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For J, who’s even yummier than dessert. And for Sophie and Nora, the sweetest early reviewers an author could ask for. —DAL

To M & M & M, the HP Girls, for taking part in all the adventures—culinary and otherwise—and constantly proving the power of making things from scratch. —JER



CHAPTER 1

Liza
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Thirteen. Thir-teen. 13. Even the word sounds unlucky. I’m not a big believer in superstitions, but my thirteenth birthday is still two months away and so far everything about it is bad news.

I used to love birthdays. As soon as one birthday party was over, I’d be on the phone with Frankie planning the next. My birthday’s in March, so you never know what the weather will be like, and we usually have my parties indoors. But last year, when I turned twelve, I had an ice-skating party in Prospect Park and it was perfect—still cold enough so the rink didn’t get all slushy, but plenty of sun and hot chocolate to warm us up. Earlier that winter my grandmother came to visit from Georgia and taught me to knit, and I made ten ear-warmer headbands all by myself for party favors. They weren’t perfect—if you looked close enough you could see a lot of places where I dropped a stitch, and I had to start some of them over a few times—but my mom helped me finish them off so that the seams looked totally professional.

This year I wanted to do something small, but really special—just Frankie, Lillian, and me. We’ve been dying to go to Bubble Kingdom, this giant spa with fifteen hot tubs all at different temperatures, and a whole floor of special saunas with names like Crystal Muscle Relax and Soothing Color Treatment. There’s even a cold sauna with ice and snow on the walls, according to Lillian’s sister, Katie, who went to Bubble Kingdom with her track team. And on the roof, there’s an outdoor pool that’s always warm—even in the winter—with jets in the water that push you along while you’re floating, like the current in a river.

It looks like Bubble Kingdom’s going to have to wait till another birthday, though, since my unlucky thirteenth has been hijacked by my other grandmother, Nana Silver. I know that sounds weird—how can someone else take over my birthday?—but if you knew Nana Silver, you’d understand. It all started over winter break, when my little brother, Cole, and I went to California to visit our dad, where he lives now since the divorce. Cole’s only two and a half, so Nana “volunteered” to fly with us from JFK to LAX—even though my dad promised me on our last trip that the next time we visited I could babysit Cole on the plane myself (and earn thirty bucks in the process).

I love my Nana, but spending time with her can be sort of . . . well . . . exhausting. Nothing is ever exactly the way she wants it, and she’s not shy about letting anyone—or everyone—know it. First, she gave the flight attendant a lecture about putting too much ice in her Diet Coke, and then another one for not asking if Cole and I were allergic to peanuts before offering them to us (even though we’re not). She didn’t like the route the taxi driver took to my dad’s house, so she only tipped him two dollars (Dad knows her well enough to have had his wallet with him when he came out to meet us, and he slipped the driver some more cash when Nana wasn’t looking).

There’s a pool at my dad’s apartment complex—how cool is that? Not cool enough for Nana Silver, apparently. One day she complained to the lifeguard that there was too much chlorine in the water, and the next day she told him she saw algae growing near the ladder and she wouldn’t be surprised if all the children who’d been swimming got sick. Dad’s pretty much used to her by now, and Cole’s too little to be embarrassed by anything, but when Nana starts complaining about things in public, I wish I could just melt into my seat or sink to the bottom of the pool.

Acting bossy to people just trying to do their jobs wasn’t how Nana sabotaged my birthday plans, though. Instead, she activated her superpower: the ability to lay on an impenetrable guilt trip. Even my dad, who knows all of her tricks, is powerless in the face of Nana’s giver-of-guilt abilities. But he put up an impressive fight for three and a half days. Usually, Nana tries to make her only son feel bad about getting divorced and moving thousands of miles away from all of us (especially from Cole, who was just one when Dad took his job in LA). Not this time. On this trip, she surprised us all with a brand-new reason to make my dad feel guilty—me.

“Liza must be so disappointed,” Nana said to Dad at dinner on our first night in LA. I was putting ketchup on my hamburger and froze midsqueeze.

My dad looked at me curiously, but I had no idea what Nana was talking about. So I just shrugged.

“About what?” he asked.

Nana threw up her hands as if the answer was completely obvious. “Turning thirteen without a bat mitzvah, of course. You’re depriving her of her heritage—not to mention a fabulous party.” I nearly choked on my burger.

A bat mitzvah is a big event for Jewish girls when they turn thirteen (boys have bar mitzvahs). You practice for it for at least a year, and then you get up in front of the entire synagogue, your whole family, your friends, your parents’ friends, your grand-parents’ friends—you get the idea—and recite a lot of stuff in Hebrew. When it’s over, you’ve officially become “an adult”—or at least that’s what it meant, like, a thousand years ago. Most families throw a big party afterward—my cousin Phoebe had a DJ and a photo booth at hers. But unlike Nana Silver, most people don’t decide to do this only three months before their kid turns thirteen.

“She’s only half Jewish, Mom.” Dad sighed. “Jackie and I made a decision a long time ago not to raise the kids one religion or the other. You know that. We give them a little bit of both, and they can choose for themselves when they get older—or not.”

Nana is a champion eye-roller. “That was all fine and good when she was little, Adam, but now that she’s coming up on thirteen, it just seems like such a shame.” (Actually, it was never fine and good with Nana—but that’s another story.)

“It’s okay, Nana,” I jumped in, feeling bad for my dad. “Really. I don’t want a bat mitzvah—I don’t even go to Hebrew school.”

“You don’t need to remind me of that,” Nana said, shaking her head as if not sending me to Hebrew school was like shipping me off to join a gang.

“Besides,” I added, “I don’t even want a big party. Frankie and Lillian and I have been planning a totally amazing spa day for months.”

Nana waved me off like I hadn’t even been talking. “You don’t even know what you’d be missing,” she said. Then she turned back to my dad and pointed at him with a frosty-pink fingernail. “But she will in a few years, Adam, and she’ll resent you for it.”

Nana went on like this for three days, nagging my dad about this “neglect” or that “lost opportunity” every chance she got. On our fourth day in LA, we spent the morning doing a movie-studio tour. It was supposed to be just Dad and me, so we could spend some QT together and catch up. But Cole was acting cranky about staying at the apartment with Nana (can you blame him?), so the two of them ended up tagging along. After a stunt show and a tour of the 3-D animation lab, we stopped at the studio café for lunch. My little brother loved seeing all of his favorite cartoon characters come to life at the animation lab and spent a solid hour acting totally hyper—which meant he was passed out in his stroller before his chicken tenders even arrived. With Cole asleep, Nana was able to focus her full attention on bugging Dad about my “not mitzvah.”

“Look at her,” Nana said as I sipped my iced tea. She was talking to Dad but smiling at me in this very Nana Silver-ish way that told me she was about to lay on the guilt. “Such a lovely young lady—so grown up.” I could feel myself starting to blush and was relieved when she turned to my dad. “Yet for some reason her father doesn’t think she’s worth celebrating.”

Dad let the roll he’d started buttering drop onto the table. “That’s a ridiculous accusation, Mom, even for you,” he said. “Of course I think Liza’s worth celebrating—I celebrate everything about her.” If your blush can blush, mine did right then. “We’re just not going to be celebrating at the bat mitzvah she is not going to have.”

“I understand that,” Nana said. “Even if I don’t like it. Still, she’s coming of age, Adam. She’ll only turn thirteen once. Is it so wrong for me to want to recognize this milestone in my only granddaughter’s journey to womanhood?” Oh my God, I had to grip the seat of my chair with both hands to keep myself from totally bolting.

“So what do you want me to do, Mom?” Dad ran his hands through his hair the way he does when he’s really frustrated. “Throw Liza a Sweet Thirteen? You heard her—she and her friends already have birthday plans in the works.”

“At this really fun place called Bubble Kingdom, Nana,” I chimed in, giving her my best perfect-granddaughter smile. “We’re all super excited—it’s exactly what I want.”

Nana raised her eyebrows. “Bubble Kingdom? I’ve heard of that place. It’s for people who like to take baths in public with complete strangers.”

I couldn’t help myself—I laughed out loud. “It’s a spa, Nana. And the department of health gave it the highest rating. Lillian checked.”

“For your thirteenth birthday, you should be treated like the princess of your own kingdom—not soaking in other people’s bathwater and sauna sweat.”

“I think that’s enough, Mom,” my dad said.

Thankfully, the waitress arrived with our food. We were all silent for a few minutes while she served our meal and refilled water glasses.

“All right,” Dad said, rubbing his hands together. “How about we table this conversation and eat our lunch in peace?”

Nana pushed her plate away. “I don’t seem to have much of an appetite anymore.”

“Suit yourself,” Dad said, digging in to his turkey club.

I picked at my pasta salad, but I wasn’t very hungry anymore either. We sat there like that for what seemed like forever—Dad chomping on his sandwich, Nana scowling, and me looking from one to the other and wishing I could trade places with Cole—until finally, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Bubble Kingdom can wait,” I said. “I’ll only turn thirteen once.” I turned to my grandmother. “I’m not going to have a bat mitzvah, Nana, but I guess a bigger party could be kind of . . . um . . . fun.”

I caught my dad’s eye as Nana threw her arms around me. He looked surprised, but there was also something in his eyes that said, Welcome to the club. I guess Nana was right about me “coming of age”—I’m not too little for her guilt trips anymore.

The minute we got into the car to head back to my dad’s place, I texted Frankie and Lillian.

U won’t believe what happened, I typed. HELP!



CHAPTER 2

Liza
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“I still don’t get what you’re so upset about,” Frankie says as she finishes off a coat of royal-blue polish on her littlest toenail. We’re all squeezed into the Caputos’ upstairs bathroom with our feet propped up on the edge of every available surface. Lillian and I are doing each other’s toes because neither of us is coordinated enough to polish our own, but Frankie’s amazing at giving herself pedicures.

“What’s not to get?” I ask, looking up from my spot on the floor where I’m dunking a Q-tip in nail-polish remover to erase what was at least my sixth mess-up on Lillian’s left foot. “Have you ever heard me say I wanted a big fancy party where everyone’s going to be staring at me the whole time?”

Frankie has to bang the bottle of top-coat on the sink a few times to unstick the lid. “No, but it doesn’t sound like the worst thing imaginable to me. Music . . . food . . . boys—what’s so awful about that?”

“Yeah,” says Lillian, who has been concentrating hard on the tiny yellow flowers she’s painting on each of my nails. You wouldn’t believe how many ways we’ve discovered that Lillian’s artistic talent comes in handy. “You’ll get to buy a new outfit, and everybody will be snapping pictures of you and showering you with attention—it’ll be like you’re a celebrity.”

You would think that my two closest friends would be supportive no matter what, right? I guess I can’t blame Lillian, because we’ve only known each other for a few months. But Frankie? Frankie and I have been BFFs since forever—“Like white on rice,” my mom always says, meaning we’re inseparable and know each other backwards and forwards. I was sure Frankie would immediately get how unpsyched I am about this big thirteenth birthday bash I somehow agreed to let Nana Silver throw for me. But for some reason both of my friends are acting like my unluckiest birthday ever could actually be fun.

“Guys,” I say, probably sounding a little annoyed, “standing around in some froofy dress while everybody stares at me isn’t my idea of a good time. I can’t believe you don’t know that!”

Frankie looks up from her toes. “Lize, I know you don’t like being the center of attention, but that’s kinda part of the deal when it’s your birthday. You might actually enjoy yourself if we plan it right.”

“But that’s just it, Franks,” I whine, scraping some dried-up pink polish off the floor. “We’re not planning it. If we were, the three of us would be spending my birthday getting pruny in the tubs and sipping Hawaiian ices at Bubble Kingdom. Knowing Nana, she’s probably already booking a party room and picking out tablecloths. And, as Mr. Mac would say, Nana Silver is not a ‘good collaborator’!” Our social studies teacher, Mr. McEnroe, is really big on collaboration.

“Oh, come on,” Frankie says. “Nana Silver’s not that bad. It’s not like she’s going to make you wear glass slippers and ride to the party in a horse-drawn carriage or anything.”

Lillian stops blowing on my toenails and looks up at us. “Although that would be pretty amazing,” she says, in all seriousness. “Don’t you think?”

Frankie and I look at each other and crack up. Lillian looks hurt for a minute, but then she laughs too. “Okay, so it’s kind of Walt Disney. But it would still be cool to ride in a carriage. I’ve always wanted to.”

Frankie waddles over to Lillian on her heels, careful not to mess up her still-wet polish. “You’re a hopeless girlie-girl romantic, Lillian,” she says, shaking her head. “But we love you anyway.”

“Aww,” I say as the two of them hug. I still can’t help smiling and feeling relieved whenever Frankie does or says something nice to Lillian. It was super stressful back in the fall when we first met Lillian. Frankie acted like the Ice Queen around her all the time and she was always really put out whenever Lillian showed up. But she and Lillian have been getting along great ever since the Immigration Museum in Mr. Mac’s class, when the three of us presented our project on the origins of so-called “American” food. Right before the big night, Frankie’s mom, Theresa, accidentally set our homemade sourdough rolls on fire, and then one of her brothers smothered them with a fire extinguisher. Everything was ruined. Frankie almost lost her mind, but Lillian and Theresa saved the day by coming up with the idea to make waffle ice-cream cones. I think we had the most popular project at the museum thanks to them. Frankie decided Lillian was a keeper after that, and I was so glad not to be stuck in the middle anymore.

*  *  *

I’m warming my feet on the radiator when the phone rings. It’s thirty-four degrees out with drifts of two-week-old dirty snow still bordering the sidewalk, but I wore flip-flops home on the bus so I wouldn’t destroy my pedicure. So what if no one’s going to see my toes for the next four months? My bright-pink nails with their perfect little flowers are enough to cheer me up on a slushy winter day.

“Liza, it’s your dad,” my mom calls from the kitchen where my phone is charging.

“Can you get it?” I ask, not yet ready to move my toes from the heater. “Please?”

“Hmm,” my mom says, shaking her head, but she answers it anyway. “Her Highness is busy thawing her paws,” she says, grabbing the phone and heading in my direction. She gets halfway across the room before she stops and scrunches up her eyebrows. “Really? What about?”

Instead of handing me the phone, my mom leans back on the arm of the couch. “Oh yeah,” she says, looking at me, “Liza told me. Nana Silver strikes again.”

Clearly, they’re talking about the party.

“Of course I remember,” Mom says, her lips curling up ever so slightly. “My cousin Denise still hasn’t stopped talking about that chocolate fountain. At least your mother’s wedding planning was a hit with our guests.” Then my mom does something really weird, considering she’s talking to my dad: she laughs.

“Anyway,” she says, “I told Liza that I’ll do my best to be supportive, but if Nana’s running the show, I’m just going to step back and let her do her thing. If she goes too far—which we know she will—it’s up to you, Daddy, to rein her in.”

She laughs again. “Oh yes, I did say that. You heard me right.” She’s practically bubbling. I give her a look, but she waves me off. “We’ll see about that,” she says into the phone, still chuckling.

Still smiling, my mom picks at a loose thread on the arm of the couch, not saying anything. Then, suddenly, she clears her throat. “Oh right, of course,” she says, looking up at me, in her back-to-business voice. “She’s right here, hang on.”

Mom hands me the phone. “It’s Dad.”

“Um, thanks,” I say. “I knew that.”

I’m not sure what just happened, but it sounded to me like my mom and dad were actually enjoying talking to each other. If Mom was laughing and making jokes, I’m pretty sure Dad was too. Hmm . . . Maybe letting Nana plan my birthday party won’t end up being the unluckiest thing that ever happened after all. . . .



CHAPTER 3

Liza
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I’m watching Antonio’s Kitchen for the first time in weeks—all of December was repeats, which is pretty boring when it’s a cooking show, even if it is my favorite. Antonio’s Kitchen has a new look for the new year. The set looks more modern, somehow, with shiny steel appliances and black-and-white subway tiles on the wall behind the stove. Here and there are splashes of red—the pots hanging from the wall, the tea towel thrown over Chef’s shoulder—that keep things from looking too slick and fancy and matching. I imagine Chef Antonio pushing a giant update button and instantly upgrading the studio kitchen like it’s an app on his phone.

I’m happy to see that Chef still looks like himself, though in this new studio he seems even more like a TV star than he did before. It’s funny to think of him that way now that I “know” him, but it’s been so many months since Frankie, Lillian, and I took his class with our moms that I bet he’s forgotten all about us.

After the session ended last fall and Chef Antonio surprised us by bringing the entire cooking class to our middle school project night, we were supposed to all stay in touch and get together for a reunion over Thanksgiving weekend. But too many people had other plans, so we ended up rescheduling—and then rescheduling again—until suddenly it was the holidays, and everyone got even busier. We all exchanged e-mail addresses, but I guess it’s like that old saying “out of sight, out of mind,” because it’s been weeks since I’ve heard from anyone. (Except Chef’s son, Javier, who is our age and kind of hung out at our Saturday cooking class with us. Sometimes he texts Frankie, Lillian, and me stupid jokes or weird pictures he takes when he goes food shopping with his dad—he has a thing for trying to make the headless ducks hanging in Asian markets look artsy.)

The main ingredient on today’s show is sweet potatoes. Chef Antonio has all kinds of plans for them: soup, chili, fries, a cheesy gratin, and, of course, pie. I wish my mom were here—she’s a sweet-potato freak—but she’s taking Cole for a booster shot right after daycare. I should be finishing my homework, but instead I’m having some leftover chicken pot pie and learning the difference between yams (they have skin that’s usually darker than their flesh) and sweet potatoes (they’re orange all over). Ever since we took the class, Mom has been on a roll, cooking all afternoon on Sundays so our fridge is stocked with meals we can just reheat and eat all week. I’ve actually been bringing my lunch to school rather than buying cafeteria glop, and even Frankie—whose dad packs her amazing stuff—can’t keep her fork away from my food.

My phone buzzes. It’s Lillian texting me and Frankie at the same time. She’s watching Antonio’s Kitchen too.

Chef looks HOT, Lillian says, which makes me laugh. If you only knew Lillian from her texts, that wouldn’t be particularly funny. But Lillian in person is much sweeter and shyer than Virtual Lillian, and Frankie and I always crack up at how not-shy she comes off in her texts and e-mails.

Ikr. He’s loving that new kitchen, I reply.

Yr mom watching? Frankie asks.

No, not home. Y? I type.

LOL. You know.

Know what? I’m starting to get annoyed.

I bet he’s making her pie, Lillian writes.

What do u mean? I am really not enjoying this conversation with them.

Lize. That’s Frankie. Lillian never uses nicknames. U saw them flirting every week.

My cheeks are suddenly burning and I’m glad they can’t see me. Chef Antonio and my mom . . . flirting? I mean, they’re definitely friendly, and there was that whole thing where Mom taught Chef to make noodle kugel, but that’s not exactly flirting. Is it?

On TV, Chef grabs some dough and a rolling pin and I turn up the volume.

“For this pie, I’m using an old recipe that was given to me by a new friend,” he says. “Una amiga muy bonita.” I’m only in my second year of Spanish, but even a first-semester sixth-grader could understand “a very beautiful friend.”

OMG. Frankie again. Lillian is right!

GTG. I type, then immediately call my mom.

She picks up without saying hello. “Good timing. Dr. Gordon just gave your brother a Batman Band-Aid and an ice pop. He only cried for seventeen minutes this time.”

I wasn’t in the mood to chat about Cole and his needle-phobia. “Mom, did you know Chef Antonio was making your sweet-potato pie on TV right now?”

“Really?” She sounds surprised, but pleased. “Good thing his show doesn’t air in Georgia—Momma would be furious with me for sharing her secret recipe.”

“So, like, you’ve been keeping in touch with Chef?” I ask her. “Lately, I mean?”

“Actually, I saw him when I stopped by the studio the other day, Lize.”

“Really? Why?” I don’t like this, not one bit.

“Antonio invited me to see the new studio design. Nice, huh?”

“Yeah, it looks really shiny. Why didn’t you tell me you saw Chef?”

“Well, I was planning on keeping it a surprise.”

This is getting weird. “Keeping what a surprise?”

“Well, I guess I have to tell you now, Liza Lou. I signed us up for Chef Antonio’s next class—as an early birthday present. And I talked to Frankie’s and Lillian’s moms, and they’re up for taking it too. Can you believe it? So we can all go together again! Exciting, right?”

Instantly, I feel myself relax—I hadn’t even realized I’d gotten so worked up! My mom’s been talking to Chef because she signed us up for another class. That’s not exactly flirting! Frankie and Lillian have romance on the brain.

I hang up with Mom and text them again.

U guys are clueless. But I <3 u anyway.



CHAPTER 4

Frankie
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Feng shui. Every time I’m at Lillian’s house, all I can think about is feng shui. Not that I really know what that means, exactly, but I’ve seen it in magazine articles about where to put the couch, or which direction your bed should face. I’m pretty sure it’s more than that, though, like at Lillian’s, where everything is calm, peaceful, neat, and—I think this is the right word—serene. Beyond how ridiculously clean her house is, beyond the totally amazing food that her mom is always cranking out to make us feel welcome, there’s also just this feeling you get when you’re there, a sense of . . . I don’t know . . . balance? Like things are as they should be.

I know Lillian feels like she has to live up to her mom’s expectations. And with a sister like hers, those expectations must be set pretty high. But at her house I always feel like everything is right with the world and we can all take a deep breath. Maybe that’s not what feng shui means. All I know is that there’s something about Lillian’s house that’s the perfect antidote to mine.

We’re scarfing down pot-stickers as fast as Dr. Wong can make them today, and I’m eating so many that I can actually feel my pants getting tighter by the minute. Not that I care. These babies are so tasty! We’re all pretty focused on the food, because Liza’s still annoyed that we mentioned the Totally Obvious Situation with her mom and Chef Antonio when we were texting yesterday. Apparently, we’re all taking the class again (which I guess my mom would have gotten around to sharing!), and she thinks that explains everything. She says we’re the ones who are clueless, but when it comes to Liza and her parents, she sort of sees what she wants to see.

During cooking class last fall, Lillian and I totally knew sparks were flying (as my dad would say) between Chef and Liza’s mom. I mean, it wasn’t like they were flirting up a storm or anything, but you could just tell that they liked each other by the way they talked and looked at each other. And there was that whole thing with Chef Antonio making the family recipe Liza’s mom taught him. Like I said, Totally Obvious Situation, but Liza just pretended it wasn’t happening. Or maybe she really couldn’t see it.

I don’t blame her. Who wants divorced parents? My parents have been together for an eternity. They have four kids, two jobs, a crowded house with cereal ground into the rugs and laundry literally falling from the ceiling (my brothers love the old laundry chute in our house so much that they decided to try to dig a second one through the floor of their room), and way too many other relatives—but they still really like each other. After eighteen years together, they still kiss when they get home from work, hold hands when they’re walking, and cuddle on the couch. It’s actually kind of sweet, when they’re not being too romantic about it. (Really, guys, as my seven-year-old brother Nicky likes to say, “Not in front of the kids!”)

I mean, I get it. Liza wants the kind of family she thinks she used to have, and she’s not taking the Big D (that’s what we call her parents’ divorce) lying down. The thing is, I was around her family before her dad left, and most of the time it wasn’t the way she remembers it at all. Her dad was always working, and her mom got really frustrated with all of the kid stuff and housework she had to do, even though she has a big full-time job too. After Cole was born, they were both really happy about having another kid, but it wasn’t like they became this super-tight family. I can’t even remember seeing all four of them do anything together—unlike my family, who spend way too much time together. I think Liza’s mom and dad really tried, but after a while they decided that it just wasn’t working. At least that’s what it looked like to me, anyway.
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