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To Juge, my sister—for being the beginning of my storytelling







The Odenburgh
(1)
My beginning began with a brick.
Might not sound like much, but hey.
We’ve all got to start somewhere.
Brick
by
brick
by
brick,
until I became a big enough box to fit people inside. Wouldn’t have been my first choice.
Too bad no one asked me.
Almost fifty years later, and I was still full of them. Sitting on the corner of Bagley Street.
I was as square as it gets. Four sides and a flat roof. Simple. Classic. None of that asymmetrical, modern nonsense. Why change a perfectly good shape for a building?
I got a lot of complaints, but no one’s ever said I’m too square.
Too cold? Sure.
Floors too creaky? You bet.
Too many pigeons on my roof? Not sure how that’s my fault, but yeah. I got that a lot.
Neighbors too noisy? See line above.
You didn’t hear me complaining about them, even though they weren’t easy to live with.
Being an apartment building had its ups and downs. Not just because of my elevator.
It’s exhausting, holding people and all their problems. I had my own problems to deal with: clogged pipes. Cracked windows. Shifting bricks. The sporadic leaks.
Imagine you were leaking in more than one place for several years. You think anyone would want to stick around you? Nope.
Don’t blame me. Carl, the maintenance man around here, didn’t do squat.
I held up my part of the bargain: took in whoever came my way.
I opened my doors. Gave them a roof over their heads. And what did they do?
Complained. Made a mess. Dented my walls. Scratched my floors.
Then, they moved away.
Not that I cared.
You don’t become the oldest building left on the block by being soft. By caring. You’ve got to be tough to last on these streets.
I learned the hard way. Pigeons or people, there was no point in getting attached.
They all just leave you eventually.







The Odenburgh
(2)
I had a name.
No one ever used it.
It’d been carved into the concrete above my front door since I started standing:
The Odenburgh.
Like a tattoo. On me forever. That, and the graffiti some punks spray-painted on my backside. I won’t tell you what that said.
Fifty years I’d held my ground—a gravel-grass lot on the outskirts of the city. Sure, the grass was mostly dead. Just one strip left between me and the splitting sidewalk.
I’d take whatever green I could get. It used to be everywhere.
Everything now was some shade of gray.
Except me.
I stuck out like a sore thumb. The only red in a stretch of silver. Rough in a sea of shiny. Rugged on a street of smooth. I didn’t try to be something I wasn’t. My facade was no facade.
I was the real deal. Raw. Retro. Renovation-less.
And make no mistake: I was the best-looking one on the block.
Life on Bagley kept me busy. There was traffic to watch. Not in the street—in the sky.
Cars get old. Clouds don’t.
There were the birds and buzz of telephone wires. The bus stop down the sidewalk. The bench outside my front steps.
Then, there were the tenants.
The people who closed themselves in their apartments. Lives separated by my doors.
They were lucky like that, getting to avoid each other.
I tried to tune them out. It’s not like I needed them—I had my own company to keep.
But it’s pretty hard to ignore people when they live inside you.
I saw and felt it all.
The slammed doors. The shouts that hit my ceilings. The feet dancing on my floors. The same color painted on my walls, over and over. The rooms that stayed closed. Or empty. The words spoken into one of my barely used telephones by the girl in 4C.
She wasn’t ever talking to me—yeah, yeah, I know.
But listen: I can’t help but listen.
Not because I’m nosy. Her voice was close. Inescapable. Traveling down the wires that ran through my walls. And fine—she’s got a decent sense of humor for a kid. Her jokes aren’t all bad.
It’s when she asked why no one was answering.
That’s when I wished she’d stop.







Prue, from 4C
(3)
Any ordinary person might feel nervous before a big performance, but fortunately for Prue, she was nothing of the sort. She hurried through the rest of her vocal exercises—her fans didn’t like to be kept waiting. It was best to give the people what they wanted.
“Give it up for our host, Prue Laroe!”
The roar of the crowd rose in her ears as she stepped out from behind the curtain and under the lights. Her talk show aired every night, but the audience still couldn’t get enough of her. And honestly, who could blame them? Prue was meant for the stage, after all.
For an eleven-year-old, she handled the fame surprisingly well.
“Thank you, thank you! No, you’re the best!” Prue said, soaking in the chants of her name. In a world full of strangers, it’s always nice to know someone has heard of you. Everyone needs to be heard of. “All right, let’s kick things off on the Tub-night Show with a special guest interview.”
The Tub-night Show featured a variety of topics, but it was a lot to cover with it now being a one-woman show instead of three. Prue skipped over the more boring bits like news highlights and the weather forecast. And a traffic report would never be aired again.
“Please welcome back our very own Lina!” Prue announced. The audience didn’t seem to mind that Lina was the only special guest she interviewed anymore. Since she used to be one of the co-hosts, Prue didn’t have to waste time explaining all the rules to her. Besides, Lina was the only person she wanted to talk to.
“Thanks for coming,” she welcomed Lina, staring for a moment. Something about her seemed different. Like her skin was smudgy and smeared. Like looking in a foggy mirror. As any experienced show host would, Prue kept the comment to herself and carried on. “It’s great to see you—”
“Did you steal my eyeliner?” Fifi stormed into the bathroom.
The coiled cord of the outdated landline Prue was holding snagged under the open door.
Before it could fly out of her hands, she shoved the clunky phone down the inside of her pajama pants. Just like that, there was no more applause in her ear. No more audience. No more Tub-night Show. There was only Fifi’s scowling face over her shoulder in the steamy bathroom mirror, and the smack of her feet against the tile as she approached Prue from behind.
“You ruined this!” Her oldest sister snatched her tube of eyeliner from the sink, which was streaked with blue cursive where Prue had practiced her autograph. (It was bound to be asked for, eventually. Better to be prepared.) Destroying some of Fifi’s makeup in the process was just an added bonus. Ever since she’d turned fifteen, it was like she didn’t want herself to look anything like herself. Or Prue and Lina. “I told you to stay out of my room.”
One of the nagging questions Prue lived with pecked inside her head. She had a whole nest of them in there, and they jabbed their beaks against her brain, looking for answers like they were hunting for worms. “But why was Lina allowed to—”
“And you’re using up all the hot water, which is basically nonexistent already.” Fifi stomped over to the bathtub. Prue left it running so her family wouldn’t overhear her. These days, they didn’t exactly approve of her being onstage.
The stage, of course, was the bathroom, because it was the only room in their apartment close enough to where the landline hung in the hall.
“Did you just say there’s a land mine in here?” Fifi had asked their father years ago, back when they first moved in.
“Landline,” Arthur corrected, pulling the strange telephone off the wall. His three daughters stared at the long cord attached to the bottom, which almost looked like a strand of their curly hair. Only, it was white and dusty instead of black and prone to frizzing.
Prue reached up for the phone and pressed it to her ear. “Hello? Who is it?”
“No one,” Arthur explained over the staticky hum coming from the empty line. “No one uses these things anymore. Sounds like the phone company forgot to turn this line off.”
“You mean … we can say whatever we want and nobody will be listening?”
“Nobody at all.”
Sometimes, the idea that no one can hear you is all you need to hear for an idea.
It had started off as whispering secrets and silly words into the telephone, with the three sisters huddled together in the waterless bathtub. They moved on to telling stories (including one very sudsy soap opera), making up characters, and testing out jokes, which were met with the unanimous applause of the landline’s dial tone. So they stepped out from behind the shower curtain, and from there, the Tub-night Show first aired.
Remember? Prue wanted to ask her sister now. Remember having fun together?
But Fifi flicked her forcibly straightened hair over her shoulder, and turned off the spout spewing water into the open drain. “You know no one ever thinks you’re actually taking a shower in here.” She pointed to the landline-shaped lump jutting out from Prue’s waist. “We all see the phone cord under the door. We all hear you talking to yourself. Mom and Dad are just too tired of asking you to stop.”
According to her parents, Prue was too old to pretend as much as she did. Even though she knew they both pretended all the time. They only had one act, and it wasn’t very convincing.
Prue couldn’t just stop the Tub-night Show. She was down two co-hosts, but the show still had to go on. Because if it didn’t, that was just another thing that would be gone.
And there were enough gone things already.
“While you’re in here, you might as well do the weather forecast,” Prue suggested, since it used to be Fifi’s favorite part. It was worth a shot.
Fifi squinted her dark eyes, outlined in so much black, it looked like she was permanently glaring. “Really, Prue? Can you be serious for like, one second?”
“I was,” Prue said. No one else seemed to know that using your imagination was one of the most serious things you can do.
“When are you going to grow up?” Fifi muttered, leaving the bathroom.
“Never, if I can help it,” Prue replied to the closed door. Why be in a rush to get old when everyone just complains about it once they get there?
There was nothing wrong with staying eleven. One year younger than Lina.
The way it was supposed to be.
Prue pulled the telephone out from her pants. The dial tone filled her ear with growing applause again, as she stepped back under the light above the sink. Next came one of her many Headlines, which sometimes flashed across the marquee of her mind in bold black letters, or that announced themselves in a news anchor voice:
And we’re back after that commercial break!
Prue looked up at the mirror to start the interview segment with Lina. As she tried to think of something new to ask, her nest of nagging questions stirred awake, pecking to find answers again.
Where were you going?
What were you doing?
Why did you leave?
All the things she should have asked Lina that night.
“W—why can’t you trust a burrito?” she forced out instead. Jokes were easier than questions. They didn’t hurt to think about. “Because they always spill the beans.” Prue waited for her sister to laugh.
She knew it was almost impossible that Lina was listening.
But she also knew a lot could happen in an almost.
“Lina, can you hear me?” Prue pulled the phone cord tighter, spiraling it around her finger. Sometimes, the dial tone was too loud.
Instead of seeing Lina in the mirror, all Prue could see now was herself. “Sorry, everyone…,” she croaked. “Technical difficulties. We’re having trouble with the connection…” She curled herself into the damp tub, tugging the shower curtain closed. The telephone slid into her lap, and she twisted Lina’s beaded bracelet against her wrist.
Without the water running, the sound of sniffles snuck under the door, coming from her parents’ room down the hall. Prue rushed to pick up the landline again.
“Mom’s just laughing, Lina, don’t worry,” she said to her sister. There was no crying in show business. “She probably heard my burrito joke. See? It was funny.”
The sniffles grew stronger. Prue pressed the phone harder against her ear.
Sometimes, the dial tone was not loud enough.







The Odenburgh
(4)
Pat Snider pulled his truck up to the curb.
We go way back, me and Pat. My owner since before I was even standing.
He didn’t live inside me.
“Conflict of interest,” he said.
Not interested in living close to Carl, is what I thought. Carl called Pat anytime he thought there was a problem. Even though it was his job to fix them.
Pat mostly stopped by to visit his mom in 1B. Gertrude, my first-ever tenant—the only one who’d stuck around. The past few months, Pat had been coming to see her more often.
Outside my front door, he looked up at the name he gave me.
Up close, we weren’t so different. Worn. Weathered. Cracked in some places.
Pat glanced back at the street. Shook his head at all the gray.
“What a shame,” he said, before stepping into my lobby with a sigh.
Agreed. It’s a shame how nothing else on this block had stayed the same.
There used to be more like me. All of us red and brown boxes, lining Bagley Street.
We saw the change coming a mile away.
Literally.
It started with the jagged tops of those glassy buildings, growing in the distance. Clogging up the horizon. Towering over the trees. Then it spread like a rash down the roads.
Downtown Disease, I call it.
Where everything old is demolished. And everything new is built in its place.
Where people have to find a new place to live. Animals, too. Because even the trees didn’t stand a chance. Us and the trees, we’re more alike than you’d think. Birds up top. Roots below. Digging into the earth, holding us still.
Until something comes to tear us down.
Bark or brick, they all dropped like flies. Every day another swatter.
The hardest to see go was the building across from me. We weren’t friends, in people terms. But we did share some power lines. We were connected, in our way.
A glossy, modish apartment building took its spot. All shine, no substance.
Three times my size. Three times more people. Barely any pigeons.
We didn’t share anything.
The only plus about having such a shiny neighbor was I got to face my own reflection. It’s like there were two of me. And I was taking back part of the block.
Yeah, I stared at myself. So what?
Someone had to. No one else paid me any attention.
Besides the boy who lived across the street, four stories up. The curtains in his apartment were always pulled back. Face to the window. Binoculars in his hands.
He wasn’t ever really looking at me—yeah, yeah, I know.
He was looking for someone who wasn’t here anymore.
I knew because I did it, too.







Prue, from 4C
(5)
Sitting still during dinner can be difficult, especially when you’re hiding a stack of invitations in your pants. Prue spotted them on the kitchen counter, all painted and plastered with cutout balloons, and before she could think of a way to immediately destroy them, her mother walked by carrying bowls of spaghetti. One split-second decision later, and Prue suffered the sharp, sparkly consequences as she slid in her chair, being stabbed in the backside.
“Are you sure you should be wearing that shirt while you’re eating, Prue?” Anita asked, which was a generous description of what her daughter was currently doing to her food. Slurping wildly was more like it. But it wasn’t Prue’s fault this was the most satisfying way to consume spaghetti. She didn’t make the rules.
“Or wearing that at all?” Fifi glared over at Prue’s choice of shirts.
It was one of Lina’s favorites—embroidered on the front by their mother was perhaps the most universally agreed upon statement of all time: the book was better. Anita was a seamstress, always stitching and sewing things onto the thrifted “treasures” she found for her family. Their apartment was covered in half-done crafts, with rolls of fabric stuffed in corners, and endless embroidery hoops hanging on the walls.
“I wear Lina’s clothes so they don’t feel left out,” Prue explained. Whenever she saw them in their shared closet, it felt wrong to just leave them hanging. Like they had been for the last year.
“I don’t see what the problem is.” Her father glanced up from where his phone was unsuccessfully hidden behind his bowl. He seemed to think if he didn’t keep an eye on the scores of his favorite sports teams, they would blow whatever lead they had. “Might as well use those clothes while someone can. Soon enough, Prue will grow out of them for good.”
A strand of spaghetti slipped out of Prue’s mouth. “That won’t happen.”
“Sure it will, champ,” Arthur replied. Sometimes he acted like he was still in the locker room with the high school football team he coached. He was always trying to get them to huddle or to give them a pep talk. And more than once he’d broken up a fight by blowing a whistle. “It’s just a fact of life that you’re going to grow and get older.”
The kitchen went silent. Prue knew they were all thinking the same thing.
What the opposite of that fact of life was.
Her father cleared his throat, his version of a superhero signal before they swoop in to try and save things. Only, he was the big, barreling type, who accidentally knocks down a lot of things along the way. “Hard to believe July is just around the corner, huh, gang? A few more weeks and you’ll be twelve, Prue—”
Prue’s fork clattered onto her plate, flinging a piece of pasta across her chest. It slid down the front of Lina’s shirt like a snake, leaving behind a trail of red sauce. Anita jumped from her seat, shaking the whole table. She plunged a hand-stitched napkin into her water glass and dabbed it all over Prue, even the spots that were perfectly clean.
“This is exactly why I said wearing this wasn’t a good idea.” Her mother frantically soaked Prue through to her skin. Her father had as much sauce smeared in his thick mustache, but he was getting away with it just fine. “We can’t have you getting these clothes dirty.”
“But no one else is going to use them—”
“Because I said so!” Anita snapped, though Prue hadn’t even asked why. Her mother’s pulled-back hair was growing wider by the minute, like a dark cloud rolling in before a big storm. When she used to help the girls with their hair, Anita would tie up their poufy curls into different-shaped clouds. “Looks like cumulonimbus this morning!” she’d predict, as they giggled in the mirror. (One time, there was a chance of snow—which ended up being an unfortunate case of head lice.)
Now Prue was the only meteorologist left in her family.
“Fifi, go get some dish soap from under the sink,” her mother said.
“It’s Josefine.” Fifi’s arms crossed over her own long hair, a cloud she forced to go flat. “I told you this. I’m going by Josefine now. You know, the name you actually gave me?”
“Not now.” Anita patted Prue down harder. “Bring me the dish soap.”
“Yes now. I already told all my friends and everyone at school to call me Josefine. I’m too old to still have a nickname, anyways, and people will take me more seriously if I—”
“I need the dish soap!” Anita yelled, knocking over her half-empty glass onto Prue’s lap.
Prue leapt from her chair, and the pile of invitations tumbled out the back of her pants.
“Are those…” Anita stared at the floor. “Why were those in your pants?”
Prue pulled out a soggy invitation that had somehow made its way around to the front. “Huh, that’s weird. How did those get there? I must have sat on them by accident.” She watched the forecast on her mother’s face.
And now over to Prue Laroe, Mother Meteorologist! Well, folks, we should be expecting some heavy rain here shortly and an eighty percent chance of scattered thunderstorms.
“I spent all yesterday making those for your birthday party,” Anita said slowly. Before Prue could point out that no one had asked if she wanted a party, or that she didn’t exactly have any friends to invite to it these days, her mother swatted the air and put on a see-through smile. Her real one didn’t come out much anymore. It was like a partly cloudy sky. You know the sun is hiding back there, somewhere. But even when it peeks out, it still doesn’t shine as bright.
Around their apartment, the forecast could change pretty quickly.
Looks like our radar cleared up. Partly cloudy skies from here on out.
“You know, I didn’t really like that color scheme, anyway. I’m going to make a new batch.” Anita hurried down the hall to the back bedroom, saying something about more glitter. Her go-to fix for many problems—just add more glitter.
Prue scratched a spot where there was definitely too much glitter, looking at the spillage and half-slurped bowls of spaghetti.
“I’ll go check on her,” Arthur volunteered, a pretty convenient way to get out of cleaning off the table, if you asked Prue. “Fifi, help your sister.”
As soon as he left the kitchen, Fifi got up to leave, too. Prue didn’t have to ask where she was going. Fifi practically lived at her friend Kasey’s house. Anywhere is better than here, she’d claimed, more than once. Even though Prue was here. Always here.
Her parents tried to get her to see her own friends, but Prue didn’t have time for that anymore. Not with comedy sketches to write and new taglines to come up with for the Tub-night Show.
“Aren’t you going to help me with this mess?” Prue asked Fifi.
“You’re the one who made it. This is why you shouldn’t touch Lina’s stuff.” Fifi opened their apartment door, where two of their neighbors were arguing in the hall.
Even though they’d lived close to each other for years, the people on the fourth floor couldn’t be further from friends. The only thing worse than having strangers for neighbors was having neighbors who were strange. In their building, both of these things were true.
“Could you keep it down over there?” Sid was whining, which never sounded great coming out of a grown-up. To be fair, he didn’t look much like a grown-up, besides the meager mustache that he seemed to have a habit of petting. “Oliver only sleeps during the day. And if he gets up now, he’s going to start reverse cycling.”
Across the hall, Ms. Candice burped the baby that was strapped on her chest. “Really? I’ve got four kids to worry about, and you’re complaining about a sleep schedule for some rodent?”
“How dare you,” Sid cried. “Oliver is a hedgehog. There’s a big difference.”
Fifi froze at the mention of a hedgehog. “If that thing ever comes near me, I swear I’ll tell Carl,” she threatened, slamming their apartment door shut behind her.
Alone with the mess, Prue stared down at Lina’s stained shirt. Wondering how much differently dinner would have gone if Lina had been the one wearing it instead. Prue didn’t mean to ruin it—their meal or the shirt. She did mean to ruin the birthday invitations, but only when no one was looking and she wouldn’t get blamed for it.
The invitations didn’t matter, anyway. Because she wasn’t going to have a party. Because there was nothing party-worthy about Prue turning the same age as Lina. That was never supposed to happen. That wasn’t how being a little sister worked. Why would she want to celebrate the fact that she would keep getting older and Lina never would?
Lina was the one who wanted to grow up.
She’d made that clear the few months before she left.
“Aren’t you coming?” Prue had asked her one night before bed, when instead of heading toward the bathroom for the Tub-night Show, Lina stopped at Fifi’s door. “She’s not going to play with us, you know.” They’d given up on their oldest sister being a co-host a long time before that.
“You can start without me,” Lina said, slipping into Fifi’s room. Prue waited for the rage that came anytime someone invaded Fifi’s privacy. But when she pressed her ear against the door, Prue heard nothing.
And nothing almost always means whispering.
Whispering about things Prue wasn’t invited to hear.
She tried to shrug it off. She had a show to put on, after all. An hour passed of waiting for Lina in the bathtub before Prue gave up and headed to bed. When Lina finally came into their room that night, Prue watched through fluttering, pretending-to-be-closed eyes, waiting for Lina to wake her up. To say she was sorry, or that she forgot. But as Lina climbed into her bed across the room and flicked off her lamp, she didn’t look sorry at all. She was smiling.
What Prue hoped might be a one-time occurrence turned into the evening routine. She never found out why, night after night, Lina skipped the Tub-night Show and went into Fifi’s room instead. Or why Lina would fall asleep smiling.
All she knew was the smile had nothing to do with her.
Something inside Prue prickled, like she’d swallowed Sid’s hedgehog. “What was so special about being in there?” she muttered, marching to Fifi’s room. She’d snuck in plenty of times since Lina left, but she still hadn’t figured out what they’d been doing all those nights without her.
Prue crossed the carpet, a blur of boy band posters around her. Fifi was obsessed with them and their ridiculous poses—standing in the rain as if they’d never heard of umbrellas before, shirts pulled up to show off their belly buttons. Everyone has them. And they’re not that great to look at.
“Was it them?” Prue ripped a poster off the wall, imagining her sisters debating over which boy had the best hair. “Was that what you were whispering about? Or was it these?” She grabbed a handful of lipstick tubes off the dresser, picturing her sisters painting their mouths, talking about which color best matched their teeth, or however it worked.
Prue yanked the string on Fifi’s always-shut blinds, pulling so hard it snapped off the top of the molding. Light shot into the dim room and she threw open the window, chucking the lipstick and balled-up poster outside. The summer heat took no time to slither its sticky way inside.
“Was it these?” Prue hurled a pair of way-too-high heels down to the grass. Pointy shoes were pointless anyway. Digging through Fifi’s drawers, she grabbed a pair of pink underwear. “Or these?” She stretched back one side like a slingshot and sent the garment sailing through the muggy evening air.
That’s when she saw a boy in the building across the street, with his head stuck out a window. Watching her through binoculars.
“Uh, those aren’t mine!” Prue made sure to clarify about the underwear, but he’d already disappeared back inside his apartment.
“You’re right. They’re not.”
A swallow stuck in Prue’s throat. She inched her head out the window, peering down. Fifi glared up at her from the ground, hair stuck to the side of her sweating face. She gripped one of her high heels like a dagger. A Headline blazed big and bold across the back of Prue’s eyes.
Premiering Soon: The Fury of Fifi. Showing all summer long!
“You’re in for it this time,” Fifi said. She pitched her arm back and threw.







Carl, from the Basement
(6)
Carl was halfway through his comic when glass shattered somewhere upstairs. Duty calls! He shot up from where he was sitting—remembered it was the toilet—and lowered himself back down. Another kind of duty was calling.
But there was no time to keep wasting—that broken glass could be his big break.
It meant thieves (probably) and him saving the day (definitely).
The heroic moment he’d been waiting for.
Anyone could fix a pipe or unclog a drain, so Carl didn’t bother doing those things. Not everyone could catch a burglar, though. He flushed fearlessly, and stumbled out of his closet-sized bathroom, stepping on the plate of pizza rolls he left by the door.
“Oh, rats!” he said, because the rats had eaten almost all of them. He knew it wasn’t the mice. They mostly stuck to burritos. Of all the tasks Carl had as the apartment building’s maintenance man, he was best at being the exterminator. Mr. Snider told him to “take care” of the varmints and pests bothering the tenants, so Carl did just that. He took great care of them.
True, Carl always had a lot on his plate (which he now shared with his many pets), but it was nice no longer microwaving for one. He checked his shoes for critters, then clomped up the dark, damp stairwell that led to the main lobby. Carl might have been kicked out of his parents’ basement, but this basement was where he would prove them wrong.
That he was born for big things after all.







The Odenburgh
(7)
I had nothing to do with the 4C sisters’ fight.
But I was the one who ended up with the smashed window.
This is just how it goes—
Me, caught in the middle of people and their problems.
Fifi threw a pointed shoe up at her sister with a scream. And terrible aim. It crashed through my window below Prue.
It wasn’t the first time part of me had been broken.
You don’t last as long as I have without some scrapes and bruises.
Still. Being shattered doesn’t feel great.
Glass sliced across my hardwood floors in apartment 3C, as the shoe landed in the living room. Fifi bolted down the block. Prue ducked back into 4C, slamming my window shut.
Typical tenants. Make a mess, then leave it behind.
Carl burst out my front door. “I’m here!” he shouted, even though no one else was. The dead patch of grass was deserted. “You can’t hide from me! I’ll find who did this!” Carl waved his screwdriver like a sword.
I’ve encountered a lot of tools over the years.
If I was trying to be intimidating, I wouldn’t go with a screwdriver.
“Hello?” the lady in 3C called out through my cracked window.
Carl blinked between blushing cheeks, lowering his weapon. “Um, Monica. Hi.”
Monica lifted Fifi’s shoe, then pointed to the grass. “Is that your stuff?”
“What stuff?” Carl looked down. He jumped back from the underwear by his feet, tripping over the other shoe. “Oh, uh … no. I don’t … I don’t wear those.”
“’Kay, could you throw that other heel up here, then?” she asked. “They’re my size. Is that lipstick down there, too?”
“Uh, I’m not…” Carl squinted at the small tubes on the ground. “I don’t know.”
“What shades are they? Any dark red? You better believe I look good in some dark red.”
Carl nodded, like he did believe her. “Just, um, stay calm. Don’t worry. I’ll fix this for you.” He turned, commanding his phone: “Call Mr. Snider.”
But Pat Snider’s truck was already driving up to the curb.
Pat never came when Carl called.
Or came twice in one week.
“Mr. Snider?” Carl glanced from his phone to Pat’s truck. “Wow, that worked fast.”
Another car pulled in behind it. I’d seen it before. Sleek. Spotless. Sheening.
One that never parked on my side of the street.
“You brought backup!” Carl hollered. “Nice.”
Backup, my brick.
I knew the second both men stepped out on the sidewalk.
Pat wasn’t here to fix my window.
And neither was The Suit.







The Odenburgh
(8)
Being fifty feet tall, there wasn’t much I was afraid of.
The Suit was the exception.
It didn’t matter that he was forty-four feet shorter than me.
I knew what he was capable of.
He lurks down Bagley Street. A predator stalking its prey.
Everywhere he goes, he carries Downtown Disease with him. He’s infected the whole block. I’ve seen The Suit bring buildings down with a single phone call. Uproot trees. Boot out tenants. It’s what happened across the street.
Now The Suit was on my side. And he brought others with him.
Four Suits, standing on the sidewalk.
Pat looked more like me than ever down there. Red, rough, rugged. Surrounded by silver and shiny and smooth.
This was a sneak attack. An ambush. Unfair fight.
But like me, Pat was tough. Gritty. Not going anywhere. He didn’t need to run. He’d stand his ground. Pat reached out to make the first blow—
Only, it was a handshake.
“Dominic,” he said to The Suit. “Thanks for coming this evening.”
Pat was expecting the ambush of Suits. Even worse, he’d invited them.
To our side.
He wasn’t telling them to get lost. He was showing them around my lot.
Making plans.
Shaking more hands.
Barely looking my way.
That’s how I knew it wasn’t good.
It didn’t matter what I looked like to any of The Suits.
In their eyes, I was already gone.







Roland, from 2B
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Of all the tenants living in the building, only a select few had a balcony jutting off the side of their apartment. Roland believed this made him special, and since no one else was around to tell him otherwise, he took his own word for it.
“Chair dusted,” Roland recited his daily to-do list, swiping his finger across the wooden rocker to check for residue. The rocker didn’t leave much room for anything else out there, but then, Roland didn’t need much of anything else.
“Floor swept,” he confirmed, giving a final push of the broom toward the metal bars of the balcony. Below, he spotted Mr. Snider, a group of well-dressed men, and that buffoon, Carl, trailing behind them like a panting, dull-witted dog.
Speaking of … He’d been meaning to lodge a complaint with Mr. Snider about his upstairs neighbor. Unfortunately, the privilege of having a balcony was shared by those who didn’t take its upkeep as seriously. On multiple occasions, Roland had witnessed dog urine leaking down onto his own balcony, all because Mrs. Umansky was too lazy to walk down two flights of stairs to take out her mutt. Consequently, his beloved Holly bush now had a streak of wilted, yellow leaves on one side.
“Bush examined.” Roland studied the foliage of his potted plant in the golden light of the lowering sun. He plucked a stray pink petal that didn’t belong, turning to the unruly jungle on the neighboring balcony it had undoubtedly come from.
The young couple in 2A had no sense of discipline when it came to their dozens of plants. They let them grow however they wanted. No pruning, no plan, just a tangled, wild mess that frequently invaded Roland’s side.
“Unbelievable,” he muttered, whipping out his ruler and holding it against his balcony’s railing. Two thick stems producing pink blooms were crossing onto his property. Using the ruler as his guide, he took his scissors and snipped the intruders clean off in a straight line.
Samira, the woman from 2A, popped out from behind the bush. Her long black hair seemed to grow as fast as her plants, and Roland was half tempted to start snipping that, too. How she could even endure that much hair during the stifling summer was beyond him.
“Evening!” Samira smiled.
“I’m well aware,” Roland replied. He hated being greeted by whatever time of day it was, as if he didn’t have a pocket watch to tell him. “Your plants are out of control. If you had fewer, perhaps it’d be more manageable.”
Roland had his Holly bush and that was that. Anything more was unnecessary.
“Oh, we couldn’t get rid of any of these. Khal and I are too attached.” Samira laughed, stroking one of the flowering trespassers. “You’re welcome to keep whatever grows over to your side. This bush clearly can’t get enough of you.”
The feeling was not mutual.
“If I wanted any of those things growing on my balcony, I’d grow them myself,” Roland informed her. Somehow, she’d gone this entire conversation without noticing the leaf caught in her hair.
“I’m about to crush up some of this mint to make after-dinner tea.” Samira motioned to the plethora of potted herbs behind her. She could barely move on her balcony—it was as congested as rush hour traffic. Both of which Roland wanted nothing to do with. “I can bring some over, if you’d like?”
“If I wanted any tea, I’d go out and buy some myself.”
“I can guarantee none of that store-bought stuff will taste as good as mine.” Samira laughed again. She was always laughing. Roland heard it incessantly through their shared wall. Along with the loud music she and her loud husband played.
“I’ve got work to finish,” Roland reported, returning inside. According to his pocket watch, he’d fallen behind on his to-do list. He carried his perfectly rinsed paintbrush from the sink, over to where the row of gray paint cans waited for him in the living room. As much as he tried not to count them, it happened anyway. Six cans left.
Painting the entire apartment had only taken two.
His right hand throbbed against the brush, as he tried to track down where on the wall he’d left off earlier that day. Some might find it pointless to cover gray walls with more gray. But Roland was a man of his word, and of his to-do lists.
He’d promised to get through all the cans. It was the last thing left to cross off.
Roland sighed, rubbing out his aching wrist, his twinging back. He’d have been done painting already if everything didn’t hurt so much. But there was no one else around to do it for him, so he’d do it just fine by himself. The only way to get anything done was by himself.
And the faster he finished, the sooner he could talk to Holly.
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An eyesore.
That’s what The Suit called me.
Right in front of my door, like I couldn’t hear him.
There were talks of rodent damage.
A compromised foundation.
Unsound living conditions. As if I wasn’t safe.
One of his henchmen made a comment on my faded brick.
Faded brick?
It’s called history.
I’d been around longer than of any of those chumps. Seen more. Carried more.
None of that mattered to them.
I thought it would matter to Pat. That I mattered to Pat.
Turns out, we weren’t the same after all.
He’d caught a case of Downtown Disease.
“What a shame” was right.
The same person who had me built was going to let me fall.







Prue, from 4C
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Trouble is like tight pants after dessert. Much easier to get into than out of.
It’d been almost a full day since the window incident, and Prue thought they might be in the clear—until her father called everyone into the living room. They never sat in there together anymore. The TV was turned off, instead of spewing the endless stream of sports her father usually watched every weekend. Another sign things weren’t looking good.
“Take a seat,” Arthur said, the kind of phrase you hear at the principal’s office or doctor or any other place you don’t want to be.
Anita sat in the patterned chair she’d reupholstered, the one farthest from the windows. They’d stayed shut for the past year, with two layers of curtains pulled permanently tight across the panes, but Anita still never went near them. Last summer, she sewed the extra layer on herself to revamp the living room. She also removed every family picture, which Prue knew had nothing to do with revamping, either.
Arthur perched his burly body on the edge of their coffee table, where Prue and Lina had carved faces inside the circular stains left behind by sweating cups. They’d also practiced their autographs on the underside of the table, but no one knew about that.
Some parts of Lina, her mother couldn’t hide away.
“Earlier today we heard from the apartment building’s owner, Mr. Snider,” Arthur said ominously.
Prue fidgeted on the couch, the leather sticking to the back of her clammy legs. Fifi elbowed her in the ribs, a jabbing reminder of the rule: Sisters should keep secrets for each other. But Fifi and Lina had both broken the other part of that rule: Sisters shouldn’t keep secrets from each other.
Arthur glanced over at Anita, who was tightening the woolly string wrapped around her hair. She was always trying to find different ways to use up her excessive supply of yarn, and restraining her curls was one of them. “He shared with us some … unexpected news.”
Prue had been in trouble enough times to know what to do next. The trick was following the same advice you’d give to a group being chased by a bear in the woods.
Your chances are much better at making it out okay if you’re the fastest.
“Fifi’s the one who broke the window,” Prue blurted.
“Our building is going under,” her father said at the same time.
“Seriously, Prue?” Fifi launched high off the couch without even uncrossing her arms. She was the most agile when she was angry. “You were chucking my stuff outside!”
“Window?” Anita stood, too, less agile, but very angry. “When did you break a window?”
“See? They didn’t even know about it! Way to get us in trouble, you snitch—” Fifi stopped, mid-snark. “Wait. What did you say, Dad?”
Arthur looked back and forth, as if he wasn’t sure which problem to tackle first. “Mr. Snider has decided to sell this property to the owner of the apartment building across the street. They’re going to put up another one just like it.”
Fifi straightened, her smoldering eyes going sparkly. “So … everyone here is about to get upgraded to a fancy new apartment?”
“Not exactly.” Their father rubbed the hair around his mouth, like he was hoping the right words might drop out the way cookie crumbs sometimes did. “A new building means new rent. We won’t be able to afford what they’re asking us to pay, giving us only one option. We have to move out.”
“What?” Prue leapt up, leaving behind two damp leg marks on the leather. “We can’t move! This is our home. Where we live.”
“We’re so sorry, girls,” her mother said in that partly cloudy voice. “I know you’re both upset—”
“I’m not upset,” Fifi butted in. “I’m glad we’re finally moving out of this dump. The Wi-Fi sucks and there’s never any hot water. Plus, we don’t exactly have great memories here.”
Prue stumbled back onto the couch, like she was pushed. “How—how can you say that?”
This was the place they had the most memories. The place they’d been the longest.
The last place Lina had lived.
“Because it’s true,” Fifi said flatly. “It’s hard enough having to go outside, let alone having a window in my room where I can see where it happened—”
“Fifi,” Anita warned, a black curl popping loose from the clutches of her yarn hairband.
“Josefine,” Fifi corrected. “And to make things worse, Prue just broke my blinds—”
“That’s enough!” Another curl sprang free. Anita’s face flushed, then her chest, and she started blowing air down her dress. She tore off her socks, using them to fan her armpits.
Heads-up, folks. We’ve got a heat wave rolling in with record high temperatures.
Heat waves were what Prue called her mother’s frequent hot flashes, when she’d shove her head in the freezer or rip off her crocheted sweaters like they were about to combust.
“All right, everyone, bring it in.” Arthur took over, going full locker-room talk. No one brought it in. “I know this feels like a tough loss. But the more your mother and I have been talking, the more we see this is a good thing for our family. We’ve been thinking about moving for the past few months, and this might be the push we need. Think of it as a fresh start.”
Prue didn’t want a fresh start.
A fresh start meant that something else had ended.
They couldn’t just make a new home. Because Lina would never be a part of it.
She was a part of this one. The memories of her were all over the place. Curled by the window, underlining her favorite parts of books with paint pens. Spilling cereal on the kitchen table when she mixed three different types together. Smiling secretly in her bed.
If they left their home, they’d be leaving these memories of Lina.
They would be leaving her.
“Change isn’t all bad. Sometimes the greatest plays come from calling an audible,” her father said, nodding like he’d motivated himself.
The only thing that was audible was how ridiculous he sounded.
Change never brought anything good.
“This will be a lot easier if we work as a team,” he went on. “We’re all in the same boat here.” Arthur leaned in, like he was about to make them put their hands in the middle and chant something on three. Instead, he said, “Now we need to talk about this broken window incident.”
“Well, it doesn’t really matter, does it? Since this entire place is about to be torn down anyway,” Fifi pointed out. “The rest of the windows will be broken soon.”
“Don’t say that!” Prue cried. “Why don’t you care about this? Why don’t any of you? You’re supposed to care—” Her voice caught, and she ran out of the living room. Grabbing the landline off the wall, she slammed the bathroom door, her father’s words following behind her.
We’re all in the same boat here.
A boat that was missing someone on board. A boat that was full of holes and leaking.
Prue’s family just kept paddling, like nothing was wrong.
Like they didn’t notice the whole thing was sinking.
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The news broke like my window.
Only this time, it shattered in every apartment.
And Pat Snider was the one who threw the shoe.
Pieces went flying everywhere. There were questions. Outrage. Crying. Words I won’t repeat. Words I will:
You’re supposed to care.
The girl in 4C said them. I felt it like an ache in my walls.
Pat was supposed to care. About me. About the tenants. About his mom, who lived in 1B.
But he ripped the rug out from under each of us.
One month. That’s all he gave.
It’s not much of a heads-up when your entire life is about to change.
Or be gone forever.
Of all the things I heard from the tenants that day, the worst was their plans. That was how it worked. They’d be upset for a while, but then they would move on.
They’d move.
People always find a new place to live. Same goes for pigeons.
They didn’t need me.
They’d let me fall like it was nothing.
Like I was nothing.
No one would stand up for me.
And I’d no longer stay standing.
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Prue sat on the edge of the tub, not caring that her socks were getting soaked. “I don’t get it,” she said into the telephone, her voice drowned out by the water sputtering from the spout. “How can they all act like losing our home isn’t a big deal? It’s our home. Where we’ve done so much together.” Her eyes filled like the bottom of the bathtub. “I wish you were here, Lina. You’d know what to do. You’d know how to fix this.”
Lina loved their home. She would never want to leave.
Except she did leave.
The thought punctured a hole in Prue’s chest, and a flood of things she didn’t want to feel came pouring out.
Lina left their apartment that night. Then she left the building.
And no one knew why.
Prue fidgeted with the bracelet on her wrist, which had been found clutched in Lina’s hand. She twisted the string of colorful blank beads, stopping at the only one with a letter on it. L. Pressing the L against her pulse, Prue slid into the puddling tub.
The last time she saw Lina was from right there.
That night, Prue heard her get out of bed. She snuck after her into the hall, because sneaking always led to something interesting, and also because Lina was heading to the bathroom. If they were both in there, Lina wouldn’t be able to refuse a round of the Tub-night Show. It’d been months since she’d last played with Prue, spending her evenings in Fifi’s room instead. All Prue had to do was give her a little taste, and she’d be hooked again.
Prue popped her head into the bathroom, and Lina whirled around in front of the mirror. “What are you doing in here?” Lina hissed. “It’s almost midnight. I thought you were asleep.”
“Show business never sleeps, you know that.” Prue brought in the landline, checking over her shoulder to make sure their parents’ light was off at the end of the hall. Summer meant the sisters could stay up later than normal, but midnight was pushing it. She shut the door behind her silently, waggling the phone with a grin. “I’ll warm up the crowd for you. You’re on in five.”
Lina’s eyes darted back to her reflection. “I wasn’t…”
“It’s a sold-out show, by the way. They’ll start chanting your name if you don’t get onstage soon. And that can get pretty loud,” Prue warned, arching her eyebrows toward the door.
“Okay, okay, I’ll do it if you stay quiet,” Lina whispered quickly. “Just keep the show going. I’ll be right back.”
Prue was so excited that Lina actually agreed, she didn’t ask where she was going. Or what Lina was doing. Or why she wasn’t wearing her pajamas.
Prue sank into the bathtub and gave the audience what they came for.
Stay tuned after this commercial break for a special guest appearance … our very own Lina will be right back!
The show went on for a few minutes until Prue fell asleep with the phone against her ear. And she’d kept it going every night since.
Waiting for Lina to be right back.
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If there’s ever a time to try and tune tenants out, it’s when they’re in the bathroom.
I’ve got my boundaries.
Plus, you can’t unsee all the things that go on in there. Or unhear.
But with Prue in 4C now, with her crying, with her questions, I couldn’t turn away.
“What were you doing, Lina? Why did you go outside that night?” She asked what she always did. In that same spot. In that same voice. Even though no answers ever came.
It felt wrong, not saying something. Listening to her wonder.
Especially when I knew what happened.
When I knew the only person who knew it, too.
“Why … why would you leave me?” Her question seemed closer than ever. Maybe because I wanted to ask the same thing.
Why would you leave me?
Not just to Lina, who walked out my front door a year ago.
To everyone who’d ever left me.
And to everyone who was about to.
Prue threw my landline, and it smacked against my floor. I didn’t take it personally. I would have thrown something, too, if I could have. I would have kicked. Screamed. Fought. Told The Suit to get lost. Asked Pat why. Made him remember that we went way back.
A long list of things I could never do.
Just like with Lina that night, all I could do was watch.
Prue slid farther into the shallow water. I knew for a fact it was freezing. Of all the complaints I carried, my water temperature was top of the list.
Another problem I couldn’t fix.
“I feel so alone.” Her whisper crept like a crack in my concrete. Deep. Splitting.
Breaking through my beams.
I felt it in my foundation. A feeling I didn’t know I had.
Or how long it’d been buried.
Loneliness.
The same feeling as this girl from 4C.
I couldn’t do much of anything.
But I could show Prue she wasn’t alone. That she wasn’t the only one.
I flicked off the bathroom light.
Then on.
Off.
On.
Off.
On.
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Okay, fine. I had one moment of weakness.
So what?
I never said I was invincible.
Prue was out of the tub in seconds. Scrambling over the edge. Drenched and dripping all over my floor. She stared at the light hanging over the sink, mouth wide like an open window.
“Lina?” Her voice trembled.
What?
No.
That wasn’t what I meant to happen.
I’d made it pretty clear that flicker was me. There was no way Lina could do that.
Then again, Prue probably thought there was no way I could, either.
“Was that … was that you?” she asked, gazing at the mirror. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me.” She reached out slowly, placing both hands on my wall.
People didn’t usually touch my walls. They hit them with hammers. Jammed them with screws. Drowned them in paint. Pounded on them to silence noisy neighbors.
Never just a touch. Never so softly.
“I won’t leave you, either,” Prue said. “I won’t let everyone forget.”
She wasn’t talking to me—yeah, yeah, I know. She never was.
Still. It hit me like a wrecking ball to bricks:
I didn’t want to be left. I didn’t want anyone to forget me.
I didn’t want this to be the end.
“I’ll figure out how we can stay,” she said, plugged into my thoughts as if they were an outlet. As if we were connected.
We weren’t, not really.
Maybe that’s just how it feels to not be alone.
There was someone who cared if I was gone. Someone who would stand up for me.
“I won’t let us lose our home.” Her promise was a pump of power. A surge. A spark.
On my own, I was helpless. But with Prue, maybe there was a way.
I’d seen from over the years—that kid was as stubborn as stone. Persistent as a leaky pipe. Mulish as mold. She was no quitter.
Neither was I.
I signaled to show her I was in.
Light off.
On.
Off.
On.
I wouldn’t go down without a fight.
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Prue had dealt with unfinished business in a bathroom before, but never this kind of unfinished business. The kind she’d heard about from the ghost stories Lina used to read, where a soul comes back one last time to do something important. Something they need to do. Prue didn’t know if she even believed in ghosts, or how any of that worked, but it was no coincidence—right when she found out the building was in danger, Lina showed up.
And she wanted Prue to help save it.
“Fifi!” Prue shoved open her sister’s door, committing the treacherous act of a No-Knock entrance. “Guess what!”
Fifi flew off her bed, where a boy band was streaming from her laptop, wailing about how hard it was to be in love or something. Behind her, the broken slats of her blinds were still crooked over the top half of the window. A shirt hung over the rest, barely blocking out the light.
“What are you doing in here? Get out.”
“But I have to tell you something, Fifi—”
“It’s Josefine. And why are you so wet? You’re ruining my rug!”
“I talked to Lina!” Prue exclaimed, and as glad as she was to finally have Fifi’s attention, it hurt that it took Lina’s name to get it. It hurt that she wasn’t allowed in Fifi’s room when Lina was. Always and only Lina.
“I talked to her,” Prue said more quietly. “In the bathroom.”
“Uh, yeah, I hear you talking in there constantly. We all do.”
“No, not that kind of talking, I mean a real conversation. Well, a short conversation, with not a lot of words, or really any words from her, exactly, but I was talking to her, and she was listening…” Prue’s explanation felt as slippery as her socks. Like she could hardly get anywhere.
“Seriously?” Fifi wasn’t buying it. And she was the kind of person who loved buying things. “I don’t have time for your make-believe games.”
“This isn’t make-believe. Lina was listening. I told her I would save our apartment and then the light in the bathroom flickered!” Prue’s hands flew up, opening and closing to demonstrate. “Off, then on; then off, then on.”
“This building is like one hundred years old, what do you expect? It’s got major electricity problems. Just another reason I can’t wait to get out of here.”
“We can’t move.” Prue stamped her feet, feeling them squish into the damp carpet. The boy band whined in the background. “That’s what I talked about with Lina. She doesn’t want us to leave. She wants us to save the building.”
“Lina doesn’t want anything,” Fifi snapped suddenly. Prue couldn’t tell if her eyes were making everything else look wet, or if Fifi’s eyes were watering, too. “She’s gone. She’s not coming back. If you spent any time in actual reality, you’d know that. All your pretending only makes things worse.”
Fifi turned back to her bed, blaring the music louder. For the first time, Prue left her sister’s room without having to be asked. She didn’t want to be in there, not when Fifi had already given up and moved on from their home. Not when it felt like Fifi had already moved on from Lina. Just like their parents had.
“I don’t need them,” Prue muttered. “I’ll find someone else to help me.”
She couldn’t be the only person in their entire building who wanted to save it.
If there was one thing she knew, it was the power of a signature. Hers, mostly.
But in this case, she needed a whole lot more.
In the hall closet, Prue rifled through towels, sheets, bags full of her mother’s yarn, until a black leather briefcase fell off one of the shelves. It lay at her feet, like the ugly, shriveled skin of an alligator. One that had opened its sharp teeth and swallowed all the documents about Lina—letters about the come-and-gone court dates, reviews of the police reports, things that made her sister feel like a pile of papers instead of a person.
Prue shoved the briefcase to the back of the closet, continuing to look for Lina’s bin of art supplies. Full of things that did make her sister feel like a person—the scented markers that weren’t edible (Prue learned that the hard way), the sketchbooks covered in her doodles, the colorful bands and beads she’d weave into bracelets. But like most of Lina’s stuff, the bin was gone.
The only useful thing Prue found was her father’s stash of sweets. Every so often he changed up his hiding place for the desserts he saved for himself, and she’d been hunting this new one for a while. She stuffed as many cookies as she could into her damp pocket and checked the junk drawer in the kitchen. Reluctantly, Prue settled for a boring assortment of black and blue pens, then froze when she saw the refrigerator.
The magnetic calendar was already flipped to July, even though they were still in the last week of June. At the end of the month, written in the small box marked the thirtieth, was Prue, 12.
Just seeing her name and that number, side by side, made it hard to breathe. Prue ripped July right off the calendar, which didn’t have a lot going on in it anyway, because apparently the only thing important enough to write down for the entire month was Prue, 12.
And that wasn’t important at all.
She tore off August through October, too, flipping over each month to the blank side. She taped the four pages together to form a floppy poster and grabbed the pens. Not exactly the ideal ingredients for an eye-catching display, but Prue’s showmanship would make up for the rest.
Outside her apartment, Mr. Umansky waited by the elevator with his slobbering bulldog.
“Hi, Mr. Umansky. Hi, Pookie,” Prue said.
One of them grunted, it was hard to tell which. They looked a lot alike. Droopy frowns, bulging red eyes, sagging skin. They’d lived across the hall as long as Prue could remember. Surely Mr. Umansky was just as upset about the building as she was.
She held up her makeshift poster. “I’m collecting signa—”
“Not interested in Girl Scout cookies,” Mr. Umansky huffed, too busy eyeing the glowing elevator button to look her way.
“What? That’s not—”
“We have a strict No Soliciting policy here. Children aren’t exempt from the rules.”
“I’m not selling anything. I’m trying to save—”
“In you go, Pookie,” Mr. Umansky instructed, as the elevator doors slid open. His pooch waddled into the elevator, dragging drool. “Make sure she takes you outside when you get there,” he told Pookie, pressing the button for the third floor. Mr. Umansky turned back to his apartment without another word.
It wasn’t the first time Prue had shared an elevator with Pookie. Every other day, Mr. Umansky sent Pookie down to his ex-wife, who lived one floor below, and every other day, she sent Pookie back up.
The doors had barely closed before a strong stench came from Pookie’s direction. Prue whirled to where the bulldog was squatting in the corner. “Pookie, no! We’ve only been in here for two seconds!”
Prue plugged her nostrils, pressing herself as far from the putrid pile as she could. When the elevator finally released them, both Pookie and Prue burst out the doors panting.
Mrs. Umansky waited in the hall, crouched and ready to receive a slathering of slobber. “There’s my Pookie Snookie Pear! My good boy. My perfect puppy angel.”
Someone had to break it to her. “Pookie pooped in the elevator.”
Mrs. Umansky wiped off her wet lips, not bothering to look at the incriminating evidence. “Typical. That lazy man sends poor Pookie down here with a full belly, expecting me to clean up his mess, as always. Well, you know what? I’m not cleaning it up. It happened on his floor, so he has to deal with it.”
“Actually—”
“Did Pookie go tinkle, too?”
“Uh, I don’t think so.”
“Okay, Pookie plum, let’s get you to the balcony. It’s tinkle time.” Mrs. Umansky bumped her apartment door open with her hip and let it slam shut behind her.
For two people who wanted nothing to do with each other, Mr. and Mrs. Umansky had a lot in common. Obsessed with Pookie, horrible listeners, and completely no help whatsoever. Prue brushed it off and decided to take the stairs the rest of the way down. There was a whole building full of signatures to claim.







The Odenburgh
(17)
Prue was optimistic.
She didn’t know the other tenants like I did.
When you’ve held people as long as I had, you become kind of an expert. Whether you want to be or not.
The tenants shared me, but that was where the sharing stopped.
They kept their distance. Avoided interactions in my hallways at all costs. Stayed silent in my elevator. Argued with each other from my balconies.
Unaware that they felt the same things, just on the other side of my walls.
Maybe if they were, they wouldn’t be so lonely.
But that wasn’t my problem to deal with.
Long story short: These tenants weren’t exactly the Work Together type.
Prue waited for an hour in my lobby, beside the poster she had hung. Sign Here If You Want to Save the Building, it said in black and blue letters. The only name on it was hers. Plus Lina’s.
No one else passed by. Even if they did, who knew if they’d sign it. I doubted there was anyone who cared as much as Prue.
Unless.
An idea thrummed through me. Like electricity down a wire.
If Prue wanted someone to help her, she was going to have to think outside the box.
The box being me.
The boy across the street was in his usual spot. I could see him over in his building—head out the window, binoculars at his face. All I needed was for Prue to see him, too.
I cut off the light above my front door.
My lobby dimmed, except where the sun split through the glass. Prue dropped her pens, watching the light as it blinked.
On.
Off.
All right, fine. I was getting involved again.
Can you blame me? Buildings often know best.
“Lina?” Prue whispered. “You’re … down here, too?”
Not again. I really thought I’d made it clear to her that time. But I couldn’t worry about that now. What mattered was my plan.
Prue walked across my lobby to the decades-old light fixture. Her eyes drifted below it, out my front door. Right to the building across the street.
Bingo.
“That boy again,” she said, and I flicked the bulb above her back on. Prue hurried outside, shouting, “Hey! Hey, you!”
The binoculars slipped out of his hands, plummeted four stories down, and smacked the sidewalk. Then he ducked back into his apartment, out of sight.
Not exactly the intro I was expecting.
Bounding down my front steps, Prue stopped beside the concrete bench, planted in the sliver of parched grass. Lina’s bench.
It looked nothing like her. Gray, cold, hard.
If it had been up to me, I would have chosen something alive instead. Like a tree.
Prue knelt on the dry, brittle blades, spotting the pile of flowers propped against the bench leg. They were fresh. Bright blobs of pink. Her hand trembled as she touched the petals.
“Who…,” she whispered, looking over both shoulders.
Across the street, the boy ran out of his glassy, gleaming building. He saw Prue and froze.
It was almost a dose of déjà vu, the two of them together.
A scene I could have seen before, if only things had ended differently.
Just like that, my plan was back on.
See? I knew what I was doing.
Watching how people work all these years was finally going to do me some good.
And who knows?
Maybe it would do them some good, too.







Prue, from 4C
(18)
Prue had no problem staring at strangers. Most times they had a problem with it, but how else were you supposed to figure out if you wanted to get to know someone? Prue blatantly stared down Binoculars Boy, though something told her he wouldn’t be fazed. If anything, he was getting a taste of his own medicine.
The air was thick with heat, frizzing her dark hair and frying the road between them. “Why have you been spying?” she called out, folding her arms so fast that even Fifi would be proud.
Binoculars Boy’s arms, however, looked like they couldn’t be less sure of what they should be doing. Long and lanky, they went from his sides, to wiping his forehead, to shoving in his baggy pockets, all in a matter of seconds. “I wasn’t spying.”
“Then what’s with the binoculars? And all the staring?”
He glanced over at the binoculars lying on the sidewalk. “I like … watching birds.” He looked both ways and leaned in as if to whisper, even though they were still a street apart. “I’m a bird-watcher.”
Prue popped an eyebrow, not quite convinced. “What’s your favorite, then?”
“Pigeons. Definitely pigeons.” He squinted toward the sky, then pointed up at Prue’s building. “There’s some now. Just look at them … flap. And sit. There’s no stopping those guys.”
It was true—the pigeons on the roof were always either flapping or sitting. Those poor birds would lose their home, too, if Prue didn’t find a way to save it. She glared at the building behind Binoculars Boy and it glared right back at her, sun glinting off its shiny windows. The same man who owned that building was the reason hers was in danger. And people like Binoculars Boy were the reason he was putting in new upscale apartments. Why were they any more important than Prue and her neighbors? Why did they deserve to have homes while Prue’s family had to lose theirs?
“You shouldn’t even be looking at these birds,” she sputtered, fueled by bristled feelings. “They’re on our building. Why don’t you look at your own roof? You probably have quail up there or something like that.”
“What?”
“Quail. A fancy bird.” Prue had no idea what quails looked like, or if birds could even be fancy, but this was the argument she chose, and she had to stick with it now. “Because you all think you’re so much better—”
A large truck stopped at the red light on the corner, blocking Binoculars Boy from Prue’s rant. When the street cleared, Prue checked several more times to make sure it was still safe, before braving the crosswalk quickly. She didn’t like being in the road, and definitely didn’t want to be on his side if she could help it, but when it comes to telling someone off, you can deliver a point much more effectively when you can actually point in that someone’s face.
“You all think you’re better than us over here, don’t you?” Prue stepped onto his sidewalk, having to raise her finger so high, she was struck with her dire need for deodorant. She let the smell waft out, not concerned with impressing him. Maybe it would even scare him off.
Binoculars Boy looked accidentally tall, like he wasn’t sure how he’d gotten up there so fast. His cargo pants clearly didn’t get the memo, either, stopping short way above his ankles. From below, Prue spotted something dangling from one of his nostrils, but she wasn’t going to tell him. She didn’t owe him any favors.
“Well, guess what?” Prue picked up her rant. “Our building is staying put. Your owner can try all he wants to tear it down, but we aren’t leaving.”
“Wait, what?”
She felt even more sure saying it the second time around. “We aren’t leaving.”
“No—I mean, someone’s trying to knock down your building?”
“Yeah, the guy who owns your place.” She pointed harder at him, as if it were his fault entirely. “So he can make more apartments like yours.”
“But he can’t,” Binoculars Boy said. “He can’t do that.” The color drained from his skin, like the last slurp of a juice box. Only, a sweaty juice box that looked like it might throw up on her at any second.
Prue took a step back, lowering her finger. “Are you okay?”
His eyes were watering all of a sudden. That didn’t happen a lot with boys her age.
“Yeah.” His voice cracked, which did happen a lot with boys her age. He dabbed the ends of his fluffy hair with the back of his hand. “I just like that building.”
“You do?”
“Uh, yeah. You know, because of all the crow watching.”
“You mean pigeons?”
“Oh. Yeah, sorry.” Binoculars Boy turned, wiping his nose on the inside of his shirt. “I’m worried about where the pigeons will go and everything.”
“The pigeons aren’t going anywhere,” Prue told him. “And neither is the building. I’m going to find a way to save it. For my sister Lina.”
He froze, mid-swipe of his nostril.
“She doesn’t want it to be torn down. It’s the last place she lived. It’s where her memories are. It’s where she is.” Prue’s voice wobbled. “We can’t leave her.” She glanced up to see if he was looking at her strangely, or worse, smirking. But his face was sinking too much for anything like that.
“I’ll help you.” Binoculars Boy spoke so abruptly, it seemed like the rest of him was still trying to catch up. “Yeah, I’ll help you save it.”
“You will?”
He nodded slowly, picking up the pace, as if more and more of him was agreeing. “No one should have to lose their home.”
This just in! After a shocking turn of events, Binoculars Boy might not be a jerk!
He was actually on Prue’s side. Which was saying a lot, considering he was from his side of the street. “Thank you. For wanting to help, I mean. Now, come on, we’ve got work to do.”
She checked over both shoulders the whole way back across the road, holding her breath until she reached the front steps of the building. Binoculars Boy straggled behind, fishing around in one of the four giant pockets lining either side of his pants. When he finally made it inside the lobby, Prue showed him the petition poster hanging on the wall.
“Only two signatures so far.” She pointed to her autograph, written in flawless cursive. “That’s me, by the way. Prue.”
“Lina,” he replied, like he was introducing himself. Except he was staring at where Lina’s name was spelled out in neat, capitalized letters.
“My sister,” Prue reminded him.
“The handwriting…”
“Thanks,” she said, picking up on the clear admiration in his voice. “Although, it is Lina’s handwriting. I’m just really good at copying her signature.” They’d spent hours practicing their autographs together.
“I signed Lina’s name for her because she’d want it on here. Because she’s a part of this.” Prue handed him the pen. “Now you are, too.”
It wasn’t nearly as hot in the lobby as it was outside, but Binoculars Boy had moved up to a new level of perspiration on par with one of her mother’s heat waves. Maybe if he wasn’t wearing pants in summer, he wouldn’t be so sweaty. The pen slipped in his palm as he tried to steady it against the poster. Just below his wrist were two different watches, which was weird. But so were a lot of other things about him, so she didn’t ask.
With the amount of time it took him to write, Prue expected to see a fifteen-lettered name as he backed away. Instead, he left behind five that she could barely make out.
“Lewis,” he read for her, after she’d examined it for a few seconds.
“You’re sure?” Prue squinted at the scrawl.
“That my name is Lewis? Yeah, positive.”
Prue took the pen from him, wiping his slick residue off on her shirt. She reached up to the top corner of the poster, peeling it off the wall.
“Oh, come on,” Lewis protested. “My handwriting’s not that bad. Just cross it off or something, you don’t have to throw the whole thing away.”
“I’m not doing either of those things,” Prue said, holding the poster at her side. Somehow, it felt much less flimsy with an extra signature on it now. “And I’m not waiting around for people to come sign it. We’re going to go to them.”







The Odenburgh
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People are afraid of basements for many reasons.
Most of those reasons are irrational.
When it came to my basement, their fear had everything to do with the rats.
They said I had a pest problem. As if I’m the one who was feeding them bags full of greasy snacks, and not Carl.
Two tenants on the first floor had moved out because of the rodent infestation.
An overreaction, if you ask me.
But Prue didn’t seem scared as she bounded down my steps.
The same couldn’t be said for Lewis. He kept looking behind him. Like he was being followed. Like someone was watching.
I was always watching.
That wasn’t a threat. Just a fact.
In all the time Lewis had stared at me, he’d never stepped foot inside. He only ever made it as far as Lina’s bench. Every night for months.
It was like being visited by a tree—
Skinny on bottom, bushy on top. Growing taller and taller.
Sometimes he stood still. Sometimes he swayed. Sometimes he shook.
In my stairwell now, I could see him clearly. Up close. No binoculars blocking his face. But his eyes were wide, as if he was still looking through them.
I knew it had nothing to do with the rats.
Or my basement.
His fear was the rational kind.
The kind he needed to face.
All a part of my plan.







Lewis, from Across the Street
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L ewis should have never read that fortune cookie at breakfast.
Today things will be out of your hands, it predicted. And it was right.
His binoculars did come out of his hands. He hadn’t even had time to check how broken they were. Or consult the miniature Magic 8 Ball in his pocket. It all happened so fast—one clumsy move and now Lewis was descending into a dungeon with Lina’s sister.
Lina.
Did Prue look so familiar because she had parts of Lina on her face? Or was it because he’d spied on her with his binoculars on several occasions? Was he a fool for thinking coming over here was a good idea?
Peering into his top pocket, Lewis gave the Magic 8 Ball a good shake. Its small response appeared inside the glow of a dark blue triangle: Reply hazy, try again.
There were too many other things to worry about besides getting an uncertain answer. For starters, he reeked, and his entire body had turned into one long Slip ’N Slide. Usually he could pin the sweaty blame on the growth spurt he’d somehow managed, but not today.
Technically, if Prue never asked if he knew Lina, was not mentioning that he did still a lie? It would be weird to bring up after waiting so long already, wouldn’t it? If he did, Prue would ask how, and the how would lead to wondering why, and the why would lead to the what, and the what wasn’t something Lewis was ever going to talk about.
Panic pressed in around him, and he stumbled into Prue at the bottom of the stairs.
“Are you okay?” she asked him again, and he really wished she’d stop. Because Lewis was the one who was supposed to make sure she was okay.
That’s why I’m here. To help.
He owed Lina this. He owed her everything.
“Yeah, I’m good,” Lewis said, pulling himself together. “I just don’t like rats.”
“Who does?” Prue poked her head through the open basement door, which was partially blocked off by a leaning ladder. Before he could stop her, she walked under like it was nothing.
Lewis plunged his hand into the pocket holding the horseshoe key chain, rubbing it to counteract the bad luck Prue had just summoned. His cargo pants hardly fit these days, but they had plenty of room for what he called his Destiny Devices. A rosary he took from his mom’s jewelry box (she never noticed), a constellation chart (only useful at night), a three-leaf clover (that he turned into a four-leaf clover by ripping a leaf in half), fortune cookies (which he’d accidentally sat on and smashed too many times to count). And one folded-up drawing. The last one he’d made.
It was a lot to carry around—but Lewis needed all the help he could get after the year he’d had. To top it all off, he’d just turned thirteen. The most unlucky number there was.
“Carl?” Prue called into the dimly lit basement.
“Maintenance requests go in the bucket,” a voice mumbled from somewhere inside. Lewis spotted an arm pointing over the back of a raggedy chair to a bucket by Prue’s feet.
“There’s a bunch of junk in there,” Prue said.
One look around the dingy disaster zone, and it was clear junk wasn’t something Carl was concerned with. Prue stepped over a pile of empty soda cans, trudging deeper into the maze of trash. Avoiding the ladder altogether, Lewis did the brave thing and followed closely after her. You know, to protect her from behind. He jumped as something scurried by their feet.
They stopped in front of Carl, who was leaning back in his recliner squirting spray cheese on his chest for two mice. “Is that good for them to eat?” Prue asked.
“Yeah, it tastes great,” Carl replied.
Prue held out the petition poster. “We’re collecting signatures to stop the building from being torn down. Do you want to sign it?”
Carl jolted up, and the mice scampered to the floor, leaving cheesy smudges all over his shirt. With no convincing, he took the poster from Prue. And then ripped it down the middle.
“No!” Prue cried as Lewis lunged forward. He yanked back the poster, tearing more in the process. It stopped halfway through Lina’s name, but most of the damage was done. This was exactly why you don’t walk under ladders.
“No petitions allowed,” Carl demanded, though it was difficult to take him seriously in pajama pants. “No causing problems. Mr. Snider doesn’t want any tenant trouble before the move out.”
“Don’t you care that you might lose all this?” Lewis motioned to the mounds of garbage, the clothes strewn across a rack holding a microwave, the small bed shoved in the corner covered in stacks of comic books.
“Dominic, the new owner, said if I help with the move out and prep for demolition, he might consider me for property manager once the new place is built.” Carl stood taller—still notably shorter than Lewis—pushing out his cheese-smeared chest. “That’s right. From maintenance to manager. No one’s going to mess that up for me.”
“But what about all your animals?” Prue asked.
“Yeah, I mean, you guys seem so … close.” Lewis attempted a compliment. “It’s, uh, it’s really something.” He tried not to flinch at the sight of a rodent climbing out of the sink. “I live in the building across the street, and they definitely don’t let any pests stay there.”
“Dominic said he’d take care of them, too,” Carl replied with certainty. “He said no one should be living in conditions like this. He’s right. Poor critters. They deserve better. And that’s exactly what they’ll get if I become manager.”
Lewis and Prue swapped looks, then spoke at the same time.
“I don’t think he was talking about the rats—”
“Take care of doesn’t mean—”
“I’ve got stuff to do,” Carl said, without going into specifics. “If I see you causing any more disturbances, I’ll report you to Mr. Snider!” He shooed them out the door with an actual shoe, and Lewis was pretty sure he saw a mouse flinging around inside it.
“That was a bust,” he muttered, following Prue up the stairs with the ripped poster in hand. He clasped both sides of Lina’s name together—Li and na—to keep them from splitting even farther apart.
“We’ll fix it,” Prue said, stepping back into the lobby. “I left the tape right here.” She took the poster from him, laying it on the floor. With her head down, she looked exactly like Lina. Probably because this was how he’d most often seen her. Head down, writing.
Him, waiting for her to look back up.
And with Lina’s handwriting on the poster … well. Lewis would recognize that anywhere.
Even after an entire year had gone by.
The two sisters had the same poufy dark hair falling in their face. The same sloped nose, except there were faint freckles on Prue’s, like a spread of speckled stars. Did Lina’s nose have freckles? Binoculars didn’t always show you that kind of thing.
The worst part was, he’d never know.
He could try asking his Magic 8 Ball. Or Prue. That was a normal question, wasn’t it? If your sister, when she was alive, had freckles, too? Would that mean she still had freckles? Because freckles don’t just disappear once you die, do they? Because you should still be able to keep those tiny parts of you, the things that make you, you, even after the rest of you is gone—
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
Lewis blinked, realizing how big his eyes had gotten because of how long it took him to do so. Staring was a hard habit to kick when it was how you spent a lot of your time. It’s much easier to get away with when you’re an entire street apart, as opposed to two feet.
“Did you hear me? I said it’s done.” Prue lifted the taped-together poster. Lina’s name was back in one piece. And Lewis’s handwriting looked even worse, somehow.
Lina never had any problems reading it. Then again, he’d barely picked up a pencil the last year. Not unless he had to for school. She probably wouldn’t recognize it anymore.
“Who cares what Carl says,” Prue exclaimed. “I’m not giving up.”
Lewis felt the drawing in his top pocket and swallowed. “Me neither,” he decided. He couldn’t give up. Not if this was how he could try to make things right.
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I wasn’t great at looking on the bright side.
Especially given my bright side was the one that was defaced with graffiti.
Still.
I tried to believe Prue’s petition might work. That the tenants would actually sign it.
“We just have to get everyone to remember why they like living here,” Prue said to Lewis, before knocking on the first door.
Not a terrible strategy. If they liked living in me, that is.
1A didn’t answer. They’d moved out because of the rodent infestation.
1D didn’t answer, either. See line above.
1C shouted at them for soliciting. Then slammed my door. It’s painful, people.
Gertrude Snider in 1B was a different story. As in, she spewed off a dozen different starts of stories, then switched to the next one. Like she had too many to share.
Gertrude had lived in me since the beginning. The one person who’d never left.
All that was about to change because of her son.
Gertrude didn’t seem angry at Pat. Even though he betrayed us both. Maybe that’s how it is with moms. I wouldn’t know.
I’ve never been one.
“Did you follow any of that?” Lewis asked after they left Gertrude.
“Something about it raining flowers…,” Prue said, loading into my elevator. “At least we got her signature.”
They looked down at the poster. Gertrude’s name looked more pigeon than person.
No letters. Just scratched, jagged lines.
“It’s hard to read,” Lewis said, as my metal doors closed them in.
“You’re one to talk.”
Prue was right. His wasn’t much better.
“At least we have three more floors to work with.” She tried optimism again. “There’s bound to be someone else who cares about this building.”
“It smells horrible in here,” Lewis pointed out, grabbing his nose.
My elevator lifted one floor higher.
My hopes, not so much.







Prue, from 4C
(22)
Finally, thought Prue, when the woman in 2A answered her door. Not that she took a long time to do so, but that she was the first person to do so while holding a plate of cookies. Prue didn’t even have to sweet-talk her way in—the woman invited them onto her couch and surrounded them with treats and tea that seemed to appear out of thin air. All without putting down her own cup of tea.
“Okay, let me quit talking now,” the woman said after rambling for a minute, but then immediately started up again. “My husband, Khaldoon, laughs because my name, Samira, means ‘companion in evening conversation,’ but I certainly know how to fill up the rest of the day with words, too. Enough about me, though—I’m sure you didn’t come here just for stories and snacks.”
That sounded like a perfectly good reason to go anywhere to Prue, but Lewis stayed focused. He pulled the poster from her lap, brushing off the cluster of crumbs, and shared the same spiel they’d given on the first floor.
“Of course I’ll sign,” Samira agreed afterward. “We’ve loved our time living here. Although, I have to admit…” She twisted her thick hair off to one side. “We are looking to lease a little apartment closer to downtown. Khal works the night shift at the hospital as a nurse, and from this new place he could potentially walk instead of taking the bus.”
Lewis fidgeted beside Prue as she sank lower into the couch.
“It’s difficult to afford much of anything these days, so Khal and I…”
Prue’s thoughts grew too loud to listen to anything else. Why were people giving up on the building so easily? Didn’t they care about the memories that happened there? Why did no one else see how important it was that they all stay?
She looked away, batting off a swell of tears with her eyelashes. Across the room, Samira’s balcony was overflowing with plants. Only the apartments on this side of the building had balconies, and Lina had always been jealous. Sitting by the open window in their living room was never enough for her. She wanted to be fully outside.
Was that why Lina had left that night? Just so she could be outside?
The nest of nagging questions stirred inside Prue’s brain, beginning to peck. But they stilled when she spotted a pop of pink among the plants.
“Can I see something out there for a second?” She interrupted Samira’s story.
Samira only smiled. “Of course. I love showing off my children.”
There was barely enough room for the three of them to stand on the balcony without being poked by a cactus or tangled in a trailing vine of ivy. Samira introduced the plants by name—the ones she gave them because they simply felt like a Julio or Miriam or Rutherford.
Prue was only interested in one. “These flowers…” She stroked the petals blooming from the end of a bush. “I saw them lying by the memory bench outside. Did you put them there?”
Samira looked differently then, not in her appearance, but in how she looked at Prue. People did this when they started to connect the dots. As if looking at Prue in the way they had been before would somehow hurt her now. So their eyes would get all soft, and the corners of their mouths would droop, but not too low, just a fragment of a frown. Even the sound of their voices would change.
Prue could tell Samira understood now—she was the one who’d lost her sister. Everyone in the building had heard about that night.
“I do love that bench.” Samira spoke quieter, slower, like sadness made it harder for Prue to hear things. “But I didn’t put any of these flowers there. You know who does cut this bush sometimes…” She parted the branches, revealing the balcony beside hers. “Oh, hello, Roland!”
An older man in a too-tight apron stood by the railing. Most of him was gray—his hair, eyes, clothes, the splats of paint dripping from his brush to the ground below. The only things on his balcony were a rocking chair and a small bush, which had an open umbrella shoved into its pot.
“Expecting rain?” Samira nodded to his plant.
Roland scowled so low, it looked like his chin had an umbrella over it, too. He grunted something that sounded like dog urine.
“Painting again, I see,” Samira said next.
Roland grunted something that sounded like back to work, and returned inside.
“Wait!” Prue called. If this man cared enough to put flowers by Lina’s bench, maybe he’d care about wanting to save the building for her. She hurried back into Samira’s apartment, with Lewis on her heels.
They collided into a tall, bearded man in the middle of a yawn. He blinked at Lewis and Prue groggily, like they’d jumped out of whatever dream he might have just had.
“Sorry, Khal.” Samira rushed over, putting a hand on his shoulder. “I thought you’d still be asleep. I would have given you a heads-up.” Her voice dropped, and she looked from Prue to Khal, who looked from Prue to Lewis, who looked like a queasy juice box again.
Before Prue could ask why everyone was acting so strange, Lewis glanced at his two watches and bolted out of the apartment.
“Lewis?” Prue grabbed the poster from the couch and chased him into the hall. “Where are you going?”
“I have to go,” Lewis said, not answering the question. He swung open the door to the stairs.
“But we’re not even close to being done with the petition!”
“I just—I have to go.” His long legs sprinted down the steps. “I have homework.”
“But it’s summer!”
Lewis rushed out into the lobby, leaving Prue alone in the stairwell. Alone enough to finally notice the buzz in her back pocket. She grimaced, scrolling through the list of texts and calls her mother had sent over the past hour. Ever since Lina died, she’d made sure Fifi and Prue checked in constantly.
Today’s forecast is not looking good, folks. Extremely isolated thunderstorms …
The worst part about the amount of trouble Prue would likely be in was that she had little to show for it. So much for a petition full of signatures. She’d only collected four besides her own on the floppy poster—one from someone who was already moving, one that was unreadable, one from someone who didn’t live in the building, also unreadable.
And one from someone who wasn’t alive anymore. It wasn’t even a real signature.
“I’m sorry, Lina,” Prue whispered, gripping on to the railing. “I’m trying to find a way for us to stay. All I’ve done so far is let you down. I thought I found someone to help … until he left.”
A lump the size of a landline lodged in her throat. Prue swallowed, afraid to ask what she felt, and afraid of how it felt to keep it in. “You haven’t left me, too, have you?” She pressed her hand against the brick wall.
Nothing happened for a few seconds.
Then the light above her flickered off, making part of the stairwell go dark. It might have been frightening if it weren’t the very thing reminding Prue she wasn’t alone.
“I knew you wouldn’t.” She smiled into the darkness, and somehow it made everything seem brighter. “Will you help me?”
The stairwell lit back up again.
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Let’s get one thing straight: I’m not soft.
The point of this whole thing was to save my bricks.
But sure, part of me caved whenever Prue called me Lina.
I didn’t know how to convince her otherwise. And if she happened to feel some comfort because of it, what was the harm?
It’s not like I could just ignore her now.
I might be horribly insulated, but I wasn’t that cold.
I couldn’t let her think Lina had left her again. Especially after the boy left.
A snag in the plan—but I wasn’t worried. He’d be back. Lewis always came back.
If there was any shot of saving myself, we had to get moving.
Figuratively.
Time was not on my side.
Knocking on doors wouldn’t be enough. We needed something to really grab their attention. Something that would get all the tenants together.
Something they couldn’t ignore.
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At 1:34 that next morning, I set off my fire alarm.
It’s a terrible sound. Blaring. Boisterous.
I’m not proud of it, but hey, it did the trick.
Nothing gets people out of bed faster.
They were a mob of angry puppets, and I was the one pulling the strings.
They grumbled. Growled. Stomped on my floors. Covered their ears and shielded their eyes. Only Prue stopped in my stairwell, peering up at my alarm and its bright flashing light. As if she was wondering if this was a part of the plan.
I couldn’t have made it more obvious if I tried.
It had plan written all over it.
Before the tenants got outside, they were already arguing. Pointing fingers.
Pushing and shoving and piling out my front door. Spewing their complaints into the night.
Everyone but Carl, still asleep in my basement. He never fixed my alarm down there.
Or cleaned out his ears.
Even still, I was loud enough to be heard across the street. An added perk to the commotion—bothering the tenants in that lofty building.
Lights shot on. Heads popped out of windows. They shouted and swore.
Typical.
People can’t help themselves. Blaming is contagious.
In all their bickering, no one noticed the boy hiding beside the concrete bench. Not even the people from his own building. He’d been out there the whole time, before my alarm went off.
Right on schedule.
I did my part—pulling the puppets together.
It was up to Prue and Lewis to do the rest.







Prue, from 4C
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Perhaps the only thing worse than being awake in the middle of the night is being awake during the middle of a thirty-way argument. Prue hadn’t plugged her ears inside the screeching building, but she definitely did now. At the edge of the quarreling crowd, her family gathered near the front steps, as far from the road as possible. Her mother didn’t like for any of them to go near it. Especially at night.
“We shouldn’t stand so close to the building if it’s on fire, Anita,” her father warned in a low voice. “It’s more dangerous than being by the road—”
“There aren’t any flames, Arthur,” Anita said, fanning herself as if there were. “I don’t see any smoke. Someone probably just burned something in their oven.”
“At one in the morning?”
Her parents were so focused on proving each other wrong, they didn’t notice Prue wandering off. She wove through the mob of scowling, shadowed faces above her. No one her size or smaller was causing any fuss. Two of Ms. Candice’s kids were too busy sucking their thumbs to make any noise, and the other two were preoccupied with digging in the grass. The young boys tossed a clump of dry, dusty soil back and forth, laughing as they dirtied their clothes. At least someone was getting along.
“Jay! Jared! Quit flinging stuff!” Ms. Candice hissed, shifting a toddler to her other arm while patting the baby strapped to her chest.
“Get ahold of your children, would you?” Mr. Umansky snapped, after his slippers were caught in the crossfire. “I’ve had it up to here with their ill-mannered messes!”
“You want to talk to me about manners?” Ms. Candice laughed, but the kind that usually means something rude is coming after. “How many times has your dog left a mess in the elevator?”
“Don’t you dare bring Pookie into this!” two voices barked at once. Mr. Umansky turned to Mrs. Umansky behind him, who’d clearly been eavesdropping with their shared pet.
Prue wasn’t sure the last time they’d seen each other, especially in their pajamas. Based on how much Mrs. Umansky adjusted her hair curlers, and Mr. Umansky rearranged his robe, it seemed like it’d been a while.
“Well said,” Mr. Umansky complimented, then coughed at its aftertaste.
“Same to you.” Mrs. Umansky smoothed out her hair again.
“House-training isn’t that hard, you know,” Sid chimed in, cradling the small, bundled hedgehog in his arms. “Oliver is perfect at it. It’s all about positive reinforcement.”
“Don’t hedgehogs just go to the bathroom in their cages?” Prue asked, but no one was listening to her.
“Enough about your rat already,” Mr. Umansky said. “Now, which one of you bozos caught the place on fire?”
Prue turned away, rubbing her temples. Down the sidewalk, Fifi was in a standoff with Monica, the woman from 3C. Shockingly, they weren’t arguing about the fact that Fifi broke Monica’s window, but that Monica was wearing Fifi’s high heels.
“They’re mine.”
“Not after they landed in my apartment.”
“I only threw one up there, and it wasn’t on purpose! Why are you even wearing high heels in the middle of the night?”
“Girl, please. You think I’m not going to look good for the firefighters?” Monica pursed her lips as a howling fire engine pulled up to the curb. Its siren cut off as a pack of firefighters jumped out, corralling everyone away from the front steps and closer to Lina’s bench.
Lina.
This was her plan, for all the tenants to be together. It was Prue’s chance to say something, to have everyone hear her at once. There were no doors they could slam in her face. There was nowhere they could go.
“Unique New York, unique New York.” She rushed through her vocal exercises, making her way through the crowd. Careful not to step on any of the pink, placed flowers, she climbed onto Lina’s bench. She stood tall, clearing her throat the way adults sometimes do when they want attention without having to ask for it.
Now, for a special edition of the Tub-night Show, please welcome our host, Prue Laroe!
There was a lot riding on this performance, but Prue had trained for this. It was just another spotlight, another stage, another audience—who was essentially already giving her a standing ovation. The landline was missing, but she knew her co-host was still with her. Together, their show would go on.







Lewis, from Across the Street
(26)
Lewis really hoped the building wasn’t on fire. For many reasons, but one of them being because he was hiding beside it. His private nightly visit to Lina’s bench was interrupted by the fire alarm. As people poured out the front door, Lewis hurtled from the bench to the side of the building.
He’d barely had time to look for a shooting star for Lina.
Lewis folded the constellation chart into his pocket, weighing the odds of crossing back over the street without getting caught. Would someone see him? Would they ask what he was doing out there? Was being questioned worse than staying put and burning to a crisp?
It is decidedly so, his Magic 8 Ball answered, after he rattled it around.
He peered over at the onlookers in his building. The lights in his apartment were off, which meant his mom was still asleep. The only thing she did anymore when she wasn’t working.
The last time a fire engine parked outside, she’d slept through that, too.
And every night of Lewis sneaking out since.
It all looked too similar, too soon. The red and white flashing lights. The darkness of the street and sky. From where Lewis was, Prue looked just like Lina as she climbed onto the bench. Except Lina never climbed on that bench. It was only there because she wasn’t.
And she wasn’t there because of him.
Lewis staggered sideways into the potentially blazing brick. The crowd went fuzzy. He was panting too loud to hear anything else—was that Prue’s voice? Plunging his hands into his pockets, Lewis focused on the sound of her shouts, trying to make out what she was saying.
“Great crowd tonight … thanks for coming … very important message…”
“Prue!” Another voice yelled, so shrill it cut through the crowd and cleared Lewis’s head. He hadn’t seen Lina’s mother since they started keeping the curtains in their living room windows closed, but he’d never forget her face. She charged across the sidewalk to Prue. “Get down from there! It’s not safe!”
Prue pulled from her mother’s grip, standing her ground by not standing on the ground. She stayed on the bench and shouted, “Free doughnuts! Okay, now that I have everyone’s attention … sorry, there aren’t actually any doughnuts right now. But who knows, maybe that will happen one day in the lobby. The opportunities are endless in our building! Think of all the good things that could happen here. And all the good things that have happened here already.”
Lewis watched Prue in awe. For her to be up on Lina’s bench, talking about the good things that had happened, instead of all the bad, was a kind of courage he’d never seen before.
“But all that will be gone if our building is torn down. Are we going to let someone take our home? Or are we going to work together and try to save it?” Prue raised her arms theatrically. “Do it for your neighbors. For your memories. And if that doesn’t work for you, do it for the dream of free doughnuts one day!”
It was a smart move, ending her speech on something most people would agree on. Who could ever turn down free doughnuts? Lewis craned his neck, listening for a response. There were a few awkward coughs, and Prue’s mother urging her to get down. Then a woman covered in children spoke up.
“Don’t waste your breath,” she said. “There’s nothing we can do about it. Mr. Snider sold the building. You think that new owner cares about us? We’re numbers to him. Not people. He’s going to get rid of us like we’re nothing.”
Now everyone spoke up, adding in their less-than-helpful opinions. Even from across the grass, Lewis could see Prue’s face slowly sinking. With the silent swirl of emergency lights behind her, and how she looked so alone, so like Lina, he couldn’t take it.
He couldn’t stand there again and do nothing.
He couldn’t make that same mistake.
Lewis bolted out from behind the building, where Prue was being dragged off the bench by her mother. “Prue!” he whispered, following her as she was pulled between the clumps of tenants.
She looked up at him over her shoulder. “What do you want?”
“I want to help.”
“It didn’t seem like it when you ditched me today.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. I just—” He glanced at Prue’s mother, who stopped beside the front steps and hounded a firefighter for answers. Lewis lowered his voice, along with the rest of himself. As proud as he was of his recent growth spurt, it made blending in more difficult than it used to be. “I shouldn’t have run off earlier. I’m not great at meeting new people.” The last part was true, but it wasn’t the reason why he ran. He ran because Khaldoon wasn’t new.
He saw Khaldoon that night with Lina.
And Khaldoon saw him.
“I’m really sorry,” Lewis said, for much more than what he actually said. He swallowed, checking around for Khaldoon or anyone else who might notice he didn’t belong there. “I still want to help.”
The remaining firefighters inside the building filed out the front door. They reported there were no signs of smoke or flames and switched off the faulty alarm. They also noted an unseemly amount of rodents in the basement and a man who was still sleeping.
“So you’re saying we came out here all because some twerp thought it’d be funny to pull the alarm?” someone behind Lewis snapped.
“Either that or the building’s on the fritz,” another person muttered.
Lewis eyed Prue, leaning in with hushed words. “Wait, did you do that? So everyone would be out here and have to listen to your speech?”
“No.” Prue bit her lip, then set it free. “It was Lina.”
Lewis’s body went slack, losing what little control he had over his limbs.
“My sister,” Prue reminded him, as if he could forget. As if he didn’t think about her more than anything else. “At least, I’m pretty sure it was her. She’s been communicating with me. Sort of. With lights. I don’t know how she could set the fire alarm off, exactly, but…”
“Uh, just—just slow down.” Lewis’s heart rate did the opposite. He tried to sound casual, but that was difficult to do when it came to Lina. “What do you mean?”
The tenants began trickling back into the building, and Prue was tugged along up the stairs behind her mother. “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” she said quickly. “Come to my apartment in the morning, 4C. I have a new plan.” She disappeared through the front door, swallowed in the surge of people returning to bed.
He nodded, even though she couldn’t see him anymore. Even though it meant going inside the very place he’d spent countless hours staring at. A place that was missing a person in one of its windows. Was it wrong to go where Lina lived? To step into her space and breathe the air she used to breathe?
But if he was trying to make things right, didn’t that mean doing whatever it took?
Cannot predict now, his Magic 8 Ball informed him, unhelpfully.
There was no one else to ask these things. Because no one else understood. Lewis sighed, turning to the emptying street. Soon, no one would be out there but him.







The Odenburgh
(27)
My false alarm really backfired.
No, that wasn’t a pun.
Maybe these people thought it would have been better if I was in flames.
Forcing them out of bed for no reason was apparently way worse. Unforgivable.
Tenants, I’m telling you what. The whole point was to get everyone together, but all it did was cause arguments. And nonstop complaints about me the next morning.
All but Prue, who had a plan and a plate of waffles ready by the time Lewis got to her apartment. She introduced him to her parents: “This is Lewis, from across the street.”
Anita said many things: “Make yourself at home,” “Ignore all the yarn,” “New friend,” “Big step, Prue.”
Arthur said one: “Look at those arms. You play any sports?”
Lewis said nothing. He blinked. Wordless.
More pigeon than person.
His eyes darted to the curtains covering the windows.
“Okay, well, we’re going to hang out in Fifi’s room.” Prue grabbed the plate and Lewis. “She told me we were allowed to.”
Arthur snagged a waffle, watching them leave the kitchen. “You know she made that up.”
“At least she isn’t making up her company this time,” Anita replied. “She hasn’t had a real friend over since…” She didn’t finish. “Anyway. He’ll be a good distraction for her once we break the news later.”
Down the hall, Prue was anything but distracted.
“Okay, here’s the plan,” she said, closing them in Fifi’s room.
Lewis only made it one step. He froze, looking at my walls. The unmade bed.
The broken blinds.
“Don’t worry, we won’t get caught. Fifi’s over at her friend’s house, like always,” she told him. “Me and Lina’s room doesn’t have a window, so that’s why we’re staking out in here.” Prue pulled off the shirt hanging from the blinds.
“I thought this was Lina’s room.”
“Why would you think that?”
Lewis shifted. Scratched his leaflike hair. “Oh, I thought that’s what you said. I got confused is all. What were you saying about the new plan?”
Prue pulled a cookie from her pocket and crumbled it over the plate. “I realized last night we’ve been going about this all wrong. What Ms. Candice said during the fire alarm was right. There’s nothing we can do about it. We have to go to the people in charge.”
“Meaning what, exactly?”
Prue laid the plan out for us. There wasn’t much to it:
Track down the new owner. The Suit.
Give a good speech.
Get him to change his mind.
“I’ve met that guy before,” Lewis said, skeptical. Rightfully so. “He doesn’t seem like the kind of person who’d want to listen to two kids.”
Or anyone.
Ever.
But Prue didn’t waffle—she shoved one in her mouth and grinned up at my ceiling. “That’s why he’s not going to have a choice.”
I got the feeling this was where I would come in.
“We’re going to trap him in the elevator,” she said.







The Odenburgh
(28)
I wasn’t opposed.
The thought of trapping The Suit anywhere was appealing.
Lewis was harder to convince.
“Do you even know how to jam an elevator? I’m pretty sure it takes more than just pressing all the buttons at once.”
“We’re not going to have to jam it.” Prue looked up at me again. “Lina will.”
She told him about my flickering lights. The moments in the bathroom and lobby and stairwell. “And then Lina somehow triggered the fire alarm, which I didn’t even think was possible. I guess none of this should be possible, really, but it is. And if Lina can do all that, why couldn’t she jam the elevator?”
Lewis looked short on air. Like my leaky HVAC system.
“You can do it, can’t you, Lina?” Prue asked me.
It was dangerous territory, I knew that. I didn’t want to lead another person astray.
Especially not this boy.
But I brought them together for a reason.
They needed each other. Needed me.
Without me, there was no plan.
And without them, there would be no me.
My overhead light flipped off.
On.
Off.
On.
Lewis went full pigeon again. No words. And like he might take flight at any second.
I had no clue what he thought. Or felt. If he believed it was really Lina. If he wanted it to be. All I knew was eventually, he agreed to the plan.
They staked out in Fifi’s room, the two of them watching through my window for any sign of The Suit. I watched through all my windows. Not a brag. Just another fact.
The day was spent surveilling. Snacking. Talking.
Not to me, but still.
It felt almost like I was a part of something.
A something I started.
“What if I pulled some kind of stunt over at my building?” Lewis suggested, hours in. “Since Dominic owns that, too. You know, break a window, flood the lobby, let some of Carl’s rats loose in the hallway? Then he’d have to show up.”
Now, that was something I’d like to see.
Too bad there was no need.
Soon enough a man arrived outside, setting a sign on the grass. The news of my replacement, no doubt. But I barely had time to care.
Because The Suit pulled up to the sidewalk next.







Gertrude, from 1B
(29)
Of all the things Gertrude Snider was looking for that afternoon, the chirping bird in her apartment was the most pressing. Somehow it found its way in, even though she’d spent the last several hours sitting by the closed window. An odd-sounding bird—the poor thing must have been sick. Gertrude followed the strange call around her living room, until she found the source of the noise ringing in between her couch cushions. Her new cell phone.
She stabbed a shaking finger at the screen a few times, and the chirping stopped.
A voice came out instead. “Ma? It’s Pat.”
“Pat? Is that you? It’s your mother.”
“Yeah, Ma, I know. I called you. How’s the packing coming?”
Gertrude looked at the empty boxes lining her kitchen, covered in sticky notes. She left notes all over the apartment to remind herself of things. The trouble was reading her own handwriting. These days, pencils never did seem to stay put in her hand the way they used to.
“Oh, yes, well, come to think of it, I haven’t had the time,” she answered her son. “I’ve been busy trying to remember my stories, you see.”
These days, her memories never did seem to stay put, either. Remembering them was like holding a bar of soap—the tighter she gripped, the more slippery they became.
“Your stories?” Pat asked.
Gertrude nodded against the phone. When you’d spent as much time living as she had, you tended to be full of stories. The trick was finding someone to listen to them.
“I know how most of them begin, mind you. I’ve just forgotten how they end.”
Pat was silent for a moment. “I know, Ma. We’ll try to figure them out. We can write them down.”
Gertrude had written them down once, as many as she could remember. Back when that and holding a pencil were both a bit easier. Now she had the nagging feeling she’d done something with them but couldn’t recall what. She hadn’t thought about her stories in months—until a girl came to her door the day before with a poster. Something about her felt familiarly foggy, and parts of Gertrude’s stories had shown up on her tongue, jumping off all out of order.
“I know it’s hard to start packing, Ma, but this is why we’re doing all this. To get you the care you need. To find the right people who can help you,” Pat reminded her. “I’ll stop by again soon, and we can work on packing together. Think you can get started on the kitchen for me?”
Gertrude nodded again, sinking back in the chair by her window. A blur of color dropped past the glass, forming a pile of petals on the ground. “Oh, would you look at that. It’s raining, Pat. I must be going.”
She set her phone down without hanging up, and without explaining why the fact that it was raining meant she could no longer talk. Every so often this curious weather occurred, where flowers dropped from the sky outside her window. And Gertrude knew exactly what to do with them. She didn’t remember why, or when this habit had started, but she’d take the flowers to the bench outside the building. Something about it felt familiarly foggy.
Something still on the tip of her tongue, waiting to jump.







Lewis, from Across the Street
(30)
L ewis didn’t have to ask his Magic 8 Ball to know that this was, without a doubt, the strangest trip in an elevator he’d ever taken. One neighbor loaded in his dog—who peed in the corner before getting off alone on the next floor—and then Prue spent the rest of the ride rehearsing the plan with Lina’s … well, Lewis wasn’t sure what to call it.
Presence? Ghost? A figment of their imagination? Perfectly timed electrical problems?
He was super superstitious, but even he didn’t know what to believe about this. So much about the past few days didn’t make sense. Like how, exactly, the lights had flickered. Or how, exactly, Lewis ended up stepping foot in apartment 4C. Or how, exactly, being with Prue helped him forget. Even when everything about her reminded him of Lina.
“… however long you can hold it,” Prue was saying to the elevator’s ceiling. “Mom thinks I’m going over to Lewis’s, so that should buy us some time. You can do it, Lina.” She turned to him. “Anything else you want to add?”
Lewis gulped, his eyes darting upward. Until now, Prue had done all the talking with her sister. How could he think of the right words to tell her, when there was so much he needed to say? Would she want to hear anything from him?
Was she even really there?
The elevator stopped on the first floor and Prue rushed into the lobby. Lewis jumped out after her, worried the doors would snap shut on him. Worried Lina might not want him there if she was somehow watching. Did she see how he was doing all this to help? Did she see how he was trying to make everything up to her?
Outside, Prue marched toward Dominic across the front grass. He wore sunglasses and a full suit, as if ninety-degree weather was nothing to him. Lewis had been inside and was still more sweaty than he was. Put together and perspiration-free, Dominic hovered behind a man in dirty work pants, staking a large sign into the ground.
“So, you’re the guy who just bought this building?” Prue made it sound more like a threat than a question.
Dominic didn’t look at them. “If you have a complaint, you can take it to the city.” He stepped back, examining the sleek, black sign with Coming Soon and a construction company’s information plastered across it. “Let’s shift it to the left,” he said to the worker, even though he wasn’t taking any part in the let’s.
“It’s not a complaint,” Prue continued. “I just thought you’d want to know there’s a sign-up sheet in the elevator to egg your building across the street tonight.”
“And your car,” Lewis added on the fly for good measure. Dominic had glanced back at his parked car twice since Lewis and Prue got outside, yet still hadn’t looked at them once.
“Not on my watch,” Dominic said, which probably cost ten times more than both of Lewis’s watches combined. He stormed past them, his suit swishing up the steps. They hurried after him into the lobby, where the old woman in 1B was leaving her apartment.
“Oh, you’re back,” she said to Lewis and Prue. “Just in time for the rain—”
They were in too much of a rush to stop and talk, or to explain that it was perfectly sunny outside. They slid into the already-open elevator behind Dominic.
He turned on his heel. “I don’t see anything in here.”
The elevator doors closed on cue, almost snagging Lewis’s sleeve.
“I guess someone took the sign down,” Prue said, shrugging.
Dominic muttered something not worth repeating and jammed his finger into the door-open button. They didn’t budge. Instead, the elevator started rising.
Lewis peered at the ceiling. Was this actually about to work?
“Come on.” Dominic pelted the button an aggressive amount of times in a row. “Fine. I’ll get off on the next floor and take the stairs.”
The elevator jolted to a stop.
Lewis’s stomach jolted, too, a jump start of nervous, terrified excitement. Almost more shocking than the fact that this plan had somehow worked was the fact that Lewis had agreed to it. If someone had told him three days ago he’d be trapped in a suspended steel box with Lina’s sister and the owner of his building, he might have vomited on the spot.
But there he was, with that morning’s waffles still fully submerged.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Dominic smacked the red emergency button, and Lewis eyed Prue. The light above them sputtered, and the glow behind each of the buttons went dark.
“Huh, looks like we’re stuck.” The corner of Prue’s mouth curled under the gleam of the red emergency light.
“Great. This is just great.” Dominic pushed his sunglasses up his forehead, slicking back his hair. “I don’t have time for this. I’ve got a meeting downtown in fifteen minutes.” He whipped out his phone, tapping furiously. “Of course there’s no service in this shoddy building.”
“Speaking of the building”—Prue pounced on the opportunity—“you know who used to live here? My sister Lina. We did everything together. She always thought of the best games to play. And she invented the most delicious snacks. Marshmallow fluff on strawberries. Cheese wrapped around pickles. Crumbled cookies on waffles.”
Despite everything, Lewis felt himself smiling. Until he noticed Dominic was still preoccupied with his phone. Didn’t he just say there was no service? Did he really think that would have changed in the last half a second?
“Did you know Lina died?”
That got Dominic’s attention. And Lewis’s.
He knew the words might have been coming. But now that they were out, trapped in the elevator with him, Lewis wasn’t ready to hear them. They sounded so much louder knowing there was nowhere he could run.
“She died in an accident outside the building.” Prue’s voice was somehow steady, even with her bottom lip shaking. Her eyes flicked to the ceiling, then back down to Dominic. “She went outside one night, and we don’t know why. But she never came back.”
Sweat streaked down Lewis’s spine, a human Slip ’N Slide all over again. The walls were shrinking, he was sure of it. Why did he agree to get stuck in there? Why did he ever think any of this was a good idea? Lewis swayed, as if the elevator had lurched to life. He pressed his back against the metal, wishing he could fall right through it to the first floor.
And then keep falling forever.
“You know that bench on the sidewalk?” Prue asked, oblivious to Lewis’s swelling nausea, and the fact that she stood in the splash zone. “That’s supposed to be in memory of Lina. But this whole building, where we lived together, that’s where all my memories with Lina are. And you’re about to tear them down.”
Dominic was doing a much better job staying composed than Lewis. Or maybe he was just a cold, unfeeling monster. “I’m sorry you lost your sister. I have a sister of my own, and I couldn’t imagine it.” He tucked his phone into his jacket, without a hint of emotion on his face. “However, the plans for the new building are already underway. We’re dealing with contracts and investors, and people who would be out a lot of money if we didn’t go through with this. Myself included.”
Lewis sturdied, sobered by a sudden thrum of anger in his body.
“I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do.” Dominic’s shoulders lifted unconvincingly. No one looks helpless in a suit like that. “This decision is strictly business, not personal.”
The ounce of cool Lewis had kept evaporated. “How is this not personal? You’re dealing with a building full of persons! Can’t you give the whole important-business-man thing a rest for a second and be a decent human with actual feelings—”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dominic snapped, his nostrils flaring.
“No, you have no idea!” Lewis sent spittle across the elevator. “You have no idea how amazing Lina was. How kind and funny and special. This building is all that’s left of her, and if you take it away, it’d be like losing her all over again—”
His voice caught in his throat. If only it’d caught sooner.
None of that was supposed to come out.
“Why do you sound like you knew Lina?” Prue’s words were no longer steady.
The right thing to do was to look at her. To let her see how embarrassed and broken and sorry he was. The right thing to do was tell the truth. But maybe Lewis wasn’t there to do the right thing like he thought.
He stared at his shoes as another lie slipped out. “I just saw her at school a few times. I didn’t know her very well.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that?”
Lewis shrugged, hating how much he probably looked like Dominic. A cold, unfeeling monster. All he needed was the suit.
Prue hit one of the elevator’s buttons. “Let me out.”







The Odenburgh
(31)
Prue pressed the wrong button, but it didn’t matter.
Her face cracked.
And so did I.
I let my elevator doors open onto the second floor.
The plan wasn’t finished. The Suit’s decision wasn’t changed.
But I couldn’t keep Prue trapped any longer, not with the way she looked. Not when it was my idea to put her and Lewis together.
I thought that was what they needed.
Each other.
Or was it only what I needed?
They were the ones who could help my chances.
Now they were the ones who’d gotten hurt.
I might have been four stories tall, but this was bigger than me.
Maybe it wasn’t right to meddle.
Prue ran out on the second floor and up my stairwell. The Suit bolted, too, in the other direction. Leaving Lewis behind.







Prue, from 4C
(32)
Prue didn’t bother responding to Sid as she passed him coming down the steps.
“Stupid broken elevator,” he complained. “Taking the stairs is the worst.”
She could think of worse things. Like being lied to by someone you thought was your friend, for example. A friend who was also apparently friends with your sister and neither of them ever told you, for another example. Prue stomped to the fourth floor and flung open their apartment door.
“Oh, Prue.” Her mother jumped up from the table, wiping her eyes. “We weren’t expecting you back so soon. I thought you said you’d be at Lewis’s for a few hours.”
Any anger Prue felt at hearing his name vanished as she saw how much their apartment had changed in the time she was gone. Arthur was bent over in the living room, wrestling a roll of masking tape beside a row of cardboard boxes. Lina’s clothes were stacked on the couch, instead of hanging in their closet where they were supposed to be. Lina’s crocheted blanket—their mother made one for each of them—was folded up in a box instead of lying on her bed. Lina’s books, old toys, shoes, they were all in piles.
“What’s going on?”
Anita looked around for reinforcements, but Arthur was busy attempting to teach the tape a lesson. “We thought it was time to start packing Lina’s things,” she said slowly.
We? Wasn’t Prue supposed to be just as much a part of we as they were?
“But you always say we shouldn’t touch her stuff.” She read the radar of her mother’s recent rainy eyes, her growing cloud of hair. The mix of glue and glitter on her hands and the mess of stationery on the table was even further proof that Anita hadn’t been the one touching Lina’s stuff. Even looking at Lina’s things sometimes made her cry.
“Yes, well … we’re doing this first before we start packing everything else,” Anita answered, though Arthur had clearly done all the packing so far.
Prue’s body stiffened. “Everything else?”
Arthur ripped one end of the tape off with his teeth, letting it drop to the floor in defeat. “Your mom and I have been looking at some house options. There are a few for sale farther away from the city, where we can get more bang for our buck. More room, less noise.”
Prue shook her head, as if she could dodge the words coming toward her ears. “You’ve been looking at houses?”
“Just online,” Anita added, as if that made it any better. “Nothing official yet.”
“It’ll need to be official pretty soon. We’ve got less than a month to figure out our game plan.” Her father exchanged glances with her mother, having a whole private conversation with their eyebrows.
“Prue,” Anita said calmly, in a way that made Prue feel anything but calm. The still before the storm. “We’re going to look at a house tomorrow. All of us. You’ll need to keep an open mind—”
“Tomorrow?” Prue’s mind sealed itself shut. So she wasn’t a part of the we who made the decision, but she was a part of the us who had to deal with it? “You already picked out a house without asking me? Does Fifi know? Does everyone know but me?”
Prue’s Headlines were hazy, trying to make sense of the news.
“We’re lucky to have found anything so quickly.” Her mother altered the conversation, like it was one of her sewing projects she was constantly tweaking. “Some tenants might not be able to find a place to go on such short notice. Some might face becoming unhoused, especially the elderly people.”
“That’s why we have to save the building!” Prue yelled. “Not just for us, for everyone!”
Her father gave her a Good Try smile, the kind he used to wear after her soccer games when she spent more time testing out new joke material with the goalposts than stopping the ball from going in. (They were great listeners.) “It’s nice you want to help everyone, sport, but that’s just not how these things work.”
“Not with that attitude.” Prue tried a motivational approach to see if that landed.
Arthur’s smile made way for a sigh. “This is out of our control. Like a bad call from a referee. You might not agree with it, but you can’t stop it from happening. Just like you can’t stop your birthday from happening by ripping up the calendar.” He nodded over to November hanging crooked on the refrigerator. “There’s no changing our situation, so we might as well try to make the most of it, right? Give this house a chance. It has a backyard you can play in.”
“With who?” Prue cried. Didn’t they see that was the problem? She ran past them into her room, another place missing a who. Only now, it was more obvious than ever.
Lina’s side of the closet was empty. Her bed was stripped and bare. Her bookshelf was wiped clean. Whenever Prue used any of Lina’s things, she always made sure to put them back exactly where she found them. So it was like she’d never left. But all the last things Lina touched, all the places she put them and the places they belonged, all of it was packed into boxes.
As if Lina never existed.
Prue’s legs gave out and she sank to the floor. Her cheek pressed into the carpet, itching against her skin. She stared under Lina’s empty bed, completely cleared out besides a clump of dust, a spare sock, an uncapped marker. And a pair of binoculars.
Prue crawled closer, blowing the dust out of her face. She reached as far as she could, her fingertips clawing at one side of the binoculars until she grabbed hold. Sitting up, she examined the lenses, zooming in and out. Prue had never seen them before in her life. Or Lina’s.
Her thoughts took off, and she scrambled to her feet to keep up with them. Clutching the binoculars to her chest, she hurried out of her room.
Her mother was already heading her way down the hall. “I was just coming to check on you—”
“When did Lina get binoculars?” Prue cut her off, stopping outside Fifi’s door.
“Oh.” Her mother’s voice dropped, along with her outstretched hand. “Your dad must not have gotten everything.” She grimaced, wincing, as she took the binoculars from Prue. “I remember she asked for them a few months before … before.” Anita didn’t specify, and she didn’t have to. They all knew when the before was.
“What did she need them for?”
“Something about bird-watching, I think. I’m not sure…” Anita trailed off, to another part of her brain where she didn’t have to think about Lina memories anymore.
“Bird-watching?” Prue asked, but her mother was already shuffling to the kitchen, holding the binoculars as gently as if they were baby birds themselves. Since when did Lina care about looking at birds?
The coincidence was just too big to ignore, similar to most zits.
Sometimes you don’t see either of them coming until they’re right in front of your face.
Prue cracked open Fifi’s door, checking both ways that it was still safe to cross. If Fifi was in there, there would have been yelling already. She paced in front of the window, where she first saw Lewis and his binoculars across the street.
I’m a bird-watcher.
She combed back through his words slowly, like someone looking for lice. When it comes to liars (and lice), you have to be thorough. Lewis lied about knowing Lina. And now it seemed like he’d lied about what he used his binoculars for, too. There was no telling what else he might be lying about. But Prue was going to figure out the truth.







The Odenburgh
(33)
Friendships are like water leaks.
Who knows how they start.
With Lina and Lewis, there was no telling.
Their friendship wasn’t like most people’s. Or pigeons’.
When Lewis moved in across the street, he spent a lot of time looking at me with binoculars. I didn’t blame him.
I was one heck of a view. Especially compared to the stodgy building he lived in.
Eventually, I found out he wasn’t looking at me.
He was looking through me. At a girl in 4C. The one who sat by my window in their living room to read. That all became clear when there was much less reading and much more staring back at him.
Soon, Lina asked for binoculars.
Then she asked Fifi for a favor.
“I won’t say a word,” Lina said. “You won’t even know I’m in here.”
“Why can’t you use one of the windows in the living room?”
“I don’t want to talk to a boy in front of Mom and Dad. That’d be so embarrassing.”
“I thought you said you wouldn’t be talking.”
“You know what I mean. Please, Fifi?” Lina begged. “I won’t bother you.”
“Fine,” Fifi sighed. “You know it’s way more normal to just text a boy, right? But whatever. You can play your nerdy little game in my room. If you start being annoying, though, I’m kicking you out.”
Lina kept her promise. She didn’t say a word.
She wrote them.
She’d hold up notebooks in my window for Lewis to see. He’d use his binoculars, then write his response. Back and forth, they wrote and watched. One would ask a question. The other would answer. There were stories. Drawings. Dreams. Jokes.
They’d have conversations across Bagley Street, without ever speaking.
What started with a few swapped words turned into staying up for hours.
Every night for months, while everyone else inside me wound down.
Lina wasn’t completely quiet—Lewis often made her laugh.
But Fifi never did kick her out for it. Sometimes, she’d even smile from her bed, behind whichever screen she was watching. Lina smiled, too, sneaking back down the hall to her room.
Where Prue was waiting alone in the dark.
Every night for months, the same routine.
Until it wasn’t.







Prue, from 4C
(34)
If there was ever a time to hear the threat Don’t make me turn this car around, it was now. All Prue wanted was for her father to turn their car around, instead of continuing their drive “just down the road”—a phrase adults say when they don’t want to tell you how far away somewhere actually is. Especially when that somewhere is a place you didn’t agree to go see.
Twenty whole minutes later, they stepped out onto a short driveway covered in enough cracks to send a fleet of mothers to the chiropractor. (If you believed that old saying was true, that is.) Prue slammed the car door hard, in case her silence on the drive didn’t make it clear that she disapproved of this outing. She didn’t say hello to the real estate agent in the front yard, either, even though she looked like the kind of person who would definitely have some kind of snacks in her purse to share.
“Thanks for meeting us on such short notice, Deborah,” her father said, shaking the real estate agent’s hand.
“Anything for Coach Laroe!” Deborah exclaimed in a bouncy voice, as if her vocal cords were made of springs. “Especially for wearing our boy out at conditioning this summer! If Reggie doesn’t run off all that energy, he wreaks havoc in the house!”
She seemed like she was the one who needed to run off some energy.
“Wow, it’s so quiet here,” Anita commented, looking around at the small, weedy yard.
Deborah nodded so aggressively, her dangling earrings clinked together under her chin.
“I’ll say! A nice change being away from that hustle and bustle near the city, isn’t it?” She winked at Prue.
Since when did nice and change go together? Never, as far as Prue was concerned.
Deborah led them up the narrow path to a small house, which was the faded yellow of unbrushed teeth. Prue could only imagine what kind of bad breath it had inside. The front porch was like a chorus of angry old ladies—creaking and complaining as they walked across it.
Arthur stopped to admire the sagging, splintered wood underneath them. “You girls always wished our apartment had a balcony. Not a bad alternative, huh?”
Before Prue could remind him that Lina was the one who’d wanted a balcony the most, Deborah chimed in. “And you’ve got a great view of the street—”
“Let’s see the inside,” Anita suggested. She didn’t like views of streets.
Hopefully, the house would be full of other things she wouldn’t like. Things you couldn’t just add more glitter to in order to make better. If anyone was really going to complain, though, Prue was banking on Fifi. You could always count on her to find the flaws in something.
Any minute now, Prue thought, following behind Fifi as Deborah guided them through the empty house. She had plenty of things to choose from—the peeling wallpaper, the musty smell in the living room, the chipped tile in the kitchen. Prue even pointed out a cockroach on the ceiling, but Fifi ignored her and went to evaluate the hall bathroom. Even better. Nothing riled Fifi up like an unsatisfactory bathroom.
Seconds later, she ran back into the hall, her hand soaking wet. Just what Prue was waiting for.
And now it’s time for a special segment: What’s Behind That Door! A flooding toilet? A burst pipe? A clogged sink?
“There’s hot water here!” Fifi said. “Like instant ideal temperature.”
Prue scowled at the wall outside the bathroom with scrutiny. “Where’s the landline?”
“Well, I for one am impressed you know what that is, little missy!” Deborah exclaimed, winking at Prue again. What was with all the winks? Or was it some kind of hyperactive eye twitch? “Most houses don’t have landlines anymore. That’s what we’ve all got smartphones for. And for taking selfies, of course!”
But a smartphone would never be able to do what their landline could. That was how Prue reached all her fans. And how she mostly reached Lina. Whenever she decided to talk to her again, that is. Prue hadn’t spoken to her since she found the binoculars. But Lina hadn’t bothered flickering the lights or done anything to get Prue’s attention, either.
“Hey, Prue, come check this out.” Her father headed up the steps, which groaned in agony at having to hold up his bulky body. Clearly even the staircase didn’t want them living there. He showed her a beige bedroom, not much bigger than the one she had. “This could be your own room.”
Didn’t he realize Prue had her own room for the past year? And that it being her own was a bad thing? She liked sharing with Lina. Even if Lina didn’t share everything with her. She was still Prue’s best friend.
“I saved the best for last!” Deborah clapped enthusiastically, once she’d reeled everyone into the kitchen. She tried opening the back door, but had to jiggle the handle a few times and jam her shoulder into it like a bully ramming through a school hallway. She almost fell out onto the ground when it finally swung open. “Voilà! The backyard!”
From the way Prue’s parents reacted, you would have thought they’d never seen a patch of grass before in their lives. There was probably just as much grass outside their apartment building, and more importantly, Lina’s bench was there.
“Look at all this space.” Anita walked across the lawn toward the tangle of trees and overgrown bushes that bordered the property.
“So much potential,” Arthur agreed.
As Prue looked around, the only potential she saw was loneliness. This yard was full of places that Lina would never be.
“It’d be the perfect spot to hold your birthday party, Prue.” Her mother turned, most likely planning the entire thing in her head. Best to cut that daydream off before it got too far.
“I told you I don’t want a party,” Prue said, and then the second blow registered. “Wait, we might be moving by then?”
It was bad enough she was turning twelve, one year closer to leaving Lina behind. But turning twelve in a new not-home, and leaving Lina behind in that way, was even worse.
“We’ve got to be out before the end of the month, remember? Mrs. Deborah is trying to help us expedite the closing process.” Arthur gave Deborah a grateful nod. “And a deal like this doesn’t come around every day.”
“One of a kind!” Deborah emphasized, startling a flock of birds off the branches above.
“Aren’t you mad about this?” Prue swirled to Fifi. Where was her bad attitude when you needed it? “You won’t be a block away from Kasey anymore.”
“Kasey’s about to get her license.” Fifi shrugged. “Besides, I’m glad we won’t be living on top of total strangers anymore. No more neighbors mooching off our Wi-Fi. It’ll work like ten times faster here.”
“Is this about your new friend, Prue?” her mother asked. “Because you can still invite Lewis over anytime. We won’t be too far.”
Before Prue could object, Fifi did. “Lewis? What Lewis?”
“Oh, you must have missed him while you were at Kasey’s,” Anita said, beaming at Prue with pride. “Prue made herself a friend.”
“We’re not—”
“Do you know where he lives?” Fifi cut her off, looking more serious than she did when debating which member of her favorite boy band had the best dimples.
“Uh, across the street…”
“Where’d you meet him?” Fifi was full of questions, which never happened when it came to anything about Prue. Was it that interesting that Prue had a friend? To be fair, it hadn’t happened much in the last year, but it’s not like it was earth-shattering news. Besides, they weren’t even friends. Lewis didn’t count as being earth-shattering news.
“I don’t want to talk about him.” Prue crunched a pine cone under her shoe.
Her parents started having a private meeting with Deborah, but Fifi kept watching her. The old Prue would have done anything for that kind of eye contact, any scrap of attention from her sister, but not now. Not when Fifi was so ready to uproot their entire lives and change everything.
“I can’t believe you just want to forget Lina,” Prue said under her breath, but it was as if she’d screamed in Fifi’s face.
Fifi charged forward suddenly, shoving her onto the grass. “Don’t you ever say that again!”
“Hey!” Their father rushed over, fumbling for the whistle that wasn’t hanging from his neck. “Break it up!” He pulled Prue off the ground, and she wiped the smashed pine cone stuck to her shorts. “If you don’t knock it off, one of you will have to go wait in the car.”
Prue took him up on his offer. “Better than being out here with any of you,” she muttered, stomping across the yard to their car.
Before, when her family used to take trips together, they’d spend each drive home making a list of their One Hundred Favorite Things that happened. That way, the long ride back to real life never felt as disappointing. Now, alone in the back seat, Prue started her own list of one hundred reasons why they shouldn’t move. She recited them off, clutching Lina’s bracelet against her pulse. But it didn’t matter how many reasons she came up with—her family had already made up their minds.
There was only one person who listened to her anymore. And she was inside a building Prue didn’t know how to save.
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The family from 4C said nothing in my elevator.
That was all I needed to hear.
I knew they’d left to look at a house. And from the way Prue ran straight for the bathroom, I could tell it wasn’t good news. She turned on the bathtub faucet. Pressed my landline to her face. Huddled where the water couldn’t reach her.
“Lina,” she cried.
It was constant. The sobbing. The sniffling. The Linas.
There was a time I could have thought about tuning her out. Not anymore.
I was in too deep.
That’s the problem with getting involved. Attached.
Caring is a slippery slope.
Hope is, too.
“I think it’s over.” Prue’s whisper seeped into my walls like a sad layer of paint.
No.
It wasn’t over.
There was still time. She couldn’t quit yet.
“I’m sorry,” she said, as if she could hear me. “Everyone else gave up already. It’s just me.”
It’s not just you, I wanted to tell her.
To show her.
But anything I did, she would think was Lina. So far that’d only done more harm than good. I couldn’t let myself hurt her, even when it hurt me to only listen.
Listen.
An idea sparked out of nowhere.
All right, not out of nowhere—from the spark of an electrical signal sent out from inside me. An outgoing call.
There was only one other tenant who used my landline.
And he was on it now.
It wouldn’t be hard, crossing the two telephone wires.
No one knew my insides like I did.
I had to show Prue someone else was there.
Someone else who hadn’t given up.







Roland, from 2B
(36)
Roland always showered before his evening phone call. He liked to look presentable, and while he couldn’t be seen, if anyone could tell he was dirty and covered in paint from simply the sound of his voice, it would be Holly.
That was how well she knew him.
He propped the telephone between his shoulder and cheek, feeling like a lazy buffoon for it. But his hands ached too much from holding a paintbrush to hold anything else.
“We’re sorry, the number you dialed has been disconnected,” the usual automated voice reported to Roland. Why the owners of his and Holly’s old house got rid of a perfectly functioning piece of technology, he would never understand.
Young people, always insisting on changing everything.
Roland cleared the tired, unused layer in his throat, beginning his message. “Finished another coat on the walls today, Holly. You were right, gray was a good choice.”
Of course, the decision had been made for their house in the country, which had triple the amount of walls than their apartment did. It would have been a waste to leave the dozen paint cans behind, and being wasteful was almost as deplorable as being a lazy buffoon. When they had to move into the small apartment to be closer to the hospital, they brought all twelve cans with them.
“Only a few more coats to go.” Roland attempted to sound hopeful, eyeing the line of unopened paint waiting for him in the living room. “Nearly there. Just as I promised.”
Promises were like to-do lists—as serious as any legally binding document. Even though they’d moved, and Holly was now gone, Roland intended to keep the last of both that he’d made her.
“I gave your rocking chair an extra polish today. And watered our bush.” He omitted the portion about having to cover it with an umbrella due to the dog urine that rained from the balcony above. Bringing it up would only set him off, and this was supposed to be a happy conversation. As happy as it could be.
Holly wasn’t listening, he was well aware of that. This, however, did not stop him from leaving her messages on a phone that no longer worked, in the home they no longer lived in. He had no one else to talk to. No one else he wanted to talk to.
“I just want to talk to you,” a girl’s voice cut in from the other line.
Roland jumped, the phone slipping from his shoulder and hitting the floor. Had the landline been reconnected? Were those young homeowners somehow eavesdropping on his conversations? And had the gall to start mocking him?
“The absolute nerve.” Roland grabbed the telephone, fully prepared to tell those nosy delinquents off, when the voice spoke again.
“I know I stopped for a little, and I’m sorry. I was upset … I still kind of am, but there’s no time for that anymore.”
Roland listened to the soft, shaking words, then realized he was the one who was eavesdropping. Anyone with a shred of manners knew the proper thing to do was apologize for the misunderstanding and politely hang up, and Roland had much more than a shred. But he heard a familiar sound. One he knew well from leaving messages for Holly.
Whoever he was listening to was stifling back tears. The pauses, the heavy breathing, the breaking off of words, the congestion. The trying to talk through the pain.
“I don’t know how to stop us from moving. I don’t know how to save our building.”
The building? Roland mouthed slowly in response. Was the girl someone in this building?
“How can we leave when this is the last place you lived?”
The phone quivered in Roland’s hand. He leaned his head against the wall, tears dripping from his gray eyes like wet paint. Until now, he’d refused to think about the fact that he had to move. That he was being forced from his and Holly’s last home. That he would have to figure out how to start over somewhere new, somewhere without any trace of her.
Instead, he’d focused on painting. He couldn’t leave until he was finished.
But he was nowhere close.
“This is the last place we laughed and had fun. The last place we have memories together.” The voice gave out, making way for a sob.
Roland cried silently along with her, he and this stranger.
“No one else gets it,” she whispered. “No one.”
I do, Roland thought, the need to speak those words building in his chest. “I—”
A loud banging came from the other line. “Don’t come in!” the girl yelled, and Roland lurched back from the landline. “I said don’t come in, Fifi!”
“I told you I know when you’re not showering in here.” Another girl spoke, from farther away. “I saw the cord under the door.”
“Just leave.”
“Prue, there’s something we really need to talk about.”
Roland leaned in, listening to the sounds of shuffling, the muffle of two girls’ voices. There was a click, and the hum of the dial tone. Roland was alone again.







Prue, from 4C
(37)
Under different circumstances, Prue would have been thrilled about the invitation into Fifi’s room. She’d waited for this moment—just the two of them, sitting on Fifi’s bed, whispering secrets. The whole thing would have been a lot better if Prue weren’t angry with her, and if the secret Fifi whispered about didn’t have something to do with Lewis.
“We need to talk about Lewis.”
Out of the wide world of things you could whisper about with your sister, Fifi chose a boy. A boy who had done nothing but lie to Prue.
“Pass.”
“Look, I don’t know what happened between you two, but there’s something you should know.” Fifi shifted beside her, crossing her ripped jeans. “Lewis was Lina’s friend.”
Prue’s chest tightened, like her heart was wrapped in one of her mother’s homemade hairbands. Of course Fifi would already know. Lina spent more time with her in the end than she had with Prue.
Just the two of them, on Fifi’s bed, whispering secrets. Without her.
“More than a friend,” Fifi added.
Prue swallowed the words slowly, like a spoonful of too-strong medicine.
Friend was a big leap from didn’t know her very well, which was what Lewis claimed. More than a friend was like launching onto a completely different planet.
Since when did Lina start caring about boys? Let alone start liking them?
The dark eyeliner fanning out from the corners of Fifi’s eyes lowered, like drooping wings. “I just thought I should tell you in case, you know … you were starting to like him, too.”
“No!” Prue flew off the bed, as if the very idea was enough to launch her onto another planet, too. That’s how out there it was. “I don’t even like him as a friend. We’re less than friends!”
“Stop yelling,” Fifi hissed, grabbing her arm. “You don’t have to get so defensive. I’m not mad at you for it. You didn’t know—”
“I don’t like him! I’m not old enough for that.”
The closest taste she’d gotten of romance had been full of spit—when one boy in class sneezed so forcefully his mouth touched her face. Everyone insisted it was their first kiss, but it absolutely did not count. Not that Prue needed to keep track. Because she was done with anything like that for good.
“You’re about to be Lina’s age,” Fifi reminded her.
Prue backed away, as if a few steps across the carpet could keep the truth of that sentence from ever touching her. “Is that what Lina was doing in here every night? Talking to you about boys?”
Fifi chewed on her lip like she was digging for the right answer. “She was … moving on to more mature things than pretending in the bathtub. She’d want you to do the same, you know.”
“No, you know!” Prue bristled. “You know everything about her and what she thought and how she was feeling, and I don’t. Because you’re the one she wanted to talk to, not me. You’re the one she wanted to spend time with—”
“Lina wasn’t in here for me,” Fifi whispered, but strong enough to silence Prue. Only she could interrupt someone by barely using her voice. “She came into my room so she could talk to Lewis.”
“What?” Prue’s whisper was much weaker.
Fifi let out a long breath, as if she’d been holding it in for months. “They’d write notes to each other and read them with binoculars. Lina needed my window.”
All the nights Prue waited on Lina to meet her in the bathtub. All the nights Lina showed up in their room with her secret smile. All of that had been for Lewis. Lewis, who said he barely knew Lina. Who spent hours with Prue at the same window where he talked with her sister.
And the whole time Prue had no idea.
It was the Too Late kind of obvious, like finding a piece of breakfast in your teeth after a full day of no one telling you. The two pairs of binoculars. Lewis thinking Fifi’s room was Lina’s. Him wanting to help Prue.
Her eyes stung as she glared at the window, where Fifi had unsuccessfully tried again to pull down her broken blinds. She caught movement in the bottom corner of the frame, her body going stiff. Walking across the street was Lewis, of all people.
Clenching her fists, Prue turned to leave Fifi’s room.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, Prue. I—”
She slammed Fifi’s door shut behind her. Any apology now was way past its expiration date—trying to digest it only made her feel sick. Worse than realizing that Lina skipped months of the Tub-night Show with Prue for some boy was realizing she’d been left out of this part of her sister’s life.
They used to tell each other everything.
Waiting in Prue’s room was the stack of Lina’s boxes her parents moved out of the kitchen, after they finished packing her stuff. They didn’t want to look at them any longer than they had to. The boxes were shoved in one corner to keep out of Prue’s way, though the absence of Lina was even more of a barricade, blocking her every step.
A barricade.
That was exactly what she needed. Prue shifted the boxes across the carpet, leaning them against the door. If Lewis thought he could just waltz over here and see her, he had another thing coming. She didn’t want anything to do with him anymore. She wouldn’t be like Lina, wasting her time on Lewis.
Prue had no smiles for him.







Lewis, from Across the Street
(38)
Lewis didn’t usually visit Lina’s bench during the day. For one, it was impossible to see shooting stars, and also, he didn’t want to raise any questions. Maybe if he was an older person it would have seemed normal—he didn’t know many boys his age who sat on benches by themselves for too long. Not that sitting on the bench at night made it any more normal, but at least then no one saw him doing it.
That afternoon, he was out there in broad daylight. He didn’t know how much longer he’d have with it—with Lina—so he had to take all the time he could get. That, and he was working his way up to an apology, and up the three flights of stairs to Prue’s apartment.
He hadn’t gotten very far on either.
Deliberating with his Destiny Devices, Lewis pulled out the crumpled collection of fortunes from his pocket. If only the exact words he needed to say could appear on the skinny slips of paper for him. Why had no one invented that kind of fortune cookie yet?
Giving Prue an apology was hard enough, but Lewis owed her much more than that.
He owed her the truth.
The truth he hadn’t told anyone.
A clicking sound came from down the sidewalk. Lewis turned, seeing a twenty-something-aged guy wearing such tight jeans, his legs would likely fall off at any minute. When did he get there? He held up a chunky camera, snapping pictures of the patch of sparse grass and scattered gravel beside the building. As if he could sense Lewis watching, Camera Guy twisted to face him. Lewis jolted off the bench, as casually as one can when you’re jolting off anything.
“Sorry, man,” Camera Guy called, walking closer. “Didn’t mean to freak you out. Don’t worry, I’m not with the paparazzi,” he joked. “Name’s Niko. I’m here to take pictures of the property.”
“Uh, you kind of missed.” Lewis motioned to the building behind them, wondering if it was this guy’s first day on the job.
Niko laughed. “Had to grab a few shots before the bulldozer starts digging up dirt today. I’m the construction project photographer for the new build coming in, so I’m here to document the progress.”
“Today?” Lewis sputtered. “We were supposed to have until the end of the month.”
“They’re just starting on that empty side lot first,” Niko explained. “But I do need to snag a front shot of the building without any people in it. Is it cool if you move for a sec?”
Without any people in it.
Lewis considered the consequences of knocking Niko’s fancy camera out of his hands.
What was so wrong with people being in the picture? People still lived in the building. They were being forced to move, just like Lewis was—all of them, out of the picture. Because it was easier to knock down a building when you didn’t see the faces that belonged inside it.
“The faces…,” Lewis whispered, increasingly glad he’d ignored his camera-smashing impulse. “Hey, Niko, can I ask you something?”
Ten minutes later he was in apartment 4C, tripping over a trail of yarn behind Anita as she led him to Prue’s room. “Prue will be glad to see you,” she said over the loud music bumping on the other side of Fifi’s door.
Very doubtful. He imagined the response his Magic 8 Ball would give.
But that would change once Prue heard his plan. The plan was so solid, she would probably forget she was mad at him for lying. So solid that Lewis might be able to make it up to her without even having to tell the whole rest of the truth. He stroked the horseshoe key chain in his pocket for good measure.
“Leave me alone!” Prue shouted, after Anita knocked on her door.
She gave Lewis an apologetic smile. “She’s upset about the moving situation.”
Among other things, Lewis thought. Himself likely being the main one.
“Prue, I’m coming in,” her mother warned, pushing on the door. It opened an inch and didn’t budge any farther. Anita tried smiling back at him again, but it came out strained. She pushed harder, gaining another two inches. Lewis saw a wall of cardboard through the gap, blocking them from getting in.
“Prue!” Her voice grew frantic, and a curl sprang loose from her hair band. “What’s going on in there? You need to let me in right now.” Prue didn’t answer. Anita’s face shifted, going full mom-mode. She handed her armful of yarn to Lewis and shoved herself into the door. It banged against the cardboard barrier, sending it toppling over into Prue’s room.
Anita squeezed through the partly open door. “What—” She stopped, staring down at the line of tipped boxes.
Lewis peered in above her head to find Prue, but his eyes dropped to the items spilled across the floor. Books, picture frames, clothes he remembered Lina wearing.
And how nice she’d looked in each of them.
“All her things,” Anita said softly, as if those things were at risk of breaking. As if she was at risk of breaking. Whispering something about finding tape, she backed out of the room, almost knocking into Lewis. She didn’t seem to notice him or the yarn he was trying to give her, and she shut herself in the bedroom at the end of the hall.
Lewis stepped slowly through the doorway, tempted to bend down and touch one of Lina’s sweaters.
“What are you doing in here?” Prue lunged out from behind the wall, her finger already loaded in pointing position.
Lewis jumped, dropping the tangled mess of yarn. He swallowed, strange and squeaky, and not at all off to the start he wanted. “Oh, hey—”
“And don’t think about lying to me again, even though it’s the only thing you seem to know how to do.”
There were plenty of other things Lewis knew how to do, but something told him Prue wouldn’t be interested in hearing that list. Over her shoulder were two beds, one with blankets and pillows, and one with only a sheetless mattress.
Was that where Lina used to sleep?
Around it, the whole side of the room was bare. So bare Lewis couldn’t look at it. He couldn’t look at Prue, either, knowing she had to sleep beside that empty bed every night.
“I’m sorry,” Lewis choked out, and in that moment, it felt like he was talking to both sisters at once. “I came to say I’m sorry.” For everything, for all of it.
“You said you barely knew Lina. That you saw her at school a few times. But you lied.”
Lewis’s heart thumped, like it was trying to make a run for it. Like anywhere else was better than being stuck here with him, in trouble. Did Prue know? How could she know? His sweaty hand slipped into his top pocket, feeling the folded-up drawing.
“I know you two were friends.” Prue grimaced, like the next sentence tasted sour on its way out. “More than friends.”
Lewis’s breath left him, slipping through a smile. He couldn’t hold either of them in. “She said we were more than friends?” he asked, not wondering how it was even possible for Lina to have said that at this point, but how she might have sounded when she did, and if it was true, and why his head felt full of soda fizz and his stomach was swirling.
Prue punched his arm, slamming reality back into him.
He was in the middle of getting caught. And Lina was gone.
“Fifi told me everything,” Prue said, sending him spiraling again, only this time to a place he didn’t want to go.
He’d seen Fifi in the background of the window sometimes when he’d talk to Lina. He always thought she was hanging out in Lina’s room, not the other way around. What had Lina told her? Did Fifi know this whole time what happened that night?
“I know your binoculars weren’t for bird-watching. I know you and Lina wrote notes to each other through the window. I know you’ve been lying to me since the day we met.”
Lewis waited for Prue to keep going, but her lips went flat, finished with what they had to say. There was nothing else she wanted to add. Nothing about that night, or what happened.
That’s all she knows, he realized, relief and guilt seesawing in his gut. As one lifted in the air, the other thudded hard against the ground. He wanted to be honest with Prue. But what could he even say? And how was he supposed to say it?
What if he gave her some of the truth, the parts of it that didn’t hurt to come out?
Lewis owed her at least that much. The rest could stay tucked inside him a little longer.
Maybe even for forever.
“I did see Lina at school a few times. I wasn’t lying about that part,” he said, trying to make himself feel better. It didn’t work. “I wasn’t lying that I have binoculars for bird-watching. It was something my dad and I used to do together. Back when doing stuff together was a thing.”
Lewis coughed, reeling his emotions back in. He didn’t need to go there now. Tiptoeing around the truth meant he needed to watch where he was heading. He couldn’t veer off course and have it all blow up in his face.
“I tried bird-watching when my mom and I moved here to the city, but it wasn’t the same. Nothing was. So … I started watching people across the street instead. I wasn’t trying to be creepy or anything. My mom is always working, and it was just something to pass the time. And to not feel so alone, I guess. It didn’t really work … until I saw her. Well, until she saw me.”
He shut his eyes, a sketch of Lina filling the dark frame. His memories of her were often outlined in pencil, smeared and shaded charcoal lines forming her face. “I’d seen her before, sitting by one of the windows. I recognized her from school. We never talked there—I mean, I was new and basically a nobody, and she seemed like she had tons of friends. I never thought she’d notice me in my window, let alone recognize me back. That all changed one day.”
That day etched itself into Lewis’s mind. Lina’s hair was pulled back in some kind of braids that reminded him of those twisted breadsticks he liked. Her hands were out of sight below the sill, but by then Lewis already knew their habits. Flipping through a book, scribbling in a journal, coloring on a page. “I wasn’t expecting it. Lina looked right across the street at me and lifted a note in the window. It said hi.”
It sounded so small and simple now. But that one hi changed everything.
Lewis’s eyes slid open, warm and wet with the memory.
Prue waited for him on the other side, scowling. “Get out of my room.”
“I’m really sorry, Prue.” He scrambled to save himself, like he was running up a hill made of loose gravel, looking for a firm place to stand. “I know you’re mad, but I think I figured out a way we can save the building.”
“You shouldn’t even be in this building! You belong on the other side of the street.”
“Just hear me out—”
“I don’t want to talk to you,” Prue snapped, picking up one of the jackets that spilled out of Lina’s boxes and hurling it at his face. She threw a shirt at him next, and then a pair of socks. “I don’t want to be your friend. Maybe my sister did, but I’m not Lina!”
The footing he thought he’d found turned to sludge, sinking below him. “I didn’t think—I never said—” A shoe thumped him in the stomach, as a whirlwind of Lina’s things was whipped around the room. Anything he had to say would only make it worse.
Untangling himself from the yarn at his feet, Lewis hurried out of the room.
The door Anita disappeared behind was still shut. She never came back with any tape. Fifi stood at the entrance of her now-quiet room, watching as he passed by. Lewis couldn’t tell if she was glaring at him, or if it was just how her thick lines of makeup made it look. It was the first time he’d seen her face-to-face. Parts of her reminded him of Lina, except sharpened with an ax or something.
How long had Fifi been listening? What all did she know?
He didn’t wait around to find out. Lewis ran out of their apartment, Prue’s words following him to the elevator.
I’m not Lina.
He knew she wasn’t. But were there times he felt like she was? Times he wanted her to be? He told himself that wasn’t why he started helping Prue in the first place. It was about doing something to try and make things right. Right?
So why was it all turning out so wrong?
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Lewis collapsed into my elevator.
There was no way to warn him about the fresh dog feces in the corner.
He didn’t seem to notice.
I was used to watching him cry, but never so up close. Never within my walls.
“I just want to fix it,” he whimpered. “All of it.”
I didn’t know who he was talking to—himself, or Lina, or maybe even me.
But I knew how it felt. To be full of problems you couldn’t fix.
To blame yourself for the bad.
To wish you could go back.
To ask yourself questions that had no answer:
What if my elevator had been a second slower that night?
What if I could have locked my front door, so Lina wouldn’t have left?
What if I had fluttered a light in my lobby, and made her turn around?
What-ifs are like cracks in concrete.
The more they spread, the harder it is to stand.
Lewis and I were both full of them.
I closed my elevator doors now, holding him inside.
The closest thing I had to a hug.
A tenant waited a floor below to take my elevator down, but I didn’t budge.
I held Lewis as he cried. For as long as he needed me to.
For as long as it took him to stand again.
He wiped his eyes, his knees. Looked up at my metal ceiling.
“Um, thanks,” he said, his face flushing. “I … don’t know how this works, or who I’m talking to exactly, or if you’re even listening … but I think I have a plan.”
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I know I said I was done getting involved.
But people say a lot of things they don’t mean, so why can’t buildings?
Turns out once you get a taste of some action, it gets harder to sit around.
Besides, I had to hand it to the kid. He had a pretty good plan. We just needed to get all the tenants together again to hear it.
That’s where I came in.
They were going to hate me for what was about to happen.
But I had nothing left to lose.
Things weren’t looking great for me anyway—
Prue had given up. She still hadn’t left her room. Most of the tenants had already started packing. A bulldozer spent all day ripping up the ground beside me. Taunting. You’re next.
This was my last shot.
Go big or go home.
The home being me.
That evening, when it got dark, I pulled the Trifecta:
Power. Water. Air.
I cut them off at the same time. In every apartment but 4C. Impressive, I know.
If only I could have cut off my hearing.
People didn’t hold back—they hurled insults at my walls like darts.
With the blackout, there was complaining. With the water, there was swearing.
With the internet, there was a total uproar.
It was only a matter of minutes before they noticed the air. Sweat travels fast in the summer. They blamed me for the stifling heat, as if I could control the weather.
For the rest of it—sure, the blame was on me.
I just hoped it was worth it.
Lewis left his building when my windows went dark. Per his plan, he and his flashlight went to each of my floors, saying what he could to get people on board:
“Yeah, they said anyone can use their internet! Who knows when the Wi-Fi will be back. And if you’re not streaming, you’re not living, am I right?”
“The AC is still kicking up there. No sweat necessary! Come cool off for a few minutes.”
“No, they won’t mind if you finish baking your lasagna in their oven, just bring it over!”
Some tenants were tentative.
Others didn’t flinch. They grabbed their things and hauled them to the fourth floor.
It was a dangerous game, inviting people into 4C without asking.
But we’d already started playing.
There was no stopping it now.
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Half-asleep and half-buried, Prue lay on the floor, too sluggish to wipe the drool from her chin. Her room looked like a battlefield—the failed attempt at a barrier was sprawled around her, boxes kicked and caved in, the rest of them ripped open. Mangled tape and chunks of cardboard littered the carpet, and in the middle was her plunder—the giant pile of Lina’s things Prue had unpacked.
She’d get in trouble for it, but she was too deep into her sulk to care. Sulking is like quicksand. The sinking is slow at first, but before you know it, you’re all the way under.
Until something comes to pull you out.
Prue sat up quickly under the heap of Lina’s clothes, hearing voices on the other side of her walls. Not two or three, like when Fifi attempted to harmonize with a boy band or when her father argued with sports commentators on the TV—but several voices. Prue crawled to the door, unable to resist her curiosity. And a crowd.
She stepped out of her room and was almost trampled by Ms. Candice’s oldest kids. They pushed past her, crashing through the obstacle course of boxes, jumping onto Lina’s mattress.
Prue swirled back into the hall, where Sid waited outside the bathroom. White cream was smeared across his mustache and the top of Oliver’s head.
“Can you hurry it up in there?” Sid whined, cracking open the door. “This hair growth serum is only supposed to be on for ten minutes.”
A half-wet Pookie bolted out of the bathroom, knocking into Prue’s legs. Both the Umanskys chased after him toward her parents’ bedroom.
“It’s bath time, Pookie!” Mr. Umansky shouted, also half-wet.
“I brought your special bubbles!” Mrs. Umansky clutched a bottle to her chest, where a sudsy stain dripped down her nightgown.
“What in the…” Prue wiped off her slick shins, walking toward the living room.
Monica stood on the couch, her sharp shoes puncturing the leather as she held her phone in the air. Gertrude’s head was behind the curtains, peering out the window. Two neighbors from 1C were by her father in front of the TV, talking about sports.
Prue wove to where her mother and Fifi were helping Ms. Candice by the oven. “What’s going on?”
“The whole building lost power, apparently,” Fifi said, trying to shove a pacifier into a squirming baby’s mouth.
“No water or air-conditioning, either.” Ms. Candice clucked her tongue, lifting her toddler off the counter. “Everywhere but here.”
“People started showing up at our door, asking for help.” Anita pushed back her frizzing hair with an oven mitt and pulled out a slab of bubbling lasagna. “We had to let them in.”
“Everywhere but here…?” Prue repeated, scanning the ceiling lights for any signals. Lina couldn’t have done all of that, could she? And even if she could, that didn’t explain how everyone ended up in their apartment.
Someone knocked on the front door. Prue opened it slowly, unsure who it would be next.
“Your friend forgot 2A,” Roland said to her, nodding to Samira and Khaldoon beside him.
“Hello, sunshine!” Samira smiled, balancing a plate of cookies and a teapot in both arms. Roland and Khaldoon held an assortment of painted mugs. “Roland told us everyone was gathering up here in 4C, but we seemed to be the only ones who missed the memo.” She paused, scanning the crowded room over Prue’s shoulder. “We don’t want to barge in uninvited, though. Khal and I can make it just fine by candlelight.”
“Of course you can come in,” Prue said, and it had almost nothing to do with the cookies. She helped Roland with the clanking ceramic in his hands. “What do you mean my friend?”
Roland looked at Prue suddenly, like she’d said something really interesting. Normally this wouldn’t be a surprise—nearly everything she said was interesting. But all she’d asked was a simple question.
His umbrella-shaped scowl straightened out. “You…”
“Hey, everyone!”
Prue whirled around to the sound of Lewis’s voice, almost dropping the mugs. He stood on the couch beside Monica, looking like an awkward, out-of-place giraffe next to a graceful flamingo in high heels. And he was out of place. What was Lewis doing back in their apartment? When did he even get in there?
“Could I have everyone’s attention for a second?” Lewis said louder, his gaze finding Prue. He glanced at Khaldoon and Samira and lost his balance, his shoe slipping between the cushions. Catching himself, he shifted slightly to face the other people in the living room. “Right, so … I’ve got a, uh, an important announcement.”
Amateur, Prue assessed, scoffing at his below-average showmanship. No snappy opening line. No control over the crowd whatsoever. What made him think anyone would even be interested in hearing what he had to say? He didn’t live in their building. He was an outsider.
To her shock, her father muted the TV. Ms. Candice attempted to mute her kids. The Umanskys wrangled Pookie into the room, and the rest of the group got surprisingly quiet.
Lewis stuffed his hands into his pockets, another rookie mistake. Everyone knows talking with your hands is much more engaging for an audience. “Since we all just, uh, happened to gather together in here tonight, I wanted to share how I think we can save this building.”
People murmured, Prue being one of them. Been here, done this, she thought. She’d tried rallying the tenants together already, and it didn’t work. He couldn’t do any better.
“I met this photographer, Niko, outside earlier. He takes pictures of construction projects as they’re being built. I told him if he wants to document this
whole construction process, he should start with the people who live here.” Lewis stood taller, his voice rising. “These builders can’t just ignore the fact that they’re taking away your home. Your side of the story deserves to be told, too. And Niko agreed.”
The same silence Prue faced after her speech filled the room.
Then came the scrutiny. “Doesn’t that photographer work for the builders?” Arthur asked.
“Yeah, Niko said it was a huge conflict of interest,” Lewis replied. “But he passed me along to another photographer who works for a local newspaper and…” He paused, waiting for the nonexistent excitement to build. “He’s coming tomorrow afternoon to take some pictures of everyone! And he said he’d think about maybe possibly putting it somewhere in the newspaper, if there’s any room.”
Someone sighed, and not the relieved kind.
“Sounds promising,” Ms. Candice muttered sarcastically.
Lewis pointed a skinny finger at her. “You said the other night that the builders only see you as numbers. But what if we can remind them that you’re people?”
Mr. Umansky huffed through his drooping jawline. “That won’t change anything. This sort of thing happens all the time. It’s not going to make any difference to them.”
“Just because it happens all the time doesn’t mean it’s right,” Samira said, somehow making it look like holding a teapot was the bravest thing you could ever do. “It might not change anything for us. But what about the next group of people this happens to? What if we could start changing things for them? Before they even know they need it?”
“How exactly is a picture supposed to do all of that?” Sid alternated between stroking his hedgehog and his mustache, both wiped clean of hair serum. “It’s just a picture.”
“Not when I’m in them.” Monica posed on the couch beside Lewis as if she were walking down the runway. “With me, it’ll be a masterpiece.”
“Right…,” Lewis said, steadying himself against the wall as her modeling strut shifted the cushions. “And you know what they say, a picture is worth a thousand words.”
“Or dollars,” Monica added. “If I’m in them.”
“Words.” Roland spoke up next to Prue. “We need words.”
The room went quiet, maybe because this was the first time any of them had heard Roland say something without grumbling. Or without a scowl.
“Someone reminded me recently that this building means something to each of us. For some, it’s the last place we lived with a loved one.” He turned to Prue, looking at her the way he had earlier. Like they were connected somehow. “For me and my Holly, this is the last place we laughed and had fun. This is the last place we have memories together.”
Prue blinked back at him, her mouth slipping open. Those were the words she had told Lina the night before on the landline. The words she thought no one cared about, let alone understood.
“We all have our own memories here. That’s what the photograph should be about,” Roland said, the faint flicker of possibility lighting his dim face. “We should write them on the building. A tribute to our time here. For all this place has meant to us.”
“An ode to the Odenburgh!” Samira set down the teapot and threw her arms around Roland, planting a kiss on his cheek. “The English teacher in me can’t resist a little poetry. What a lovely idea. Khal and I are in.”
“So long as he doesn’t try to kiss me, too,” Roland grunted.
“No promises,” Khaldoon replied.
“It’s perfect,” Prue had to admit, though she aimed 100 percent of the credit for the plan at Roland instead of Lewis. “But what should we use to write the memories with?” The lousy selection of pens in their junk drawer wouldn’t cut it.
“How about paint, Prue?” Lewis suggested. This whole conversation, he’d been throwing glances her way, and she’d dodged them like the last one standing in gym class. She wasn’t about to forgive him for all his lies just because he was trying to help them. “We could—”
“Let me get this straight,” Mr. Umansky interrupted, and for the first time Prue was glad he did. “Your plan to save the building is to graffiti all over it like hoodlums?”
“No graffiti!” Carl nearly fell through the cracked-open front door, where apparently he’d been listening. “No graffiti or I’ll call Mr. Snider.”
“What’s he going to do, kick us out?” Fifi said, as saucy as the pizza stain on Carl’s shirt. “Oh wait. He already has. Your snitching can’t do anything to us now.” She looked at Prue, who felt the start of a smile on her lips. Until she remembered she was still mad at Fifi, too.
“She’s right. We’ve got nothing left to lose,” Ms. Candice agreed. “Why not make some noise?” As if those were the magic words, Jay and Jared ran back toward the bedrooms screaming.
“Because you’ll receive noise complaints, and then I’ll tell Mr. Snider!” Carl tried again.
“Would you quit it with the complaints already?” Sid wailed, which was a shock considering complaints were his favorite form of communication. “What? I actually like this idea, okay? Oliver and I don’t want to lose our home. Plus, he’s a natural-born artist. Just wait until you see what he can do.”
“You can’t—this isn’t—I’m not—” Carl sputtered, then his whole body straightened. He swallowed, hurrying to their bathroom. “Nobody say or do anything!”
Mrs. Umansky ignored him. “Can our Pookie’s perfect paw prints be included, too?” Maybe it was the fact that Pookie’s paws were perfect, or that she’d said our, but Mr. Umansky suddenly seemed much more on board with the idea.
“I think anyone should be able to include anything they want,” Lewis said, looking at Prue again for confirmation. She did agree with him, but he didn’t need to know that.
“That’s going to be a lot of paint,” Khaldoon pointed out.
“Not to worry,” Roland said, his gray eyes gleaming. “I think I’ve got us covered.”
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I turned everything back on after that.
It only seemed right.
My version of a thank-you.
Of course, no one knew I had anything to do with it. But still.
It was the least I could do, after all they were planning.
An ode to the Odenburgh, they called it.
An homage to their home.
To me.
The only kind of special recognition I’d ever had came from the pigeons. They used a different kind of paint. Something told me this would mean more.
Turns out, the tenants hadn’t given up on me just yet.
It was almost enough to make another one of my pipes burst, but I held it together. Holding things together was my job, after all.
In the morning, I would be painted.
I was already the best-looking place on the block. And with some added oomph on my bricks? Those other buildings didn’t stand a chance.
Me, on the other hand—maybe I did.
Maybe there was still a chance I could stay standing.
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There were no raining flowers in the window of 4C—you didn’t see that sort of thing when you were on the highest floor of the building. Though it was dark, Gertrude could still make out the bench below, lit up and lonely under the single lamppost on the sidewalk. The flowers she laid there days before were likely wilted by now.
“Would you like some help back down to your apartment?”
Gertrude twisted to the woman from 4C, and saw that behind her large halo of hair, the rest of the room had emptied. Apart from that maintenance man—Kyle? Or was it Curtis?—who ran out the door carrying two rolls of toilet paper.
“Oh, look at me, the last one out.” Gertrude sighed. “They never could get me to leave a party. And it was a good thing, too, because I always brought the party everywhere with me…”
She pulled back a portion of the oddly thick curtains again, peering down at the street. “You’ve got a much better view than I do, Angeline.”
“It’s Anita,” she corrected kindly, eyeing the window. “I don’t spend much time looking out there, actually.” Anita turned, finding a change in the subject. “Prue, there you are. Why don’t you help me walk Ms. Gertrude to her apartment?”
“That’s my sister’s bench down there,” Prue said instead, tapping on the glass. Her face was familiarly foggy, and not simply because she’d knocked on Gertrude’s door that week. It reminded Gertrude of another knock on her door, another girl. “My sister Lina.”
“Lina,” Gertrude said, her head suddenly feeling clear. The name was like a ray of light, splitting through what was left of the fog. She could see the path where she was heading. And the path where she had been. “Lina has my stories.”
“You … you knew Lina?” Anita’s question was quiet.
Prue’s was not. “What stories?”
“The ones I shared with her.” Gertrude spoke faster, and it was as if she were running down the path now, leaping over the fallen logs that had once blocked her. “We spent an afternoon together when she showed up at my door. She delivered me some swapped mail, and I swapped with her some stories.”
Lina hadn’t been like the other tenants, who never said more than hello. She said much more to Gertrude, not with her words, but with how she listened. With her attention.
“Lina said she’d love to hear more of my stories, though I’m not quite sure she knew what she was getting herself into at that point. I spent the next few weeks filling your mailbox with letters to Lina…” But Gertrude had never heard back from her.
Looking from Anita to Prue, to the bench alone outside, she now remembered why.
“Are you the one who leaves flowers out there?” Prue asked.
“Yes, when the weather is right,” Gertrude replied. “Lina filled me up more in a single afternoon than most people do in a lifetime. She gave me something to do with my stories. A place to put them. Although, I am having trouble remembering the way they went these days. That happens, the less you talk about things. And when you don’t have many people left to talk to, well…” Gertrude smiled sadly. “That’s why I was so glad to have met her.”
“I never saw any letters,” Prue said slowly.
“Dozens of letters seem difficult to miss,” Gertrude whispered, worry settling inside her. What if she wasn’t able to find them? What if she’d lost them forever? “You don’t suppose she threw them out, do you?”
“I don’t,” Anita croaked, leaving the living room abruptly. She returned moments later from the hall, carrying a narrow plastic bin. Her hands shook as she pulled open the lid.
“I was looking for these art supplies the other day. Where was this?” Prue asked, leaning over the container of notebooks, loose pages, and an assortment of writing utensils. “I don’t remember all this other stuff being in here.” She grabbed a piece of paper and examined the handwriting, looking up at her mother. “All this is Lina’s?”
Anita sank into the couch beside the bin. “I—I’ve been keeping them safe, under my bed. After … everything, I stored away her old schoolwork, journals, art, birthday cards. Things I wanted to preserve. To look at one day.” She brought in a breath, long and unsteady. “But I do remember seeing a stack of letters somewhere.”
Prue dug through the contents, pulling out a stack of envelopes held together with a rubber band. Each with a loopy Lina on the front, each with the seal torn open on the back.
“My stories.” Gertrude’s eyes filled, raining down her cheeks. “She kept them.”
“I’m sorry,” Anita said. “I didn’t realize they were from you. I … haven’t gone through anything in here yet.”
“Perhaps it’s time to. We tend to forget about things when we don’t.” Gertrude smiled gently as Prue handed over the envelopes. “Do you mind if I take these? If we’re going to paint our building in memories tomorrow, I’m in need of some refreshers.”
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The day started as they all do.
Sunrise. Pigeons. Tenants ignoring their alarms.
Out of everything that has to get up every morning, people are the only ones who get angry about it.
Eventually, they all made it down to my lobby. Some in worse shape than others.
When Samira showed up with muffins, that seemed to solve most of their problems.
Roland rolled out the paint. Six cans of gray.
Wouldn’t have been my first choice—nothing said Downtown Disease like a gray building. My brick was born to be red.
But I couldn’t complain.
I’d take whatever color the tenants painted me, if it meant they could stay.
The last time they were all out on the front grass, things looked a lot different. There was no arguing now. No anger. No avoiding. Except for Prue, who didn’t let Lewis near her. The tenants stood together by choice, spreading paint cans and brushes between them. A few volunteered to use their fingers.
“Don’t worry about messing up.” Roland strapped on his apron. “There’s no wrong way to do this.” He went first, slapping a wet H on me. “Paint whatever this place has meant to you.”
Some had to think on it. Others got right to work.
A dozen different brushes slathered my bricks. It would have tickled, if I were weak.
They focused on my front for the picture.
We’ve all got a good side.
Mine became coated in memories. In moments they had between my walls.
Things they’d learned. Loved. Lost.
Whatever else they wanted to say.
It was almost like therapy, them unloading baggage onto my brick.
But this was a load I didn’t mind holding.
Some cried. Some laughed. Some painted their words together. Some used their paws. Some ran outside late because they’d slept in and spent the first hour of their day searching for an unstained shirt.
Carl held up his phone, threatening to stop them. But when he started to read their words, he couldn’t stop himself. Carl stared at me in awe. As if I were one of his comic books.
Prue handed him a paintbrush. “You’re a part of this, too.”
Carl looked like he’d never heard that sentence in his life. And like he’d been waiting to. He plunged the brush into a can, charging toward the Coming Soon sign staked in the ground.
“Attack!” he shouted, followed by the kids from 4A. Ready to splatter.
Ms. Candice blocked their path. “No, we’re not going to waste Roland’s paint on that. If we want to send the right message, we need to send it the right way. You hear me? Now, if you’re trying to make yourselves useful, go and help Ms. Gertrude.”
Gertrude passed out her memories to be taped on me, too. The letters she once gave Lina.
Lewis took one, halting in his tracks. He looked from me to the paper. To me again.
Finally, he taped it by my front door. Even with Lewis’s height, Gertrude’s stories only reached my first story. Until Monica convinced Carl to get the ladder he hardly used.
One group put a paint can in my elevator, sending it up and down between my floors.
They opened my windows in every front-facing apartment. Even 4C.
Tenants leaned out, holding each other steady.
Smearing their brushes on my sills.
I soaked it all in as they covered me,
brick
by
brick
by
brick.
When they ran out of paint, Roland wept, pulling a list from his pocket and checking it off. Tenants hugged. Cheered. Clapped. Took pictures of their own.
I couldn’t blame them.
My reflection in the building opposite me had never looked better.
Above where The Odenburgh was etched in stone was another name.
Painted in huge, gray letters across my brick.
For everyone to see.
HOME.
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I was wrong about never looking better.
When the photographer came, he had everyone stick their heads out my windows.
That was the best I’d ever looked.
The only way I wanted to look—
Full.
Next, the tenants posed on my front steps.
All of us, together.
All of this, for me.
The photographer called out instructions. The camera clicked. Pictures were taken inside and out. Questions were asked, notes were scribbled. Then, the photographer left.
And we were left to wait.
The tenants gathered on the grass. Gabbing.
“Apparently he said it’d take a few days to edit the photos, then he’ll be in touch.”
“He seemed interested in Gertrude’s stories. Did you hear him call them article worthy?”
“Who knows what could happen? Maybe this new owner will actually come to his senses.”
“I’m calling Mr. Snider!” Carl announced. Everyone turned.
“He needs to see how important this is,” Carl said. “But first … who’s hungry?”
Carl ordered the universal peace offering: pizza.
People, so simple sometimes.
And other times, not so much.
As the tenants made pizza plans, Roland pulled the 4C family aside. He handed Prue a paint can. “I made sure to save some extra for you. I thought you might want to use it on the bench.”
He looked to the sidewalk. Then leaned in close.
“Now, I’m no quitter, and I know you aren’t, either. But moving forward is not the same thing as giving up.” Roland squeezed her paint-stained fingers. “No matter what comes of this place, we take our memories with us.”
He wasn’t talking to me—yeah, yeah, I know.
But it was still nice to hear.
No matter what happened to me, this was a day no one would forget.







Lewis, from Across the Street
(46)
Lewis was no stranger to watching the Laroes from afar. So why was it that, even though he was outside with them, ten feet away, he’d never felt more on the outside looking in? He wanted to join them as they stood around Lina’s bench, where he’d spent more time than anyone else. But that would only ruin the moment for Prue.
The last time they talked was in her bedroom, when he told her the almost truth. Lewis thought coming up with this whole plan and trying so hard to save the building would have made her forgive him by now. And yet, Prue wouldn’t even look at him all day.
The rest of her family did, though—Lewis caught them more than a few times. Never a glare, but a glance, the kind his dad used to give over his shoulder to make sure Lewis was still following behind him. Back when he wanted to be followed.
“We should use our fingers,” Prue suggested from down the sidewalk. Her eyes widened when Fifi actually dropped her paintbrush.
“More personal that way,” her father agreed, dropping his, too.
Lewis watched as they dipped their hands into the can of paint. Their eyes dripped along with their fingers, tracing gentle words across Lina’s bench. All but Anita, who seemed stuck in place. The same way she froze in front of Lewis yesterday, when Lina’s things spilled across the floor.
But then Anita stepped forward. Her shoulders shook as she cried, leaving a timid trail of letters on the back of the bench.
“Might I add something?” Gertrude asked softly, a pretty bold thing to do in the middle of such a private moment.
Lewis wouldn’t have ever asked that, and he invaded the Laroes’ privacy all the time. As much as he wanted to write something to Lina, he knew where to draw the line.
To his surprise, Anita nodded, mouthing a please. She looked to Arthur, who nodded back, taking her small hand in his. He turned to the scattered group watching from the grass.
“If anyone else would like to add something, please do.” Arthur’s voice cracked, sounding much different than when it happened to Lewis. “We think Lina would like it.”
Lewis tried to like it, too, as the spot he usually had to himself was suddenly surrounded. The bench he spent nights alone with, watching for shooting stars, the bench he’d cried over and talked to, the bench that meant everything to him, was slowly being covered in the words of other people. It was like someone taking one of his drawings, one he’d sketched for hours, and scribbling their own picture all over it.
Jealousy scratched its way up his spine as each tenant took their turn. They didn’t know Lina the way Lewis did. He could fill that bench and a hundred others with all the things he wanted to say about her. But he didn’t deserve to write a single one, did he?
Lewis stiffened as Samira and Khaldoon stepped up to the can of paint. He’d tried steering clear of Khaldoon all day, with only a few accidental eye contacts. At one point he almost ended up in the elevator with him, when Lewis had an urgent need to switch out his paintbrush and ran. He wasn’t even sure if Khaldoon recognized him—but he wasn’t exactly looking for the chance to find out.
Samira knelt in the grass as Khaldoon stood behind her, extending his hand out to Lina’s father. Arthur pulled him in for more than a handshake, the sort of embrace you give to someone who’s more than just a neighbor.
Fear gripped Lewis just as tight. Are they friends? Did they become close because of that night? Have they talked about what happened? If they have, does that mean they’ve talked about me? Does Khaldoon remember?
Lewis’s supply of spiraling questions was endless. His supply of breath was not. He clutched the folded paper in his pocket, the urge to run again pulsing in his feet.
“Lewis!” Prue called, motioning for him with streaked gray fingers.
As good as it was to hear the end of Prue’s silent treatment, his stomach plummeted lower. He shook his head, backing away. She wasn’t the type to take no for an answer.
“You should be over there,” she said, walking toward him.
His head shook again, harder. Prue had it right the first time—he didn’t belong on this side with them. Lewis belonged on the outside looking in.
“This whole plan happened because of you,” Prue admitted. “This whole day.”
“I—I didn’t do that much,” he replied, and not because he was humble. Because it hurt to hear the forgiveness in her voice. It was almost easier when she was mad at him. At least that was what he deserved.
“You were her friend. Even if you did lie about it.” Prue swallowed, and with that, Lewis’s world started to sway. “She’d want you to write something.”
Nothing in his pockets could help him now.
His legs gave out, like the end of a pencil when you press too hard. “I … I can’t. It’s my fault,” Lewis cried, the words breaking as they finally left his mouth. “I’m the reason Lina was outside that night.”







The Odenburgh
(47)
There was nothing I could do as Lewis cried in front of me.
Not now, not every night he visited Lina’s bench.
Blaming himself.
He’d never know I blamed myself, too.
He’d never know I watched Lina lift those words to my window, asking him to meet her at midnight. Or that I saw his smile from across the street, just below his binoculars.
Or that she spent the next few hours making him a bracelet.
Bead
by
bead
by
bead.
Then Lina snuck out of apartment 4C. While her sister waited in the bathtub.
Most of me was dark when she left my front door.
She stood half-lit under the lamppost, waiting on the sidewalk. Shifting. Swinging her arms. Pulling the bracelet from her pocket, in and out, in and out.
Minutes passed.
Still no sign of Lewis.
Lina lifted the bracelet into the light, checking the beads close. So close, she didn’t see the car coming down the street. How it was swerving. Speeding. Skidding.
Or the glow of a screen in the front seat.
When it jumped the curb, it was too late.
The car veered back off the sidewalk, leaving Lina behind.
It didn’t make it far. Another block and it crashed into a telephone pole.
Lewis came out the front door of his building.
He didn’t make it far, either.
He watched as a man in scrubs ran up from the bus stop—Khaldoon.
Who’d witnessed the accident as he waited for the bus.
Khal slid to Lina’s side. He looked at the driver in the distance, stumbling out of his car. Then he looked over at Lewis.
Still, like a statue across the street. Still, like me.
There was nothing I could do. Or say. Or stop.
Even if I could have, it wouldn’t have mattered.
Because Lewis was already gone.
And so was Lina.
They both left in an instant.
When you’re all brick and beams, you get used to the weight of things.
But sometimes it’s the things you lose that are heaviest to hold.
No matter how full I felt, a part of me would always be empty.







Prue, from 4C
(48)
There were no Headlines running across the marquee of Prue’s mind. Only the hush of the crowd behind her, the quiet shuffle of their steps as they backed away, giving them space. And then answers, in fragments and frays, falling beside Lewis at center stage.
“She … she asked me to meet her at midnight. We wanted to see a shooting star.” He sagged under the spotlight, pulling a piece of paper from his pocket. It unfolded into a smeared, faded sketch of the outside of their apartment building, with Lina reading in one of the windows. “I was trying to finish this drawing for her, and I was late. I came too late.”
For a year, Prue wanted to find out the truth. To have answers. To put her nest of nagging questions to rest. But all these answers did was open up a bigger can of worms. What was worse—never knowing and always wondering? Or knowing and always wishing it were different?
“When I saw what had happened … I—I was so scared. I ran back inside my apartment and watched from the window.” Spit flew from Lewis’s mouth as he grabbed a fistful of grass. “I didn’t even stay. I left her.”
Prue tried to digest what Lewis said, which was like trying to swallow food through her ears. Impossible for her body to process. His words stayed at the surface, unable to sink in.
“If I would have been there earlier … If I just would have been on time…”
Those words sank right through her, maybe because parts of them were already buried somewhere inside. How many times had Prue thought the same things? If the Tub-night Show had only been better … if her jokes had just been funnier … if playing with her had been enough to make Lina want to stay.
But that didn’t matter now. Because Lina did leave.
She left Prue for Lewis.
And then she left Prue forever.
“I’m so sorry,” Lewis whispered. “I’ve been trying to make it right. I’ve tried so many things—” He emptied his pockets, dumping out fortune cookies, a rosary, crumpled cards. A Magic 8 Ball thudded to the ground. “I try to never be late—” Lewis pulled off his two watches, letting them drop. “I even gave up drawing for good. But nothing will ever make it not my fault. It will always be all my fault.”
For a second Prue thought she was moving, lunging for Lewis, but it was her mother beside her. Anita’s hair was wild, she hadn’t even bothered to pull it back when it slipped loose from its hold hours before. It was the makings of a fierce storm. A category-five hurricane.
And Lewis was a tree about to get ripped away in the wind.
Anita bent before him slowly, pulling Lewis up into her arms. Somehow, besides looking like she hadn’t slept in days, Prue’s mother’s face was calm. Her mother, who couldn’t touch Lina’s things without crying, was hugging the reason she was gone.
A weather pattern even Prue couldn’t predict.
“No one blames you,” Anita told Lewis, holding him tighter. “We don’t blame you.”
Prue felt far away, like she was watching from the audience, in the very back row. Where she could barely make out what was happening onstage. She turned to her father and Fifi, searching their faces for her same feelings. But instead of anger or shock, there was only sadness and softness and looking so sorry it hurt.
Arthur stepped forward, putting his hands on Lewis’s shoulders. He held him still and steady, like he was re-rooting Lewis into the ground. “I’ve been there, too, blaming myself. Asking what if…” His voice tightened, and he looked Lewis in the eyes. “But listen to me. You weren’t the one driving the car. You weren’t the one who made that careless decision.”
Prue’s parents never talked about the driver—the man they faced at the courthouse, when Prue and Fifi had to stay behind with their grandma. The man who wasn’t a part of their lives but changed the rest of their lives forever. The man who destroyed everything in an instant.
Without the reminder of him, the fault floated around, looking for a place to land.
Part of it had latched onto Prue, weighing her down.
“You were a good friend to Lina,” Anita said to Lewis softly. “You seemed to make her really happy.”
Prue stepped back, suddenly understanding why none of this made sense. Why no one else seemed blindsided by what Lewis said. They all had a heads-up on the Headline.
This wasn’t breaking news to them.
“You knew?” Prue asked, her hands trembling. Lina’s bracelet shook against her wrist. “You knew this whole time they were friends? You knew why Lina left that night and you never told me?”
Anita’s eyes darted sideways, like her next lines were waiting for her somewhere offstage. Prue didn’t wait around to hear them. She ran up the steps, past the other tenants, past the pull inside her, urging her to stay.
The show must go on.
Prue kept that promise the entire past year.
But now it felt like the show had gone on without her.
And she was tired of trying to catch up.
Everything in their apartment looked different with the curtains pulled back, sunlight hitting spots it hadn’t seen in months. Bright light baked through the windows, but Prue had never felt more dark. She locked herself in the bathroom, leaving the landline on the wall.
There was no point in talking, no point in putting on the Tub-night Show. No amount of make-believe could make her forget. Or make her not feel. Pretending is only as permanent as sleep. Whether you want to or not, eventually you have to wake up.







The Odenburgh
(49)
It was the moment I’d waited for.
The whole point of my plan.
Prue and Lewis felt the same things. I’d heard them say the same words in secret. One into my telephone, and the other on the bench. Talking to the same person.
I thought that was enough to bring them together.
That it would mean something, for them to see they weren’t alone.
But I got it all wrong.
Some people are unpredictable.
Some people are not—
Khal stayed outside with Lewis. Like he had with Lina.
Taking care of someone else who wasn’t his own. Making sure he was okay.
They talked. Embraced. Exchanged information.
After Lewis left, I didn’t see him the rest of the day.
Not even from his window.
There was plenty of other staring—strangers mostly, stopping on the sidewalk. Noticing me for the first time. Taking pictures out their car windows, holding up traffic.
I’d never had so much attention.
Apart from pigeons.
The person kind is always harder to get.
The word spread fast, apparently. Faster than Downtown Disease ever could.
Even Pat Snider showed up. He couldn’t stay away.
Couldn’t look away, either.
He read my brick and the bench, then sank on my front steps. Head in his hands.
Minutes passed before he pulled out his phone.
Over his shoulder, I saw the message:
Tenant meeting—9:00 a.m. tomorrow in the lobby. Free donuts.
There was no telling what the meeting was about.
If Pat had changed his mind.
Some people are unpredictable.







Prue, from 4C
(50)
No matter how upset you may be, there are only so many times you can refuse dessert.
At least, that was the newest strategy from Prue’s parents, after going through a variety of tactics to lure her out of the bathroom. Prue plugged her nose in defense against the plate of cookies stationed on the other side of the door. The scent was meant to weaken her. It didn’t help knowing Samira had dropped off a fresh batch, or that they were being offered before dinner.
“Prue, please let us in,” her mother begged, and a strange scratching noise followed.
Prue leaned over the side of the tub to see a cookie being shoved under the door on a napkin smudged with gooey chocolate. Meaning it was most likely still warm. Prue scrambled out of the bathtub, snatching the cookie up like a feral animal.
“There you go, kiddo,” Arthur said, apparently watching for movement under the crack. “Come on out. Let’s talk.”
Prue would have laughed, if that part of her was working then. “Now you want to talk? After you all kept secrets from me? No, thanks.” Slinking back into the tub, she yanked the shower curtain closed.
“I was hoping to explain this face-to-face, but I suppose it’s what I get for waiting.” Her mother sighed, and Prue heard the sound of someone sliding to the floor, the soft thump of a head leaning back against the door. “After our conversation with Ms. Gertrude yesterday, I realized it was time to look in Lina’s bin. Your dad and I stayed up all night going through everything.” Anita paused, and there was the sound of a much-larger body slumping to the floor. “We found journals full of notes Lina wrote to Lewis. And where she asked him to meet her outside. If I just would have done that sooner, instead of hiding it all away…” Her mother’s voice dropped off, and her father picked up the baton.
“We’ve only known since last night,” he said, as if that made it any better.
“You knew the truth for an entire day and didn’t say anything?” Prue only had one bite of the cookie and she’d already lost her appetite. It dropped from her hand with a smeary splat.
“We were going to,” Anita replied. “We just—we knew how excited you were about painting the building today. And with you just starting up a friendship with Lewis, well, we were trying to find the right way to tell you. And the right time.”
“So you decided to tell Fifi first,” Prue accused sharply. When no one answered, Prue filled in the blanks. “Fifi already knew before that?”
“No, I…,” Fifi started, evidently waiting in the hall, too. “I mean, I always thought Lewis might have had something to do with it, but I wasn’t totally sure.”
“You still should have said something!” Prue stomped out of the tub, smashing the cookie under her foot. “At least then we would have had some kind of guess instead of not knowing anything the last year. It was bad enough you never told me what Lina was doing in your room, but keeping this a secret, letting me wonder and blame myself for months—”
Prue saved the rest to shout in Fifi’s face. She unlocked the bathroom door, whipping it open, and her parents tipped backward onto the tile. When she saw Fifi standing in the hall, the scream she’d stored dissolved in her mouth. With her runny makeup almost all rubbed off, and her smoothed-straight hair frizzing back to normal, Fifi looked so young. So like her old self.
“I promised Lina I wouldn’t tell anyone about Lewis,” she said, almost too quietly to hear. “Or how they talked in my room. She was embarrassed, or maybe felt awkward, or both probably, and she asked me to keep it a secret. And then when she died…” Fifi swallowed. “I didn’t want to break that promise. I didn’t want to let her down. It felt like the only thing still connecting me to her.”
Despite the heaviness, Prue’s heart lifted, lighter, wrapped in the weightlessness of being understood. “The show must go on.” She whispered the words she’d been holding on to for so long. “Before Lina left that night, I promised I’d keep the Tub-night Show going.” She glanced at the landline hanging on the wall beside them. “Being in the bathroom, talking on the phone, it felt like the only thing still connecting me to her, too.”
Fifi looked at Prue with a silence of seeing and feeling seen. A shared knowing, without having to speak. Sisters don’t just keep each other’s secrets. They keep each other’s promises.
“I think I’m the one to blame for that,” Anita admitted, leaning against Arthur. “I haven’t exactly made it … easy to still feel close to Lina. I’ve been afraid to feel close. Afraid to feel anything. That isn’t a choice I should have made for everyone else, too.”
Prue watched the forecast of her mother’s face. For the first time in forever, it was clear and unclouded. Like it wasn’t half covered by some cumulonimbus. She let her tears show.
“I thought hiding Lina’s things away would make losing her hurt less. I tried to forget she was gone. But that’s not worth it if it means forgetting she was ever here.” The drizzle down Anita’s cheeks poured harder. “I don’t want to go through the rest of life not remembering her. I don’t want to forget who she was.”
“And Lina made sure we wouldn’t.” Arthur picked up the bin sitting beside them, so small in his burly arms. Prue waited for his pep talk, for some fired-up speech about trudging forward together. He just smiled sadly, handing the bin over to Fifi. “There’s a lot about you both in here you’ll want to see.”
Prue pulled her sister into the bathroom. “I know the perfect spot to do it, Fifi,” she said, stepping into the tub. Fifi stopped short. “I mean Josefine,” Prue corrected.
“No, it’s not that.” Fifi shook her head. “It’s just, whenever I see you playing in here, or when you come in my room … it reminds me of Lina. You remind me of Lina.”
“I do?” Prue stared down at her body, as if she could see through herself. Lit up from the inside. She’d spent so much time trying to scrounge up whatever scraps of Lina she could find. Pieces of Lina she could hold on to. Maybe she didn’t have to look so hard.
“Sometimes it made me want to run. Most times,” Fifi confessed. “But I want to stay close. Even if there might be moments it hurts.” She climbed into the tub beside Prue, placing Lina’s bin between their curled legs.
Almost like the three of them were all lined up again.
Her parents must have been thinking the same thing, holding each other in the doorway, watching with watering eyes. And maybe that was the secret—the more they were connected to each other, the more they’d be connected to Lina.
Prue pulled off the lid. On top of the pile was a notebook, propped wide with a pack of scented markers. Like it was waiting for her. She smiled at the title written in neat, capitalized letters above the full page. The greatest Headline she’d ever seen.
LET ME TELL YOU ALL ABOUT MY BEST FRIEND PRUE.
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The tenants got out of bed much quicker that next morning.
Maybe it was for the doughnuts.
Or maybe it was for me.
When I saw the way they stood close together in my lobby, another theory hit me.
Maybe it was for each other.
Pat passed around the boxes of doughnuts. Some tenants nibbled. Others swallowed whole. They whispered. Fidgeted. Waited for Pat to speak.
“First off, thank you all for meeting me on a Sunday morning.” He tipped his hat. “I know everyone’s busy, so I’ll try to keep this short.”
Short felt like a good sign.
Change of plans is a short thing to say.
It worked is even shorter.
“What you all did to the building … it, uh, it struck a chord. Most of you might not know that Gertrude here is my ma.” He paused, putting his hand on her shoulder.
Gertrude nodded him on.
“Ma was diagnosed with dementia. Now, she’s tough as nails, all right, but it’s been hard. Hearing how you all came around her yesterday, well, it meant a whole lot.” Pat stopped again.
Like Bagley Street traffic. Start, stop. Start, stop.
Trying to get somewhere.
“Ma needs the right people to care for her. The right facilities, medicine. Between figuring out all that and handling this property, we’ve had a lot on our plate. Financially. And familywise. With me getting up there, too, it just made sense to sell.” Pat pulled off his hat. Hair as sparse as the grass out front. “The decision I made … it wasn’t an easy one.”
The decision I made.
Made.
Like there was no changing it.
The tenants shifted. Looked at each other for answers. But the answers were right on Pat’s face. A block of red, cracked brick. And I could read between the lines.
“I’ve loved the Odenburgh from the day it was built—” Pat’s voice broke.
Something inside me did, too.
I’ve loved the Odenburgh.
Loved.
Like there was no changing it.
“It hurts me to see it go,” he said.
The air left my lobby. It left the tenants, too.
As if none of us had any insulation.
“I’m sorry. I know another apology might not help, but I thought I at least owed you one in person this time. And to thank you for the honor of housing you.”
“You’re doing what you have to do,” Samira said, after a moment. “Taking care of someone you love.”
It was a sentence I’d thought I’d never understand.
But now I saw more clearly than ever:
Pat and I were the same after all.
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Prue was the first to leave.
She snuck into my stairwell. Sinking onto a step. Looking up at the light.
“Lina?” She blinked back tears. “Lina, did you hear that?”
I wanted to answer her. I did.
This girl who had given me so much. A plan. Purpose.
Most of all, hope.
We’d been holding it together. Like one big breath. Or an air duct clogged on both ends.
Only now, we’d both been deflated.
I knew it was what I owed her back—hope.
And for that, I wouldn’t flicker. My stairwell stayed lit.
“Lina?” Prue pressed her hand to my brick. “Lina, are you there?”
I couldn’t hold her back now. I’d seen parts of her begin to heal. Forgive. Accept.
As much as I wanted her to stay, I wanted to make it easier for her to move on. To show her she wouldn’t be leaving her sister behind.
To help her let go.
You’re doing what you have to do. Taking care of someone you love.
And maybe then parts of me could start to heal, too. Forgive. Accept.
“Prue?” Fifi found her. “Are you okay?”
Prue turned from the light to her sister. She whispered. “Not yet.”
Fifi sat down and held her.
One step closer to yet.







Prue, from 4C
(53)
Prue’s legs were sweatier than ever against the leather couch. The windows in their living room were wide open, and even though the afternoon sun was turning their apartment into a toaster oven, it was worth it. They wanted all the light they could get.
“When we had that floor hockey tournament with cinnamon rolls,” Arthur said, Prue and the couch cushions caving in around him. “Even though someone kept trying to eat the puck.” He shot her a playful glance, adding the moment to the notepad on his lap. “Forty-six.” Almost halfway through their list of One Hundred Favorite Things that had happened in their apartment.
Their small way to help with the sadness of leaving somewhere.
That morning’s news from Mr. Snider was as fresh as the doughnut powder still stuck in her father’s mustache. Prue kept waiting for it to hit her, like the headbutt of a Headline or a kick in the back of the knees. But being with her family softened the blow. Knowing she would still be with them, even after they moved. Knowing they’d bring Lina, too, wherever they went.
Maybe that was why Lina had come back with her “unfinished business.” Maybe it was never about trying to save the building. Maybe it was about bringing their family back together.
Unless it was never Lina at all.
Prue had played with the thought before, poking the other possibilities.
Possibilities that seemed almost impossible.
Then again, a lot could happen in an almost.
“I’ve got number forty-seven. That time you girls wrapped me in yarn and called me Mummy,” Anita said, stitching together the first of Lina’s shirts. She’d had the idea to sew them all into a quilt, so they’d each get plenty of use.
The start of their packing meant repacking everything Prue tore out of the boxes. So much of Lina was spread across the living room—piles of photographs on the coffee table, stacks of stuck-together artwork, clothes clumped on the chairs. Prue was still working through the journals in the seemingly bottomless bin her mother had stored. Most of them were full of notes to Lewis. Which meant most of them didn’t make much sense, being only half a conversation.
The page she was on now was complete nonsense.
Once for yes, twice for no, Lina wrote up top. A long list of questions followed:
Do you like marshmallow fluff? What about marshmallow fluff on strawberries?
Do you like to watch clouds? Do you think clouds watch us back?
Were you ever afraid of the dark? Are you still afraid of the dark?
Have you ever seen a shooting star? Would you want to look for one with me?
Would you wear a bracelet if I made one for you?
“Bracelet?” Prue whispered. Her eyes pricked in the corners as she stared at the beads strung around her wrist. She always assumed the L on the bracelet was for Lina. But what if it was for Lewis? Was that why Lina had it with her that night?
“Did you say something, Prue?” Fifi asked from where she was sprawled on the floor, fanning herself with a bedazzled photo album. “You want to do number forty-eight?”
“You—you can go.” Prue sounded far away, even to herself, as she twisted the bracelet numbly. This piece of Lina she’d claimed and carried around belonged to someone else.
And he deserved to keep it.
Even though everything in Lina’s journals was just one side of the story, from one side of the street, one thing was still clear—Lina liked talking to Lewis. He was a good friend.
To both of them.
“Okay, I’ll go. Honestly, getting to know our neighbors the past few days,” Fifi said, reading Prue’s mind. “It kind of sucks that right when we find out they’re actually pretty cool, we’re all moving.”
Prue glanced out the window to Lewis’s apartment. He was the one who would really be left behind, left here when everyone in the building was gone. She looked back at the scattered memories surrounding her family. Between what was stored inside themselves and all the boxes and bins, there was a lot of Lina to go around.
Lewis didn’t even have the answers to the questions he’d asked her.
“Mom?” Prue jumped up, grabbing one of the bags full of yarn from her mother’s sewing pile. “Can I use this?”
Anita nearly jumped up, too. “Are you finally wanting to learn crocheting?”
“Oh, um, no. Sorry.” Prue dumped out the yarn as unoffensively as she could. “I was actually thinking … maybe we could share some of Lina.”







Lewis, from Across the Street
(54)
Lewis stared at his reflection in the front door of the Odenburgh, and it had nothing to do with his growth spurt. He had grown in the past week, but the proof of that was more in where he was standing instead of how tall. Even though his reflection confirmed he had clothes on, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d accidentally shown up naked.
His legs, in shorts for once, felt weird being out in the open, and his wrist was bare without his watches. But more than that—he’d admitted the truth in front of everyone.
And now there was no more hiding.
Lewis’s ink-stained fingers paused on the door handle. Was it a bad idea to come back after exposing his secret? After making Prue even more upset? What if she hated him forever and never forgave him? Wait, why did he think she would want to see him?
“Bad idea, bad idea,” he said, backing away from the building.
The front door swung open, and Prue stopped on the top step. A patterned bag slipped off her shoulder as she stared him up and down. “Lewis? What are you doing here?”
Bad idea, bad idea, his brain alerted him again, as if he didn’t hear himself the first time.
Lewis patted down his shallow pockets, deeply regretting his switch to shorts. He thought he was ready to ditch his Destiny Devices and make his own decisions, but look where that had led him.
To a colossally bad idea.
He fidgeted, feeling awkward and lanky and in need of a fistful of fortune cookies.
Prue closed the small gap between them, and Lewis braced for a punch that would definitely hurt—but all he felt were her arms around him and the itch of her hair on his face.
“I was just coming to find you.” She let go before he could even hug her back.
His hands hung strangely in the aftermath. “You were?”
“I didn’t mean what I said about not wanting to be your friend,” Prue blurted, her eyes wide and wet. “Me and Lina used to tell each other everything. Finding out you guys were friends, and how much time you spent together … it made me feel left out. Like I didn’t know her at all.”
“Not many people knew about us. We didn’t exactly have a normal friendship.” Lewis tried to say it lightly, but it fell heavy from his mouth. “I shouldn’t have lied to you, though. I’m really sorry. I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t want you to hate me.”
“How could I ever hate someone that made my sister so happy?” Prue’s face lifted, bringing all of Lewis with it. “I can see why she liked you. Not like liked you or anything … I just meant because—just—here.” She handed over the surprisingly heavy bag.
Inside was a pair of binoculars and a stack of notebooks each with colorfully painted covers. He’d only ever seen them from a street away, but he would recognize them anywhere.
“We found the notes Lina wrote you,” Prue explained. “Well, my parents did first, and that’s how they already knew about you guys. And then I read them all. I hope that’s okay. I mean, it wasn’t technically invading your privacy since you didn’t exactly write anything in here. But we thought you should have your full conversations. And her binoculars, too, since yours broke.”
“Wow,” Lewis whispered, pulling out one of her notebooks. “Are you sure you don’t want these?”
“We have our own memories with Lina. Enough to share. And these ones belong to you.” Prue smiled at him. “Besides, most of the things in there don’t make any sense. Some pages are just lists of random questions.”
Lewis felt himself smiling, too. “That was a game we played sometimes. One person asks a question and the other answers by flicking the light in their room. Apparently Fifi didn’t like it very much, so it was mostly me doing the answering. Lina was always better at asking the questions anyway.” He talked fast, finally getting to talk about Lina. He had so much to say about her, so much he’d had to keep in for so long.
And now there was no more hiding.
“Speaking of Lina’s questions,” Prue said, slipping off the bracelet. “She had this with her that night. I think she was planning on giving it to you.”
Lewis gazed at the blurry beads, the L lying face up in his palm. The night before he and Lina were supposed to look for the shooting star, they talked about giving each other something they made. But they never got to. His smudged hand trembled as he slid the bracelet onto his wrist, filling in for his watches. For a year, he’d been gripped with the guilt of being late for Lina. Now part of her would be there with him instead.
“I—I came here to give you something, too,” Lewis stammered, hunching toward her.
Prue looked panicked about what that something would be, until he pulled out the only thing in his pocket. He smoothed the crinkled piece of paper, smearing more ink across his palm.
“The drawing you made for Lina,” Prue said, slowly taking it in. “You added everyone else in the building. Even Pookie,” she laughed, pointing at the new faces he’d sketched in the windows. Her finger stopped in the spot where he’d first drawn Lina, only now Prue was in the window with her.
“I started working on it this morning. After Khal told me about the meeting earlier.” Lewis shifted, feeling suddenly silly for thinking a drawing could make up for the fact that Prue was losing her home. “I … I’m sorry. I really thought that plan would work, or that we’d at least have time to see if an article came out.” His head drooped, sagging between his shoulders. “I thought I could make everything better.”
“You can’t make everything better.” Prue spoke his worst fear into existence. Except coming from her, it was more freeing than frightening. “But you did make a lot of things better. Like me. And you helped bring everyone together.” She held up the drawing as proof. “Yesterday wouldn’t have happened without you.”
“All I did was knock on some doors. The real trick was turning off all the power and water…” Lewis brought in a quick breath, raising his finger. “Wait, that reminds me. You know how we were hanging up Gertrude’s stories yesterday?”
She nodded.
“Okay, well, I read one about when she moved in, right when the building went up. Gertrude said that first day, the lights kept flickering. She made a joke that maybe the building was nervous or something. And it got me thinking…”
He paused to gauge Prue’s reaction, if she was tracking with him or he’d completely lost her and his mind. Before he could change course, or backtrack altogether, she grabbed his arm.
“I’ve been thinking that, too,” she said, pulling him toward the elevator. “I just got an idea. There’s something we need to try.”
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Let’s get another thing straight: I wasn’t nervous.
It was my first day on the job, for crying out loud.
I was still figuring out how everything worked back then.
Think about how long it takes babies to walk. Talk. Restrain their bodily fluids. Then think about being fifty feet tall and expected to control all of yourself when you’ve only been around a few weeks.
All I’m saying is cut me some slack.
Prue addressed my elevator ceiling. “Okay, here’s how it goes. I’ll ask a question. You answer with the light. Once for yes, twice for no. Got it?”
I didn’t know if she was talking to me. Or if she thought Lina was still there.
I’d seen this game played before. It was supposed to be straightforward. A cinch.
Something told me it wouldn’t be now.
“Is this going to work?” Lewis whispered as my doors slid closed.
“We’re about to find out.” Prue’s eyes narrowed at the light. “Are you Lina?”
The question was loaded. Point blank and fired.
And I finally had a clear way to answer.
The whole point of not answering Prue earlier was to help her move on. To do that now, I had to give her the truth. Even though it would be a disappointment.
Even though I would be a disappointment.
But I had to let them down, in order for them to let go.
I flickered the light in my elevator.
Off.
On.
Off.
On.
In other words—no.
I expected their faces to flicker, too. For them to fade. Or maybe burn bright with anger.
But they lit up with something new.
“Does that mean—” Lewis started.
“You’re the Odenburgh, aren’t you?” Prue sputtered at the same time.
The sound of my name was a surge. A spark. The light in my elevator blazed. The buttons blinked and buzzed. The doors opened with a bing!
Both their mouths parted just as wide.
Fine—I was showing off. I couldn’t help it. What else would you expect?
I was seen for once.
Heard.
“It’s you!” Prue grinned.
“I knew it!” Lewis shouted. “You’ve been helping us.”
Then Prue slumped. Sinking slowly like my floor was made of sand. “I … I’m sorry we couldn’t help you back. We wanted to save you more than anything. We really tried.”
“Maybe it’s not too late,” Lewis interjected. “We could come up with a new plan. I could reach out to that guy from the newspaper again, and maybe if you could just show everyone that you’re not a regular building—”
I signaled twice for no.
“No?” Prue squinted back at me.
I knew it wouldn’t make a difference. I’d pulled out all the stops. Done all I could do.
Still, it hadn’t changed a thing.
Scratch that. It did change something—
The two people in my elevator.
The rest of the plan might have failed. But this was always the most important part.
This was always bigger than me.
Going meant I could help Gertrude. And Pat.
It meant taking care of people I loved.
“Are you sure?” Prue touched my metal wall. “We don’t want to leave you.”
I’d never been more sure of anything. Confident as concrete. Assured as asphalt.
They would never leave me. Not fully.
Off.
On.
Once for yes.
Prue and Lewis looked from my ceiling to each other. “Well … maybe we can hang out in here a little longer,” he said. “Just the three of us.”
They slid to my floor, side by side. Leaning their heads against me.
“Unless someone needs the elevator?” Prue asked.
I cut the lights behind the button panel.
If someone did, they could take my stairs.
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That next week I became a box full of boxes.
People packed. Made plans. Ate pizza. Said goodbye.
One by one, the tenants left me.
But not one of them left me the same.
They’d come a long way from lives separated by my walls.
Maybe my job wasn’t just to give them a home.
Maybe it was to give them each other. To show them they weren’t alone.
I’d always known they’d be just fine without me.
Only now, I was glad about it.
Rooms were cleared. Lights turned off. Doors shut for good.
One landline stolen from my wall.
Fifi cut the cord and gave my telephone to Prue. She knew by then she didn’t need it to talk to Lina. Or me. But it was still something of ours she could hold on to.
On her final day, a surprise showed up.
Lewis sprinted with it across the street.
Our story made the newspaper.
“An Ode to the Odenburgh.” Prue and Lewis traded off, taking turns reading to me in my stairwell.
My picture was in print. Front and center.
Below was a mix of Gertrude’s memories inside me. A plea to preserve historic buildings. A call to stop taking people’s homes.
Who knew if it would change anything?
If there was any stopping The Suit?
One thing was certain:
No matter where each tenant ended up, they’d carry our story with them.
Prue cried. Promised. Kissed my brick.
They hung the article in my lobby.
Then, they let me go.
And even though I was being emptied, I’d never felt more full.







Carl, from the Basement
(57)
Carl was the last to leave the building. And it wasn’t because he was on the toilet. He did have one last duty, and it was a big one—making sure each apartment was clear. After what Dominic called the painting fiasco, Carl’s chances of becoming the new manager were as slim as a stick of beef jerky. Now he had to move back to his parents’ basement with nothing to show for it besides a collection of comic books, two squirming suitcases, and another lost job.
He didn’t even get to have one heroic moment.
“We all good in there?” Dominic asked, when Carl got out to the sidewalk.
“All good,” Carl replied, but it didn’t feel very good to say it. He hated seeing the vacant apartments, especially now that he actually knew the people who had lived in them.
“Thought those tenants might try to pull some kind of last-ditch stunt. Well, time for all this to go.” Dominic typed on his phone, barely looking at Carl. “We’re done here. I’ll keep you in mind for any open positions when my building goes up.”
In Dominic’s sunglasses, Carl caught a glimpse of himself and the bench behind him. The words that girl from 4C told him stuck like the wax in his ears.
You’re a part of this, too.
The glimpse was short, but it was enough for him to see.
Duty was calling.
Carl puffed out his chest so far, he could see a cheese stain on the front of his shirt. “We aren’t done here,” he stated in a much deeper voice.
Dominic looked up, sighing. “We’re not going to have any trouble today, are we, Carl?”
“Not if you listen to my demands.”
“You’re not really in a position to make any demands.” Dominic scoffed. “You’re the one who wants a job from me, remember?”
“Not anymore.” Carl didn’t want to work in a building without the same tenants living inside it. He was a part of this one. Stepping forward, he unzipped the tops of both suitcases to reveal the horde of rats inside one and squealing mice in the other.
Dominic inhaled sharply, jumping back. “What the—”
“I’d hate for these guys to get loose at your new building. Rodents can use their sense of smell to find their way back home. Even if that home is gone.” Carl had no idea if that was true or not—only that it sounded like it could be.
He was the exterminator, after all.
“Fine.” Dominic rubbed his shaking head. “I’m listening.”
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The first thing to come was a fence. A barrier of black tarp around my border.
The first thing to go was Lina’s bench. A truck hauled it away.
I didn’t know where it was going.
Anywhere was safer than here.
The day the rest of the trucks came, I heard them before I saw them.
Rumbling down Bagley Street. Delivering a dose of Downtown Disease.
They pulled up with bulldozers. Dumpsters.
One excavator.
A line of yellow, orange, and blue on the curb.
Their bright colors didn’t fool me. I knew they only brought gray with them.
Would there be any green where I was going next? Was there a next? Where did buildings go once they were gone?
Were we like trees, where parts of us could be planted somewhere else?
Would there even be any parts of me left?
My questions were cut short.
The thunder of equipment started up below.
I’d sheltered plenty of people from storms. But this one was coming for me.
I stared at my reflection in the building across the street, so I wouldn’t be alone.
And I wasn’t alone—
The tenants were there, walking up on the sidewalk.
With my reflection behind them, it looked like they were standing with me.
All of us, together again.
I thought it was a mirage. Or my life flashing before my windows.
Until I saw more people gathering with them.
Holding up signs. Pointing cameras.
Documenting my demolition.
From the looks of it, the article had spread.
It was too late to change anything for me. But maybe it wouldn’t be for the next building.
Another chance to be a part of something bigger.
I’d lived more in these days than I had in fifty years.
And I didn’t regret a thing.
It was worth it to hope. To care.
Maybe those were the parts of me that would be left.
Long after I was gone.
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Surprisingly, the pigeons ditched me first.
It was the people who stayed.
They didn’t leave.
For hours, they watched the excavator clawing. Crushing.
I became a ripped open box. Crunched like I was made of cardboard.
My foundation was crumbling, yet I’d never felt more sure.
I thought I was the last square standing on the block because I wasn’t soft.
Turns out, you can stand a lot stronger when you have something you’re standing for.
Or someone.
Fine, I’ll admit it—
Falling in love with the tenants wasn’t so bad.
It held me together as the rest of me was falling,
brick
by
brick
by
brick.







Prue, from 110 Ludlow Lane
(60)
One Week Later
On the morning of her twelfth birthday, Prue woke with a pit in her stomach. Upon further inspection, it was the same feeling she had every other morning—a deep craving for waffles. It was nice knowing some things in life are too strong to ever change, no matter our age.
She rolled over in Fifi’s bed—she’d let Prue spend the night in her room—to find her sister waiting wide-eyed and awake.
“Finally,” Fifi said, strangely jittery for this hour. She was never up before noon on the weekends. “You hungry?”
“Always. What’s on your face?” Prue leaned in to investigate the brown smudge on her cheek. Either dirt or chocolate. She looked down to where Fifi was only half covered by the blanket. “Why are you already dressed?”
“Going over to Kasey’s,” she said quickly, rolling out of bed. “Can you hurry it up? Mom and Dad said I couldn’t leave before I helped you make breakfast. I’m super late since you decided to sleep in.”
“You’re going to Kasey’s today?” Prue couldn’t hide the disappointment in her voice as she squinted across the bright room. “Where are Mom and Dad?”
“Went to run errands or something.” Fifi shrugged, pulling her out from the tangle of sheets. “Won’t be back for a few hours.”
A few hours? Prue stumbled behind Fifi down the stairs, the pit in her stomach sinking. Even though she’d spent the last month trying to avoid her birthday, she thought someone would have at least remembered it was happening. The whole house was too quiet—no noisy neighbors, no barking dogs, no elevator dings. Didn’t her family know she didn’t want to be alone today?
She came to a halt in the kitchen, where her parents were huddled by the counter. All the blinds on the windows and back door were closed.
“What’s going on?” Prue glanced at Fifi beside her.
“Nothing!” Arthur spun to face her, shoving something into his mouth.
“Happy birthday, Prue!” Her mother and Fifi cheered, wrapping her in a hug. Between their clouds of hair, she spotted the rows of plates stacked on the counter.
“Wait … are those…?” Prue parted from them, examining the assortment of food. Marshmallow fluff on strawberries, crumbled cookies on waffles, cinnamon roll–peanut butter sandwiches. Trays full of Lina’s greatest snack inventions.
“We thought Lina would want us to eat these today,” her father said, unaware of the marshmallow fluff in his mustache.
“More like this whole week,” Prue pointed out. Either her mother had gone overboard, or her father wanted to make sure there would be enough leftovers for him to store up for the next several days—a new house meant new hiding spots. Prue could pull her weight when it came to shoveling in snacks, but this was an outrageous amount. “Are we going to be able to eat all these?”
“Well, they’re not just for us,” Anita admitted slowly. “I know you said you didn’t want a party, but there were a few people who did.”
Arthur shouldered open the back door, barging into the blinds. A slobbering dog bolted into the house, chased by an equally slobbering kid. There was a scrambled “Surprise!” from an unorganized group of voices, each chiming in at slightly different times.
Prue stepped outside, where everyone from the Odenburgh waited across the backyard. Even Lewis was there, too. A stretch of bricks was lying in the grass, leading up to where everyone stood. Red bricks, speckled and streaked with gray paint.
Prue’s mouth dropped toward the ground. “Are these … you went back for these?”
“It was Roland’s idea,” Samira said, nudging him next to her.
“The builders were going to throw them out, anyways. Wasteful buffoons.” Roland shook his head. “So I asked them to donate some of their material. I brought plenty to go around.” He pointed to a pile of extra bricks by the end of the driveway. “Party favors, if you will.”
Prue liked the thought of everyone taking a part of their old home, home.
Lewis hurried over, pulling her down the wide path. She spotted parts of letters along the way—half an H, an almost E, the beginning of a B. “We were trying to line up any words we could find,” he explained. “That didn’t work exactly, but we did find this…”
In front of the group, a slab of jagged concrete was wedged between the rows of brick.
With one name carved into the stone:
The Odenburgh.
Prue was speechless, which wasn’t something that happened a lot. She knelt to the ground, her fingers tracing the letters. Lewis bent beside her, smiling.
“This part was strong enough to stay together,” he said.
She took in the faces around her. “You guys did all this … made all this for me?”
“For us,” Ms. Candice corrected. “This spot’s about to be our new hangout. My kids need a place to run around and go wild.”
“Gee, if only there was somewhere to sit!” Carl blurted, sounding rehearsed, as if someone offstage just fed him his lines.
The group parted down the middle, like the cue of curtains. At the edge of the brick path, underneath the trees, was Lina’s bench. Still covered in their words. And surrounded by the most packed-out garden Prue had ever seen.
“You found it,” she whispered, staggering up to stand. When they all went to watch the Odenburgh fall, Lina’s bench had been missing.
“It was never lost,” her mother said, hugging Prue’s shoulders. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner. We wanted it to be a surprise. Carl saved it for us.”
Carl stood taller beside the bench, as Mr. Umansky gave him a solid pat on the back.
“When did this whole garden get here?” Prue’s gaze bounced along the rows of vibrant flowers poking out from a fresh layer of soil. Blooming bushes grew around the base of Lina’s bench, and potted plants lined both sides of the brick path.
“Oh, just at the crack of dawn.” Fifi showed off the dirt caked under her chipped nails. “Gertrude couldn’t come today, but she sent all the flowers. Samira and Khal brought most of the plants.”
“But you love your plants,” Prue reminded Samira, as if an obsession of that caliber could ever be forgotten.
“One of the many reasons we’ll be visiting here often,” Samira answered. “Our new balcony is much smaller, so we had to downsize. But not to worry, we’ve got ourselves a lovely Holly bush to enjoy.”
“Speaking of Holly…,” Roland said to himself, or Prue, or maybe no one in particular. He handed Prue a small scrap of paper with a phone number scribbled across it. “In case you’d ever like to talk on the phone again.”
“Again?” Prue remembered the way Roland looked at her that night in their crowded apartment, how he repeated the words she told Lina. She didn’t know how or when he could have heard her on the landline, but only that it had everything to do with the Odenburgh.
She stared at the name etched beneath her feet, wondering if the Odenburgh could feel her now. If it could hear her. If it knew she was close.
“All right, everyone, we’ve got a kitchen full of food that needs to be eaten!” Anita announced, beckoning everyone inside.
“Thank goodness. Oliver is starving,” Sid said, and Prue realized it wasn’t one of Ms. Candice’s babies in the stroller beside them, but his hedgehog. He wheeled Oliver toward the house with the rest of the group.
Prue stayed behind, sitting on Lina’s bench. Wondering if Lina could feel her now. If she could hear her. If Lina knew she was close.
She felt someone close—Lewis and his long limbs hovered over her, like he was one of the trees. “Do you think they know we’re here?” she asked him. “Lina and the Odenburgh?”
He sat next to her, his hands more still than she’d ever seen them. “I think as long as we know that they’re here, too.”
It was all Prue needed to hear. “Then we might as well keep things entertaining for them.” She grinned, turning to him. “How would you like to be my new co-host?”
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My beginning began with a brick.
Apparently, so did my end.
Only, it wasn’t an end—
It was a next.
Don’t ask me how it works.
All I knew is I was right—there were parts of me that went on:
One brick became a coaster for tea. On the table of a balcony shared by Samira, Khal, and Roland. Where there was a Holly bush, one rocking chair, and hours of talking on the telephone.
Another sat on Gertrude’s shelf in her care facility. Where Pat Snider would visit and read off her stories. Helping her to remember.
A stack of bricks held up a bird feeder on the Umanskys’ patio. Who claimed they moved in together only for Pookie’s sake. But they weren’t fooling me.
Some went with Ms. Candice’s kids. Blocks they used to build, bury, and smash bugs.
Two propped up Monica’s pointed shoes. Except when she’d go out with Carl.
Others became a three-foot tower for a hedgehog. And one proud dad.
One sat on the ledge of Lewis’s window, beside a pair of binoculars. Overlooking the corner of Bagley Street. Still one red square left in that sea of gray.
The biggest part of me was surrounded in green.
Between grass and trees and Lina’s bench.
Prue kept both of us company.
And her jokes were still pretty decent.
There were parties out there on my path. Feasts. Talk shows.
Late nights looking for shooting stars.
I used to hate being walked all over. Now I was just glad to hold people up. Glad that these parts of me were a part of their lives.
Sure, I was all spread out.
But that meant I could see and feel even more than I had before,
brick
by
brick
by
brick.
Might not sound like much, but hey.
We’ve all got to start somewhere.
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