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Prologue Chapter 1


Four or five things arrived for me on my thirteenth birthday. There was a Gap gift card from Gram and a bookstore one from Aunt Sarah. My cousin, Gennifer, sent a CD she'd burned. There might have been another card, too, but I don't remember right now.

What I remember is the package.

I found it lying beneath the mailbox on my front porch, a box the size of a brick, wrapped in shabby brown paper and enough wrinkled tape to make me think,
Psycho bomber. Anthrax. Some poor creature lacking opposable thumbs
.

No sender's name. No return address. Not even any postage.
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I looked up and down our tree-lined street. The Douglases' demented Great Dane had escaped again and was tearing around Ms. Clark's front lawn despite her big rotating sprinkler. A dog and a sprinkler--those were the only things moving. Even the air was still.

Lifting the package off the porch, I sat with it on the bench by our front door. My name and address were printed on a scrap of paper attached to the front:


MISS LILYBET GREEN

1445
-MARIGOLD COURT

PROVIDENCE, CALIFORNIA


I'm going to have to kill someone
, I thought, squinting at the unfamiliar handwriting. Nobody in Providence--or any of the last three towns I'd lived in--even knew my real name. I'd been going by Lily for at least six years, ever since I'd figured out Lilybet was a guaranteed hard time for the new girl. Even my mother called me Lily now.

I thought about waiting for her to get home to watch me open my package. Then I started ripping.

After all, it was my birthday.

The explosion knocked me off the bench and broke our living room window. I remember the flash, the sting of gunpowder in my nose, the porch boards thumping the back of
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my head. The Douglases' dog started howling, but I could barely hear him over the ringing in my ears.

I remember lying on my back, staring up into the porch overhang, seeing the peeling paint there fade from white to gray to black.

I especially remember the black, all shot through with green sparks, like a sky full of fireworks, dancing green and red diamonds. Nearer. Then farther.

Then black.
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Chapter 1


"She's like ... terminally uncoordinated," Ainsley Williams said, loud enough to reach the whole class. I pretended not to hear, but tears stung my eyes as Ainsley's clique giggled. My crashes to the floor hurt less than their constant ridicule.

"You're all right, Lily. Walk it off," Ms. Carlson called, but even she sounded disgusted. Next to forward rolls and cartwheels, roundoffs were the easiest move we did, yet three weeks into summer gymnastics class, I still hadn't landed one. The only landing I'd mastered was on my butt.

Struggling to my feet, I limped off the rubbery blue mat
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and tried to blend into the wall. Jayce Mason tumbled next, turning in a perfect roundoff and adding a back handspring to make me look even worse. The class was Beginning Gymnastics, but I was the only girl there who hadn't taken
any
gymnastics before. Worse, Ainsley, Jayce, and their group were all in ballet, too, so they knew how to move gracefully. I couldn't have fit in less.

"Nice leotard, you bug-eyed freak," Jayce taunted through her smile as she ran back past me to her friends.

Tears clogged my throat and I was afraid they might spill over. I didn't care what those girls thought--at least, I knew I shouldn't--but having no one on my side hurt. I never even had a good comeback. I cast a sideways glance at Martina Gregory, leaning against the wall a few feet away, but Marti's answering smile was slight and vague. She wasn't about to cross Team Ainsley by offering me any sympathy.

The rest of the girls threw their roundoffs without problems. The next tumbling pass was front walkovers. When my turn came, I stayed glued to the wall and waved Heather Giannini on past me. Another teacher might have called me out, but Ms. Carlson let it slide. I think we had both had enough.

"Okay," she said, clapping. "Split into apparatus groups for beam, bars, and vault. Except for anyone who would rather continue practicing on the floor." She looked in my direction. I hung my head and stayed where I was while all
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the other girls matched up with friends and ran off to use the equipment.

I had been on the outside all year here in Providence, ever since Mom had moved us again to take another promotion and transfer. We had already moved for her bank once before. I still didn't understand why she couldn't just get a better job where we already lived, but according to her, that attitude showed how little I knew about being a single working mother with only a high school education. What was obvious was that work was more important to her than whether I had any friends.

I dared to peek at the uneven bars. The bars were the most popular piece of equipment, so of course Ainsley's clique had claimed them. They all wore glossy pastel leotards. Mine was from the local dance store, long-sleeved, nonshiny, and kelly green. I'd liked it when I picked it out, before I'd learned only losers wore leotards that weren't slick and emblazoned with cool logos. Wearing the same one every day made me even more of a reject. My mom would have bought me another one if I'd asked, but those girls would only have abused me more for trying to fit in. I hated them, but they weren't wrong. I
was
a bug-eyed freak.

"Rotate!" Ms. Carlson called. People started changing equipment stations. My failure to move from the wall was now conspicuous even to me. Reluctantly, I stepped onto the mat and began practicing cartwheels.
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My mom had begged me to take this class so that I wouldn't be home by myself all summer. "Are you crazy?" I'd protested. "Girls start taking gymnastics when they're three. They're in the
Olympics
by my age."

"It'll be good exercise and a fun chance to try something new," she'd insisted. "Besides, you know you'll be lonely with me gone all day."

Like I wasn't lonely here.

I turned cartwheels until I was dizzy, my extra-long ponytail alternately dragging on the floor and slapping me in the face. Then I practiced forward rolls along a line on the mat. According to Ms. Carlson, when a person could roll straight along the line, she was ready to roll on the balance beam, but considering that the beam was four inches wide and four feet off the ground, I wasn't planning on trying that. Ever. There was another beam, a practice one, only a few inches off the floor. Maybe, if I was feeling exceptionally lucky, I'd try a roll down that on the last day of class.

After half an eternity, we were dismissed. Pulling shorts on over my leotard, I ran gratefully out of the gym.

I breathed easier outside despite the hot weather. Walking alone down the sidewalk, I felt free in a way I never did at school. Better still, I had five dollars in my pocket. My mom had insisted on working even though I'd begged her to take my birthday off, but she'd felt bad
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enough about it to come up with ice cream money and lots of promises for later.

I had to cross a parking lot to get to Baskin-Robbins. Heat seeped up through my sneakers and radiated off the parked cars. Not surprisingly, the store's cool interior was packed.

Kendall Karas was at the head of the line. "Lily!" she called, waving me forward.

I hurried up to join her, happy to see a friendly face. "Hi, Kendall. What are you doing here?"

Duh. But Kendall only smiled.

"I'm
thinking
of doing a double," she said. "Bubble gum and ... yeah. Two scoops of bubble gum. Why mess with perfection?"

The girl behind the counter aimed her dripping scooper at me.

"I'll have a double strawberry," I blurted out. "In a waffle cone, please."

Kendall and I walked outside with our cones, stuffing change into our shorts. "Are you headed home?" I asked hopefully. "We could walk together."

"Okay, but don't tell my mom I was eating ice cream. She'll freak. Especially since we'll be eating it again tonight." Kendall winked. "We
will
be eating it tonight?"

"Definitely. We'll pick you up as soon as my mom gets home from work. Unless ..." I had an impulsive idea I was
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almost afraid to say out loud. "Would you want to hang out at my house this afternoon?"

"Can't. I already told Lola I'd be over after lunch." Kendall licked her dripping cone. "Boy drama."

"Right. I mean ... no biggie," I mumbled, nodding as if that might dislodge the sudden lump in my throat.


You're lucky she's even available tonight
, I reminded myself. But my ice cream had become a wobbly pink blur, and I had to blink fast to keep a tear from slipping out.

Kendall Karas was the only friend I'd made in Providence, but Kendall had lots of friends, including a best friend, Lola. They went to the same private school and had known each other forever, which meant that Kendall and I mostly did stuff on our block during the few hours she wasn't busy with Lola. We had tried hanging out as a group once, but Lola didn't like me. I think she probably guessed how badly I wanted to replace her.

"But we'll have fun tonight," Kendall reminded me. "Lucky thirteen! Aren't you excited? My birthday's still two whole months away."

"Yeah. Thirteen. Pretty big." Although so far it hadn't felt that way.

"Are we still having dinner at La Casa Rosa?"

"Why? Would you rather go somewhere else?"

"What? No! I love that place." Kendall transferred a gum-ball from her cone to her napkin with her front teeth. "It's
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so hot out today. I wish I hadn't told Lola I'd go over. We could have set up my Slip 'N Slide."

"We still could! Tell her to come over here," I urged. "We can use my yard." Sharing Kendall wasn't nearly as good as having her to myself, but it was way better than being alone.

"She'd never go for it. Too babyish." Kendall sighed. "Lola doesn't get that it's fun sometimes, you know? Just doing stuff like we used to and not talking about her and Jason every second."

"You could tell her."

"That would only hurt her feelings. Besides, you and I'll have fun later. What movie did you choose?"

"I still haven't decided," I lied. I had totally decided, but I'd change my mind in a second if Kendall preferred something else. "There's
Broke and Aimless
, about those slacker treasure hunters. Or
Island Love
--that's supposed to be funny too."

"Yeah." Kendall shrugged. "Either one."


"Or,"
I said, "we
could ...
. it's only G-rated, but--"

"Samurai Princess?"
Kendall jumped in. "Would you want to see that, Lily? Because I'm
dying
to and Lola won't go with me. She says animated movies are lame."

She's lame
, I thought, keeping my face carefully blank.

"No, wait!" Kendall reversed herself in the next breath. "It's your birthday. You should pick what
you
want to see."
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"That
is
what I want to see."

"Really? You're not just saying that to make me happy?"

"I'm the one who brought it up."

"True." Kendall swallowed her last bite of ice cream and funneled a rainbow of gumballs into her mouth. "Tonight's going to be so fun. I can't wait!"

But her anticipation was nothing compared to mine. With Kendall I felt like a regular girl, someone actually worth liking.
If only she weren't friends with Lola
.

Our tomb-silent living room released a blast of desert air when I unlocked the front door. I tiptoed nervously through the house, peeking around every corner, then opened a few windows. We'd been renting the place for six months, but the way its floors creaked for no reason still creeped me out. Finally convinced I was alone, I went into the kitchen to microwave a pizza.

The squeaky microwave turntable spun around and around. I checked the clock--12:31. Five hours until my mother got home. I ate my pizza one speck at a time--12:49. Dropping my plate in the sink, I stood and gazed out the kitchen window at the morning glories on our neighbors' fence.
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