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TO CAROLINE

MAY ALL YOUR SLEEPOVERS BE TAME IN COMPARISON



PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


The Promise of Epic

Tonight is gonna be EPIC.

I smile to myself and work in a few hip wiggles in time to the song blaring (or at least nudged to the highest possible volume I can get away with without my mom appearing in my doorway with her arms crossed), as I toss my favorite polka-dot flannel pajama bottoms into my bag. I have to stop dancing to wrestle my pillow into my already jam-packed sleeping bag pouch, and then I jump in place to get the drawstring to close. Who knew packing for a sleepover could be such a workout?

My hand hovers over Hippy, my stuffed hippo, lying facedown on my comforter. Pack him. No, don’t. Yes, do. No, way too babyish. This might be my first sleepover, but I’m not actually that young. Depending on whether you consider twelve and three-quarters young. (FYI: I don’t.) And, well, it isn’t technically my first sleepover, but it is the first one where I fully and completely intend to make it to the actual sleeping-over part. Let’s just say there was a little Could you please, please call my mom to pick me up? incident when it came to lights-out at my friend’s house when I was seven. It, um, might have happened again at age eight. And nine. We sort of skipped trying after that, but I’m (almost, in three months) thirteen now.

I can do this.

I pause with one hand on the zipper of my duffel bag. Then I reach across it, grab Hippy, wrap him in my West Oak Middle School sweatshirt, and nestle the bundle gently underneath the clothes I’ve packed to change into in the morning.

Epic is epic, but if we ever get around to actual sleeping at this sleepover, a girl might need her stuffed hippo. I’m just saying.

I shake my bag to clear space for a few extras.

[image: Image] Nail polish “borrowed” from Mom’s bathroom: check

[image: Image] Camera for maximum selfie-taking (even if I’ll have to connect it to a computer to put the pictures on Anna Marie’s Instagram since someone’s parents don’t approve of either smartphones or social media sites for not-yet-teenagers): check.

[image: Image] Girls’ Life magazine, latest issue: check.

I pull my iPod from its dock and tuck it on top before zipping my duffel closed. Done! Nope, not done. I open it again to slide three fair-trade organic carob bars (despite Mom’s claims, these are not “practically the next best thing to a candy bar”—don’t be fooled) along the side. Zzzzip!

There. I hoist the sleeping bag over my shoulder and try to ignore the fact that the strap is digging into my skin. You know what? I don’t even care. Nothing is going to ruin tonight!

Epic. It’s gonna be epic. I don’t know exactly what that means, but Paige and Anna Marie keep saying they want my first true sleepover to be epic and it sounds like a good thing and I’m just going to pretend I don’t have the teensy, tiniest, little belly-flip feeling when I try to picture the night. It might be true that I’ve never been an epic kind of person, but who’s to say I couldn’t be if I tried? And when better to try than tonight?

The doorbell rings out Pachelbel’s “Canon in D” in tinny ding-dong notes.

“Mom! Mo-ooom! Can you get that? It’s Paige!” I yell down to the first level. She hates when I yell between floors, but I know Paige, and she’ll be leaning on that doorbell again in 2.5 seconds. Mom will hate that even more, I’m positive.

I take the stairs from my attic bedroom two at a time and thud onto the second-floor landing. Leaning over the railing, I spot my mom in the downstairs hallway, one arm in a cardigan sweater and the other grabbing at the air behind her for the empty sleeve. The doorbell chimes again, followed by three short bursts as Paige jabs the button.

Knew it.

“Someone needs to teach that girl some manners. She’s murdering Pachelbel,” Mom mutters loudly enough for me to hear as I reach the bottom stair. Tugging the door open, Mom raises an eyebrow at Paige, looking oh-so-Paige with her long blond hair in waves and wearing a fringed denim miniskirt and furry boots. She has her elbow propped on the doorframe.

“Mrs. A. What up?”

“Paige.” Just the one word, but I can hear all the disapproval it holds. I cringe and hope my friend doesn’t pick up on it. I hurry to cross the hallway, dragging my duffel behind me, and insert myself in front of my mom. Luckily, Paige just smiles her normal grin at me and blows her bangs out of her eyes.

“Girlfriend! You ready for an awesomesauce night?”

I start to bounce a little in excitement, but then I remember Mom just behind me.

“Um, yeah, it should be good.” I shrug and kick at the door threshold with my sneaker. With my shoulders angled so Mom can’t see my face, I catch Paige’s eyes and send her a silent plea to play it cool.

I turn to my mother with a small smile and see her eyes narrow slightly. “I fail to see what’s ‘awesomesauce’ about working on a science fair project. You have your biology textbook in there, right, Meghan Elizabeth?”

I shoot another desperate look at Paige, but I know she’ll catch on. She has two older brothers and an older sister, so she’s well schooled in the art of parental management. She doesn’t even miss a beat before she says, “No worries. She can use mine, Mrs. A. I only meant that plotting the nocturnal exercise patterns of Anna Marie’s hamster has the potential to be totally amazeballs when we take first place in the science fair, is all.”

My mother does not look convinced. It’s not that Mom wouldn’t let me go on a regular sleepover without the whole science fair story, but then I’d have to listen to all kinds of lectures on what to do . . . and what not to do. It’s not worth it. Plus, with my personal sleepover history, it’s really not worth it. Mom’s eyebrows do that meet-in-the-middle-like-a-V thing above her nose, and she shakes her head once.

“You have your retainer? And your Ladybug cell in case of an emergency? And please go to bed at a reasonable time, you hear me? We’re going right from picking you up tomorrow afternoon to handbell rehearsal at church, and I don’t want you yawning your way through it, or Reverend Robbins will be offended. And for heaven’s sake, Meghan, don’t forget to floss!”

Paige is one of my good friends, so she knows this is how it is, but yeah . . . my parents are pretty strict. (Well, mostly Mom, but Dad doesn’t like to “rock the boat” once Mom’s made up her mind about something.) You would think living under martial rule would have made me desperate to get away for all those other sleepovers, but the thing is, Mom’s also got a pretty overactive imagination, and I think maybe I inherited it. Usually what happens when she won’t let me walk to the park alone because of “stranger danger” or warns me against eating anything with Yellow 5 dye in it because she watched a talk show that said it could cause cancer, is that I end up not even really wanting to because who wants to be kidnapped or to get sick? Not me.

It’s just lately I’ve been starting to wonder if maybe Mom’s a little too overprotective.

I mean, I know she is (says the only girl on the soccer field wearing a bike helmet).

I guess maybe what I’m actually starting to wonder is if I’m still okay with it. Tonight’s kind of a test. If I can have fun and go a little bit crazy and nothing bad happens, maybe I need to work up the courage to talk to Mom about a few things. And, duh, what could ever go wrong at a simple sleepover at my best friend’s house, where I spend practically half my time anyway?

I give Mom a quick hug and say, “Sure thing. Floss. Retainer. Call. Got it. Say good night to Dad for me.” I readjust my sleeping bag and drag my duffel around Mom’s planted legs. Paige backs off the step and onto the path, smiling angelically at my mother. With her pale blond waves, she really does look like an angel.

“Enjoy your evening, Mrs. A.” Under her breath as we walk away she mutters, “Dude, what is a Ladybug cell?”

I groan and whisper, “It’s a starter cell phone. With a total of two buttons: home and 9-1-1.”

Paige snorts a giggle and grabs the duffel out of my hands as we make our way toward her sister in the waiting car. I steal a glance behind me at Mom because I’m positive she won’t let me drive off with a college kid behind the wheel, but she’s already closed the door. Phew!

“Oh, my poor sheltered Meghan,” Paige says when she catches my worried look. “You’re not going to know what hit you. Mark my words, Megs. Tonight? Is gonna be EPIC.”

It doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in our best-night-ever plans when the birthday girl can’t answer the door because she’s arguing with her mother. Maybe arguing isn’t the right word, but it’s definitely a Serious Discussion, and I feel totally weird ringing the doorbell in the middle of it. The door itself is propped open a few inches and, technically, we could just walk in, which Anna Marie’s mom always tells me I should do since I’m here so much, but then we would be interrupting and it would be all awkward and . . .

I steal a glance at Paige, who just shrugs and plops down on the step. It takes a lot to make Paige uncomfortable, which probably mostly has to do with the older siblings thing. At Paige’s house, chaos and bickering are everyday occurrences, unlike at my house, which is always dust-free and orderly and church-quiet except for when Dad plays his cello.

“But it’s my birthday. Shouldn’t I get a say in this?” Anna Marie is saying, kind of high-pitched and pleadinglike.

“Bug, I know it’s not ideal,” her mom answers. “But your father asked a special favor, and I think it’s a reasonable request. You’re already skipping out on your annual sunrise birthday hike up Mount Ellis with him.”

Mrs. Guerrero’s voice is gentle, just like she is. I love, love, LOVE Anna Marie’s mom. She’s warm and soft and always just a little frazzled. It’s not like I don’t love my own parents most of all because—obviously—of course I do. I just wish sometimes they could relax a little more, especially my mother.

Okay, I’ve held out on something I’ve been dying to do for long enough. I can’t take it anymore! I steal the tiniest of peeks at the house next door, just like I do every time I’m at Anna Marie’s. I can’t even help it. It’s like there’s a magnet attached to my head and the other magnet is on Jake Ribano’s house.

It’s so not fair that Anna Marie gets to live next door to Jake, the cutest guy in our grade and, also, kind of the scariest. Well, not scary exactly; it’s just that he’s a little bit of a rebel. Seeing as how I am the exact polar opposite of a rebel, it makes him sort of fascinating. At least that’s what I’m blaming my stalkerish tendencies on. Not the fact that he’s got this floppy blue-black hair he’s always pushing out of his eyes absentmindedly or anything shallow like that. Totally involuntarily, my heart speeds up a little at the thought of catching a glimpse of him.

But no.

His house is dark and quiet. My heartbeat slows and steadies.

Inside, Mrs. Guerrero says, “Besides, in a few months, Veronica’s going to be part of this family whether you like it or not. And I can promise you, your life will be a lot easier if you learn to deal with that.”

“Mom. Seriously. You’ve met Veronica. She’s a freak!” Anna Marie is practically shouting now, and I cringe and avoid looking at Paige. So mega-awkward. I feel extra bad for my best friend. I can’t even imagine having a stepsister forced on me, and Anna Marie already has her hands full with a bratty little brother, Max. I used to beg my parents for a baby brother or sister until I realized I could end up with a Max. No, thanks.

“Anna Marie! That’s no way to talk about someone who will be family soon. You have to find a way past this, preferably before Dad’s wedding.”

Mrs. Guerrero’s voice gets quieter, and both Paige and I scoot our butts a little bit closer to the doorway, exchanging guilty glances as we do. “Look,” Mrs. G. says. “I’ll admit Veronica has some . . . oddities. But she seems like a sweet enough girl, and you’re the same age, so you have something in common right there. You can’t argue she hasn’t been doing her part to try to get to know you, and I just think you could meet her halfway.”

Anna Marie snorts loud enough that we can hear it. “I don’t consider charting my horoscope based on the latitude and longitude of my birth location ‘getting to know me.’ ”

Paige stuffs her fist into her mouth to keep from laughing, and I elbow her. The only thing worse than interrupting would be getting busted eavesdropping. Paige rubs at her elbow and mouths, Ow!

I ignore her.

Inside, Anna Marie’s mom sounds sympathetic. “I know it’s your big sleepover party and this is getting sprung on you at the last minute. But I’m trying to be supportive of Dad’s decision to remarry, and I think allowing Veronica to be part of your birthday would be a really nice gesture. Okay, sweets?”

Anna Marie sighs. “Not really. But I’m guessing this is a rhetorical question.”

“She’ll be here in a half hour. I expect you to be inclusive. It means a lot to Dad and to me.”

It’s quiet then, and after about ten seconds Paige pops to her feet and puts her hand out to help me up. Together we lean on the doorbell and wait for Anna Marie to fling the door open the rest of the way.



CHAPTER TWO


Pineapple-and-Pickle Pizza

“SQUEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

I’m pretty sure we just woke up people sleeping in Australia, but so what? It’s finally here! The party is starting! We scramble inside, knocking bags and hips as we barrel down the basement stairs.

I don’t mention a single thing about the fight we overheard, and neither does Paige. Anna Marie seems okay, and why ruin a good sleepover with serious talk? Paige drops her backpack and sleeping bag at the base of the stairs, forcing me to leap from the last step over the discarded gear. I swallow a sigh and move her stuff against the wall, where it won’t be a safety hazard.

Oh my God. I’m turning into my mother. It’s official. I may need medical attention.

“I. Am. So. Excited!” Anna Marie yells. “Omigosh, you guys, tonight was taking forever to get here even though it’s not technically tonight yet because it’s only five o’clock, but you know what I mean. I’m so, so glad I overruled Mom about the party starting now, because we need the extra time to do all the fun stuff before we get tired, and if you start a sleepover at seven or something, then you barely get to do anything before you have to go to sleep, although we’re totally not going to sleep, are we? I want to see how late we can stay up! I say two a.m., but I couldn’t make myself nap earlier when I tried, so I bet I crash by midnight. And don’t worry, Megs, we’ll stay up all night with you if that’s what it takes so you aren’t freaked out. Omigosh, you’re heeeeere!”

Anna Marie . . . likes to talk. A lot. Sometimes this is a good trait in a best friend, like on days you’re really sleepy because your math homework took forever the night before, or you’re distracted looking for a certain neighbor of hers in the hallway between classes, and sometimes it’s a little bit annoying. Right now? It’s perfect! Her excitement is way contagious.

She grabs us both by the hands, and we all jump in place. I don’t know why this gives us the major giggles, but it does. I laugh at how Anna Marie’s short, spiky hair barely moves with her jumps. I have no idea what my ponytail is doing and, for once, I don’t care. I don’t even care about all those tiny doubts I had in the back of mind every time I pictured this party, worrying about whether I’d have to call my mom to pick me up because I was too big of a baby to spend the entire night. At the moment they’re all just . . . gone. Poof.

“Okay, what’s first? Snacks? Spa Night? Xbox?” Anna Marie asks, waving her hands around the open room. I’ve spent so much time in this basement, I could probably even find my way around it blindfolded. On the center wall is an oversize flat-screen TV with a cabinet below it. Without looking, I can guarantee there are cords from the Xbox in a tangled mess on the floor in front of it. The couch is this big tan sectional with lumpy cushions in the middle of the space, and behind it is a Ping-Pong table and a wood bar Anna Marie’s dad decorated with signs from Irish pubs, back when he still lived here and called the basement his “man cave.”

“Presents!” Paige declares. We’ve only been here for 2.5 seconds but, clearly, Paige cannot wait one more instant to give Anna Marie whatever it is she got her. She yanks her backpack from next to the wall where I’d nudged it and rifles through until she finds a rectangular-shaped box tied with purple (Anna Marie’s favorite color) ribbon.

Paige’s grin is huge as she hands the package over, and her smile grows even bigger as Anna Marie tugs off the ribbon and unwraps the paper. Anna Marie holds up the cellophane-wrapped Summer Dance Party 11 for Xbox and squeals.

“Every party needs dancing!” Paige declares.

Anna Marie throws her arms around Paige and says, “It’s perfect! Thank you so much! I was getting really good at all the songs on SDP 10, and that’s awesome but also kind of boring, ya know? And now I’ll have a whole ton of new ones to learn. Yay! I love it so much!”

Geez, I hope she likes the journal I bought her as much. Writing quietly is not exactly a party activity, and now I’m worried I should have brought something more fun. I know Anna Marie will like it, because we’re alike in most ways and I have to put all my thoughts on paper or it’s like they never happened (and let’s be honest, Anna Marie always has a lot to say about anything and everything), but this party is supposed to be all about letting loose and coming out of my shell. Maybe that means I should have found something we all could have had fun with tonight, like Paige’s present. Why am I such a fail at party guesting? At the very least, I’m waiting until later to give Anna Marie my present.

Paige has dropped to her knees and is pushing the bulky coffee table tight against the couch, clearing an open space in the middle of the carpet, and Anna Marie is sliding the game into the console. I grab a controller to help out.

“ ‘Maniac’ or ‘Funkytown’?” I ask, scrolling my thumb along the buttons.

“ ‘American Boy,’ ” orders Paige. “It’s Kanye!”

I’m not supposed to listen to Kanye. Mom doesn’t like “the way those rap singers disrespect women.” But I don’t mention this. Instead I find the song and hit play before jumping back up and joining Paige and Anna Marie in a line. Of course Paige, who is allowed to do, watch, and listen to anything on account of being the youngest child by a whole lot of years, knows every word. At least it doesn’t take me long to learn the refrain, and the dance moves come pretty naturally.

I’m paying so much attention to the scores on the screen and trying to beat my friends that I don’t notice the girl with stringy hair clutching the banister and bobbing her head along until she sings out (off tune, I might add), “ ‘Take me to New York. I’d like to see LA.’ ”

Paige and Anna Marie spin around, and I’m so startled I drop my controller.

“ ‘I really want to come kick it with you,’ the girl continues, squinting through thick glasses at the lyrics on the screen and emphasizing them with a karate-style leg move that causes her to tumble down the last two stairs and land on her hands and knees.

The song ends as all three of us gape at the girl in front of us on the floor. If it were me sprawled there, I would have practically died, but this girl seems completely unembarrassed. In fact, she’s smiling.

“Hi, everyone!”

Anna Marie sighs, walks to the steps, and reaches out a hand to help the girl up.

“Guys, this is my, um . . . This is Veronica. She’s, uh, she’s joining us tonight.”

Anna Marie has one of those forced-polite smiles that’s exactly like the one I plaster on at coffee hour after church when all the old ladies pet my arm and ask me if I have a boyfriend yet. (Answer I give: No, I’m still too young for that. Answer I’d like to give: No, and haven’t you ever heard of women’s lib? Girls these days have way more to do with their time than think about boys, you know. Actual answer: No, but I definitely wouldn’t complain if I did and, please, God, could it be Jake Ribano?)

I exchange a quick glance with Paige behind Anna Marie’s back, and try to make my smile more genuine as I say, “Um, hey, Veronica. It’s nice to meet you.”

Just because I’ve heard Anna Marie complain nonstop about her weird stepsister-to-be doesn’t mean I have to judge her before I know her. Although there’s probably some kind of Best Friend Code that says I do. But still.

Paige also allows a small smile and then turns her attention back to queuing up the next song.

“So, what are you guys doing?” Veronica asks.

Um, isn’t it obvious? But no, that’s mean.

I keep my voice upbeat and answer, “We’re just playing a dance game. Do you want to use my remote? I can sit this one out.” Even if I wanted to, I can’t turn off the manners Mom and Dad always insist on. And I don’t want to. I’m not rude.

Veronica adjusts the strap on her ruffled tank top, which she’s layered over a gray sweatshirt. Her jeans are baggy and sag at the knees.

“Oh, that’s okay,” she answers. “I can use the time to set up my sleeping area. I have a cot to assemble and an air mattress I have to blow up, and Mom said it was okay to bring a folding camping table to put my alarm clock and my water bottle on. Oh, but someone has to remind me, I’m only allowed to fill that up once because otherwise I’ll wet the bed. Not to worry, though, because I borrowed an adult diaper from my grams, so I’ll pop that on before we go to sleep either way. I’m totally prepared for tonight. Speaking of which, did any of you bring your tarot cards? If you didn’t, that’s okay. I brought extras, but some people are pretty particular about using their own decks, know what I mean?”

Paige’s eyebrows reach her hairline, and I just know she’s biting the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling, because her eyes start to water a little. I kick her (subtly) and aim a Be nice! look her way, which makes her roll her eyes.

“Um, I don’t have my own tarot cards,” I say. “But, you know, I’ve always been curious about them. Maybe later you can show us how they work.”

Anna Marie mouths a thank-you at me, and I smile. She gestures to a clear space behind the Ping-Pong table and says to Veronica, “If you want to set up there for now, you can.”

“Oh, that looks perfect. Hey, do you think there are any spiders in this basement? I love spiders. Oooh look, the light over there will make a perfect nightlight so I can read my comics if I have trouble sleeping. If any of you guys know what happens in the latest volume of Get Fuzzy, I’m serious, do not tell me. I can’t wait to find out if Bucky Katt and Satchel Pooch finally become friends in this one. Really, truly, don’t tell me.”

Veronica makes a threatening face and points her finger at each of us, as if expecting one of us to blurt out a spoiler to a comic book I can guarantee none of us have ever heard of, much less read.

“We’ll try to contain ourselves,” Paige says, rolling her eyes again and turning back to the television. Thankfully, I’m pretty sure Veronica doesn’t get sarcasm, because she just smiles brightly and chirps, “Thanks!” before pacing out the spot she has in mind for her cot.

She wastes no time lugging something that looks like a second Ping-Pong table (this one folded over) down the steps and opening it on its side to reveal an army-green camping cot. Dropping to her knees, she yanks each leg open until the contraption looks like one of those fainting goats, post faint. Anna Maria sighs and circles behind the sofa to grab an end so she can help Veronica turn it right side up. I feel like I should be trying to help too, but all I can do is stare, my mouth open.

Veronica does this kind of bobbing thing with her head as she examines the cot, then she pats the fabric a few times with her hand before turning her back to it and plopping down butt first. She bounces a bunch of times.

“This’ll do. Time for the air mattress-pump. AM, you got a place I can plug in the pump to blow it up?”

I cringe. Anna Marie goes crazy whenever anyone tries to give her a nickname. Even leaving off the Marie part and just calling her Anna makes her nutso. Last year we had a substitute teacher during the whole time Mrs. McClusky was off having her baby, and Anna Marie refused to answer anytime the woman addressed her as Anna. It got to the point where the sub asked for a conference with Mrs. Guerrero, who set her straight by saying, “I support Anna Marie’s actions. In fact, if I wanted my daughter to be called Anna, I would have named her that.”

Actually, Mrs. Guerrero’s pet name for Anna Marie—Bug—is the only other thing I’ve ever seen Anna Marie tolerate.

My best friend looks ready to respond, but in the end she purses her lips and points to the closest wall outlet. A quiet Anna Marie is something I never thought I’d live to see.

Paige and I pretend to be busy scrolling through song selections on the Summer Dance Party game, but ultimately we come right back to “American Boy.” It’s too good not to have another go at it.

Just as soon as the air mattress–pump noise ends.

“I hope you’re decent, ladies,” comes a singsong voice hidden by the staircase. A video camera appears through the railing of the steps and swivels to capture the action—ha, as if there’s anything to capture—in the basement. Blergh. I’d know that voice anywhere. It haunts my nightmares.

“GET OUT, you freak!” Anna Marie screams. “Mooooooom!”

The camera snakes back through the railing, and a second later Anna Marie’s little brother, Max, appears, a giant grin on his freckled face and two hands in the air. He’s worked for ten years to achieve Perfect Brat status, and let’s just say, mission: accomplished.

“Chillax, sis. Mom sent me down to tell you the pizza is here,” he says.
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