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“Hah!” I blurted out.

“Huh?” My laugh shocked Sunny Winslow out of her own private Twilight Zone. She’d been sitting on my bed, staring out the window, with her homework on her lap. “Are you finished already?”

I grabbed my paper off my desk and handed it to her. “What do you think?”

I wish I had a video of her face as she read it. Her eyes grew to the size of stop signs. “Whaaaaat?”

“I just followed Mr. Swanson’s instructions.” I lowered my voice and scrunched my eyes in a Swansonian imitation. “ ‘Remember, guys, be truthful, interesting, and concise.’ ”

Sunny burst out laughing. “Oh, you can’t!”

“He’ll compliment me on my honesty.”

“Yeah, and then give you a big, fat F.”

With an indignant sniff, I took back my masterpiece.

Don’t worry. I wasn’t really going to hand it in. I’m not that stupid. I was just so tired of staring at the blank sheet of paper. I had to write something. Why not the naked truth?

Personally, I think it’s criminal to assign an essay over the last weekend of the school year. As if I didn’t have enough on my mind. I had two finals on Wednesday, two on Thursday, and one on Friday. Plus I had two evening baby-sitting jobs scheduled.

Somewhere along the way I had to pack, too, for a summer-long stay with my mom in Stoneybrook.

So why on earth couldn’t I spend my last bright, beautiful California Saturday properly — with my friends on the beach, relaxing, and deepening my tan?

Wasn’t Mr. Swanson ever a thirteen-year-old himself?

Sigh. I turned my paper over.

Okay, Dawn, take it from the top.

The moment I started writing, the bedroom door flew open.

“What’s so funny?” demanded my brother, Jeff. “You guys were laughing.”

“Have you ever heard of the word knock?” I asked.

He turned and knocked on the door. “Now will you tell me?”

“No. It’s none of your business.”

“Sunny?” Jeff pleaded.

Sunny shrugged.

“No fair! Come on, maybe it’s something I can use in my book.”

I should explain. My brother used to be a nice, normal ten-year-old kid. Then something inside him snapped. He now thinks of himself as a brilliant stand-up comedian.

His “book,” by the way, is called The Jeff Schafer Book of Funniest Jokes Ever Told, Volume I.

“Jeff, nothing we think of could possibly be funny enough for your book,” Sunny said.

He tried to peer over my shoulder. “It’s something you wrote, right?”

I snatched away the essay. “Je-eff!”

Sunny, as always, knew the perfect thing to say. “Hey, Jeff, I know this great girl for you. She’s ten and really smart, and she likes boys with a good sense of —”

“Ew! Yuck! Gross!” Out the door he went, running toward his room. “I’ll find out what was so funny sooner or later!”

I mouthed a “thank you” to Sunny. Then I turned to my blank sheet of paper.

As I started writing about my trip, my grumpiness began to lift. As much as I love my dad and my life in Palo City, I couldn’t wait to fly east.

I am so lucky. I have two lives. Two homes. Two groups of best friends. Two sets of parents.

Okay, if I had my druthers, I’d rather have one set of parents. I did not ask my mom and dad to divorce. They made the decision themselves.

But I prefer not to be miserable about it. What’s the point?

Dad calls me a cockeyed optimist. (He’s right about the optimist part. I have no idea what cockeyed means. Come to think of it, I don’t know what a druther is, either.) His nickname for me is Sunshine. He says it describes me inside and out. Outside, I’m light-skinned and blue-eyed, and I have waist-long, white-blonde hair.

Inside, I’m very passionate about several things: my family, my friends, baby-sitting, surfing, healthy living, and the environment. I do not eat red meat. Don’t even touch my plate with the ground-up carcass of a slaughtered cow (otherwise known as a hamburger). I am deeply committed to rain forest conservation, animal rights, and the fight against pollution.

You may be laughing about this. Go ahead. You’re not alone. Some of my Stoneybrook friends love to tease me about my beliefs. But you know what? I don’t care.

Most of my California pals are right in my corner.

Including Sunny. Her name, by the way, is short for Sunshine Daydream Winslow. Yes, my nickname is the same as her birth name, and no, it’s not confusing. We’re used to it. She lives down the street from Dad’s house, and we’ve been best friends since second grade. Like me, Sunny is thirteen years old, easygoing, and a vegetarian. Her hair is a gorgeous strawberry blonde.

Our other best friends, Maggie Blume and Jill Henderson, are organic-food junkies, too. And blondes, although sometimes it’s hard to tell with Maggie. Currently her hair is mostly black. It has been green and purple, too. Her style is L.A.-futuristic-cyberpunk. Her dad works in the movie business, but Maggie likes to downplay that. When Sunny found out that Winona Ryder had been at the Blumes’ for a business meeting, she nearly had a heart attack. To Maggie, it was no big deal.

Jill’s much more laid back. She has deep brown eyes and is a terrific listener. She lives on the outskirts of town with her divorced mom, her older sister, and three dogs named Spike, Shakespeare, and Smee.

Jill, Maggie, Sunny, and I are also known as the We ♥ Kids Club. We meet regularly in Sunny’s room and take calls from parents who need baby-sitters. For a long time, we were really casual about meeting times. Parents knew each of our numbers and called any of us whenever they wanted. Then a reporter interviewed us for a newspaper article, and a local TV station did a feature story on us. The next thing we knew, half the parents from here to L.A. were calling us. We were overwhelmed. We double-booked jobs, forgot to call clients back, and generally messed up. We had to shape up, big-time.

Fortunately, we had a good example to follow: the Baby-sitters Club of Stoneybrook, Connecticut, of which I am a former officer (and currently an honorary member). The BSC is always busy, too, but much more organized.

To survive our crisis, we borrowed some BSC ideas. We established one central phone number (Sunny’s), regular meeting hours, and good record-keeping.

Even with our new rules, the We ♥ Kids Club is still pretty easygoing and fun. I’ll miss it tremendously this summer.

But most of all I’ll miss Sunny. She’s my number one friend of all time. When my parents were breaking up, she was there for me. I must have cried on her shoulder every day for weeks. Now Sunny is going through her own time of need. You see, her mom has lung cancer.

I adore Mrs. Winslow. She and Mr. Winslow never grew out of being hippies. They’re both warm and kind and youthful. Mrs. Winslow is a professional potter and has a pottery studio in her basement. Her stoneware creations are gorgeous.

Mrs. Winslow is home from the hospital now, but she has to go back from time to time. She’s undergoing chemotherapy, which is very painful. Her sickness was one of the reasons I moved back to Palo City. Before that I’d been living in Stoneybrook.

Stoneybrook happens to be Mom’s hometown. After the divorce, she decided to move back there with Jeff and me. At first I wasn’t too thrilled, but I quickly adjusted. First of all, Mom bought a totally cool, two-hundred-year-old farmhouse that has a secret passage from the barn to my bedroom. Second, I made great friends and joined the BSC.

Jeff never liked the house, hated school, and missed his old friends. He became so miserable that Mom agreed to let him move back with Dad (Mom and I were heartbroken about that for a long time).

Meanwhile, I had found out that Mom’s high-school boyfriend was the father of another BSC member, Mary Anne Spier. Well, Mary Anne and I put our heads together and reintroduced the two lovebirds — and guess what? Hint: daaa-daaa-da-daa-daa-daa-da-daa. (That’s the wedding march, in case you were wondering.)

My stepdad is fussy and super-neat. My mom is fun-loving and forgetful. But believe it or not, they make a great couple.

Speaking of couples and stepparents, guess who else was married while I was living in Stoneybrook? My dad. To his girlfriend, Carol Olson. (Actually, their wedding happened while I was on an extended visit to California.) The ceremony was held on the beach, and I was the maid of honor.

Leaving Dad and his new life — not to mention my We ♥ Kids Club friends — after the wedding was really tough. I guess that was when I started becoming seriously homesick for Palo City. Even though I love my Stoneybrook life, I felt the Call of the West Coast.

Then Sunny’s mom became sick, and that cemented my decision. I needed to move back. For good. Boy, was that a painful choice. Especially for Mom. She said she felt as if she were losing both of her kids. Dad, on the other hand, was thrilled.

Let me tell you, a bicoastal life sure ain’t as easy as it sounds.

So now you’re up to date on the Saga of Traveling Dawn.

In my bedroom that Saturday, Sunny flopped down on my bed. Lying on her back, she covered her face with her math book. “This is not a nap,” she announced. “I am learning by osmosis.”

“Right,” I replied.

As I thought about what to write for my real essay, I heard a strange snuffling noise. I looked over to see Sunny fast asleep.

Smiling, I picked up my pen and began to write.
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“Jeff, do you know where my plaid shorts are?” I yelled down the hall.

“Hum a few bars and I’ll let you know,” Jeff shot back.

“Oh, please —”

“Get it? When you say, ‘Do you know,’ it’s like asking if I know a song called ‘Where My Plaid Shorts —’ ”

“Jeff, we have to leave! Will you answer my question?”

“How would I know where your shorts are? They’re too big and ugly for me.”

“Nothing’s too big and ugly for you!”

“Yo, chill!” Carol called out from downstairs. (She’s in her thirties, but she tries to sound young.) “Will the opponents choose their breakfasts, please: homemade buckwheat pancakes with fresh strawberries or cold puffed millet cereal in mango-kiwi juice?”

“Pancakes!” Jeff and I both shouted.

“Make it quick!” Dad called from the kitchen. “It’s T minus twenty-five and counting!”

Yikes.

I glanced at my clock. Eight thirty-five. Sunny was due any minute. She was going to ride with my family and me to the airport. If we weren’t all out of the house by nine, Jeff and I might miss our flight to Connecticut.

Yes, it was Sunday morning. The Big Day.

Yes, I’d taken my finals and handed in my brilliant, rewritten essay.

No, I had not flunked my courses. And Mr. Swanson had given me a B-minus on the essay. (Thank you, thank you; don’t applaud, just send roses.)

My baby-sitting jobs went off without a hitch, too. And on Saturday, our first full day of freedom, my We ♥ Kids Club friends threw me a huge party.

I don’t know how they found the time to prepare. But when I arrived at Sunny’s house, the whole place was decked out with ribbons, balloons, and a farewell banner signed by our baby-sitting charges.

I have to admit, after all my long bicoastal visits, I have become used to big farewell parties. But this one was special. Just about all of our clients showed up, and Sunny had ordered food from this phenomenal macrobiotic restaurant. (Plus sweets and cake, to keep the kids from storming out in protest.)

I hadn’t seen Mrs. Winslow so relaxed and happy-looking in a long time. She was dancing to the music and helping to serve the food. She seemed like her old self until I watched her dancing with her husband to a slow song.

Her clothes hung loosely on her body. As she rested her face on his shoulders, her eyes looked hollow and sad. Her wig was also slightly askew (she has to wear one because the chemotherapy made her hair fall out).

At that moment I had big doubts about leaving. Sunny must have noticed, because she put her arm around me and said, “Don’t worry. We’ll be here when you come back.”

We cockeyed optimists stick together, I guess.

Now the smell of hot pancakes was drifting upstairs. I could hear Jeff dragging his duffel bag down the hall.

Quickly, I scoured my room. I packed an extra pair of sandals, a Sierra Club magazine I’d been reading the night before, and a terrycloth robe that was on the floor. Surprise! My plaid shorts were hiding under the robe, so I threw them in my duffel bag, too.

Then I tried to pull the zipper closed. It would not budge.

“Mmmmm, your pancakes sure taste good!” Jeff yelled from downstairs.

Zzzzzzzip! Suddenly I found the strength.

Pulling the bag behind me, I rushed to the kitchen. Jeff was grinning, his mouth full. Fortunately my pancakes were intact on the plate next to his.

“Chow down,” Dad said with a smile. “This has to last you until September.”

“They serve breakfast in Stoneybrook, you know,” I teased.

“Yeah, but not like this,” Dad said. “Right, Carol?”

Carol was in the corner, by the stove. She nodded quietly. Then she made a sound that was halfway between a hiccup and a gasp.

A tear dripped slowly down her cheek.

I went over to her. Our eyes met, and I started crying, too. She opened her arms, and we shared a big hug.

“I’m going to miss you so much,” Carol said. “I feel as if you’re my own d —” Sniff. “Dau —”

“Daughter,” Jeff muttered blandly.

Dad wrapped Carol and me in a warm embrace.

“Will you guys knock it off?” Jeff groaned. “I’m trying to eat!”

“Ohhhhh, Jeffers, I’m going to miss you, too!” Now Carol was running toward Jeff, arms open.

He shoved a forkful of pancake into his mouth and bolted.

Ding-dong!

Jeff continued running into the living room and pulled open the door. “Hi, Jeff!” Sunny’s voice called out.

“Urrbush gusso muffoo,” Jeff explained.

Sunny walked in and headed toward the kitchen. “Very attractive. Swallow, please.”

He did. “Don’t go in there! I said, everybody’s getting so mushy!”

Sunny didn’t listen. She joined our little lovefest.

We rocked back and forth together, sniffling a little, not saying much of anything.

“Call me every day,” I said softly to Sunny.

“Okay,” she whispered.

“You, too,” I told Dad.

“All right, sweetheart.”

“And we’ll write, too,” Carol offered.

“Good, because I’ll be thinking of you all the time,” I said.

Dad was looking around curiously. “Where’s your brother?”

“If you slobber on my pancakes, you have to make me new ones!” Jeff’s voice called from around a corner.

Somehow we managed to dry our tears and finish breakfast. Sunny helped me lug my duffel bag out to the car and toss it in the trunk. Then we all climbed into the car.

“Connecticut, here they come!” Dad sang out as he backed the car into the street.

We did not stop talking once during the whole trip. By the time we arrived at John Wayne Airport, Jeff was cowering in the backseat, his hands pressed over his ears.

As we stood in the long check-in line, Jeff disappeared into a magazine shop and bought a comic book. While Dad, Carol, Sunny, and I shared some more weepy hugs and promises, Jeff snuggled into a molded plastic seat with the latest issue of The Kannibal Krew.

Soon after we’d checked in, a voice blared through the speakers: “Attention, passengers. Now boarding Flight Forty-two to New York. Please report to Gate Three …”

“That’s you!” Dad said.

Yikes. My heart started fluttering like crazy.

Jeff looked dismayed. “New York?”

“You’re switching there for a flight to Stamford,” Carol explained.

“Two planes? Cool!” Jeff folded up the comic book, tucked it in his rear pocket, and strode toward the gate.

We followed him as he marched through the metal detector.

Beeeeeep!

The attendant made Jeff remove his belt and try again.

Somehow, watching my red-faced little brother walk through that archway, holding up his sagging pants, really lifted my spirits. I cracked up.

Jeff glared at me as he slipped his belt back on. “You think that’s funny? I’ll tell you what’s funny.” Then he recited in a nasal, singsong voice: “ ‘This is a dumb essay. I’m going to flunk my finals….’ ”

“You little sneak!” I cried. “You broke into my room and read my essay!”

Giggling, Jeff ran off. “I told you I’d find out!”

Carol shrugged and put her arm around my shoulder. “That’s your brother’s way of saying he loves you.”

“Yeah? Then he’ll be heartbroken when he finds I won’t sit near him,” I grumbled.

Well, Jeff and I managed to declare a truce. And he did give Dad and Carol huge hugs before he headed down the loading ramp.

Once we were on the plane, he was sniffling just as loudly as I was.

Through our window, we could see Dad, Carol, and Sunny pressed against the glass of the airport terminal window. We waved until the airplane taxied us out of sight.

“Welcome aboard Flight Forty-two, ladies and gentlemen,” a voice said as the plane took off. “We’re going cross-country to New York City, where the sky is overcast and the temperature is a balmy sixty-eight degrees …”

I glanced at Jeff. He tried not to smile at me, but he couldn’t help it. We were both psyched.

I don’t know exactly when I fell asleep. Possibly somewhere over Colorado. All I remember was that Jeff was deeply into his comic book, and I had just finished the teensy croissant and thimbleful of orange juice that the airline called “Continental Breakfast.”

I woke up much later in a cold sweat.

Jeff was snoozing. Everyone else around us seemed to be, too. Even the big patches of farmland below us made the land look as if it were asleep under a quilt.

But my nerves were zinging. In my dream, the Baby-sitters Club had voted me out. I had shown up at a meeting, and they had told me to go home and never come back. Abby Stevenson, the girl who replaced me in the club, was grinning triumphantly. A big blackboard on the wall read:



	ABBY

	DAWN




	6

	1





Mary Anne was crying in the corner. “Dawn,” she said. “I tried to talk to them. Really, I did.”

I don’t know about you, but I take dreams very seriously. I believe they can even predict the future. But Dawn versus Abby? The idea had never crossed my mind before.

It made sense, though, if you thought about it. I’d met Abby, and she seemed nice, but maybe she resented my return. Maybe she felt I was trying to win my job back. Maybe the club had had a huge fight about it, and Mary Anne had been too timid to tell me.

I hadn’t wanted to cause so much trouble. Maybe I should have stayed home for the summer. At least California had nice beaches.

I was in a rotten mood all the way to New York. Our connecting flight was a dinky little propeller plane, sort of like a bus with wings. The short ride to Connecticut was so bumpy I almost lost my lunch.

When we landed, I was a wreck. As Jeff and I descended the rickety portable stairs to the tarmac, I thought my knees would buckle. My skin felt clammy and my hair was so staticky I’m sure it was standing straight up.

“They’re here!” Jeff screamed, running into the terminal.

Through the window, Mary Anne’s smile was like a beacon of light among the crowd of waiting people. Behind her, my mom was waving wildly, tears streaming down her cheeks. Richard, my stepfather, was beaming.

I sprinted inside. Before I knew it, I was whirling through the terminal, right into my mom’s arms. “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re home!” she cried.

(To Mom, Stoneybrook will always be “home.” I don’t mind that at all.)

When I hugged Mary Anne, she burst into tears, too. “We’ve all missed you, Dawn.”

“Yes, indeed,” said Richard. “Welcome.”

Even stodgy old Richard hugged me. That felt nice.

“Richard,” Jeff said. “Where does a two-ton hippo live?”

“Well, in a swamp, I suppose,” Richard replied. “Why do you ask —”

“Wherever it wants!” Jeff shouted. “Get it? Because it’s so huge?”

“Ah, that’s a good one,” Richard said. “You know, one of my colleagues at the law firm told me an amusing knock-knock joke the other day …”

Richard and Jeff, the world’s unlikeliest couple, walked together toward the exit, in their own world. Mary Anne, Mom, and I exchanged a Look. Then we all burst out laughing.

My weak stomach? My second thoughts about the trip? Out the window.

We gabbed while waiting for luggage. We gabbed as we waited for Richard to fetch the car. Then we gabbed during the entire ride home. Mary Anne told me all about our friend Claudia Kishi’s new baby cousin. I told everyone the news about Sunny’s mom. It was all stuff we’d discussed over the phone, but it felt wonderful saying it person-to-person.

As for Jeff, he was busy exchanging bad jokes with Richard. That made me happy, too. I’d never seen them get along so well.

As we pulled into the driveway of our big, old, comfortable farmhouse, every last fear I had melted away.

This was going to be a great summer.

I just knew it.
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“Aren’t you awake yet?”

I opened my eyes. Jeff was standing in my doorway, tapping his foot impatiently.

It felt like the middle of the night, but it wasn’t dark. Around me, everything was totally wrong. My bed was facing the wrong direction. The carpet was missing. My surfboard was gone.

“For someone whose name is Dawn,” Jeff remarked, “you sure don’t live up to it.”

“Huh?”

Earth to Dawn.

The fog in my brain was slowly lifting. I was in Stoneybrook. It was Monday morning, my first weekday of the summer vacation!

“Why do I always have to wake you up for breakfast?” Jeff asked. “Richard won’t serve unless we’re all down there.”

I sat up. My eyelids felt as if they weighed thirty pounds each. “Okay, give me two minutes.”

Jeff nodded sternly. “Two. Not twenty-two. I have things to do today.”

“Yes, sir!”

As he left, I wobbled out of bed. My trusty desk clock read eight-fifteen A.M., which meant my California-tuned body thought it was five-fifteen.

I looked into my closet door mirror and almost fainted. My hair was like a mass of tangled wires. My face was so droopy it looked as if someone were standing below me with a flesh magnet.

What time had Mary Anne and I said good night? I couldn’t remember. But I did recall looking at the clock around midnight or so.

I slapped my cheeks. (That’s a trick Carol taught me. It puts color back in them.) Then, as I yanked a brush through my hair, images of the previous night flooded into my sleep-deprived brain.

As soon as we had arrived home from the airport, Richard had ordered from my favorite pizza place. We’d all sat around the table, talking about the summer. Jeff had been so excited, he’d forgotten to tell jokes for a while. He’d asked about all his friends and had even run around in the backyard by himself awhile, just “to get connected.” He was actually cute.

Now, the morning after, I was feeling a little disconnected myself. I breathed in the familiar musty scent of my old room. Boy, did it feel great to be back. A warm, slightly humid breeze floated through the window, sweet with honeysuckle.

Mustiness. Humidity. Honeysuckle.

All of it was so un-California. So East Coast.

So … fantastic!

What were our plans for this glorious summer? Oh, a little bit of nothing and a lot of fun. Hanging out, going to the beach, seeing movies, and baby-sitting.

Yes, I was even looking forward to baby-sitting. I missed all my old Stoneybrook charges. But I also missed the BSC.

I wasn’t going to have to miss it for very long, though. The next meeting was to begin at 5:30 sharp.

Which, since I couldn’t shake off that dream on the plane, still gave me approximately nine hours and fifteen minutes to worry.

“It’s been two minutes!” Jeff called from downstairs.

Oops. Nine hours and thirteen minutes.

I threw on some clothes and ran down to the kitchen. The smell was so wonderful I thought I’d die.

My stepdad was standing over the stove, an apron around his belly and a proud smile on his face. “Richard Spier’s patented egg-white Spanish omelette with California spices and fresh fruit on the side!” he announced.

Jeff was standing next to him, hands extended, waiting to be served. I’m surprised he wasn’t drooling on the floor.

Mom, Mary Anne, and I exchanged good mornings and stood in line. (I was given the place of honor at the front.)

Richard is a good cook. My mom? Well, she makes a great cup of tea. Anything else, frankly, is eat-or-drink-at-your-own-risk. I love her deeply, she’s full of energy and creativity and fun, but she can be a little flaky. You’re likely to find a lost barrette in the spinach salad or a house key in the Jell-O.

“Orange juice?” Mom asked as I took my omelette to the table. “Richard squeezed it himself.”

“California oranges, too,” Richard remarked. “They fell off your plane. I had a heck of a time getting them through customs.”

Mary Anne says that Richard had no sense of humor before he married my mom. He was an extremely strict father. She says it was his way of trying to be two parents at once. You see, Mary Anne’s mom died when Mary Anne was a baby. In his grief, Richard let Mary Anne’s grandparents raise her for a few months. Afterward they tried to keep her, saying Richard wouldn’t be capable enough on his own. Well, he did take her back, but he went a little overboard to prove his parent-worthiness, I guess.

For a long time, Mary Anne was allowed to wear only the most conservative dresses and hairstyles. Nowadays she looks like a normal thirteen-year-old, with pierced ears, short brown hair, and a preppyish wardrobe. Remember the Addams Family TV show theme, the part that goes, “Neat, sweet, petite”? Well, those words fit Mary Anne. She’s a little over five feet tall, very organized, and the most caring and sensitive person I’ve ever met.

She’s also painfully shy if you don’t know her. And she can break into tears at the slightest thing, happy or sad. (Her boyfriend, Logan Bruno, sometimes calls her “the Town Crier.”)

Jeff finished breakfast in about two seconds. “Can I go to JAB’s now?”

“Who’s JAB?” Mom asked.

“Jordan, Adam, and Byron. Get it? J, A, B?”

“Goodness, you’ve been here less than twelve hours and already you’re bored with us?” Mom teased.

“Mo-om, I haven’t seen them in a long time. I just want to play.”

Mom smiled. “Go ahead. Invite them back for lunch.”

“Ya-hoooo! Thanks!” Jeff barrelled out of the house.

Jordan, Adam, and Byron Pike are ten-year-old triplets. Their older sister, Mallory, is my friend and a BSC member.

“Well,” Mom said with a sigh. “At least he seems happy here.”

“He should, with a mom like you,” Richard replied.

“My Romeo.” Mom threw her arms around Richard and gave him a big smooch.

Richard turned beet red. Mary Anne and I concentrated on our breakfasts, trying not to giggle.

Soon Richard was bustling off to work and Mom was on the phone. As my sister and I lingered over herbal tea, I decided to bring up my bad dream. I told Mary Anne all the gory details and asked if it was true, if the BSC really did want to kick me out.

“Kick you out?” she said with a smile. “Everyone wants to force you to stay! Kristy thinks we should make an official declaration of kidnapping to your dad.”

I burst out laughing. Out of relief, mostly, but also because I could picture Kristy Thomas doing that.

If you think I’m opinionated, you’ve never met Kristy. She is the BSC’s Big Kahuna. Officially she’s the club’s president and founder. Unofficially, she’s director of advertising, creator of special events, and club spokesperson.

Of all the BSC members, Kristy is the shortest and loudest — I mean, the most outgoing. She overflows with ideas, some good, some ridiculous, but all interesting. She’s also Mary Anne’s best friend. They look somewhat alike, but Kristy dresses casually all the time and usually pulls her hair back in a ponytail. They grew up across the street from each other, not too far from the farmhouse. Like Mary Anne, Kristy was raised by a single parent. Mr. Thomas abandoned the family when she was little, leaving Mrs. Thomas to raise four kids (Kristy has three brothers).

If Kristy hadn’t grown up under those conditions, the Baby-sitters Club might not exist. She thought of the idea for the club one evening when her mom was having trouble finding a sitter for Kristy’s younger brother.

Because of Kristy’s brainstorm, no Stoneybrook parent has to face that problem. Like the We ♥ Kids Club, the BSC is an organized group of sitters. It meets every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, between five-thirty and six o’clock. Parents call during those times to book sitters, and the club has plenty of members to fill all requests. (Ten, to be exact, including me and two associates, who fill in during extra-busy times.) After each job, we write about our experience in the BSC notebook, to keep ourselves up-to-date on all clients.

Our meetings are held in the bedroom of Claudia Kishi, who lives across the street from where Mary Anne and Kristy used to live before their respective parents remarried and moved them to other neighborhoods. (Mary Anne says that when Kristy moved away, the neighborhood kids ran out of things to do, because they’d been so used to her organizing activities for them.)

Kristy can figure out activities for anyone, anywhere, anytime. For example, one of her brainstorms resulted in a softball team for little kids. It’s called Kristy’s Krushers.

Nowadays, Kristy lives in the wealthy section of Stoneybrook. Her mom married a millionaire named Watson Brewer, and the Thomases moved into his mansion. Their combined family is pretty humongous: Kristy; her brothers (seventeen-year-old Charlie, fifteen-year-old Sam, and seven-year-old David Michael); Watson’s son and daughter from a previous marriage, who live there during alternate months (Karen is seven and Andrew’s four); an adopted two-year-old girl named Emily Michelle; Kristy’s grandmother, Nannie; plus too many pets to name.

Abby Stevenson, my replacement, lives two houses away from Kristy. She hasn’t lived there long. When I moved to California, Abby, her twin sister, Anna, and Mrs. Stevenson were living on Long Island (Mr. Stevenson died a few years ago in a car accident). They moved to Stoneybrook just in time. The BSC was going crazy without me there (ahem), and they desperately needed another member.

I don’t know Abby well, but I can tell she’s outgoing and athletic and hilariously funny. She’s also asthmatic, and allergic to just about anything you can think of. I adore her hair. It’s a luscious, dark brown, so thick and curly that it hangs in natural ringlets.

Anna wears her hair much shorter than Abby does. She’s quiet, unathletic, nonasthmatic, not allergic, and incredibly talented in music. The club asked her to join, too, but she said no. She practices violin several hours a day and wants to be a professional musician.

Recently, Abby and Anna both turned thirteen and became Bat Mitzvahs. I wish I could have gone to the service. Mary Anne said it was moving and beautiful, even though she didn’t understand the Hebrew.

Abby’s job, the one I used to have, is alternate officer. That means she fills in whenever another officer is absent.

Who are the other officers? Well, Mary Anne has the most important job: secretary. She’s in charge of the BSC record book. In it, she keeps an updated list of clients’ names, addresses, the rates they pay, and any important information about their kids (bedtimes, allergies, likes and dislikes). Whenever a call comes in, Mary Anne checks the master calendar, on which she keeps track of all sitting jobs. To avoid mixups, she carefully records each member’s scheduling conflicts: doctor appointments, lessons, family trips, and so on. Then she assigns the job, trying to make sure everyone has an equal amount of sitting time.

No, the job has not caused Mary Anne to have a nervous breakdown. She enjoys being secretary, and she’s excellent at it.

Our vice-president is Claudia Kishi. Her main job is to host the meetings in her room and answer any calls that come in after hours.

Do Claudia’s parents mind that their house is overrun by girls three times a week? Not at all. They’re pretty easygoing about it. They are not easygoing about other things, though, such as education and proper eating. This drives Claudia crazy, because she’s a terrible student and she loves sweets. Her room is a minefield of junk food — candy bars under the covers, marshmallows behind the mattresses, chips in the chest of drawers. She’s also addicted to Nancy Drew books, which her parents consider the junk food of literature. (Claudia hides them, too.)

Claudia does not hide her art supplies, however. They’re all over her room in plain sight (which is fine, unless you happen to sit on a wad of wet papier-mâché). She can sculpt, paint, draw, and make jewelry. She can also create the coolest outfits out of secondhand stuff she finds in thrift shops.

Mr. and Mrs. Kishi appreciate Claudia’s talents, but Claud’s convinced they really favor her older sister, Janine, who is off-the-charts brilliant. (Janine’s in high school, but she takes college courses.) Claudia’s real soulmate in the family was Mimi, her grandmother. Even though Mimi’s English wasn’t perfect (she was a Japanese immigrant), she understood Claudia deeply. When she died, Claud was heartbroken. Now Claudia keeps a big picture of Mimi on her wall, surrounded by beautiful art.

Stacey McGill is the club’s treasurer. She collects dues every Monday in a manila envelope. Then, at the end of the month, she pays Claudia for her phone bill and gives Charlie Thomas gas money for driving Kristy and Abby to meetings. She also buys supplies for Kid-Kits, boxes of toys and games we take to jobs (just in case our sparkling personalities aren’t quite enough). Any surplus in our treasury goes straight to pizza parties or sleepovers.

Stacey has long golden hair, and she wears really cool clothes. Her fashion sense is very New York — classy, sleek, urban, lots of black. She grew up in the Big Apple, until her dad’s company relocated the family to Connecticut. No sooner had she settled in and joined the BSC than whoosh, the company made him move back to NYC and we all had a tearful farewell. She wasn’t gone for long. Her parents, who hadn’t been getting along too well, divorced. Stacey had to choose which parent to live with, and she decided to move back to Stoneybrook with her mom.

I love Stacey. She and I were always able to talk about the ups and downs of being a Divorced Kid, all the back-and-forthing and split loyalties and tender feelings. (Sometimes, though, I wish my dad lived in NYC. It’s only a short train ride away.)

The other thing Stacey and I have in common: We’re the only BSC members who don’t eat Claudia’s sweets. Unlike me, though, Stacey has no choice. She has diabetes. Any refined sugar she eats will zip right into her bloodstream, which can throw her into a coma. (You see, diabetics cannot produce a hormone called insulin, which parcels out the sugar a little at a time.) But don’t worry. Stacey can lead a perfectly normal life. She just has to eat very regular meals and inject herself with artificial insulin every day (I know, the thought makes me queasy, too, but Stacey insists it’s not at all gross).

Stacey is one of the two BSC members with a steady boyfriend (the other is Mary Anne). His name is Robert Brewster. I don’t know him well, but he seems like a nice, smart, good-looking guy.

So far, all the BSC members I’ve mentioned are thirteen-year-old eighth-graders. Our junior officers, Jessica Ramsey and Mallory Pike, are eleven and in sixth grade. They mainly handle weekend and daytime jobs. Their parents will not let them sit late on weeknights (unless it’s for their own siblings).

They both complain about that a lot. It’s one of the many things that form their bond of friendship. Another is horses. They’ve read every horse book ever written.

Mallory has thick reddish-brown hair and pale skin, and she wears braces and glasses. (She’s been lobbying for contact lenses, but her parents say no.) She loves to write and illustrate her own stories and wants to be a children’s book author someday.

Jessi has chocolate brown skin and medium-length hair she always pulls back into a bun. You should see her dance; she commands the stage. Twice a week she takes ballet lessons in Stamford, the city closest to Stoneybrook.

Both Jessi and Mal are the oldest kids in their families. Jessi has an eight-year-old sister named Becca and a one-and-a-half-year-old brother named John Phillip, Jr. (Squirt, for short). I already told you that Mal has triplet brothers. What I haven’t told you is that she has four other siblings. Yes, seven altogether. (Can you imagine? It makes Kristy’s family look manageable.)

Did I mention that the BSC has a boy on its roster? Logan Bruno, Mary Anne’s cute, Kentucky-born boyfriend, is one of our associate members. That means he helps out when we’re overloaded, but he doesn’t have to pay dues or come to meetings (which is fine with him). Our other associate, Shannon Kilbourne, lives near Kristy and attends a private school called Stoneybrook Day School. She participates in a million extracurricular activities there, but she somehow manages to take some sitting jobs.

You know what? I missed every single one of my BSC friends. And as stupid as my dream was, I felt relieved that they missed me, too.

“Girls,” Mom said, breezing into the kitchen, “I must attack the mall today for a new bathing suit. I don’t suppose you’d want to come along?”

“Sure!” I blurted out.

Mary Anne looked dubious. “Well, I was going to call our friends and ask them to come over.”

“Invite them to the mall,” Mom said. “I’ll take you all out for a post-breakfast snack.”

Down the hatch went the herbal tea. My summer vacation was off to a flying start.
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“AAAAAAAAUUGGHHH!”

Claudia’s scream bounced off the walls of her room. No, she had not run out of Mars bars, or stepped on a tube of expensive oil paint.

She was just happy to see me.

As she wrapped me in a big hug, Kristy pretended to clear her ears.

“That is an outdoor voice, Claudia,” Abby said in her most patient baby-sitter voice.

To Kristy and Abby, I was already old hat. They’d been to the mall with Mary Anne and me that morning. So had Shannon, Stacey, and Logan. Mary Anne had managed to reach everyone by phone.

But I had to wait until the BSC meeting to see the others. Claudia had had to take a makeup math final, and Jessi and Mal had been sitting for the Pike kids (plus Jeff, the surprise guest).

“You look fabulous!” Claudia exclaimed.

“You, too!” I replied. “How’d the test go?”

Claudia’s face fell. I cringed on the inside. Great, Dawn. Open mouth, insert foot.

Then Claudia exploded with a giggle. “Fooled you. I passed!”

“You sneak!” I cried. “Let’s celebrate.”

I reached into a bag Mary Anne was holding, and pulled out a huge package of veggie chips and a tub of guacamole we’d bought at the mall.

Claudia stared at them as if they were a pair of old socks. “Uh … yum. You know, I think I have some Twinkies tucked away, too …” She disappeared into her closet.

Then I felt something soft land on my head. “Welcome back!” Stacey’s voice called out.

I reached up and removed a huge, floppy straw hat. “Cool,” I said. “Is this yours?”

“Nope, a welcome-back present for you,” Stacey said.

Then all the welcome-back presents came out of the woodwork. A gift box of lotions and soaps from Claudia, a tape mix from Abby, and a basket of natural food goodies from Shannon and Kristy. (Mary Anne, by the way, had given me a gorgeous jumpsuit earlier.)

Mal arrived with a set of notecards, and Jessi with a beautiful biography of a ballet dancer called Pavlova, which she insisted I lend to her after I was done. Logan gave me a pack of sugarless gum. (I think it happened to be in his pocket, and he felt guilty arriving empty-handed.)

I was blown away. All my doubts, all the fears that remained from my dream? Going, going, gone.

“You guys …” I could barely force the words out. My eyes were welling up.

“Uh-oh,” Logan said. “Open the floodgates.”

“Stop it, Logan,” Mary Anne said, reaching for a box of tissues. “She was worried we wouldn’t want her back.”

“Of course we do,” Stacey said gently.

“We care about you,” Claudia added.

“We can always use another body for the busy weekends,” Kristy chimed in.

Abby rolled her eyes. “Kristy Thomas, Miss Sensitivity.”

“Well, it’s true!” With an exasperated sigh, Kristy pulled her visor from her back pocket and put it backward on her head. “Anyway, welcome, Dawn. I hereby call this meeting of the Baby-sitters Club to order!”

Claudia’s clock read 5:30. Abby, Stacey, and Claudia sat on the bed. Logan and Mary Anne perched at the edge of the desk. I sank to the floor next to Jessi, Mal, and Shannon.

“Dues!” Stacey called out.

“Ugh,” Claudia groaned.

“So soon?” Mallory asked.

I had forgotten about the BSC Monday Grumble. It’s a tradition, whenever dues are collected. I reached into my pocket, but Stacey stopped me. “We’ve decided that honorary members are exempt.”

“By a vote of six to one,” Kristy muttered.

“Kristyyyy,” Claudia warned.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll start paying when I start working again.”

“That’s the spirit!” Kristy grinned. “Okay, I have some new business. Watson is taking my family to Hawaii in August.”

“Lucky,” Stacey said. “Can you take me?”

“If I can fit you under the seat in front of me,” Kristy replied.

“Hawaii is an amazing place,” Abby remarked.

“Have you been there?” Kristy asked.

Abby shook her head. “Nope, but I’ve seen lots of Hawaii Five-O reruns.”

“Okay, guys, while we’re on the subject, I have some new business!” Claudia hopped off her bed and reached into one of her desk drawers.

This is a typical Claudia move. Usually she returns with a huge bag of M&M’S or something. This time, though, she had a glossy brochure. She held it up, showing a collage of travel photos with the words World Tours, Inc. printed at the top.

“Sometimes it pays to be stupid,” she said. “If I hadn’t had to take that makeup exam, I wouldn’t have seen this. The school is going to mail these out, but I got an advance copy. See, Stonybrook Middle School has made a deal with this tour group. Kids can travel for a big discount, as long as fifty people sign up for each tour, not including teacher chaperones. You have to be ages eleven to fourteen.”

Kristy took the brochure and started to scan it. “Alaska,” she read aloud, “Quebec, Australia, Greece … this sounds cool.”

“The first trip is this summer,” Claudia said. “And guess where?”

“Mexico,” Stacey guessed.

“Antarctica,” Mallory said.

“Palo City, California,” Jessi piped up.

“Downtown Stamford,” Logan remarked.

“SMS summer school,” Abby volunteered.

We all started cracking up.

Rrrrrrrring!

Claudia stuck her nose in the air. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to tell you anon.”

“Anon?” Abby repeated.

“A non-what?” Kristy asked.

Claudia snatched up the receiver. “Hello, Baby-sitters Club at your service. Oh, hi, Mrs. Prezzioso…. Next Monday? I will check the book and call you back anon…. ’Bye.” As she hung up, she said to Kristy, “It means later.”

“You couldn’t just say later?” Abby asked.

“Here’s a hint about the trip.” Claudia stood up and began swaying back and forth, swinging her hips and waving her arms.

“The Bronx Zoo?” Kristy guessed.

Claudia glared at her. “What?”

“That was a monkey, right?”

“No, Kristy!” Claudia said. “It was a hula dancer.”

“Hawaii?” I cried.

Claudia nodded. “Can you believe it?”

“Is it the same time Kristy will be there?” Shannon asked.

Claudia shook her head. “I don’t think so. It starts July twentieth and lasts ten days.”

“Nnnno-o-o-o!” Mallory buried her face in her hands. “That’s when I agreed to help Mrs. Stone run a play group at her farm.”

Mrs. Stone lives in the rural section of Stoneybrook. She has a small farm with a few animals, including a baby goat named Elvira.

“That’s okay, Mal,” Kristy said. “I’m doing it with you, too, don’t forget.”

“But you’re already going to Hawaii!” Mallory retorted.

“Well, I can’t go either, if it’s any consolation,” Shannon said. “I’m leaving for summer camp next week.”

“And I’m leaving for the Swiss Alps tomorrow,” Logan added.

Mary Anne looked dumbfounded. “You are?”

Logan grinned. “Nahhh. Sounds cool, though.”

“Who let him in here?” Kristy grumbled.

“You have to sign up at the SMS gym by June twenty-fourth, weekdays between eight-thirty and three o’clock,” Claudia continued.

“Wouldn’t it be great if we all went?” Jessi said.

Everyone started gabbing at once. Claudia was practically shouting. But my heart was down around my shoelaces. I’d come all the way out here to see my friends for the summer. Now they’d either be flying out to Hawaii or chasing kids around a farm all day.

I think Mary Anne was reading my mind. “What about non-SMS students?” she asked.

Claudia grinned at me. “I asked about that! See, they need a maximum of fifty. SMS students have priority, but if fewer than fifty sign up, they’ll take names off a waiting list of non-SMS students. First come, first served.”

“So maybe you can come, Dawn,” Mary Anne said.

A trip to Hawaii? I’d already flown clear across the country. I’d been looking forward to a nice, relaxing New England summer. Did I really want to go back out West so soon?

You bet I did!

“Let’s go sign up!” Jessi blurted out. “What are we waiting for?”

“Phone calls from clients,” Kristy said drily.

“I can think of one other possible minor obstacle,” Abby spoke up. “Our parents.”

Stacey nodded. “I’m sure this trip isn’t cheap.”

“How much does it cost, Claud?” Mallory asked.

Claudia took back the brochure and read something she’d scribbled in the margins. “Five hundred dollars. Half of it by June twenty-fourth, as a nonrefundable deposit. The other half by July twelfth.” She paused, lost in thought. “That’s not so bad, two hundred twenty-five at a time.”

“Two hundred fifty,” Stacey corrected her.

“Ugh.” Claudia turned red. “You know, I really did pass math …”

“That’s a lot,” Mary Anne said. “We have to be realistic.”

“Look, we ask our parents at dinner tonight,” Abby said. “Then we call each other and find out who said yes. Then, if we’ve been told no, we can talk about our friends who were allowed to go. Make sure the two sets of parents talk to each other. Put a little pressure on.”

“We can do it if we stick together,” Claudia declared. “I know it.”

“Ahem,” Kristy interrupted. “Guys, I think we have some unfinished business — like Mrs. P.’s sitting job?”

“Oops,” Abby said.

“Let’s see,” Mary Anne said. “Jessi’s available …”

As Mary Anne arranged the job, my mind was racing. Would Mom and Dad let me fly to Hawaii after paying for my trip here? It was possible. Dreams do come true.

Sometimes.

But I wasn’t putting my bets on this one.





[image: image]



Crunch, crunch, crunch. My teeth slowly worked the sauteed Chinese vegetables with special sauce. I gave Mary Anne a sidelong glance.

Her face was a question mark.

My lips said, “Pass the soy sauce,” but my eyes were telling her, Now, Mary Anne. Now.

It was time.

Time for Phase One of the Hawaii Plan.

During a lull in the BSC meeting, Mary Anne and I had devised a strategy. How to ask the question. Which parent to ask first. What to do if one of them answered no. If both of them answered no. At home we’d quickly drawn up a rough script in the form of a flowchart, then rehearsed it.

Mary Anne was nervous. She’d thought we were being deceitful. But I pointed out we would tell only the truth. As hopeless as it seemed, we had to give this our best shot. If it worked, Hawaii was ours.

We had ordered from a Chinese restaurant that night. I’d put in a special request for pineapple chicken. Get it? Pineapples … Hawaii. The power of suggestion.

“Gee,” Mary Anne began, “I just saw Erica Blumberg, who is going away to summer camp for several weeks.”

A little stiff, but word-for-word perfect. Yay, Mary Anne.

My turn. “Oh, wow,” I replied. “That sounds like fun. I guess she was happy to break up the summer a bit.”

“Yes,” Mary Anne said. “And so were her parents.”

I nodded. “Sure. They must be happy to have some time for themselves.”

“Yes, they are. Except they thought that several weeks was too long.”

“Yeah. Maybe, like, two weeks would be better,” I said in a calm, conversational tone. “Cheaper, too. By the way, how much does it cost to go to a camp like that?”

“Over a thousand dollars,” Mary Anne said. “And she’s only going to a grubby little camp in Massachusetts!”

I shook my head and looked rueful. “For much less than that you could go on a ten-day trip to a really fantastic faraway place. Say, Hawaii.”

“Five hundred dollars? Hmm, that sounds pretty good.”

I shot her a Look. She’d skipped a line.

Mary Anne blanched. “I mean, how much would it cost? Uh, like, five hundred dollars or so?”

“Yes, that’s right,” I quickly improvised. “I’ve heard of just such an opportunity. Imagine being able to go to Hawaii for that cheap, Mom.”

Mom swallowed a mouthful of stir-fried tofu with broccoli. She looked at Richard. Mary Anne shot me an anxious glance.

“Are you guys feeling all right?” Jeff asked. “You sound like robots or something. Pass the orange gloppy stuff.”

Richard the Carnivore passed Jeff the Nuisance a plate of sweet-and-sour pork.

“Dawn,” Mom said, “you wouldn’t happen to be talking about the school’s trip to Hawaii with World Tours?”

My jaw hit the floor. Mary Anne’s face resembled a ripe tomato.

Foooosh! Our flowchart was disappearing down the toilet.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“A brochure came in the mail today,” Mom replied. “And the answer is, ‘Are you kidding?’ ”

That didn’t sound too promising.

“Mo-om!” I said. “It’s only ten days.”

Mom glared at me. “A hiking trip in northern Connecticut, yes. A matinee with your family in New York City, yes. A sailing trip on Long Island Sound, yes. But I have just flown you here from California, Dawn Schafer. I had this funny notion I would see you this summer. If you think I will happily pay for you to bounce across the country like a volleyball, you’re sadly mistaken.”

“But it’s a great educational travel opportunity!”

“Your life is a great educational travel opportunity.”

“Mary Anne, say something,” I pleaded.

“Uh, I have to go to the bathroom.” Mary Anne darted away, leaving me in the snare.

Richard was stroking his chin. “Hawaii, for five hundred dollars? Is that round-trip?”

“Yes!” I quickly said. “It’s a great deal, isn’t it?”

“That it is, I have to admit …”

Aha! A window of hope.

“Richard, you can’t be serious,” Mom said.

“Can I go, too?” Jeff asked.

I shook my head. “Only SMS students. And other kids, ages eleven to fourteen, sign up on a waiting list.”

“No fair.” Glowering, Jeff stabbed a sauce-drenched hunk of cooked dead pig.

“Are other kids going, too?” Richard asked.

“If fifty kids don’t sign up, the trip will be canceled. An opportunity of a lifetime, down the drain.”

“I am not hearing this,” Mom said.

“Come along as a chaperone,” I suggested.

Richard raised an eyebrow. “We could use a vacation, dear.”

“You’re all crazy,” Mom exclaimed. “My family has gone totally bonkers!”

“Doo-dooo-dooo-dooooo …” Richard sang a tuneless imitation of a Hawaiian song and started swaying.

Jeff was howling so hard I thought he’d hurl his sweet-and-sour pork.

“Stop!” Mom said. I couldn’t tell if she was going to laugh or cry.

Mary Anne reappeared and slipped into her seat.

“Please, Mom?” I pleaded. “Won’t you think about it?”

Mom took a deep breath. “Honey, even if I did say yes, where are we going to get five hundred dollars? Five hundred dollars apiece,” she added.

Zzzip! Back into the flowchart. “We’ll do it together,” I said. “Mary Anne and I can earn some of it with baby-sitting money.”

“A lot of clients have been calling lately,” Mary Anne volunteered.

“Tons,” I added.

“Like, enough so you need extra sitters?” Jeff asked.

“Ohhhh, yes,” I said. “We need to clone ourselves. It’s a good thing I’m here. Whew.”

(Do you think I was being too hard-sell?)

“Look,” Mary Anne said softly. “We know it’s a lot of money. Just think about it, okay? Why don’t you call some of the other parents and see what they have to say?”

Mom looked at Richard. Richard smiled. “I think your mother and I will take this under advisement until later.”

“Thank you!” I shouted. “You guys are the greatest! Don’t take too long, though. It’s first-come, first-served for the regular sign-up and the waiting list.”

We tried to talk about other things during the rest of dinner. Fortunately, Jeff started asking a million questions about the Baby-sitters Club. (Why? I had no idea. At first I thought he was going to start cracking jokes about us, but he didn’t.)

Afterward, Mary Anne and I volunteered to do the dishes. Jeff started to help out, until the Pike triplets rang the front doorbell.

As Jeff scampered away, Mary Anne said, “I’m sorry, Dawn. I’m so bad at that stuff.”

“You were great,” I assured her. “We did the best we could.”

“Dawn, what if they say yes, and we sign up in time, but the group doesn’t take anyone from the waiting list? I don’t want to go without you.”

“We’ll worry about that if it happens,” I replied. “And if it does, we consult Kristy. She’ll know what to do.”

We poured ourselves some iced tea and went out to the porch. The evening was clear and breezy, just warm enough to be outside without a coat.

We sat and chatted. In front of the house, Jeff and the triplets were huddled together by the sidewalk.

“Uh-oh,” I said. “Looks like a brainstorming session for Jeff’s jokebook.”

“Or they’re tormenting some poor, defenseless frog,” Mary Anne guessed.

But nobody laughed and nothing jumped away. The next thing we knew, the triplets were walking home, and Jeff was striding toward us.

“I want to sit,” Jeff announced.

Mary Anne stood up from her chair. “Go right ahead.”

“No, I mean, sitting sit.”

“Baby-sitting?” I asked. “You?”

“Yup. JAB does, too.”

“Isn’t it ‘JAB do’?” I asked.

“Whatever. How can we form a boy baby-sitters club?” Jeff pressed on.

“Am I hearing things?” I said. “You’ve never wanted to do this before.”

“The triplets have been talking about it for a while,” Mary Anne admitted.

“I like little kids,” Jeff insisted. “You should have seen me at JAB’s house. I made Claire laugh her head off at my great jokes.”

I nodded. “They’re about her level.”

Jeff ignored the comment. “So, how should we start?”

“You guys are awfully young,” Mary Anne said. “Sometimes we sit for ten-year-olds.”

“I said, little kids,” Jeff replied. “Like, infants to nine years old.”

“Look, Jeff,” I said, “if you’re serious about this, you have to call some parents, let them know you’re available.”

Jeff looked horrified. “I can’t talk on the phone to strangers! I was thinking of, like, an ad in the newspaper.”

“Start with a flyer,” I replied. “Tack it up wherever parents go — supermarkets, pediatricians’ offices, places like that. That’s what we did.”

“That’s really making a commitment,” Mary Anne said. “I think they should start more informally.”

Jeff nodded sagely. “Maybe we’d be in competition with you. I wouldn’t want to hurt you guys like that.”

“Whew, thanks,” I said.

“Maybe you could try running a play group,” Mary Anne suggested. “Have parents drop off their kids at our house or the Pikes’ for a couple of hours each day.”

“I guess,” Jeff said. “It’s just that we’re, you know, kind of inexperienced. Could you run it with us?”

“If we had the time,” I replied. “But we’ll be busy, too.”

Jeff took a deep breath and headed inside. “Well, think about it, okay? I know we can do it. We’ll be great.”

As he stepped into the house, Mary Anne and I exchanged a Look. “Can you imagine?” Mary Anne whispered.

“Heaven help the little kids of Stoneybrook,” I whispered back.

We smiled and sipped our iced tea.

But you know what? Jeff was good with children. And he needed something constructive to do this summer.

As silly as it sounded, maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea.





[image: image]



I had heartburn all the next day.

Yes, I, Dawn Schafer, the consumer of only the best natural health products. Why? I could not stop thinking about Hawaii. I felt like someone in a court case awaiting the jury’s verdict.

I kept imagining what SMS looked like that day. A line snaking to the gym door. People with sleeping bags who’d camped out overnight to be sure of a place on the list.

That morning I hoped Mom would give us the okay before she left for work, so we could sign up. I kept hearing snatches of her phone conversations through her bedroom door. Questions such as, “But how many parents are going?”

Mary Anne and I finally decided to flee the house, for our own sanity. We called Stacey, who invited us to go to a movie with her and her boyfriend, Robert. (It’s a good thing we went, because Robert canceled at the last minute for some reason.)

Of course, we had talked with Stacey the previous night about the Decision. What had her mom said? Yes! Stacey had already signed up.

We made her call and tell her mom to call my mom.

I’m not sure whether Mrs. McGill did it or not. All I know was that Mom looked very, very serious when she came home from work that afternoon. And when Richard walked through the door, he and Mom went up to the bedroom for a loooong discussion.

They both seemed pretty grim as we all sat down to dinner.

“Hrrrumph,” Richard said, looking around the table. “I have a brief announcement to make.”

Mary Anne and I gulped.

“Uh, well, your mother and I have discussed the travel issue,” he began.

“I talked to some of the other BSC parents last night,” Mom said, “plus other parents I know from the PTO. Plus your assistant principal and someone from the tour group.”

“She really covered all bases,” Richard continued. “And I believe the consensus is that it’s a well-run trip, with plenty of teacher-chaperone coverage.”

“And most of your friends’ parents are going to let them go,” Mom added.

“So, after carefully talking it over,” Richard went on, “we’ve decided you can go, too.”

“Yaaaay!” I leaped up from my chair, ran around the table, and threw my arms around Mom. “I knew you’d say yes!”

Mary Anne was beaming at her dad. “Thank you,” she said.

“Lucky,” Jeff grumbled.

Richard held up an index finger. “This agreement is subject to the following conditions: since half of the money is due immediately upon the closing of the sign-up period, we agree to pay the deposit, two hundred and fifty dollars each. This leaves approximately two and a half weeks until the balance is due, during which time you girls must raise the remaining amount.”

“I just love it when you talk legalese,” Mom said with a smile.

“We’ll do it!” Mary Anne agreed. “We’ll baby-sit like crazy.”

“We’ll throw in our savings,” I added.

“You realize it’s an awful lot of money to raise,” Richard warned.

“Maybe we can think of other ways to raise it,” Mary Anne said. “I can sell a lot of my old books.”

“A bake sale or something,” I suggested.

“JAB and I can start saving, too,” Jeff piped up. “For next year. Mary Anne and Dawn said we could start baby-sitting.”

“Oh?” Mom asked.

“We said we’d think of ways for them to —” Mary Anne began.

“Hey, want to hear a joke?” Jeff blurted out. “What’s another name for a chicken?”

“Uh, hen?” Richard the Hilarious answered.

“No, baby-sitter!” Jeff cracked up. “Get it? Because a chicken sits on her egg, which is her baby!”

“Clever,” Richard said.

“Dumb,” I murmured.

“That goes right on the first page of JOKES,” Jeff said. “All capital letters. That’s the new title of my book. It stands for Jeff’s Off-the-Wall, Krazy, Explode-Your-Sides Sense of Humor.”

“Ah, an acronym,” Richard remarked.

“A what?” Jeff asked.

“An abbreviation,” Richard replied. “Like the NASA, or —”

The conversation went from soaring to boring in one second flat.

I didn’t mind. I didn’t even tell my brother his title really should have been something like JOWKEYSSH with those words. I was feeling very kind to him. At that moment, I was feeling kind to the world.

I squeezed Mary Anne’s hand. “I am sooo psyched.”

Mary Anne nodded grimly. “I just hope we’re not too late.”

“We’ll take our sleeping bags and sleep outside the gym door,” I suggested.

“Cool!” Jeff said.

“You will do no such thing,” Mom shot back. “If you’d like to wake up early and go, fine.”

“Deal,” I said.

The rest of the evening I was flying. I didn’t even mind when Jeff cornered me and Mary Anne in the den later while we were looking at travel brochures.

“Why was Mar Anne crying?” he said.

“You mean, Mary Anne?” I asked.

“It’s a joke!” he informed us. “Give up? Because she was missing Hawaii. Get it? Mar Anne? Was missing her Y — sounds like Hawaii?”

Mary Anne chuckled politely.

“That is the worst joke in the history of the universe,” I said.

“Thanks.” Jeff smiled brightly. “Guess what? I know how JAB and I can be baby-sitters.”

“Is this another joke?” Mary Anne asked.

“No. We can be BITs. Baby-sitters in Training.”

Ugh. Another abbreviation. “I’d like to JAB your JOKES to BITs,” I said.

“I’m serious,” Jeff went on. “Byron thought of the idea. We can be your assistants. You know, until we learn how to do it on our own.”

“Then you’ll be our competition,” Mary Anne said.

“Not me,” Jeff replied. “I’ll be back in Palo City and I can start the WALK Club — We Absolutely Like Kids.”

I cracked up at that. “I’ll bring it up at the Baby-sitters Club meeting, okay?”

“Yyyyyyyyes!” Jeff bounced out of the room.

*  *  *

We arrived at SMS the next morning at 4:45 DBT (Dawn’s Body Time). Actually it was quarter to eight. My cheeks were pinched rosy and my signing hand already held a pencil. I wore my new floppy straw hat.

We had picked up Claudia, Jessi, and Logan on the way. Their parents had given the go-ahead the night before, also.

The SMS gym door is on the side of the school, near the playing field. It was locked, so we leaned against the wall and waited.

Not a sleeping bag was in sight. Nor a person.

“I guess we’re the first,” I remarked.

“Unless the list is closed,” Claudia said.

I hadn’t thought of that. My stomach suddenly began to flutter.

Soon the Stevensons’ car pulled up to the curb and Abby jumped out. She sprinted toward us with an enormous grin. “Hooray for the BSC parents telephone hotline! Yaaay!”

Abby had permission to go, too! So far, so good.

She was just in time. The big metal door swung open and Mr. Kingbridge peeked out. He’s the SMS assistant principal, and I believe it was the first time I’d ever seen him in shorts.

“Come on in,” he said with a chuckle. “Join the luau.”

We rushed inside. The “luau” was a table with a plastic lei tacked around it and two sign-up sheets.

“Remember me, Mr. Kingbridge?” I asked.

“Well, if it isn’t a ghost from the past,” Mr. Kingbridge said. “Don’t tell me you came all the way from California so you could go to Hawaii?”

“Sort of,” I replied. (Do all grown-ups think exactly alike?)

Mary Anne was signing her name on the left-hand sheet. The other one was totally blank, except for the words Waiting List printed at the top. Nothing else. Not one name.

I quickly wrote
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I felt like John Hancock signing the Declaration of Independence.

As for my friends, they were numbers 16 through 20 on the regular list. (Stacey was number 11.)

We gave one another quiet thumbs-up signs. We said a polite good-bye to Mr. Kingbridge. We left the school.

Then we screamed all the way across the playing field.

*  *  *

We were still screaming at 5:29 in Claudia’s bedroom.

In the background, Elvis Presley was singing “Blue Hawaii.” (Abby had found the tape in her mom’s collection.)

Claudia passed out chocolate-covered macadamia nuts. Mary Anne poured cups of Mauna La’i juice. I ripped open a bag of dried pineapple rings.

Guess what? All of the other parents had cut the same fifty/fifty deal. We all had to earn half our fare.

But no one minded. We were ecstatic.

“Alo-o-o-haaaa-waaayyy!” Abby sang. “We’re only a thousand jobs awaaaaay … from going to Hawaiiiiiii …”

“Awrooooo! Oww-oww-owwww!” Logan barked.

Over her shorts, Kristy was wearing a plastic grass skirt Stacey had bought in a five-and-dime store. “I call this luau to order!” she shouted over the celebration. “Any new business?”

“Toss me one of those Hawaiian nuts!” Jessi called out.

“Which one, Dawn or Stacey?” Abby asked.

“Ha-ha,” I said. “You should meet my brother.”

“Oh!” Mary Anne blurted out. “Dawn and I do have some business!”

“We do?” I said.

“Jeff Schafer and the Pike triplets want to train as baby-sitters this summer,” Mary Anne announced.

Mallory nodded. “As Baby-sitters in Training. BITs.”

“Sure, why not?” Kristy tossed a chocolate-covered nut in the air and caught it in her mouth. “Everyone in favor?”

“Aye,” we all said.

“That’s it?” I tried not to sound too flabbergasted. “You don’t mind?”

Kristy shrugged. “They’ll lose interest after the first diaper change. No big deal.”

Mary Anne and I shared a glance. Kristy was probably right. But I was glad she agreed to the idea.

At least we had some good news for Jeff and JAB.
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“Do we have to go?” Jeff whined.

“Can’t you just, you know, tell them we accept?” Adam asked.

Mary Anne, the triplets, Jeff, and I stopped in front of Claudia’s house. It was Friday afternoon, two days after the BSC had agreed to let the four boys become BITs. Now, five minutes before meeting time, they had cold feet.

“You guys are the ones who wanted to do this,” Mary Anne reminded them.

“We stuck our necks out for you,” I added. “You should feel lucky everyone said yes.”

“But you didn’t say anything about going to meetings!” Byron protested.

“We just wanted to baby-sit,” Jordan explained. “Not hang around with a bunch of girls.”

“Look,” I said, “Kristy has worked out some rules, and you need to hear them. Plus everyone wants to welcome you. This’ll be fun.”

“Yeah, right,” Adam grunted. “Whoopee.”

“Claudia has lots of candy and cookies,” Mary Anne offered.

“Yeah?” Byron said.

“What kind?” Jordan asked.

“Snickers, Kit-Kats, Yankee Doodles, M&M’S …”

Up the front walkway trudged Grumpy, Sleepy, Dopey, and Bashful.

Mary Anne led them through the Kishis’ front door and upstairs. I stayed behind, in case of any last-minute escape attempts.

“Heyyyyy, here come the boys!” Stacey called, peering out of Claudia’s room.

“Wheeere the boooyyys aaaaare,” Abby’s voice crooned.

Jeff froze in his tracks. “We have to go in there?”

“They’re just kidding around,” I said. “Go.”

I gave them a nudge from behind. They inched their way into the room, eyes cast downward, as if they were entering prison.

“Hey, guys, you’re just in time,” Kristy said.

“And cute, too,” Abby remarked.

Jeff gave me a please-don’t-let-them-do-this-to-me look.

“I call this meeting to order!” Kristy shouted. “Have a seat, men.”

Adam and Byron leaned against the door-jamb. Jordan slumped against the wall. Jeff stood fiercely by my side.

“Sit!” Kristy barked.

They plopped down onto the carpet.

“Now, you guys want to become baby-sitters, right?” Kristy asked.

Nod, nod, nod, nod.

“I guess you think baby-sitting is really easy, huh?”

Shake, shake, shake, shake.

“You’re right. It’s hard work and long hours. You have to put your charges first and yourself second. Kids make a lot of demands and have accidents. And through it all, no matter what, the buck stops with you.”

Abby saluted. “Thank you, Colonel.”

Claudia started giggling.

“You guys, this is serious,” Kristy snapped.

You should have seen those boys. The Four Faces of Gloom. Jeff looked terrified, Jordan looked sick, Adam was eyeing the door, and Byron seemed ready to cry.

“It’s a lot of fun, too,” Stacey said. “You’ll be fantastic. Don’t let Kristy scare you.”

“I’m only being realistic,” Kristy retorted.

“Here, guys, these’ll loosen you up.” Claudia pulled out a big bag of mini Snickers bars from under her bed and tossed them toward the boys.

Instant happiness. The boys dove for the bag, ripped it open, and took out fistfuls.

“What do you say, Jeff?” I whispered to my brother the boor.

“Do you have Kit-Kats?” he asked.

Claudia bounced off the bed and reached up behind the hats in her closet. She pulled out Kit-Kats, a bag of pretzel nuggets, and a box of Famous Amos cookies. “Enough for the whole family!”

“All riiiiight!” Jeff cried out.

“He says thank you,” I said to Claudia.

As Claud passed around the snacks, Kristy called out, “Listen up, please! Here are the rules for Baby-sitters in Training.”

“Give me those!” Jeff whispered, grabbing the pretzels from Jordan.

Kristy harrumphed. “We’ll start by taking you on jobs, one boy per sitter.”

“What about Little League days?” Byron asked.

“Work around them,” Kristy answered. “A commitment is a commitment —”

“Sto-o-o-op!” Adam yelled as three arms reached into the Famous Amos box on his lap.

“Your job is to listen to whatever your sitter says,” Kristy forged on. “In some cases you may be one-on-one with —”

“Brrrrrup!” burped Adam. Then, “Excuse me,” he squeaked. His face turned bright red. Jeff, Byron, and Jordan were trying so hard not to laugh that their shoulders were shaking.

“Ahem,” Kristy said. “As I was saying, you will work your hardest, and you will be paid. Your sitter will give you one quarter of her earnings —”

“A quarter?” Jordan looked dismayed.

Next to him, Byron suddenly started squirming. He shot Jeff a nervous glance.

“Twenty-five percent,” Kristy clarified. “Now, you’ll keep in mind that we’re doing this for you. Despite the fact that we desperately need to save money for our Hawaii trip —”

Now Adam was whispering something to my brother. Jeff’s eyes grew wide and he clapped his hand over his face.

That was when I noticed the odor. It seeped up from the floor, spreading like an unexpected warm front.

“And most of all, be polite, be cheerful, and give one hundred and ten percent,” Kristy droned on. “What do you say, guys?”

Jordan crinkled up his nose. “Who farted?”

Well, forget it. Those boys were rolling on the floor. Convulsing with laughter. Screaming.

To tell you the truth, we weren’t exactly stone-faced ourselves. Jessi and Mallory were scrambling for the hallway. Abby was laughing so hard she started to wheeze.

Kristy? She scowled and folded her arms. Then her face suddenly lost its color and she ran to open a window.

Poor Byron. He was sinking into the floor.

Rrriiiing!

“Sssshhhhh!” Claudia put her hand over the receiver and waited for us to quiet down. Then, taking a deep breath, she picked it up. “Hello, Baby-sitters Club.”

“He who smelt it, dealt it,” Adam said softly to Jordan.

“It wasn’t me!” Jordan insisted.

Jeff went into a fit of laughter.

Kristy shot them a murderous glance. “Once more and you can forget about BITs!”

“Sure, Mrs. Braddock, I’ll call you right back.” Claudia hung up and turned to Mary Anne. “The Braddocks, a week from Wednesday?”

“Let’s see … Stacey, Jessi, and Abby are free,” Mary Anne said.

“I’ll do it,” Stacey volunteered.

“Me, too!” Adam shouted.

Stacey shrugged. “Okay.”

“No fair!” Jeff whined.

“You can go with me to the Prezziosos’,” Jessi said. “I can use some help with Andrea.”

“Yyyyyyes!” Jeff said.

“Me me me me me me!” Jordan and Byron waved their hands as if they were in class.

“Can I take one of them next time I have to sit?” Mallory asked.

“Yes yes yes yes yes yes!”

Mary Anne ran her finger down the calendar. “The next time is two weeks from Monday.”

Kristy shrugged. “If you think you can handle it.”

“Take me!” Byron cried.

“No way,” Jordan said. “He’ll stink up the whole house.”

“Guyyys,” Mallory warned.

Rrrrring!

“Hello, Baby-sitters Club,” Kristy said, picking up. “Hi, Mr. DeWitt! What’s up?”

The phone kept ringing the rest of the half hour. Soon all four boys had assignments.

They also had full stomachs. The floor around them looked like the town trash heap.

After our last phone call, Kristy was beaming (despite the mess). “We are on a roll this summer!”

Stacey began scribbling something on a legal pad. Her face grew grimmer and grimmer. “It had better be a big roll. We have four weeks to raise the money. Which works out to three jobs a week for each of us.”

“That’s twenty-four jobs a week for the club,” Kristy said.

Stacey nodded. “Three jobs per day.”

Yikes.

Suddenly Claudia’s room felt like a funeral parlor.

In my mind, the palm trees were starting to fade.
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“Ew ew ew ew — take it off me!” yelled Jenny Prezzioso. “I hate sun scream!”

Jessi sat with my brother on the Prezziosos’ back stoop. In her right hand she held a glop of white SPF 25 sunscreen. The sun was blazing. It was one of those muggy New England days that remind you summer is near.

It was also a Jenny Prezzioso bad day.

Jenny has good days, too. She tends to do everything to extremes. The basic problem: she’s spoiled. That’s the plainest way to put it. She has enough clothing in her closet to make Stacey jealous. When her baby sister was born, Jenny received a ton of gifts. I think she’s still opening them.

Not that baby Andrea didn’t receive any. Her bedroom looks like an infant boutique.

“But you need sunscreen, Jenny,” Jessi insisted.

Jenny rubbed her forehead, where Jessi had applied the lotion. “It smells yucky, and it’s sticking to me!”

“Your mom and dad say you have to,” Jessi told her.

Jenny’s lower lip was quivering. “It’s all over me. I WANT TO TAKE A BAAAAAATH!”

Jeff grabbed Jessi’s hand. Before she could say anything, he smashed her open palm into his own face.

The glop left a big white mark on his nose and forehead. “Duh, is this too much?” he said in a goony voice.

Jenny fell silent. The corners of her lips turned up uncertainly.

“Hmm, let’s see how it tastes,” Jeff said, swiping off some lotion on his hand and pretending to lick it. “Yyyechhhhh! Slug flavored!”

Jenny started howling. That made Jeff slather even more lotion on his face.

Jenny dipped her hand in Jessi’s and smushed some lotion on her own nose. Giggling like crazy, she ran inside. “I want to look in the mirror!”

“Don’t you dare put any of it in your mouth!” Jessi called out. “Jeff was pretending.”

“No way!” Jenny shouted back. “I hate slugs!”

Jessi smiled at Jeff. “You’re off to a great start.”

“Told you,” Jeff said.

They went inside to the front hall, where Jenny was making silly faces into a mirror. “Sorry, Geppetto. I must not tell a lie,” she said in a high-pitched voice.

Jeff dabbed a little lotion on her cheeks and forehead. “What are you now?”

“A ghost! Ooooooooo!” she cried, running off.

A moment later, a startled scream rang out from the nursery.

“Uh-oh,” Jeff murmured.

He and Jessi ran into Andrea’s room. Jenny was staring at her through the bars of the crib.

“I was just showing her my face,” Jenny insisted.

“Waaaaaahh!” cried Andrea.

Jessi picked her up. “That’s okay, Andy Sweet as Candy, she didn’t mean it.”

“Andy Sweet as Candy?” Jenny said. “That’s a funny name.”

Jeff grinned his Comedy Store grin. “Sort of like Jenny Worth a Penny.”

“That’s not funny. Jessi, he’s teasing me!”

“Was not,” Jeff retorted. “It was a joke!”

“Waaaaaahh!” Andrea wailed.

Jessi placed Andrea on her changing table. She pulled open the diaper tabs. Just as she had suspected, the diaper was full of — well, let’s just say a change was necessary.

Placing one hand on the baby, she looked around for fresh diapers. The storage area below the changing pad was empty. “Jenny, where do your parents keep spare diapers?”

“In the kitchen,” Jenny replied. “On the big shelf near the garbage. Way up top.”

“Okay, BIT, here’s your next job,” Jessi said. “Can you go into the pantry and get the diapers?”

“What’s a pantry?”

“WAAAAAAAAAH!”

“Never mind. I’ll do it. You hold Andrea. And don’t let go. That’s rule number one about babies on changing tables.”

Jeff reached out to Andrea, then pulled his hand back. His face was twisted with terror, as if she’d suddenly transformed into a rattlesnake.

“She stinks,” he said.

“Uh-huh, that’s why I’m getting a diaper,” Jessi replied. “Just put your hand on her belly. It’s no big deal.”

“I’ll help,” Jenny said, cheerfully holding on to her sister.

Andrea’s crying immediately stopped. “Good girl,” Jenny said with a smile. “Do you see Jeffy?”

Jeff swallowed hard. He touched Andrea’s belly, averting his eyes.

Jessi ran into the pantry and brought back a box of plastic diapers. Ripping it open, she held one out to Jeff. “Ready for a changing lesson?”

“No way!” Jeff sprang across the room. “She pooped!”

“Babies do that,” Jessi said. “Look, I’m supposed to train you to be a baby-sitter. And you are being paid, don’t forget. This is part of the job.”

“Can’t it be your part?” Jeff cried.

“Don’t be a baby!” Jenny admonished him.

“I’m not!” Jeff replied. “You don’t see me doing … that!”

Jenny howled with laughter. “Jeff went in his diaper. Jeff went in his diaper.”

Jessi knew when to give up. The baby was number one. Arguing with my blockhead brother wasn’t as important.

“All right, then, just watch me,” she said.

Quickly she removed the soiled diaper, cleaned Andrea off, and put a fresh diaper on her.

From the horrified look on Jeff’s face, he might have been in an autopsy room.

Jessi lifted Andrea high, gently nuzzling the baby’s belly with her face. “You are just sooooo clean!”

Andrea smiled wide and gave a high-pitched giggle.

“Can I do that?” Jeff asked.

“Sure.” Jessi handed Andrea to him, then found a bonnet in the chest of drawers. “Let’s take her outside. Here’s something important you can do. Put this on her, to protect her face from the sun.”

They walked toward the back door. On the way, Jessi picked up a bottle of formula.

Outside, Jeff placed Andrea in her baby carriage and wheeled it next to the Prezziosos’ picnic table. Then he leaned in to put the bonnet on her.

Jessi went off to set up a croquet game with Jenny, making sure not to stray too far from Jeff and Andrea. A moment later, she heard loud whimpering.

Jeff was still huddled over the carriage.

“Something wrong?” Jessi called out.

“It won’t fit!” Jeff said.

“Be right back, Jenny.” Jessi put down her croquet mallet and ran to Jeff. Poor Andrea was crying now, flailing her arms. Her bonnet was over her left ear, the knotted string across her face.

“You’re supposed to untie it first, Jeff,” Jessi said.

“I thought it was loose enough,” Jeff protested.

Jessi calmly untied the string. She lifted Andrea out, sat with her on the bench, and put the bonnet on correctly.

“How about feeding her?” Jessi asked. “Can you handle that?”

“No sweat!” Jeff replied eagerly.

Jessi handed him the bottle. He gently propped Andrea up and she started sucking away.

Jeff was glowing. “See?” he said triumphantly.

“Uh-huh.”

Jessi headed back to the game, while the going was good.

She had barely picked up her mallet when she heard Jeff shout, “Eww! Disgusting!”

She spun around. Jeff was holding the baby at arm’s length.

“What now?” Jessi asked.

“She puked!”

As Jessi scooted back to them, Jenny groaned with frustration. “Jessiiiii, play with me!”

Andrea was staring around, looking bewildered, a trail of lumpy white liquid down the front of her outfit. Jeff had a small spot of it on his shirt.

“It’s only formula, Jeff,” Jessi said. “Wipe her off!”

“Wipe her off? What about me?”

“Can we play yet?” Jenny whined.

“Be right back!” Walking inside with Andrea, Jessi could see Jeff wiping himself off with about a hundred wet naps from the box in Andrea’s carriage.

Jessi’s teeth were clenched as she changed Andrea. What a job. A cranky four-year-old and a crying baby were tough enough. But adding a useless ten-year-old — and then having to pay him, at a time when she needed Hawaii money?

She wanted to dock him, no matter how Kristy would react. Dock him? Clock him was more like it.

Calm down, she said to herself. He’s trying. With a calm, cheerful smile, she carried Andrea outside.

Jeff was now standing next to Jenny, holding Jessi’s mallet by the wrong end. Then he swung it like a baseball bat and fell to the ground.

Jenny squealed with giggles. “Other end, silly!”

This time he swung it the correct way — right through a wicket, which shot out of the ground into the air.

Well, Jenny thought that was the funniest thing in the world. She doubled over laughing. “Let me try!”

The Jeff Schafer comedy show was in high gear.

Jessi sat on the bench. Andrea was gazing at her with a big, goofy smile. She looked happy.

Jenny looked happy, too.

Jessi sighed. Oh, well. You had to take what you could get.
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“Experience the glow!” I called out. “The power! Your body will thank you! Your mind will thank you!”

Mary Anne and I were sitting patiently on two folding chairs, in the busiest corner of Stoneybrook’s outdoor strip mall. Spread before us on two card tables was the most gorgeous array of healthy foods you have ever seen.

Pita bread wedges and hummus. Sprouts-and-avocado sandwiches. Arugula salad with balsamic vinegar dressing and sunflower seeds. Cold, marinated bean curd. Cups of celery-carrot-spinach juice. Baked yeastless four-grain loaf. My mouth waters just describing it.

Selling the food had been my brainstorm. A perfect way to raise money — and help enlighten people about healthy eating. We bought the ingredients and made it all according to recipes I’d taste-tested with my We ♥ Kids Club friends.

For hours, Mary Anne and I had slaved over a sign, which now hung proudly from the card table:


SHOP, BUT DON’T DROP!

KEEP YOURSELF FIT AND FABULOUS

WITH THE BEST FOOD ON EARTH!

ALL NATURAL!

ALL SCRUMPTIOUS!



After Mom dropped us off, people had hovered around, watching us set up.

When the food appeared, they all seemed to vanish.

Well, not all. One man bought a cup of juice. A kid made his mom buy him a hummus sandwich, then started crying because he’d thought it was peanut butter. And a very old lady paid for a sprouts-and-avocado sandwich and buried it in her pocketbook.

I think she felt sorry for us.

For the next hour and a half, people streamed past us. Hungry, healthy people. A huge customer base.

Most of them continued right on to Wendy’s.

I felt like a total idiot.

At first I hadn’t said much. I figured the soft-sell approach was best.

But the sun was out. And the food was looking worse and worse by the minute.

Quickly I had to become a salesperson. I had to find my Inner Kristy.

“You don’t know what you’re missing, folks!” I shouted. “Try it for a quick pick-me-up! Mouth-watering recipes, straight from the heart of California!”

“Yeah, it looks it!” called a familiar voice. “What’d you do, walk it over?”

My hackles went up. (I have no idea what hackles are. But I’ve read that expression, and it sounds right.) Only one person sounded as slimy as that. A person I thought I’d left behind forever when I’d moved to California.

Alan Gray, alias the Goon King of SMS.

“Hi, Alan, long time no see,” I said sweetly. “Try some. I’ll give you a discount.” (Just to get rid of you, I wanted to say.)

Alan perused the table with a sneer. “You’d have to pay me.”

With that, he was gone.

To be honest, I couldn’t blame him. My sprouts were wilted. The hummus was developing a rind. The pita looked like cardboard.

I took a sip of vegetable juice and plopped down on the chair. “What are we going to do with all this stuff?”

Mary Anne gave me a sympathetic look. “Well, there’s always Mrs. Stone’s farm.”

I nodded. At least Elvira the goat would be healthy.

*  *  *

Our next sales scheme: Mary Anne’s used junk. An old dollhouse, dirndls and frilly blouses and other clothes you wouldn’t be caught dead wearing, a complete set of Boxcar Children paperbacks, and some raggedy dolls and stuffed animals. (What can I say? We were desperate.)

We cleaned it all up the best we could. Then we laid everything out on tables and blankets in front of the barn Saturday morning with another big sign. After our experience on Wednesday, I didn’t have high hopes. The stuff looked pretty sad. If people could pass up fresh, mouth-watering, reasonably priced food, who would buy this old junk?

We were sold out by lunchtime.

Richard and Mom were so impressed they donated some of their own treasures. So we spent Sunday hawking leisure suits, polyester bell-bottomed pants, used Birkenstock sandals, twenty or so years worth of National Geographics, and some ancient appliances. (I drew the line at a set of cancer-causing pipes.)

Some of the stuff was so hideous I considered wearing a disguise to sell it. But you would not believe how much we unloaded.

Sigh. It just goes to show, you can never account for taste.

*  *  *

The BSC Fund-Raising Machinery was in high gear that weekend, all around town. Abby, Stacey, and Claudia had organized a car wash. Logan worked two busboy shifts at the Rosebud Café and mowed lawns.

Those ideas worked really well. So, during the week, we expanded. Lawn care became a new BSC sideline. We offered it to all our customers. We even put up flyers. By Friday we were huffing and puffing across lawns all over town.

Well, I was huffing and puffing. I used Richard’s old manual lawnmower. It wasn’t so difficult once he greased it up a bit. And I kept a lot of fossil fuel by-products from ruining our atmosphere. (Snicker at me if you must. But it’s true.)

Our new, expanded car wash opened the next Saturday in Kristy’s driveway, and it was a smash. Cars lined up all through the afternoon.

Slowly but surely, with our schemes and sitting jobs, we were making it.

Despite the BITs.

How were they doing? Well, let’s put it this way. We learned a lot about their personalities on our jobs.

For instance, Jordan was delighted to change Lucy Newton’s diapers. Two points for him. Unfortunately he took even greater delight in turning Jamie Newton’s preschool artwork into paper planes and hand grenades. (I think Jamie is still crying.)

As for Adam, well, he couldn’t stand the sound of crying babies. His way of quieting them was to yell “STO-O-O-OP!” (Not very effective.)

Byron found he had a taste for baby formula. He ended up drinking most of the Salem twins’ bottles himself.

Jeff discovered a good way to overcome his fear of diapers. He wore rubber gloves to his next job.

They meant well, I guess.

Weekend Two of the fund-raising blitz was hot and muggy. On Saturday I developed blisters from pushing Richard’s lawn mower. That night Mary Anne and I had a sitting job for the Barrett/DeWitts (seven kids). On Sunday my blisters broke open during our car wash, and I spent the day in agony.

By Sunday night I was a wreck. As I crashed into bed, all I could think about was how my visit had changed. I had come to Stoneybrook for rest and relaxation.

Instead, I felt as if I were in boot camp.

And what was worse, I couldn’t even be sure I was going on the trip. Every time I dozed off with visions of Waikiki Beach, the words Waiting List flashed across my brain.

I creaked out of bed on Monday morning, my muscles achy, my blisters an attractive shade of red. Outside my window, Jeff was playing the world’s loudest game of catch with the triplets.

During breakfast, Richard gave us checks for our deposits. We had until noon to bring them to school. That was when Mr. Kingbridge would stop taking money and count up reservations.

That was also when we’d find out about the waiting list.

Mary Anne and I had agreed to meet the others at SMS at 11:45. We wanted to be there for the moment of truth.

I don’t remember much about the morning except that my nerves were jangling so much I could barely eat.

We left the house at eleven-thirty, our checks stuffed in our pockets. As usual, we picked up Stacey, Claudia, and Logan on the way.

Abby was already at school, hitting a tennis ball against a wall near the open gym door.

“Hey, guys,” she said.

“How does it look?” Stacey asked.

“Not great,” Abby replied. “Fifty-four people signed up.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Fifty-four?”

Abby nodded. “Mr. Kingbridge put the last four names on a priority waiting list, since they’re SMS kids. If fewer than fifty bring in their deposits, he’ll use that list first, and then go to the non-SMS list.”

Ugh.

“Well, I guess this is ‘Aloha,’ huh?” I murmured.

We trudged inside. Mr. Kingbridge took my friends’ checks. A group of students was hanging out with him, chattering away. I watched the minute hand on the clock.

At exactly twelve noon, three kids rushed in with their money. (Grrr.) Mr. Kingbridge then went to the door, looked around for stragglers, and announced, “The sign-up time is over. How many do we have from the priority waiting list, with checks ready?”

Three kids raised their hands.

“How many from the regular, non-SMS waiting list?”

I raised my hand. So did five more kids. Mary Anne grabbed my other hand and squeezed.

With a pencil, Mr. Kingbridge ran down a list, counting to himself. “Let’s see, looks like we have … forty-four, forty-five, forty-six.”

He stopped.

So did my heart.

“So,” Mr. Kingbridge went on, “I can take all three of you priority-list people, and, uh … now, who’s the first person on the other list?”

“Me!” I squeaked. “Dawn!”

“You’re our lucky number fifty,” Mr. Kingbridge said. “Congrats.”

I made it!

“Yaaaay!” Mary Anne shouted.

“Scha-fer! Scha-fer! Scha-fer!” Abby chanted.

I handed Mr. Kingbridge my folded-up check. Then I exhaled for the first time all day.

What a feeling.

“Congratulations, everyone,” he said. “Now, remember, these deposits are nonrefundable. The other half is due on July twelfth. See you then.”

My friends and I floated out of the school, singing, dancing, screaming.

Me? I felt perfect.

Almost. One word was sticking in my head.

“Stacey?” I said as we crossed the street away from school. “You know when Mr. Kingbridge said nonrefundable? What happens if we don’t raise the rest of the money?”

Stacey shrugged. “Our parents lose the deposit.”

Our victory march grew silent. I could see the calculators whirring in everyone’s heads.

“But that’s okay,” Stacey quickly added. “We’ll make it. Right?”

“Sure,” said Abby.

“Uh-huh,” added Mary Anne.

I nodded weakly. But even I, Dawn, the Cockeyed Optimist, knew the truth.

We were nowhere near our goal.

And we were in big trouble.
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I thought Mallory was being very kind to her little brother.

Byron’s “moments” almost didn’t even happen.

While we Hawaii travelers were celebrating at SMS, Mal was sitting for her four youngest siblings, Vanessa (who’s nine), Nicky (eight), Margo (seven), and Claire (five). Usually the Pike kids require two sitters, but this was a special occasion. Byron the Sittee had agreed to become Byron the Sitter for a day.

At least that had been the plan.

As Mallory turned up her front pathway, she heard Adam’s voice call out, “She’s here!”

The triplets rushed out the door, dressed in their Little League uniforms.

“Where are you going?” Mal asked.

“To the game,” Adam said.

“ ’Bye,” chimed in Byron and Jordan.

Mal glared at Byron. “Are you forgetting something?”

“I’m on the team,” Byron replied.

“You’re supposed to be a BIT today,” Mal reminded him.

“But this is an important game,” Byron insisted. “If we win, we go to the playoffs.”

“You didn’t know about this yesterday, when you agreed to baby-sit?”

Byron shrugged. “I didn’t look, I guess.”

“You did, too!” Adam said. “We talked about it —”

“Adaaaam!” Byron growled. He cast a guilty glance at Mallory. “Well, I only realized it yesterday. But I didn’t mention it, because I thought you’d be mad.”

“Oh,” Mal said. “And I’d be happier if you just didn’t show up?”

Adam and Jordan were already halfway to the sidewalk. “Are you coming or not?” Adam called out.

“Yes!” Byron answered.

“No!” Mallory snapped. “Come on, Byron, an agreement is an agreement. Adam and Jordan haven’t finked out on any BIT jobs.”

“That’s right,” Adam agreed.

Byron glowered at him. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

“The Rockets! Woooo! Woooo! Woooo!” Adam cheered. “And we’re going all the way!”

“Don’t make me stay,” Byron pleaded. “I’ll get in trouble if I miss the game.”

“You’re in trouble now,” Mallory countered.

Byron’s eyes were moistening. “Mallory, this isn’t fair.”

Half of Mallory wanted to strangle him. The other half wanted to wipe his tears. (I know the feeling. It’s the Little Brother Trap.) “Look, Byron,” she said softly. “I can’t force you to stay home from the game. But what you did to me was unfair. I was counting on you to help. So were Nicky and your sisters.”

A smile flickered across Byron’s face. “You know what Claire did when I told her I was sitting? She jumped up and down, like I was suddenly a different person or something.”

“Yeah, Byron the Sitter instead of Byron the Brother,” Mal said.

“Kids are funny,” Byron said wisely.

“Well, I’ll explain to them why you finked out. But you know, Byron, this can’t happen again. If you really want to be a baby-sitter, you have to plan. Either keep your commitments or make other arrangements.”

“Yeah,” Byron mumbled.

As Mallory went inside, Adam and Jordan raced down the street. Byron walked slowly after them.

“Mallory, Pallory, from Wallory!” shouted Claire. “Welcome to my salad house.”

On the living room table, Claire had set up a small head of iceberg lettuce, three carrots, a turnip, and a green pepper. Crude faces had been carved into all of them. Wet shavings and shreds lay all over the table and carpet.

Mallory immediately began cleaning up. “Claire, this is a kitchen game, not a living room game.”

“They were born in the kitchen,” Claire patiently explained. “Now they live here, because it’s the living room.”

“Did you do this with a knife?” Mal asked.

“A little. Byron and Vanessa helped.”

“Vanessaaaaaaa!” Mallory yelled.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump. Down the stairs came Vanessa, followed by Margo.

“Uh-oh,” Vanessa murmured.

“Why did you guys leave her alone with this?” Mallory asked.

“Byron was supposed to look after her,” Margo said.

“Uh-huh.” Mallory nodded curtly. (At that point, she was definitely having a few hackle problems herself.) “Help me clean this stuff up.”

Together the girls brought the food, the knife, and the debris into the kitchen. Claire reluctantly moved her family to the kitchen table.

“Yeeeeeooowwww!”

That was Nicky, from the basement.

“Are you okay?” Mallory called, running downstairs.

He was jumping up and down next to Mr. Pike’s workbench, holding his left index finger. “I banged myself!”

“What were you doing?” Mallory asked.

Nicky looked at her as if she were totally stupid. “Hammering nails.”

Mallory spotted a plank of wood with about twenty bent nails in it. “You’re not supposed to be down here unsupervised.”

“So, supervise me,” Nicky said.

Mallory took his swollen finger and gave it a close look. “Let’s put that under some cold water.”

She turned the cold tap on the basement sink and held Nicky’s finger under it. After awhile, hysterical laughter started filtering down from the kitchen.

“I hate to say this, Nicky,” she said, “but I’m sitting alone today, and I need you to be upstairs.”

Grumbling, with a dripping wet finger, Nicky followed her up to the kitchen.

Mallory had to stop in the doorway. She thought she was seeing things.

Vanessa, Margo, and Claire were gathered around the table. On it, two carrots with faces were propped against each other in a kiss. Watching them with a stupid expression was a cantaloupe wearing a baseball cap.

Byron’s baseball cap.

“Yo, carrots!” Byron was saying. “No spitting in each other’s mouths.”

Claire collapsed into giggles. Vanessa and Margo reached out to reposition the lettuce and tomatoes.

“What are you doing here?” Mallory asked.

Byron turned to her with a shrug and a sheepish smile.

“No big deal,” he said. “I’m pitching on Saturday.”
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“Um … I know they’re here somewhere …” Claudia muttered as she reached behind her bed.

Her clock clicked to 5:30.

“I call this meeting to order!” Kristy announced.

Claudia rose from her bed, empty-handed. “I know. They must be behind my shoes.”

“Dues!” Stacey called out.

As Stacey passed around the envelope, Claudia disappeared into the closet. “Maybe they fell on the floor.”

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“My bag of Milk Duds,” she called over her shoulder.

“You gave that to the BITs the last time they were here,” Jessi said.

“Oh. Well, I do have some Nestle’s Crunch bars somewhere,” Claudia muttered.

“You gave them away, too,” Mallory reminded her, “to Adam, on Wednesday.”

“And the Mallomars and Milky Ways and Heath bars,” Mary Anne added.

“Ring-Dings and Twinkies, too,” Jessi said.

“Ta-da!” Claudia turned triumphantly and held up a plastic pretzel bag that was covered with dust bunnies.

Abby’s lip curled in disgust. “When did you stash those away, second grade or third?”

“Pretzels don’t become stale,” Claudia insisted.

She dusted off the bag and passed it around.

I took a pretzel and bit down on it. I almost lost a tooth.

“Gross!” Stacey cried out. “These are like salted rocks.”

“Call the evening news,” Abby remarked. “Claudia Kishi out of junk food! They won’t believe it.”

“No wonder the BITs aren’t here today,” I said. “No more free snacks.”

“Sorry,” Claudia said. “I’ll buy more.”

“Why should you?” Kristy asked. “They should. They’re the ones who ate it all.”

“They are such pigs,” Jessi said.

Abby nodded. “Last night Adam cleaned out the cookie cupboard at the Craines’ house.”

“Jeff drank all of the Gianellis’ apple juice,” Stacey added.

“Nina Marshall kept telling Byron to spit out all the M&M’S he’d taken from the candy bowl,” Kristy said.

Claudia sighed. “And we’re paying them.”

“No offense, Dawn and Mallory,” Stacey said, “I love your brothers. Really. But they aren’t exactly making things easy for us.”

“Well, they try,” Mary Anne spoke up. “Sometimes.”

Mallory nodded in agreement. “Byron was very sweet this afternoon.”

“Yeah, after you read him the riot act,” Abby countered.

“Jeff wasn’t too bad last time,” Jessi said. “I just wish he would stop holding his nose every time the baby needs a change.”

“No one said this would be easy,” I said. “We’re training a new generation of sitters.”

Abby shrugged. “If we have any clients left after their kids have been BIT-ized.”

“I think maybe the BITs are just too young,” Jessi suggested.

“They’re definitely too expensive,” Claudia muttered.

“Adam told me he wanted a raise,” Abby said. “He spends every penny on baseball cards and gum.”

“At that age,” Kristy declared, “kids just don’t know enough about responsibility and thrifty … ness — er, thriftity — thriftitious —”

“Thrift?” Abby offered.

“That, too.” Kristy looked toward the door. “Not to mention punctuosity. Where are they, anyway?”

“The baseball coach took them out for pizza,” Mallory informed us.

Kristy sighed. “Nice of them to give us notice.”

“They’re not regular BSC members,” Mallory said. “Do they have to?”

“If they want to be regular members,” Kristy countered, “they should start acting like it.”

“What are you saying, Kristy?” Claudia asked. “We should fire them?”

“You tell me,” Kristy replied. “You’re the ones who have to save money.”

“I call a vote,” I said. “Who wants —”

“You make a motion,” Kristy corrected me. “This isn’t the We Love Kids Club.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Hrrrrmph. I make a motion we keep the BIT program going for a while longer. All in favor?”

Mallory and I raised our hands, followed by Mary Anne and Abby. Then Jessi, Claudia, and Stacey.

Finally Kristy sighed and raised hers, too. “Hey, it’s your trip.”

Rrrrrring!

We didn’t have a chance to talk any more about it. For the rest of the meeting, the phone rang nonstop. With each call, our mood lifted.

By 5:55, we had booked at least five jobs. Five more contributions to the Hawaii fund.

“BITs or no BITs,” Claudia said, “I think we’re going to make it.”

“Without junk food, either,” Abby added. “It’s the new BSC, leaner and meaner!”

Stacey was busily scribbling on her notepad. “Well, we’re on track. With a few weeks left to go, we’ve cleared over a hundred dollars each.”

“That’s all?” Claudia groaned.

“That’s just the money we all share,” Stacey explained. “You have to add in the money you’ve raised on your own.”

“Mm-hm.” Claudia began doing a little math of her own. “Let’s see … if I keep working nonstop, all day, seven days a week, and sell my CD player and art supplies, and then maybe place a painting in a New York art gallery, I may make it.”

“Providing you don’t tip anyone at the airport,” Abby remarked.

“Tip?” Claudia looked horrified. “I didn’t think of that.”

“Or spend any money in Hawaii,” Kristy added.

“Well, at least that’s not a problem,” Jessi said. “Everything’s included.”

“Uh, excuse me, what exactly is everything?” Kristy asked.

“Oh, you know,” Stacey replied, “the plane ticket, the hotel, three meals a day. All that stuff.”

“Spending money, too?” Kristy asked.

“Well, no, of course n —”

The word caught in Stacey’s throat.

All of us sat there, frozen in Duh mode.

“You know, you may want to eat away from the hotel once or twice, or buy souvenirs, and that money has to come from somewhere,” Kristy said sweetly. “Just reminding you.”

“Well, do you have to buy souvenirs?” Mallory asked.

“Yes!” shouted Stacey, Abby, Claudia, and I.

“And clothes, and snacks, and …” Abby chimed in.

“Wait, let’s figure this out,” Claudia said, poised with a pencil. “Now, how much are, like, macadamia nuts and leis?”

Kristy cleared her throat. “Look, maybe I’m not going with you, but I do have some ideas.”

Abby groaned. “Kristy, we’re already washing cars, mowing lawns, baby-sitting …”

“Problem: you need a lot of cash, fast,” Kristy continued. “What’s the best way to get it?”

“Rob a bank?” Claudia suggested.

Kristy rolled her eyes. “A special event. Like the haunted house we ran, or the sleepover to raise money for the kids in New Mexico, or Claudia’s art show —”

“A sleepover in a haunted art gallery!” Abby exclaimed.

“Be serious!” Kristy retorted. “Think. What special time is coming up?”

“Your birthday?” Claudia guessed.

“Slightly less special,” Kristy replied.

“The Fourth of July!” Stacey blurted out.

“Yyyyyyyes!” Kristy said.

“But everyone’s going to the fireworks display in Brenner Field,” Jessi said.

Kristy nodded. “And everyone shows up early to find a good spot. But the display doesn’t begin until darkness —”

“So we can set up a concession stand,” I said.

“Well, I wasn’t thinking of that,” Kristy answered. “But you could.”

“We could keep costs down by making the stuff ourselves,” I suggested. “I found this great recipe for tahini-mustard dressing —”

Mary Anne was giving me a Look. A Dawn-we-must-learn-from-our-mistakes Look.

“Or, cookies would be nice,” I ventured.

“What about souvenirs?” Jessi piped up. “My mom gets this weird catalog — all funny little knickknacks that you have to buy in bulk. You can order flags and red-white-and-blue sunglasses …”

“Will they deliver in time?” Claudia asked.

Jessi shrugged. “I’ll find out.”

“My idea was entertainment,” Kristy said. “Magic tricks. Face-painting. Relay races. That wouldn’t cost us anything. Pure profit. Get the BITs involved.”

“Will you guys help us, you and Mallory — even though you’re not going?” I asked.

“Sure,” Mallory replied.

Kristy’s response? “We have to figure out where the most people will be sitting, so we can set up there. Now, who can spare some tables and chairs?”

I guess that meant yes.

We were off and running.

I know I should have been happy. And I was, kind of. But I was already beat. And Mary Anne and I had agreed to wake up early and wash all the windows in our house the next day.

I kept telling myself it was all for a good cause. We would soon be sunning and surfing on the best beaches in the U.S.

If we weren’t all dead from exhaustion by then.
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Stacey, as you can tell, was not in a great mood when she wrote that.

She started the day fine. The morning was crisp and sunny and gorgeous as she headed for Kristy’s house for the BSC car wash. We did a steady business and had a pretty good time. Stacey didn’t have to work too long, because her job at the Braddocks’ was to begin at 1:00.

Showered and changed, she strolled over to the Pikes’ to pick up Adam. He was waiting for her on the front porch, holding a small bunch of flowers.

“Hi,” Stacey said. “Those are beautiful. For your secret girlfriend?”

Adam blushed. “Nahh, just you. I picked them in the yard. Mallory told me to.”

“Well, I love them. Thank you.”

Stacey put one behind her ear and carried the rest as they walked to the Braddocks’.

Matt and Haley Braddock are two of our favorite charges. Sitting for them is usually a pleasure. Since neither of them is a baby (Haley’s nine and Matt’s seven), Stacey wasn’t worried about having a BIT along with her.

Especially one who gave her flowers.

Adam rang the doorbell, and Haley answered.

“Hi, Stacey! I’m putting together a puzzle that has five hundred pieces!” She caught a glimpse of Adam and said, “Collect?”

“Huh?” Adam replied.

“Are you our new paperboy, Adam?” she asked.

“Paperboy?” Adam burst out laughing. “No.”

“Well? What are you here for?”

“To baby-sit, doofus.”

“Ha-ha,” Haley said. “So funny I forgot to laugh.”

“He’s a Baby-sitter in Training,” Stacey explained. “I brought him with me to help out.”

“Him? He can’t baby-sit for me! He’s a kid.”

“I’m older than you!” Adam retorted.

“One year,” Haley shot back. “That’s nothing. It’s like we’re the same age.”

“No way! I’m much more mature than you.”

“Adam —” Stacey began.

“You’re the doofus!” Haley blurted out. “You can’t make me listen to you!”

Adam curled up a fist. “Oh, yes I can!”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

The conversation was interrupted by Mrs. Braddock, who bustled out the front door, all dressed up. “Calm down, kids. Hello, Stacey. Where did you get those nice flowers?”

“From Adam,” I replied.

“Sweet. Well, I’ll be at the community center. The number’s by the phone. See if you can convince Haley to go outside. It’s so lovely. ’Bye!”

Matt appeared from around the side of the house. Mrs. Braddock and he signed a few words to each other, then she climbed into her car and drove off.

By “signed,” I mean sign language. American Sign Language, to be exact. Matt is profoundly deaf, which means he cannot hear any sound at all.

We BSC members have all learned some basic signs (Jessi’s the best at it), but we rely on Haley to help us.

Haley, however, had her mind on other things at that moment. “Stacey’s my only sitter,” she declared. “I call it.”

She signed angrily to Matt, who looked sort of bewildered.

“What did you tell him?” Stacey asked.

“That Adam is your boyfriend because he gave you flowers, and he’s yucky and not to listen to him.”

Adam looked horrified. “I AM NOT HER BOYFRIEND, YOU BIRDBRAIN!”

“Adam and Stacey, Adam and Stacey!” Haley sang as she marched inside.

Adam started to stomp after her, fuming, but Stacey held him back. “You’re helping, remember?”

“Haley, Haley, slimy and scaly!” Adam called into the house.

“Adam, Squadam!” Haley shouted back.

“That doesn’t make any sense!”

Stacey was starting to boil. “Adam, I am about to send you home,” she warned him.

Adam turned and walked out the door. “I’m going to baby-sit for Matt!”

“Good!” Haley retorted.

As Stacey went into the house, she could hear Haley talking on the kitchen phone. “Come over right away, and bring cootie protection … uh-huh …’Bye.”

Haley banged down the receiver, then lifted it again and tapped out another number. “I’m calling Becca and Charlotte,” she explained. “We’re going to play together.”

“Okay.” Stacey peered out the kitchen window. Matt and Adam were in the driveway, playing catch.

Peace. Finally. Stacey sighed with relief.

Charlotte Johanssen, by the way, is another BSC charge. She’s a shy, smart, chestnut-brown-haired eight-year-old. She and Stacey are super-close. Becca is Jessi’s younger sister, who’s also eight.

Stacey and Haley went into the den. They were deep into the jigsaw puzzle when the front bell rang.

“Hi!” Becca called through the screen door.

“Hi!” Charlotte echoed.

“Hi!” came a sickly-sweet, high-pitched voice through the open den window.

“Go away, Adam-cootie-breath,” Haley called out.

“I’m just playing catch,” Adam replied from the driveway.

Stacey let Charlotte and Becca inside. They ran into the den and pitched right in with the puzzle, chatting away.

“You’re supposed to be outside!” Adam yelled.

“Mind your business!” Haley shot back.

“Your mom told me to tell you that, and I’m your baby-sitter!”

“Uh, excuse me,” Stacey called out. “And what am I, chopped liver?”

(That’s one of Stacey’s favorite expressions. She picked it up in New York.)

“No, but Haley smells like it!” Adam replied and burst into hysterical laughter.

Haley leaped up. “I’m going to get him!”

Stacey, Charlotte, and Becca all reached for her, but she was too fast.

Out she flew, into the backyard, fists clenched.

Stacey scrambled after her, with the other girls close behind. “Haleeeeyyyyy!”

In the driveway, Adam was still giggling. “You can’t touch me!” he said. “Because I have cooties! RAAAAAGGGHH!”

He sprang toward the three girls. They ran away, screaming. Matt ran after them, laughing his head off.

Stacey sank onto a picnic bench. The flower behind her ear fell onto the ground.

She thought about picking it up, but didn’t.

Eventually the Great Cootie Chase ended. Stacey managed to separate the two enemy camps.

Charlotte, as it turned out, was a big help calming everybody down. She managed to keep Haley and Adam separate the rest of the afternoon.

(Stacey should have paid Charlotte the BIT percentage.)

By the time Mr. and Mrs. Braddock arrived home, Stacey was ready to collapse. But it was five-fifteen on Wednesday, and she had just enough time for a leisurely walk to Claudia’s house with Adam.

“Adam,” she said patiently as they walked away, “you have to control your temper when you’re a baby-sitter.”

“Yeah? Well, don’t ever ever ever make me sit for that ugly dork again.”

As they reached the end of the Braddocks’ driveway, Stacey asked, “Do you have to go home first before the meeting?”

“What meeting?” Adam said.

“The Baby-sitters Club? Remember?”

“You didn’t tell me!”

“It’s every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. You guys know that.”

“We’re going Rollerblading now. We promised our friends.”

“We?”

“Yeah. JAB. Me and Byron and Jordan.” He began sprinting away. “See you!”

Stacey didn’t bother trying to call him back. She stormed away in the other direction, toward Claudia’s house. She barged through the Kishis’ front door and up the stairs.

When she was safely inside Claudia’s room, she let out a scream.

“Aaaaaugh! I refuse to take another BIT to a job! I hate them!”

Abby, Kristy, and Claudia were already there, munching on some corn chips. “Uh, now, don’t mince your words, Stacey,” Abby said. “Tell us how you really feel.”

“It was a disaster. A total, horrible disaster.”

She told them about the job in gory detail. She repeated the story after Jessi, Mallory, Mary Anne, and I arrived.

Kristy called the meeting to order, then announced, “Okay, for new business, I think we need to talk about the Baby-sitters in Training program.”

Stacey exhaled deeply. “Personally, I don’t think it’s working. We’re desperate for money. Why should we pay these guys when they make our jobs harder? It doesn’t make sense.”

“But they have to make mistakes before they improve,” I reminded her.

“I don’t know if we can survive that long,” Stacey said. “They’re just not trying hard enough.”

“They sure weren’t trying to remember today’s meeting,” Kristy reminded us. “Or even to call and let us know they forgot.”

“Face facts, guys,” Abby said. “They’re great kids, and maybe they’ll be good sitters someday. But right now they’re just not working out.”

No one argued with her. Not Mallory. Not Mary Anne. Not even me.

“Well,” Kristy said, “who’s going to be the lucky one to break the news to them?”

Guess which two members volunteered?

I was not looking forward to Jeff’s reaction to the news.

And I’m sure Mallory wasn’t too thrilled about her chore, either.
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“And so, it isn’t that we thought you guys were horrible sitters. I mean, I wished you weren’t so grossed out by babies, and I thought the rubber gloves were stupid, and you had no excuse to miss the last BSC meeting. Not to mention the other meetings you skipped out on. But really, the reason we decided to fire you guys was …”

I took a deep breath. So did my reflection in my bedroom mirror.

“Because you were thoughtless and immature and lazy and slow and selfish,” I finished.

I flopped down on my bed. I’d been practicing different versions of my speech all night. But I couldn’t figure out the best way to say it.

How do you tell your brother he’s fired? I could just picture his face caving in. I mean, he’s ten. He seems big and tough, but he’s still a little boy. This could be a trauma for him. It could affect him the rest of his life.

I imagined what his memoirs would say: “I was a happy, thriving child until the age of ten, when my sister betrayed me in a way so cruel I simply can’t repeat it.”

I couldn’t handle this. I needed help.

I went into my parents’ bedroom and used their phone to call Mallory.

“Hello?” a voice answered.

“Hello, this is Dawn. Who’s this?”

“Hi, Dawn. It’s Jordan. MAAAALLORYYYYYY! IT’S DAAAAAAWWWN!”

(Why do kids shriek right into the mouthpiece when they’re calling someone in their own house? I will never understand that.)

At least he didn’t sound angry. Maybe the BIT breakup wasn’t such a trauma, after all.

“Hi, Dawn! Did you tell him?” Mallory asked in a soft voice.

“No. Did you?”

“No. I can’t think of how to say it.”

“Me neither. I guess we just have to be firm, huh?”

“Firm,” Mallory agreed.

“Just say the truth, that they tried hard in some ways, but let us down in others,” I said.

“Right.”

“So really, it’s no big deal.”

“No. When should we tell them?”

“Tomorrow?”

“Okay. Call me.”

“You, too. ’Bye.”

“ ’Bye.”

Big help.

Back to the drawing board. I slumped into my bedroom again.

“Jeff,” I said to myself in the mirror, “you’ve bit off your last BIT …”

My door opened and Mary Anne peeked in. “What are you talking about?”

I hadn’t wanted to drag Mary Anne into this, but I couldn’t help it. The words just started pouring out. “Oh, Mary Anne, I don’t know how I’m going to face Jeff. He wanted so badly to be a sitter. And he can’t help that he doesn’t like changing diapers. And maybe he and the triplets are just too young to handle the regular meetings. And why should we punish them? Why should we say to them they’re failures and mark them for life?”

Mary Anne sat down calmly on my bed. “Whoa, slow down, Dawn. I think maybe you’re taking this too seriously.”

“But Jeff’s my brother, Mary Anne. And he’s been so happy this trip. He doesn’t hate Stoneybrook anymore. He’s become such good friends with the triplets. Everything was going so well. Now I have to ruin it for him.”

“Dawn, can I tell you something I never told you before?” Mary Anne asked.

“Sure,” I said.

“Back when you moved to California, and I was being such a jerk to you —”

“You weren’t being a jerk. We talked about that. You were feeling lonely and hurt.”

“Well, I was feeling something else, too. I thought that I’d caused you to leave. Something I’d done had made you want to go back — I’d been too boring, or said too many mean things, something — and if only I could have done it differently, you’d have stayed.”

“Oh, Mary Anne, you know that’s not true. It wasn’t about you at all. It was just me. I needed to be in California.”

“I know that. And I got over my feelings. Now I know that you did the best possible thing for both of us. If you’d stayed, you would have been miserable. And that would have made me miserable, too.”

“What does this all have to do with Jeff?” I asked.

“Don’t you see? The BITs aren’t working out, either. They’re just not ready, which isn’t fair to us or our clients. And we’re starting to resent the BITs, which isn’t fair to them. You have to look at the whole picture. Firing them is the best decision for everybody. Just like your moving to California was the best decision. I mean, sure Jeff will be disappointed when you tell him. He may take it personally, the way I did. But I guarantee he won’t crumple up and die. And when he does start baby-sitting, when he’s a little older, he’ll understand completely.”

I thought about that for a while. What Mary Anne said was true. Although Jeff did have a right to take this personally. He had screwed things up, unlike Mary Anne.

But still, I had to agree with her. If I didn’t tell Jeff, things would only go from bad to worse.

“Thanks, Mary Anne,” I said.

Clomp-clomp-clomp-clomp-clomp. Jeff pounded up the stairs, then stuck his head in my room. “Are you two going to be yakking all night? Because if you are, I’m sleeping downstairs.”

“Wherever you go,” I said, “the moment you’re falling asleep, we are going to stand over you and talk about dresses and boyfriends and makeup.”

“EEEEEWWWWWWW!” Jeff went screaming into the bathroom.

Mary Anne and I exchanged a smile.

“I’ll tell him in the morning,” I whispered.

“Okay,” Mary Anne whispered back. Yawning, she stood up. “Good night.”

“ ’Night,” I replied. “And Mary Anne?”

“Yeah?”

“You could never be too boring or say too many mean things. You’re my one and only sister and I love you.”

Just seeing Mary Anne’s eyes turn red and watery made me start to cry. We fell into each other’s arms and blubbered away.

“Ohhhh, gross!” Jeff cried, as he lumbered by again.

*  *  *

The next morning I prepared notes. Not exactly a speech, but a list of things I was going to say to Jeff. It looked like this:

[image: image]

I planned to tell him after breakfast. I had just awakened and dressed when I heard a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

“Hi,” Jeff said. “Knock knock.”

“Who’s there?”

“Me,” he said with an exaggerated deadpan expression. “Were you expecting a knock-knock joke?”

As he walked into the room, I noticed my notecard was on my makeup table. I glanced at it, quickly slid it under a hand mirror, then sat on my bed.

“Have a seat, Jeff,” I replied. “I need to tell you something.”

Jeff sat beside me, looking kind of uncomfortable. “I need to tell you something, too.”

“Jeff …” I began. “Um …”

My stomach was doing handsprings. I had instant second thoughts. Maybe if we fired the other BITs but kept Jeff. Maybe …

“Are you going to ask me about a job?” he interrupted.

“Huh?”

“Because if you are, I don’t think I want to do it.”

“Well, I wasn’t exactly —”

“Good. JAB and I, well, we like baby-sitting and all. It’s been kind of fun. But we don’t want to do it anymore.”

I must have been gaping at him, because he gave me a funny look. “Are you okay? I mean, you’re not mad at me, are you?”

“No.”

“We’ve been talking about it for a while. It takes too much time. And we like to do other stuff better — you know, Rollerblading, baseball, fun things.”

“I see.”

“I meant to tell you last night, but you and Mary Anne were just about boring my socks off. It’s okay, right? I mean, we don’t have to, like, call up Kristy and go to a meeting and make a pledge or whatever?”

“No, that’s okay, Jeff. I’ll tell her.”

“You sure you’re not mad at me?”

“No. I’ll survive.”

“Cool. Last one to breakfast is a rotten prune.”

I tore out of the door and down the stairs. But Jeff beat me by a mile.

You know what? That morning, I did not mind being a rotten prune at all.
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“Step rrriiiight up!” Kristy called through a bullhorn. “On the center stage, I, Krazy Kristy, will perform a magic show for kids of all ages! Come see tricks that will startle the senses and astound the mind!”

Kristy was wearing oversized purple glasses (where she got them, I don’t know). She was also wearing a loud, striped shirt with mismatched suspenders, and a pair of antennae.

I love Kristy. Who else on earth would make a total fool of herself, just to help some friends raise money?

Yes, it was the Fourth of July. The Official BSC Fourth of July Pre-Fireworks Festival was under way. Half of Stoneybrook seemed to be there. The day had been pretty hot and humid, but right now a cool breeze was blowing over Brenner Field. People were spreading out blankets, opening picnic baskets, playing Frisbee, stretching out to enjoy the mild rays of the late-afternoon sun.

“To my right, Crafty Claudia and Masterful Mallory will paint faces in red-white-and-blue motifs, perfect for today’s festivities!” Kristy continued. “To my left, Dazzling Dawn and Spectacular Stacey will conduct death-defying relay races, in the spirit of our nation’s independence. And you little ones will not want to miss Jumping Jessi and her fife-and-drum marching band! All for reasonable rates. And if you’re hungry, or you forgot to bring a flag, head right for our snack and souvenir stand!”

The concessionaires, by the way, were Merry Mary Anne and Laugh-a-lot Logan. (Hey, don’t blame me. I didn’t make up the names.)

Even though I was helping with the relay races, I had my eye on the goodies table. We’d spent all day preparing. (Well, almost all day. Four of us managed to squeeze in a car wash in the morning, while the rest of us did some lawn mowing.) From about noon on, Mary Anne, Logan, Jessi, and I had slaved in our kitchen. We’d made muffins, breads, and cookies. Logan also brought over some bottles of the Bruno family’s famous homemade barbecue sauce, which he and his dad had made.

We put price tags on all of it. Then Richard drove us to the field and helped us set it up on two folding tables.

Jessi had convinced her parents to order some cheap stuff from her mom’s catalog: little American flags, red-white-and-blue pinwheels, and stars-and-stripes-motif sunglasses. The Ramseys had charged the whole amount and agreed we could pay them back after the festival.

Jessi was a little worried about that. To be honest with you, so was I. I mean, I sure wouldn’t want to buy that junky future plastic-waste.

Judging from the kids who were flocking around the table, not too many people agreed with me.

But Jessi was too busy with her event to notice.

“I want to play the flute!” Jenny Prezzioso was shouting.

“No!” screamed Madeleine DeWitt. “I play the flute. You play the drums!”

“Easy, girls,” Jessi said. “I have two flutes. Someone else can play the drums.”

“Me! Me! Me! Me!” squealed Marnie Barrett.

Remember all Mary Anne’s junk we’d found? Well, we also came across some old, battered musical instruments. The flutes and toy trumpet were in pretty good shape, and a torn drum was easily repaired with packing tape.

We’d also made a few extra drums out of empty cans, which the kids had to bang with their hands. (The Founding Fathers didn’t play bongos, but hey, this was pretend.)

“Okay, who wants eye patches and bandannas?” Jordan Pike called out.

“MEEEEEEEE!”

As Jordan handed them out, Jessi held up a small cassette player and pressed play. A brass band blared out a march.

You should have seen the kids tramping around the field, banging and blowing on their instruments. They were absolutely adorable.

By the way, Jordan wasn’t the only BIT helping out. Byron and Adam were Kristy’s magic show assistants. Jeff was with Stacey, tying bandannas around kids’ legs for a three-legged race.

I handed out eggs and spoons to a group of nine kids. I divided them into teams of three, then lined them up behind three large sticks I’d set down in a grassy area behind the goodies table. “Okay, one behind the other, tallest to smallest. I’ll give the first person an egg in a spoon.” I pointed to a tree in the distance. “You run to that tree and back, making sure not to drop the egg. Then you relay the spoon to the next person, who does the same thing. If you drop it, you go back to the beginning. Three drops and your team forfeits. The first team to make it with all three members wins.”

Team one was Claire, Margo, and Vanessa Pike. Team two: Jake, Laurel, and Patsy Kuhn. Team three: Buddy Barrett and Lindsey and Taylor DeWitt.

Claire Pike was licking her lips. “Mmmm, I looove eggies!”

“This one’s for running with, not eating,” said her teammate Margo.

“What if the egg breaks?” Jake Kuhn asked.

“They’re hard-boiled,” I said. “And we have more. So … on your marks … get set … go!”

How did they do? Well, Jake never made it to the tree. He dropped his egg three times, forfeited for his team, and went crying to his mom for another fifty cents to play again. The Pikes were doing great, until Claire disappeared behind the tree and started eating her egg. The DeWitts won, but only after we discovered that one of the eggs was raw (it splattered on Taylor’s sneaker).

In the face-painting corner, Claudia and Mallory had their hands full. The kids of Stoneybrook were lining up to transform into glittery superheroes with star-spangled faces. One girl, Livi Becker, was beaming in anticipation.

Alicia Gianelli had a half-blue, half-red face with a huge red and white star over the middle. Her brother Bobby looked like Spider-Man (I know, how patriotic). Six-year-old Matthew Hobart was walking around with a smudgy, red-scarred face.

When he showed up at the relay line, I asked, “Who are you, Frankenstein’s monster?”

“No, a Rebellutionary War hero, silly,” he replied.

His older brother, James, burst out laughing. “It’s ‘Revolutionary War,’ and you don’t even know anything about it!”

“Do, too! That’s where they invented fireworks!”

“AAAAAAAGUHHHHH!”

We all looked over to see Claudia and Mallory trying to comfort Ryan DeWitt, who was dissolving into tears.

Jeff was helping set up the relay lines, so I quickly scooted over and asked what had happened.

Claudia was wiping Ryan’s teary face with cold cream. “He wanted to be a scary monster, and I guess I went overboard.”

“He freaked out when we held up the mirror,” Mallory explained.

“Get it off get it off!” yelled Ryan.

Suddenly a loud voice boomed out from the area of Kristy’s magic show: “I know how to do that!”

Nine-year-old Linny Papadakis was standing in the audience of kids. His hands were on his hips.

Kristy was glaring at him as she shuffled a deck of cards on a small table. “Linny, who’s the magician, you or me?”

“I saw you looking at the back of the card!” Linny bellowed. “They’re marked. I have that same magic set. This is a rip-off!”

“Linny, if you don’t sit down —”

“I’ll show you! Give me the cards!”

“I shall now perform the magic trick of making Linny Papadakis disappear,” Kristy announced. “For this, I’ll need my assistants Byron and Adam.”

Byron and Adam began walking toward Linny, glaring, in their best bodyguard imitations.

Linny took the hint. He sat right down. “Uh, what’s your next trick?”

I never found the answer to that. My egg-and-spooners were becoming impatient.

The darkness crept in sooner than I expected. I didn’t realize night had fallen until I began hearing explosions.

Ryan and Marnie burst out crying and had to be scooped up by their parents. My relay race broke up in midstride as kids headed to their blankets. One of Stacey’s three-legged pairs hopped away, complete with tied-up legs, falling all over themselves and giggling.

Kristy, Claudia, Stacey, Mary Anne, Logan, Jessi, Mallory, and I collapsed in front of the goodies table.

Well, the ex-goodies table. It was completely empty, except for a few flags. When the fireworks began, we picked them up and waved them in the air.

Except for Stacey. As the explosions bathed our faces in speckly light, she counted out our money.

How did we do? Well, for starters, we were able to pay back the Ramseys with a nice profit left over.

Even better, we doubled the money we’d already saved up.

Who needed fireworks? That was the best news of all.
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“I couldn’t believe my eyes,” Jessi said.

“Jessi was totally useless,” Mallory continued.

Jessi glowered at her. “Thanks a lot.”

“You know what I mean,” Mal said. “It was as if we had five sitters yesterday — me, Jess, and the triplets. Byron was actually playing hide-and-seek with Claire. He pretended to be surprised when he found her, and didn’t tease her for hiding in plain sight.”

“Adam made sandwiches for his sisters,” Jessi added.

“And he didn’t sprinkle ants on them or bite into them,” Mallory said.

“Jordan volunteered to play catch with Nicky and Vanessa.”

“Will wonders never cease?” Abby remarked.

“Sounds like we won’t be needing two BSC members at the Pikes’ anymore,” Mary Anne said.

“It’s that BIT training,” Kristy said. “I told you it would work.”

“Oh?” Abby gave her a Look. “That wasn’t the way I heard it. Uh, Mary Anne, would you please play back the transcript of that meeting?”

Kristy threw a Snickers wrapper at her.

It was Wednesday. Our meeting was under way and we were celebrating. Claudia had gone out and bought Snickers, tortilla chips, and soda to celebrate our fabulous news.

With two days to go to the payment deadline, we had reached our goal. All the washed cars, cleaned houses, mowed lawns, and sat-for kids had paid off. The Fourth of July festivities had put us over the hump.

We had ticket money. We had spending money. We had junk food money for about four meetings.

On Friday, we were going to SMS to present our checks to Mr. Kingbridge. After that, there were just eight more days until we left for Hawaii.

I was determined not to wash another car. My lawn-mowing days were over.

What was I going to do? Well, I had ten daily emergency appointments with the sun. My California tan was fading, and I refused to set foot on those Hawaiian beaches looking like Casper the Friendly Ghost.

Rrrrring!

“Aloha, Baby-sitters Club!” Claudia chirped into the receiver.

Abby nearly spit out her chips laughing.

“When? July twenty-fifth? I’ll have to call you back, Mrs. Wilder. Thanks.”

She hung up and tapped her chin, pretending to be in deep thought. “Hmmm, will we by any chance be catching rays in Waikiki that day, Mary Anne?”

“Yes, Claudia,” Mary Anne replied.

Claudia grinned at Kristy. “Goodness, I guess that job is for one of you poor non-travelers.”

“Be nice, Claudia,” Stacey warned her.

Kristy sighed. “No respect.”

“You and Mal are both free in the afternoon, Kristy,” Mary Anne said.

“Go ahead, Mallory,” Kristy said grumpily. “I’ll be busy crying over spilled coconut milk.”

“Awwwwww,” said Claudia and Abby.

Kristy tried to look angry, but I could see the sides of her mouth turning upward. (After all, she was going to Hawaii in August.)

Claudia quickly called back Mrs. Wilder and set up the job.

While she did that, Abby poured out eight cups of cola (artificially sweetened, for Stacey’s sake) and passed them around.

“A toast!” she announced. “To all of us, travelers and non, for an incredible beginning of the summer.”

“Yyyyyyes!” said Kristy, raising her cup.

“To Dawn, for spending the summer with us,” Mary Anne added. “In Stoneybrook and Hawaii.”

“Hear hear!” Jessi cried out.

“And there there!” Abby said.

Before anyone could down a glass, I called out, “I have to add one more!”

Kristy smiled. “Aw, that’s okay, Dawn.”

“To my brother, Jeff, and the BITs: future … uh, well, competent baby-sitters!”

We all drank to that.

Yes, even Kristy.







Dear Reader,

Lots of kids write to me asking if they are old enough to start baby-sitting. That’s a difficult question, because the answer depends on so many things. It depends on how much experience you’ve had with other kids, and how prepared you are to baby-sit. And it depends on the age of the kids you’ll be sitting for. For example, if you’re ten, like the Pike triplets and Jeff Schafer, you are probably not going to get a job sitting for a nine-year-old! Also, you need to be prepared to baby-sit for kids of any age. Before you start sitting, I suggest taking a first aid class, an infant care class, or a sitting class such as the one offered by the Red Cross. If you are younger and you think you’re ready to sit, a good way to start is by going along on a job with a more experienced sitter or taking a job as a parent’s helper, where you watch the kids while a parent is at home. One of the best places to get experience is in your home, taking care of your younger brothers and sisters, just like Jessi and Mallory did. Whatever you do, remember that sitting is a big job and a lot of responsibility. The Pikes and Jeff tried it, and decided they weren’t ready for it yet. They’ll probably try again in a couple of years.

Happy baby-sitting!
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