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			To Lia and Sadie

			May your angels always protect you

			To Paul

			For your continued support

			To Heather Self 

			All the purple and green feathers in the world

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			“Just breathe,” my mom would say. “Ten tiny breaths . . . Seize them. Feel them. Love them.” Every time I screamed and stomped my feet in anger, or bawled my eyes out in frustration, or turned green with anxiety, she’d calmly recite those same words. Every single time. Exactly the same. She should have tattooed the damn mantra on her forehead. “That makes no sense!” I’d yell. I never understood. What the hell does a tiny breath do? Why not a deep breath? Why ten? Why not three or five or twenty? I’d scream and she’d simply smile her little smile. I didn’t understand it then.

			I do now.

		

	
		
			stage one

			■ ■ ■

			COMFORTABLY NUMB

		

	
		
			ONE

			A soft hiss . . . my heart thumping in my ears. I hear nothing more. I’m sure my mouth is moving, calling out their names . . . Mom? . . . Dad? . . . but I can’t hear my voice. Worse, I can’t hear theirs. I turn to my right to see Jenny’s silhouette, but her limbs look awkward and unnatural and she’s pressed up against me. The car door opposite her is closer than it’s supposed to be. Jenny? I’m sure I say. She doesn’t respond. I turn to my left to see only black. Too dark to see Billy, but I know he’s there because I can feel his hand. It’s big and strong and it envelops my fingers. But it’s not moving . . . I try to squeeze it but I can’t will my muscles to flex. I can’t do anything except turn my head and listen to my heart pound like an anvil against my chest for what feels like an eternity.

			Dim lights . . . voices . . . 

			I see them. I hear them. They’re all around, closing in. I open my mouth to scream, but I can’t find the energy. The voices get louder, the lights brighter. A reedy gasp sets my hair on end. Like a person struggling for his dying breath.

			I hear a loud snap, snap, snap, like someone pulling stage-light levers; light suddenly pours in from all angles, illuminating the car with blinding intensity.

			The smashed windshield.

			The twisted metal.

			Dark smears.

			Liquid pools.

			Blood. Everywhere.

			It all suddenly disappears and I’m falling backward, crashing into cold water, sinking farther into the darkness, picking up speed as the weight of an ocean swallows me whole. I open my mouth to search for air. A lung’s worth of cold water greets me in a rush, filling me inside. The pressure in my chest is unbearable. It’s ready to explode. I can’t breathe . . . I can’t breathe. Tiny breaths, I hear my mom instruct, but I can’t do it. I can’t get even one. My body’s shaking . . . shaking . . . shaking . . . 

			“Wake up, dear.”

			My eyes fly open to find a faded headrest in front of me. It takes me a moment to find my bearings, to calm my hammering heart.

			“You were gaspin’ for air somethin’ fierce,” the voice says.

			I turn to find a lady peering down at me, concern on her deeply wrinkled face, her twisted, old fingers on my shoulder. My body curls into itself before I can stop the knee-jerk response to her touch.

			She removes her hand with a gentle smile. “Sorry, dear. Just thought you should be woken up.”

			Swallowing, I manage to croak out, “Thank you.”

			She nods and shifts away to take her seat on the bus. “Must have been some kind a nightmare.”

			“Yeah,” I answer, my usual calm, vacant voice returning. “Can’t wait to wake up.”

			■ ■ ■

			“We’re here.” I give Livie’s arm a gentle shake. She grumbles and nuzzles her head against the window. I don’t know how she can sleep like that, but she’s managed to, snoring softly for the past six hours. A line of flaky, dried spit snakes down her chin. Super attractive. “Livie,” I call again with an impatient bite in my tone. I need off this tin can. Now.

			I get a clumsy wave and pouty “don’t bug me, I’m sleeping” lip.

			“Olivia Cleary!” I snap as passengers rustle through the ­overhead compartments and gather their belongings. “Come on. I’ve got to get out of here before I lose my shit!” I don’t mean to bark, but I can’t help it. I don’t do well in confined spaces. After ­twenty-two hours on this damn bus, pulling the emergency hatch and jumping through the window sounds appealing.

			My words finally sink in. Livie’s eyelids flutter open and half-dazed blue eyes stare out at the Miami bus terminal for a moment. “We made it?” she asks through a yawn, sitting up to stretch and scope out the scenery. “Oh, look! A palm tree!”

			I’m already standing in the aisle, preparing our backpacks. “Yay, palm trees! Come on, let’s go. Unless you want to spend ­another day going back to Michigan.” That gets her body moving.

			By the time we step off the bus, the driver has unloaded the luggage from the undercarriage. I quickly spot our ­matching hot-pink suitcases. Our lives, all of our belongings, have been reduced to one suitcase each. It’s all we managed to throw ­together in our rush out of Uncle Raymond and Aunt ­Darla’s house. No matter, I tell myself as I throw an arm over my ­sister’s shoulders in a side hug. We have each other. That’s all that ­matters.

			“It’s hot as hell!” Livie exclaims at the same time that I feel a trickle of sweat run down my back. It’s late morning and the sun is already blazing down on us like a fireball in the sky. So different from the autumn chill we left in Grand Rapids. She pulls off her red hoodie, soliciting a string of catcalls from a group of guys on skateboards.

			“Picking up guys already, Livie?” I tease.

			Her cheeks turn pink as she slinks over to hide behind a concrete pillar, partially out of view.

			“You do realize you’re not a chameleon, right? . . . Oh! The one in the red shirt is coming over here right now.” I stretch my neck expectantly toward the group.

			Livie’s eyes flash wide with terror for a second before she realizes I’m only joking. “Shut up, Kacey!” she hisses, smacking my shoulder. Livie can’t handle being the center of attention for any guy, and the fact that she’s turned into a knockout over the last year hasn’t helped.

			I smirk as I watch her fumble with her sweater. She has no idea how striking she is, and I’m okay with that if I’m going to be her guardian. “Stay clueless, Livie. My life will be so much easier if you’re oblivious for the next, say, five years.”

			She rolls her eyes. “Okay, Miss Sports Illustrated.”

			“Ha!” In truth, some of the attention from those asshats probably is directed at me. Two years of intense kickboxing has given me a rock-hard body. That, topped with my deep auburn hair and watery blue eyes, garners loads of unwanted attention.

			Livie is a fifteen-year-old version of me. Same light blue eyes, same slender nose, same pale Irish skin. There’s only one big difference, and that’s the color of our hair. If you put towels over our hair, you’d think we were twins. She gets her shiny black color from our mother. She’s also two inches taller than me, even though I’m five years older.

			Yup, to look at us, anyone with half a brain can tell we’re sisters. But that’s where our similarities end. Livie’s an angel. She tears up when children cry; she apologizes when someone bumps into her; she volunteers in soup kitchens and libraries. She makes excuses for people when they do stupid things. If she were old enough to drive, she’d slam on the brakes for crickets. I’m . . . I’m not Livie. I might have been more like her before, but not now. Where I’m a looming thundercloud, she’s the sunshine breaking through.

			“Kacey!” I turn to find Livie holding a taxicab door wide open, her brows raised.

			There’s no way we can fit a cab into our tight budget. “I hear Dumpster-diving for food isn’t as fun as it’s cracked up to be.”

			She slams the cab door, her face twisting. “Another bus it is.” She gives her suitcase an irritated tug over the curb.

			“Really? Five minutes in Miami and you’re already starting with the attitude? I’ve got sweet-fuck-all left in my wallet to get us past Sunday.” I hold out my wallet for her to inspect.

			She flushes. “Sorry, Kace. You’re right. I’m just out of sorts.”

			I sigh and immediately feel bad for snapping. Livie doesn’t have an attitude-riddled bone in her body. Sure, we bicker, but I’m always to blame and I know it. Livie’s a good kid. She’s always been a good kid. Straitlaced, even-tempered. Mom and Dad never had to tell her anything twice. When they died and Mom’s sister took us in, Livie went out of her way to be an even better kid. I went in the opposite direction. Hard.

			“Come on, this way.” I link arms with her and squeeze her closer as I unfold the piece of paper with the address. We visit the bus terminal’s information desk. After a long and laborious conversation with the elderly man behind the glass partition—complete with a game of charades and a pencil diagram on a city map circling three transfers—we’re on a city bus, and I hope we’re not heading toward Alaska.

			I’m glad to be sitting again because I’m beat. Aside from my twenty-minute catnap on the long-distance bus, I haven’t slept in thirty-six hours. I’d much rather ride in silence, but Livie’s fidgety hands in her lap kill that idea quickly. “What is it, Livie?”

			She hesitates, furrowing her brow.

			“Livie . . .”

			“Do you think Aunt Darla called the cops?”

			I reach down to squeeze her knee. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll be fine. They won’t find us, and if they do the cops will hear what happened.”

			“But he didn’t do anything, Kace. He was probably too drunk to know which room was his.”

			I glare at her. “Didn’t do anything? Did you forget about that disgusting old-man hard-on that pushed up against your thigh?”

			Livie’s mouth puckers like she’s about to vomit.

			“He didn’t do anything because you bolted out of there and came to my room. Don’t defend that asshole.” I’d seen the looks Uncle Raymond had given Livie as she matured over the last year. Sweet, innocent Livie. I’d crush his nuts if he stepped foot inside my room and he knew that. Livie, though . . . 

			“Well, I just hope they don’t come get us and bring us back.”

			I shake my head. “That’s not going to happen. I’m your guardian now, and I don’t care about any stupid legal paperwork. You’re not leaving my side. Besides, Aunt Darla hates Miami, remember?” “Hate” is an understatement. Aunt Darla is a fanatical born-again Christian who spends all of her free time praying and making sure everyone else is praying or knowing that they should be praying to avoid hell, syphilis, and unplanned pregnancy. She’s certain that major cities are the breeding ground for all evil in the world. She wouldn’t come to Miami unless Jesus himself were holding a convention.

			Livie nods, then lowers her voice to a whisper. “Do you think Uncle Raymond figured out what happened? We could get in real trouble for that.”

			I shrug. “Do you care if he does?” Part of me wishes I’d ignored Livie’s pleading and called the cops about Uncle Raymond’s “visit” to her room. But Livie didn’t want to deal with police reports and lawyers and Children’s Aid, and we’d certainly have had to deal with the full gamut. Maybe even the local news. Neither of us wanted that. We’d had enough of it after the accident. Who knows what they’d do with Livie, since she’s a minor. Probably stick her in foster care. They wouldn’t give her to me. I’ve been classified as “unstable” by too many professional reports for them to trust me with someone’s life.

			So Livie and I struck a deal. I wouldn’t report him if she left with me. Last night turned out to be the perfect night to run. Aunt Darla was away at an all-night religious retreat, so I crushed three sleeping pills and dumped them into Uncle Raymond’s beer after dinner. I can’t believe the idiot took the glass I poured for him and handed to him so sweetly. I haven’t said ten words to him in the last two years, since I found out he lost our inheritance at a blackjack table. By seven o’clock, he was sprawled out and snoring on the couch, giving us enough time to grab our suitcases, clean out his wallet and Aunt Darla’s secret money box under the sink, and catch the bus out that night. Maybe drugging him and stealing their money crossed the line. Then again, Uncle Raymond shouldn’t have gone all creepy pedophile.

			■ ■ ■

			“One-twenty-four,” I read the number on the building out loud. “This is it.” This is real. We stand side-by-side on the sidewalk outside our new home—a three-story apartment building on Jackson Drive with white stucco walls and small windows. It’s a neat-looking place with a beach-house feel to it, even though we’re half an hour from the beach. But if I inhale deeply, I can almost catch a whiff of sunscreen and seaweed.

			Livie runs a hand through her wild dark hair. “Where’d you find this place again?”

			“Www.desperateforanapartment.com,” I joke. After Livie stormed into my room in tears that night, I knew we needed out of Grand Rapids. One internet search led to another and soon I was emailing the landlord, offering him six months’ rent in cash. Two years of pouring overpriced Starbucks coffee, gone.

			But it’s worth every drop.

			We climb the steps and walk up to a gated archway. Now that we’re closer, I can see the cracks and stains marring the exterior walls. “The picture with the ad looked great,” I say with a hint of wariness as I grab and pull the gate handle to find that it’s locked. “Good security.”

			“Here.” Livie pushes on a cracked, round doorbell to the right. It makes no sound and I’m sure it’s broken. I stifle a yawn as we wait for someone to pass through.

			Three minutes later, my hands are cupped around my mouth and I’m about to yell the landlord’s name when I hear shoes dragging across concrete. A middle-aged man with rumpled clothes and a scruffy face appears. His eyes are uneven, he’s mostly bald on top, and I swear one ear is bigger than the other. He reminds me of Sloth from that old eighties movie my father made us watch, Goonies. A classic, my dad used to say.

			Sloth scratches his protruding gut and says nothing. I’ll bet he’s as intelligent as his movie twin.

			“Hi, I’m Kacey Cleary,” I introduce myself. “We’re looking for Harry Tanner. We’re the new renters.” His shrewd gaze lingers on me for a while, sizing me up. I silently praise myself for wearing jeans to cover the sizeable tattoo on my thigh in case he dare judge me. His focus then shifts to Livie, where it rests too long for my liking.

			“You gals sisters?”

			“Our matching suitcases give it away?” I answer before I can stop myself. Get inside the gates before you let them know what a smart-ass you can be, Kace.

			Luckily, Sloth’s lips curve upward. “Call me Tanner. This way.”

			Livie and I exchange a shocked look. Sloth is our new ­landlord? With a loud clank and creak, he ushers us through the gate. Almost as an afterthought, he turns to me and extends his hand.

			I freeze, staring at those meaty fingers but not moving to take them.

			Livie deftly swoops in and grabs hold of his hand with a smile, and I ease back a few steps so there’s no illusion that I’ll be having anything to do with this guy’s hand. Or anyone’s hand. Livie’s great at saving me.

			If Tanner notices, he says nothing, leading us through a courtyard with mangy shrubs and dehydrated plants surrounding a rusted hibachi. “This here’s the commons.” He waves his hand dismissively. “If you wanna grill, suntan, relax, whatever, this here’s the spot.” I take in the foot-high thistles and desiccated flowers along the borders and wonder how many people actually find this space relaxing. It could be nice, if someone tended to it.

			“There must be a full moon or something,” Tanner mutters as we trail behind him toward a row of dark red doors. Each has a small window next to it and all three floors are identical.

			“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

			“You’re the second apartment I’ve rented this past week through email. Same situation—desperate for a place, don’t wanna wait, will pay in cash. Strange. I guess everyone’s got somethin’ to run from.”

			Well. How about that? Maybe Tanner is smarter than his movie twin.

			“This one here just arrived this morning.” He thumbs a stubby finger at Apartment 1D before leading us to the apartment next to it with a gold “1C” sign on it. His huge set of keys jangles as he searches for one in particular. “Now, I’ll tell you what I tell all my tenants. I’ve only got one rule but it’s a deal breaker. Keep thy peace! Don’t be throwin’ no wild parties with drugs and orgies—”

			“Sorry, can you specify—what qualifies as an orgy in the State of Florida? Are threesomes okay? What if blow-ups are involved, ’cause, you know . . .”

			Tanner scowls at me and Livie sharply jabs me in the shoulder blade. After clearing his throat, he goes on as if I hadn’t spoken. “No feuds, family or otherwise. I don’t have patience for that crap and I’ll boot you out faster than you can lie to me. Understand?”

			I nod and bite my tongue, fighting the urge to hum the Family Feud theme song as Tanner pushes the door open.

			“Cleaned and painted it myself. It’s not new, but it should provide what you’re looking for.”

			The apartment is small and meagerly furnished, with a green-and-white tiled kitchenette area lining the back. The white walls only enhance the hideous puce-and-orange floral couch. Cheap forest-green carpet and the faint scent of mothballs pull together the seventies white-trash look nicely. Most notably, it’s nothing like the picture in the ad. Surprise, surprise.

			Tanner scratches the back of his graying head. “Not much to it, I know. There are two bedrooms over there and a bathroom between them. Put in a new toilet last year, so . . .” His lopsided gaze shifts to me. “If that’s all . . .”

			He wants his money. With a tight smile, I reach into the front pocket of my backpack and slide out a thick envelope. Livie ventures farther into the apartment while I pay him. Tanner watches her go, biting his lip as if he wants to say something. “She seems a bit young to be out on her own. Do your parents know you two are here?”

			“Our parents are dead.” It comes out as harsh as I intended and it does the trick. Mind your own damn business, Tanner.

			His face turns ashen. “Oh, um, sorry to hear that.” We stand uncomfortably for all of three seconds. I fold my hands under my armpits, making it clear that I have no intention to shake any hands. When he spins on his heels and heads out the door, I release a small sigh. He can’t wait to get away from me, either. Over his shoulder, he hollers, “Laundry room’s underground. I clean it once a week and expect all tenants to help out with keeping it tidy. I’m in 3F if you need anything.” He disappears, leaving the key sitting in the lock.

			I find Livie investigating the medicine cabinet in a bathroom made for hobbits. I try to step in but there isn’t enough room for both of us. “New toilet. Old, repulsive shower,” I mutter, my foot tracing the grungy, cracked tile floor.

			“I’ll take this room,” Livie offers, squeezing past me to head to the bedroom on the right. It’s empty except for a dresser and a twin bed with a peach crocheted spread over it. Black bars line the single window that faces the exterior of the building.

			“You sure? It’s small.” I know without looking at the other room that this one is the smaller of the two. That’s how Livie is. Selfless.

			“Yeah. It’s okay. I like small spaces.” She grins. She’s trying to make the best of it, I can tell.

			“Well, when we throw those all-night ragers, you won’t be able to fit more than three guys in here at once. You do realize that, right?”

			Livie tosses a pillow at me. “Funny.”

			My bedroom is the same except it’s slightly bigger and has a double bed with an ugly-ass green knit blanket. I sigh, my nose scrunching with disappointment. “Sorry, Livie. This place looks nothing like the ad. Damn Tanner and his false advertising.” I tilt my head. “I wonder if we can sue him.”

			Livie snorts. “It’s not so bad, Kace.”

			“You say that now, but when we’re fighting roaches for our bread . . .”

			“You? Fighting? Big shocker.”

			I laugh. Few things make me laugh anymore. Livie trying to be sarcastic is one of them. When she tries to pull off airy and cool, she ends up sounding like one of those radio announcers doing a dramatic rendition of a cheesy murder mystery.

			“This place sucks, Livie. Admit it. But we’re here and it’s all we can afford right now. Miami’s freakin’ expensive.”

			Her hand slides into mine and I squeeze it. It’s the only one I can handle touching. It’s the only one that doesn’t feel dead. Sometimes I have a hard time letting it go. “It’s perfect, Kace. Just a little small and mothbally and green, but we’re not that far from the beach! That’s really what we wanted, right?” Livie stretches her arms above her head and groans. “So, now what?”

			“Well, for starters, let’s get you enrolled in the high school this afternoon so that big brain of yours doesn’t shrink,” I say, popping open my suitcase to empty its contents. “After all, when you’re making a bazillion dollars and curing cancer, you’ll need to send money my way.” I rifle through my clothes. “I need to enroll at a gym. Then I’ll go see how much Spam and creamed corn I can buy for an hour with my sweaty, hot body on the corner.” Livie shakes her head. Sometimes she doesn’t appreciate my sense of humor. Sometimes I think she wonders if I’m serious. I stoop to yank the covers from my bed. “And I definitely need to bleach the shit out of this entire place.”

			■ ■ ■

			The building’s laundry room beneath our apartment is nothing to write home about. Panels of fluorescent lights cast a harsh light over faded robin’s-egg-blue concrete floors. A floral scent barely masks the musky odor in the air. The machines are at least fifteen years old, and they’ll probably do more damage than good to our clothes. But there’s not a cobweb or a piece of lint anywhere.

			I shove all our sheets and blankets into two machines, cursing the world for making us sleep in secondhand bedding. I’m buying new bedding with my first paycheck, I commit to myself. Dumping in a mixture of bleach and detergent, I set the water to its hottest setting, wishing it were labeled “boil the hell out of any living organism.” That would make me feel marginally better.

			The machines need six quarters per load. I hate pay laundry machines. Earlier, Livie and I accosted strangers at the mall with our dimes and nickels, asking for a trade. I have just enough in my stash, I realize, as I begin sliding the coins into their designated slots.

			“Any free machines?” a deep male voice calls out from directly behind me, surprising me enough that I yelp and throw the last three quarters in the air. Luckily, I have catlike reflexes and I catch two of the coins midair. My eyeballs glue onto the last one as it hits the ground and rolls toward the washer. Dropping to my hands and knees, I dive for it.

			But I’m too slow.

			“Dammit!” The side of my face hits the cold pavement as I peer under the machine, searching for a glint of silver. My fingers can just fit underneath . . . 

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Now I’m pissed. Who sneaks up on a female in an underground laundry room, other than a psycho or a rapist? Which maybe he is. Maybe I’m supposed to be quivering in my sandals right now. But I’m not. I don’t scare easily and, frankly, I’m too damn annoyed right now to be anything else. Let him try to attack me. He’ll be in for the shock of a lifetime. “Why is that?” I force out between clenched teeth, trying to remain calm. Keep thy peace, Tanner warned us. No doubt he sensed something about me.

			“Because we’re in a cool, damp underground laundry room in Miami. Creepy eight-legged insects and things that slither and crawl hide out in places like this.”

			I recoil as I fight the shiver running through my body, ­envisioning my hand reemerging from underneath with a quarter and a bonus snake. Few things freak me out. Beady eyeballs and a writhing body is one of them. “Funny, I’ve heard creepy ­two-legged things lurk in these places too. They’re called creeps. A plague, one might say.” As I’m leaning far over in my skimpy black shorts, he’s got to be getting a nice view of my ass right about now. Go ahead, perv. Enjoy it, ’cause that’s all you’re getting. And if I sense so much as a brush against my skin, I’ll take you out at the kneecaps.

			He answers with a throaty laugh. “Well played. How about you get up off your knees?” The hairs on my neck prickle at his words. There’s something decidedly sexual in his tone. I hear the sound of metal against metal as he adds, “This creep has an extra quarter.”

			“Well, then, you’re my favorite kind of—” I start to say, reaching for the top of the machine as I stand to meet this asshole face-to-face. Of course the open bottle of detergent is right there. Of course my hand knocks it clean off. Of course it splatters all over the machine and the floor.

			“Dammit!” I curse, dropping to my knees again as I watch the sticky green soap ooze everywhere. “Tanner’s gonna evict me.”

			Creep’s voice drops low. “What’s it worth to you for me to keep quiet?” Footsteps approach.

			On instinct, I adjust my position so I can dislocate his joint with a kick and make him crumple in agony, just like I’d learned in my sparring sessions. My spine tingles as a white sheet sails down to cover the floor in front of me. Sucking in a breath, I wait patiently as Creep passes my left side and crouches.

			The air leaves my lungs in a swoosh, and I’m left staring at a set of deep dimples and the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen—cobalt rings with light blue on the inside. I squint. Do they have turquoise flecks inside them? Yes! My God! The blue floors, the rusty old machines, the walls, everything around me vanishes under the weight of his gaze as it strips me of my protective bitch coat, yanking it clean off my body, leaving me bare and vulnerable in seconds.

			“We can soak it up with this. I needed detergent anyway,” he says with an amused boyish grin as he drags his sheet around to clean up the spilled liquid.

			“Wait, you don’t have to . . .” My voice fades, the weakness in it nauseating me. Suddenly I’m feeling all kinds of wrong for labeling him creepy. He can’t be a creep. He’s too beautiful and too nice. I’m the idiot throwing quarters all over the place and now he’s sopping up my detergent off this dirty floor with his sheets to help me!

			I can’t seem to form words. Not while I’m gawking at Not Creep’s ripped forearms, feeling heat ripple into my lower belly. He’s wearing a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the top buttons undone, exposing the beginnings of a killer upper body.

			“See something that interests you?” he asks, his taunt snapping my eyes back to his smirking face, blood rushing to my cheeks. Damn this guy! He seems to flip-flop from Good Samaritan to Evil Tempter with each new sentence out of his mouth. Worse, he caught me ogling his body. Me! Ogling! I’m around first-class bodies every day at the gym and they don’t faze me. Somehow, though, I’m not immune to his.

			“I just moved in. 1D. My name’s Trent.” He looks up at me from under impossibly long lashes, his shaggy, golden-brown hair framing his face beautifully.

			“Kacey,” I force out. So, this guy is the new tenant; our neighbor. He lives on the other side of my living room wall! Gah!

			“Kacey,” he repeats. I love the shape of his lips when he says my name. My attention lingers there, staring at that mouth, at his set of perfectly straight, white teeth, until I feel my face explode with a third wave of heat. Dammit! Kacey Cleary blushes for no one!

			“I’d shake your hand, Kacey, but—” Trent says with a teasing smile, holding up detergent-covered palms.

			There. That does it. The idea of touching those hands slaps me across the cheek, breaking this temporary daze, pushing me back to reality.

			I can think straight again. With a deep inhale, I struggle to reactivate my shields, to form a barrier against this godlike creature, to end all reaction to him. It’s so much easier that way. And that’s all this is, Kacey. A reaction. A strange, uncharacteristic reaction to a guy. An incredibly hot guy but, in the end, nothing you want to get mixed up with.

			“Thanks for the quarter,” I say coolly, standing and sliding the coin into the slot. I start the washer.

			“It’s the least I could do for scaring the crap out of you.” He’s up and shoving his sheets into the machine beside mine. “If Tanner says anything, I’ll tell him I did it. It’s partially my fault anyway.”

			“Partially?”

			He chuckles as he shakes his head. We’re standing close now, so close that our shoulders almost touch. Too close.

			I take a few steps back to give myself space but I end up staring at his back, admiring how his blue checkered shirt stretches across his broad shoulders, how his dark blue jeans fit his ass perfectly.

			He stops what he’s doing to glance over his shoulder, blazing eyes leveling me with a look that makes me want to do things to him, for him, with him. His attention drags down the length of my body, unashamed. This guy is a contradiction. One second sweet, the next second brazen. A mind-blowing hot contradiction.

			A warning siren goes off in my head. I promised Livie that the random one-night hook-ups would stop. And they have. For two years, I haven’t given anyone the time of day. Now, here I am, day one in our new life, and I’m ready to straddle this guy on the washer.

			Suddenly I’m writhing in my own skin, uncomfortable. Breathe, Kacey, I hear my mom’s voice in my head. Count to ten, Kace. Ten tiny breaths. As usual, her advice doesn’t help me because it makes no sense. All that makes sense is getting away from this two-legged trap. Immediately.

			I move backward toward the door.

			I don’t want these thoughts. I don’t need them.

			“So, where are you . . . ?”

			I run up the stairs to safety before I hear Trent finish his sentence. Not until I’m aboveground do I search for a breath. I lean against the wall and close my eyes, welcoming that protective coat back as it slides over my skin and reclaims control of my body.

		

	
		
			TWO

			A hissing sound . . . 

			Bright lights . . . 

			Blood . . . 

			Water, rushing over my head. I’m drowning.

			“Kacey, wake up!” Livie’s voice pulls me out of suffocating darkness and back into my bedroom. It’s three a.m. and I’m drenched with sweat.

			“Thanks, Livie.”

			“Anytime,” she answers softly, lying down beside me. Livie is used to my nightmares. I rarely go a night without one. Sometimes I wake up on my own. Sometimes my screams send Livie running to my room. Sometimes I start hyperventilating and she has to dump a glass of cold water over my head to bring me back. She didn’t have to do that tonight.

			Tonight is a good night.

			I stay quiet and still until I hear her slow, rhythmic breathing again, and I thank God for not taking her from me too. He took everyone else, but he left Livie. I like to think he gave her the flu that night to keep her from coming to my rugby game. Congested lungs and a runny nose saved her.

			Saved my one ray of light.

			I get up early to say goodbye to Livie on the first day at her new high school. “You have all the paperwork?” I ask her. I signed everything as Livie’s legal guardian and made her swear that I was if anyone asks.

			“For what it’s worth . . .”

			“Livie, just stick to the story and everything will go smoothly.” To be honest, I’m a little worried. Depending on Livie to lie is like expecting a house of cards to stand up to a windstorm. ­Impossible. Livie can’t lie if her life depends on it. And it kind of does in this case.

			I watch her finish her cereal and grab her school bag, pushing her hair back behind her ear about a dozen times. That’s one of her many tells. A tell that she’s panicking.

			“Just think, Livie. You can be anyone you want to be,” I offer, rubbing her biceps as she’s about to head out the door. I recall finding one shred of solace when we moved to Aunt Darla and Uncle Raymond’s—a new school and new people who knew nothing about me. I was dumb enough to believe the break from pitying eyes would last. But news travels fast around small towns, and soon I found myself eating lunches in the bathroom or skipping school altogether to avoid the whispers. Now, though, we’re worlds away from Michigan. We really do have a chance to start over fresh.

			Livie stops and turns to stare at me blankly. “I’m Olivia Cleary. I’m not trying to be anyone else.”

			“I know. I just mean, no one knows anything about our past here.” That was one of my negotiating points for coming here: no sharing our past with anyone.

			“Our past isn’t who we are. I’m me and you’re you, and that’s who we need to be,” Livie reminds me. She leaves, and I know exactly what she’s thinking. I’m not Kacey Cleary anymore. I’m an empty shell who cracks inappropriate jokes and feels nothing. I’m a Kacey imposter.

			■ ■ ■

			When I searched for our apartment, not only was I looking for a decent school for Livie; I needed a gym. Not one where ­pencil-thin girls prance around in new outfits and stand near the weights, talking on their phones. A fighter’s gym.

			That’s how I found The Breaking Point.

			The Breaking Point is the same size as the O’Malley’s in Michigan, and I instantly feel at home when I step inside. It’s complete with dim lighting, a fighting ring, and a dozen bags of various sizes and weights, hung from the rafters. The air is infused with that familiar stench of sweat and aggression—a by-product of the fifty-to-one male-to-female ratio.

			As I step into the main room, I inhale deeply, welcoming the sense of security the room brings with it. Three years ago, after the hospital released me from long-term care—after extensive physiotherapy to strengthen the right side of my body, shattered in the accident—I joined a gym. I spent hours there each day, lifting weights, doing cardio, all the things that strengthened my broken body but did nothing to help my devastated soul.

			Then one day, a ripped guy named Jeff with more piercings and tattoos than a jaded rock star introduced himself. “You’re pretty intense in your workouts,” he said. I nodded, uninterested in any direction the conversation could go. Until he handed me his card. “Have you tried O’Malley’s down the road? I teach kickboxing down there a few nights a week.”

			I’m a natural, apparently. I quickly excelled as his star pupil, probably because I trained seven days a week without fail. It has turned out to be the perfect coping mechanism for me. With each kick and each hit, I’m able to channel my anger, my ­frustration, and my hurt into one solid blow. All the emotions I work hard to bury in my life, I can release here in a nondestructive way.

			Thankfully, The Breaking Point is cheap, and they let you pay month-to-month with no enrollment fees. I have enough cash set aside for one month. I know it should be going toward food, but not working out isn’t an option for me. Society is better off with me in a gym.

			After I enroll and get the grand tour, I drop my gear by an available sandbag. And I feel the men’s eyes on me, the questioning stares. Who’s the redhead? Doesn’t she realize what kind of gym this is? They’re wondering if I can throw a punch worth shit. They’re probably taking bets already on who gets me in the shower first.

			Let them try.

			I ignore the attention, the flagrant comments and snickers, as I stretch my muscles, afraid I’ll strain something after missing three days. And I smirk. Cocky assholes.

			Taking several breaths to soothe my nerves, I focus on the bag, this gracious thing that will absorb all my pain, my suffering, my hatred, without protest.

			And then I release it all.

			■ ■ ■

			The sun isn’t even up yet when the worst kind of old-man heavy metal blasts through my room. My alarm clock reads six a.m. Yup. Right on schedule. It’s the third day in a row that my neighbor wakes me up to this racket. “Keep thy peace,” I mutter as I jerk my covers over my head, replaying Tanner’s words. I guess keeping thy peace means not kicking down thy neighbor’s door and smashing thy electronics against the wall.

			That doesn’t mean thou can’t exact thy revenge.

			I grab my iPod—one of the few non-clothes possessions I grabbed in our dash—and scroll through the playlists. There it is: Hannah Montana. My best friend, Jenny, loaded all this tween shit as a joke years ago. Looks like it’s finally going to come in handy. I push away the ache that goes along with the memories tied to it as I hit “Play” and crank the volume to max. The contorted sound bounces off the walls of my room. The speakers might blow, but this is worth it.

			And then I dance.

			Like a maniac, I bop around my room, waving my arms, hoping this person hates Hannah Montana as much as I do.

			“What are you doing?” Livie yells, barreling into my room in rumpled pj’s, her hair untamed. She leaps onto my iPod to slam the power button off.

			“Just teaching our neighbor a lesson about waking me up. He’s some kind of dickhole.”

			She frowns. “Have you met him? How do you know it’s a guy?”

			“Because no chick blasts that shit at six in the morning, Livie.” I know it can’t be Trent because his apartment is on the other side.

			“Oh. I guess I can’t hear it in my room.” Her brow puckers as she studies the adjoining wall. “That’s dreadful.”

			“Ya think? Especially when I worked until eleven last night!” I’d started my first shift at a Starbucks in a nearby neighborhood. They were desperate, and I have a stellar reference letter thanks to my old manager, a twenty-four-year-old mama’s boy named Jake with a crush on the badass redhead. I was smart enough to play nice with him. It paid off.

			With a pause and then a shrug, Livie shouts, “Dance party!” and cranks the volume back up.

			The two of us jump around my room in a giggling fit until we hear the pounding on our front door.

			Livie’s face drains of all color. She’s like that—all bark, no bite. Me? I’m not worried. I throw on my ratty purple housecoat and proudly strut over. Let’s see what he has to say about that.

			My hand is on the lock, about to throw the door open, when Livie whispers harshly, “Wait!”

			I pause and turn back to find Livie waggling her index finger, like my mother used to do when she was scolding. “Remember, you promised! That was the deal. We’re starting fresh here, right? New life? New Kacey?”

			“Yeah. And?”

			“And, can you please try not to be an ice queen? Try to be more like the Before Kacey? You know, the one who doesn’t stonewall everyone who comes close? Who knows, maybe we can make some friends here. Just try.”

			“You want to make friends with old men, Livie? If that’s the case, we could have stayed home,” I say coolly. But her words sting like a long needle shot straight into my heart. Coming from anyone else, they would have slid off my tough Teflon exterior. The problem is, I don’t know who Before Kacey is. I don’t remember her. I hear that her eyes shined when she laughed, that her rendition of “Stairway to Heaven” on the piano made her dad tear up. She had hordes of friends, and she snuck in hugs and kisses and hand-holding with her boyfriend whenever she could.

			Before Kacey died four years ago, and all that’s left is a mess. A mess who spent a year in physical rehabilitation to repair her shattered body, only to be released with a shattered soul. A mess whose grades took a nosedive to the bottom of the class. Who sank into a world of drugs and alcohol for a year to cope. After Kacey doesn’t cry, not a single tear. I’m not sure she knows how. She doesn’t open up about anything; she can’t stand the feel of hands because they remind her of death. She doesn’t let people in, because pain trails attachments closely. The sight of a piano sends her into a dizzying haze. Her only solace is to beat the crap out of giant sandbags until her knuckles are red and her feet are raw and her body—held together with countless metal rods and pins—feels like it’s going to crumble. I know After Kacey well. For better or for worse, I’m sure I’m stuck with her.

			But Livie remembers Before Kacey and for Livie, I’ll try anything. I force a smile. It feels awkward and foreign and, judging by the wince on Livie’s face, probably looks a little bit menacing. “Okay.” I go to turn the handle.

			“Wait!”

			“God, Livie! What now?” I sigh with exasperation.

			“Here.” She hands me her pink and black polka-dot umbrella. “He could be a serial killer.”

			Now I tip my head back and laugh. Such a rare sound but it’s genuine. “And what should I do with this? Poke him?”

			She shrugs. “Better than beating the snot out of him like you’ll want to do.”

			“Okay, okay, let’s see what we’re dealing with here.” I lean over to the window beside the door and push back the gossamer ­curtain, looking for a graying man with a faded too-small T-shirt and black socks. A tiny part of me hopes that it’s that Trent guy from the laundry room. Those smoldering eyes invaded my thoughts several times without invitation over the past few days, and I’ve had a hard time kicking him out. I’ve even caught myself staring at the adjoining wall between our apartments like a creeper, wondering what he’s doing.

			A corn-silk blond ponytail wags back and forth outside our door instead. “Seriously?” I snort, fumbling with the lock.

			Barbie’s standing outside. No joke. A real-life five-foot-­nine, highly toned blond bombshell with plump lips and giant ­periwinkle-­blue eyes. I find myself speechless, taking in her tiny cotton shorts and the way the Playboy logo distorts as it stretches across the front of her tank top. Those are so not real. They’re the size of hot-air balloons.

			A soft drawl breaks my trance. “Hi, I’m Nora Matthews, from next door. Everyone calls me Storm.”

			Storm? Storm from next door with giant balloons sewn onto her chest?

			A throat clears and I realize I’m still staring at them. I quickly avert my gaze back to her face.

			“It’s okay. The doctor gave me a free upsize while I was asleep,” she jokes with a nervous giggle, earning a choking cough of shock from Livie.

			Our new neighbor, Nora, aka “Storm,” with giant, fake boobs. I wonder if Tanner gave her a “no orgies, keep thy peace” speech when he handed her the keys.

			She extends a toned arm and I immediately tense up, fighting the urge to visibly recoil. This is why I hate meeting new people. In this diseased day and age, can’t we all just wave at each other and move along?

			A raven head of hair pops into my view as Livie dives to grab Storm’s outstretched hand. “Hi, I’m Livie.” I silently thank my sister for saving me yet again. “This is my sister, Kacey. We’re new to Miami.”

			Storm offers Livie a perfect smile and turns back to me. “Look, I’m so sorry about the music.” So she can tell I’m the instigator. “I had no idea someone moved in next door. I work nights and my five-year-old has me up early in the morning. It’s all I can do to stay awake.”

			It’s then that I notice the whites of her eyes are bloodshot. Guilt stabs me now that I know there’s a kid involved. Dammit. I hate feeling guilt, especially for strangers.

			Livie clears her throat and shoots a “remember not to be a bitch” gaze at me.

			“No big deal. Just maybe, not quite so loud? Or so eighties?” I suggest.

			“My dad got me hooked on AC/DC. I know, not cool.” She grins. “I’m taking requests. Anything but Hannah Montana, please!” She holds her hands in front of her in surrender, causing Livie to giggle.

			“Mommy!” A tiny version of Storm in striped pajamas appears, tucking herself behind her mother’s shapely long legs as she peers up to examine us with her thumb in her mouth. She’s about the most gorgeous little girl I’ve ever seen.

			“These are our new neighbors, Kacey and Livie. This is Mia,” Storm introduces us, her hand stroking the little girl’s dark blond waves.

			“Hi!” Livie hollers with that tone reserved for little kids. “Pleased to meet you.”

			No matter what kind of mess I’ve turned into, little kids have the power to temporarily melt the layer of protective ice coating my heart. Them and potbellied puppies. “Hello, Mia,” I say softly.

			Mia ducks back with hesitation, glancing up at Storm.

			“She’s shy around strangers,” Storm apologizes, then looks down to address Mia. “It’s okay. Maybe these girls will be your new friends.”

			The words “new friends” is all it takes. Mia steps out from behind her mother’s legs and wanders into our apartment, dragging a faded yellow fleece blanket behind her. At first she simply takes in our place, likely investigating it for hints about her new “friends.” When her eyes finally rest on Livie, they don’t shift again.

			Livie drops to her knees to meet Mia face-to-face, a giant grin stretched across her face. “I’m Livie.”

			Mia holds up her blanket, her face serious. “This is Mr. Magoo. He’s my friend.” Now that she’s talking, I can see a giant gap where she’s lost her two front teeth. She’s instantly that much cuter.

			“Nice to meet you, Mr. Magoo.” Livie squeezes the fabric between her thumb and index finger, mock-shaking his hand. Livie must have passed the Mr. Magoo test, because Mia grabs her arm and tugs her out the door. “Come meet my other friends.” They disappear into Storm’s apartment, leaving Storm and me alone.

			“You guys aren’t from around these parts.” It’s a statement, not a question. I hope she leaves it at that. “Have you been here long?” Storm’s evaluating eyes float over our sparse living room, much like her daughter’s had, pausing at a framed picture of us with our parents on the wall. Livie pulled it off Aunt Darla’s family room wall as we ran out the door.

			I silently admonish Livie for hanging it up there for all to see, to ask questions about, even though I have no right. There are a few times when Livie digs her heels in. That was one of them. If it were up to me, the picture would be in Livie’s room where I could work up to visiting it occasionally.

			It’s too hard for me to look at their faces.

			“Just a few days. Isn’t it homey?”

			Storm smirks at my attempt at humor. Livie and I ransacked the local dollar store for some basic necessities. Aside from that and the family picture, the only thing we’ve added is the scent of bleach in place of mothballs.

			Storm nods, folding her arms over her chest as if to ward off a chill. There is no chill. Miami is hot, even at six a.m. “It’s what works for now, right? That’s all we can ask for,” she says softly. Somehow I get the feeling she’s talking about more than the apartment.

			There’s a squeal of delight next door and Storm laughs. “Your sister’s good with kids.”

			“Yeah, Livie has some sort of magnetic power over them. No kid can resist her. Back home she volunteered at our local day care a lot. I’m sure she’ll have at least twelve of her own.” I lean in for a mock whisper behind my hand. “Wait till she learns what she needs to do with boys for that to happen.”

			Storm chuckles softly. “I’m sure she’ll learn soon enough. She’s striking. How old is she?”

			“Fifteen.”

			She nods slowly. “And you? Are you in college?”

			“Me?” I heave a sigh, fighting the urge to clam up. She’s asking a lot of personal questions about us. I hear Livie’s voice inside my head. Try . . . “No, I’m working right now. School will come later. Maybe in another year or two.” Or ten. I’ll make sure Livie’s set up before me, that’s for sure. She’s the one with a bright future ahead of her.

			There’s a long pause as we’re both lost in our own thoughts. “It’s what works for now, right?” I echo her words and I see understanding in her blue eyes, thinly veiling her own dark closet of skeletons.
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