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ELI FRIEDEN

It’s a one-in-a-million shot, and we nail it.

Just not in the way we planned.

I lie against the cool stone of the pool deck and peer into the filter opening. I can make out the tip of the boomerang, but I can’t quite jam my hand in deep enough to get a grip on it. “It’s stuck.”

“What are the odds?” Randy groans. “You could throw that thing fifty thousand times and never get anywhere near the filter. But one little challenge, and bull’s-eye.”

Randy’s famous around Serenity for his “challenges,” which usually involve catching something uncatchable while riding a bicycle, jumping on a pogo stick, swinging on a rope, or rolling inside a truck tire. As his best friend, I’m usually the guinea pig for Randy’s cockamamie ideas. Like today’s challenge: Randy throws the boomerang out the window of the tree house and I’m supposed to leap off the diving board, snatch it out of midair, and do a cannonball into the pool. Only I miss, the cannonball turns into more of a belly flop, and the boomerang disappears inside the filter.

“Maybe Mr. Amani can get it out,” I suggest. He’s the local handyman, whose job includes pool maintenance and just about everything else from plumbing and electrical work to ridding your crawl space of scorpions and baby armadillos.

“And maybe he can’t, which means my folks will have to call the pool guys.”

That’s a much bigger deal than it sounds like. There’s no pool company in Serenity, and the nearest town is eighty miles away. It can take weeks to get anybody to schedule a trip out here, and in the meantime your pool turns to soup. Mr. and Mrs. Hardaway aren’t going to be thrilled with this—although they’re pretty used to it, having dealt with Randy for thirteen years.

It’s definitely a drawback to living in a small town in the middle of nowhere. Every time something like this comes up, though, my dad just points to the newspaper clipping on our fridge:

SERENITY VOTED #1 IN USA FOR

STANDARD OF LIVING

He leads me through the bullet points in the article: no crime, no unemployment, no poverty, and no homelessness. The amazing part isn’t so much that we have none of those things, but that other towns do, and they’re okay with it. It must be awful. Of course, there are only 185 people in Serenity, so it’s not so hard to make sure all of them have someplace to live and work. We’ve got the Serenity Plastics Works, one of the largest producers of orange traffic cones in the United States. Our school has the highest test scores in New Mexico. We’re right on the edge of Carson National Forest, surrounded by canyons, foothills, and woods, and the sun shines practically every day. True, it gets pretty hot sometimes, but we don’t bake like they do in those real desert towns. No wonder Dad’s so proud. He’s the mayor, which sounds like a big deal, but it really isn’t. His salary as mayor is one dollar per year, and he always claims he’s overpaid.

Our parents constantly remind us how lucky we are, and we always roll our eyes. But you know what? They’re right. We are lucky—just not when the pool filter is busted, and the nearest repair is in Taos.

Randy makes an executive decision. “I’m not going to tell my folks about it. I’ll just act ten times as amazed as everybody else when they find the boomerang in there.”

I’m a little uncomfortable. That feels like lying. I know people do it all the time on TV and in books. But here, we’re honest no matter what. Even when it’s hard to be, or when it could get you in trouble. That might sound a little too good to be true, but I think that’s why people here are so happy.

“We could go to my pool,” I suggest, anxious to change the subject. “No boomerang, though.” My dad is twenty times as strict as the Hardaways. He’s the school principal as well as the mayor. That is a big a job. There’s only one school in town.

“Nah, I’m sick of swimming.”

“We could hang out in the tree house.”

“Boring,” he declares. “Every kid in town has a tree house and none of them are any fun. And don’t say video games either. It doesn’t matter how good your home theater is when all your games are lame.”

“Our games aren’t so lame,” I remind him. Randy and I have figured out a way to tweak the game software to unlock hidden features, like crashing cars and fighting with real weapons. Turns out I’ve got a knack for that kind of thing. I can do it with my iPad and computers too. It’s strictly hush-hush, because everybody in Serenity is antiviolence. I am, too, but in a video game, I figure where’s the harm in it? It’s not like it’s actually happening.

“Yawn.” Randy gets this way sometimes, where nothing satisfies him. Basically, he’s a crab. Believe it or not, it’s one of the main reasons I like him. You don’t hear much complaining in Serenity. Randy always manages to find something, though. It’s almost as if he’s daring the universe to do a better job, no matter how great things already are. I think my dad would be happier if I found a different best friend. But let’s face it, in a town with only thirty kids, there’s not much to choose from. And anyway, you don’t find best friends. Best friends just happen.

“So what are we going to do?” I ask him.

“Let’s get out of here. Let’s go somewhere.”

I brighten. “They’ve built that new high slide at the park.”

He’s unimpressed. “Big deal. You climb up so you can come down. Let’s do something cool.”

“Like what?”

“Like—” His eyes dance. “Check out the most awesome old sports car you’ve ever seen.”

“Sports car?” I echo. When you live in a place this small, not only do you know every car; you could probably recite the license plate numbers by heart. When somebody gets a new vehicle, three-quarters of the town show up to see it. There are plenty of fancy SUVs and sedans, but no sports cars.

“It was the weirdest thing. My dad and I were hiking a few miles out of town and we found an old, abandoned ranch—busted-up fences and a house that was nothing but a pile of toothpicks. The only thing standing was this rusted Quonset hut. And when we went inside, the car was there. The tires were flat, and the whole thing was buried in dust and spiderwebs, but it was beautiful. My dad said it was Italian—an Alfa Romeo. It had Colorado license plates from 1961.”

“Wow,” I say.

“Yeah,” he enthuses. “Let’s go see it.”

“What—right now?”

Randy shrugs. “What are you waiting for—Christmas? It’s not too far. Grab your bike and let’s go.”

I hesitate. “I have to ask my dad.”

He looks pained. “Bad idea. I know your old man.”

Poor Dad. Felix Frieden is kind of a joke among the kids in town, with his three-piece suits, and his shined shoes, and his no-nonsense attitude. They just see his principal side.

Randy has a point, though. “You think he’ll say no?”

“Why give him the chance?” Randy insists. “The car’s only a few miles away. We’ll be there and back before he even knows you’re gone. Come on, Eli, live a little.”

“It’s just—” I’m embarrassed to say it, but I have to be honest. “I’ve never been out of town.”

“Neither have I—not since we visited my grandma when I was six—”

“No,” I interrupt. “I’ve never been anywhere out of town. Not even where your dad took you hiking.”

“What about that time in science when our class went fossil hunting?” he challenges.

“That was still inside the town limits. Mrs. Laska said so.”

He’s amazed. “But haven’t you ever passed that stupid sign—the one that says: Now Leaving Serenity—America’s Ideal Community?”

I shake my head. “I’ve never even seen it.”

“Well, you’re going to see it today,” he decides. “Grab your bike.”

That’s another thing about Randy. He won’t take no for an answer. He doesn’t exactly bring out the best in me, but we have a great time together, and that counts for a lot. He does the things I daydream about but don’t have the guts to try.

Until today.

Only one road passes through Serenity, a two-lane paved ribbon everybody calls Old County Six. We pedal west along it, riding right down the center over the faded, broken line. There’s little fear of meeting traffic in either direction. All decent highways cross New Mexico well to the south. If you hit Serenity, chances are you’re lost.

As we bike on, I spot the gully that was the site of the fossil-hunting trip. I am now farther from home than I’ve ever been in my life. Can it really be this easy? You just jump on a bicycle and ride out of town? It seems like cheating somehow, breaking some overarching Law of the Way Things Are Supposed to Be. Yet here I am, just doing it. It’s kind of exhilarating—at least, I’ve never been so aware of the beating of my heart and the blood pumping through my veins.

I feel a little strange about not telling Dad. Not that I need his permission—I’m thirteen years old. Besides, he never specifically said not to ride my bike out past the town limits. I’m not breaking any rules, but I know he’ll be disappointed if he finds out about this. Face it: If I don’t need to ask permission for this ride, how come I snuck my bike out of the garage? I try to push the thought from my head as I pedal away.

I glance over my shoulder at Serenity—the perfect rows of immaculate white homes, the swimming pools positioned on the lots like aquamarine postage stamps, the basketball hoops lined up like sentries, all lovingly set down amid the striking southwestern landscape. In this view I find my answer to the nagging question of how a person could spend thirteen years here without ever once setting foot outside the town proper. Why would I need to? When it comes to fun or comfort, we’ve got it all. We’ve got the stuff adults want too—a great school and great jobs. We’ve got the three Essential Qualities of Serenity citizens—honesty, harmony, and contentment. We’ve heard about the bigger towns and—even worse—cities. They stink of garbage and everything’s crumbling, and crime is so bad that nobody can trust anybody else. People spend their time in fear, hunkered down behind locked doors and alarm systems.

At the same time, it’s almost startling how tiny the town is, even from this distance of barely a mile. If it wasn’t for the factory, you wouldn’t notice it unless you knew what to look for. I guess that’s the Serenity Miracle our parents are always talking about—that so much quality of life can be held in such a small package.

“How much farther?” I call ahead to Randy.

“Probably another twenty minutes.”

After a bend in the road, a tall butte obscures the town altogether. It completes the feeling of being out there.

Randy doesn’t seem to notice at all. “Look!” he shouts back at me, waving his arm to the right.

It’s the sign Randy mentioned—the one about leaving town. In contrast to spotless and impeccable Serenity, it’s surprisingly faded and weather-beaten. I squint at the bottom, where the warning No Gas Next 78 Miles has been tacked on.

I’ve done it. I’ve left town. I survey the rocky hills and scrub pines and brush. I don’t know what to call this, but it’s not Serenity anymore. After more than thirteen years, I’m officially Somewhere Else. And how does it make me feel?

To be honest, kind of scared. I’ve never done this before, never lost visual contact with my hometown. By the time I get to see this Alfa Romeo, I’ll be so stressed out that I won’t even be able to appreciate it. I’m overthinking this whole business to the point where it’s making me sick to my stomach.

Well, I’m not turning back. I made it this far, and Randy will never let me hear the end of it if I don’t follow through.

But I really am sick—and getting sicker. The nausea grows stronger, rising up the back of my throat. There’s no way it’s just from being nervous. This is something physical. What did I have for lunch today? I can’t remember, but whatever it was, it’s coming up, and soon. My stomach twists in a paralyzing cramp, and my head hurts too.

“What’s with you, Eli?” Randy calls back in annoyance. “Running out of gas already?” His expression changes when he sees me. “Hey, are you okay?”

I’ve slowed down, although I hardly notice it. Only pure stubbornness keeps my legs pumping. I’m in agony, blinded by the kind of headache that lodges behind the eyes like a glowing coal, pulsating and doubling in intensity. The pain is unimaginable. It’s not just a terrible thing; it’s the only thing.

I’m not even aware of toppling off the bike until my chin strikes the road. Fire erupts on my forearms where they scrape the rough pavement. I see Randy kneeling over me, feel him shaking me, but I’m powerless to respond. I can only focus on one thought:

I’m dying.

What happens next is so shocking, so bizarre, that I’m sure I’m imagining it, delirious with pain. A loud, rhythmic roar swells around Randy and me, and strong winds whip down on us. A dark shadow moves directly overhead, growing larger and larger as it descends. An enormous military-style helicopter settles on the road, its rotor buffeting us with air.

The hatch opens, and out jump six men in identical indigo uniforms and wine-colored berets.

“Purple People Eaters!” Randy breathes.

Through a fog, I can barely make out the distinctive tunics of the Surety, the security force of the Serenity Plastics Works that doubles as the town police. It takes all the strength I have left to spread my arms to the rescuers.

“Help me,” I whisper, wondering if they can even hear me over the thunder of the chopper.

“Eli ...”

I can’t seem to pinpoint the source of the voice. Through blurry vision, I can just make out the outline of a face peering down from above.

“Eli, wake up.”

“Dad?” I’ve never been so relieved to see him. My father’s familiar features come into focus—thin lips and pale eyes, the color of a frozen lake. It’s his Principal Stare, although it’s hard to imagine him looking any different if he was an astronaut or a fruit picker or a rock star. Most kids go a long way to avoid that expression, but to me, it’s familiar and even comforting, my earliest memory.

I’m in one of the two beds in Serenity’s tiny doctor’s office and health clinic. An IV tube tugs at my arm. And that means ...

It’s all true. It comes back like a delayed-reaction recollection of a terrible nightmare. The bikes. The collapse. The Purple People Eaters ...

“I never thought I’d see you again, Dad.” The lump in my throat swells to cantaloupe size. “I never thought I’d see anybody!”

The Stare softens and he leans over and hugs me. “You gave us quite a scare.”

“What happened?” I feel better, but by no means back to normal. An impenetrable grogginess covers me like a curtain. The nausea and headache are gone, but the memory of so much pain and fear haunt me. The idea that it’s possible to feel so awful, and that maybe I’ll feel that way again one day—it’s changed me.

On the other hand, I’m alive, which is kind of a surprise. “What happened?” I repeat.

Dad breaks the hug. He tries, but he’s just not a touchy-feely guy. “Dr. Bruder isn’t quite sure. Dehydration, maybe.”

“I was fine until suddenly I wasn’t anymore. I was on my knees throwing up nothing and holding on to my head to keep it from falling off.” My voice cracks a little. “I honestly believed I was going to die.”

“But we can’t rule out the possibility of an extreme allergic reaction to something growing out there,” Dad goes on briskly.

I stare at him, wanting to be babied just a few minutes longer. Briefly I wonder if my mom would have been the warm and fuzzy parent. She died when I was little, so I’ll never know. I don’t even remember the smiling face in her portrait on our mantel. It’s my job to replace the flowers every week. The picture is familiar, but the person in it is a stranger.

Don’t get me wrong. My father has always been there for me. I spit up on his tailored suits as a baby. When I toddled my first steps, his sure hands steadied me. I even remember him in the pool supporting my stomach when I was learning to swim—no small thing for a guy who rarely loosens his tie. But a teddy bear he’s not.

“Is Randy all right? Did the Purple People Eaters pick him up too?”

The pale eyes frost over in disapproval. “We don’t use that term.”

I bite my tongue. Maybe you don’t, but that’s what every kid in town calls them. What do you expect when you dress them up like a platoon in plum?

“You’re very lucky the Surety stumbled on you when they did,” he continues.

“Stumbled?” It isn’t exactly how I’d describe it. “Is that what you’d call a giant helicopter filled with purple storm troopers descending from the sky in a blizzard of flying dust?”

When my father frowns, his lips retreat into a pencil-thin line above his chin. “Storm troopers—where would you pick up a word like that?”

“From school,” I reply. “I’m in eighth grade, Dad. We know about armies. We even know they have to fight wars sometimes.”

He sighs. “I suppose. We’re citizens of the larger world too—not just our own town. I wish that everybody could share the life we have here.”

“Tell me about it,” I agree. “Hey, Dad, why do the Purple—the Surety have their own helicopter?”

“It belongs to the factory. We’re fortunate to have a company like the Plastics Works that looks after us so well. A lot of communities our size don’t enjoy our resources.”

“Yeah,” I persist, “but why do they need it here? We’re completely safe.”

He looks surprised. “Well, they just saved your bacon, didn’t they? In a big city, that helicopter might be needed for police surveillance. Here we have the luxury to use it to help people. It’s just another thing that makes Serenity such a special place, don’t you agree?”

But for once, I’m not sure whether I agree or not, because the memory of the chopper triggers other images: rough hands hauling me aboard the craft; a stifled “Hey!” from Randy, hitting the deck beside me; the sound of the bikes being crammed into the cargo hold; a dizzying takeoff, which finally brings up lunch; Serenity viewed from high above, growing steadily larger as we come in for a landing.

Then, pounding feet, a babble of anxious voices. Purple People Eaters, Dr. Bruder, my father, all talking at once.

“Here!”

“Hold the stretcher steady!”

“Quickly!”

“Put him out!”

The needle pierces my arm and I’m fading, but I can hear a response. “Yes, Mr. Hammerstrom.”

Hammerstrom?

At that point, the sedative takes effect and everything goes black.

Dad kisses my forehead. That doesn’t happen very often, proving how much this incident must have shaken him. “Now get some rest, Eli. Dr. Bruder wants to observe you for a couple of days.”

I know I should just be grateful to be alive. But the curiosity is boiling inside me and I can’t help it. “What’s Hammerstrom?”

He’s almost gone, but the question freezes him in the doorway. “I beg your pardon?”

“When they took me out of the helicopter, someone mentioned Hammerstrom.”

“One of the Surety goes by that name,” Dad replies.

I try not to smile. Wow, there’s a Purple People Eater named Hammerstrom! I’ve got to tell Randy!

Although everybody knows everybody in Serenity, that doesn’t extend to the Surety. They keep to themselves, which makes them kind of nameless and faceless. You see them around town, but the only time you ever get close is on Serenity Day, for the annual Surety-versus-Plastics-Works tug-of-war. That’s also when they do their drill team parade, which looks like someone spilled grape juice on the Grenadier Guards in front of Buckingham Palace.

“Now put it out of your mind,” my father continues. “You’re safe and it’s all over.”

It’s meant to be soothing, but it sounds a little like an order.

I resist a wild impulse to snap a salute.
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AMBER LASKA

THINGS TO DO TODAY (UNPRIORITIZED)

           •  Piano Practice (1.5 hours)

           •  Ballet Practice (1 hour)

           •  Math Test Corrections (to bring up grade from 94)

           •  Meditation (need new mantra—download English-Sanskrit translation app)

           •  Make Farewell Card for Randy (optional)

           •  Work on Book with Tori

           •  Work on Serenity Day Project with Tori

           •  Sleepover at Tori’s (unconfirmed; Tori might sleep over here)

I frown at the list, and then change optional to mandatory. Maybe Randy’s not my favorite person—I think he’s a troublemaker. But I feel terrible for anybody who has to move away from Serenity. No other place could ever be as good.

The scene where he breaks the news keeps replaying itself in my head. He’s being sent to live with his grandparents in Colorado.

“You mean”—my mind can barely take it in—“you’re leaving Serenity?”

He nods grimly. “They have a small farm, and they’re getting older, so they need some help.”

He’s devastated. And what about Eli? He’s still in the health clinic from that weird accident. I shudder just thinking about it. You’re shut away with no visitors, and when you finally get out, the first thing you hear is that your best friend is moving away? I can only imagine what it would be like to lose Tori, who I’ve seen every single day as long as I can remember.

“Can’t your grandparents hire somebody?” Tori asks.

Randy shrugs. “My mom says they can’t afford to. It’s just a small place.”

We stare at him like he’s speaking a foreign language. None of us has ever met anybody with money problems. The plastics factory is always busy, and everyone who wants a job has one. We’re not rich in Serenity, but we’re all really comfortable. I mean, we know about poor people, but that kind of thing happens in other places. It’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard—not being able to afford a house or even food to eat.

One time Tori and I saw this movie where a family gets their power shut off because they can’t pay their electric bill. It’s hard to imagine that situation in Serenity. Maybe you don’t pay your water bill so you can’t fill up your pool? But here, there’s plenty of money to go around, so everybody pays their bills. It’s just another reason why I’d never leave Serenity—until college, of course. We’re too tiny to have our own university—though I wish we did. Even then, I intend to stay as close to home as possible, at the University of New Mexico at Taos. I’m careful to keep my interests and hobbies limited to things you can major in at Taos, like English, music, and dance. That’s why I gave up learning Chinese last year. No sense in wasting my time on something that isn’t going to go anywhere.

It seems to me that they’re ignoring an obvious solution. “Why don’t your grandparents sell their farm and come to live here?”

He looks miserable. “It’s already decided. I’m going.”

“Poor you,” laughs Malik Bruder, the doctor’s son. “You might actually have some fun in the big bad world out there.”

“Can you be serious for once?” I’m so not in the mood for this. “What do you consider fun? Living in a crumbling, dangerous city where people are packed in like sardines?”

Malik smirks at me. He always manages to look like nothing bothers him. “You’d be surprised, Laska.”

“And you know so much about the world,” I shoot back. “With your C-plus average and your interest in—” I pretend to rack my brain. “Oh, right—absolutely nothing!”

He seems amused. “Have you ever been anywhere but here?”

“You haven’t either.”

“True,” he admits. “But the minute I’m old enough, I’m out of here. NYC all the way, baby!” He always calls it by its initials—en-why-see.

“Don’t say that!” pleads Hector Amani, Malik’s number one fan. “It’s not like Serenity out there. People take advantage of you!”

Hah. Malik has made an art form out of strong-arming Hector into doing things for him. When it comes to taking advantage, NYC would have a hard time coming up with someone as good as Malik.

Malik shifts his gaze over to Hector. “You’re perfect for this place. Me? I’m going to see the world.”

“You can waste your whole life wandering only to find that what you’re searching for is right in your own backyard,” I return. I didn’t make that up. That’s what it says on the gazebo in Serenity Park. It’s kind of the town motto. Tori and I are working on a picture book based on it, called Your Own Backyard. My mom is a teacher at the school, and she’s going to set it up so we can read it to the lower-grade kids when we’re done. If it’s any good, naturally.

By this time, Randy looks terrified and I feel guilty. Here we are, talking about how the outside world is unlivable, and that’s where he’s going. But what can we say? That it’s just as good as Serenity? That’s another thing outsiders do that we don’t. They lie.

Malik notices it too. “Trust me, Randy. You’re the lucky one. If the rest of the world is so bad, how come so many people live there? There are, like, seven billion of them, and only 185 of us. Case closed.”

Malik is infuriating. But one of the things we learn in school is that anger is the emotion of a lesser person. So I just smile. “You know it doesn’t work that way.”

“How do you know it doesn’t?”

Before I can answer, my mom rings the handbell to call us in for math, which is our first afternoon class except on Tuesdays, when we have science, and Thursdays, when we have Contentment. It’s a full schedule when you add in social studies, Meditation, and gym. We’re in the middle of the water polo unit now, because Serenity Day is coming up. We always cap off the celebration with the big game. It’s my favorite holiday of the year.

I lead the group back into the building. When your mother is the teacher, you have to be just a little better than everybody else. It’s a lot of pressure to be the best behaved, the most involved, and to get the highest grades. That’s why I make lists of everything I need to do. It helps me stay focused—control is key.

Example: When we reach the classroom, there’s always a basket of desserts on the teacher’s desk—cookies, cupcakes; today it’s donuts. We’re supposed to take only one, but it’s on the honor system. Mom’s still outside, so nobody’s watching us.

I’m two pounds off my goal weight, so I don’t take any. Tori helps herself to one, like most of the kids. Hector takes a donut, and, when nobody’s looking, sneaks another half.

Malik? He inhales about four. He’s proud of himself too—standing at the basket, grinning smugly, lips smacking, icing staining his fingers, when Mom comes in for the afternoon. He’s practically daring her to call him out.

Malik thinks he’s so cool because he breaks rules. But he’s not as smart as he thinks he is—especially when it comes to the world outside Serenity. In fact, I know a lot more about it than he does.

It happened a few months ago. Tori and I were in the park working on Your Own Backyard. She had to go, but I stayed to practice my pliés, since I was twenty minutes short on ballet that day. Control, remember?

Anyway, I was right by the Serenity Cup, which is this huge silver trophy on permanent display on a pedestal in the center of the park. It’s our town’s pride and joy, presented by President Roosevelt way back when Serenity was founded in 1937. It sits in a Plexiglas case, and nobody ever walks through the park without checking it out, even though we’ve all seen it a million times.

So that day, I look at it for time number a million and one, and there’s something I’ve never noticed before—a padlock through a little hasp in the corner of the case.

Then I spot the work crew—two men in heavy boots. One is up a ladder, and the second is holding it steady. They appear to be snipping branches off an overgrown sycamore tree. Here’s the thing, though: they’re not from here. Everybody in Serenity knows everybody else, except maybe some of the Purple People Eaters. But I’ve never seen these guys before.

Sure enough, there’s a pickup truck parked by the side of the roadway. Ray’s Tree Service, Taos, New Mexico is stenciled on the door. I have an astounding thought! Did they lock the case because they’re afraid one of these strangers might steal the Serenity Cup? We’ve all heard the horror stories about other places, but this is the first time it’s ever crossed my mind that outsiders might bring their dishonest ways here.

Even though I’m nervous, I’m also a little intrigued. Meeting new people doesn’t happen very often. There are only 184 possible choices, and I already know almost all of them.

I decide to go over and introduce myself. “Hi, I’m Amber.”

One says “Hi” back. The other tells me, “We’re working here, kid,” not in a mean way, but the way adults sometimes talk when they’re too busy to be bothered with you. I guess I look a little wounded, because he adds, “Watch your head. There are branches coming down. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

“Oh, right. Thanks.” I suppose it’s nice of him to look out for my safety.

I retreat a few steps toward the truck, and that’s when I notice the newspaper on the driver’s seat. It’s something called USA Today. A newspaper for the whole country? People in Serenity read the Pax, which is published right here. This paper must be big in Taos, and maybe other places, since it says USA.

Suddenly, I’m staring at the headline:

ACTOR’S DEATH RULED MURDER

I turn to the tree guys. “What’s murder?”

They stare at me like I’m some exotic cockroach that just crawled up out of the ground. The ladder holder says, “Seriously?”

“I’ve never seen that word before,” I explain. “What does it mean?”

The man in the tree snorts a laugh. “Murder is having to prune branches on a hot day.”

“Tell me about it!” his partner chimes in.

I can tell they’re laughing at me, and I’m embarrassed although I don’t really know why, so I change my tactic. “Can I have your newspaper?”

“Oh, sure, kid. Knock yourself out. And while you’re at it, you’d better get yourself a dictionary.”

I reach in the driver’s side window, and pick up the USA Today. My eyes are drawn back to the lead story:

           It began as a grisly mystery: bloodstained walls in a Hollywood hotel suite; a Browning pistol still clutched in the victim’s limp hand; a famous face contorted in death ...

“Heads up!”

A leafy branch hits the ground at my feet, and I scramble out of there, calling, “Thanks for the paper.” I can feel the newsprint crackling in my hands, almost as if there’s an electric current running through it. It’s clear to me that I’m holding something powerful and important, although I have no idea how I know this.

When I get home, I hide the USA Today in the garage between the spare air-conditioner filters. I’m not sure why I don’t show it to my parents, especially my mom. We’re really close, since I see her all day at school, and then all night at home. I don’t even tell Tori, and we’re practically two halves of the same person. I know that keeping secrets is like chiseling at the mortar between bricks in a wall. But this feels different. This is uniquely mine. So I have this urge to keep it for myself.

Over the next few days, I read that paper from cover to cover, soaking up every word. Some of the stories are the same as what the Pax prints—stuff about the president, and the sports scores. But that’s where the similarity ends. Put it this way: I know what murder is now. They also call it homicide—another word I never heard before.

Our parents are always reminding us how lucky we are to be spared the kind of problems they have in other places. But that’s not the same as seeing it spelled out in black-and-white—reading the descriptions of the crime scenes, hearing about the victims and their poor families, following the police officers who make the arrests, and the court cases where criminals are brought to justice.

And it’s not an occasional thing either. I count seven people dying because of murder, just in one USA Today! There are even more robberies—and sometimes the murders and the robberies happen together. There are other things we never read about in the Pax—things like wars, kidnappings, riots, and acts of terrorism.

Every time I put my USA Today back in its hiding place, my head is spinning with more questions. What kind of people would do such horrible things? There’s nobody like that in Serenity. What if murder comes here? Is that why there are so many Purple People Eaters, and why they have their own helicopter—to protect us from all this?

I calm myself down with a little meditation. It’s more proof that our parents did the right thing by raising us here, where we’re safe.

One thing bothers me, though. Why doesn’t the Pax print the bad stories that are in USA Today? Is it because we don’t have to worry about things like murder? Just because we live here doesn’t mean we shouldn’t know about the outside world. What about someone like poor Randy? When he gets to his grandparents, will he be ready?

I agree that USA Today is upsetting, but it feels really honest.

At dinner that night, my mother brings up the subject of Randy moving to Colorado. “How did the kids react?” she asks. “It must be hard to lose a friend you’ve known for so long.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “It’s murder.”

My father drops his fork with a clatter.

Mom stares at me. “Where would you pick up a horrible word like that?”

“From the newspaper.”

Dad frowns. “Don’t be dishonest, Amber. The Pax would never—”

“It wasn’t the Pax. It was in USA Today.”

“But how—?” For an instant, my mother’s voice rises sharply. Then she catches herself, and when she speaks again, she sounds calm. “I’m a little—surprised that you found an outside newspaper. The Pax is all we read around here.”

“There were these tree trimmers in the park.” It feels good to get it off my chest after so long. “They gave it to me.”

“When was this?” my father probes.

“A pretty long time ago.”

My parents share a meaningful look. I’m thinking: Are they mad at me? I never actually lied, but it’s pretty obvious that I didn’t go out of my way to tell them about it.

But no. Mom’s not angry, just interested. “Well, did you learn anything from it?”

I nod. “I learned how lucky we are to live in Serenity.”

THINGS TO DO TODAY (UNPRIORITIZED)

           •  Piano Practice (1.5 hours)

           •  Ballet Practice (1 hour)

           •  Finish Contentment Essay

           •  Tell Tori about USA Today

It’s funny—once Mom and Dad know about my newspaper, it seems crazy that I never told Tori about it. What could I have been thinking? It just confirms what we learn in Contentment—that the mind has a way of tricking you into thinking you’re doing the right thing when you’re not.

The truth is, I was keeping a secret. It’s a slippery slope.

Mom’s still at school, so Tori and I have the house to ourselves. My father’s a honcho at the factory, and he’s usually not home until dinner.

“Let’s go for a swim,” she suggests. “Work on our stamina for the big game.”

“Okay, but first I want to show you something cool.” I lead the way into the garage and duck behind the shelving unit where we keep the spare filters. One by one, I lift them up.

My USA Today is gone.

“Well?” Tori prompts.

Weird—for four months I’ve kept that paper hidden. And now that I’m finally ready to show it to somebody, it turns out I’ve lost it. How careless can you get?

“Forget it,” I tell her. “Let’s put our suits on.”
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MALIK BRUDER

I can’t wait to move to NYC when I’m older. I’m going to live on the sixtieth floor of a skyscraper, eat junk food all day long, and, who knows, maybe even get a motorcycle.

The only thing more depressing than living in Happy Valley is having to celebrate it. In school, we all have to work on special projects for Serenity Day, which is the holiday where we commemorate the founding of this wonderful community. Sarcasm intended.

Ever notice that everything around here is Serenity-something? Serenity Park, Serenity Square, Serenity Cup. I should rename my toilet the Serenity Bowl.

Anyway, Serenity Day is a big deal. The entire population turns out, which reminds me of a medium-sized wedding on a TV show. We drink lemonade and eat hot dogs, and listen to speeches about how great our town is, and how lucky we are to live here. The activities would be kind of cool if you were about six—three-legged race, beanbag toss, real prime-time stuff. And Happy Valley is so backward they can’t even get that right. Last year, in ring toss, they gave me a set of rings as wide as hula hoops. I was wiping up the competition until Amber started complaining it was unfair. Oh, that Laska. When it comes to fun, she’s kind of like Kryptonite.

Whatever. The hot dogs aren’t bad.

Happy Valley is so small that the town officials are basically just our parents. Mr. Frieden is the mayor. My mother is the comptroller, in charge of all the finances. Hector’s mom is the recording secretary. You get the picture. Not only are the speeches lame, but they’re delivered by people who are normally reminding you to floss or take out the garbage.

The highlight of the day is the big water polo match between Team Solidarity and Team Community. Actually, that part’s pretty good. Water polo is just about the only chance to take out some of my frustration at living here. I accomplish this by aiming the ball at my opponents’ heads. I wouldn’t exactly call it textbook strategy, but then again, I wouldn’t exactly call Happy Valley a town either.

Believe it or not, people get pretty rah-rah about water polo around here, because the season synchs up with Serenity Day. Nobody gets this excited about our other three sports, badminton, gymnastics, and croquet. But it can be pretty wild at the pool when Community and Solidarity battle it out. Hector’s parents always cheer the loudest. I think they’re just thrilled that he’s made it through another big game without drowning.

Don’t get me wrong: I love Hector. Driving Hector crazy is my favorite form of entertainment.

All the dopey chores my parents cook up for me—he does them, no complaints, just to hear me say thanks. I can’t say that too often, though. Don’t want to spoil the guy.

I haven’t had to cut the grass, rake leaves, or pick up some random thing at the store in years. Hector’s the ultimate school accessory too. He did a great job on my research paper on tigers—it got a B-plus, which isn’t bad for me. Any higher, and Mrs. Laska might get suspicious. Good old Hector.

I guess what I’m saying is he’s fun to have around. And fun is hard to come by in Serenity, New Mexico, the most boring pimple on the rocky butt of the Southwest. Not that I have anything to compare it to. I’ve never been past the city limits. And I use the word city very generously.

Wherever I go, I can count on Hector trailing along. Poor kid—when I ride my skateboard, he has to sprint. He sweats a lot. I try not to let him see me laughing.

Then there’s the day I look over my shoulder, and the little shrimp’s coming around the corner, struggling along on a skateboard of his own. He rides it like he has one leg instead of two. Or maybe it has square wheels. His parents don’t seem to like him very much—it’s kind of sad. They probably bought him a lousy one.

He looks terrified that he’s going to kill himself. The only thing keeping him going is the hope that I’m going to see him and be impressed.

“Malik! Back here!”

I pretend not to hear.

“Hey, wait up!”

It goes on like this for a while. His pleas for attention grow more desperate as he runs out of breath.

Eventually I figure he’s had enough, so I stop. The goofy grin on his face as he finally rolls up is totally worth it.

“I got a skateboard!”

So what? We get everything we want in Serenity—pools, trampolines, video game systems. I remember when we were six, we got those big electric cars. Mine was the Hummer; Hector went for some kind of Mercedes. This, in a community where you can walk from one side to the other in eight minutes, max, even on first-grade legs. We should be the poster town for spoiling your kids. Maybe that’s why Contentment is one of our main classes at school. I wonder how they teach Contentment in places where kids don’t have as much stuff.

Now he’s waiting—dying for me to say something.

So I don’t.

He pushes. “What do you think?”

“About what?”

He gets shy. “I figured you could give me some pointers—you know, because you’re so good.”

That gives me an idea. “Follow me!” With a few pumps of my leg, I’m up to full speed, leading him on an obstacle course through the hardest streets in town—rough road surfaces, speed bumps, sewer gratings. The houses glide by, white and immaculate, not a shutter out of position; the lawns are groomed and green, the flower beds well tended and perfect. Even the pink flamingoes have been freshly power-washed. It’s like an insult to manhood.

I glance over my shoulder and feel a twinge of something close to pride. Hector’s following—way behind, but give him props, he’s following. I’ve got one more card up my sleeve, and it’s the ace of spades. I wheel around the circle onto Fellowship Avenue, which runs past the plastics factory. The thing is Fellowship is the steepest hill in town. It took me years to get up the courage to attempt it on a skateboard. There’s no way a newbie like Hector can handle it.

I fly down the grade, grooving on the wind, which is strong enough to cut into the heat of the day. Then I turn and look up. The least I can do is wait at the bottom to pick up the pieces as they land. Hector hesitates, but only for a second. Then he’s on the way down, his body straight as a poker, his arms windmilling for balance as the board accelerates. I almost wish he would fall off now, before he picks up enough speed for it to be a total wipeout. My dad’s the local doctor, but he doesn’t need me to drum up business.

With a click, the factory’s long electronic rear gate slides open, and a double-wide flatbed truck begins to nose out into the street. The payload is piled high with orange traffic cones—hundreds of them; maybe thousands. It’s a familiar sight around Serenity—a shipment of cones heading out of town.

The truck tries to turn up Fellowship, but it’s too long, so the driver has to take another cut. That’s when I realize that the whole street is blocked, and there’s no way Hector is going to be able to stop a speeding skateboard in time.

“Hector—jump—jump!”

Doesn’t it figure? All day he’s been trying to get me to talk to him. And now he’s too petrified to listen—although I probably would be, too, if I was hurtling at terminal velocity toward a giant truck.

I hop off my board and start up the slope, sprinting flat-out. I know a moment of real fear when I see how fast he’s coming. But it’s too late to think about that now. It’s my fault he’s on this hill to begin with. I can’t let him get killed.

“Jump, idiot!”

He’s frozen like a statue.

I slip past the transport before the driver backs up again for the second cut. I line the kid up, and snatch him bodily off his board, which rolls under the truck, and keeps on going. The two of us hit the pavement hard, somersaulting one over the other. We take a pretty big beating, bumping and scraping along the pavement. At one point, I see that my shirt is covered in blood, and I kind of panic before I realize that it’s coming from Hector’s nose.

The driver jumps out of the truck and comes over to see if we’re still alive. “Are you okay? Don’t you know it’s dangerous to skateboard down a hill like that?”

The guy seems to think that I was the one who almost got killed, since I’ve got the most blood on me. But Hector looks pretty bad, too, and his nose is still gushing. He struggles to his feet, steadying himself against the side of the truck and bleeding all over a stack of cones. Three big sneezes spray gore over a wide area.

The driver is worried. “Maybe I should call the Surety.”

That’s all we have to hear. We’re right by the factory, so there must be Purple People Eaters just on the other side of the gate. Those guys creep me out. And who knows the penalty for bleeding on their precious traffic cones?

“It’s okay, mister,” Hector sniffles. “We’re fine.”

Well, what do you know? Shrimp has the brains to be cool about something. We both get up, sidestep the truck, and run after our skateboards.

At the bottom of the slope, we pick up our boards and walk. Hector is impressed. “Do you believe that? We bled together! Like blood brothers!”

I have to laugh. “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to take you back to the top of the hill.” His nose twitches. “And don’t sneeze on me! You want me to get sick?”

“I don’t have a cold. Didn’t you see how dusty those cones were? I’m allergic.”

“Being a wimp doesn’t count as an allergy.”

I learn two things that day. First, never skateboard with Hector Amani. I mean, I love messing with the kid and all that. But he’s such a spaz that he’s going to get himself killed one of these days, and I don’t want that to be on me.

Second, the Serenity Plastics Works is about as intelligently run as everything else in this one-horse town. Whenever I see one of those trucks now, I check it out. Hector’s right—those cones really are covered in dust. Who knows how long their product sits around before they bother to ship it out?

This is the factory that’s supposed to be our claim to fame? Those cones aren’t just dusty; they’re dirty. On one of the trucks, there’s this dark, crusty stuff on some of them. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it’s Hector’s nosebleed.

But all that happened days ago.


4

ELI FRIEDEN

There’s something different about Randy, and it isn’t just because he’s leaving.

He never comes to see me in the clinic, even though I’m there two nights.

“I knew you were okay,” is his shrugged explanation when I finally get over to his house. “What’s the point of us hanging around a hospital bed, listening to Bruder’s lame jokes?”

If it happened to you, I’d be there in a heartbeat! I almost blurt.

I’m sort of hurt. When Randy broke his ankle last year, I spent even more time than usual at the Hardaways’ because I felt bad for him being all cooped up. We even invented a new challenge—crutch-ball home run derby.

That’s always been the best part of being best friends with Randy. You spend 80 percent of your time laughing. He can make a game out of anything. I had visions of us racing up and down the hall—me on the wheeled IV stand and him on a rolling instrument cart. Or something even crazier. There’s no limit to the guy’s creativity.

But now he doesn’t even meet my eyes. “I have to pack.”

“I’ll help,” I offer.

No good. “My mom’s driving me nuts with it. She’s got everything in these color-coded boxes. It’s a train wreck up there.”

“I still don’t understand why you have to go at all.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

I can tell I’ve hit a nerve, so I try to cheer him up. “Well, we should definitely get in a couple of challenges before you leave. How about the truck-tire scooter jump? We never quite nailed that one.”

Just for a moment, the old Randy shows up. His eyes dance. “It occurred to me to stick the boomerang back in the pool filter for old times’ sake. I wouldn’t even be here to get in trouble for it.”

I sigh. “At least you’ll be with your grandparents.”

He looks at me as if I have a cabbage for a head.

“Randy, did you remember to pack your—” Mrs. Hardaway comes up behind her son and fixes me with an unreadable expression. Anger? Resentment? Fear, even? I’m taken aback. It isn’t my fault her parents need help on their farm. That’s what’s sending Randy away, not me.

Then she stuns me even more. “Sorry, Eli, but Randy has a lot of things to do before he’s ready.”

In other words, get lost.

My best friend is being shipped off to Colorado, and I’m barely going to have the chance to say good-bye.

We throw Randy a going away party at school, with a frozen yogurt cake and his favorite chips—fiery jalapeño and lime. There are only thirty kids in the whole town—nineteen of us in the upper school classroom, so it isn’t exactly a big blowout.

“One of the unique things about Serenity is that we’re all like a family,” Dad says in his capacity as principal. He chuckles. “There are some extended families larger than our entire population. But when one of our own moves on, it’s like we’re losing a brother or a nephew. It leaves an empty space that’s impossible to fill. We’ll miss you, Randy.”

I find myself suddenly annoyed. In the past, Dad has mentioned at least fifty times how much he wished there was another school in town so Randy could go to it. Dad’s not going to come close to missing Randy. Isn’t that almost like lying?

Mrs. Laska speaks next, but she says some nice things you can tell she really means. At the end, she gives Randy a big hug and actually tears up a little.

“Speech!” calls Stanley Cole, and a few others join in.

Randy’s face is bright red. “Who says I like jalapeño chips?”

Even Dad smiles at that one.

Tori Pritel sits down beside me. “I’ve never seen Randy so embarrassed.”

“You can’t embarrass Randy. Remember the time he ran out of bathing suits so he played water polo in boxers?” I study the floor. “Then again, what do I know?”

She turns in surprise, her long dark hair shifting on her shoulders. “You should know more than anybody. You guys are best friends.”

“You’d think so, right?” I should probably keep my mouth shut, but there’s something about Tori that puts me at ease. With Amber, you always feel like you’re being judged; with Malik, you’re afraid he’ll make fun of you, or worse, file it away so he can use it against you later. Tori’s the opposite. “Every time I go over to Randy’s, it’s the same story: ‘I have to pack.’ How much packing can anybody do? Lewis and Clark didn’t pack this much. He’s avoiding me.”

“He’s sad, you’re sad,” she contends. “Nobody ever leaves town, so we’re extra sensitive to any change. Remember how weird it was when Mrs. Delaney got here?”

Mrs. Delaney is our water polo coach. She’s super-nice and also a great source of information about the outside world. She came to town about six months ago when she married one of the Purple People Eaters.

“Maybe,” I concede, “but that doesn’t explain everything. Like why all this is happening so fast. I’ve barely heard Randy even mention his grandparents before—have you? I’m in the clinic for two days and suddenly he’s going to live with them?”

“I’m guessing the Hardaways have been considering this for a long time,” Tori reasons. “They just didn’t tell Randy because they didn’t want to worry him—you know how parents are. So when the decision gets made, it seems like it’s coming out of nowhere. But it’s really been brewing awhile.”

Tori doesn’t get great grades in school, but she’s really smart in a common sense way. Not that it helps me feel any better. Nothing will—except Randy announcing that he isn’t moving after all.

The party fizzles. Randy has no appetite, which saddles us with a lot of uneaten chips.

Dad has a solution. “You can each have one more bag. We trust you not to take more than your fair share.” He escorts Mrs. Laska out of the room.

Amber scowls at Malik, who already has a huge armload. “We’re on the honor system!”

Malik stuffs a fistful into his mouth. “Guess that makes me the most honorable guy in town.”

I look over at Randy. His expression never changes.

The next day is Saturday—departure day—although in my mind, Randy’s already gone. I’m done banging my head against the wall. Numbness has begun to set in.

Still, I get up early to watch them load the car, which doesn’t even appear so full after all that packing. In a way, everything seems totally normal. The Hardaways are going for a drive, something they do occasionally. The only difference is that, this time, when they come back, Randy won’t be with them.

He looks pale, and there’s no life in his eyes. His parents seem none too happy themselves, and his little sister is crying. I’m trying to swallow a lump in my throat the size of a bowling ball.

It’s so awkward. There’s no hugging or handshakes. Instead, I give him a piece of paper with my email address on it. “In case you forget.” He probably never knew it. We live a grand total of a hundred yards away from each other.

Correction: we used to.

“Let’s go, Randy,” his father announces. “It’s getting late.”

They get in the car. He hasn’t even said good-bye. The car pulls away from the curb.

Suddenly, he rolls his window down. “I’ll write.”

I point to the paper in his fist. “Don’t lose my email address.”

“I’ll write,” he repeats as if it’s the most urgent thing in the world, and I was too stupid to understand the first time. “Think of it as our newest challenge.”

Like a few messages back and forth can replace nearly fourteen years of friendship.

As the car makes the turn onto Old County Six, I wave. I couldn’t have said anything if I wanted to.

Now that Randy’s gone, it’s like the counter on my whole life has been reset. Everything is measured by the moment the Hardaways’ car disappeared. There’s the first night without Randy; the first weekend without Randy. I can’t remember the last time I walked to school alone. It’s less than a quarter mile, but it feels longer without the company, the shared yawns and jokes about Purple People Eaters driving by in their pickups. The rapid-fire plop of a fistful of cottonwood seeds splashing into somebody’s pool isn’t nearly as satisfying when there’s no one to hear it with you.

When you spend thirteen years with the same two-and-a-half-dozen kids, losing somebody is like cutting off a finger. Especially when it’s your best friend.

At lunch, Amber and Tori are eating together, and Malik, Hector, and Stanley are at one of the picnic tables. Just beyond them are Melanie Brandt and the Fowler twins.

It’s probably been like this for years, but I never noticed because I was always paired up myself.

After school comes the first water polo practice without Randy. The pool feels empty somehow, which makes no sense because the same number of us are in the water at any given time.

I’m not the only one missing Randy. He was Team Community’s best player.

Mrs. Delaney makes me his replacement, which means I have to go up against Malik, who plays the game like a great white shark with elbows. If you want to be on the winning side on Serenity Day this year, root for Solidarity.

Everyone’s already in the locker rooms. I linger poolside, dripping on the towel in my lap. I can’t seem to work up the enthusiasm to wrap it around me. Randy and I always used to race a couple of lengths after practice. I’m not about to do it alone, but old habits die hard.

I’m aware of a shifting of weight on the bench and I see that Mrs. Delaney has sat down beside me. “This must be hard for you,” she says sympathetically.

I nod. “Malik’s really good. Strong.”

“And when he can’t score on you, he just aims the ball at your face.” I guess I look surprised, because she grins. “You think I miss that? I played in college, you know. Division One.”

Two things about Mrs. Delaney: she’s a lot younger than most of the parents in town, so she remembers what it’s like to be a kid. And she’s new, so the way things are done in Serenity isn’t the whole world to her.

“But that’s not what I meant,” she goes on. “You must be missing Randy.”

“Does it show?”

“Not really,” she says. It’s a lie, but she’s doing it to be nice. “You know, in most places, people pick up and move constantly. It’s the normal thing to do. I lost friends that way half a dozen times—either their families moved or mine did. You get used to it.”

“Not here you don’t.”

“True,” she admits. “Of course, Serenity’s not so easy to get used to either. I’m from Philadelphia, so I never dreamed I’d live in such an isolated place. But then I married Bryan, so I found a way.”

Bryan. It amazes me every time I hear it. There’s a Purple People Eater named Bryan. Just like they’re human or something. For the millionth time I think of Randy.

It’s hard enough to imagine your teacher having a life outside of school. Throw one of the Surety into the mix, and it’s really through the looking glass. Mrs. Delaney once told the class that she met her husband on vacation in Cancún. I’ll never shake the picture of this beautiful beach with people swimming and sunbathing, and in the middle of everything there’s this Purple People Eater in full-dress uniform, complete with boots and beret. Maybe he double-parked his helicopter by the tiki bar.

I have to ask. “What are the Surety guys like when they’re not on duty?”

She gives me a mischievous grin, which makes her appear even younger. “That’s classified, mister.”

“Classified?”

“You know,” she explains, “like government secrets.” She stares at me, puzzled that I don’t understand.

“It’s not honest to keep secrets,” I say.

“Sometimes things have to be kept from us for our own good. Like national security. If the president told everybody his plan for that, he’d also be telling the enemy.”

I’m even more confused. “Who’s the enemy?”

She looks flustered. “Well, there isn’t one now. I’m just explaining why certain information has to be classified.” She manages to regain her composure a little. “Like your teacher’s private life, for example. Your need for honesty stops at my front door.”

I can feel my face burning red. “Sorry.” But I’m more confused than embarrassed. Dad says the need for honesty never stops. I stand up. “I should go change.” I start for the locker room.

“I can tell you one thing about the Surety,” she calls after me.

I turn around.

“They know you kids call them Purple People Eaters. I think they kind of like it.”
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HECTOR AMANI

I know what everybody says: Malik’s not really my friend. He’s using me so I’ll help him with his homework.

I don’t care. They don’t know the real Malik. They don’t see how he treats me when nobody’s looking. Like the time I skateboarded into the truck from the Plastics Works. I said I was fine, but Malik dragged me to the doctor’s office so his dad could check out my nose. Malik cares about me, and that’s more than I can say about a lot of the people who warn me against him.

Or when I got in trouble for losing my dad’s favorite toilet snake, and I couldn’t watch TV for three months, Malik let me come over to his house to watch I Love Lucy, even though he hates I Love Lucy. He only punched me twice, and even those times were because I laughed too loud at the funny parts.

We seem really different, but the truth is, Malik and I have a ton in common. Neither of us has brothers or sisters, and our dads don’t work in the plastics factory, which is pretty rare for around here. We’re not ordinary size—Malik’s the biggest kid in town, and I’m small for my age. We both love hot dogs, although he can eat three to my one.

The main similarity between Malik and me is we don’t love Serenity that much, and everybody else thinks it’s the best place on earth. Malik doesn’t hide the fact that, as soon as he’s old enough, he’s leaving. We all have to leave if we want to go to college—there’s no university in Serenity. But I assume what he means is that once he’s gone, he’s never coming back. Strange that a guy who relies on 24/7 room service from his mom is so anxious to get away. Maybe he expects Mrs. Bruder to come to NYC with him to cook his food and look after his laundry. She might even do it—she’s that kind of mother. He complains that she smothers him, but he also complains when the chip bowl gets low. That’s how their relationship works. She’s constantly nagging; he’s constantly yelling, yet they’re closer than close. There’s this word I heard once: codependent. I’m not sure if it comes under honesty, harmony, contentment, or a little of all three.

I don’t say anything, but when moving day comes, I’m going to beg Malik to take me with him—to college and beyond. I don’t want to stay in this town forever, even though the outside world scares me. It’s just too different and unknown.

Until that day, though, we’re stuck here, and we’re best friends, whether anyone believes it or not. He’s my partner for the Serenity Day project. We’re making amazing progress, and it’s probably going to go even faster once Malik starts helping. It was his idea to build a scale model of Serenity Park using Legos and the crate that the Bruders’ new pool table came in. I’ve been spending all my spare time in the park, mapping and measuring, to make sure we get it exactly right. Malik doesn’t get good grades, so most people don’t realize what a perfectionist he is. He understands all the schoolwork he gets out of doing. If he tried, he’d probably be the third-best student in town, after Amber and me.

Then again, if Malik was a good student, what would he need me for?

Yesterday, I’m in the park, measuring the display case for the Serenity Cup and hoping it matches the dimensions of the clear plastic Tic Tac container we’re using for our project when I spy Stanley Cole and his family. They’re picnicking on the lawn by Serenity Square—Stanley, his parents, his kid brother, and their dog, Ortiz. I watch from a distance, but they don’t notice me. They’re too wrapped up in each other. It kind of makes me uncomfortable. They laugh a lot, like everything’s hilarious to them. The dad drops a sandwich and the dog eats it. Hilarious! Stanley wipes out on an exposed tree root. Hilarious! The little kid buries his trucks in the sand, and then
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