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1 

Lily 

Niceville. A quiet and peaceful sanctuary, for some. If you walked down any given street, you would find green grass, freshly painted white fences, and yard ornaments—some tacky, some not. You would see kids playing in their grandparents’ yards and lazy dogs sleeping in the shade beneath the trees. People in love would ride their bikes through tunnels of giant weeping willows.

But, there were neighborhoods that only had palm trees, which was where I lived. Just a cul-de-sac neighborhood where people mowed their lawns more than they breathed. Except us, of course— the Strykes. We were the rebels of the neighborhood, and every two weeks we got a cheery letter taped to our door saying how our yard looked like an eyesore. There were the three of us—me, my mom, and my younger sister Ashley. Why would we want to cut the grass? And clean up dog poop in the hot sun outside? And be picture perfect?  Well, at least we were close to the beach.

Niceville was a nice town, and of course there were a lot of friendly people. You couldn’t be mean or rude in a place that had the word “nice” in it. That would practically be breaking the law!

All of us nice people were settled in Okaloosa County, located in the sunny state of Florida. I liked it in Florida: the beaches, the heat, it was all great. But this town, this city, this county, it was all too much. It seemed like we were living in a big, plastic bubble. Even  though I was only a sophomore, I still looked forward to moving out and going to college. I would move far away from this odd little town. Very far away.

I guess the only thing I liked about Niceville was the weather and the scenery. I wanted to get out. I wanted skyscrapers, and snow, and ice, and big TV screens in the streets, and taxis, and tons of strangers walking past you every day. Not this small, gossipy, stuck-up, full-of-rules little town. I wanted to blend in and be unrecognized. I didn’t want to be found by anyone from my past, not ever. New York sounded nice.

I walked down the hallway of my school, Niceville High. AP Literature: the last class of the day had finally arrived. It was one of my favorite subjects along with art and history. I mostly read fiction novels and poetry. In this class, you didn’t have to be ashamed of reading or embarrassed about how much you knew about a book and sharing your opinions. Everyone could be equal here; most students could hold an intelligent conversation.

I walked into the classroom and smiled at the teacher, Mrs. Varner. She had bright red frizzy hair, big round glasses, and she was very skinny and petite. She wasn’t too big on homework, so most people liked her.

She smiled and greeted me. “Hello, Lily, how are you?”

I replied, “Good, and you?”

“I’m doing well, thank you,” she said, turning back to her papers scattered across the desk.

“Lily!”

I turned to see Emily, my best friend, waving at me with a huge smile on her face. We knew each other inside out and backwards. We had been friends since the summer before fifth grade. In my opinion, she was so much prettier than me. She had shoulder-length, blond, curly hair and big, baby blue eyes. She was perfect. She had deeply tanned skin with no blemishes, a gorgeous smile, shiny hair, and expensive clothes. Me? My long, straight, brown hair hung limply  over my shoulders, though the color complimented my emerald-green eyes. My eyes were my best feature. Emily was so outgoing, and I was shy most of the time. She was curvy, and I was stick straight. I didn’t think I was unattractive, but she was just prettier.

“Hey, guess what?!” she squealed with delight in her soprano voice.

“What?” I asked, guessing that her high-pitched tone had something to do with a boy.

“I heard from Rachel that Max likes you!”

“Max, as in, Max Gareheart?” I asked, horrified.

“Yeah!” She busted out laughing.

“Nooo,” I groaned. “Are you sure?”

“I’m pretty sure,” she said, giving me a Why did you even ask? look. 

“Why does he have to like me of all people?”

Emily put her hands on her hips like a mother scolding her child, but she didn’t bother to hold back her laughter. “Because you’re pretty! Duh!”

I rolled my eyes. The late bell rang, and we hurried to our seats.

To be honest, Max Gareheart wasn’t necessarily unattractive. In fact, he was pretty good- looking. His skin was tan like Emily’s, and he had warm brown eyes that reminded me of melted chocolate. He was polite and always dressed like he was going somewhere important, but in reality, he probably just sat at home doing his algebra homework. His straight, white teeth gleamed when he smiled. But he just wasn’t my type, if I even had a type. I liked muscles with brains, not the other way around. And the guy had to be respectful. I guess I was picky that way, even though I’d never had a boyfriend. But in all honesty, Max wasn’t really anybody’s “type.” Emily liked the “bad boys,” and that was probably why she didn’t ask me if she could flirt with him. If a guy was interested in me, but I wasn’t interested back, sometimes Emily asked if she could flirt with them. I never minded, of course—I wasn’t exactly looking for a relationship. It just wasn’t on my list of priorities.

Max had lived in Niceville his whole life, unlike myself. I had moved here in fifth grade. He was a “smarty-pants,” even in elementary school, and a lot of kids picked on him for that. His dad owned a huge company, and everyone wanted to be his friend. Throughout the years, Emily and I had been nice to him all along, which was probably why he still talked to us on a regular basis. I practically grew up with him, so it was hard to think of Max as cute. Not impossible . . . just hard.

The day dragged on like a slug on a hot day until lunch finally came around. I waited in line and avoided the pizza. I had made a vow in sixth grade to never eat school pizza again. Ever. I usually got PB&J or chips. I got chips today. PB&J always had too much P anyway.

“Hey, Lily.”

I turned around and saw Sarah smiling at me. She had shoulder-length, black-and-blond hair, and a few freckles on her round face. Her chin popped out a little, and her jawbone was very defined for a girl. She had large dimples even when she wasn’t smiling. Sarah had a very mature way about her. Her dark brown eyes were what gave it away. No matter what the emotion, they always had a steady seriousness to them. She usually wore brightly colored eye shadow. Today, it was purple to match her shirt and shoes. Even the small stud in her nose changed with her outfits.

“Oh hey, Sarah. How are you?”

“I’ve been good. You?”

“I’ve been great.” I smiled.

The corner of her mouth lifted as if to smile, but her eyes seemed to lose their sparkle. She smiled—if you could call it that—but she seemed so sad.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Well . . . I’ve just been thinking a lot, and I guess I just want to say that I’ve missed you. Last year was fun.”

“Oh . . . uh, well I . . . miss last year too . . . sometimes,” I stuttered.  “Sorry, I’m not good with sensitive things. I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Sure.” Her smile lifted on both sides this time.

I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I wanted more than anything to just go eat with my friends.

Last year, Sarah and I had been in three classes together. This year, we had none, which was probably why she “missed me” so much.  Last year, we talked often. We never got really close like Emily and I, but we did have conversations about family, pets, and other random things. Sarah didn’t have any siblings, but she had a dog named Brunson. After a while, I started feeling uncomfortable around her because she talked about her girlfriends, and then I felt like she had a crush on me, and well . . . I liked boys!

I took my regular seat next to Emily, across from Angela and Luke and almost the entire football team. You could imagine why lunch would be fun . . . and loud. Tons of gross burps, dirty jokes, cuss words, things that girls might actually find funny, girls and their “hot status,” and tons of mini food fights. The only reason the team sat over here was because Luke, their captain, sat here. Also, Emily was extremely pretty and popular, and who wouldn’t want to sit next to her?

Luke was very handsome, his face well-defined with light brown eyes. His chin jutted out, though it flattered him very well. Luke was pretty confusing to most people. Usually, I was good at figuring people out. At first glance, Luke seemed like a typical jock, but he was really a sweet and caring guy. He was a natural born leader, and loved at our school. He made our football team one of the greatest in the state. Our team didn’t bully the “underdogs,” and since the football team set the example for the rest of Niceville’s sports teams, the other teams didn’t bully either.

Everybody loved Luke, but they loved Luke and Angela even more. As a couple, Luke and Angela were a complete contradiction.  Luke was this football team captain macho dude, and Angela was  this shy, sweet, and innocent girl. They had been together for three years and couldn’t be any more perfect together. I guess it was one of those “opposites attract” things. Luke had pulled her out of her shell a little, but she was still really shy.

Angela wasn’t rude at all—ever—but she was pretty withdrawn in new and social situations. She wore thin glasses on her round, child-like face and had very fair skin. Spaced-out freckles dotted her cheeks, and a few were scattered on her nose. She had a skinny frame, and she always seemed to slump her shoulders when Luke wasn’t around.

In seventh grade, I’d worked on an English project with Angela. She was so shy then. She would mumble quietly with her head down, and never looked directly at you. She ended up doing the entire project by herself, because she wouldn’t let me work on it with her outside of school.

On the day of presentation, I did most of the talking while she stood trembling beside me. The teacher stopped us and let her step outside. As she sped across the classroom, she turned her head and glanced at Luke, who was watching her with a worried expression. I was shocked, utterly shocked. Some girl had yelled, “She’s so weird!” and people snickered. I wanted to open my mouth and tell her to shut up, but my throat felt tight and the sound was trapped there.

“Hey!” Luke’s strong voice yelled. “Would you like being called names behind your back?” The class went dead silent. “I didn’t think so,” he spat.

I cheered in my head. Angela and I were alike in a lot of ways. I was a new girl having to meet new people, and given my past . . . well, I didn’t trust people easily. Being shy was a part of who I was, but me and Angela had both gotten over most of our shyness.

I blinked and realized that I was staring at Angela. Everyone was roaring with laughter, and I knew I had missed some joke. Emily nudged me and I smiled, pretending to be in the loop. I was quiet for the rest of lunch, which was normal. Lunch was like my personal  TV show, and I sat back and watched. I talked here and there, but I enjoyed listening to the funny, strange, secret, or drama-filled conversations.

The bell rang, and we all groaned that we had to go back to class. 

————— 

“So . . .” Emily started to say on the way to her car. “You know what this weekend is, right?”

Ugh, I thought to myself, please no more parties. Most weekends, Emily would drag me to parties I didn’t want to go to. Everyone would get drunk and dance and have fun, and I would sit there bored out of my mind. Or I would have to chase Emily down and make sure she didn’t do anything stupid. She called me her “common sense.”  Parties to me were like giant awkward moments. Everyone always acted crazy and stupid. I didn’t like being out of control or putting harmful things into my body. I didn’t shun people for doing it; I just didn’t enjoy it like they did. Parties did have their funny moments, though. Seeing people trip or fall were some of the funniest things in the world to me as long as they didn’t get hurt.

Sometimes I wondered how my life would be if Emily and I had never become friends. I would be like a less-smart version of Angela— quiet and reserved, minding my own business. I wouldn’t talk to anybody, or be in any clubs, or on any team. Well, I wasn’t on any teams now. I would have no sense of style, no confidence, and no one would even know my name. Emily taught me how to better match my clothes, and smile prettier, and talk louder, and love myself for who I was. The only thing that didn’t rub off was wearing makeup.  I was nowhere near as outgoing as Emily, but at least I could have a conversation . . . if Emily brought me into it.

Emily and I had met in the fifth grade. It was my first day of class, and some chubby-faced boy was making fun of my pink-and-brown plaid pants, which also matched my purse, shirt, and shoes. Emily’s face scrunched up, and she stood in front of me with her hands on her hips. She told him to shut up and poked him in the chest.

“Lily can match better than you, so I don’t know why you’re talking,” she had said.

“Whatever,” the boy said and walked away.

She turned around and smiled at me. I tried to return it, but I felt so embarrassed.

She wrapped her arm around my shoulders. She had always been a little taller than me.

“Don’t worry. He’s just a stupid boy,” she said.

From that day on, Emily and I were inseparable. For some reason, we clicked. Emily was my best friend, my partner in crime. We could be ourselves around each other and not care about what other people thought. We grew up together, watched movies and ate popcorn, had sleepovers, and gushed over boys and movie stars. I told her things that I never told anyone else. She was the only one who knew my deepest, darkest secrets—my greatest fears. And as we got older, our bond only grew stronger. Emily didn’t have to stick up for me now, but I was still shy—extremely shy—when it came to boys.

“Well, do you know what’s going on this weekend?” Emily asked.

I looked around the parking lot and watched two women speed-walking with tennis rackets in their hands. “What is it this time?” I said, laughing at the pretend glare Emily flashed me, then wiped the sweat that was beading off of my forehead.

“Everyone’s going to the movies on Saturday, and we should go!” she gushed.

“Who’s everybody?” I asked.

She giggled. “You sound like my mom.” She ran her fingers through her bangs. “Everybody is hopefully me and you, Sarah, Max, Rachel, Jacob . . .” She beamed when she said Jacob’s name, which made me nervous because he was eighteen (Emily was only sixteen like me). I’d heard that Jacob was very cocky and controlling, but you could never be sure about rumors.

“Luke, Angela, and Scott . . .” Emily paused to gently elbow my ribs twice, then wiggled her eyebrows at me.

When she said Scott’s name, my heart fluttered. I’d had a little crush on him since the fifth grade. I guess it was possible to like someone you grew up with. I didn’t like that Max was going to be there. He would think I was going for him. I wasn’t looking forward to Sarah either; she didn’t flirt with boys, and when she smiled at me . . . it was weird.

“That sounds like fun,” I said.

“I know!” She smiled slyly. “You just want to see Scott!” she accused.

“Shhh!” I whispered urgently, looking around the parking lot.  Emily laughed at my reaction. We reached her yellow MINI Cooper and hopped in.

“What movie is it?” I asked.

“I’m not sure, but I think it’s a scary movie,” she said, flashing her shiny teeth. She loved horror films. I preferred comedies or romances. 

“Around nine is what I heard,” she said. “I’ll ask around tomorrow.” 

“All right, cool,” I replied. I would talk to my mom tonight.

On the way to my house, we listened to the radio, singing along to the songs that we liked. After a minute, we switched to “our” CD— it had all of our favorite songs, which were mostly Lady Gaga albums and lots of rap songs. Lil Wayne and Nicki Minaj were our other favs. 

We sped down my street, and Emily pulled up to my house. I got out of the car, shut the door, then turned back to Emily.

“Oh, can I come over after the movie?” I yelled over the music.

“Yeah, sure! I’ll ask my mom just in case,” she yelled back.

“Okay! See you tomorrow bestie, love ya!”

“Bye, love you too!” she crowed through the open window. I waved and watched her drive away. As I turned and walked up to the house, I felt an eerie tingling on the back of my neck, like someone was right behind me. I spun around, prepared to scream and flee from some dark figure, but there was nothing there. I backed up slowly, then turned and sped up my lawn. I practically flew up the stairs to the porch. My heart pounded as I ripped open the front door and  slammed it shut. I looked through the peephole, but saw nothing except the house across the street. After a moment, I chuckled at myself for acting so silly. That feeling was the worst. I sometimes felt that tingly feeling when I walked up the stairs at night, but why had it happened just then? It was bright and sunny outside, and I was in my driveway! I was going crazy.

“Hey, Mom! Hey, Ashley! I’m home!” I called out. I let my bag slump to the floor and hung my jacket over the staircase banister.

“Hi, sweetie!” Mom called from the kitchen. “How was your day?”

“Good. What about yours?” I replied.

“It was fine, thank you,” she answered.

“Lily!” Ashley, my six-year-old sister yelled as she ran to hug me.

“Hey, squirt!” I scooped her up into my arms and gave her a big bear hug, then set her down and tickled her. She laughed and tried to run away, but I snatched her up again and twirled her around, then plopped her down on a chair at the table. She stopped giggling and rambled on about her day at school.

“That sounds great, Ash,” I told her.

As my sister chit-chatted away, I walked over to where my mom was making chicken and rice with gravy. Her soft, light-brown hair fell just above her shoulders. She always looked kind and sympathetic no matter her mood. It was the way her face was built. Her eyes always glimmered, and she always smiled. Unless she was sleeping . . . it was the only time when she really frowned. When I was little, I used to try to make her smile—pulling her lips up—but she would always wake up and gently swat my hands away.

“Mom?” I asked. “Can Emily, me, and a few other kids go to the movies on Saturday?”

“Any tests coming up, room clean, chores done?” She listed off my to-dos.

“No, yes, I’ll finish up tomorrow, and I have to work, but I’ll be home before I have to go. I think it’s at nine. Emily will tell me tomorrow.”

“Names, title, what’s after . . . you know the drill.” She laughed at her small joke.

“I don’t remember all the names, but Max Gareheart and Sarah Nelson are a few. I’m not sure what movie it is yet. Emily said it was supposed to be scary. I’ll most likely go to Emily’s house or just come home after the movie.”

“All right, sounds fine, but remember to tell me the other stuff tomorrow,” she reminded me.

“No problem. I’m going to finish my homework before dinner. Be down soon!” I said and headed upstairs.

I walked into my room and slumped onto my twin-sized bed.  Kicking off my shoes, I turned on the radio and got started on my homework. The walls in my room were a pale blue. I didn’t like the color, but I never got around to repainting it when we moved in.  My bed was pressed against the opposite wall from my closet and bathroom. Yes, I had my own bathroom, for which I was thankful.  I had a nightstand, a dresser, and a desk with my computer on it.  There were some posters of bands, like Paramore, and pictures of me and Em scattered on the walls. Other than that, my room was pretty plain.

I finished up my math and history homework, which didn’t take long, and headed downstairs to eat dinner with Mom and Ashley. We talked about our day, especially Ashley. She could ramble on and on about the tiniest things. Even though I couldn’t always catch every detail of her long stories, I adored every second of them. After dinner, I made sure Ashley got a bath while Mom worked on some paperwork.  We would play with Ashley’s toys and pretend to be anything in her vast imagination. We splashed each other and laughed. Sometimes Mom would yell up at us to settle down, which made Ashley cover her mouth and giggle. After her bath, I put Ashley to bed.

“’Night, squirt!” I said, then kissed her on the cheek.

“’Night, Lily,” she said sleepily and yawned. I flicked the light off, but her Princess nightlight glowed, chasing away any shadows in the  dark. Before closing the door, I took one last look at her. Her eyes were closed, and her chest was rising and falling steadily. I gently shut the door and headed downstairs to find Mom on the couch, munching on chips while she worked. She was separating one stack of papers into two different piles. I grabbed a few chips and leaned down to hug her. She kissed my forehead and squeezed my arm softly.

“Love you, honey,” she said as she released me.

“Love you too, Mom. See you in the morning,” I replied.

“All right, sweetheart.” She turned back to her paperwork. I headed upstairs and brushed my teeth, then shuffled to my bed and picked up the recent book I was reading. It was a mystery novel, which I loved. As I read, I lost myself in the story. And before knew it, my eyes were heavy with sleep.
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