


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

 


Say Out Loud What I Want Out of Life

Have a Deep Moment with Sandra

Do Something Scary

I Stand Corrected

Practice Being Older

Do Something to Help the World

Make a Prediction

Take Charge with, Lars!

Make Friends with. Someone New

Be Completely Spazzy

And Have It Come True (my prediction, that is!!!!! squeee!!!!)

Don’t Die

Figure Out Who I am ...?

Peace Out




 ALSO BY

Lauren Myracle

ELEVEN

 

TWELVE

 

THIRTEEN

 

LET IT SNOW

 

(WITH JOHN GREEN AND MAUREEN JOHNSON)

THE FASHION DISASTER 
THAT CHANGED MY LIFE

 

KISSING KATE

 

 

TTYL

 

TTFN

 

L8R G8R

 

BLISS

 

LUV YA BUNCHES

 

RHYMES WITH WITCHES

 

 

HOW TO BE BAD

(WITH E. LOCKHART AND SARAH MLYNOWSKI)




[image: 001]




DUTTON CHILDREN’S BOOKS • A division of Penguin Young Readers Group

 

Published by the Penguin Group 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A. 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, 
Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) | Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, 
London WC2R 0RL, England | Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a 
division of Penguin Books Ltd) | Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camber- 
well, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) | Penguin Books 
India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi - 110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division 
of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) | Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, 
Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa 
Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

Copyright © 2010 by Lauren Myracle

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any informa- 
tion storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing 
from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with 
a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, or broadcast. 
The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for 
author or third-party websites or their content.

 

CIP Data is available.

 

Published in the United States by Dutton Children’s Books, a division of Penguin Young Readers Group

345 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014  www.penguin.com/youngreaders

 



 


 

eISBN : 978-1-101-42941-9

 

 



http://us.penguingroup.com




for Ariel whose mommy is (usually) a very good girl




 Acknowledgments

All of you Dutton-buttons, thank you for being fabulous. Y’all take such good care of me! Special smoochie thanks to the sales and marketing folks who work so hard to get Winnie out into the world, and special smoochie-huggie-kissie-playful-smack-on-the-booty thanks to Allison, Eileen, Emily, Irene, Jennifer, Kim, Lauri, RasShahn, Samantha, Scottie, and Theresa. Rock your sweet selves on!

 

Rosanne? You deserve more “forgive me” cupcakes than I can ever give you. Thank you for caring enough about the book to keep helping me make it better, long after you should have locked me up in the special jail cell copy editors reserve for meddlesome authors.

 

Beegee, you bring the girls into living color. Thank you. Your Winnie is Winnie, and she’s just perfect.

 

Lisa, you are there for me whenever I need you—and I realize with pink cheeks that I need you a lot, and usually for total nonsense, like a delightful distraction chat when Julie—ahem—is “working.” Plus, you watched over me while I slept. You are a dear.

 

High-fives to my Starbucks buddies: Angie, Seth, Scottie, Ian, Aaron, Audrey, Bre, Michelle, Lolo, Christy, Carly, and Kendra. It’s not the caffeine I come for. It’s y‘all.

 

Barry, your inner thirteen-plus-one-year-old is alive and strong, and I love that about you. Plus, you know, the fact that you’re the most amazing agent ever, dude.

 

Julie? You are the “wuh” of Winnie. Without you, she wouldn’t be whole. You are Wonderful Plus Infinity, which equals winninity. ☺

 

Hugs to my friends, who keep me relatively functional: Julianne, Maggie, Virginia, Jackie, Nina, Emily, Sarah, and Bob.

 

Kisses to my family, who is just dysfunctional enough (in a good way!) to keep life from ever being boring.

And hugs, kisses, and marshmallow dreams for Jack, A1, Jamie, and Mirabelle. I love you, forever and ever, amen.




 Say Out Loud What I Want Out of Life

THE THING ABOUT BIRTHDAYS, at least fourteenth birthdays, is that they’re more ... well ... complex than every single birthday that came before. Or maybe the only reason I thought that was because I just this very day turned fourteen. Me me me me me me! Fourteen, fourteen, fourteen, fourteen!!!!

In the cozy warmth of my bed, I pointed my toes and s-t-r-e-t-c-h-e-d my arms above my head. Then in one great  whoosh, I let my limbs flop down. The mattress jounced beneath me, and I exhaled happily and reflected on my life.  Fourteen years and counting, baby. That was a lot of birthdays!

The earliest ones, I didn’t remember. There’d been cake and me looking adorable with icing in my hair, all the normal stuff. On my third birthday, according to family mythology, I’d tilted my chair so far back that it toppled over—with me in it. Dad said my skull hit the floor with a thwack. He also said that my older sister, Sandra, had burst into tears because she was so worried about me. Aw, so sweet (and a teeny bit funny).

Other birthday highlights:• the extremely beautiful fairy cake Mom made me when I turned four;
• the toolbox Dad gave me when I turned seven, because that was what I’d wanted;
• the (okay, embarrassing, but still a very good memory) American Girl tea party I’d had when I turned nine. My friends and I wore fancy dresses, and so did our dolls, and Mom served cucumber sandwiches, which nobody ate.



Then I reached the land of double digits. That was huge—though scary, too—and on my tenth birthday, I left a secret note of encouragement to myself in the hollow interior of a way-high piece of molding in our way-old house. I also left a candy bar. Then one weekend Dad threw himself into a short-lived let’s-spiff this-place-up frenzy, and he ripped the molding down. Bye-bye candy bar, bye-bye note of encouragement. Sad!

On my eleventh birthday, I had a slumber party, and I remember being so excited I couldn’t sit still. I bounced on the sofa, desperate for my friends to arrive, and chanted get here get here get here in my head.

That was the birthday Amanda gave me my cat, Sweetie-Pie, who was then just a kitten, with paws too big for her fuzzy little body. She had the scratchiest, teensiest mew. I  named her Sweetie-Pie to be twinsies with Amanda’s cat, Sweet Pea, because Amanda and I—back then—were the bestest of best friends. Sweetie-Pie still has a scratchy mew,  but Amanda and I are no longer best friends. For that matter, we’re hardly friends at all.

How did that happen? I mean, I know how it happened. I was there for all the cracks and fissures and seemingly unimportant differences that piled up and turned into no-more-Amanda. But still—how did it happen? Why did it happen?

This was an example of the complexity of turning fourteen: looking back at your life and just ... wondering.

The year I turned twelve, Mom and Dad took me to Benihana for a fancy birthday dinner. I was allowed to invite one friend, and I invited Dinah, who had become my new Amanda. Except, not really. Not because Dinah wasn’t as good as Amanda, because she was ... even though that’s a stupid and horrible way to put it, “as good as.”

Dinah was wonderful, steady and loyal and true. (And she still is.) She maybe wasn’t as exciting as Amanda, but that wasn’t Dinah’s fault.

At any rate, it hardly mattered, since that fall we started seventh grade—and Cinnamon entered the picture. Cinnamon filled the “exciting” role and more. I met her in PE and realized in the locker room that she wore a thong. Omigosh, I was in shock.

For my thirteenth birthday, Mom let me, Dinah, and  Cinnamon get makeovers at the Bobbi Brown makeup counter at Lenox Mall. I still have the Rockstar glitter dust I picked out.

That was a fun night, yet for some reason looking back on it now made me feel melancholy. Well, melancholy-ish. Ishly melancholy, not fully melancholy.

I turned my head and looked at my clock. It was seven-thirty, which meant I should be rolling out of bed and getting ready for school. Instead, I let my head loll back, because I wasn’t done thinking yet. Because while all my birthdays mattered, they weren’t here anymore. They were in the past. Turning fourteen was happening right now, and brought me one step closer to growing up, and my feelings toward that were all over the place.

For the most part, I was excited. Growing up meant more privileges, more freedom, one day possibly even a car,  mwahaha. Possibly even a convertible, although that would have to wait till I was in my twenties and living on my own, since no way would Mom and Dad ever let me drive around without a roof over my head.

At the same time, there were aspects of growing up that made my stomach clench. Like, I worried about becoming boring and serious (to be said in a very serious voice). I worried about the steady march of month after month after month ... until one day I’d be dead and in a coffin. Bang bang bang would go the nails, and gee, wasn’t that a lovely birthday sentiment?

But death was a long, long, long time away. At least, I hoped. There was something closer on the horizon that worried me far more ... and its name was high school.

Today was March eleventh, and the school year ended on May twenty-eighth, which meant I had a little over two months left of junior high. Then would come summer, and then, bam. A new school year would start, and I, Winnie Perry, would be a freshman in high school.

It was mind-blowing. Like, seriously mind-blowing, so when I heard my brother and sister singing in the hall outside my room, I was glad for the distraction.

“Do you like Pop-Tarts?” Sandra belted out from the hall.

“Yes, I like Pop-Tarts!” Ty caroled back.

“Do you like OJ?”

“Yes, I like OJ!”

My bedroom door flew open, and I smiled to see that the singing brigade was led by neither Sandra nor Ty, but by my brand-new baby sister, Maggie, who was too little to even crawl.

“Doo dootie doot, can’t wait to have breakfast!” Sandra and Ty bellowed, while teensy baby Maggie showed off her dance moves, dangling from Sandra’s hands like a wellintentioned bag of flour.

“Did y’all make me breakfast in bed?” I said. “You guys!”

“Ooo, that would have been nice of us,” Sandra said,  drawing Maggie close and hitching her into a comfy position. “But alas ... no.”

“I brought you this, though,” Ty said. He plopped onto the bed beside me and held out half a stick of gum.

“Hey, thanks.”

“And now I’m going to bury my head under your shoulder pit.” He smushed his warm seven-year-old body against me, attempting to worm his head up under my arm.

“Armpit, not shoulder pit,” I said, giggling. “And quit it.”

“Then come downstairs and have your delicious Pop-Tart.”

“Okay,” I said. “Put it in the toaster for me?”

“Sure,” Ty said. He kissed my cheek, then hopped up and headed for the door. Sandra moved to follow him.

“Sandra, wait,” I called. I kicked off my covers. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

She turned back. “What’s up?”

“Well, there’s something embarrassing I want to tell you. It’s stupid, but I need to get it off my chest. And you’re my big sister, soooo ...”

Sandra glanced at her watch.

“I’m worried about high school,” I blurted.

She looked at me like I was crazy. “What? Why?”

I looked at her like she was crazy. “Well, because it’s  high school.”

“But you haven’t even graduated from junior high. It’s only March.”

“Yes, but what comes after March? April. And what comes after April? May. And what comes after—”

“I know my months, Winnie. I’ve known them since I was four.”

I stood and took baby Mags from her, being careful of her wobbly head. I pulled her close and whispered, “I would help you, baby Maggie. If you were going through times of trouble.”

“Oh, good God,” Sandra said.

Maggie made the pluh sound she was so good at. She was soft and cuddly.

“You want to know what your problem is, Winnie?” Sandra said. “You need to shift your paradigm.”

“Huh?”

“Your paradigm. The way you look at the world.” She leaned against the door frame. “How do you look at the world, Winnie?”

“Um, with my eyeballs?”

Sandra almost smiled, but managed to suppress it. “Winnie, if high school is scaring you—”

“I never said it was scaring me,” I interrupted.

“Then stop obsessing about it. Live in the now, little sis.”

“Live in the now,” I repeated.

“Yeah. Quit focusing on March and then April and then  May, on and on until infinity. Quit thinking so linearly. Do you know what ‘linearly’ means?”

I gave her a look.

She gave me a similar look in return, as if to imply that in that case, she didn’t see the problem. “So start asking yourself, ‘What can I do now? What can I change about my life situation now?’ ”

“You’ve been reading your self-help books again, haven’t you?” I said. With college right around the corner, Sandra had started reading books with titles like What Color Is Your Parachute? and Who Moved My Cheese? “Next are you going to ask me what color my cheese is?”

“Hey, you’re the one who asked for advice.” She reclaimed baby Maggie. “Get dressed and come downstairs, birthday girl.”

I flopped back onto my bed. “Aw, man. Can’t my ‘life situation’ be staying in bed? For, like, a really long time?”

“Nope. You have to move forward, even if you don’t want to, because guess what? The only thing worse than growing up—”

I cradled my head in my hands. “Ugh. Is not growing up. Omigosh, I can’t believe you just said that.”

“I didn’t. You did.” She pushed her hand through her blond hair. “What I was going to say is that the only thing worse than growing up is never learning how.”

She regarded me archly. I struggled to come up with a response, but came up dry.

Baby Maggie hiccuped, and it came with drool, which dribbled onto Sandra’s shirt.

“My sentiments exactly,” I said, laughing. I lifted baby Maggie’s little wrist and gave her a high five.

 

I arrived at school to find my locker decorated with streamers, balloons and, inexplicably, mini-marshmallows, the pastel-colored ones that supposedly have fruit flavors.

Cinnamon and Dinah jumped out from behind a classroom door. “Surprise!” they cried. “Happy birthday!”

I beamed and hugged them and told them they were the best friends ever. Then I plucked off a pale green marshmallow and held it up. “Care to explain?”

“Ah, yes, the marshmallows,” Cinnamon said. “Marshmallows make your boobs grow, didn’t you know?”

“Oh, please. They do not.” I processed her remark further. “Hey. What are you saying?”

“You want to keep Lars around, right?”

“Lars doesn’t like me for my boobs. Don’t be gross.”

“Of course he doesn’t,” Dinah said, and because she was Dinah, she meant her remark to be comforting.

But because Cinnamon was Cinnamon, she laughed. As in, Of course Lars doesn’t like you for your boobs, since you don’t have any.

Plus, Cinnamon was in a bitter phase. Lars’s best friend, Bryce, had broken up with her less than a month ago (on Facebook—ag), and she was so not over it, it wasn’t funny.

I placed my hands on her shoulders. “Okay, several things to discuss. A: Lars likes me for me, not for my body.”

She snorted.

“B: While Lars has the highest respect for my hilariousness, wit, and moral fiber—”

She snorted again, and I dug my fingers into the tender space between her shoulder blades.

“Ahem,” I said over her elaborate sounds of pain. I also ignored the way she was shrinking beneath my grip like a melting wicked witch. “While everything I just said is true, I suppose it’s possible, since he’s a boy, that he is C: Drawn to my incredible hotness as well.”

“Full of yourself much?” Cinnamon said from her scrunched-down position. “Is that what happens when you turn fourteen?”

I blushed, because while I could talk the talk—boobs, boobage, hotness—I was actually totally faking it. I did hope Lars thought I was hot, but no way would I really prance around saying, “Look at me! Ooo, baby, I am hot!”

I released her. “And finally, D: If marshmallows are supposed to make your boobs grow, and you think I need bigger boobs to keep Lars around, then why did you give me  mini-marshmallows, huh?”

I thought I had her, when actually I’d walked straight into her trap.

“Can’t build Rome in a day,” she said.

I tugged a pink marshmallow off my locker and lobbed it at her. I pulled off five more in assorted colors and did the same thing. She ducked and squealed.

“You guys,” Dinah said, scanning the hall for teachers. Then a yellow marshmallow bounced off Cinnamon and hit Dinah’s cheek. She swiveled her head my way.

“Oh, Winnie,” she said, her tone suggesting I’d made a bad decision.

“Uh-oh,” I said.

She slipped off her backpack, caught the strap in the crook of her elbow, and unzipped the bottom pocket.

“Teachers?” I called, adopting her survival strategy. “Oh, friendly teachers!”

“Would you grab her, please?” Dinah asked Cinnamon.

“Certainly,” Cinnamon said. She pinned my arms behind me as Dinah tugged free a half-full bag of mini-marshmallows.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I cried. “I’ll never marshmallow you again, I promise!”

By now other girls were staring, but we didn’t care. We liked being spazzy. We liked it even though we were eighth graders who should be above such things—and I personally hoped we’d stay spazzy all the way through high school and beyond. In fact, right then and there I charged myself with a mission: Yes, high school is coming—not that I’m obsessing about it, since I’m living in the now. But stay spazzy anyway!!!

“Cinnamon?” Dinah said. “Would you join me in singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to our dear Winnie?”

“Absolutely,” Cinnamon said.

“Not necessary,” I protested. “Seriously.”

Dinah stepped closer, jiggling the bag of marshmallows. “Happy birthday to you ...”

Cinnamon joined in. She had me in a death grip, and she drove her knee into my spine to keep me from slithering from her grasp. “Happy birthday to you ...”

Dinah undid the twisty tie on the bag of mini-marshmallows. “Happy birthday dear Winnie,”—she raised the bag and dumped it over my head—“Happy birthday to yo-u-u-u-u!!!!”

Some of the marshmallows got caught in my hair. Some went down my shirt. They smelled sweet and left puffs of powdery sugar on my skin.

Cinnamon was snort-giggling so hard that her muscles went limp, and together we sank to the floor. People had to step over us. Malena, snark mistress extraordinaire and not my friend, sniffed in disdain.

“You have a marshmallow in your braid,” she announced.

“I know, right?” I said. “It’s, like, all the rage in Paris.”

“Also Topeka,” Cinnamon said, fully spread-eagled on the floor. No one loved taking up space like Cinnamon did. “I mean, don’t quote me on it or anything, but ... yeah.”

Malena’s gaze traveled up to my locker, to the streamers and the balloons and the poster Dinah and Cinnamon made.

“Let me guess. Your birthday?” She said it as if it—or I—was a disease.

I widened my eyes and made an “O” out of my mouth, to mean Omigosh! You are a genius!

“And I suppose Tweedledum and Tweedledee made you a cake,” she continued. “And they’ll bring it to you at lunch and make you blow out the candles in front of everybody, and it will be soooooo special.”

“Me sure hope so,” I said happily. “Me love cake.”

Dinah and Cinnamon shared a glance—only it wasn’t of the hee-hee-we’re-so-sneaky sort.

“You ... didn’t bring me a cake?” I faltered.

Dinah’s eyes flew to Malena, which told me she didn’t want to discuss it in public. Which also told me (and Malena) what the answer was.

Malena laughed a weird laugh, as if she hadn’t expected to make an honest hit. “Ouch,” she said, and then she strolled away in her tight white pants.

The homeroom bell rang. I stayed on the floor, marshmallows all around me. One in my bra.

“No cake?” I said. “For real?”

“I wanted to make one,” Dinah said. “But we didn’t have any eggs!”

Cinnamon pushed herself up onto her elbows. “And I suck at cooking. You know that.”

True, but even a burned-on-the-outside, oozy-on-the-inside cake was better than no cake at all.

“Won’t we have cake tonight?” Dinah asked. She meant at my birthday-slash-sleepover party. It was going to be a low-key affair, just Dinah and Cinnamon.

I tried to shrug off my disappointment. “Yeah, of course.” “I can’t wait to see little Maggie,” Dinah said. Tonight would be her very first time to meet little Mags—and Cinnamon’s, too—since Mom brought Maggie home from the hospital just yesterday.

I got to my feet. “She might be asleep, and if she’s sleeping, we aren’t allowed to bother her. Just to warn you.”

Cinnamon looked at me funny, like maybe I was punishing them for not making me a cake.

Was I?

I didn’t want to be that person. Yuck. So I added a second item to my mental To-Do-Before-High-School list. Maybe I’d even write this list down at some point.

Anyway, the second thing on my list was to work on BEING MATURE, even when people let me down. That was a worthwhile goal, right?

Then it occurred to me that I’d challenged myself first to be spazzy, and two seconds later to work on being mature.

Wow, Winnie, said a not-so-nice voice inside of me. How very inspiring.

“We did bring you marshmallows,” Cinnamon pointed out.

“Yes,” I acknowledged. “Yes, you did.” And the one in my bra was going to require a trip to the girls’ room, as my oh-so-subtle twitching was doing nothing to dislodge it.

Or I could leave it in as padding, I suppose. Apparently, marshmallows did make your boobs bigger. Even the mini ones.
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All morning long, I kept a hopeful eye out for Lars. Yes, my decorated locker was lovely, and yes, I blushed adorably (or so I hoped) when my French class sang Bon Anniversaire  to moi. But Lars was my boyfriend, my yummy, wonderful boyfriend, and I couldn’t wait to find out what kind of birthday surprise he had up his sleeve.

Seeing Lars at school was tricky, however, because Lars was in ninth grade, not eighth. Unlike me, he was already  in high school. Lars had gone where no man had gone before (not counting the fifty jillion men and women who had), and who did he leave behind? Me.

It was a sticky wicket, and since the high school was on a physically separate part of campus, our paths didn’t usually cross unless we made a point of making it happen. Like, he’d text me, or I’d text him, and we’d plan a quickie by the stone bench outside Pressley Hall at ten o’clock or whatever.

(By “quickie,” I didn’t mean anything obscene. Just a smile and a brush of our fingertips, possibly a kiss. Lips only, no tongue. Because it’s school! Der!)

But our texting days came to a screeching halt last week when my cell phone, a cheapo from Best Buy, went fllllemph  and never worked again. I shared with Mom and Dad my very good idea of how they could get me a new one for my birthday—like for example an iPhone, *big smile*—and they shared with me their exceedingly unsatisfying opinion that if I wanted an iPhone, I was going to have to save up for it myself.

Sadly, that was unlikely to happen in the next millennium. I barely had enough cash to support my Java Chip Frappuccino habit, which frankly was getting out of hand.

At any rate, being without a cell phone meant that I couldn’t text Lars and ask him what was up; I could only gaze longingly across the quad and wish he’d miraculously appear. I suppose I could have called him last night and said, “Hey, since tomorrow’s my birthday—and let’s be honest, I  know you want to see me—let’s meet at blankety-blank after third period, ’kay?”

But I would have felt weird doing that. I would have felt like I was being needy, and I refused to be needy, because our relationship had only recently normalized after a brief breakup that had to do with that very thing. A quick and sad recap: Lars had been flirting with other girls. Bad Lars.  He’d been especially flirty with one girl in particular, a  cough-cough high school girl named cough-cough Brianna.  Bad bad superbad Brianna.

I should have been strong enough to confront Lars and say, “You’re being a jerk.” But I wasn’t. Instead, I cried and cried, until Sandra finally said, “Woman up, little sis! Wake up and smell your ultra-fabulous girl power!”

So—big breath—I worked up every ounce of courage I had and told Lars he had to treat me right if he wanted us to get back together. And happy happy joy joy! He listened!!!!

And things got better. Really better. Matter of fact, things were pretty darn fab between us these days, and I didn’t want to jinx it by turning back into Needy Girl.

Anyway, what was I worried about? Lars knew I was celebrating my b-day with Dinah and Cinnamon tonight. Therefore, he also knew that any quality time he wanted to have with me was going to have to happen here, at school.

For the record, I would have celebrated with him tonight if he’d asked. We could have gone to Sugar Sweet Sunshine for cupcakes, which was my secret birthday fantasy. Or possibly not-so-secret, since I might have mentioned it to Lars one or two times. Possibly three.

But I figured he didn’t want to get in the way of my girl time, which was gentlemanly and sweet ... except for the one small fact that I would have rather spent it with him.

Ag, I told myself, not wanting to go down the road of wishing for things that weren’t going to happen. Stop that right now. Say “no” to needy!

I wondered what sort of birthday treat he’d planned. A present slipped into my locker? Flowers delivered to the school office? A candle stuck into a cafeteria brownie, which he’d bring me during my lunch period?

Or ... I know! A cake, to make up for the one that Dinah and Cinnamon forgot to bake ! ! !

Of course, I thought. I was finally putting the pieces together, and I felt foolish for being so slow. As if Dinah and Cinnamon would really forget to bring me, their BFF, a cake on her fourteenth b-day. They might “forget,” but they would never forget.

Last year, when Sandra turned seventeen, her boyfriend, Bo, threw her a moonlight-picnic surprise party. She  never saw it coming. And then—ta-da! Turned out he’d orchestrated the perfect romantic evening for her, complete with a lopsided three-layer cake he baked and frosted himself.

I wasn’t Sandra, and Lars wasn’t Bo. I knew that. And I knew I shouldn’t use Sandra’s life as a model for my own.

But still ... hmmm. Hmmity-hmmity-hum. Take several loudly issued hints about my cupcake fantasy, add in Dinah and Cinnamon’s “forgetfulness,” and ... squeee! How sweet and adorable would it be to have my high school boyfriend bring me a cupcake in front of the whole eighth grade?!

I could see it now: I would gasp in delight, then hop up and give Lars a hug. I’d look deep into those gorgeous hazel eyes of his, and he’d tilt my chin and kiss me, right there in the cafeteria. Just a light peck.

It would be the best birthday surprise ever.

 

“So should we sit at our normal table?” I asked as I headed out of the food line with Cinnamon and Dinah.

Cinnamon gave me the old fish eye, with one eyebrow cocked. “Unless you’d prefer to sit at our abnormal table?”

I giggled. My gaze flitted about the cafeteria.

“You’re the birthday girl,” Dinah said. “We can sit wherever you want.”

“Right. Normal table it is.” I walked with breezy confidence to our table by the wall. Except, is it breezy confidence if you’re faking both the breeze and the confidence?

Once seated, I smiled (brightly!) and said (brightly!), “So!”

Cinnamon chomped off a bite of her corn dog. She had an excellent poker face.

I turned to Dinah, who did not, in general, have an excellent poker face.

“Oh, Dinah,” I said fondly. “You’re such a cupcake, did you know that? You’re my dearest-ever cupcake of a friend. You really are.”

I watched for revealing tics or twitches. She gave away nothing, but said only, “I am?”

“You silly! Of course!”

“Well ... thanks, my little, um, cherry Twizzler.”

“Hey, what am I?” Cinnamon demanded. “If she’s your little cupcake, and you’re her cherry Twizzler, what am I?”

I gave a slight nod of appreciation. Was she good at diversion or what?

“Hmm. You can be ... my Dorito!”

“What if I don’t want to be a Dorito?”

“Then you can be another cupcake, okay?” My eyeballs darted here, there, and everywhere. Ty had a party trick where he could make his eyeballs vibrate, and that’s what it felt like mine were doing. Lars! O, Lars! Wherefore art thou, Lars?

At some point during the eyeball-vibrating, a weird-ish silence alerted me to the fact that Cinnamon and Dinah were regarding me quizzically.

“Winnie?” Cinnamon said. “Do we have cupcakes on our brain?”

“I don’t know. Do we?” I volleyed back. Then, because that was too obvious, I lifted my hair away from my head and said, “No, I do not have cupcakes on my brain. See?”

Dinah wrinkled her brow. “You are odd, Winnie.”

“Ha ha. I know. But, okay, that new cupcake store ... it’s so cute, don’t you think? Sugar Sweet Sunshine?”

“I’ve only seen it from the outside,” Dinah said. “But it looks cute. And I love cupcakes.”

“Me too!” I exclaimed. Now we were getting somewhere!

“I like cupcakes if they’re good,” Cinnamon said. “Sometimes they’re all about the frosting, you know? In a bad way, like, Ooo, let’s put a big dollop of frosting on this baby just to make it pretty! But if the frosting is nasty potato, then what’s the point?”

Yes, I thought, giving her a moment of my attention.  What is the point? Or rather, what is your point?

I returned to my scan-o-rama. And then I asked the one question I should have known better than to ask. I did  know better, but I was thinking the words so hard, my lips couldn’t hold them back.

“Have y’all seen Lars?” I said.

And then ... beat ... beat ... the uh-oh feeling returned. Dinah and Cinnamon were sharing a look, and it was the same exact look they’d exchanged earlier when I asked if they truly hadn’t baked me a cake.

“Never mind,” I said.

“Oh man,” Cinnamon said.

“Really. Never mind.”

“You thought he was going to bring you a cupcake,” she said flatly. She wasn’t trying to be cruel; she was just being Cinnamon. Plus she was in an anti-boy phase.

No, no, no, I said to the tears pressing against my eyes.  Absolutely not.

“Winnie ...” Dinah said, and if Cinnamon was too harsh, Dinah was too kind.

“Don’t,” I whispered.

There was silence for several seconds. Cinnamon stole a fry.

“I’m sure he’s got something really nice planned,” Dinah said.

“I’m sure he does, too.” I smiled. It felt hard on my face.

“Totally,” Cinnamon said. There was a chewed-up French fry in her mouth, and then she swallowed, and it was gone. She swiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Unless he doesn’t.”

 

He didn’t.

He gave me—wait for it—a Starbucks card.

“Do you like it?” he said.

“I love it,” I lied. It was after our last class. He’d found me in the junior high parking lot, where I was waiting for Sandra to pick me up. It was the same parking lot where  many moons ago, he’d first held my hand. Seriously, like  twelve whole moons, practically to the day.

And for my birthday, he gave me a Starbucks card?! A Starbucks card was not many-moons-worthy. A Starbucks card was for a two-moons girlfriend at best. Any moons after that was stretching it.

“It has a beach scene on it,” he said, leaning close and putting his hand over mine to tilt the card. “See?”

“It’s pretty,” I said. For a Starbucks card.

“Because I know you love the beach, and those Frappuccino drinks.”

I exhaled. I did love the beach and those Frappuccino drinks.

He slipped his arm around my waist and drew me close, not caring that the whole junior high was milling about, chatting and texting and waiting for their rides.

“Wouldn’t it be awesome to go to the beach together one day?” he said into my ear. “We could sit on the sand ... watch the sunset ...”

“Enjoy a delicious iced beverage from Starbucks ...”

“Exactly.”

I wiggled free, saying, “There’s Sandra. Gotta go.”

His arms, now empty, fell to his sides. He drew his eyebrows together, and his expression confused me. Was he ... sad?

“Lars?”

He shook it off with a grin. “So, hey. I want you to have fun with Dinah and Cinnamon tonight, all right?”

He was all charm and confidence, only, I didn’t want  charm and confidence. I wanted to boot-kick his charm and confidence to China. I kinda wanted to boot-kick him to China, too. Where did he get off, instructing me to “have fun”?

“We will have fun,” I informed him, drawing myself tall. “I’m sure we’ll have a blast, all right?”

Again his brow furrowed, and I wanted him to say  it, to ask what was wrong. Then I could hint that while a Starbucks card was a ducky gift for, say, his aging aunt Frances, if a guy’s been going out with a girl for a whole year, he was supposed to get her something nicer.

But he lifted his hand that way guys do, an awkward good-bye that was annoyingly adorkable.

The edges of my Starbucks card dug into my palm. I ducked my head and left.

 

At home, Mom said, “Hi, birthday girl. You have a good day?” She was on the sun porch, sprawled on the love seat. Baby Maggie was asleep in her arms. Baby Maggie was perfect and unspoiled, a drowsing daffodil, and I thought,  Oh, to be young and innocent.

“Listen, sweetie,” Mom went on. Apparently she hadn’t really wanted an answer about my day. “I hope you’ll forgive me ... but I never found time to bake a cake.”

My mouth fell open. My own mother failed to make me a cake? For real?

“Mom,” I said. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

Mom gestured at baby Maggie. “I forgot to order the model with the ‘sleep’ button, it seems.”

“She’s sleeping now.”

“Because she’s in my arms. The minute I try to put her down, she turns into a red-faced crying machine.”

Well, I could be a red-faced crying machine, I thought. If that’s what it takes. If I weren’t fourteen and too old to throw fits.

“Want me to call your dad and have him pick up a cake from Whole Foods?” Mom asked.

No, I wanted Mom to go back in time and bake me one. I wanted Dinah and Cinnamon to go back in time and bake me one. I wanted Lars to go back in time and haul his lame self to Sugar Sweet Sunshine and pick me out a perfect chocolate cupcake and jab a single pink candle in it. Was that really so much to ask?

But if I wanted a cake at all, it looked like a cake from stupid Whole Foods was the only option left.

“Fine,” I muttered.

She glanced about. She patted the cushions with her free hand. “I don’t have my phone. I must have left it in the kitchen. Will you call him, baby?”

I stomped off. First she forgot my cake, and now she wanted me to call Dad and ask him to go buy one? And if he said no, then what? Was I supposed to trudge the five miles to Whole Foods and do it myself?

Blah, blah, blah, mean-me said. Whine, whine, whine. At least you have a roof over your head. At least you’re not  starving, or in a prisoner detention center, or missing an eye.

Note to self (to add to the others I’d racked up) : Stop being  so self centered. Your self centeredness would make starving  blind people throw up a little in their mouths.

Late afternoon sunlight gave the kitchen a magical glow, not that I was in the mood for magic. I skimmed the table, the counters, the granite island, but Mom’s cell phone wasn’t there. On the funny half-desk by the back door, however, I spotted a slim black box topped with a red bow.

My breath flew out of me, and then I sucked it back in. I felt ashamed, jittery, and buoyant all at once.

Don’t get your hopes up, mean-me said as I hurried over.  Don’t get excited over nothing.

I pulled off the bow. Underneath, etched into the top of the box, was an image of an apple.

Omigosh, omigosh.

I lifted the lid to reveal a sleek, white iPhone. An iPhone.  I slipped it out of its box and marveled at how smooth it was. How nearly weightless. I turned it over and saw that it had sixteen gigabytes of memory, which was a ton—enough to store all my dreams and more. Could dreams be stored?

I found the ON button and held it down, and—oh, the glory—the screen came to life, complete with a multitude of fabulous application icons. TEXT, CALENDAR, PHOTOS, WEATHER... and that was just the first row. There were four more rows beneath. Holy pickles!

One of the icons was designed to look like a tiny piece of  legal-pad paper. Underneath it was the word NOTES. I tapped it, and up came a screen-size piece of legal-pad paper. I tapped it, and a miniature keyboard popped up.

I tapped out, “Hi! I‘mvwriting a nitr on my brand mew iPhone ! ”

Across the piece of paper appeared the sentence, Hi! I’MVWRITING A NITR ON MY BRAND MEW IPHONE!

I hugged my phone to my chest and twirled around. I  love you, little iPhone! I told it telepathically. Happy happy happy! Me so happy!

I stopped short, struck by inspiration. This whole day had been a complete roller coaster. I’d gone from joyful one moment to crestfallen the next. I’d been “fun” Winnie, and I’d also—ugh—acted like a spoiled baby. But somehow, I just knew it, all of those ups and downs were part of a bigger picture. I tingled with the awareness of being this close to putting it together.

Sandra’s advice had been to live in the now. She said I should move forward while sneakily not thinking about moving forward ... but I knew myself well enough to realize that, alas, I wasn’t going to become an instant Zen master. Maybe I needed to come up with a more Winnie-friendly plan?

I imagined a calendar with its pages flipping, flipping, flipping, the way they do in movies to show the passage of time. Up till now, maybe that had been my ... whatever Sandra called it. My paradigm.

But! Maybe Sandra was right, and I was ready for a  paradigm shift! And hey, I could do it. I was fourteen, after all.

I deleted my “Hi, I‘mvwriting a nitr” note and started typing a new note. It would be like the note I wrote myself as a ten-year-old, the one I later lost. Only, this note I’d keep close.

My fingers felt clumsy as I tapped the tiny keys, but slowly, and with lots of corrections, I made a to-do list. Some of the things I put on it were variations on the goals I’d come up with earlier in the day. Others I came up with on further deliberation.

I gave one final tap to my keyboard and read my list from start to finish:TO DO BEFORE HIGH SCHOOL

SAY OUT LOUD WHAT I WANT OUT OF LIFE

BE SPAZZY

BUT ALSO PRACTICE BEING OLDER SOMEHOW

DO SOMETHING TO HELP THE WORLD, LIKE THAT THREE CUPS OF TEA GUY

FIGURE OUT WHO I AM

BECOME FRIENDS WITH SOMEONE NEW

TALK TO AMANDA ... OR DO *SOMETHING* WITH AMANDA

TAKE CHARGE WITH LARS!

HAVE A DEEP MOMENT WITH SANDRA BEFORE SHE GOES TO COLLEGE

Do SOMETHING SCARY

ADMIT IT WHEN I’M WRONG

MAKE A PREDICTION, AND ...

HAVE IT COME TRUE!

DON’T DIE

PEACE OUT!





 

My list wasn’t perfect. So? I wasn’t perfect. But I was fourteen, and I had a plan.




End of sample
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