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ONE


I came home from school on a Thursday in early September to find my parents sitting on the couch in the front room, waiting for me. I knew immediately something wasn’t right. We never sat on that couch. We never even walked into that room, with its white carpet and antique furniture. And what was Dad doing home from work, anyway?

My mother was wringing her hands, literally, like she was squeezing water out of her fingers, too preoccupied to ask me to take my shoes off in the foyer.

“What’s wrong? Where’s Brady?” I naturally put the two together before I realized it couldn’t be him. They would not be sitting here so calmly if something had happened to my brother. There’d be a note on the kitchen counter, a frantic phone message from the hospital.

“He’s at school. He’s fine. Kaya’s fine,” said Mom. “Everything’s fine.”

Dad squeezed my mother’s hand. “Have a seat, sweetie. There’s something your mother and I need to talk to you about.”

Clearly, everything was not fine.

I dropped my book bag on the carpet with a thud that mimicked the feeling in my stomach, and lowered myself into one of my mother’s favorite wingback chairs.

“What did I do?”

Mom laughed, about an octave higher than usual. “Nothing! Nothing.”

Then Dad cleared his throat, and they broke the news like it was a hot potato, tossing it back and forth so neither of them actually had to complete an entire, terrible sentence.

“You know, my business . . .”

“Daddy’s business . . .”

“It hasn’t been good.”

“This economy . . .”

“The whole printing industry, really . . . It’s been . . . a difficult few years,” said Dad, nodding and then shaking his head.

“And with Brady’s therapy bills . . .” said Mom.

My spine went stiff. My parents never blamed anything on Brady’s disability. It was an unspoken rule.

“We got behind on some payments,” Dad was saying.

“And the bank . . .”

“The bank . . .”

They paused, neither one of them wanting to catch the next potato.

“What?” I whispered. “The bank what?”

Then Mom started to cry and Dad looked like the potato had slammed into his stomach. “The bank is foreclosing on our house,” he said. “We have to move.”

I suddenly felt small amid the lush upholstery, like the chair might swallow me whole.

“Huh?”

“We’ve lost the house,” Dad said quietly. “We’re moving.”

I couldn’t seem to process what he was saying, though it seemed plain enough. “This is our house,” I said. They couldn’t take our house. We couldn’t move. Not away from my best friend, Reesa, who lived next door; and my lilac-colored room with its four-poster bed; and the window seat with its extra-fluffy pillows; and my closet where I could see everything; and . . . and my piano room, and . . .

“We can’t move,” I said.

They shook their heads. They said, “We’re sorry,” and “We hate this, too,” and “There’s nothing we can do,” and “It’s the only way . . . ,” and “We’re sorry. We’re so, so sorry.”

I threw a dozen what-if scenarios at them: “What if Mom gets a job?” “What if I get a job?” “What if we just stop buying stuff we don’t really need?” “Get rid of my phone?” “Sell the silver?”

“Your mother is getting a job,” Dad said. We wouldn’t be buying anything but necessities, the silver had already been sold, and yes, they’d be canceling my cell phone service. Even with all that, we still couldn’t afford the mortgage. In fact, we’d barely be making ends meet in the way-less-expensive apartment we’d be renting.

“What about Nana?” My grandma Emerson lived about two hours away in a farmhouse. She had chickens and made soap from the herbs in her garden. Lavender rosemary. Lemon basil. She always smelled like a cup of lemon zinger tea. “Can’t she loan us money?”

Dad dropped his chin to his chest.

“Ivy,” said Mom, “she lives off Social Security and the little bit she makes selling her soap at craft fairs. She can’t help us.”

“Aunt Betty? Uncle Dean?”

My parents shook their heads. “They have their own problems, their own bills, their own kids to send to college,” Dad said.

The air went out of my lungs; my bones seemed to go out of my limbs. I couldn’t even lift an arm to wipe my tears.

“I know this is hard, but it’s necessary.” She paused. “Please don’t cry. The twins will be home soon. We don’t want to upset Brady.”

I took a shuddery breath, but the tears were refusing to stop. Mom looked nervously out the front window.

“The bus is coming,” she said. “Here.” She offered me a wad of Kleenex.

I nodded, took the tissues from her hand, and sniffled my way to the stairs. We didn’t cry in front of Brady. We didn’t raise our voices or have freak-outs of any kind if we could help it.

My little brother had a seizure disorder when he was a baby. His brain had been wracked by spasms for months, and while they had finally stopped, he now struggled to walk and talk and understand the world around him. If you got angry or emotional in front of him, he thought you were upset with him or, as the doctors said, he “internalized.” Then it took hours to pry his hands away from his ears and calm him down.

I went upstairs to the music room and closed the door. It had taken a special crane to get the baby grand up here through French doors that opened onto the balcony. I sat at the piano bench and played a tumble of scales and chords until my hands turned to heavy bags of sand and I dragged them over the keys. The resulting noise was satisfying. It sounded exactly how I felt.

Out the window, I saw Brady and Kaya walking up our long driveway. They were six years old and I was sixteen. I remembered when my parents brought them home from the hospital. Brady was perfect then. The seizures didn’t start until six months later. We were so worried Kaya would get them, too, but she never did.

She held his backpack for him. It always took a while for them to make their way to the porch, because Brady stopped every few steps to pick up a pebble or stray bit of asphalt and throw it into the grass. We had the cleanest driveway on the planet.

When they neared the house, Mom and Dad walked out to greet them with hugs and pasted-on smiles. I wasn’t ready to pretend everything was okay, not even for Brady.

I just continued to play my piano.

When I saw where we were moving a week later, my throat closed up and I could barely breathe. Mom made it all sound like a fabulous adventure, like camping in a deluxe cabin.

“It’s really very nice,” she said. “Three bedrooms, two baths, walk-in closets. Even wifi.”

“Golly, Mom. Do you think we’ll have running water? And heat?” Sarcasm was one of the few ways I could say what I truly felt in front of Brady, as long as I paired it with a smile.

“Of course, sweetheart.” Mom smiled sarcastically right back. “Refrigeration, too. And bunk beds!”

“Brady get bunk bed!” he exclaimed with a sweet smile.

It was amazing how easily six-year-olds could be won over by the promise of narrow sleeping surfaces stacked on top of each other. Mom and Dad were just relieved he wasn’t traumatized by the whole thing, and made no attempt to redirect him to a new topic or coach him to speak in complete sentences like they usually did.

I ruffled his soft, blond hair, the hair I wished I could trade for my mop of brown, frizz-prone curls. “Bunk beds are cool.” We’d been talking up the benefits of the bottom bunk in particular, so he wouldn’t want the top. It was too dangerous for him.

He hugged my leg. “Ivy bunk bed!”

I kissed his head and quickly turned back to the dishes I was wrapping in newspaper. My bags and boxes were packed with what little I was allowed to take to our new home. Essentials and favorites only, Dad had said. The rest would go into storage or be sold, because the new place was “more economical.” I was pretty sure that was code for “crappy little apartment,” but I wouldn’t know for sure until Dad got home and took us to check out the place.

The phone rang and I heard Mom answer in the next room, a den with a circular fireplace we always sat around on New Year’s Eve to roast marshmallows.

“Oh, hi, Reesa. . . . Yes, she’s here. Why don’t you come over? Ivy’s just—”

I lunged for the kitchen phone. “Mom! I’ve got it. You can hang up.”

I waited for the click. “Hey. I’m here.”

“I kind of noticed that when you screamed in my ear. You want me to come over?”

“No!” I closed my eyes and took a calming breath. “No, I’m . . . Mom has us all doing chores. She’s, um . . . she’s giving a bunch of old dishes away. For a charity thing.”

I wasn’t quite ready to tell her that we were the charity thing. I kept thinking if I didn’t tell anyone, it wouldn’t happen.

“Then you totally need me. I know how to pack china so it won’t break,” said Reesa. “Remember my job at the antiques store?”

“You worked there for one day. They made you dust.”

Reesa laughed. “Okay, fine. But I did learn how to wrap flatware before I quit.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m almost done, and we have to go out when my dad gets home, anyway.”

I managed to rush her off the phone before she could ask where we were going. When I hung up, Mom joined me across the table. She slid a dish onto newspaper and folded four corners to its center. “You haven’t told her?”

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

She wrapped another plate, and another, alternately stacking hers with mine. When I placed the last plate on the pile, she rested her hands on top and sighed. “We’re moving this weekend, sweetie. You should tell your friends.”

“I will. I’m just waiting . . .” I didn’t know what I was waiting for. That sweepstakes guy to show up with a gigantic check for a million dollars and a bouquet of roses, maybe? “I want to see it first. That’s all.”

As if on cue, Dad walked into the kitchen and laid his briefcase heavily on the counter. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. His look of nervous resignation was enough to announce it was time to go see our new place, ready or not.

We loaded into the Mercedes SUV, which now sported a handmade FOR SALE sign in the rear window. Mom chattered on about how nice the new apartment was. Her voice sounded thinner than normal, like she couldn’t get enough air. “It’s smaller, of course. But plenty of room for the five of us. Three bedrooms . . .”

She kept saying “three bedrooms” like it was a huge deal. I should’ve known the sleeping accommodations were the least of my troubles. It was like worrying that your tray table is too small on an airplane that’s about to crash.

I hid my face behind the FOR SALE sign, picking at the tape that held it in place, while Brady and Kaya bounced in their booster seats. My father steered the car down our long, curving driveway. The wrought-iron gate swung open as we approached, triggered by a motion sensor that was perfectly timed to release us without a moment’s delay. My parents hadn’t installed the gate or the fence around our property to keep people out, but rather to keep Brady in. He had a tendency to wander. Still, it kept visitors from stopping by unannounced, so none of my friends had discovered we were moving yet. I was hoping to keep it that way.

My nail polish, a glossy fuchsia, had started to chip. I scraped one thumbnail against the other as we passed Reesa’s house. Their gate was sculpted of copper with an ornate letter M for Morgan in the middle. It was flashy and curvy and shiny like she was. But more important, it was right next door. The distance between her kitchen door and ours was precisely seventy-seven steps—or fifty-three cartwheels. Though we hadn’t traveled via cartwheel in a few years, we had sworn to always live next to each other, even when we went off to college. Even when we got married. “Our kids will be best friends,” we always said.

I lifted my head like a prairie dog. “Maybe the people who buy our place will rent it back to us.”

Daddy darted a warning glance at me in the rearview mirror. Brady and Kaya didn’t know the house was going to be sold. “Nobody’s buying our place,” he said.

My parents wanted to spare the twins the full details of our situation, so they wouldn’t be overly traumatized. (Was there such a thing as moderate trauma?) We were telling them this was a temporary move while work was being done on the house.

A big fat lie, I’d said.

A little white lie, Mom insisted.

“Oh, yeah.” I winked at Kaya, who squinted back. She was totally onto them, but also very well trained in the ways of the let’s-not-upset-Brady bunch.

I twisted around to watch the rolling hills of Westside Falls disappear behind me as we headed toward the city of Belleview, then slouched back down in my seat. Maybe the new place wouldn’t be so bad, after all. Small, but cozy. Like Brady’s bunk bed. Maybe it would be located on one of those cute streets in the city where the houses were like Manhattan brownstones, and I’d be close enough to walk to my favorite shops.

We hadn’t been driving long, maybe six or seven minutes, when my father turned left at an intersection we usually went straight through. I sat up taller, the fine hairs on my arms standing at attention as we passed some industrial buildings and warehouses, an abandoned gas station, and a vacant parking lot with weeds sprouting through crumbled asphalt. “Wait, we’re not . . . where is this place, exactly?”

“It’s in district.” There was definitely something weird about my mother’s voice. “You won’t have to change schools or anything.”

I froze, swallowing hard. “But it’s . . . it’s not . . .” Another warning glance from my father confirmed what my arm hairs had been trying to tell me.

We were moving to Lakeside.

Like Westside Falls, Lakeside was a suburb of Belleview. But that’s where the similarities ended. Lakeside was a bad neighborhood that had been added to our otherwise posh school district a few years ago when they redrew the boundaries. There wasn’t even a lake there, only a reservoir where they’d flooded a valley years ago to provide water to the nearby city of Belleview. I’d never actually been to Lakeside myself—we never drove this way when we went downtown to shop or go to restaurants—but I’d heard plenty. Somebody’s cousin’s best friend’s mom got carjacked when she took a wrong turn and asked for directions. And everyone said if you wanted to buy drugs, all you had to do was look for a corner where a pair of high-top sneakers were dangling from the phone wires above.

The worst part was how all the Lakeside kids who attended Vanderbilt High rode a single bus to school, and everyone joked that it came from the state penitentiary, which was on the other side of the reservoir.

No way was I riding that state pen bus to school.

We slowed down as an exceptionally ugly apartment building loomed ahead, its sign promising GARDEN TERRACE ESTATES though there was neither a garden nor a terrace in sight. It did have balconies, though, which were strewn with deck chairs, grills, and . . . was that a giant, inflatable snowman drooping over the railing? I closed my eyes and didn’t open them until the car bumped to a stop and Daddy said, “Here we are.”

The twins scrambled out, squealing. I opened my left eye, and it immediately started twitching . . . as if trying to protect me from what it was about to see. I pressed my palm to the lid to make it stop and squinted through the other eye. Mom pulled my car door open and held her hand out to me. I finally lifted my arm and slipped my fingers into hers.

I was relieved, at first, that what stood in front of me didn’t have balconies full of deflated Christmas decorations. It wasn’t an apartment building at all, but a tall, skinny, brown house on its own little plot of land. It looked like a row home that had lost its neighbors and might teeter over sideways in a stiff wind.

“I thought you said we were moving into an apartment.” I stayed close to the car, figuring they’d made some kind of mistake.

“We are.” My father pulled some keys from his pocket and strode up the steps to the front porch. “Top two floors are ours, plus the attic. The owner lives downstairs.”

He jiggled a key in the lock and held the door open as the twins scampered inside. Brady almost tumbled over backward craning his neck to view the steep flight of stairs in front of him before turning around to scoot up on his bottom. I wanted to turn around, too. And run. My feet shuffled backward until I was leaning against the car, staring at the exterior of our new home. The vinyl siding was the standard Crayola shade of brown (no chestnut or copper or raw umber for us). The fake shutters were painted a slightly lighter brown, like a chocolate mousse, and the front steps were the color of mud. The lawn was more weeds than grass, but at least it was green. Ish.

I walked toward the porch steps but couldn’t bring myself to go any farther. It was my mother’s face that stopped me. For the thinnest whisper of a moment, her brave smile had slipped, and I caught her reaction. The same panic and dread that clenched my stomach were reflected back to me in her eyes.

She was as scared as I was.

“Coming in?” Mom held the screen door open, her everything-will-be-just-fine mask back in place.

“Sure,” I said. “In a sec.”

I waited for her to disappear inside before attempting my escape but only made it as far as the edge of our yard, all of ten paces away. I stood there, looking around. The neighborhood didn’t appear to be laid out in any sort of grid. Houses were scattered at random angles, as if they’d sauntered up the hill, spied an empty lot, and plopped down. A gravel road meandered between them. Our house was the only one taller than two stories, dwarfing the squat little houses and cabins around it. Bungalows? I wasn’t sure what to call them.

Some kids on bicycles came tearing around the corner, skidding on the gravel road. They headed for the playground across from our house, bumping over the grass and dirt and hopping off their bikes to make a pass across the monkey bars. They noticed me standing there, and one of the little girls stared for a minute, then said something I couldn’t hear to the others and they all leaped back on their bikes and rode away.

I vaguely registered the creak of door hinges behind me and expected to hear my parents calling me inside. But they didn’t. Nobody was there when I turned. I looked toward the neighboring house, a small brick ranch surrounded by a tall hedge. Nobody there, either, but I noticed for the first time an older-model Jeep parked out front. It was bright red and immaculately clean, the only vehicle I’d seen so far that wasn’t covered in a film of dust from the gravel road.

I was staring at the Jeep, thinking it didn’t belong here any more than I did, when its engine revved. Jumping back, I fell against the rear bumper of our car. The Jeep lurched forward and rumbled my way. I regained my balance and stood there like I’d never seen an automobile before as it covered the short distance between us and rolled to a stop in front of me.

A tattooed arm, lean but muscled, stuck out the window. It looked familiar, and when I lifted my gaze to the driver’s face, I knew where I’d seen it before. Or, rather, where I’d ignored it before.

The tattoo—an intricate pattern of chains and gears—belonged to none other than Lennie Lazarski, a senior at Vanderbilt High School and its most notorious druggie.

His black hair, always tied in a short ponytail at school, hung wet and loose around his face like he’d just showered. He drummed his fingers on the outside of the Jeep’s door, flexing his tattoo as he looked me up and down. Then the corner of his lips curled into a lopsided grin.

“Ivy. Emerson.” He punctuated my name like that, slowly, in two parts.

I didn’t think it necessary to acknowledge that I was, indeed, Ivy Emerson. Or that I knew who he was. Not that I could’ve spoken if I’d wanted to. My mouth was suddenly very dry, and my throat . . . my throat was doing its squeezed-tight thing. I stared at him, blinking. Hoping he’d disappear.

Lazarski’s eyes darted from me to our car to the brown house and back to me. He let out a single, raspy snort of laughter, then gunned the Jeep’s engine again and drove off, stirring up a cloud of dust that billowed at my feet.





TWO


“Thou hast thine period?” Reesa said in a British accent. She was trying to guess the source of my agony as we sat in her bedroom after school on Friday.

Moan.

“Thy mother hath readeth thine diary?”

Reesa had been talking like this since we started studying Chaucer in AP English the week before. I shook my head, moaned some more. I didn’t keep a diary, exactly. It was more of a journal, where I scribbled bits of poetry and song lyrics and occasional rants I couldn’t rant about in front of Brady.

“They didn’t have the dress thine wantedeth in a size zero?”

Already I felt the wedge, a little sliver of a thing at first, start to wiggle its way between us. In Reesa’s world, the one I’d lived in until last week’s big foreclosure reveal, the worst imaginable causes for distress were things like cramps. And a dearth of cute dresses.

“Not even close,” I said.

She plopped down next to me. “I giveth up.”

I took a deep breath. “You need to swear you won’t tell anyone or laugh or stop being my friend. And you need to promise you will lie, if necessary, to protect me.”

“Oh, my God, yes, yes, yes,” she said. “Tell me. What is going on?”

I lifted a stuffed koala bear from her bed and pressed it to my face, peering over its fluffy head to gauge her reaction as I spoke the horrible words. “We’re moving. To Lakeside.”

Her eyes got big. “Uhhh . . . what?”

“We’re moving.”

“Yeah, I got that part, which is just . . . wrong. But I could swear you said you’re moving to Lakeside. And that’s insane.”

“We’re moving into an apartment over there. In a house. It’s behind a long-term storage place off Jackson Boulevard, you know?”

Reesa did not know. Her blank stare got blanker.

“There’s a Save-a-Buck store at the corner. Or Save-a-Cent. Whatever it’s called. It’s . . . it’s over there.” I waved feebly in the general direction of my new neighborhood.

“B-but, why?” She could not have looked more shocked and disgusted if I’d announced I was pursuing a career as a pole dancer.

“My parents are totally broke. The bank is foreclosing on our house. We’re . . .” I lowered my voice. “We’re poor.”

“That’s not possible. How is that possible?”

I tried to explain what my parents had told me, how my father had put our house up as collateral on a business loan right before the economy tanked. It hadn’t seemed like much of a risk at the time because sales had tripled the year before. Then everything bottomed out, and Brady started having all kinds of therapy. My mom had to stop working to take care of Brady, and they couldn’t keep up.

“It came down to paying our mortgage or paying for Brady’s therapy,” I said. “And they couldn’t exactly stop teaching him how to talk and stuff.”

Reesa squeezed her cheeks between her hands, nodding. She knew. Outside our immediate family, she was one of the few people who knew the challenges Brady faced, how hard everything was for him. She watched him take his first steps, applauding along with the rest of us. She helped me teach him how to clap. He still claps whenever he sees her.

“Couldn’t they, like, declare bankruptcy or something? That’s what my uncle did and he didn’t have to give up his house or his boat or anything,” said Reesa.

“I don’t think it’s an option.” Or, at least, not one my father was willing to consider. I had overheard my parents arguing about it months ago, one of many signs of our impending doom that I’d ignored. When I walked in and asked what was wrong, they said everything was fine. Nothing for you to worry about, sweetie.

Maybe they’d thought they could fix it, that something would come up. But it hadn’t. They’d put off the inevitable as long as they could. “Dad said we just have to live within our means. Make it work.”

“Like Project Runway.”

“I wish.” I flopped back on the bed. “Try ‘Project Poverty.’”

Reesa crinkled her nose as if she’d just taken a whiff of the girls’ locker room at school. I had thought it would make me feel better to tell Reesa, to hear her say everything would be all right, that it wasn’t so bad, that nobody would even notice or care. But she didn’t say any of those things.

She said, “That sucketh.”

I hadn’t even described the house yet—its overwhelming brown-ness, my closet-sized bedroom. “It’s not that bad,” I lied, suddenly afraid of scaring her off entirely. “Kind of cozy, actually.”

Reesa pouted. “I’ll never see you. You’ll be too busy smoking pot. And getting tattoos.”

I rolled my eyes. “No, I won’t.” I had already decided not to mention Lennie Lazarski. Even a friend as loyal as Reesa might run screaming if I mentioned that he lived next door.

“Move over.” She put her head next to mine on the pillow and we both stared at the ceiling. There were still a few of the glow-in-the-dark stars we’d stuck up there in the shape of constellations when we were twelve. “I can’t believe you’re leaving me.”

“I’ll see you at school every day, and I’ll get Mom to drive me over here on weekends, and you can . . .” I almost suggested she visit me, but I didn’t want to trigger that smelly-locker-room sneer again.

“I’ll call you,” she said. “All the time.”

I pulled my phone out, dialed her number, and showed her the NO SERVICE message that popped up on the screen. “I’m officially a total loser. Just, please . . . don’t tell anyone. Okay?”

“Someone might notice if you never answer your phone again.”

“I’ll make up some excuse. Nobody has to know I moved. Nobody.”

Reesa nodded, knowing exactly who I was talking about: Willow Goodwin and Wynn Davies, a.k.a. Wicked and Witch. We ate lunch with them every day, went shopping together, attended the same parties. They were among our closest friends.

And we couldn’t stand them half the time.

Willow’s mother was “old money” and her dad worked as an attorney, not that he had to work at all. The only reason my dad works is so he doesn’t have to hang out with my mom all day, Willow told us. She insisted that she hated her mother, but she didn’t mind the perks that came with being Frances Goodwin’s daughter, like getting the role of Clara in The Nutcracker after her mother donated a million dollars to the Belleview Ballet.

Wynn was spoiled, too, but more so by the absence of her parents. They took their role as socialites seriously, and that meant Wynn was practically raised by a revolving door of nannies du jour. Her parents bought her whatever she wanted to keep her happy.

The two of them sat at the tippy top of the social ladder of Vanderbilt High School and made it their business to know everything about everybody.

“They’ll find out,” said Reesa. “They always do.”

My throat tightened. I knew girls fed gossip to Willow and Wynn, simply to avoid being targeted themselves—a preemptive strike of sorts.

“Can’t your parents borrow money from someone?” Reesa reached for the Tiffany-blue, polka-dotted piggy bank on her nightstand, as if its contents would make a difference.

I shook my head.

“My parents are packing up the last of our stuff right now, so we can move this weekend,” I said. The bank wasn’t officially foreclosing on the house for another month, but it would take a few weeks to sell all the furniture we weren’t taking with us.

“This weekend?” Reesa sucked in a sharp breath. “As in tomorrow?”

I closed my eyes. “Yeah.”

“This is bad.”

Duh.

“But it’s not, like, permanent, is it?” Reesa was going through the same five stages of Oh-Shit-This-Can’t-Be-Happening that I had: denial, denial, denial, denial, and denial.

I could only shrug. My father had assured me the apartment was a temporary fix. We’d find a regular house in Westside Falls once the debts were paid and some of our savings replenished. But he wouldn’t say if “temporary” meant a few weeks or a few months. I didn’t want to consider that it might be even longer.





THREE


Saturday morning I rode shotgun in the truck Daddy rented to haul our stuff. Mom was planning to follow in the car with the twins and Brady’s little fish tank once she packed up the food from our fridge. I hadn’t showered. My hair was knotted into the same messy bun I’d slept in, and my sweatshirt had toothpaste down the front. Not that it mattered. Nobody important would see me today.

“The red couch from the den will go in the living room,” said Dad, seemingly oblivious to my unenthusiasm. “Your mother’s little writing desk will fit in your room. That small dresser of Kaya’s will be yours, too. . . .”

I zoned out on his detailed inventory of what we’d brought from our old house. My piano hadn’t made the cut, of course. None of my bedroom furniture had, either. All of it was too big to fit in the tiny attic room that would be mine.

“. . . and Carla asked one of the neighbor boys to put together a moving crew to help us unload, so it shouldn’t take long.”

“Who?” I said, panic rising in my throat.

“Carla Rodriguez. Our landlady. She’s very nice. Your mother’s already spoken to her about watching Brady and Kaya from time to time. I think you’ll like her. She’s—”

“No, what neighbor boy?”

“Hmm?” He bent over the steering wheel to see out my side-view mirror. “I think I just cut that guy off. Sorry!” He waggled his hand toward my window. “Give him a wave, so he doesn’t think we’re jerks.”

I leaned out the window and offered what I hoped was a we’re-not-jerks sort of wave. In the side mirror, I saw an arm shoot out of the passenger side, wave, then give me the finger.

“I’m pretty sure he still thinks we’re jerks,” I mumbled. I rolled up my window and ducked down in my seat.

The car continued to follow us into our new neighborhood, stopping in front of the Lazarskis’ house as we pulled in front of ours.

“Uh, Dad? I think the guy we cut off is part of our moving crew . . . or he wants to kill us,” I said. I slid down in my seat even more.

“Oh, great. I can apologize in person.” Dad jumped out and strode over to their car. The whole embarrassing scene was visible in the driver’s side-view mirror.

“Sorry ’bout that, boys,” Dad said, sounding like one of those annoyingly reasonable and cheerful fathers on a 1960s sitcom. “It’s harder to drive that thing than I thought.” He gestured toward the truck and I ducked down farther—I was practically on the floor at this point—so they wouldn’t spot me.

There was some muttering among them that I couldn’t make out, and the squeak of a screen door. Someone shouted, “Lazo, my man!” A voice that I presumed was Lazo’s said, “Gentlemen.” And the decidedly-not-gentlemen laughed.

More muttering. Then Dad was back, opening the door to the truck. “Are you coming? Do you want to meet the boys?”

“No.” I shook my head. “No way.”

“Ivy, please.”

I shook my head again and Daddy sighed, closed the truck door, and walked up to the front porch. I heard a woman’s voice, and the door to the house closed.

Then laughing. Hooting. “‘Sorry, boys,’” someone mimicked my dad’s deep voice. More laughing. Then, “Shut it, dickwad,” “I need a smoke,” and “Are we gettin’ paid to carry that asshole’s furniture, or what?”

I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up and pressed it to my ears. When Daddy came back to the truck, I would tell him to make them go away. I’d rather carry every single box up three flights of stairs myself than let any one of them step foot in our apartment.

Suddenly, the passenger door I was leaning against was yanked open, and I nearly rolled out backward.

“Shit, Emerson.” Lennie Lazarski caught my shoulders from behind and shoved me back in. “What the fuck are you doing?”

A kid with a scar under his lip stood behind him laughing.

“Nice language,” I said, scrambling onto the seat.

“Yeah, nice language, Leonard,” said Scar Face. “Is that any way to talk to such a fine piece of Westside ass?”

Lazarski smirked. “She’s not a Westsider anymore, is she?”

I wanted to shout that I was not a Lakesider and never would be, but I was here. In a moving truck. Waiting for my belongings to be unloaded. It was kind of hard to claim that I wasn’t one of them. I reached for the door handle instead and slammed the door closed, punching the manual lock down with my fist.

“Go away,” I said through the glass.

Lazarski crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head back so he could look down his nose at me. “You gonna carry this stuff inside all by yourself?”

I took a deep, shuddery breath and cranked the window down a couple of inches, to make sure he could hear me. “Yes, we are. Your services are no longer required, so you and your friends can go home.”

A slow smile spread across his lips. He uncrossed his arms and did a deep, exaggerated bow, swishing his hand in the air like he was bowing to the Queen of England. “As you wish, Your Royal Highness.”

Sauntering away, he threw an arm over Scar Face’s shoulder and called out to the guys, “Hear that, gentlemen? Our services are no longer required.”

They all started talking over one another. “Great.” “I got out of bed for this shit?” “What’d you say to her?” “This is bullshit, man.” “Dude, I’m hungry.” “Yeah. Let’s eat.” “Vinny’s?” “Yeah, Vinny’s.”

I lay on the truck seat with my arms wrapped around my head until I finally heard four car doors slam shut and the sound of tires spinning out on gravel.

A few minutes later, the front door to our house swung open. I lifted my head to see Daddy step onto the porch, followed by a slender, dark-haired woman. Carla, I presumed. They looked toward the puff of gravel dust the car had left in its wake.

“Where’d everybody go?” said Dad.

Carla took a few steps toward Lazarski’s house. “Leonard?”

I scrambled to the driver’s-side door and pushed it open, jumping down to the road. Lazarski was nowhere to be seen.

Dad turned a befuddled face toward me. “What happened?”

“Nothing, they . . .” I lifted my chin, refusing to cry. “We don’t need any help. We can do it ourselves.”

I walked shakily to the back of the truck and pulled the lever to open the cargo doors. A box of pillows tipped over and spilled its contents onto the road. A single bark of laughter came from Lazarski’s backyard. My sincere hope that he’d left with his friends was dashed. Slowly, I bent to collect the pillows and put them back in the box. I would not cry in front of that jerk-off. I would not.

Dad joined me at the truck. “Ivy,” he said gently, “are—”

“Let’s just get this done, Dad. Okay?”

He nodded, and we quietly started carrying things upstairs. By the time Mom and the twins arrived, we had already made twenty trips each. As soon as I dropped a box in whichever room Mom had marked it for with her blue Sharpie, I turned around and went down for another. Carla helped us wedge the couch up the stairs and kept an eye on Brady while we hauled everything else up. We took a break a few hours later, ate sandwiches standing around the tiny counter of our new kitchen, then went back to hauling boxes.

I overheard Mom hissing at Dad when she didn’t think I was listening, “We should’ve hired someone ourselves. Or asked some of the guys from the shop.”

Dad gave her a funny look. He obviously didn’t want his employees to see our new neighborhood any more than I wanted my friends to. “Too late now,” he said, heaving another box from the truck. “Won’t take much longer.”

Six hours later, it was done.

Brady was happily introducing his fish to their new room. The tank was so close to his bed, they were practically sleeping with him. He was thrilled.

I made a final climb to my attic room, lay down on the bare mattress of my single bed, and stared at the boxes filled with the remains of my life. I didn’t even have the energy to search for my earbuds and plug them into my not-a-phone-anymore to listen to music. As I closed my eyes, the noise of the neighborhood drifted in—car doors and dogs barking and the pounding bass of a passing car stereo. I took pride in being able to find music in nearly every sound. The rustle of leaves, a squeaky swing swaying in the breeze, the slamming of lockers . . . laughter, footsteps, sighs, even sneezes. Finding my own voice was sometimes hard, but I could always hear the music around me.

But here, in Lakeside, I wasn’t sure I’d ever hear it again.





FOUR


Someone had slipped off my shoes and unpacked a blanket to cover me. I’d slept in my clothes on that bare mattress straight through to Sunday morning and didn’t wake until the sun hit my little dormer window at just the right angle to shine in my face.

I went down to use the bathroom, which was next to my parents’ room on the third floor, and down again to find my family unpacking the kitchen. Mom fussed over me. Made me eat an egg. Brady wanted me to see his bunk bed. My legs ached. But I followed him up, huddled with him on the bottom bunk for a while.

I really needed to brush my teeth and shower, but the thought of climbing stairs again to get my stuff made me want to cry. The apartment was so vertical, I wondered if we wouldn’t have more space if we laid the building on its side. Carla lived on the lower level, which had a kitchen addition out the back that made it a bit more spacious than the upper floors. A narrow stairway led from the front door to the second floor, which contained our living room and kitchen, and there was a little landing out the back with another set of stairs to the backyard.

Mom was not amused when I referred to the staircases as “two means of escape.”

Next to the twins’ bedroom was a little hallway where more stairs led up to my room, a.k.a. the attic, the fourth floor, the tippy top. Somehow, when I’d imagined living in a penthouse someday, this wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind. There wasn’t even a proper door, just a rainbow-striped curtain I could pull across the opening at the top of the stairs.

The “walk-in closet” my mother had promised consisted of a bar mounted between the sloping walls of my attic room. It was more of a dive-in closet, since the single bed occupied the entire width of the room and I had to leap over it to get to my clothes. The tiny desk and dresser sat on either side of a dormer window that looked out the back.

The view out my window wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. No snarling dogs pulling against chains. No yards littered with broken-down cars. There were some lawn ornaments you might not find in Westside Falls—like the small flock of plastic pink flamingoes a few houses down. But the yards were neat and tidy for the most part. People were out on their stoops or hanging their laundry or fixing their cars, talking or laughing or arguing.

Nobody I knew ever hung laundry outside or fixed their own cars.

On the road behind ours, sitting next to someone’s trash, I spied the answer to at least one of my problems: a bicycle with a FOR SALE sign taped to its spokes. My parents had sold mine in a last-ditch online auction frenzy, thinking I wouldn’t care since I hardly ever rode it. But now that I faced total humiliation on the state penitentiary bus, I cared.

Our new neighborhood might have been light-years away from my old life, but it was only 3.5 miles to Vanderbilt High. So I pulled the last of my dwindling cash from my purse and walked over there.

“How much for the bike?” I asked the elderly man who answered the door.

He limped outside, leaning heavily on a cane, to size me up. I wished I’d thought to put on scruffier clothes. “Fifty,” he said.

“For that old thing?” The bike was rusty. I didn’t even know if the tires could hold air. “How about twenty?”

The man gasped and held a hand to his chest. “You insult me,” he said. “That’s a classic Schwinn. Vintage. People pay a lot of money for bikes like that.”

I nodded slowly. “Well, thanks, anyway.” I smiled and headed back toward the road. I had fifty dollars, but that was all I had. Considering the man had sat the bike so close to his trash, I had a feeling he’d take my twenty bucks. Nobody else had come up to make an offer in the hour I’d watched out my window. And from what I could tell, every other kid around here already had a mode of transportation.

The man cleared his throat a few times as I walked away. “Now, wait up. Just a minute. I didn’t say I wasn’t willing to negotiate. You can have it for twenty-five.”

I stopped and turned around. “If you throw in a tire pump, you have a deal.”

He paused, then shuffled over to a little shed and dug around in it until he found a tire pump. I took it, gave the man his twenty-five dollars, and wheeled the bike away. It squeaked and rattled, but it rolled.

I searched for a place to hide it. The playground across from our house was surrounded by woods. I found a path that cut through the trees and tucked the bike behind a snarl of vines a few feet off the trail. Secrecy was my new best friend, apparently. It was a matter of survival, I told myself. My parents would never let me ride that thing to school. They’d have plenty of good reasons: too dark, too bumpy, no headlights, no helmet. And there were stretches where the road to school had no shoulder.

But the bus? So much scarier. I might survive the bus trip itself without being physically harmed (I heard an armed police officer rode along), but I’d be seen. And everyone would know. And that would be worse. Westsiders and Lakesiders did not mix at our school. We sat on separate sides of the cafeteria and in different sections of the bleachers at football games. It was bad enough Lennie and his friends knew I lived here, but I could be fairly certain they wouldn’t be chatting with any of my friends about it. Stepping off the state pen bus in front of the building, though? I might as well announce it at a school-wide assembly.

Satisfied that the bike was sufficiently concealed, I turned for home—or, rather, that brown thing we were living in. I spotted Lennie walking from his backyard toward a pickup truck that was idling along the gravel road in front of our houses, so I lingered in the shadows of the tree line. He handed something through the driver’s window, and the guy took a few bills from his wallet and flipped them into Lennie’s hand. They chatted, laughed. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but had a pretty good idea what they were doing.

And it happened three more times that day. I saw out of our window a vehicle arriving, Lennie going out, an exchange, and the car driving off. Each transaction took less than five minutes.

“Shouldn’t someone report that?” I asked when the fourth one had come and gone.

“What?” Dad continued ripping tape off empty boxes and flattening them under his foot in the backyard.

I told him what I saw.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. You have no idea what’s going on there.”

Oh, I had ideas, all right. I just couldn’t believe the guy was so bold about it.

By the afternoon, we were settled in. When your living space is roughly the size of a shoe box, it doesn’t take a whole lot of time to unpack. Clothes were jammed onto that bar across my room and shoved under the bed in plastic bins. Still, I’d left at least half my wardrobe behind. “The half you’ve worn once and never looked at again,” my mother pointed out. I could’ve added, Because Willow or Wynn said it made me look fat, or wasn’t the right color, or was frumpy or bunchy, or OMG their cleaning lady had the exact same blouse! Mom was taking it all to a consignment shop, where other unsuspecting girls could relive my fashion faux pas at half the price.

The bunk beds and a marathon game of hide-and-seek had kept the twins entertained for most of the weekend. Kaya didn’t even mind that Brady crawled under the exact same box whenever it was his turn to hide. She still searched and searched, calling out his name before finding him. I took them to the playground and helped him up the ladder and down the slide about eight hundred times, and he squealed with delight every single time. The monotony of it would drive most people crazy, but Brady’s smile was probably the only thing keeping me from crying. So we kept on sliding.

Then came bedtime and we tried to go through our usual routine, but Kaya started noticing which of her toys were missing, like the sock monkey she hadn’t played with for three years. Suddenly, it was her all-time favorite. Brady fixated on his train puzzle, one stupid train puzzle that hadn’t made the cut when Mom packed their favorite things.

Kaya’s shoulders quivered as she tried not to cry, but eventually, the tears came. She just couldn’t hold it in anymore. I knew how she felt. Brady started rocking back and forth on the floor saying “train puzzle train puzzle” over and over again. I found a different puzzle, with dump trucks on it, but he merely clapped his hands to his ears and squeezed his eyes shut tight.

Dad appeared in the doorway to the twins’ bedroom and pressed his forearms against its frame, as if he was holding the walls from crashing in on us. We all stared up at him. The crying and rocking stopped.

“Kids?” His tone was grave. “This isn’t going to be easy, adjusting to our new home. It’s a lot smaller. Everything we had before won’t fit here. Okay? But we all need to try our best, and make do with what we have.”

Kaya started whimpering again and Dad held up his hand like a stop sign, as if that would work. But, oddly, it did. She pressed her lips hard together and held her breath.

“We will make one more trip to the house. You may each pick one item to bring back. Just one. Then that’s it. Got it?” His eyes locked on mine first, then Kaya’s, then Brady’s. We each nodded in turn.

“Get in the car,” he said.

“Like this?” I gestured to the pajamas we were all wearing.

“Yep. Let’s go.”

Mom let out a huge sigh, and the air went back into the room. We all tumbled down the stairs and into the car. Nobody said anything the whole way there. Brady even stopped his puzzle chant. When we pulled up the driveway, our house looked so dark and empty, so lonely. So enormous.

I went to my room first, scanning the remains for that single left-behind item that would make my life in Lakeside bearable. The one thing I wanted wasn’t in my room, though. It had a room of its own.

My mother had purchased my piano before I was born. It was one of the reasons they’d bought this house. She’d seen this room and known immediately it would make the perfect piano room. I started playing when I was three, but ever since the talent show debacle in fifth grade, my performances were reserved for the twins only.

Mom came up behind me then and laid her fingers next to mine on the keys. “We’ll get you a keyboard for the apartment,” she said. “I promise. Everything will work itself out. You’ll see.”

I nodded and closed the
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