidettes are back for another scandalous summer at the Shore, and this time, Giovanna “Gia” Spumanti and Isabella “Bella” Rizzoli are raising the stakes to find thrills and hot gorillas—unemployment, douchebag exes, family drama, and dingy apartment be damned!


But when the girls unknowingly cross an overprotective mafiosa mama, all bets are off. Booted from Seaside Heights for good, the spunky, sequined meatball and her sensitive, quiet cousin are forced to flee to Atlantic City. Their escort out of hell is Fredo, a weird and scrawny but hooked-up club manager from a prominent family, whose master plan is to pimp out Gia’s psychic gifts at the roulette tables.


Suddenly, it’s raining benjamins for the coiffed and tanned threesome. Top-shelf tequila and seafood dinners are not all they’re scoring. Bella snags a pale but talented boardwalk artist, Gia hooks up with a high-stakes poker hottie, and with Gia’s coaching, Fredo just might have a chance at becoming a certified juicehead. Or, at least, a gorilla-in-training.


    But when the casino suspects cheating, the trio is hounded by haters and tricksters determined to sabotage their endless summer. With hearts and loot on the line, losing is not a chance the crew can take. This time, the house isn’t going to win….
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Dedicated to Jionni


There are a lot of gorillas down the Shore, but you’re my Number One Gorillah. You’re my husband and I love you, Pewp!
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Chapter One

Like a Slutty Virgin



Giovanna “Gia” Spumanti stepped out of the dressing room in a white Bangin’ Bride costume. It consisted of a lace-up corset, a tulle micro-miniskirt, thigh-high stockings with a garter belt, and a veil that Gia flung back over her pouf. “I know brides are supposed to wear white,” she said. “But it’d be so much hotter in leopard.”


Gia and her cousin/best friend Isabella “Bella” Rizzoli had just arrived in Seaside Heights, New Jersey, from their off-season home in Carroll Gardens, Brooklyn. Their first stop down the Shore? The Pleasure Chest, a sexcessories boutique.


Holding a bouquet of white plastic roses, Gia strutted the length of the store aisle between racks of bondagewear and a wall of stripper wigs. She did a dramatic pose, arching her back. Her barely holstered boobs popped out of the corset.


“Nip slip!” said Bella, laughing. “You look like a slutty virgin.”


“Ooops.” Tucking herself back in, Gia said, “I’m wearing this to my own wedding. Just to make sure all eyes are glued on me.”


“They would be if you wore a burlap sack,” said Bella. “We don’t have a lot of time. Maria’s bachelorette party is in an hour.”


As the official Bitches of Honor at Mary “Maria” Agatha Pugliani Stanzo Manzitta Crumbi’s upcoming nuptials (she was calling the event 4x4, her July 4 fourth wedding) to Stanley Crumbi, Gia and Bella should have hosted the bachelorette party themselves. But Maria thought it’d be a hassle to have the cousins organize the event from Brooklyn. Maria’s new bestie, Donna Lupo, the wife of one of the groom’s business associates, insisted on planning the party anyway. Knowing Maria, who gargled with tequila and had been known to grind a lamppost when drunk, the bachelorette party would rock no matter who hosted it.


The betrothed couple had a special place in Gia’s heart. She considered Maria and Stanley her “down the Shore” parents. Maria had been her boss at Tantastic, the hottest tanning salon in Seaside Heights. Stanley was the cousins’ Seaside landlord. The couple had already been married and divorced before. Thanks to Gia’s matchmaking and guido makeover skills, she’d helped them get back together last summer.


Big Italian weddings were a blast and a half. Gia’s excitement about the event was slightly tainted. She was in the middle of a sexual dry spell, and not happy about it. Her relationship with Frank Rossi, a Seaside Heights fireman, aka the Hose, iced over during the winter. The two broke up on New Year’s Day, but the end had been coming for a while. The long-distance relationship was tough. With his schedule, it was hard for them to get together. She really disappointed him when she canceled on coming to Seaside for Christmas and went to stay with her estranged father, Joe, his wife, and their new baby in Philly instead. Georgina “Gina” Spumanti was a few months old. Gia wanted to make an impression on her half sister, as well as repair the splintered relationship with her dad. Frankie grumbled, but he said he understood. She should have stuck with her original plan. All week, Joe lavished attention on his new daughter, but ignored Gia. Before the divorce with Gia’s mom five years ago, Gia and Joe were as tight as sausage casing. After the split, Gia moved to Brooklyn with her mom. Joe met and married Rhonda and moved to Philly. Gia hoped her visit would revive their former closeness, but it was useless. Joe seemed unreachable. Frankie offered to come to Brooklyn for New Year’s. They went to Times Square to see the ball drop and kissed at midnight. Their last kiss. No spark. No feeling. It was like kissing a store mannequin. Gia feared her emotions had gone numb after Philly. Frankie had had enough of being kept on a string. They ended it officially the next day. She hadn’t seen, texted, or spoken to the kid since.


“Attention Pleasure Chest shoppers!” said Bella to get Gia’s attention. “I lost you for a second there. Where were you?”


“Gorilla Island,” said Gia. “I was surrounded by a pack of juiceheads, and they were fighting over who got to bring me Jell-O shots and fried pickles.”


“If only such a place really existed.”


“We can dream.”


A shopgirl came over. “Need any help?”


“Does the Bangin’ Bride costume come in leopard?” asked Gia.


The woman’s mouth twitched. “It’s white. As in bride?” She gave Gia the “one meatball short of a hoagie” look. Gia got that a lot.


After she walked away, Bella said, “She’s a snob about selling stripper clothes in a sex store?”


“Forget her,” Gia muttered. She knew what was what, that she wasn’t winning any prizes for her brains. Not everyone was born to put on a rubber apron and split atoms in a kitchen with a meat cleaver. Some people contributed to the world in a different—no less important—way. To bring fun and energy and … oh, screw it. Gia’s mood was wrecked, flattened like a beach ball under a dump truck.


Two years of college had been enough. She wasn’t a great student and didn’t see the point of prolonging the struggle. Since she’d dropped out (due to a lack of funds and interest), Gia had bounced from job to job. The only one she’d been good at was working for Maria at Tantastic last July. When Gia returned to Brooklyn in August, she was full of confidence and pumped to reboot her life. At night she lay awake, dreaming of managing her own salon, of being the bosslady.


Reality squashed the fantasy. Forget a manager position, Gia couldn’t get any job, anywhere. “No openings,” they said at the salons she applied to. She’d spent the year ripping tickets and selling candy at the local movie theater. Her mom’s boyfriend ran the place. Nice boss, good wage, the job still sapped her spirit. She hated spending so much time holed up in dark rooms that stank of fake butter. She craved the spotlight.


Never thought she’d ever hate the smell of popcorn.


“What’s wrong now?” asked Bella.


“Nothing.” Gia’s mood was like an old man’s balls—swinging out of control. She didn’t want to complain on their first day of summer vakay. She’d been looking forward to their trip to Seaside Heights—her “true” home—all year. Now that they were finally here, she needed an attitude adjustment. Drawing herself to her full height of five feet tall (plus four inches of platform espadrille and four inches of pouf), she said, “Brilliant idea. Let’s go to the bachelorette party as Bangin’ Brides!”


“Really?” asked Bella. “Do you think Maria would like it?”


“She’d freakin’ love it!” said Gia, her enthusiasm growing. “Come on, Bells! Just picture it! We’ll stomp into the party like slutty virgin-bride bookends. It’ll be hilarious! Maria will piss herself laughing.”


“She won’t be embarrassed?”


“Have you met Maria?” The bride never saw a plunging V-front, skintight, Lycra, camo-print jumpsuit she didn’t crush on hard. Her acrylic nails were longer that her fingers. Her pouf defied the laws of gravity. “She doesn’t know the meaning of the word embarrass,” said Gia. “Neither do I.”


“Sold,” said Bella, smiling, warming to the idea. She called to the snooty shopgirl, “Hello? Yeah, we need another Bangin’ Bride costume.”


“What size?” asked the woman, smiling.


“A medium.” All shopgirls loved Bella. She was tall and athletic, with perky silicone half-melon boobies.


Gia was a small. Shapely, soft, and perfectly proportioned with a generous rack, she measured sixty inches of sexy. But, by any conventional standard, Gia didn’t compare to Bella’s sinewy, streamlined body that looked awesome in anything. Suddenly, Gia had second thoughts about the two cousins wearing the same costume.


Do not go there, she thought. Whenever Gia had one of those shaky body-image flashes—the kind that went, “I wish I was taller … skinnier … had a tiny waist … longer legs …”—she immediately squashed it and replaced it with something positive, such as, “My tan is mad hawt … I heart my juicy badonk … My boobs are total boybait … ,” etc. Having had some eating issues in high school, Gia was careful to keep her thoughts positive. Turning the negativity around was her secret trick, and it worked.


The shopgirl brought Bella the costume on a hanger. “Should I put it in a bag?”


“I’ll wear it out,” said Bella, and took it into the dressing room to change.


“We need a dozen penis pops, too. And a leather whip, and these pink, fur-lined handcuffs,” said Gia. “Do you gift wrap?”





Chapter Two

That Sicko Freak Happens to Be My Son



“This is it,” said Bella, pulling up to the curb at Boulevard and Sumner, only a block away from their favorite Seaside clubs, Karma and Bamboo. The sign out front read THE COWBOY CLUB, with a corny neon silhouette of a man in a ten-gallon hat, boots, and spurs. Bella cringed at the sight. “You sure about the address?”


“Yes,” said Gia defensively.


“Just checking.” Bella had a right to ask. For one thing, this club looked as if it’d beamed down from Oklahoma. For another, Gia wasn’t exactly reliable about addresses, start times, or phone numbers. Granted, she didn’t screw up every time, only 70 percent.


They got out of Bella’s 1996 Honda. Bella closed the door carefully, afraid it might fall off if she slammed it. The Cowboy Club looked dead. Unlike every other place in Seaside, it had no line or bouncer checking IDs outside.


Gia noticed, too. “Nine on a Friday, and there’s no one here?”


Bella shrugged. It was weird. She pushed the padded doors to get inside. They entered a cavernous main room. It was dark, except for spotlights aimed at giant posters of western scenes on the walls. Dry prairies, buffalo herds, and the Dallas football-team cheerleaders. Country music blared, loud. The girls cupped their hands over their ears to block the sound.


“Arrrgh!” screamed Gia. “My ears are bleeding!”


The tune was awful. Some mopey hayseed whining about his truck or his dog or how his wife left him for a horse. Each twang struck Bella like a steel guitar to the skull.


For Maria’s sake, they pushed onward. The interior didn’t improve as they crept into the belly of the club. The bar was big, but understocked. At a glance, Bella counted only a few bottles of booze. What kind of club had only a few vodka options? And where was the bartender? Ceiling lights flickered across the dance floor in tune with the “music.” No dancers, though. The banquettes against one wall were empty, too. Bella felt self-conscious about her Bangin’ Bride costume now that not a soul was around to appreciate it. She pulled down her miniskirt, tugged the corset up, and followed Gia, who could move surprisingly fast in four-inch heels.


“It’s like a ghost club,” said Gia.


“This can’t be the right place.”


Toward the back, they noticed movement. A peal of laughter rang over the music. They noticed a small gathering of … bears? No, women in fur coats. A tight circle of them. Bella could make out their dark silhouettes.


“Is that the bachelorette party?” asked Gia.


They moved closer. The women in fur were howling and screaming at the top of their lungs. Some seemed to be kicking at something in the center of the circle. A big pouf of blond hair rose up over the top of the women’s heads for a second, then disappeared again. It rose and fell. Each time it became visible, the woman screamed and kicked.


To Bella, it looked as if this posse of women were kicking the crap out of someone. Her karate training kicked in, and she felt her muscles tense under the Bangin’ Bride costume. Bella could not stand to see an unfair fight.


She strode toward the circle and pushed a few of the women—middle-aged femooks in designer clothes, furs, plastic faces, and killer heels—to get to the center of the circle.


Bella had to blink. What in the name of cowboy Christ was she seeing?


“What the fuck?” asked Gia behind her.


At the center of the circle, a blonde was riding a bucking mechanical … what was that thing? Bigger than a sheep, smaller than a cow. A mechanical juicehead dwarf pony? The woman in the saddle was writhing on top of it as it jerked back and forth. She held on to the horn of the saddle with both hands, screaming with orgasmic joy. The women hadn’t been gang-stomping her. They were kicking at the foam padding around the pony ride that came loose with every swivel.


“Kinky,” said Gia, nodding at the blonde. “Doesn’t that hurt your vagine?”


“Who the hell are you?” asked one of the spectators. She took a pull on the bottle of Cristal in her hand as she narrowed icy blue eyes and arched her thin black brows at the cousins. Her hair was black, stick straight, with cropped bangs. It looked like a Chinese wig. Bella didn’t know designers, but her dress looked expensive. The fur jacket looked real. Around her neck, she wore a six-inch, diamond-studded gold cross.


“Gia!” shouted the blonde on the bucking machine. Her words came out herky from the jerky ride. “It’s. Me! I’m. Ride. Ing. A. Frig. Ing. Bull!”


“More like a goat,” said Gia.


“That’s what I thought!” Bella said, laughing. Wait, the blonde on the … thing … was Maria? Bella wouldn’t have recognized her if she’d punched her.


“You. Guys. Have. To. Try. This!”


No. Thank. You, thought Bella. Not unless there was an on-site gynecologist.


The machine slowed and then stopped. Maria kicked one bare leg over the side of the pony, then fell over the other side onto the foam padding.


Cupping her crotch, she said, “There goes the wedding night. I feel like I just had sex with a tuba.”


“Me next!” shouted Gia, jumping up and down, clapping.


The femooks helped Maria to her feet. She was shaky, but able to gather Gia and Bella into a three-way hug.


“Princesses,” Maria squealed. “You made it! Dressed to impress, too. What took you so long? You’re an hour late. You didn’t recognize me at first, right? I made a few changes.”


Some changes? She’d bleached her raven hair with a skunk stripe into a Hollywood yellow. Formerly soft and curvy, Maria had dieted herself to bony, which wasn’t a good look on anyone. Bella guessed she’d had a nose job and a face-lift. And her dress! It was black, classy, and draped. The Maria of last summer preferred clothes that were loud, shiny, and supertight. Glancing at her feet, Bella spotted another major change. No wonder she seemed shorter. The former devotee of six-inch stilettos and patent-leather, high-heeled booties, Maria now wore kitten-heeled strappy sandals.


The most shocking change of all? Maria was … pale. Maybe the blood had drained from her face after the bottom-pounding she’d just taken. Even still, it appeared Maria hadn’t been on a tanning bed in months.


This woman wasn’t the chronically tipsy, leathery, bronzed mystic tanning queen they knew and loved. The new Maria looked like Victoria Gotti after crawling a hundred miles on a bad road to a sketchy plastic surgeon’s office.


Another woman had crawled onto the horny-pony ride, and the creature was bucking away again, the women howling and screaming. Each woman, Bella saw, was holding her own bottle of champagne.


Gia was still blinking in shock at Maria’s shocking transformation. Maria frowned at her and said, “You look like you’ve got gas, honey.”


“I’m fine,” said Gia, giving her old boss another hug. “It’s aweome to see you! Congrats on your wedding!” She reached into the Pleasure Chest shopping bag, grabbed a handful of condoms and foil packs of lube, and threw them in the air like confetti. A few of them bounced off the writhing mechanical pony and flew across the room. A couple hit femooks in the face.


Maria said, “Come sit down, girls. I love the outfits.”


The bride brought them to a booth in back. As they squeezed in, Bella whispered to Gia, “An hour late? You couldn’t make it two hours?”


A few of the other ladies joined them, including the hard-ass with the Chinese-wig hair. She stared at the girls and weaved a little. Drunk and pissed off, thought Bella. Not a good combo.


“We have bachelorette-party gifts,” said Gia, breaking the tension. She gave Maria the Pleasure Chest shopping bag.


Maria reached in and withdrew a cellophane-wrapped goody.


Gia said helpfully, “It’s a penis pop.”


“I can see that,” said Maria.


“Cherry. Your favorite.”


The other women were silent. They seemed to be waiting for the China-wig brunette to react. She squinted at the pop for a few beats, then she barked. From the relieved smiles of the other women, Bella guessed she was laughing. The tension deflated, and the other women started laughing, too.


“You girls are too funny,” slurred the brunette. “You’re the cousins from Brooklyn. Gia and Bella, right? Maria told me all about you. You’re so young! How old are you?”


“We’re both twenty-two,” said Gia.


“I like your style. You need champagne. Everyone needs champagne!” Banging on the table, the brunette bellowed, “We need more bottles out here!”


Bella cringed at the volume. Gia cupped her ears again.


“I’m Donna Lupo,” said the brunette, holding out her hand with the perma French manicure and a couple of doorknob diamond rings. “I’m married to Luigi Lupo, who is Stanley’s best friend from the neighborhood, like a brother. This is Antonia Diana Ravioli, Luigi’s cousin Bobby’s wife. Here’s Carmela Incantanta Fortunata, who’s married to Alonzo, Stanley’s second cousin. Over there on the bull is Adriana Tagliobulo, wife of Carmine, an associate of Luigi’s and Stanley’s …”


While Donna introduced the group as if she were reading the Italian phone book, Bella took in their outfits. It was as if the spring collections from Neiman Marcus had fallen off the back of a truck and landed on these ladies’ backs. All wore fur jackets or vests. All had stick-straight hair in various shades of Paul Mitchell, with cropped bangs and subtle highlights. No skunk stripes or poufs for this crew. They each wore clanging gold crosses that nestled snugly into their cleavage. Their makeup consisted of mascara, gloss, and five spackled layers of nude foundation.


Gia asked suddenly, “Isn’t it too hot to wear fur?”


Donna wore a lynx jacket, the white fur tickling her jaw. “It’s never too hot to wear fur,” she said. “A toast! To air-conditioning!”


The ladies lifted their bottles and guzzled until they’d drained the champagne inside. Then they threw the bottles and belched thunderously in unison. Then they started laughing like jackals. Such behavior wouldn’t shock Bella among her own friends. But to see middle-aged women like this? Yeah, it was like an episode of Mob Wives. They’d probably start tearing each other’s hair out next.


Donna pounded on the table and screamed, “More champagne!” like the Italian-American princess version of Henry VIII. Bella glanced around, looking for a cocktail waitress or a bartender. None in sight.


Donna’s attention swiveled to Maria. “So tell us about the wedding. Did you arrange the tables like I told you to? I hope you didn’t seat me with Annette Camponati, because I freakin’ hate that backstabbing bitch.”


Maria said, “You and Annette are on opposite sides of the room. I did everything like you said.”


Bella and Gia made eye contact. Maria seemed afraid of this Donna person. Bella felt intimidated by her, too, and she was no quivering violet. Bella could make brown-belted juiceheads quake at her karate-sparring gym. But Donna had a fearsome presence. Bella shuddered, imaging what it’d be like to get on her bad side.


Had Donna pressured Maria to make the physical changes to fit into their crew? Bella would never change herself for anyone. Sure, she’d had her boobies done, but she did that for herself. The Girls had been her twenty-first-birthday present to herself. If anyone had told her to do it, she’d’ve been dead set against it.


Gia, apparently, didn’t feel intimidated by Donna. “Where’re the male strippers? This is a bachelorette party. Don’t tell me the closest thing we have to a hot gorilla is that tin-plated kiddie ride over there.”


“Are you saying I don’t know how to make a party for my friend?” Donna’s blue eyes flared.


“No offense to you. But this club sucks. You can’t dance to this country crap. The bottles are kicked. No hot boys. Let’s go to Karma to dance. We’ll torpedo the place.”


“We can dance to this!” Donna said. “Come on. I’ll show you.” She gestured for all the women to follow her to the dance floor. “Get in lines,” she demanded.


“Stand in a line—on purpose? Is this the DMV?” asked Gia.


“Do it!”


The cousins got on line with the others. Donna stood in front and tried to teach the ladies some country shitkicker moves.


Gia and Bella could not follow. Bella’s body simply would not do-si-do. The entire experiment was a do-see-don’t. Bella zoned out, barely paying attention, while the other women mimicked Donna’s steps. Bella’s mind drifted back home, to her mom’s face when she practically pushed Bella out the door. She hadn’t wanted to leave her mom. There was too much to do, and Bella had been the coper in the house all year. Along with powering through her classes at NYU, Bella cared for her mom after the uterine-cancer diagnosis. Bella filled out the health insurance forms and made the chemo appointments. She held her mom’s hand, cleaned up after her, kept the house in order, cooked their meals. Her dad? Where the hell was he during all this? He bailed. He let them all down. A bitterness rose in Bella’s throat at the memory of her father, slumped in the living room armchair at home, refusing to help Mom climb the stairs after a chemo treatment.


No, thought Bella. Do not go there. You’re supposed to be having fun.


Bella grabbed Gia’s wrist and pulled her out of the line, saying, “We have to use the bathroom.”


They ran toward the restroom sign, and down a short hallway farther back into the club. Bella said, “Holy shit! Maria drank Donna’s Kool-Aid.”


“It’s like she’s a completely different person,” agreed Gia.


“We have to do something.” Bella punched open the door marked with a cowgirl silhouette.


The room was dark. Bella groped for the light switch, turned it on, and saw a man sitting in one of the stalls, the door wide-open, his eyes wild as if he’d been caught stealing.


Or whatever else he might be doing in the ladies’ restroom. By himself. Alone. In the dark. With his pants down.


“Ewww,” said Gia.


The cousins clattered back to the main room. Gia shouted, “There’s a creepy, sicko freak in the bathroom! Call the cops!”


“Wait!” shouted the male voice behind them. The kid was pulling his jeans up and fixing his belt. He had waxy skin, black eyes, dark hair greased back, and a five o’clock shadow that probably took him five months to grow. Through the armholes of his black skank tank, Bella could see how scrawny he was. Maybe twenty-five, he was tall, with a long pencil neck and bobbing Adam’s apple.


“Can’t I get a minute’s privacy around here!” said the kid.


“It’s a public john, not your bathroom at home,” said Donna, weaving over, line dancing on hold.


“I went into the cowgirls’ room by mistake.”


“You know this freak?” asked Gia.


Maria was shaking her head frantically. A warning?


Donna said, “Gia, Bella, this is Fredo, my son, and the manager of this club.”


Ohhhh, so that’s why we’re here, thought Bella. They could be at Karma, really celebrating Maria’s last night as a single lady. But, no, Donna the alpha lynx had to support her son’s crappy club.


Maria, the peacemaker, said, “It’s an honest mistake, Donna. Gia didn’t know Fredo was your son. She’d never have called him a creepy, sicko freak otherwise.”


“Yeah, I would’ve!” said Gia. “He was in the pitch-black women’s bathroom, grunting.”


“I thought it was the cowboys’ room!” protested Fredo.


Cowboys’ room? It was so corny. “Why in the dark?” Bella asked.


He blushed and looked at his Pumas.


Donna said, “My boy has issues. He doesn’t like to see his poops. Even when he was a baby, he’d cry hysterically as soon as his diaper was full…. What? Don’t look at me like that, Fredo. You’re anally retentive. It’s just who you are, and I love you anyway. Did I embarrass you? I’m sorry, sweetheart. Let me give you a hug.”


Donna steamrolled toward her cringing weirdo son and mauled him with kisses. It was sickening to watch. Bella squirmed sympathetically for Fredo. Poor kid, still caught in his mama’s French-manicured clutches.


Gia whispered, “Okay, that’s disgusting.”


Bella’s marathoner leg muscles twitched to get away from the uncomfortable relationship on display. But she feared making any sudden movements. Having grown up in a hard-core Italian neighborhood, she knew never to come between a Sicilian mama and her favorite son. It was like poking the bear with a stick. Or a Taser.


Finally, Donna released Fredo, who stumbled backward a few steps and wiped at his skank tank as if he were trying to brush off the hug. Donna gazed at him with pure love and adoration. “My boy. Isn’t he handsome?”


Dead silence.


“He’s going to the wedding, too,” said Donna. “Maria, didn’t you seat him at a table with the girls?”


Maria nodded. “I did, Donna. Right between Gia and Bella.”


“Good,” said Donna. “I heard you girls are both single right now. Fredo can be your date to the wedding. You two should be thrilled.”


“Waaaa,” Gia said. “I mean, yay!”


Bella glanced at Maria. She looked apologetic and silently pleaded with the cousins to go along. Gia read the message in her eyes clearly. Sighing, Gia said, “Great. We’ll rock the wedding. Like we’re rocking this club. Whoopee.”


Donna beamed. “Wonderful. Fredo, more champagne!”





Chapter Three

Home Sweat Home



“You’d think Stanley would do better by us,” said Gia, looking up at the concrete building at the corner of Hancock and West Central Avenue. It looked like a stack of giant gray bricks with black, square windows. Not many windows, at that.


Bella parked and switched off the Honda’s ignition. This was to be their new summer digs? Stanley had made the arrangements for them. The bridegroom owned half the broken-down beach rentals in Seaside and arranged for the cousins to spend their July in “a state-of-the-art two-bedroom condo with a Jacuzzi and ocean views,” as he described it on the phone last week.


“It might rock on the inside,” said Bella.


Gia snorted. “It is a rock, inside and out.”


The cousins—still in costume—hauled their luggage up three flights of stairs. Bella used the key Stanley had mailed to them, and they went into their top-story condo.


“State-of-the-art? More like state-of-the-fart,” Gia whined.


“It’s clean,” said Bella.


True. But since there were no curtains or carpeting and barely any furniture, what could look messy? There was a Jacuzzi—in the living room—with two legs-up water bugs in it. They must have died from disgust at how scary ugly the place was. Also in the living room: a sticky-hot leather couch patched with gummy duct tape, a cigarette-burn-scarred coffee table, and a TV bolted to the ceiling like in a prison. The “kitchen” in the corner of the living room had a minifridge, toaster oven, and microwave.


Gia cringed at the sight. Not that she cared about cooking. Bella had grown up stationed in her family’s Italian deli on Smith Street and equated “home” with “kitchen.” Making sauce and shaving garlic was how she relaxed. Without a proper oven, stove, and counter, Bella might freak out. Gia would do anything to prevent that. Her cousin had had a rough year, including her mom’s cancer diagnosis and her parents’ split. Gia, who lived with Bella’s family in Brooklyn, had watched the nightmare unfold. Gia’s number one goal for this summer? See to it that Bella had a good time. Her number two goal? What else? Find a juice-head gorilla and smush like it was the Mayan apocalypse.


“A toaster oven is just as good as a real oven,” Gia said.


Bella scoffed, “I guess I can make bruschetta.”


“Guys love that! You’ll have them eating out of your hand.”


“They’ll have to,” said Bella, opening empty cabinets. “No plates.”


They dared to explore the rest of the place.


The bedrooms looked like prison cells with cinder-block walls and concrete floors. One dresser, one small closet, a chair, and a bed covered in plain white sheets and an itchy brown blanket.


“Is it hot in here?” asked Bella.


Even at midnight, with all the windows open, the top floor of the cement building was sweltering. No air-conditioning. Gia’s sweat dribbled between her boobs and pooled in her belly button.


It’d been an endless night. They’d hung in there at Maria’s party for hours, gamely trying country line dancing and listening to Donna Lupo brag about Fredo, the kid squirming the entire time. The only way Gia got through it was by guzzling champagne and doing shots of amaretto. She even took a turn on the grinding pony. That was the highlight of the party.


The sight of their apartment was sobering. The heat had turned her tongue into sandpaper. Obvy, she needed a margarita ASAP. Gia was just about to suggest going to the boardwalk to a bar when Bella stripped off her stripper gear and flopped down naked on the bed in the small bedroom. “I’m gonna crash.”


Gia could take a hint. She gave Bella her privacy, lugged her suitcase into the bigger bedroom, and remade her bed with her own sheets and her leopard-print bedspread that went everywhere she did. She laid her stuffed animal, Crocadilly, on top. Her bedclothes didn’t brighten the depressing space. Gia’s heart sank.


“Fuck it.” Barging back into Bella’s room, she said, “We’re not staying here.”


Bella sighed. “Should we sleep on the street?”


“We stay here until after the wedding tomorrow. As soon as it’s over, I’ll get on Stanley to find us a better place.”


“Aren’t they going on a honeymoon?”


Gia shook her head. “Stanley refused to leave town before Labor Day. Too many summer rentals to deal with. I bet he’s just putting it off to avoid paying for a trip.” They snickered over their landlord’s epic cheapness. “Okay, the condo sucks. But we’re in Seaside. It’s Friday night. Let’s destroy this place!”


“We’d need a wrecking ball to destroy this place,” said Bella, rapping on the concrete floor with her knuckles.


Gia was on a mission to wipe the mope off Bella’s face. The girl needed to shake off her winter blues now. “The place sucks, but the location isn’t horrible. We’re a few blocks from the boardwalk. I can smell the corn dogs from here.”


Bella sat up. “Are you going to annoy me until I say yes?”


Gia nodded and clapped her hands. “One drink, I swear!”


Before Bella could change her mind, Gia hurried her to throw on the first thing they grabbed out of their suitcases. Bella pulled out a purple cotton jersey T-shirt dress with peephole slashes low enough to show a hint of her tramp stamp. Gia yanked free a black tube dress with a wide pink belt. To give their feet a break after the Bangin’ Bride stilettos, they wore rhinestone-covered flip-flops. Gia pulled Bella out the door before they lost an hour redoing their hair and makeup. They might look like sloppy wrecks, but so would everyone else out there.


“Inca?” suggested Gia as they hit the boardwalk.


“Really?” asked Bella. “We’re going skank?”


“Is tonight different from all other nights?”


The Inca Bar was a dank hole. Rusted water marks on the ceiling. Puke stains on the floor. The walls were crawling with mold and dark specks that Gia didn’t want to think about. As gross as the place was, Gia had memories there—some fun, some funky. At this very bar, last summer, Gia nearly lost her shit—literally. Two nasty pieces of work, frenemies from her high school days in Toms River, fed her laxative-spiked Jell-O shots. Gia eventually got her revenge, sweeter than Nutella smeared on a fried Oreo. Just thinking about that victory made her almost unbearably happy.


Tonight at the Inca, the mold smell wasn’t so strong. The DJ was spinning house music. A sweaty, packed crowd of dancers jumped up and down in a solid mass of humanity. Gia sneaked a peek at Bella, to see if she was soaking up the energy and good vibes. Sure enough, Bella was swaying, her graceful hands dancing away in front of her. Gia smiled. Yes! Her best bitch was back.


Barreling to the bar like a bowling ball, Gia yelled, “Emergency! Tequila shots! Stat!”


The cousins raised their glasses to each other. Gia said, “To summer!” They clinked, shot, and slammed their glasses on the bar.





Chapter Four

Follow the Bouncing Meatball



“You drive,” said Bella, too hungover to open her eyes. Their one “Welcome to Seaside” tequila shot at the Inca had turned into two. Three bennies from Staten Island convinced them to try “the Verrazano,” equal parts Patrón, Red Bull, and Frangelico. Gia and Bella had one. Then three. They crawled back to the Prison Condo at four in the morning. Bella woke up with red, white, and blue Manic Panic streaks in her hair.


Gia had them, too. “You don’t remember? When we got home last night, we decided to do it. For the wedding and July Fourth.”


As shocked as Bella was, she liked how her hair looked tie-dyed in “I heart America” colors. It matched their flashy bridesmaid dresses. The top part was covered with silver and red beading. The A-line skirt part was made entirely of red emu feathers. Legs bare, they had matching red patent-leather peeptoe pumps.


So Bella’s hair and outfit were bangin’. So was her head, unfortunately. By the time they finished dressing and went down to the Honda, Bella was in serious pain. As a general rule, Bella drove. The Honda was sensitive and Gia drove the way she danced. All over the place.


Grabbing an opportunity to get behind the wheel, Gia took the keys from Bella’s shaking hand. “Love to! I know the way. I went to about a dozen sweet-sixteen parties at this place.” The wedding would be at Neptune’s Hideaway, a catering hall in Toms River, only a ten-minute drive from Seaside Heights.


Bella climbed into the suicide seat (quake) and closed her eyes. Gia had some trouble getting the Honda started. “No worries!” she said, which naturally terrified Bella.


Gia pulled onto Route 37, no problem. Bella dared to peek at the road. Their exit was coming up soon. Gia was in the far left lane, booming down the highway, humming a Rihanna tune.


“Exit on the right,” said Bella.


“I’m on the right.”


“The other right! Hurry up! We’re going to miss it.”


Gia switched lanes, looking over her shoulder, pouring on the gas, then stomping on the brake when she nearly hit a passing car. She swerved, righted the car, and managed to get in the right lane. Bella’s heart was pounding as hard as her head.


“Ya see? I can do this.” Gia put on the blinker to exit, slowed down, and turned to blow Bella a kiss. In that split second, Gia overshot the exit ramp, pulled hard on the wheel, and wound up crashing into the yellow plastic barrels at the corner of the exit ramp. The water inside the barrels exploded out of the tops and drenched the Honda like a dirty ocean wave. When the water sloshed off the windshield, Bella saw smoke rising from the Honda’s hood.


Bella turned to Gia, whose hands were gripping the wheel for dear life. “Are you okay?” Thank God they were wearing seat belts.


“I’m fine. I’m like a rubber meatball. I bounce. You don’t look too hot.”


Bella checked herself for damage. Since they were going slowly when they hit the safety barrels, Bella hadn’t felt much of an impact. No air bags in the Honda (yeah, it was that old). If Bella looked bad, it was because she was worried about Gia’s being hurt.


Slowly, carefully, Bella opened the passenger-side door. She was shaking when she checked the car. The front bumper had fallen off, and the engine was pouring smoke.


Gia was out of the car, too. At the sight of the mangled bumper, she covered her cheeks with her hands. “Did I do that?” she asked, shocked. “It’s not my fault! The exit came up so fast, and then I turned too sharp, and … I’m so sorry, Bells!”


“We have to call someone.” Bella wasn’t going to dissect what happened right now, although it was obviously Gia’s friggin’ fault. Stay focused, she told herself. In a crisis, Bella’s mind turned into a practical, logical machine. “Call Stanley,” she said, already back in the car, looking in the glove compartment for her insurance info or a roadside-assistance hotline number.


“I kind of lost my phone,” said Gia. “Um, can I borrow yours?”


“Fuck!” said Bella, exasperated.


“I’m sorry! I’m a walking disaster area. There should be orange highway cones surrounding me at all times. I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me forever.”
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