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To my sons, Aaron, Sean, and Joshua, for all the moves we put you through during your childhood years. May each of you find a home of the heart.


And to Martha Elke, an artist and a poet, who was my own Aliya when I was the new girl in town.
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It wasn’t like an earthquake hit on that hot July day in Tillerman, but the world might as well have leaped up like a crazed bull and tried to buck Zoe off its back. If Zoe had known what was coming, she wouldn’t have stuck around to help her mom with dinner. She would have gone to Kellen’s house, eaten macaroni and cheese, and spent one more night as a regular kid.


Zoe thought about it later, trying to figure out the exact moment when she heard the first rumblings of her own personal earthquake. And she decided it began with hide-and-seek. Her house on 18 Hawk Road was a great place to play because it was big and old and there were tons of places to hide.


“Fifty-five. Fifty-six.” Her brother, Juke, was counting in the kitchen. Kellen had already raced down the hall, but Zoe was still circling. Where to this time? Behind the ancient piano? The storage nook under the stairs? Juke knew too many of her hiding spots, so she’d have to pull off a good disappearing act to win. She peered under the couch. Too easy.


“Seventy-eight.” Smack. Crunch. “Seventy-nine.” Juke was downing saltines while he counted. Zoe ran around the corner and made a dash for Dads stuffed chair in the sunroom.


“Taken,” whispered Kellen. She sucked on a strand of honey brown hair, and her green eyes said everything. She wasn’t going to budge.


“Ninety-seven. Ninety-eight. Ninety-nine!”


Zoe flew into her parents’ room, usually off-limits, but this was an emergency.


“Ready or not. Here I come!”


Zoe dove under the double bed. She was deep inside the musty dark, blowing away dust bunnies, when she saw Juke’s bare feet just outside the bedroom door, his toes iced in brown dirt. He turned slowly and brushed against Grandma Nell’s rocking chair. The chair rocked back and forth as if a ghost were settling in. Tension grew in her chest as Juke passed the bedroom door and headed for the dining room.


She should make a dash to the base soon, but Juke was still too close by. Better to kill a little more time under the bed. She slid on her belly just far enough to eye the photographs on the bedroom wall. Dad and Juke standing with Max outside Horizon Books before it went under. Mom with her prizewinning roses at the garden fair. Then there were those stupid baby pictures. Shots of her in a tie-dyed T-shirt and sagging diapers rocking out at a Jam for Breakfast concert. Another shot taken when she was three, sitting next to the bands drum set, eating a chocolate brownie, her round cheeks so brown, it looked like she was maybe pigging out on a hunk of mud. She’d ripped those two shots off the wall one time last year, but Dad had put them back.


Zoe licked her dry lips. What was the deal with those photos, anyway? So they captured the days when Dad took the family on tour with Jam for Breakfast. That was history. They’d put down roots here in Tillerman when she was four, and this was home now.


She listened for Juke and was considering a brave dash for home base when the phone rang. By the third ring her mom’s slender feet appeared in tattered sandals and crossed the floor. “Oh, hi, honey.” The bed dipped suddenly as Mom sat down, the springs catching a strand of Zoe’s hair.


Zoe bit her lip and worked to untangle the brown strand as Mom talked to Dad. “Oh,” said Mom, her voice low and disappointed. “Okay, Hap.” There was a long pause. A sort of throaty sound. “Did you speak to Mr. Sallenger? Uh-huh. A deal already?”


Zoe listened closer. Dad had made a deal with the landlord, but then Mom didn’t sound happy about it.


“No,” said Mom, “it doesn’t surprise me. He’s been talking about that for a long time.” Another low sound, like wind through a pipe. “No,” said Mom. “I’m not crying. I’m not blaming you. Stop being so paranoid. Yes, I know we have to do this!” Zoe’s fingers froze, midtangle.


“I told you I can handle it!” Mom stood up suddenly, and Zoe squealed as a hunk of hair pulled away from her scalp.


“Just a minute, Hap.” A pale face with long black hair appeared under the bed. “Zoe, get out from under there. Now!”


Zoe’s T-shirt gathered dust as she scooted out from under the bed. “Hide-and-seek,” whispered Zoe, but Mom looked stern, as if Zoe had been purposefully spying on her.


“Its nothing, Hap,” said Mom as Zoe fled the room. “Just a game the kids are playing.”


Zoe’s legs felt heavy as she started for home base in the kitchen. She didn’t care so much about being caught now. She wanted to be caught. She stood in the living room feeling the white heat zap through the front window. It fell across her bare feet and lit up the red-gold pattern in the Persian carpet.


Merlin trotted up the stairs and licked her hand. She rubbed his soft golden fur.


“Hey!” shouted Juke as he rounded the corner. “One two three on Zoe!”


“Yeah, sure,” said Zoe. “You got me.” She tipped her head, trying to hear more of the conversation in the next room. Was Mom crying? Juke shrugged and ran off to find Kellen, and the room was quiet again.


Outside in the front yard the trees were still, not even a whisper of wind in the branches. Then there was a familiar rattling sound as the old pipes under the floorboards pumped water to the master bathroom. The toilet flushed, gurgled, and Mom raced out of her bedroom. “Zoe? Run and get the plunger, quick. The toilet’s stopped up again!”


Ten minutes later Mom was still cursing and plunging the toilet. Kellen was on her way home, and Zoe was told to set the table.


Game over.


It was the last game Zoe ever played at 18 Hawk Road.


Steam rose from the soup pot, filling the air with the odor of cooked onions. It was too hot for soup, but food had been scarce since Horizon Books went under and onions were cheap. Plates and bowls were already on the table. Zoe slid open a drawer and pulled out four spoons. Mom came in, paused, and blew upward, her bangs fluttering like startled blackbirds.


“Toilet okay?” asked Zoe.


“Doesn’t matter,” said Mom.


“What do you mean?”


Mom didn’t answer. That wasn’t like Mom, but then, she’d been pretty uptight ever since Dad lost his teaching job and the bookstore, too. Zoe grabbed the napkins and left her in the kitchen, leaning over the counter, tossing the lettuce and tomatoes fiercely, as if they were in the way of something she wanted at the bottom of the bowl.


Half an hour later the family gathered for dinner. Dad set the soup pot on the hot pad and took his seat at the head of the table. Onion soup and corn bread in July. Heat on heat. The soup steamed. The corn bread bent the air above the pan like a mirage. The damp air glued Dad’s gray-blond hair to his forehead. He pulled it back and adjusted his ponytail before opening his napkin.


Mom’s lip quivered as Dad served the soup. No one mentioned today’s job interview, even though the no hung over all of them and wrung sweat from their skin like the soup steam. Zoe stared out the cracked old window to the backyard. Twilight. The acacia branches moved slowly in the wind, as if they were under water. The tree looked cool and inviting. She decided to eat fast, run outside, leap onto the tire swing, and fly over the ravine. She’d swing till the moon and stars came out. All she had to do was finish her soup and corn bread.


After dinner Dad passed around a plate of Oreos for dessert. A real treat like they hadn’t seen in months. Zoe wanted to say What gives? but then she lost her mouth to the crisp chocolate and sweet cream filling. She was dunking her second cookie when Dad leaned back in his chair and said he didn’t get the job. No surprise there.


Juke licked the creamy center of his Oreo and told Dad to find another job in town.


“The trouble is, we’re living in such a small town. And with the economy the way it is …” Dad crossed his arms. “I’ve tried for months now. I’ve looked in Tillerman and hunted for work a couple of hours’ drive in all directions. Too many places going out of business around here. There just aren’t any job openings.”


Mom cleared her throat and toyed with her water glass. Dad leaned forward. “Mom and I have talked it over. We’ve tried everything, and it’s just not … it’s time to move on and look for work elsewhere.”


“Move on?” whispered Zoe.


“To where, Dad?” asked Juke.


“We’ll head north,” said Mom, trying to smile. She reached for Dad’s hand. “Some of the college towns up there will probably have work.”


“It’ll be an adventure,” said Dad.


“Like the years you toured with Jam for Breakfast?” said Juke.


“Not exactly,” said Dad.


“No,” said Zoe.


Dad leaned back in his chair. “It’s not like we have much choice, honey?”


“What about Merlin?”


“Max and June said they’ll keep Merlin for us until we find a place to—”


“You guys go ahead,” said Zoe. “I’ll stay here.”


“Honey, you can’t stay. We have to be out by the end of the week. Mr. Sallenger’s got a buyer.”


Zoe leaped up. “18 Hawk Road? For sale? When did he do that?”


“He’s had an interested family ready to buy for a while now, and it looks like the deals going to go through.”


So this was “the deal” with Mr. Sallenger that Mom had mentioned in the phone call. “But he can’t kick us out! This is our home!”


“Zoe, we can’t go on living here,” said Dad. “I know you’re upset, but we have to move on.”


Zoe steadied herself against the chair. The rumblings she’d felt earlier had accelerated, and the quake was definitely hitting her now. “Who’d want to buy this old place?” she yelled. “With stains on the wood floors, leaky pipes, the furnace that conks out every winter, the backed-up toilets that have to be flushed three times, the—”


“Zoe, sit down,” said Dad, pressing his index finger on the table. But Zoe turned and raced from the dining room with Merlin at her heels. Downstairs she closed her bedroom door and turned the lock.


Her heart splashed down like some stupid stone in some stupid river. She went cold all over. This was her house. The whole crazy, crooked place. The sunroom with its sloping floors you could roll your marbles down. The wide, bright living room. The walls with sagging wallpaper. The sinks that coughed and spat when you turned them on. She knew every creak and crack and cranky sound of the place.


Merlin wagged his tail and licked her bare feet. “Cut it out, Mer.” She stepped into the center of her room, feeling the cool linoleum floor on the soles of her feet. She’d stay here. They couldn’t make her move. Not if the door was locked.


Outside the sky was turning deep blue. Her toys and stacks of games turned into blue shadows as the room filled with twilight. Even the glass knob on her closet door was blue, as if a secret ocean were slowly flooding her room.


From the hall behind her came the sound of footsteps. Dad knocked on her door. “Zoe? Can I come in?”


“No.”


“Zoe, don’t do this.”


Zoe stood still until the knocking stopped. The air was thick with color. Zoe moved her arms. Swimming in it. Losing herself in the middle of the blue.
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Rapunzel was rescued from her tower by a prince climbing up her long hair. Sleeping Beauty’s prince battled through one hundred years of thorns, passing other suitors’ skeletons along the way. Zoe’s dad gave up knocking at her door, went outside, and leaned against her windowsill.


Framed in the open window, his long hair lit up in the moonlight. The soft glow erased the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. He looked like a surfer who’d lost his way home from the beach. “Hello,” he said.


Merlin bounced over and put his paws on the sill. His tail brushed against Zoe’s leg as she stepped closer. She peered out the window like a dark-haired Rapunzel who’d blown her chance of rescue on a cute haircut. “Okay, hello,” she said.


Dad reached up and brushed back Zoe’s bangs. “Don’t be mad, Zoe.”


“I don’t want to go.”


“I don’t either, honey.”


Zoe scanned her dad’s blue eyes. He’d always wanted to get back on the road, hadn’t he?


“There’s no work for me here in Tillerman. And none any driving distance from here. You know I’ve tried.”


She did know how hard he’d looked. Still, she had to ask: “What about the college?”


“I wasn’t the only faculty member to be laid off last year. I’m afraid they’re still in a slump over there.”


“The library?”


“Tried that.”


“Tillerman Hardware?”


“It’s closing down next month.”


Zoe’s eyes opened wide. “What will Mr. Yamamoto do?”


“I don’t know, honey. Maybe he’ll have to move to another town, like us.”


Zoe didn’t mention the one McDonald’s in town. Vegetarians weren’t into flipping burgers for a living.


“Dizzie’s Thrift?”


“Minimum wage.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Combined with Mom’s housecleaning money, we still wouldn’t earn enough for rent. Even if we could, Mr. Sallenge’s not willing to offer a new lease now that he’s got a buyer.”


Zoe leaned on her elbows. There had to be a way. “If only Horizon Books hadn’t gone under,” she said.


Dad nodded. “It was a great bookstore, wasn’t it? I miss it almost every day.”


Okay, he missed the store, but that would be nothing compared to how she’d feel if they left this house. She had to tell Dad that. She had to make him understand. Somehow her room had always been the center of the universe, and everything else had spun around it. She knew the universe didn’t really work that way. Still, for her, this particular spot on planet Earth was her center of gravity. It was the first place she’d ever called home after touring with Dad’s band when she was small, and she’d loved it from the moment she’d stepped inside. It was her very own bedroom. A place where she could be Zoe alone.


“Penny for your thoughts,” said Dad.


“You got one?”


Dad fished in his jeans pocket, pulled out a dime, and placed it on the sill.


“I don’t remember much about living on the road,” said Zoe.


“We had some fun back then.”


“It’s not about rock-’n’- roll this time, Dad.” She saw him flinch, and her mouth went dry.


Zoe held the dime to the glass. She thought about their days on the road before they’d settled here in town. She’d been three years old then, and the memories were a kaleidoscope of colors, songs, and smells. Sometimes she’d gotten a whiff of her past when Dad pumped gas down at the station. The strange familiar smell of goodbye.


“I made pretty good money managing the band,” said Dad. “Enough to finish my Ph.D., get us settled here in Tillerman, and go in on the bookstore venture.”


“Yeah,” said Zoe, “I know.”


The man in the moon poured quicksilver over the trees. Zoe pressed her chin into her palms. What good was a Ph.D. in English literature when you couldn’t make the rent? She had to come up with something for Dad. She couldn’t leave Kellen to face sixth grade at Creekside School alone this year. Besides, she had plans. She and Kellen had finally figured out a way to get revenge on Chris Tucker. A beautiful plan involving a series of love notes soaked in disgusting perfume and jammed in Chris’s locker every day until he cracked. “What about your fantasy book?” asked Zoe.


“I still haven’t sold The Dragons of Morenth yet.”


“Cool title.”


“Thanks.” Dad leaned against the wall. “You coming out?”


“Nope.”


“Okay,” said Dad. “Are you going to be all right?”


“I need to think.”


“Well, if you need to talk some more …” He leaned in a little closer; his daylight blue eyes were all that was left of the day now that night was at his back. Dad smiled once, then disappeared around the side of the house, his feet making crunching noises in the gravel.


“Come on, Merlin.” Zoe grabbed the glass doorknob and ducked into her closet dreamroom. She wiggled down into her beanbag chair. Merlin curled up at her feeta s she shut the door and flicked on the flashlight.


If only she could find a door into another world the way characters in books did. This would be a good time to leave the real world behind, with everything falling apart the way it was. She wouldn’t mind fighting the White Witch in Narnia, having tea with the Mad Hatter in Wonderland, or dancing with the Scarecrow in Oz. Maybe if she found the magic door into a new world and slipped away for a while, everything would be different when she returned. Dad would have found a job while she was gone, and they wouldn’t have to leave Tillerman.


Zoe grabbed The Wonderful Wizard of Oz from her closet bookshelf and began reading it again for the fourth time. On page five it said, “The north and south winds met where the house stood, and made it the exact center of the cyclone.” In her mind she saw Dorothy’s house spinning higher and higher up into the sky. She waited for the picture to take shape behind her eyes, then grabbed her drawing pad and turned to a fresh page. She drew the cyclone spiraling up the paper in blue and gray and black, and on top of that she added Dorothy’s house. She sketched in the pale yellow flashlight, humming as she pushed against the oil chalk till the drawing was complete.


Okay, Dorothy had been sucked up into Oz, but she wanted to leave Kansas. And she got to take her house with her. Her house and her dog.


Merlin panted, his breath as rank as a gym locker. Zoe kissed his ear anyway and jammed her bare feet under his soft belly. “I won’t leave you, stinky boy. I promise.” She held the flashlight above his head and circled it round and round till the shirts and the dresses and the empty hangers spun in her own silent tornado.
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Zoe staggered up the garden steps with a box of toys and placed it in the detached garage beside Moms old exercise bike. Last night she and Juke were told to fill a backpack and book bag with clothes and “special things” they’d be taking on the road. The rest of the stuff would be stored in Max and June’s basement or sold at the garage sale.


Dad came in, kissed Mom on the cheek, and put another box of books on the floor. “They’re all priced,” he said before turning to Zoe. “Honey, can you give me a hand upstairs?”


Zoe followed him up the steps on the back side of the garage and entered his dusty office. Computer gone, desk gone, shelves gone, posters rolled up into white tubes, the room looked like a storage room above the garage instead of a cozy writers office. Dust motes swirled in the dim sunlight. Zoe fought off a sneeze as Dad filled another box, placing the books carefully inside as if they were eggs.


Two boxes left and one book on the floor. Zoe picked up The Hobbit.


“Its for you,” said Dad. “A journey tale. The best kind of book to take on a quest.”


“What’s our quest?” asked Zoe.


“Find a job. Another place to live.”


“So it’s not about living on the road, like when I was three?”


Dad wiped off his hands and flipped over the lid. “Only until I get work.”


Zoe looked out the dusty window at her house below. “Couldn’t we stay somewhere else in town?”


Dad put his arm around her. “Where?”


Zoe thought about it. If this had happened a year ago, they could have moved in with Grandma Nell, but she was in a nursing home now.


“Even if we had a place to stay around here,” said Dad, as if completing her thought, “we’d still have the problem of finding work.” Dad gave her shoulder a squeeze, then handed her a box and nodded toward the door.


She was downstairs pricing dishes with Mom when the first car pulled up. Jamie Martin, with blond pigtails and rumpled clothes, led her two-hundred-pound mom into the garage.


“I’ve got stuff to do down in the house,” said Zoe, and she beat it out of there fast. Down in the living room Zoe ran her finger along the empty bookshelves. The coffee table had a price tag on it. So did the couch. She lay belly down on the old Persian carpet. Okay, she’d have to mellow out or she’d never make it through the day. Her finger traced the magical mountainsides hidden in the red-gold design on the rug. Each mountain peak was covered in golden snow. The dry, sweet smell of chamomile clung to the carpet where she’d spilled a cup of tea there last winter. She lay her cheek against the scratchy wool and breathed in the scent.


“Lots of furniture in here!” Dad said, bursting through the kitchen door. Zoe bolted for the stairway.


“Nice dining-room table,” said a woman’s voice. Zoe ran downstairs, slid into her room, and slammed her bedroom door.


She gulped for air, trying to calm herself, but the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs got her heart pounding even faster.


“It’s a good solid bed,” she heard Dad saying. “Maple frame. Old-fashioned bedposts.”


Zoe dove into her closet, wedged herself tight in her beanbag chair, and peeked through the crack as Dad came in with Jamie Martin’s mom.


“Jamie’s shooting up,” said Mrs. Martin, running her freckled hand along a bedpost. “What do you think, honey?”


Jamie skipped across the room and traced the dark hole in the poppy wallpaper. Her pigtails bounced as she leaped onto the bed and crossed her legs. “I guess so,” she said before blowing an enormous pink bubble.


Pop! And that was that. Mrs. Martin was scrawling out a check for Dad, her checkbook pressed against the bedpost. Jamie fell backward and lay straight as a rolling pin atop Zoe’s pillows. She rolled from side to side, the star quilt Grandma Nell made flattening under Jamie’s weight like cookie dough.


“Come on, honey,” said her mom. “We’ll pick the bed up later. We’ll get Papa to bring the truck.”


Jamie spread her arms wide, moving them back and forth as if she were making angels in the snow. She stared at the ceiling, her eyes growing wide as she blew a triumphant bubble. Pop! The bed was hers.


That night Zoe held her pillow tight against her chest. Bed gone, shelves gone, games sold or packed. She curled inside her sleeping bag, letting the coolness of the old brown floor soak into her back. Moonlight fell through the window, poured through her glass knob, and sharpened into a white arrow across her floor. She ran her hand along the tip of light and looked at the hole in her poppy wallpaper, a secret rabbit hole in a wild garden. She turned onto her back and stared at the crack on the ceiling, an almost-elephant with an extra-long trunk. She’d pointed him out to Dad one night when she was four, and Dad said, “He’ll watch over you because elephants never forget.” And she’d let him guard her through good dreams, bad dreams, days alone making cardboard castles, and long afternoons spent in bed with a fever.


The glass doorknob, her closet dreamroom, the hole in the wall, the almost-elephant—they would stay in her room always, but tomorrow she would be gone. Zoe’s fingertips tingled. If only she could shrink her room down to the size of a matchbox and slip it in her pocket. Come to think of it, if she had the power to do that, she’d shrink it all down. Her house, Kellen’s, Dizzie’s Thrift, Horizon Books (the way it looked before it closed), Creekside School, Fletcher Park, where she’d first learned to ride her bike, Yarrow Creek. The whole town of Tillerman. She’d shrink it all down, put it in her pocket, and take it with her on the road. Everything would be small and secret, and she’d protect Tillerman always.


In the center of her floor, in the center of her room, in the center of her house, in the center of the world, Zoe closed her eyes, shrinking first her house, then Kellen’s, and slowly, very slowly, the whole town.
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Up in the tree house Zoe carved her name in the acacia branch. She was just slipping her Swiss army knife back in her pocket when Kellen climbed up with some Popscicles to share. They spent their last hour together high above the rest of the world. It was hard to talk. Pretty soon the Flynns would be leaving Tillerman, not just for a week or a month or a year—but for good.


Zoe finished her orange Popscicle and sucked on the stick. Her lips still felt numb as she curled her tongue around the wood. Kellen turned and gave her an orange smile. “Saw the people who are buying your house. Skinny girl in a dumb pink lace top.”


“She’s a city kid named Jessica Jacobs,” said Zoe. “She’s supposedly got a kid sister, Mindy or Mandy or something, but I didn’t meet her. Anyway, Dad made me shake Jessica’s hand before she and her mom toured the house with Mr. Sallenger. Jessica checked out my bathroom and saw the pan at the base of the toilet—you know, the one that’s there to catch the drip?”


“Yeah.”


“She told her mom it was disgusting.”


Kellen swung her legs through the tree house railings, her toenail polish glinting in the sun. “Why? It s just water.”
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