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This book is a work of fiction.
Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales
are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are
the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events
or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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LILY LAY BACK AGAINST HER PILLOW AND listened as her mother spoke into the phone. The pounding downstairs was getting louder. “Yes, of course I’ve asked them to be quiet!” her mother said. “Several times! And every night there’s another problem. . . .”

Lily closed her eyes. How could Mom have thought that moving to the city would be a good thing? Their lives had been so perfect back home in Glenview, where everything was quiet and green. At night Mom would open the windows so the breeze could drift in, and Lily would fall asleep to the sound of crickets chirping. Here in the city, she was surrounded by steel and sirens and car horns. Mom had opened the window a little bit their first night, since it was so warm, but it had been too loud to sleep. “Don’t worry,” she’d said, sliding it shut again. “We’ll get used to it.” Lily had rolled over and squeezed her eyes shut. She knew it wasn’t Mom’s fault that she had been let go from her job. And she was pretty sure that her mother realized by now how upset she was about having to leave her best friend, Bailey. But she wasn’t about to pretend everything was going to be okay, like Mom was constantly doing. It wasn’t okay. And she didn’t know if it ever would be again.

She tried not to cry as she thought about Bailey for the umpteenth time. Bailey had been her best friend since the first day of kindergarten, when they’d discovered they were wearing the exact same shoes. Lily smiled as she remembered the expression on Bailey’s face when she looked down and saw that Lily had on identical pink and white princess sneakers with Velcro straps. They had worn them all year, even when the heel of Bailey’s had gotten ripped and the Velcro strap on Lily’s left shoe had stopped working.

She and Bailey looked alike too. Once a girl at the mall had asked if they were twins. They had looked at each other, giggled, and then said yes. Other than the fact that Bailey was at least four inches taller than Lily, they really could pass for twins. Or at least sisters. Their light brown hair was cut just below their ears, and they both had wide blue eyes and small noses. They even had the same ears, tiny and shaped like pink question marks. The best thing about Bailey, though, was that she wasn’t boring. In fact, Lily never knew what was going to happen when they spent time together. Bailey, it seemed, had a way of turning perfectly ordinary days into something magical. Take their tree, for instance. To Lily it had been just another willow tree next to the empty tennis courts in the park. It had a brown trunk and branches with leaves. Big deal. But one afternoon, as Lily and Bailey cut through the park on their way home from school, Bailey stopped in front of it.

“What’s the matter?” Lily asked.

Bailey cocked her head and then bent over, as if looking at the tree upside down. “What are you doing?” Lily asked. It was getting close to six. Mom had dinner on the table every night at six fifteen sharp. Lily was not allowed to be late. “Come on, I have to go.”

Instead of answering, Bailey walked straight toward the tree. “Bailey!” Lily called. “I’m gonna be late!” She watched her friend disappear through the leafy curtain of low-hanging branches.

“Get in here!” Bailey’s voice drifted out from inside the tree. “You won’t believe this!”

Lily walked toward the tree and yanked aside the branches. “What?”

“All the way,” Bailey said, beckoning with her fingers. Her voice was soft. “You gotta come in all the way.” Lily sighed and stepped through the opening. It wasn’t a very large space, especially since most of it was taken up by the trunk. But as the branches slid back into place, she became aware suddenly of standing in a pool of golden light. All around them, like an enormous umbrella, the flat yellow leaves formed a perfect wall, shutting out the rest of the world. It was so quiet that Lily could hear Bailey breathing in and out next to her.

“Whoa,” she said.

“Look up,” Bailey whispered. Lily tilted her head back. Through the tangle of limbs and branches, little patches of pale blue sky peeked through. But otherwise, Lily thought, it was like being inside an upside down jar of honey. “It’s like a whole other world inside here, isn’t it?” Bailey said.

“Uh-huh,” Lily answered.

They named it Willowood and met there every day after school, unless the weather was bad. Bailey found a rusty beach chair in her basement that her mom said she could have. The spring was broken in the back, but if they leaned it against the trunk, it worked just fine. When Lily’s Aunt Wava, who lived in New York City, sent her a postcard of the Alice in Wonderland statue in Central Park, Lily poked a hole through the top of it and threaded it through one of the tendril-like branches. Those were her favorite times with Bailey, when they would lie listlessly on the beach chair, staring up at the postcard, which swayed like a forgotten photograph among the leaves.

A few months later, Mom came home with the news that she had gotten a new job. Lily was excited to see Mom so happy; it had never been a secret that Mom hated her job waitressing, and now she said she was going to make a lot more money. But then she let it drop that the job wasn’t in Glenview. It was four hours away in a city called Riverside Heights. Lily had heard of Riverside Heights once on the news. Someone had been killed there. The body had been found the next morning by a man who was fishing. Of course Mom didn’t seem to take this bit of information very seriously when Lily reminded her of it.

“I know it’s a big change, honey,” was all she said. “But it’ll be okay. I really think you’re going to like it.”

Knock, knock, knock!

Now, Lily pulled the covers up to her chin as Mom rushed to the front door. Outside her window, flashes of blue and red blinked through the blackness.

“You Mrs. Sinclair?” a deep voice asked.

“ Miss Sinclair,” Mom said. “Yes.”

Lily rolled her eyes. Mom always corrected people when they assumed she was married.

“Did you make the complaint?” the voice asked.

“Yes, I did,” Mom said. “Right downstairs . . .”

Thud, thud, thud.

The noise interrupted Mom midsentence.

For a second, Lily wondered if maybe someone else in Riverside Heights was getting murdered. Right beneath them.

“You hear?” her mother said. “Did you hear that? That’s been going on all night!” Her voice drifted off as she followed the policeman down the steps. Lily could hear him banging on the door downstairs.

“Open up! Police!”

Lily rolled over.

Of course Mom thought she knew what she was talking about when she told Lily that she was going to love Riverside Heights.

Adults always thought they knew everything.
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LILY’S NEW SCHOOL WAS CALLED Riverside Heights Elementary. It was so big that when Lily looked down the hallways, she couldn’t see the end of them.

Now, Lily sat up straight in her seat as Mrs. Bing swept into the room. Mrs. Bing was her new fifth-grade teacher. She reminded Lily of Olive Oyl: tall and skinny with black hair that she pinned back into a bun. She wore the same flat purple shoes every day, with little white flowers on the sides, and red lipstick that was always, always smeared along her front teeth. She also blinked. A lot. Especially if she got mad or worried about something. Then her eyelids would start fluttering up and down like crazy, almost like there was something stuck in there.

“Let’s get started on our essay presentations, class,” Mrs. Bing said. She spoke in a high-pitched, singsong kind of voice. “I’m very interested to hear what you did over the summer. And of course, how you’ve expressed yourselves through your writing.”

Mrs. Bing seemed to be very hung up on the way her students expressed themselves. Especially on paper. She’d even talked about it on the very first day of school, when she told the students they were going to be writing an essay every week. Lily wasn’t big on expressing much of anything—especially to people she didn’t even know.

“Who would like to go first?” asked Mrs. Bing. A few hands went up in the air, but Amanda Peterson waved hers so hard back and forth that it was impossible not to notice. “Okay, Amanda,” Mrs. Bing said. “You may begin.”

Amanda tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder and pranced up to the front of the room. Lily sat back glumly. Aside from her annoying voice, which made her sound like she had just inhaled a helium balloon, Amanda Peterson’s only conversations throughout the day seemed to revolve around what new expensive thing her parents had just bought her.

“This summer,” Amanda said, pausing dramatically to look around the room, “my parents took me to Paris.” There were a few stifled gasps from the front of the room, where Amanda’s best friends sat, but Lily rolled her eyes. Who cared? She blew a mouthful of air through her lips and started in on her daily shoe check.

Except for heels—which Mom wouldn’t let her wear yet—there was rarely a shoe Lily came across that did not catch her attention. Lily had a thing for shoes. She thought that shoes, maybe more than anything else, said a lot about people. Like what they wanted to be when they got older. Or if they wanted to try a little bit of everything until they found the perfect fit. Lily had six pairs in her own closet, ranging from pink polka-dotted flats to brown boots with rubber lug soles. She chose specific shoes for specific days, according to how she felt. For the last two weeks, since she had been in Riverside Heights, she had worn nothing but her black sneakers with the electric orange shoelaces. And she had no plans—at least in the immediate future—to change that.

Jonathan Finster and Clive Bergen, who sat in the front of the room and did everything together, including getting into trouble, had on identical red basketball sneakers. Jonathan’s laces were untied and hung down loosely on the floor. Clive’s laces had been carefully double-knotted and tucked in behind the tongue. Margaret Haggerson, who was already five foot eight and usually wore basketball sneakers, had on a pair of navy blue flats today. They were cute, except for the wide black bow that ran across the front. Lily wasn’t big on bows. She counted eight more pairs of sneakers—one with no laces at all—two pairs of dirty flip-flops, and one pair of brown leather loafers.

The loafers, each of which had a shiny copper penny in the top, belonged to Gina Soo, who sat directly in front of Lily. Gina was Mrs. Bing’s favorite student. Her long dark hair, pale skin, and small eyes, which were hard to see behind her big brown-framed glasses, made her look like a supernerd. Gina got all A’s and had at least forty sharpened pencils lined up inside her desk. Every morning, as Lily came into the room and sat down behind her, Gina said hello. Lily said hello back, but she was only being polite.

Amanda began to talk about some dumb museum called the Loove, going on and on about all the boring paintings and statues she’d seen there. Lily put her head down on the desk. She wondered what Bailey was doing right now. Because it was long distance, Mom allowed her to phone Bailey only on Wednesdays and Saturdays. The last two times Lily had called, Bailey had not been around. Last Wednesday she had been at some girl’s house, and on Saturday she had been at her Girl Scouts meeting, which Lily had forgotten about.

“Lily?” She picked her head up when she heard her name being called. Mrs. Bing was blinking like mad. “Are you all right, Lily? You don’t feel ill, do you?” Mrs. Bing was constantly asking people if they felt all right, ever since Greg Basham threw up all over his desk on the second day of school. Lily shook her head. Amanda had stopped reading. She looked over at Lily and wrinkled her nose. “Okay, then, sit up straight, please. And pay attention,” Mrs. Bing said.

“ Any way,” Amanda said, tossing her head. “I really think everyone should go to Paris at least once in their life. It really is the beautifulest city in the world.”

“Sweet!” Clive yelled, clapping loudly. “Go, Paris!” Mrs. Bing raised her eyebrows in Clive’s direction and then wrote his name on the board. Mrs. Bing was very strict about people yelling out in class. If a student talked without first raising his hand, she put his name on the board. If it happened again, she put a check after his name and had him stay after school. When a person received three checks, it meant detention and a call home.

“Thank you, Amanda,” Mrs. Bing said now. “Your essay was excellent. There was a slight mistake right at the end of your presentation, however.”

Amanda blinked. “There was?”

“Can you tell me where you’ve read the word ‘beautifulest’ before?” Mrs. Bing asked.

Amanda sniffed. “In the dictionary.”

“Really?” Mrs. Bing’s eyelids fluttered.

Amanda nodded uncertainly.

“I’m sorry, Amanda, but that word would most definitely not be in the dictionary,” Mrs. Bing said. She turned to look at the rest of us. “Can anyone tell me what Amanda should have said instead of ‘beautifulest’?”

Gina raised her hand hesitantly.

“Yes, Gina?” Mrs. Bing asked.

“Most beautiful,” Gina answered. She kept her eyes on her desk as she spoke.

Amanda threw a hateful look in Gina’s direction.

“That’s right, Gina,” Mrs. Bing said. “Thank you. You may take your seat now, Amanda.” Amanda plopped down at her desk, making a big show of crossing her legs to show off her boots. They were very high, almost up to her knees, and had buckles around the ankles. Even from where she sat, Lily could tell the soft leather they were made of was expensive.

“Lily?” Mrs. Bing asked. “I’d like you to go next, please.” Lily felt her stomach flip-flop. She swallowed hard, feeling the blood rush up the sides of her face, and walked to the front of the room. Her paper trembled in her hands. “Go ahead,” Mrs. Bing encouraged. “We’re listening.” Lily coughed once and began:

“This summer I moved. My mom got a new job and we came here in the middle of August. I don’t really like it. Our apartment gets really hot and we don’t have air-conditioning. I went to the Coal Street pool a few times, which is only a few blocks away from our apartment building, but it’s kind of boring. We also have vampire neighbors who stay up all night and make a lot of noise, so it’s hard to sleep.”

She paused, studying the next line, which read I miss my best friend, Bailey, more than anything, and then looked over at Mrs. Bing. “That’s it.”

Mrs. Bing blinked and blinked. “That’s the whole essay?”

Lily stared down at her neon shoelaces. For a split second she thought how cool it would be if all the lights went out and the only thing anyone could see was her shoes.

“Um hmm,” she said.

“Well.” Mrs. Bing looked thoughtful. “That’s a good start, Lily. But it would be a lot better if you put some detail into it.” She paused “How about the pool, for example? What did the water feel like?”

“The Coal Street pool is for scums!” Jonathan Finster yelled out. “All the kids pee in it!” The room erupted with laughter.

“Jonathan!” Mrs. Bing said sharply. She glanced at the board, where his name, along with a check mark, was already written. “That kind of language is forbidden in my classroom. You will stay after school with me this entire week.”

Jonathan slumped against his desk. “Well it’s true, ” he muttered.

“Can I sit down now?” Lily pleaded.

Mrs. Bing nodded. “Thank you for reading, Lily. For our next essay, I’d like you to remember what I said about details.”

Lily rushed back to her seat. Her ears were so hot, she wondered if they were bright red. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jonathan lean over toward Clive. He kept his beady eyes on her as he spoke out of the side of his mouth.

“I thought she smelled kind of funny,” he whispered. “Now we know why.” Clive laughed and gave him a high five.

Lily stared straight ahead at the back of Gina’s head. Her long black hair was twisted into a complicated French braid. It hung down between her shoulders like the rope they had to climb in gym. Lily wondered if Gina braided it herself, or if her mother did it for her. Mom didn’t know how to braid.

Neither did Lily.
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AFTER THE FINAL BELL RANG, LILY GOT on the D-4 bus. It had taken her a few days to get used to the fact that there was more than one bus—and that she had to find it at the end of the day. Back in Glenview there had been only one bus for the whole school. Lily didn’t know the bus driver’s name on D-4, but she secretly called her the Freakazoid. She was a tall, skinny woman with frizzy black hair. Every day, no matter what, the Freakazoid had a pair of orange earbuds stuck in her ears. The volume was turned up so loud that Lily could hear the clash of screaming music whenever she walked by. Sometimes, as she drove, the Freakazoid pounded the heel of her hand on the steering wheel, jangling a horde of silver bracelets that hung around her wrist.

The bus was full of kids, but Gina, Amanda, and Clive were the only people Lily knew so far. Gina always sat in the very first row, directly behind the steps. Her stop was first, and when the bus screeched to a halt on her corner and the Freakazoid yanked open the doors, Gina made sure she was the first one off. Lily usually found a spot on the left side, toward the back, and scooted up next to the window.

It had begun to rain. Lily pressed her forehead against the glass and stared out at the gray surrounding her. She hadn’t minded the rain back in Glenview. It made everything look even greener, and when it was over, a lilac smell filled the air. Here in Riverside Heights, the rain made everything look and smell dirty.

“You think you’re so smart, don’t you? Correcting me like that in front of everyone?” Amanda’s voice was coming from the front of the bus. She had moved from her seat in the back and now was sitting directly behind Gina, jabbing her in the shoulder as she spoke. “Can’t you even look at me when I’m talking to you? Huh?” Gina kept her head down. Her long braid disappeared behind her hunched shoulders.

Lily glanced over at the Freakzoid. She was jutting her chin in and out, in and out, to the music blaring in her ear buds. Lily felt queasy as she watched Amanda lean over the seat and whisper something in Gina’s ear. She wondered if she should say something. Gina obviously wasn’t going to retaliate in any way. But she stayed put. It wasn’t like she was Gina’s friend. And the last thing she needed right now was some bully like Amanda on her case.

Amanda brought a compact up to her face and stared at herself in the mirror. She licked a finger and then drew it across one of her eyebrows. Lily looked away, trying to ignore the bad taste that had started to climb up the back of her throat.

The bus lurched to a halt. Gina stood up immediately. She clutched a pile of books against her chest with one hand and readjusted her backpack with the other as she waited for the Freakazoid to open the doors. Lily waited a few seconds, staring out the window. Gina always crossed in front of the bus and then came around to the left side of the street where, Lily guessed, she lived nearby. Lily squinted as Gina appeared suddenly, hoping she was just imagining it, but she knew she wasn’t. Even behind Gina’s glasses, she could see tears sliding down her face.

Lily had to walk half a block to get home, and she made sure to step on every single crack along the way. It was something she and Bailey used to do—just to be different. Today, she pretended that each crack was Amanda’s back.

Lily walked up the little walkway in front of their building and opened the heavy wrought-iron door. Two men carrying a couch almost knocked her over.

“Watch it!” one of them yelled. She stepped quickly to the side and started up the steps, turning sideways so she could watch. The men angled the couch out the front door and staggered down the front steps. Lily turned around quickly and pushed her way inside her apartment.

“Lily?” Mrs. Hiller’s voice came floating out from the living room. She had the TV on. Dr. Phil was on the screen, talking softly to some lady who was crying her eyes out.

Lily dumped her knapsack on the floor next to the door. “Yeah, it’s me.” She walked into the living room and sat down on the old green couch. Mrs. Hiller lived across the hall in 2B. She was chubby, in a nice sort of way, and had short white hair. She had come over the very first day, when Mom and Lily were moving in, and brought them a zucchini-carrot cake, covered with cream cheese icing.

Mom had been delighted when, after some small talk, Mrs. Hiller told her she would be happy to watch Lily after school. Mom always said that good babysitters were harder to come by than two-dollar bills. Lily didn’t know why Mrs. Hiller automatically qualified as a good babysitter just because she had raised six children of her own and had ten grandchildren. But that seemed to seal the deal for Mom. Now, Mrs. Hiller watched Lily every day after school, until Mom came home from work.

“What’s going on with the vampires downstairs?” Lily asked.

Mrs. Hiller adjusted a pile of yarn she was knitting in her lap. “The vampires?” she repeated.

Lily shrugged. “That’s what Mom calls them. I guess ’cause they’re always up at night.”

Mrs. Hiller laughed. “Well, that’s as good a name as any for those folks.”

She had on her soft blue slippers with the round pom-poms on the front. Lily had never seen her wear anything else.

“Are they moving out?” Lily asked.

“They are indeed,” Mrs. Hiller said. “I guess enough people complained about the noise they were making. The landlord was here yesterday, talking to them. He must’ve told them they had to go.” Her silver knitting needles clacked as she moved them back and forth. “ Now , apparently.”

“Well, Mom will be happy.” Lily stood up and stretched. She was happy too, but she didn’t say that. “I’m gonna go check on Weemis.”

“Pick up that knapsack!” Mrs. Hiller called out behind her. Sometimes Lily wondered if Mrs. Hiller had eyes in the back of her head.

Her sneakers made a peeling sound as she walked across the floor and grabbed her knapsack. Mom had gone nuts over the floors when they first looked at the place. She said she had always wanted to live in a place that had hardwood floors. Lily couldn’t understand what Mom was so excited about. For one thing, the floors were slippery. When she walked around in her socks, she was always sliding and catching herself on a piece of furniture. And if she had to get up to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, the floor was so cold underneath her bare feet, she had to tiptoe.

She sat down at the foot of her bed and peeked into the plastic terrarium on her bookshelf. The terrarium had pink gravel on the bottom, a tiny water dish, and a small foam rock in the corner. Weemis, who lived inside the terrarium, was her pet gecko. He was tiny and green and adorable, but that was not the main reason Lily loved him. The main reason Lily loved him was that when she talked to him, she knew Weemis listened. Whenever she came over and sat down in front of his terrarium, he would crawl on top of his foam rock and stare at her. Without Bailey, he was the only one who listened to the stuff she didn’t want anyone else to hear.

Today, though, when she peeked inside his terrarium, he was asleep under the foam rock. His tiny tail was curled around his body. Lily sighed. She had wanted to tell him about Amanda. Instead, she made her way into the kitchen.

A blue plate filled with cubed yellow cheese and apple chunks sat in the middle of the kitchen table. Lily pretended she didn’t see it.

“What are you looking for?” Mrs. Hiller called out as Lily began opening and closing cupboards. “I’ve got a nice cheese and fruit platter all set out for you!” Lily grunted and pulled a bag of Doritos out from behind a bag of flour. She couldn’t be sure, but she was starting to think that Mrs. Hiller was hiding all her favorite foods.
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