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CHAPTER 1

“Pick up the pace, Grace!” Mari O’Hagan called from the band-room door.

Gracie Hardwick laughed. Her best friend loved to amuse herself by rhyming things with Gracie’s name. She knew the next words out of Mari’s mouth would be “You’re losing the race, Grace!” or “Stop staring into space, Grace!”

“Just because I like to put my clarinet away properly doesn’t mean you get to nag me, Marianne,” she replied. Mari hated it when people used her whole name.

A couple of other kids laughed, used to this conversation since it happened pretty much every day.

“I don’t get why you have to clean it twice,” Mari said, twirling in a circle. “Mine is already tucked away in my cubby, and you still haven’t even taken yours apart!”

“This is how Mr. Cruz taught us to do it in fourth grade,” Gracie reminded her. “It’s the right way to—”

“—care for the instrument,” Mari put in, doing her best impression of their old elementary-school music teacher. “But my way is faster.”

Gracie finished pulling the rag through her clarinet, then quickly took it apart and stowed it carefully in its case. Mari shook her head and went out into the hallway, but that didn’t make Gracie hurry. She was always one of the last ones in the band room at the end of after-school practice, but she didn’t mind. Her clarinet was in perfect condition.

Anyway, Mari had only been gone for a minute when Gracie finished putting her instrument in her cubby. It was no big deal—Mari just hated having to stand still for even a second. It was how they’d first met, back in second-grade gym class. Mari had done a somersault right into Gracie’s feet and knocked her over. She always said it was Gracie’s fault for standing still to prepare for her own cartwheel, and that you were supposed to throw yourself right into gymnastic moves. But Gracie knew the truth: Mari was terrible at aiming her somersaults because she didn’t bother to stop and look where she was going. Still, it was lucky that Mari’d done it, because they’d been best friends ever since.

Gracie moved away from her cubby and did a fast check of Mari’s. As usual, Mari had left her band folder behind. Gracie picked it up, turned around, and realized she was alone in the band room with Alex Parker. Usually Alex was out of there faster, so Gracie hadn’t even thought to look for him. Quickly she ran a hand over her dark, kinky hair to make sure it was still neatly tucked into its braids.

Alex finished wrestling his saxophone into the high-up cubby where it lived. He gave her a grin as they both headed for the door at the same time.

“See you tomorrow, Gracie,” he said, holding it open for her.

“Thanks.” Gracie hurried past him, afraid to meet his gaze. She could hardly believe he’d called her by name. She’d assumed he didn’t even know her name! Alex had come to Samoset Middle School from one of the other elementary schools, so she and Mari had only met him six months ago, at the start of sixth grade. Gracie was still getting used to all the new kids—there were three elementary schools that fed into Samoset. It was a little overwhelming.

Mari loved it, of course. She was never afraid of new people or new situations, which was why she was the perfect best friend. Gracie felt nervous when she didn’t know exactly who everyone was or how she was supposed to act, so it helped to have Mari around. Mari would throw herself into anything without bothering to think it through, and Gracie had to follow her to make sure Mari didn’t lose her way (or her gym clothes, or her folder, or her new bus number, or her class notes, or her entire backpack) in the process.

And ever since she’d noticed Alex, Gracie had starting loving middle school too. He was the first boy she’d ever had a serious crush on. She’d kept quiet about her feelings so far, but now that he knew her name, she had to tell Mari!

Her best friend was waiting outside the band room, turning cartwheels down the center of the hall.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to do that,” Gracie said, glancing around to see if there were any teachers nearby. Breaking rules made her nervous.

“That’s what makes it fun,” Mari replied with a laugh. “During the school day the hallway is too crowded to tumble.” She did two more cartwheels sort of in the direction of the doors. Sometimes Gracie thought her best friend did this kind of stuff just to make her lighten up and stop worrying. Then again, Mari didn’t usually need a reason to do whatever crazy thing came into her mind.

Gracie followed without doing gymnastics. The sight of Mari’s long red ponytail flying upside down and smacking her in the face made Gracie chuckle in spite of her anxiety. “Wait up! I need to talk to you,” she called.

“You’ll have to catch me first!” Mari landed on her feet and immediately flung herself into a front handspring. Only she couldn’t do front handsprings, so she collapsed onto the floor.

Gracie gasped. “Mar, are you okay?” she cried, running toward her friend. Mari lay on the old linoleum, not moving. “Mari?” A burst of fear shot through Gracie. Had Mari broken her leg? Her arm? Her neck?

Then she noticed that her best friend’s entire body was shaking.

“Mari,” Gracie said. “Mari! Are you . . . laughing?”

Mari’s entire face was red and tears ran down her cheeks. “I can’t move,” she snorted, laughing even harder at herself. “That was the biggest handspring fail of all time.”

“You could’ve killed yourself,” Gracie said. “You’re lucky you didn’t land on your head!” But Mari was cackling too hard to even hear her, as usual.

“I must’ve looked so stupid!” Mari hooted. “Oh my gosh, I can’t move, I’m laughing too hard.”

Gracie stared at her, openmouthed. There were so many things wrong with what had just happened—no safety mats, no gymnastics allowed in the halls, no ability to do handsprings. How could Mari think any of it was funny?

But she did. She was rocking side to side like a turtle on its back, giggling so hard that she couldn’t get up.

“Your cheeks are as red as your hair,” Gracie said.

“I know!” Mari burst into another peal of laughter. “And you look so . . . so . . . serious!” Mari said it like it was the funniest part of the whole situation.

Gracie couldn’t take it. She burst out laughing. She noticed a few people down the hall turning to stare at them, which made her laugh harder.

“Help me up,” Mari gasped.

Gracie pulled her to her feet. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” Mari wiped her eyes. “I think I bruised my elbow.” She stuck out her arm for Gracie to inspect.

“Yup, you bruised it.” Gracie’s smile wavered. “Doesn’t it hurt?”

Mari shrugged. “I guess. It’s still funny, though.” She bent down to grab her backpack. “I’ll walk the rest of the way, I promise.”

“Good.” Gracie wanted to say more but didn’t.

“You shouldn’t do things like that without the proper equipment and the proper training,” Mari said in the high-pitched voice she used whenever she imitated Gracie.

Gracie smacked her on her non-bruised arm. “That is not what I sound like.”

“Oh, sorry.” Mari dropped her voice down a couple of octaves and put on a British accent. “You shouldn’t do things like that—”

“Stop it!” Gracie interrupted, laughing. “You tease me, but I’m right. You totally fell on your face.”

“I fell on my butt,” Mari corrected her cheerfully. “But I’m over it now. Race you!” She took off running, and Gracie stared after her.

“There’s no running in the halls,” she said, breaking into a jog to follow Mari. “And wait for me! I need to tell you something.”

But by the time she caught up to Mari at the double door, she could see that it was too late. Outside, her mom’s Volvo was pulling up to the curb in front of the school. That meant it was time to go—her mother didn’t like to waste time. Telling Mari about her crush would have to wait.

“Did I tell you my plan?” Mari asked, not even noticing the Volvo. “Epic. Sleepover.”

“What makes it epic?” Gracie replied, trying not to look at the car. If her mother caught her eye, she would have to leave. For now, she could pretend she hadn’t seen it yet.

“It’s two nights long!” Mari cried. “You sleep over on Friday and Saturday. Or else you sleep over Friday and I sleep over at your house on Saturday.” They looked at each other for a moment, then burst out laughing.

“That’ll never happen,” Gracie said. “Mom even makes my grandparents stay in a hotel.”

“Well, you don’t have a guest room,” Mari pointed out, as if that mattered. Mari’s family didn’t have a spare room, either, but there were always guests staying with the O’Hagans. “Anyway, we can just do it at my house for both nights.”

“You’re right, that would be epic,” Gracie said. And it would give her plenty of time to talk over her Alex Parker crush with Mari. Well, after all of Mari’s brothers were asleep. They liked to eavesdrop, and she couldn’t let them hear this.

“Gracie! Time to go.” Her mother’s voice drifted across the schoolyard.

Mari jumped in surprise. “I didn’t know your mom was here already,” she said. “She’s even earlier than the after-school buses. I think this is her new record!”

Gracie nodded. The bus kids were all hanging out on the lawn or the benches near the front entrance, waiting for the late buses to show up. Mari always took the bus home, which meant she always got an extra five minutes of hanging-out time.

“Hi, Ms. Hardwick!” Mari called, bounding over to the Volvo.

“Hi, Mari. How was school today?” Gracie’s mom replied.

“I got a ninety-five on my math quiz, and Gracie got a ninety-six,” Mari said. “So, you know, it was an okay day.”

Gracie’s mother laughed.

“But we have an epic plan to tell you,” Mari went on, rising up onto her toes the way she always did when she was excited. “It’s so epic that the word ‘epic’ is right in the name of it! You tell her, Gracie.”

Gracie glanced from her mother’s confused brown eyes to Mari’s sparkling green ones. Somehow she didn’t think her mom would find the sleepover idea epic at all. In fact, she was kind of surprised that Mari had brought it up. They both knew Gracie’s mother didn’t do well with two-night plans. Or one-night plans. Or sleepovers in general. They’d been best friends for four years, and Gracie had only been allowed to sleep at Mari’s twice. And both times had been in the summer, when there was no school to worry about. And both times had also involved Ms. Hardwick worrying herself sick beforehand. She just couldn’t relax when Gracie was out of her sight—she was always afraid something would go wrong and Gracie would need her. It was like she thought Gracie was still five years old.

Mari was waiting, smiling eagerly.

“Epic two-night sleepover,” Gracie squeaked, not looking her mom in the eye.

“That does sound like fun, but it isn’t a good idea during the school year. Maybe you girls can have a sleepover this summer. Gracie, we can talk about it in the car. It’s time to go.”

Mari’s face fell, and Gracie felt terrible. The summer was months away. Her mother might as well have just told them no.

“Can I hang out until the school bus comes?” Gracie asked. “Otherwise Mari has to wait all alone.” She held her breath, hoping that today would finally be the day that her mother said yes—to anything. But her mom’s dark eyebrows drew together like they always did when Gracie dared to ask something unusual.

“We need to get home, sweetie,” Ms. Hardwick said. “You know dinner is at six, and that only gives you an hour to do your homework first.” She glanced at Mari, concerned. “You don’t mind waiting by yourself, right, Mari?”

“Of course not,” Mari replied, already back to happy again. “My two stupid brothers are over there by the flagpole, anyway. It’s just more fun to wait with Gracie.”

“Well, we’ve got our schedule to stick to,” Ms. Hardwick said with a relieved smile.

“You forgot your folder again,” Gracie told Mari, handing it over.

Mari shook her head and crossed her eyes for a second. “I’m such a flake. What would I do without you?” she asked, taking the band folder.

“Sorry about the sleepover, Mar,” Gracie mumbled, reaching for the handle of the car door. “See you tomorrow.”

“It’s okay. We’ll find another time for the epic sleepover,” Mari promised her.

“Sure,” Gracie agreed, but she knew it wouldn’t happen for a long time. Her mom would never let her go anywhere for two whole days if it threw off the family schedule. She sadly got into the car.

As Gracie pulled on her seat belt, she couldn’t help staring at her best friend. Mari was cartwheeling again, over toward her older brothers. Her red hair flew like crazy, her cheeks were flushed, and she was smiling. Mari had fun all the time, no matter what she was doing. Gracie wished that just for once her life could be as spontaneous and fun as Mari’s.







CHAPTER 2

“What’s the matter, Gracie? Spaghetti too hot?” Mr. Hardwick asked at dinner.

Gracie shrugged. “I guess I’m not hungry.” She’d finished her homework way before dinnertime, as usual, so she was feeling even more bothered that she hadn’t been allowed to hang out with Mari at school. There would have been plenty of time to get everything done.

“You’ve been out of sorts all afternoon,” her mother said, reaching across the table to place a slim brown hand on Gracie’s forehead. “Are you coming down with something, sweetheart?”

“No. I just . . . I wish that I had been able to spend more time with Mari today,” Gracie blurted out.

Her mother looked startled. “Gracie, you know the schedule. On the days you have band practice, we have to get right home to start your homework.”

“I know, but my homework doesn’t take a whole hour,” Gracie protested.

“Sometimes it does,” her father replied. “And as you get older, the homework gets longer and harder. It’s good to get in the habit of setting aside enough time.”

Gracie sighed. She understood why her parents liked to stick to a schedule, but she wished that, just once, she didn’t have to follow it. Her parents always agreed with each other, and neither of them seemed to realize that she didn’t agree.

“What about over the weekend? You didn’t even listen to our plan for the sleepover,” she pointed out. “There’s no school on the weekend. Why can’t I sleep at Mari’s?”

Her parents exchanged a surprised glance. “Well, we’re busy,” Mr. Hardwick said. “I don’t know when you’d even have time to go to Mari’s.”

“Right. On Saturday we always visit Gram and Pops, and then we volunteer at the soup kitchen,” her mother said. “And then on Sunday we have to do the shopping, and in the afternoon is our weekly family hike. We’re completely booked up.”

“Why can’t I skip one of those things?” Gracie asked. “Just once, for one weekend, so I can have a normal sleepover with my best friend.”

Ms. Hardwick’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “You see Mari every day at school. You’ve gone to her house three times this month. Weekends are family time.”

“You know how important family time is, Gracie,” her dad put in. “It’s the three of us against the world!”

“I don’t want to be against the world, though,” Gracie replied. “I want to be part of it.”

Her parents both laughed. “It’s just an expression, honey,” Mr. Hardwick said.

“It means family comes first,” Ms. Hardwick agreed.

“Of course it does,” Gracie said. “But how come everybody else manages to have family and friends?”

“Sweetheart, what’s gotten into you?” her mother asked. “You’ve always loved our weekends.”

“Maybe Mom and Dad aren’t cool enough for her anymore,” Mr. Hardwick joked.

Before Gracie could think of how to respond to that, the phone rang.

Gracie’s parents still hadn’t gotten her a cell phone of her own. They gave her one of theirs to use on special occasions, when they thought she would need it for security. Since they both had cells, any call on the landline was usually for Gracie.

“Are we expecting a call?” her father asked.

Ms. Hardwick shook her head. “It’s probably a sales call. You didn’t tell anyone they could call during dinnertime, did you, Gracie?”

“Of course not. But can I get it?” Gracie asked. “I’m not hungry anyway.”

Her mother frowned, looking concerned, but she nodded. Gracie pushed back her chair and went over to grab the phone.

“You’re never going to believe this!” Mari cried without even saying hello. “It’s the best thing ever! Ever ever ever!”

“Um, hi,” Gracie said, confused why Mari would be calling right then.

“Sorry, I know it’s against the rules to call during dinner,” Mari said. “I was so excited I didn’t realize what time it was until I had already dialed your number.”

“That’s okay, we were having a sort of fight,” Gracie replied. “Or a talk. Or something.”

“Uh-oh. Are you in trouble?” Mari asked.

“I don’t think so.” Gracie shot a look at her parents, who had gone back to eating. “Usually I wouldn’t have been allowed to answer the phone, but tonight my mom let me. I must have gotten to her. She thinks I’m being weird.”

“Weird how?” Mari asked.

“I was complaining about how she never lets me do anything.”

“Oh.” Gracie heard Mari blow a bubble with her gum. “Well, it’s about time you complained. But your mom is right—you are acting weird. You’re not a complainer.”

“I know.” Gracie bit her lip, feeling a little guilty. Had she been too harsh on her mother? “I guess I should apologize.”

“Not until you hear my news!”

“Right. Sorry. What did you call about?” Gracie asked.

“Only the most amazing thing in the history of things,” Mari told her. “My sister Kat just called from college. She’s working on this crazy experiment for her sociology class where she and another person are supposed to do a life swap for two weeks.”

“Like, switch lives?” Gracie said.

“Yup. Live in each other’s dorm rooms, go to each other’s classes, hang with each other’s friends, all that. At the end, they write a paper about what they’ve learned,” Mari replied. “But here’s the thing! The girl Kat is switching with has a job that makes her work on weekends, and they won’t let her take time off. So Kat has to work all weekend for the next two weeks.”

“Oooo-kay,” Gracie said, confused. How did this story end up being the best thing in the history of things?

“Don’t be so spacey, Gracie,” Mari teased her. “Think about it. Next weekend? The long weekend. The weekend when my family goes skiing every year?”

“Oh, right!” Gracie said. The O’Hagans always went to Vermont over Presidents’ Day weekend, when they had three days off from school. “So do you mean you’re taking this other girl with you? Kat’s life-swap partner?”

“Nope. They thought it would be too weird, so she’s going to stay at college and write Kat’s economics paper. So Kat is pretty happy about that. Which means . . .” Mari paused dramatically. “We have an extra bed in our ski cabin!”

“Wow. Okay,” Gracie said. She wasn’t really sure what was so great about that. Mari loved her big sister. Wouldn’t it be better to have her along?

“Gracie! Don’t you get it? You can come with us!” Mari cried. “My mom said I could invite you.”

“No way!” Gracie said. “That’s amazing!”

“I told you!” Mari agreed. “We’ve got about a million pairs of skis in different sizes from everyone growing out of them, so you won’t have to bring a thing. There’s room in the car and an extra bed and everything. It will be even more epic than the epic two-night sleepover.”

Gracie’s heart sank at the thought of the epic sleepover, otherwise known as the sleepover that would never happen. Just like this would end up being known as the ski trip that never happened. “Mari, my mother will never let me go on a ski trip with you. First of all, she’ll worry that I’m going to wipe out and break my leg or something.”

“No, she won’t. You’ve been skiing since you were two,” Mari said.

“That doesn’t stop my mother from worrying,” Gracie grumbled. “And besides, it’s more than two nights, and she wouldn’t even say yes to that.”

“I know, but it’s no problem,” Mari said.

“Why not?”

“Because this is the best thing that has ever happened, and we’re not going to let your parents keep us from doing it,” Mari replied. “We just need to come up with a plan.”

Gracie groaned. “Mar, your plans never work. Remember when you tried to get my parents to adopt one of Fluffmeister’s kittens by leaving her in a box on our doorstep? My mom knew who had done it in about two seconds and sent him right back.”

“Yeah, but that was because I was nine and I didn’t think to disguise my handwriting in the ‘adopt me’ note,” Mari said. “This will be different.”

“I doubt it,” Gracie said. “What kind of a plan would change my mom’s mind about sticking to the schedule?”

“Well, it’s already different than usual, because it’s an extralong weekend,” Mari said thoughtfully. “So your mom can’t worry about the usual rules.”

“Wrong. The weekend rules are still the same. We have
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