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Chapter One
“Thus, a strain of gentle music, or the rippling of water in a silent place, or the odour of a flower, or the mention of a familiar word, will sometimes call up sudden dim remembrances of scenes that never were…”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
I should be used to this by now—the emptiness that fills me when I become homeless for the stretch of a car ride. I’ve done this more times than I can count, but the truth is that it sucks. Every. Time.
Occasionally, my case manager, Julia, glances at me in the rearview mirror. She knows better than to attempt conversation in a useless effort to comfort me.
Or maybe not.
“Bernadette looked so sad about saying good-bye to you, Olivia,” Julia offers in a whine that’s supposed to come off as sympathetic. “It’s nice that they loved you so…” She falters when I turn my withering glare on her reflection.
Nice? Yeah, Bernadette and Marc loved me so much that they wouldn’t take me with them when they moved to Hawaii. I seriously thought the last home would be the last. I swallow hard—I refuse to cry—and turn my gaze back to the blur of trees as we breeze by on the highway. Julia makes another half-assed attempt at conversation, but I tune her out.
The drive to my new home from Bernadette’s is only about twenty minutes once you cross the James River. Julia’s GPS announces various rights and lefts, sending us through a maze of streets dotted with small, scrawny trees. The pastel-colored houses are pretty much clones of one another. Über middle class.
Julia parks in front of one of the clones—a white house with a bright-green lawn and orange and pink flowers lining the front picture window.
I’ve stayed in uglier places.
She pops the trunk to get my suitcase. I step out and lean against the car, not realizing that I’m audibly sighing until Julia throws me a poor
baby look. Ignoring her, I sling my backpack over my shoulder, one step ahead as I walk up the stone path. She scrambles to follow me with the suitcase.
Julia presses the doorbell. One thing I’ve noticed in my years of being shuffled around? A home’s doorbell seems to be a reflection of its personality—buzzing for the no-nonsense, cathedral chimes for the snobs, light singsongy bells for the artsy-fartsy. As she releases the button and the cock-a-doodle-dooing ends, my first impression of this home is that the owner might be insane.
Finally, the door opens and an unsmiling woman greets us with nothing more than a raised eyebrow. Her hair is about the same color brown as mine, except short and kind of frayed-looking.
“You must be Mrs. Carter.” Julia thrusts her pudgy hand toward the lady. “I’m Julia Winters from the Richmond Department of Social Services.”
Mrs. Carter looks at the hand for a moment, maybe trying to decide whether it’s safe to shake, then slowly offers hers.
“This is Olivia, the young lady you’ve been expecting.” Julia’s open-palm gesture at me announces, Ta-da! Mrs. Carter just presses her lips together. I’m guessing she’s in her forties or fifties, although she might look younger if she’d attempt a smile.
Julia’s eyes bounce back and forth from her to me like she’s watching an invisible tennis match. It’s not like she hasn’t seen this before: the disinterest, the annoyed “why are you bothering us” mood from the new foster parent. But she always looks so hopeful and happy. Clueless.
Julia clears her throat. “May we come in?”
Mrs. Carter opens the door wider and we step inside. A sickeningly sweet odor almost knocks me over. For some reason, I think of The Wizard of Oz, when Dorothy is drugged by inhaling the scent of poppies. My eyes burn from the shock of blue floral country decor. And yes, there are the roosters the doorbell promised. They fill every space—clocks, paintings, pillows. As Mrs. Carter leads us to the breakfast room table, my eyes are drawn to a ceramic rooster cookie jar sitting on the kitchen counter. It’s paired with rooster salt and pepper shakers that frame the floral centerpiece on the table.
This isn’t a home; it’s a museum for old ladies.
Mrs. Carter is watching me now, offering no more than the occasional “okay” and “uh-huh” in response to Julia’s blabber. I attempt a smile and fail.
“And she’s been top in her class each year.” Julia turns her honey-sweet smile on me. I disregard pretty much everything she says. She’s paid to care. “Why, she won a contest just this year in computers, or something.”
“Computer programming.” I flick a tiny crumb from the table.
“Yes, that’s right, computer programming.” Julia reaches for my hand. I jerk it away, but she doesn’t seem to notice. “The last school she went to was one of Virginia’s best private institutions. For a sixteen-year-old, she’s really mature. We’re so proud of our Olivia. You’ll love having her here.”
Our Olivia?
Mrs. Carter doesn’t say anything. She just looks at me. I look back at her without blinking—two can play the staring game. Finally, her attention redirects to Julia.
“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Mrs. Carter says in a thin voice. “My husband felt it’d be a good idea to be foster parents. He’s thoughtful that way.”
It’s almost like she spit out the word “thoughtful.” Trouble at home? I feel like asking. After a few more minutes of small talk, Julia finally decides it’s time to make a break for it. We stand up and she wraps her thick arms around my shoulders.
“Everything will be fine, just fine,” she whispers. I stand there, my posture as stiff as I can make it. It always amazes me how she can utter the same words every time she drops me off at a foster home. It’s like I’m just here to get my hair done or something. I wonder if she’d think everything was “fine” if our situations were reversed.
Julia and Mrs. Carter walk to the front door, Julia her usual chitter-chatter self. I sink back down in the chair and continue my visual tour. Yep, roosters pretty much everywhere. Seriously, what the hell? I toy with a leaf from the plastic fern on the table and wonder if their backyard is made up of AstroTurf.
Mrs. Carter walks back into the room. “Do you want something to drink?” she asks in a passable effort to be polite.
I smile. At least, I press my teeth together, which I hope looks like a smile. “No, thank you.”
She sits across from me and studies her small hands. Her nails are almost nonexistent. Maybe she’s a biter like me.
“So am I your first foster?” I ask.
She nods.
“Do you have any kids?”
“No. I’m not able to have kids,” she says quietly, still not looking at me.
“Oh.”
We sit for a few more minutes, not talking. I pick at my cuticles, so much so that I’m surprised they haven’t starting bleeding. I feel like screaming—or maybe throwing the little rooster shaker—just to break the silence.
I try to stay polite. “May I see my room?”
She looks almost startled. “Of course. This way.”
Mrs. Carter leads me across the living room and into a small hallway with four doors. I look with interest at the pictures that line the wall, mostly of her and a blond guy I assume is her husband. She actually looks happy in the pictures, younger.
“This is your bathroom. We have our own. That’s our room at the end of the hall.” She closes the first door and moves to the next. I’m thinking this tour will take all of thirty seconds.
“This will be your room while you’re here,” she says, opening the door to a very plain, rooster-free-thank-God white room. A light-green spread covers the twin bed and a small desk stands next to a tall dresser. Flowered curtains over the window are the only homage to her obvious obsession with country living. She’s watching me now, so I put my bag next to the bed and manage to mutter, “Thanks.”
“Dinner will be ready in about an hour. You can have some time to yourself until then.” She pulls the door shut behind her as she leaves.
The room is nice enough, I guess. A quick peek out the window reveals a spectacular view of the neighbor’s white fence just a couple feet away.
My own suburban jail.
My eyes are drawn to the Bible on the nightstand. I stare at it for a moment. Bibles were always on nightstands in shelters we stayed at when I was little. Like our souls were desperate to be saved. I grab it and bury it among the extra sheets and blankets in the bottom drawer.
I unpack my clothes and set up my books on top of the dresser. The blue laundry bag that took up most of my suitcase swells with clothes I didn’t wash before leaving Bernadette’s. I toss the bag into the corner, then pull the laptop Bernadette gave me out of my backpack.
There are no free Wi-Fi networks available, so I select the one with the strongest signal and type “password” in the password field, then try the same with neighboring signals. Nothing. I sigh and lie back on the bed. I’ll have to get the router password from the Carters later.
I don’t realize I fell asleep until I hear a light tap, startling me awake. “Time for dinner.” Mrs. Carter’s soft voice barely penetrates the closed door. I get up to join her in the kitchen.
“Did you wash your hands?” she asks, removing a casserole dish from the oven.
“Yes,” I lie. What am I, four? I take the plates off the countertop to set the table but Mrs. Carter grabs them from me.
“I’ll get these,” she says. “You can set the napkins.”
Yes, wouldn’t want the foster kid to break the precious plates. Napkins are much safer. I shiver, remembering the time I did break one. It was years ago, but the stinging slap from Mary Elizabeth’s cruel hand when I broke one of her everyday plates is still fresh in my memory. I don’t think I’d even be standing here today if it had been one of her good plates.
The door on the side of the kitchen opens and a man in a dark pin-striped suit walks in. “Well, hello there,” he says, not looking surprised to see me standing in his kitchen. “You must be Olivia. I’m Derrick.”
I recognize his face from the pictures. He’s tall and seems to be about the same age as his wife, with thick, wavy blond hair and a dimple that forms in his cheek when he smiles. I guess he’s nice-looking in a businessman sort of way.
He reaches over to hug his wife around her waist and kiss her cheek. She doesn’t kiss him back.
We sit down for dinner and I have the food halfway to my mouth before realizing they’re both staring at me with their hands outstretched. Oh. I put the fork down. Holding hands is way outside my comfort zone, but I grit my teeth and extend my palms. The Carters barely touch me—mostly fingers on fingers—but it’s enough to give me the heebie-jeebies. As soon as Mrs. Carter says amen, I yank my hands away, wiping them on my jeans. I think I’ll fold my hands in front of me from now on.
I start on the roast chicken. It tastes pretty good. Nothing like my last home, where Bernadette could barely boil water. We ate out most of the time, which suited me just fine.
“Well, Miss Olivia, why don’t you tell us about yourself?” Mr. Carter says. He shifts his glance to his wife, whose eyes are focused on her plate. “Denise, remember what the agency rep said? She was top of her class. Great with computers. I love it!” He winks at me. “I’m a computer nerd myself, you know.”
I’m surprised by his warmth, a stark contrast to his wife’s personality. How could they have possibly ended up together?
“I like designing apps, mostly,” I say, declining a second helping of mashed potatoes. “My last school had a pretty good programming class, so I learned a lot.”
“Well, we have a computer in the living room, so feel free to use it any time you need,” Mr. Carter says, halfway into a bite of peas.
“Oh, that’s okay. Bernadette—the woman I lived with before—bought me a laptop and let me keep it. As long as there’s wireless I’m good to go.”
Mrs. Carter’s head pops up. “I’m sorry, but I only permit one computer in this house. I’ll need to put your laptop away.”
“Excuse me?” I’m sure I misunderstood.
“I’m going to need your laptop,” she says firmly. “I’ll give it back when you graduate or if you leave before then. You’ll have it for college.”
Oh, hell no. “I need to keep my laptop. Most of the work they give us in school is online.”
Mrs. Carter takes a deep breath, slowly closing and opening her eyes as if talking to a belligerent child. “Olivia, the Internet has too much questionable content. The one in the living room is suitably set up for appropriate use.” Her eyes flicker for just an instant at Derrick.
“But…”
“No buts. Well? Are you going to say something or not?” she asks in a borderline whiny voice without taking her eyes off Derrick. He grimaces and looks pleadingly at me.
I groan inwardly. What the hell is wrong with this woman? My natural instinct is to keep fighting her on this, but one wrong word and I’ll be back in Julia’s car. “All right, fine. I’ll give it to you.” Great. By the time I graduate it will be completely archaic. I’ll have to think of a way to get it back later.
After dinner, I help clear the table and wash dishes, trying to pretend I can’t hear the Carters arguing quietly between themselves. Finally, claiming a headache, Mrs. Carter heads to her room with some pills and a small cup of what would look like water if I hadn’t seen her pour something from a square glass bottle. Mr. Carter grabs a dry towel with a rooster print and stands next to me, taking the dishes after I rinse them.
“Listen,” he says, “I know Denise can be pretty rigid at times, but she means well. She’s going to love having you here in no time at all. I already do. And please feel comfortable coming to me if you have any concerns, at home or at school. Okay?”
I smile and nod. No way in hell will I be bringing any problems to him. The one thing I’ve learned about being in foster homes—keep your mouth shut. If you have problems, deal with them on your own. Otherwise, you’ll find yourself transferred, punished, or ignored.
He tries to put his arm around my shoulders, but I shudder and almost throw the wet plate at him to dry. He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t say anything. I bite my lip, feeling bad but what do I say—I don’t like to be touched? I’ve had enough touching in my lifetime, thank you very much. I dip into the soapy water for the last dish and hope that he got the hint.
Mr. Carter invites me to watch TV with him in the living room, but I politely decline and head to my room instead. Putting on the “I’m happy to be here” act is tiring, and I just want to be alone.
As I’ve done since I was ten, I pull out the childish, crumpled handwritten list from my bag and lie on the bed to review my checklist for The Perfect Family. Since I’ve never been permanently placed, I use it for the foster homes.
Kind and caring parents.
Well, Mr. Carter seems okay, I guess. I think ice could actually freeze to Mrs. Carter’s ass.
No drinking. No drugs.
Whatever it was she poured into that glass wasn’t water. And I also doubt this is a onetime thing for her, from my experience with alcoholic foster parents.
No punishment.
Too soon to know, but I’ll be out of here fast if they so much as raise a hand against me. I’ve had enough of that in my life.
My own room.
Totally, check! No sharing space with bratty kids who put ants in my bed as a sick joke.
Love.
I stare at the word, wondering at what point in my life this one started mattering less. I no longer believe in love, no longer believe in the strength of a family that can get a person through the hard times.
I finger my mother’s locket—the only treasure I have from her and the only thing I own that means something to me. Yes, my mother loved me all the way up until the day they scraped her dead body, riddled with drugs, off the street. My last foster parents told me they loved me right up until the day they moved to Hawaii. They said it was too difficult to go through the adoption process, so I got left behind.
That’s what love is.
I scratch through the word with a pencil. No happy endings for me. I won’t be conned again. I might accept friendship or guidance.
Never love.
…
Z
It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve hacked these accounts, the excitement when I break them burns through me as if my blood is on fire. The toughest give the biggest rush—the ones with so-called “uncrackable” codes or behind strong firewalls. This one wasn’t complicated, for sure—Micah had already cracked the administrative password on the security system—but the kick-ass feeling lingers as I log on to the account.
I lean back, lightly drumming my fingertips on the keyboard. In fact, this one was easy enough that it’s obvious to me that Jen screwed it up on purpose.
“Z?”
The door to the office opens and Nancy walks in, closing the door behind her. “What’s up?” I ask without looking up.
She sits down in the chair across from me. “I made you a plate. It’s in the fridge.”
“Thanks.”
She sighs, drawing my eyes to her. With her hands clasped in front of her and red hair pulled back into a tight bun, she’s in full “mom” mode. Which means I’m probably not going to like this conversation.
“We missed you again,” she says. “What are you working on that you’d miss dinner two nights in a row?”
I wave a hand at the monitor. “Jen slipped up again.”
She peers at the screen, frowning. “I was afraid of that. Bill mentioned something today when I spoke with him.”
I grow cold at that. If Bill’s aware of it, I’m not catching her mistakes in time. I shove the keyboard away and lean back. “Yeah. Well, I thought I’d be able to fix it before he noticed.”
“He noticed. I told him you were on top of it.”
“Thanks.”
“He’s on his way here, though. He might want to talk with you.”
I stare at her. If he’s coming here because of this, I’m in deep shit.
Nancy smiles, though it’s strained. “Relax, you’ll be fine. But you need to talk to Jen. Tell her Bill’s not going to let her go just because she tries to screw things up.”
“I have. She doesn’t listen.”
Nancy considers that, her lips pursed. She picks up a stone paperweight and twirls it in her hand. “Maybe you should think about…”
“No,” I say firmly.
“I’m not suggesting you get back together, so calm down. Just…be nicer. She’s competent. She probably wants attention.”
“She can get that from someone else.”
Nancy sighs, putting the paperweight down and looking at me directly. “I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job. But you need to consider these girls’ feelings. That’s all I’m saying.”
“Did you have this same conversation with Jen about what she said, what she did to Maggie?” Nancy doesn’t respond. “I didn’t think so. Before you try to make me feel guilty, why don’t you go chat with her about acting like a jealous—”
“That’s enough. I know you’re angry, but Maggie made her own choices. She would’ve left regardless of the things Jen said to her. You can’t break up with these girls and expect them to get over it the next day. It doesn’t work like that.” Nancy stands to leave, turning back to me once to say, “Think about it, at least. As long as Jen’s angry, she risks everything. You’re the only one who can fix this.” She leaves, closing the door behind her.
I turn back to the screen, typing out B-I-T-C-H and translating it into binary. Maybe it’s childish, but I’m tempted to print it and stick it on Jen’s door. Not that she’ll get it.
It doesn’t make me feel less guilty, though. I know the main reason Maggie left, and it was because of me. Jen might’ve made it worse by rubbing our relationship in Maggie’s face, but I did nothing to stop it. That single fact will always haunt me.
My phone buzzes and I check it. A text from Sam with two words that make my stomach clench: Bill’s here.
It takes all of one minute for him to find me. I stand as he enters the office, my fingers twitching nervously. He walks to the desk, the thump of his cane the only sound in the room. Bill Sykes used to be decent-looking, sophisticated even, but finding himself on the wrong side of a gun with a former partner and getting steel placed in his leg changed him.
Nancy insists he’s really kind “once you get to know him,” which is stupid because I’ve known him for years now and “kind” isn’t even in the same universe as a word to describe him. She says he started up this home because he hated the idea of kids on the street. I say he started it because he saw an easy and cheap way to make a shitload of money. Still, I’ve made a similar shitload, so I keep my mouth shut.
Bill sits across from me, smoothing out the seam of his pants and laying the cane across his legs. Only then do his icy blue eyes find mine, cutting into me even as he nods at me to sit. This is not going to be a pleasant visit.
“Z,” he acknowledges in the quiet voice that belies the snap of his eyes.
“Bill.” I try to keep my voice steady.
He’s twirling his cane in his lap, almost idly if I didn’t know better. “I thought you were going to talk to her.”
I cringe at the implication in his voice. “I did. But she doesn’t—”
“She’s sloppy. If I hadn’t stepped in, they would’ve been able to trace the source to this house. You of all people should know what’s at stake here.”
“I’ll talk to her again.”
“You need to do more than talk.” His voice rises only slightly but he may as well be shouting. “Do whatever it takes to get her to shape up or I’ll flush her. Do you understand?”
I swallow hard. “Yes.”
A long pause, then, “This is two now, Z.” Each word is enunciated carefully, a dagger pricking at my skin. “The next one better shine.”
“I understand.”
He pulls a file from his jacket and hands it to me. “Your new target. This one has proven to be difficult.” He leans forward, his long fingers steepled together. “We’ve tried different access codes, insiders, everything, but nothing has gotten through. He’s got firewalls that make me think it’s Fort Knox he’s sitting on. This might be better suited to your expertise.”
My expertise. Social engineering. In spite of the situation, my skin starts to itch with the anticipation of a challenge—it’s been a long time since I had one that was uncrackable. I open the file and review the picture of an old man. Shouldn’t be too hard. Older people tend to be more sentimental in their passwords. Just a little research and I’m sure I’ll be able to find a way in. “No problem,” I tell Bill.
He nods and leaves me without another word. I sink back into the chair and toss the file onto my desk, grateful that he had a job for me to deflect some of his anger about Jen. For the moment, at least, I’m off the hook.
Jen. She’s a smart one, so I know it’s not a matter of incompetence. Better for Bill to think it’s something easily solved with a kiss rather than the fact that someone I brought on can’t handle the job. Better for me, for sure.
As for the next one…the thought of bringing on someone else just to fail makes me cringe. It’s not like we even need new recruits. Bill is testing me, expecting me to make up for my lack of judgment, which means I don’t really have a choice. But whoever it is better be good, or I’m toast.



Chapter Two
“Who can tell how scenes of peace and quietude sink into the minds of pain-worn dwellers in close and noisy places, and carry their own freshness, deep into their jaded hearts!”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
The crowing of a rooster interrupts my sleep. I rub my eyes and blink in confusion, wondering how I ended up at a farm.
I hit the snooze button on top of the deceptively plain white alarm clock. Of course. Trust the Carters to find the one damn clock in the world that has a rooster crowing as its alarm. I flip the sound switch from “rooster” to “bell.”
I thumb through the few clothes I have in the closet and take out a navy top and jeans, the most normal outfit I can find. The worst first impression I could make would be to show I’m different.
The top button on the shirt is missing. My next attempt is a plain white tee that I’ve never worn, but it’s a little too snug. I grit my teeth and kick at the overstuffed laundry bag, wishing I’d had the chance to clean the clothes I usually wear, but Bernadette’s washing machine was on the fritz. I tug hard at the shirt to make it stand away from my chest, sighing as it returns to its clinging state.
Damn it. I take back what I said earlier. The worst first impression I could make would be to look like I’m wearing the wrong size. Bernadette told me I have one of those bodies girls would kill for, which was her kind way of saying I have big boobs. She was going to take me shopping before Hawaii, but she ran out of time. I swallow hard, hating that I miss her and Marc now. Of all the houses I’ve lived in, theirs was the only one that started to feel like a real home. I yank the hem of my shirt down and push the thought of them away.
When I get to the dining room, Mr. Carter is already there, dressed in a business suit, bowl of cereal in front of him.
“Good morning, Olivia,” he says with a smile. “Want some cereal?”
“Okay.” I slide into the seat next to him and pour some of the corn flakes and milk into the second bowl.
“So, ready for your first day of school? Should be fun, right?”
I try to smile, but my idea of fun does not include switching schools a couple months before the end of the year. And as a bonus, I’m super shy, which makes it even harder to find friends.
I swallow a bite of cereal. “Mr. Carter, just so you know, I’d rather not tell anyone I’m a foster kid. Some people act like they feel sorry for me when they find out.”
“I understand.” He reaches over to me, but I jerk away. He raises an eyebrow. “Well, I want you to know that you can talk to me anytime, okay? Anytime at all.”
No thanks. “Where is Mrs. Carter?”
He runs his tongue along his teeth and glances toward the hallway, where their bedroom door is closed. “Ah, she’s not feeling well today. Usually, she leaves for the office early, so I’m afraid you won’t have much help from her in the mornings. But I’ll be here to drive you to school every day before I go to work.”
“Oh. That’s okay, I’ll take the bus.”
Honestly, I hate the bus, but it’s better than having to rely on him for rides. What I need is a car.
His hand lifts as if to touch my shoulder, but then he seems to think better of it when I lean away slightly. He takes a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet and hands it to me. “For lunch. Looking forward to hearing about your first day tonight at dinner.”
Ten bucks? I start to tell him that lunch doesn’t cost anywhere near that much, but he’s already walking out the kitchen door to the garage. I slide the bill into my pocket and grab my backpack. In a way, it’s good to have something to do today instead of being stuck at home with icy and probably hungover Mrs. Carter, but the idea of going to a new school makes me a little sick to my stomach. In the years I’ve been moving around, it’s never gotten easier.
At ten past, I’m standing at the bus stop with a couple other kids from the neighborhood. Rarely have I experienced a bus ride without at least one girl giving me the bitch-slap look for one reason or another. In this case, it’s a gum-smacking girl with a bright-pink streak highlighting her long brown hair. The spiky-haired guy standing next to her is holding a cigarette, sporting an eyebrow piercing, and grinning at me in a way that makes me cross my arms over my stupid, overdeveloped chest.
Her narrowed eyes move from me to him and back again. “What are you looking at?” she asks, then whispers something to the smoker. He shrugs, his eyes still trained on me. I glance in the opposite direction, hoping like hell the bus will get here soon. I need a car. I need a car. I resolve to look for a job as soon as the last bell rings today.
A few other kids join us and immediately start laughing and chatting with the smoker and his friend as the bus appears. It squeals to a stop and the doors fold open. The other kids climb up the steps, glancing at me but not acknowledging me otherwise.
“Hey, new girl. Sorry about Candy. She can be such a bitch,” the smoker says, grounding his cigarette into the sidewalk. He gestures grandly to the door and I step up.
It’s not shocking that Candy and her crew park themselves in the last rows. I walk down the aisle and find a seat precisely in the center. The bus jerks forward and my new neighborhood crawls by. From a higher vantage point, I can see that my first impression of the neighborhood was accurate. The houses are clones—all shaped like big boxes, with the same windows, same doors, same twiglike trees spaced evenly apart. It’s like living in a kid’s cardboard play set, complete with Matchbox cars parked on quiet streets.
The smoker plops into the space next to me. “This seat taken?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be sitting back there?” I look to the rear of the bus. Candy’s infuriated face tells me she believes he’s in the wrong seat, too.
“Hey, she does talk!” He claps his hands as if in delight, reminding me of a seal. A punk seal. “I was beginning to think you were mute.”
Is this guy for real?
“I’m Tyson. What’s your name?” He slings his worn backpack forward and hitches his knee up on the seat in front of us. The reek of smoke hovers around him like an invisible fog. I’ll be pissed if I smell like cigarettes later.
“Olivia.”
“Olivia? That’s a name for old people,” he says, laughing. I grimace and turn to the window. “Hey, kidding. Pretty cool name, Olivia. Do you go by Livy or what?”
“No.” My friends usually end up calling me Liv, but I’m guessing he won’t be on that short—make that now nonexistent—list.
“Tyson!” Candy calls from the back. “Get back here.”
He puts an arm around the seat. I twist my shoulders away, but he doesn’t get the hint.
“So…you’re seventeen?”
“Sixteen.”
“Cool. Sophomore? Or a baby junior?”
Baby? I don’t bother to answer. I hate the way he’s looking at me, like I’m something to eat. With my luck, I’ll end up in class with this jerk.
Of course, I’m right.
Having stopped by the office to pick up my schedule, I find myself standing in front of my first class—Computer Science—waiting for the teacher, Ms. Walsh, to acknowledge me and doing my best to avoid Tyson’s smug look.
Ms. Walsh finally turns to me and takes my schedule. “Okay, let’s see…Olive Westfield. Welcome, Olive.”
“It’s Olivia,” I say quietly, ignoring the snickers from the class. “That’s a typo.”
The name on my schedule says Olive Westfield. Seriously. Olive. The secretary refused to change the name in the system, claiming she has to follow the process for researching my records. She didn’t look in a hurry to do it.
She also didn’t notice that I watched her type her user name and password into the computer’s admin site.
“Oh, okay. Olivia.” Ms. Walsh smiles and hands it back to me. “That’s a nice old-fashioned name. Is it a family name?”
I try to smile as if I know why my mother gave it to me. She probably picked it off someone’s bottle of prescription meds. But I don’t say anything. Teachers usually don’t know about my situation. If they do, they sometimes act like I’m some sad abuse case in need of saving or a freak no one should trust. I don’t care. Well, at least not on days when my clothes fit me. I keep my arms crossed over my chest, uncomfortably aware of all the eyes staring at me.
“Well, Olivia, this is kind of a strange day to start, but hopefully you can just jump right in. We’re practicing for a competition that many of our students are participating in this weekend. You can take that seat over there.” She points to an open spot in the middle. Of course, it’s next to Tyson. Crap, I knew it. I slide through the middle row into the empty seat.
Tyson smiles and leans over to me, the stink of stale cigarettes heavy on his breath. “I get the hottest girl next to me. Cool.”
“And I get the biggest jerk,” I snap back. Maybe it’s a little harsh, but I can’t help it. The way he looks at me is just…gross.
I hear a snort and see the guy directly behind Tyson smirking. His eyes move toward me for an instant before sliding back to his monitor.
“Seriously, that’s awesome,” the girl on the other side of me says. “Hi! I’m Sam.” She has an easy, open smile and friendly eyes. Her cropped blond hair frames her smooth, perfect features—a model’s face.
“Olivia.”
“Tyson’s an asshole,” she says in a loud whisper for the obvious benefit of Tyson, who glares at her.
I like Sam already.
Ms. Walsh is now talking with another student who walked in, and everyone else is talking among themselves. I glance around. Tyson is chatting with the person on the other side of him, and Sam is texting. No one is paying attention to me. I open the school’s admin site and type the secretary’s log-in and password in the box, smiling when I get the welcome screen. My student records are easy to find, and I quickly adjust the spelling of my name—Olive to Olivia. So much for their stupid process. I take a pen from my backpack and write an “ia” over the “e” on my paper schedule.
Now at least I don’t have to go through the entire day being called Olive.
I can feel Sam’s eyes on me, so I quickly log out of the admin screen without looking at her.
“Okay, class.” Ms. Walsh claps her hands together. “Practice day! We’ll be splitting into pairs again. For those of you who are not competing this weekend, please let those who are have the first go. Then you can take your turn as part of Group Two.” She hands a girl in front a stack of papers. “Alyssa will hand out the assignment to the Group One participants for the first task. Remember, it’s not only about speed but accuracy, so focus. Those who are competing, this is very similar to what they’ll be giving you this weekend.” Ms. Walsh directs her gaze to me. “Olivia, you can pair up with Sam here.” She smiles.
I breathe out, relieved, ignoring Tyson’s exaggerated sigh of disappointment. I glance at Sam as she takes her paper. “Are you competing?”
“Hell no,” she says, snorting as if I suggested something offensive.
I stand up to move behind her at Ms. Walsh’s instruction to the class. We’re supposed to learn from each other. I glance at Sam’s paper—it’s an easy one. I could do it in my sleep.
After Ms. Walsh says “Go,” I watch as Sam draws a trapezoid using OpenGL code. I had assumed she wasn’t very good, but it’s just the opposite. She’s really fast, fingers tapping the keys perfectly, with no errors. She’s concentrating hard, but it seems pretty easy for her. I’m fascinated at her speed, and kind of shocked, considering her reaction to my question about whether or not she’s competing. She raises her hand before anyone else is finished.
Ms. Walsh checks Sam’s trapezoid then claps her hands together. “We have a winner! Congratulations, Sam.” She hands her a small package of hard candy. When Ms. Walsh turns away, Sam flings the candy toward me, her eyebrows raised as if to say, I wasted my time for this?
The rest of the class finishes their trapezoid assignment, then we switch. Another student hands out the Group Two assignment, and I almost laugh out loud when I see it. Not that I would tell Sam, but I’ve done this one before.
Ms. Walsh tells us to start, and immediately I start entering an algorithm to determine possible outcomes of a tic-tac-toe game. A waste of time, since everyone knows the game can be played a million times without a winner, a fact I learned the hard way a long time ago, thanks to my horrible older foster brother, Frank. He told me I had to play him until I won. It didn’t take long before I realized there wouldn’t be a winner. He wouldn’t stop playing, though, and would threaten me if I tried to quit. It was my foster sister Dani who rescued me from going into another hour playing with that jerk. He just laughed and said he’d have a different game for me the next day.
The next game he tried to play…
Sam taps me on the shoulder, making me jump. Shoot, I’ve stopped typing. I shake off the memory I’ve tried so hard to block and refocus my attention on the assignment. Just another minute…
“Done!” a boy in the row behind me calls out. It’s the same one who snorted when I called Tyson a jerk, only now his look is smug. He’s the cliché of a smart guy, from his geeky square, black-rimmed glasses to the buttoned-up Ralph Lauren Polo. His eyes are on Sam, who’s tsking with hands on her hips. She’s smiling, though, so I’m guessing they’re friends.
“Yes, of course. Congratulations, Z,” Ms. Walsh says. Z? She hands him a bag of candy, which he immediately opens. He pops a piece into his mouth and raises an eyebrow at me. I turn to the front, my face burning, and quickly type the rest of the data to complete the assignment. Everyone else is still working.
Sam sits back in her chair as we wait for the others to finish. “You did great,” she says in a quiet voice. “Programming is easy for you, huh?”
“I guess. It was my favorite class at my last school. I thought I was pretty good, but now I’m not so sure.”
Sam glances back at Z and smiles. “Oh, yeah, he’s fast. Don’t feel bad, though. He beats everyone.”
“Is he competing this weekend?” I ask hopefully. Something tells me this guy thinks highly of himself and could be taken down a notch or two. Maybe it’s the name—Z. Who names their kid Z?
I start to ask how I can sign up when she snorts. “Z? No way. Talk about a waste of time.”
So much for that idea.
…
Z
Sam is chatting up the new girl. I watch her smile and nod toward me as she whispers. I can’t hear her, but I know that look. I try narrowing my eyes and shaking my head to get her to lay off, but she ignores me. Ever since Sam started working with me, she seems to think it’s fun to try to set me up with any girl who breathes. She’s probably bored, since we haven’t worked on bringing someone to Monroe Street in a while. Still, I can’t think of anything that irritates me more, and she knows it.
The new girl turns her head slightly to catch me in her peripheral vision. I stare at her openly, even rudely, taking in the slender neck, long dark-brown hair tied with a simple band, smooth cheeks turning pink under my scrutiny. I chuckle as she swivels around in her seat to face the front. Pretty, for sure. But same as every other girl, so easily intimidated.
With the exception of Sam, who shakes her head at me. Asshole, she mouths. I pop another piece of candy in my mouth and grin at her, rewarded when she turns around in a huff. It’s not long before a message pops up on my computer.
WHAT IS YOUR PROBLEM?
I type, WHAT PROBLEM?
STOP BEING RUDE.
STOP BEING… I stare at the chat box for a moment, wondering what I should put. So many words go through my mind. So I opt for the one that sums them all up: YOURSELF. I almost laugh at the ridiculous conversation. Sometimes it’s refreshing to just act like a kid.
She ends the chat as the bell rings. Walsh calls out, “Remember everyone, the competition is on Saturday at nine o’clock. Come support your school, even if you’re not participating.”
Tyson is the first to his feet as he faces the new girl. “You did good, Brainy,” he says, reaching out to rub her shoulders. Of course he’ll hit on her. Dumbass Tyson hits on anything that moves. I can’t hear her response but notice that she ducks away from him to follow Sam out the door. I grab my backpack and follow, close enough to hear their conversation but not join them.
“So where are you headed?” Sam asks.
“English Lit,” the girl responds.
“Ah, well, History for me. Let me see.” Sam grabs a piece of paper from her and peruses it. “Cool, we have the same lunch period. Do you bring from home or do your parents give you cash?”
She hesitates, then says, “Well, um, Derrick gave me money.”
Sam glances over her shoulder at me for just a second, and in her eyes I can almost see the wheels turning. Is she kidding? I scowl but she’s already turned back to the girl, saying, “Great! I have to go through the line, too. How about joining me so you don’t get stuck with someone like Tyson? Although, thank God, he’s not in our lunch period. So what do you say?”
I move past them, not waiting to hear the girl’s response. I don’t need to. It’s her first day, she has no friends—of course she’ll want to eat with Sam. And Sam will try to dredge up information on her, coming back with nothing. Same old, same old. Overeager Sam has failed to find anyone that actually fits the criteria, but it doesn’t stop her. Even though we’re partners and supposed to be looking out for each other, trying to tell her what to do doesn’t work, so sometimes I have no choice but to sit back and watch her fail.
Sam catches up to me at my locker, now alone. “Hey, what do you think? About Olivia,” she says.
I grab my English Lit folder, feigning interest in the pages inside. “Who?”
She slides between my locker and me so I’m forced to face her. “The new girl. You know.”
“Not impressed.”
“What do you mean? She’s obviously good. If she hadn’t stopped typing for a second, she would’ve kicked your ass.” Sam smirks. “She’s probably even better than you.”
“I seriously doubt that.”
“You just need to get over your ego, that’s all.”
I wrap my arm around her waist, enjoying the wide-eyed shock in her eyes, and flip her around so she’s out of my way. Then I turn back to the locker.
Sam leans against the open metal door. “Come on. She obviously doesn’t play by the rules. Did you see her hack into the admin site?”
That sparks my interest. “Why’d she do that?”
Sam shrugs. “I don’t know. She wasn’t in long, and I didn’t get a good look. I didn’t see how she got in, either.” Her expression turns thoughtful. “You know, I think she’s got some weird family situation going on. Maybe I can peek into that locket of hers to see who she’s hiding.”
“What gives you that idea?” Although I should know—Sam is nosy as hell.
“She called the person she lives with by his first name. It’s a long shot, I know, but I’m going to do some research next period. Want to come?”
“No, you can handle it.” Sam’s fourth period is Student Assistant, which she loves because she can get information not accessible by kids. Not usually accessible by student assistants, either, but then no one has to know that Sam has an A-plus in snooping.
“You never want to have any fun,” she says, pouting. I ignore her. Sam likes playing the drama queen just to get under my skin. I wouldn’t tell her, but now I’m curious. If this chick is playing around in the school’s admin site, there might be more to her than the sweet, shy, boring girl she appears.
Bill’s words haunt me. The next one better shine.
We’ll see.



Chapter Three
Oliver:
If you’re good, good things will happen to you.
The Artful Dodger: [sarcastic] Where’d you learn that, the workhouse?
—a film adaptation of Oliver Twist
LIV
“So you’re a foster, huh?” Sam asks during lunch.
I almost choke on my pizza. “Um, yeah, how’d you know?”
She laughs. “I know everything. Really. Doesn’t take me too long to find out what’s going on at this school. So, how do you like your foster parents?”
I think for a moment. Do I like them? Do I even care? “Denise isn’t really the social type. Derrick is okay, I guess.” Annoying, but okay.
“Tell me about some of your homes.”
I take a sip of my Coke to stall, not sure that I like Sam after all. “Not much to tell. They’ve mostly been in smaller towns than this. The last home was pretty good, but they moved to Hawaii.”
She raises her eyebrows as if to say, And?
“Um, before that, they had lots of kids. I wasn’t really part of the family. It’s been like that mostly, some better than others.” I am not getting into details with her.
She nods. “Yeah, that sucks. I don’t have parents either.”
That surprises me. “You’re a foster? Or adopted?”
“Neither.” She laughs at my confusion. “I live in a group home. You know, abandoned kids, orphaned kids, kids in trouble. It’s not bad. Nancy lets us pretty much do what we want.”
“Oh. Sounds…nice.”
“It’s great. You should come check it out if things get unbearable around your place. Trust me, it’s not like other homes, and you don’t have to worry about a bunch of stupid rules. We have a lot of freedom.”
Yeah, I know of homes like that. I stayed in one years ago, and mostly what I remember is that there were bullies, and I seemed to be a magnet for them. Bullies scare the hell out of me. What I need is to try to stay in one place until I turn eighteen. And money. Somehow I don’t see Denise as the type to want to shuttle me everywhere or pay for my expenses when I’m out of the system.
“Actually, I need a job. Do you know any place that’s hiring?”
“Really?” she asks, her mouth full. She swallows and looks at me steadily. “What kind of job do you want?”
“I don’t know, something that pays decent money. Maybe waiting tables?”
She presses her lips together, studying me. “Where do you live?”
“Not far. On Green Valley Drive.”
“There’s a restaurant over there called Slice of Happy. They may be hiring. Oh, hey, Z, it’s about time. You have to meet our new friend,” Sam says as the strange guy from this morning sits next to her. He was in my second period English Lit class, too, though he didn’t pay me any more attention than he did in Computer Science. At closer view, he’s really not bad-looking. The black-rimmed glasses seem more trendy than nerdy. His lips are full, the corners slightly lifted in a wide pout, almost a smirk. His wheat-blond hair is plastered back, making me think his hair is longer in front. He kicks back in the chair, considering me for no more than a couple seconds before his attention shifts to Sam.
“Seriously, Sam?”
Um, rude much?
“This is Z,” Sam says to me. “He’s not as big of an ass as he seems. Z, this is… Can I call you Liv?”
I nod as Z’s eyes rake over me. Suddenly I’m very aware of my hair pulling away from its ponytail, my too-tight shirt and expensive but worn shoes. My face heats up under his scrutiny and I cross my arms over my chest.
Sam smiles at me. “You were awesome in class today. I know you’re easily going to be one of the best in the class.” I feel a warm glow inside at the compliment, which is extinguished when I catch Z rolling his eyes. I glare at him but he just smirks back.
Sam continues. “She was just telling me about her foster home.”
Shut up, Sam. I know it shouldn’t be that big of a deal, but it’s my business, not hers. It apparently interests Z, though. He stares at her for a moment, then turns an unsettlingly softer gaze on me.
“Foster home? That’s cool.” His voice changes to a smooth, almost melodic tone.
“You think?” I ask icily, pretty sure he’s making fun of me.
“Yeah. Sam and I are also…unattached.”
My mouth opens and closes stupidly, but I can’t find anything to say. So two of the first people I meet are orphans like me. What the hell?
“She’s looking for a job. Needs to make money,” Sam tells him.
He looks at her and something seems to cross between them. The corners of his mouth curve up slightly as his eyes take me in again. Good Lord, you’d think I’m the first person to ask about a job. Maybe no one else works around here. I mentally scan through commonly used phrases, trying to find something useful to say.
The hiss-pop as he opens his can of soda makes me jump. He takes a sip. “So what kind of job are you looking for?”
“Sam referred me to Slice of Happy. I’m going to give that a shot.”
He doesn’t say anything, but the puckered expression on his face clearly says that he’d rather work in hell.
“Do you have a job?” I ask Sam.
“Sure. With computers.”
“Really? Doing what?”
“Programming, for the most part.”
Her eyes slide toward Z, but he’s still watching me. I shift in my seat and try to focus only on Sam, because seriously—a job in computer programming for a kid in high school? I’d feel like I died and went to heaven.
“Does the company you work for need any more help?”
She grins. “Maybe. I’ll let you know. They’d have to test you first to see if you’re a good fit.”
“Oh, okay.” A job like that would be so much better than waiting tables, and I’m confident enough in my abilities to know I can pass whatever tests are required.
Z’s eyes are still on me, so I turn to look at him directly. “So is Z your real name?”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe?”
His Cheshire Cat smile unnerves me. “Sure.”
I’m mystified and more than a little put off by his attitude, which doesn’t seem to fit his boy-next-door appearance. Makes me think of what they say about a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Worse, he seems to be enjoying my discomfort.
“I just remembered, I need to go to the office for something.” I stand up and offer what I hope is a warm smile. “Nice to meet you.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Z’s lips twitch. What is wrong with the guys in this school?
I back away and bump into a chair, skidding it sideways into a girl at the next table. “Hey, watch it!” She glares at me.
“Sorry,” I mumble, scurrying away as fast as I can. I find a deserted hallway and stop to lean against the lockers. Damn Sam and all her questions, taking me off guard. As much as I like her, I hate that she felt she could snoop around to find out my business, much less tell that Z guy.
The day finally ends without further glimpse of either Z or Sam. I get off the school bus quickly, almost running in an effort to avoid Tyson. I have a feeling he’s going to try to find out where I live, and I don’t exactly want him coming over to play.
The cool darkness of the house envelops me as I walk through the front door. Derrick had mentioned they wouldn’t be home until after five. I walk through the house, flipping on every light I can find and opening some of the blinds. Being in the dark reminds me of every horror movie trailer I’ve ever seen. I toss my backpack on a dining room chair and sit at the PC in the corner. It looks like it’s a few years old. Great. There’s got to be a way I can get my own damn laptop back.
A search for Slice of Happy Pizza shows the location only a couple of blocks from the house. The manager answers the phone when I call and tells me to stop by at four thirty to fill out paperwork and have an interview. That gives me almost an hour for homework.
Opening my folder, I take out the trig assignment and type in the address. At least they give homework online. I’m about halfway through it when the sound of a door opening makes me jump.
“Hey there,” Derrick says, walking in with his briefcase and newspaper. “Thought you’d be home by now. Sorry I couldn’t make it earlier; I got stuck at the office. How was school?”
“Oh, it was okay. Do you usually get home so early?”
He laughs. “Well, it’s your first day of school. I didn’t want you to have to come home to an empty house.”
I can’t find anything to say to that.
“Want a snack?” he asks, dropping his stuff on a chair and walking toward the kitchen.
“Sure.” I sit back down and face the black screen. Damn it, the session timed out. All sections were saved except for the one I was working on. I grind my teeth in frustration and start the search through the temp files to see if it saved.
Derrick returns with a plate full of cookies in his hand. “How about joining me in the kitchen?”
“Thanks, but I have to finish this. Otherwise it’ll time out again.”
I reach for the plate but he pulls it away. “I’ll put this on the table for you. Denise doesn’t like people to eat anywhere but the kitchen or dining room. So how much homework do you have?” he asks over my shoulder.
“Just some trig.” I purse my lips. I know he’s trying to be nice, but I wish he’d just leave me alone.
“That’s good. I need to log on and do a little work from home soon. I was thinking I could do this most days, you know. Leave work early to be here when you get back, that way you won’t be alone.”
“Oh, you don’t have to do that.” Translated: Please don’t do that.
“I don’t mind. I can work from here as easily as the office.”
I want to scream out in frustration but have to satisfy myself with rolling my eyes when his face is turned. Although…
“Mr. Carter—”
“Derrick, please. Mr. Carter was my father.”
“Derrick, don’t you think it would be easier for you if I could use my laptop? That way you could have the computer when you come home. I would keep it out in the dining room so you know I’m doing my homework.” I can’t believe I have to talk him into something so stupid as getting my own laptop back.
He frowns a little. “I’m sorry, but Denise is very strict about those kinds of things. She’d get really upset if I gave it to you. Don’t worry, you take all the time you want doing your homework. I can always go for a run if you’re not done.”
Cursing to myself, I finish up the homework. Derrick slides into the chair almost as soon as I vacate it, leaving me to find my way to the plate of cookies. I wonder how hard I’d have to fling the stupid dish at the wall to break it.
The clock shows that I have fifteen minutes to get down to Slice of Happy. I grab my backpack and head out the back door, shouting to Derrick that I’m going for a walk. I don’t know how he’d feel about me working there, but the less I have to argue with him, the better.
Okay, so the word “restaurant” is a bit of an exaggeration when it comes to describing Slice of Happy. A glorified Domino’s Pizza is more like it. There are only a few plastic tables crammed into the small space, with a couple more scattered outside and a handful of customers sitting at them. Mr. Bronson, the owner, is nice, though he seems a little too frazzled for the place being so slow. I wonder what he’s like when the restaurant is full.
After completing the paperwork and talking with him for a few minutes, I’m hired. He only needs me on Saturday nights, Sunday afternoons, and some Monday evenings, with the opportunity to pick up an occasional extra shift. Judging by the looks of the place, the money probably won’t be rolling in as fast as I’d like, but it’s the only place within walking distance. Maybe I’ll be able to at least get a down payment for a car so I can find something else farther away.
Denise is already home preparing dinner by the time I get back. She nods at me when I come in through the back door but she doesn’t say anything. I’m okay with that, though the ongoing silence while she fiddles around the kitchen is eerie. Maybe she’s one of those creepy Stepford Wives from Bernadette’s favorite movie. That’d be something different, at least.
Over steak and potatoes, I deliver the good news. “I got a job today.”
Blank faces are my only response.
“At Slice of Happy. I’ll be there Saturdays, Sundays, and Mondays.”
Derrick glances at Denise, who looks mildly surprised but not too concerned. “Oh,” he says. “Well, that’s okay, but I wish you had said something to us before applying there. Will you need a ride?”
“No, it’s only a couple blocks up, so I should be good.”
He continues eating but seems disappointed, though whether it’s about my not saying anything before or my not needing his help, I’m not sure. I know he didn’t agree with me getting a job, but I don’t really care.
I head off to my room after dinner. I can’t take much more of the awkward silence. It’s too Twilight Zone–ish out there. I’m convinced that at some point soon, Denise will sprout another head and reveal herself as a word-eating alien. The mental image makes me snicker.
For some reason, my thoughts drift back to Z. He’s a friend of Sam’s, so if I end up becoming friends with her, does that mean I’ll be hanging out with him, too? There’s something about the guy that I can’t put my finger on. Something off, in both an exciting and frustrating way. It’s like he knows something I don’t, so I’m not really sure what to think.
And I’m not sure I want to know.
…
Z
“Slice of Happy? Really?”
Sam slams her car door with her foot as she tries to balance her latte, keys, and backpack. “Sure. Wait ’til she gets her first crappy paycheck. It’ll be easy after that.”
“I guess.” I rest back on my bike, idly rotating the grip. I don’t know if it’ll be as easy as that, but I’ve got to hand it to her, it was pretty quick thinking on her part to refer Liv to that pit.
She stops walking when I don’t follow. “You coming?”
“In a few. I have to find out what’s going on with Jen.”
Her face sobers. Even Sam gets it—you don’t screw around with Bill. And I have to do this outside, as I don’t want anyone else to hear the conversation. Right now, the kids in the house look up to me. It’s the way I want to keep it, and no way can they think somebody I recruited can’t handle the job.
“Wait,” I call to Sam as she starts up the steps to the house. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I hold out my hand expectantly.
She grins. “Not until you admit it,” she says, her voice teasing.
“Just give it to me.”
“Nope.”
“Sam…”
She reaches into her jacket pocket to remove the flash drive that contains Liv’s school file. She flips it around her fingers as she walks toward me. “Admit it.”
“Admit what?”
“That I found her.” Sam’s close to me now, waving the bright-green stick in front of my face.
I don’t change my bored expression. “Fine. You found her.” I reach up to grab the flash drive but she yanks it away.
“Admit that I’m better than you, and I didn’t even have to rely on my sex appeal to get her.”
Sex appeal? I grab her wrist and yank her close. Her eyes widen—does she think I’m going to kiss her? The thought almost makes me laugh. Talk about crossing the line. Sam and I don’t work that way. Instead, I use my other hand to tickle her, making her squeal and jerk away from me. I grab the flash drive from her hand.
“I don’t think so,” I tell her, smirking.
She turns to go into the house in a huff. I pull the laptop out of my backpack and prop it on my leg, inserting the drive. I browse through the data, copying select information into my files. Current and past foster parents, date and place of birth, test scores. Everything that will give me background on this chick and anyone she’s connected to. It’s not hard to find talented kids; the complicated part is making sure there are no attachments that could interfere down the line. At least, as in my case, not on record.
Glancing through her file, I notice she’s bounced around to a lot of different foster homes. Sometimes only six months or less between. Probably not very good ones, either, considering there are a couple of psychological evaluations noted. I remember the foster system very well. I hated it, and I have to admit that part of me hopes this works out just so she doesn’t have to do it anymore.
Her picture from her last school is in the next folder. She’s giving the forced “say cheese” smile for the yearbook. Her hair is as long as it is now, pulled over one shoulder. The corners of her eyes are creased, like she’s actually happy. Surprising, considering the conflicting evidence in the file. My eyes are drawn to the gold heart-shaped locket she always wears. Like Sam, I’m curious about whose pictures she’s hiding inside.
I can hear the engine spitting before the old blue pickup pulls into view. Jen’s the only one who hasn’t been able to upgrade her transportation yet, so she’s stuck driving a dump that I could beat home by walking. I close the laptop and slip it into my backpack.
Jen slides out of the truck and doesn’t notice me until she passes my bike. My arms are crossed, and my expression is as serious as I can make it. Her eyes harden when she sees me.
“What?” she asks, her voice steady despite her clenching and unclenching hands.
“You know what. Do you know what it means when Bill shows up in person to ask me about someone who can’t even do her job?”
She shrugs. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”
“Not that bad?” I grit my teeth. “You’re risking everyone here, Jen. You’re screwing up and I’m the one who has to take shit for it.”
Her face lights up, and I realize that I just said the wrong thing. She steps toward me now, a glint in her eyes. “You don’t like me messing everything up? You’re the one who left me on my own from the very beginning. Like I’m supposed to know how to do everything.” She waves her arm around. “Maybe you should’ve stayed with me, at least until you showed me what the hell I was getting into. Maybe you still should.” Her eyes soften slightly.
No. Way. She knew exactly what she was getting into. Oh, yeah, she’s good at trying to make me feel guilty, but getting back together with this girl would be like stabbing myself in the eye with a fork. I can live with the guilt.
“You know that’s never going to happen,” I tell her.
“Then I guess you should free up time for more social calls from Bill.” She swivels around to march toward the house, her hair whipping across her shoulder.
“Well, remember this,” I say in a voice just loud enough to reach her ears. “Bill might blame me now, but do you think he’ll let you get away with this? I’m valuable to him. You aren’t. Keep that in mind.”
Instead of going inside, I start up the bike to ride away, but not before I notice that Jen’s smug expression has been replaced with a look of dismay.



Chapter Four
“Surprises, like misfortunes, seldom come alone.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
In the two weeks that I’ve been at this school, Z has said maybe five sentences to me.
And I’m okay with that. He intimidates the hell out of me, he’s so damn smart. He makes the exercises in Computer Science look like first-grade work. Every time I finish one, way ahead of the rest of the class, I peek over my shoulder to see him with his arms crossed and eyes shut, as if he’s done and now bored. I set a personal goal to finish before him on at least one thing, but I haven’t done it yet.
Sam, on the other hand, never stops talking. She’s funny and makes me laugh, but sometimes I feel exhausted after being around her at lunch. She seems to especially enjoy barraging me with questions about my past. I quickly realized that making up a whole lot of stuff was easier than telling her truths I’m not ready to share with anyone. Z doesn’t seem to buy it. He occasionally glances at me with a raised eyebrow, but thankfully, he doesn’t say anything. I wonder if he’ll ever say anything.
I half listen to Ms. Walsh talk about Unix and Linux systems, stuff I already know. Sam is playing an online game, engrossed in a battle with weird-looking creatures. I tap a finger on the mouse, staring at the Explorer icon in the corner of my screen. Screw it. I click on the “e.” The school’s got to have information on Z, and it’s too tempting to pass up. I use the secretary’s password again, which works. I don’t know anything about Z except that stupid initial. I put the initial Z in the field for first name and several pop up. I find the one that lists Z Z—that’s got to be a typo—and open the file. There is an address and the name Nancy under contacts, but nothing else.
PAY ATTENTION.
I stare at the box that popped up on my computer, then quickly close out of the admin site, my throat going dry. Crap. I sit up straighter and glance over the monitor at Ms. Walsh. She’s still going on with her lecture, not looking at me. Maybe she just has warnings scheduled to go off here and there on random computers to make sure we’re listening. I wouldn’t have expected something like that from her—she seems so disorganized.
The pop-up box appears again. IF YOU WANTED TO KNOW SOMETHING, YOU COULD’VE ASKED.
If I… What? I look at Sam, who’s engrossed in her game, then slowly peek over my shoulder at Z. His eyes flicker up once to meet mine, a tiny smile tugging the corners of his lips. Trying to look completely unaffected and doubting that I’m succeeding, I turn back to my computer, clicking on the “OK” button. Of course, no conversation box opens. That’d be too easy. I have a funny feeling he wouldn’t tell me anything anyway.
SAM SHOULD ATTACK.
I stare at the message on my monitor. Sam should attack? Sam’s intent on her battle, looking like she’s about to attack a goblin. Her elven character is brandishing its sword right and left as she gets closer to the creature. I notice what looks like a statue of an archer in the corner that moves slightly as she advances.
Okay, fine, hotshot.
I lean over to Sam, obstructing Z’s view, and point to the archer statue. “He’s going to kill you if you attack,” I whisper.
She raises her eyebrows. Her character starts to walk toward the goblin, then turns and throws the sword at the archer statue. It collapses, and I can hear Z groan as his character dies. Sam turns to simultaneously give him the finger and me a quiet high five. I snort in laughter, but sober up when Ms. Walsh looks in our general direction. She goes back to her lecture like nothing happened.
Another pop-up box: THE STATUE WAS A WEAK LINK. SO THANKS.
I click “OK” and glance over my shoulder to see a grin on his face. Typical guy to make it look like his idea.
The bell rings and Sam logs out of the game. Z walks by without stopping to say anything to me. His aloofness leaves me standing next to Sam, surprised and a little annoyed. He could’ve at least said hello.
“Hey Sam, does Z ever say anything out loud? I mean, other than ‘yeah’ or ‘no’?”
“Sure. Well, not much, I guess, until you get to know him or if he wants to talk to you. He’s a loner, really. Has been since I’ve known him.”
“So he doesn’t date?” Now why did I ask that?
She smiles knowingly at me as I grab my backpack and follow her out of the room. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. But it’s what I’d call ‘dating with a purpose.’”
“What do you mean?”
She doesn’t respond, but that he dates at all surprises me if he’s such a loner. Which makes me wonder…
“Have you ever been out with him?”
She shakes her head. “I’m not really into the strong, silent type.”
“So what’s his story?”
“He doesn’t have one. Not that he tells anyone, at least. In fact, I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you can pry any personal information out of him at all.”
A snicker escapes me. “Do you even have a hundred bucks?”
“Not on me, but I can get it.”
She says it so casually, confidently, that I know she’s telling the truth. Yesterday when I asked her again if she had checked about a computer programming job for me, she was pretty vague, simply saying they were looking into it. She won’t tell me anything except that she figures out system weaknesses. Which to me translates into, I’m a hacker for hire. Something I’ve heard companies do to discover and fix their system issues. I could do it, too, if she’d just introduce me.
I switch subjects. “I thought you knew everything about everyone. You sure knew a lot about me on my first day.”
She grimaces. “I can find out anything about anyone except him. He legally changed his first and last names to Z. He’s got no known aliases, no past. All I really know about him is his current residence at Monroe Street and that he’s a genius when it comes to…”
“What?”
“The social side of the net, I guess you could say.”
Great, a social media junkie. Though he doesn’t strike me as that type of guy. And his name… “So let me get this straight. His name really is Z…Z? Isn’t that, like, snoring or something?”
She bursts into laughter at that. I laugh along with her, but now I’m even more curious. Who refers to a seventeen-year-old as someone with “no known aliases”? He dresses like a normal, smart kid—glasses, Polo shirt—but his demeanor is too confident, even arrogant. The word asshole occasionally comes to mind, until he smiles. Then my clueless heart skips a beat.
Like I said, he intimidates the crap out of me.
“Hey, check it out,” Sam says, grabbing a purple flier taped to the wall. I read over her shoulder:
RAVE Friday night
7pm- midnight
It all goes off tonight
“What does that mean, ‘it all goes off tonight’?”
Sam laughs. “It means it’s going to be a kick-ass party. Wanna go?”
“Oh, no. I don’t think so.”
“Why not? You don’t work on Fridays, and it’s just a dance. Not some crack house meeting.”
“I know, but…”
“That’s why it’s posted in the school, dork.” She tries to smack me with the paper. “Come on, you need a little fun.”
I snatch the flier away. “I don’t know…maybe.” I don’t want to tell her I can’t dance, don’t drink, don’t party, etcetera, etcetera. God, I’m so lame.
“Okay, you’re in. I’ll call you tonight to get your address.” She slaps my shoulder and heads off to her afternoon class.
I open the crumpled purple paper to read it again. It doesn’t say teens only or anything. But part of me does want to go. Beats going to bed after dinner to avoid weirdness with the Carters, anyway.
Screw it.
Sam’s car is kick-ass. It’s a red Chevy Camaro, shiny and new-looking, though she tells me she got it used.
“Yeah, but how could you afford this?” I ask. Kids who live in group homes just don’t own cars like this, if they have one at all. “Did you have a huge trust fund or steal it or something? Or does that company pay you crazy money?” Or are you doing something else you’re not telling me about?
Sam laughs but doesn’t comment. I’ve hardly made anything at Slice of Happy, so it’ll take me a good year or more to save up for a down payment on even the crappiest car. The thought makes me feel panicky, so I push it away
I run my hand across the butter-soft leather seat. “Do you take Z to school?”
“No. He drives himself.”
“Is his car as nice as this one?” I need to know something about him. Anything. Then maybe I can stop thinking about him.
She snorts. “Not even close.”
Her words make me breathe a little easier. Z must have an old car, which I hope means at least he’s not doing anything illegal.
“So how’d you get them to let you out of the cage tonight?” Sam asks.
I grip the seat as she swerves around other cars like they’re standing still. “I told Derrick we were going to a school function. He looked like he wasn’t sure whether to let me, but then I smiled and told him thanks before he could think about it, and he said okay. Ugh, I had to give him the address ‘just in case.’ Like, what’s he going to do, drive by every ten minutes to make sure I’m not getting plastered?”
“And what did Mrs. Pole-Up-The-Ass say?”
“I didn’t ask in front of her. I’m not that stupid.”
“Awesome!”
Sam pulls up to a warehouse building and swings into the packed parking lot, nearly clipping another car. I sink down a bit when its owner glares our way.
We park and walk to the building to join the line for the club. The thumping beat from within reverberates like an earthquake throughout my body, making me feel slightly nauseated. A quick scan of the line reveals that most people are our age, which is a relief, though I notice they’re dressed far better than me in my jeans and long-sleeved black shirt. Z isn’t in the line, which shouldn’t surprise me, considering Sam told me this isn’t his thing. I’m kind of bummed about that, though. I’m curious to see if he’s as quiet outside of school.
We finally make it to the front and pay ten bucks to pass through the doors.
The club is dark and packed with people on and off the dance floor. Strobe lights swirl around in drunken circles. I slide past a girl wearing what looks like a glorified bikini, practically strapped to some guy drooling all over her. Another girl is dressed in a slinky black dress cut up to the thigh, her hands all over her partner. I quickly avert my eyes.
Once we move to the center, I’m the klutz to Sam’s cool moves, doing not much more than shuffling back and forth. Sam’s really getting into it and a few guys start to notice her, one I recognize from my English Lit class. He starts to dance with us but only watches Sam. She swings closer to him and puts her hands on his chest, swaying her hips back and forth. Another guy I don’t recognize moves in and when he grabs her waist, she swivels around and gyrates with him.
I try to step up my game, but it’s stifling with so many bodies pressed close together. Dancing really isn’t my thing. I squeeze through the sexually charged crowd toward the bar to get some water before I pass out. A whiff of stale cigarettes and sweat makes me gag. Someone’s hands grope me as I pass, and I practically climb over the people in my path to get off the floor.
When I get to the cramped bar space, I wave my hand at the bartender, but he’s already preoccupied with the dozen or so people who apparently all decided at the same time that they needed a drink.
“Hey there! I knew you’d come.” I cringe at the familiar voice. Tyson is holding a plastic cup of something dark. “Here, take this. You look like you could use it.”
“What is it?” I ask, frowning.
“Coke. As in Coca-Cola. That’s all, I promise.” He laughs when I shake my head. “They don’t serve alcohol when it’s teen night. You have to bring it in yourself.” He flips open his jacket to reveal a silver flask in his inside pocket. From the way he’s swaying, I’d say he’s already enjoyed whatever’s in there.
“No, thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” He sets the soda down on the counter. The bartender looks like he’s nowhere near finishing his current orders, and he’s completely ignoring me. I weigh the burning of my throat against the risk of spending time with Tyson.
Crap. Thirst wins. I pick up the glass and sniff it, then take a small sip. Plain Coke. I drink it, my throat clutching greedily at the liquid.
Tyson is saying something about how he really likes me. I roll my eyes away toward the dance floor. It’s even more crowded now, and I can barely see the top of Sam’s blond hair bobbing in the sea of people. I don’t recognize many of the kids or even the couple adults, maybe chaperones? There’s a guy from my history class, a girl from English Lit, and a guy who looks like my foster father from behind. I scan the perimeter and see someone sniffing something off a table. I laugh inwardly, imagining what Mr. and Mrs. Carter would say if they knew what was going on here. It’s strange that this place is marketed to teens.
“So what do you think?” Tyson asks.
I have no idea what he’s asking about, so I give him the universal excuse for go away. “Sorry, I need to find the ladies’ room. Thanks for the drink.”
I try to step away but get a dizzying head rush. The room is even hotter than before, and I realize I need fresh air. Reaching out to grasp the edge of the bar, I take a few deep breaths to steady myself.
“You okay?” Tyson asks.
“I think so.” I rub my eyes to clear my blurring vision. “I’m just a little claustrophobic. Maybe some water?” Tyson orders water from the bartender while I fish out an ice cube from my nearly empty cup of soda. I flex my fingers to fight the weird tingling sensation in my hands.
“Hey,” a soft voice murmurs in my ear. I whip my head around, fighting against another rushing sensation in my head, and gape at the hot guy in a black leather jacket leaning on the bar next to me. His blond hair hangs long over his forehead, and the kaleidoscope of colors swirling through his eyes cut deep into mine. I lower my gaze, despising the genes that cause the heat to rise into my face so easily.
He says something but I can’t hear him over the throbbing beat of the music. I feel a nudge on my arm and twist slightly to see Tyson holding an unopened bottle of water, looking pissed about something. I try to take the bottle but it seems to blur and skip away from me. The blond guy takes it instead and opens it, handing it to me. Tyson glares at him before turning to storm away. I look back to the guy to see his eyes twinkling. Something about those dark hazel irises with flecks of emerald, the pouty smirk…
“Z? Is that you?” I gasp. What the…?
He leans closer to me and I catch an appealing scent of leather and spice. My knees tremble and I hold the bar to steady myself.
“Yeah, it’s me,” he says. “You here with Sam?”
“Um, yeah, Sam. She’s out there on the dance floor somewhere.” I throw my hand in the general direction of the dance floor, not taking my eyes off him. He looks out over the bobbing heads before his gaze wanders back to me. I’m so much more relaxed now, almost dreamy. He’s got an intoxicatingly hot body, propped against the bar like some sexy model, and he’s looking at me. And is that the start of a smile? I finger my locket and smile back at him, batting my eyelashes. Flirting like I know what I’m doing.
I have no clue what I’m doing. I can’t help it. I start giggling.
“What?” he asks.
“Nothing. I’m just not good at this.”
“At what?”
I wave my hand back and forth between us and accidentally pop him in the stomach with the water bottle. “Sorry. See? Point made.”
He laughs. “Don’t worry about it. I kind of like that you’re not good at this.”
In my mind, I scream, What does that mean? What does that mean? But all I say is, “Where’re your glasses?”
“Contacts.”
“Cool. I like this look.” Did I really just say that?
He says something but the techno music sounds like it’s been cranked up a few notches. I shake my head and point to my ear. The fact that I can’t hear Z is really funny for some reason. I laugh out loud, then lean over to say something, but the floor seems to shift and I fall forward into his arms. His touch on my skin is burning, like me.
I put a hand on his chest to steady myself. His body is hard and muscular, even covered by the jacket. A sudden and unfamiliar craving grips me and I move closer to him, the only thing steady in a spinning room. I tilt my head and peer up at his surprised face.
“Sooo…Z. Wha’s Z short for, hmm? Zipper?” I yank on the jacket zipper but it doesn’t budge. Stupid zipper. My fingers won’t work. Stupid fingers. I try to shake myself off.
“Are you okay?” the hot leather Z says in my ear.
“Sure.” I giggle. The leather smells so good. I wonder if it tastes good. I lean forward to lick it and accidentally drop the bottle of water on his foot.
He winces. “Whoa, take it easy. Did you drink out of this?” He takes the empty cup next to me and smells it, like maybe he thinks it’s roses or something. He frowns. “This is just Coke. Did you have something else to drink? Alcohol?”
“Nope. That’s it. Coke.” That’s a funny word, Coke.
His eyes tighten. “Did you do any drugs?”
“Drugs, schmugs. I don’t do drugs. Just like on TV.”
“Who gave this to you?” he demands, his face crinkled in anger. Or maybe it’ll be happy if I tilt my head…
“Is your frown turned upside down?”
“Who gave this to you?” He holds the cup in front of my face and shakes it to rattle the ice. I try to concentrate but my eyes keep slipping around to him. Hot guy is hot.
“Liv!” Z peers at me closer like he’s trying to see inside my eyes. “Who gave this to you?”
“Ooh, him. Tyssson. He’s sooo gross. Tries to sit on me on the bus. Or sit on the bus.” I can’t remember what I’m trying to say.
“Did you say Tyson?” Z looks around sharply before shifting his attention back to me.
I know he’s asking me something, but I don’t know or care. I only want to be in his jacket. I giggle again, then fall to my knees.
“I’m getting you out of here.” He tugs my arm to pull me up. “Come on.”
A tiny voice in the back of my mind screams that this is very wrong, but I can’t focus on exactly why. I shake my head to try to clear the fog out of my brain, but all it does is make me dizzier.
“I need to lie down. Right now.” I crawl to the edge of the dance floor and fall down flat, my cheek pressing against the cool, vibrating wood. Through heavy lids I can see the soles of many kinds of shoes sliding near my face. So pretty.
I feel a hundred arms pulling on me, but when they get me up, it’s only Z and Sam.
“Hey, Sam. I don’t feel good.” I can see other people staring at me now. I wonder if they’re sick, too.
She tucks an arm under my shoulders. She has to shout over the thumping music. “I know. You need to get out of here.” She looks at Z. “Where do you want to take her?” I can’t hear his response.
They’re pushing me out into the cool night air. I want to protest, but I don’t know why. Sam slides away from me and lets me fall across Z as she walks away. I feel his arms close around me as I fade into blackness.
…
Z
The window is stuck. I jiggle it, stick a pin in the lock, try everything to get it open. Judging by this window’s small size, I’m guessing and seriously hoping it doesn’t lead to the master bedroom. I drop the pin and pull out my pocketknife, jamming it underneath the wood. I wish one of the other kids were here, like Cameron. He’d have it open in ten seconds flat. A dog barks, making me almost drop the knife. Damn it. I’m glad Sam isn’t watching. She’d give me hell for this.
Finally, I manage to pry the window open and struggle my way through. For such a slender person, Liv is really heavy when she’s passed out.
I lay her down in the bed and pull off her shoes, feeling kind of weird about the whole thing. Rubbing my sore shoulders, I take in the surroundings, lit up by a thick stream of moonlight. It’s kind of blah for a girl’s room, but maybe that’s how she likes it. If this is even her room. Or her house. The last thought makes me laugh. If this isn’t her house, then Sam is definitely slipping.
A small moan draws my eyes back to Liv, but she’s still out. Bad dream, maybe. One thing’s for sure: this chick is toast. I stare at the long brown hair draped over her face. She looked so different tonight—wearing makeup and her hair down around her shoulders. It’s the thought of her in her usual ponytail that tugs at something inside of me, though, not this club look. On strange impulse, I reach down to brush the strands back with my fingers. Even though she’s passed out cold, black liner pooling in the corners of her eyes, it’s hard to ignore that she’s pretty. I bet Tyson was thinking that, too.
Tyson.
I had pushed him to the back of my mind after leaving the club, since I was more focused on getting Liv home without her throwing up in Sam’s car. But the thought of him now makes me want to pound a hole into the wall. I look down again at Liv’s smooth face, a pang shooting through my heart at her innocence. She must be innocent to let herself get drugged at a club. Or just stupid.
I trace her cheek softly with one finger. I’ll go with innocent.
As mad as I am, I feel slightly guilty about what we’re involving her in. I shake it off and move back to the window.
First things first.
Sam takes me back to the club to get my bike. She’s unusually quiet—both of us lost in our own thoughts.
“Who do you think it was?” she asks when we get to the parking lot outside the warehouse. It’s the first time she’s asked this, the first time I realize she has no clue. She turns to me, her face serious. “I didn’t see anyone with her.”
“It was that asshole Tyson,” I tell her.
“Tyson?” Her eyebrows knit. “Oh, yeah. I saw him talking to her at the bar.”
“He was trying to do more than talk.”
She pulls on her earlobe. “Should we do something?”
“Yeah.” I stare at the exit where a few people are leaving. “We should.”
The anger simmering inside of me starts to boil as I recognize the spiky dark hair of the guy now staggering out of the club. He’s waving to a couple girls and yelling something at them.
“Well?” Sam says. “What?”
I ignore her and step out of the car.
“Wait,” she calls to me before I close the door. “Want me to screw around with his records or something?”
“No, I’ll take care of him,” I say, keeping my eyes fixed on Tyson. “I’ll see you later.”
I slam the door and hang out for a moment until she pulls away, but I don’t get on my bike. Instead, I pull my jacket close around me and walk across the street, just in time to hear Tyson call out, “Hey, come back!” to the girls who are walking away. Preying on his next target. I start for him at a run, the anger finally bursting inside me like fire.
Tyson glances my way and I catch a look of surprise that turns to fear as I barrel toward him. He turns and runs to the side of the building, near the other parking lot. I’m faster. I tackle him to the ground, into the gravel, and flip him over. His cheek is scratched and bloody from the gravel, but I don’t care. I raise a fist.
“What? What?” he squeals as he tries to push me off him.
“You know what, you asshole. Drugging girls the only way you can get your kicks?” I wrestle with his arms and let my fist fly into his face. The shock reverberates through my hand, but I raise my fist again. Before I can punch him, he grabs at my arms and flips me off of him, then shoves me away with his knee. The son of a bitch is stronger than he looks. He grabs a handful of gravel and chucks it at my face. One of the rocks hits my cheek hard, and I reach up to feel blood. I start after him again.
He scrambles to his feet, trying to run, but immediately trips on a concrete block, sending him flying to the ground, face-first. He groans in pain and rolls over, his face a gravel-beaten and bloody mess. I stare at the pathetic sight in front of me, the desire to hit him again fading. I point a finger at him. “Try that shit again and you’re screwed.”
I turn and walk back the way I came, slightly sick to my stomach. Nancy would be upset if she knew I was fighting again, but punching that loser felt good. Too good. I run through the events in my head. What would make me lose control like that? All I can come up with is Liv’s face.
Am I buying into Sam’s plan to twist Liv to our side now? That’s got to be it. Makes sense—she’s a foster, a loner, an easy recruit. Another pretty face.
I don’t like picturing her face. All it does is make me want to go beat Tyson again.
No girl is worth losing control.



Chapter Five
“Through all these rapid visions, there ran an undefined, uneasy consciousness of pain, which wearied and tormented him incessantly.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
I awaken to the feeling of a thousand tiny fists trying to pound their way out of my head. Slowly I open my eyes and let them focus on the blue walls.
Blue?
My heart starts to pound hard as my eyes move about quickly, finally falling on an unfamiliar painting of flowers. Shit, where am I?
I push myself into a sitting position, my head as tight as an overfilled balloon about to pop. From this angle, I can see a lineup of small roosters along a shelf, and I breathe a little easier. Somehow, I ended up in the spare bedroom. How did I get here? I stumble to the door, leaning against the frame for a moment. The room isn’t spinning like the club did last night, but I’m still unsteady.
Tylenol. Need Tylenol.
Last night—what happened last night? All I remember is Z showing up, looking incredibly hot, which was so surreal and even now makes me tremble. I remember feeling really weird, and Z putting his arms around me. And Sam leaving me with him. Everything else is a blur.
I walk to the bathroom, splash water on my face, and brush my teeth. The reflection in the mirror confirms that I look as good as I feel. I’m still wearing the clothes from last night, minus the shoes. My fingers get stuck raking through my tangled hair, so I tie it into a makeshift bun and trudge to the kitchen to search for medicine.
“I’m telling you, Derrick, we need to call the police. We don’t know what kind of trouble she could have gotten herself into.”
I freeze.
“Take it easy. They don’t consider it a missing persons case until she’s been gone for twenty-four hours.”
“Then what? They’ll find her dead in a gutter, and what kind of people will we be labeled as? And I can’t believe you let her go to some dance with a girl we don’t even know.”
“I was trying to be a cool dad.”
“You’re a moron.”
Crap. I chew on the inside of my cheek for a few seconds, then realize I have no story to tell, real or made-up. I walk around the corner into their view.
“Olivia! Where have you been?” Derrick rushes over to me and tries to take my hand, his face concerned, but I quickly shove it behind my back.
“I just woke up.”
“Really? We checked your room this morning and you weren’t in it.”
“I know. I was in the spare room.”
“What? Why didn’t you sleep in your own room?”
“I don’t know. I guess I was confused last night.” Seriously confused.
Derrick flicks a quick glance at his wife, who’s glaring with arms crossed. He switches his gaze back to me. “Well, how come you’re wearing the same clothes you had on at dinner last night and smelling like an ashtray?”
I sniff my shirt. Yuck. “I guess I slept in my clothes. But I promise, I woke up this morning in the spare room.”
“Did you sneak in through the window last night?” Denise asks, the tone in her voice telling me that no matter what I say, I’m screwed.
“I…I guess. I don’t remember.”
Denise looks accusingly at Derrick. “Well, obviously she was drunk. This is what comes of letting teenagers out on their own to do who knows what. Never again. If she stays in this house, she abides by my rules.”
“I’m right here, you know,” I say, rubbing my temples. Her loud voice is making the throbbing in my head worse. “I didn’t drink anything, but I know you won’t believe me. I think I remember something about—”
Whoops, don’t need to go there. There’s no way I can make her believe anything other than I was smoking crack or something. “Can I have two Tylenol, please?”
Denise sets her shoulders and glares at her husband, the look clearly saying, See, hangover! But she does get me a couple tablets.
I return to my room to lie down. Derrick follows me. “Are you really okay, Olivia?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Do you remember anything that could’ve happened to you? At all?”
“A friend of mine showed up and we talked. That’s when I started feeling…sick.”
I suddenly remember feeling something else when Z showed up and hope Derrick doesn’t notice the heat spreading across my face.
“Okay, well, I think you should be home at nights now. No more partying, you got it?”
I nod and he walks away. No worries there. I have no intention of doing any more clubbing in the near future.
Lying back on the bed, I close my eyes and try to sort through the foggy memories. And, oh God, I was with Z, of all people. Touching him. A lot. He must think I’m a complete idiot. So much for my plan to play it cool. And he looked so different. My mind tries to slip around the word hot, but it’s hard not to admit it. Strangely, the way he was dressed at the club fits his personality more than his prep-school look during the day.
I don’t know how I’m going to be able to show my face on Monday. But someone had to have drugged that drink.
I jerk up, trying to ignore the stabbing head rush. Of course, Tyson. He gave me the soda and I drank it all; he must’ve slipped something in it. Maybe I should call the police, but I don’t know what they’ll ask. It’s probably too late for that, anyway.
I wander back out to the living room. Denise is nowhere to be found and Derrick is watching TV. I boot up the computer and Google “drugs at club.” The results display information about GHB, ketamine, and a slew of other things. I’ve heard of some of these before, but for some reason, it didn’t click until now that something like this could be what was slipped into my drink. Tyson was trying to put me out so he could…rape me?
My hand falls away from the mouse and I stare at the screen, numb. Why would he do that? He’s a jerk, for sure, but I never thought he would be capable of something like that. In all the many horrors of my life, no one has ever tried to drug me.
“Everything all right?” Derrick speaks up from the couch. I don’t say anything. I can’t tear my eyes away from the screen. If it wasn’t for Z showing up exactly when he did…
“My God, what are you looking at?”
Startled, I try to switch screens, but it’s too late. He’s already gotten a full view.
“Olivia,” Derrick says, his forehead creased. “If something happened, I need to know about this.”
I bite the inside of my cheek hard to keep from crying. “I don’t know. I think someone slipped something in my drink.” I clear my throat to steady the tremors in my voice.
“What? How’d you get home last night, then?”
“Sam gave me a ride. She saw me before I passed out, and I remember her taking me to her car.” I don’t tell him it was Z I ended up with before passing out.
He stares at the screen for a moment. “Do you know who gave you the drink?”
“No,” I lie.
“Okay, well, I want you close to the house from now on, okay? And I’ll be coming home early from work each day to make sure you aren’t here by yourself.”
Crap. “Um, you don’t need to do that, Mr. Carter.”
“Derrick, please. And I think I do. You don’t want something like this to happen again.”
He moves back to the couch and I shut down the computer. Great. Now I’ll never have a moment alone.
Derrick takes me to school on Monday with the promise that he’ll be waiting for me when I get home. Wonderful. It won’t surprise me if he insists on walking me to work, too. But part of me is glad that I won’t be on the bus with that slimeball Tyson. I don’t think I’d be able to stop from ramming my backpack in his face.
I get to school and approach my locker with no sight of Tyson. My thoughts are so jumbled by the time I get to Computer Science that I’m honestly not sure if I’ll end up screaming, punching him, or ignoring him. Or maybe all three—in that order. At the door, I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, and walk in the classroom.
More than half the students are there already, but Tyson is missing. Z is typing and doesn’t make eye contact when I pass in front of him toward my seat. He’s dressed in his usual school attire—Polo shirt, glasses, hair slicked back—but there’s an addition of what looks like a small red scratch etched into the side of his cheek. I sit down and catch him in my peripheral vision. He’s still not paying attention to me, which I’m used to. But after Friday night, I’d hoped for a glance at the very least. Maybe the whole thing was all a drug-induced dream and he wasn’t even at the club.
“Hey, girl, how’re you doing?” Sam asks, slinging her backpack over the chair and sitting down to face me.
“I’m okay, but I’ve got a ton of questions.”
“I’ll bet. I tried calling you a couple times but your foster dad said you were busy.”
“Yeah, apparently I’m three years old all of a sudden. They’re really pissing me off.”
Sam smiles at that. Then her eyes rise above my shoulder and widen in shock. The rest of the class gasps, and I follow the stares to see Tyson walking to his chair. He slumps down, not looking at me. I clamp my mouth shut and face forward as Ms. Walsh starts the class, but I can’t help but peek at Tyson. His face looks like it was pummeled in the boxing ring. The top of one cheek is swollen, an eye is black and blue, and his skin looks like someone took sandpaper to it.
“What happened to you?” Kelly, the girl on his other side, asks. He glances at me, then back to her. “Nothing,” he mumbles.
I turn to catch Z’s eyes on me—probably the only eyes in the room that aren’t on Tyson. His head is tilted slightly as he considers me with pursed lips, then his focus shifts back to the monitor.
What the hell?
Z beat up Tyson. I saw it in his eyes. How did he know? I kind of remember saying something about Tyson giving me the drink.
Damn it. Or good? I’m not sure what to think.
Tyson spends the entire hour not talking or looking anywhere but at his computer screen. Even Ms. Walsh seems stunned. She doesn’t call on him at all. When the bell rings, he’s the first one out the door.
“Z?” I say quietly as he walks by, but he doesn’t stop.
I nudge Sam. “Did Z do that?”
Her eyes follow him, seeming genuinely unsure. “I’d say the less we know about that, the better.”
I should be happy, but the whole thing doesn’t seem right. Okay, so maybe I pictured it over the weekend, someone whipping the crap out of him, but I didn’t think it would actually happen. It seems so…odd for Z to do that. He never even gives me the time of day.
Z completely ignores me in English Lit, showing up right as the bell rings and looking especially interested in whatever the teacher is saying. I stretch my arms out and glance at him, but he keeps his eyes focused on the front. I even resort to the childish move of dropping a pencil near his feet. He picks it up and places it back on my desk without looking at me. I’ll have to corner him at lunch.
On the way to the cafeteria, Tyson intercepts me. He waits until a couple other kids pass by before cornering me next to the water fountain. I grab my backpack in my hands, planning to shove it at him should he even think to touch me.
“Why’d you send that guy to beat me up?” His voice sounds warped through his puffy lips.
I hold my glare. “What are you talking about?”
“Oh, come on. He was talking to you at the bar.”
At the bar? He has no idea Z is the one who beat him up. Z did look very different that night.
“I don’t really know him. Not really.” Boy, that’s the truth. “But why the hell did you try to drug me? I’m not stupid. I know what that drug is for.”
Tyson stares at me for a moment, his eyes wide. “Wait, you really think I did that?”
I take a breath to steady my anger. I don’t want to lose it in the middle of the hall at school. “You gave me the drink, you drugged it. It’s not that hard to figure out. You’re lucky I didn’t call the cops.”
His mouth drops open. “I didn’t. All I did was hand you the drink like the guy asked me to.”
“What guy?”
“He said he was a friend of yours. I was kinda drunk, so I don’t know. Actually, come to think of it, I’m pretty sure it was the same one you were all over at the bar.”
“The same…?”
“The same guy who gave me the drink. Yeah, that was him.”
His casual observation cuts through me like cold steel. The same guy? Why would Z beat Tyson up if he were the one who gave me the drink? And why would I believe Tyson, anyway?
“Trust me, I didn’t do it,” Tyson says again. “I wouldn’t do something like that.”
Trust him? I almost laugh at the stupidity of it. “If that’s true, which I don’t know if I believe, you were an asshole to pass me a drink someone else gave you.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” He backs away to join his friends.
I take a deep breath and push the doors open to the cafeteria.
…
Z
Sam starts her bitching before she even sits down. “Z, you’re an idiot. Why did you have to go beat up that dumbass?”
I sigh. Nothing I can say will make Sam happy. The worst part is I’m still not sure why I did it myself. Maybe because Liv’s wide-eyed innocence played heavy on my mind the whole night. If I hadn’t been there to rescue her from that jerk… Even now, looking at his battered face, I feel strangely vindicated. Maybe that’s why I don’t tell her the gravel did most of the work on him, not me.
“I thought you liked Liv,” is all I say. “The guy drugged her.”
Sam rubs at her temples. “I do like her, and you know that’s not the point. You’re risking all of us, you know? What if he figures it out and presses charges? They’d come after you, and then we’d all be screwed. You should’ve let me handle it.”
“They won’t come after us. And maybe she’ll like us more. We did save her from a major f—”
Sam pokes me as her eyes lift over my shoulder. “Hi, Liv!”
I turn to see Liv staring at me, frowning. Sam pulls a chair out for her but she doesn’t move.
“So, I was thinking about going to the mall after school today. Want to come?” Sam asks, acting like she doesn’t notice that Liv’s still standing.
Liv’s eyes are still on me. “Can’t. I have to work.”
“Tomorrow, then?”
“Maybe. Well?” She directs the question to me.
“Well, what?”
“Tyson’s pretty messed up.”
I shrug and take a bite of my apple, curious to see where she’s going with this. Sam gives some lame excuse about getting water and leaves.
Liv sits down on the edge of a chair. “So you beat him up?” Her voice is low, her tone accusatory, and she seems upset…at me? I take another bite and don’t say anything.
She twists her necklace around her finger and her eyes drop to my collar.
“He looks really bad. Why did you do that?”
“Liv.” Her eyes lift to meet mine. “You were drugged. He gave you that drink. He admitted it.”
“He actually told you he put something in it?”
“No, he denied that, obviously. But he admitted to giving you the drink.”
Her forehead wrinkles as she considers this, fiddling with a sugar packet on the table. “But what if he didn’t put the drug in it?”
I stare at her for a moment. How the hell did she end up at that conclusion? “Are you serious?”
“I ran into him in the hall. He said someone else gave him the drink to give to me.”
“Uh-huh.”
“He might not have been lying. The person who slipped something in my drink could’ve been someone else.”
“Okay, so, who do you think it was?” I’m sure my voice sounds patronizing, but I don’t care. How could she believe Tyson, of all people? And I thought she was smart.
She looks away, her face flushed. “I don’t know.”
I can’t help it. I laugh. “You sure are naive for a foster kid.”
She jumps to her feet, her face screwed up in fury. “My personal life’s my own business, not yours. And I can take care of myself.”
I can’t help laughing as she walks away. Take care of herself? Sure, and maybe she should call Tyson to see if he wants to go hang out later, just as friends. Give me a break.
Liv stops abruptly and turns back to face me, her jaw sticking out slightly in defiance of my laughter. I tilt my head to watch her as she moves slowly, deliberately back to me. Her sudden switch from an open Pandora’s box to this quiet, contained anger is fascinating. She rests one hand on the table next to me and leans in close—an intimidating move a girl’s never made on me before. I’m stupidly nervous and intrigued at the same time.
Liv’s ponytail falls forward enough for me to catch the soft, clean scent of her shampoo. There’s nothing else soft about her right now, though. She pierces me with her eyes, like she can see into me. “I don’t know what you’re up to, Z,” she says slowly, quietly. “Or what happened that night. But you don’t intimidate me like you think you do.”
She pushes away and walks out of the cafeteria, leaving me staring after her in undeniable awe. I would never have expected that from her.
“What’d she have to say?” Sam asks, startling me as she sits down. “And why are you staring at the door with your mouth open?”
I clamp my jaw shut and turn to her. “She doesn’t think Tyson drugged her. She’s only mad at me for beating him up. And I’m not sure, but it sounds like she thinks I might have done it.”
Saying it out loud, it sounds even more ridiculous. How could she believe that? I notice the faster pace of my heartbeat, normally only triggered by meetings with Bill. Shit, do I actually care about this?
Sam’s mouth drops open. “What the hell? You?”
I laugh out loud but cringe inside. If she thinks I’m just some bully beating up people, or that I’m capable of drugging her, she’ll never trust me. Or Sam. And we may as well drop the whole idea of twisting Olivia Westfield.



Chapter Six
“‘Once let him feel that he is one of us; once fill his mind with the idea that he has been a thief, and he’s ours—ours for his life!’”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
“Here, this will give you an energy boost before we start shopping.” Sam offers me one of the Styrofoam cups and hands some bills to the woman at Nature’s Table. She lost a bet on who could find the freakiest person outside the mall—I spotted a huge guy in a muscle shirt walking his cat on a leash. So she bought me the smoothie.
“Thanks.” The food court is crowded, but we soon find a small table and sit down. At first, we chitchat about school, homework, stuff like that. She’s so easy to talk to, and funny. She’s got me cracking up with her impression of Tyson drooling over me. The women next to us throw us dirty looks for being so loud, but I don’t care. I’ve had friends before, of course, but none who make me laugh as much as Sam.
The one thing we don’t dwell on is the night at the club. She does tell me that there’s no way Z would’ve drugged me. “He wouldn’t pull a jerk move like that. I live with the guy, remember? I should know.”
I don’t want to talk about Z. I’m still pissed at his attitude toward me yesterday. The conversation with Sam turns to computer programming, and when she asks if I’ve ever done any hacking, I realize the perfect opportunity to ask, “Sam, what exactly do you do at that company of yours?”
She tilts her head, a tiny smile on her lips. “What exactly do you think I do?”
I fiddle with the straw in my drink, trying to figure out how to phrase it just right. “Well, obviously you make a lot of money to afford that kind of car. If I had to guess…maybe someone pays you to hack into their security systems?”
She considers that for a moment. “Hmm…well, I’d say that’s pretty accurate.”
I exhale lightly. “So did you get any response from your boss? I mean, do they need an extra hacker?”
Her grin widens. “Oh, I believe they’re interested, yes.”
“Awesome. How do I contact them?”
“They’ll contact you.” She laughs. “Liv, stop worrying so much. They’ll get a hold of you when they’re ready.”
I laugh with her, but I hope it’s not one of those “we’ll call you” things where they never do. I take a sip of my smoothie, my thoughts slipping to Z. I can’t seem to stop thinking of him, even when I try. He bothers me at the same time that he thrills me—his dark hazel eyes that light up when he smiles, the way his cocky attitude dissolved when I told him off. I’ve played the moment in my head a thousand times. Confronting someone the way I did isn’t like me at all; I don’t know what got into me. The goose bumps tickle my arms as I picture his eyes widening in surprise and, most especially, the smirk melting from his lips. I have to admit, I felt pretty kick-ass at that moment.
I still don’t trust him, though I don’t know if it’s because of what happened the other night or something else I can’t quite put my finger on. He’s such an enigma; how could I ever be friends with him?
“Hello?” Sam snaps her fingers in front of my face, startling me.
“Sorry, what?”
She shakes her head. “Okay, again, what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”
She’s already tried a couple versions of the same question, always disappointed in my answer. “I told you, the time I took money from my foster mother’s wallet.”
She snorts. “Yeah, twenty bucks to buy new shoes. Big freakin’ deal. I’ll bet it was because your shoes had holes in them or something.”
I take another sip and watch a tired-looking woman shuttle her kids through the crowds. I don’t tell Sam that yes, that’s exactly why. Carla wouldn’t buy me new shoes, new clothes, or even old ones. Whatever money she got to take care of me, she spent on her five bratty kids. Everything I had when living with the Grays I borrowed or bought with money I took out of Carla’s wallet. It was a version of stealing, I guess, but I didn’t have much of a choice.
I change the subject. “So what are you looking for today?”
She waves her hand in a vague gesture. “Oh, you know, whatever’s good. Sometimes I find things, sometimes I don’t. But I love to shop, so it doesn’t matter. I can help you find tops that won’t make you look like you’re wearing kids’ clothes anymore.”
Well, that’s direct enough. We throw our cups in the trash before taking the escalator to the second floor. The line of apparel shops caters to various extremes of women—heavy, thin; rich, poor; old, young.
“That’s the loser store,” Sam says, grabbing my arm when I make a right toward Penney’s. “You don’t want to be caught buying stuff in there.”
“Oh, yeah,” I say, like this is my area of expertise. Bernadette loved Penney’s. “So where do we go?”
“Here,” she says, pulling me toward a store where red satin lingerie and feathers are draped over bone-white mannequins. I jerk to a halt and Sam laughs.
“Just kidding! Over here.”
She leads me to a trendy store called M. Young women in crisp pin-striped suits nod to her without acknowledging me. Of course, her confidence shouts out I belong here, while mine whispers, Haven’t got a clue. I watch in amazement as she quickly sorts through jeans, shirts, and skirts and heads toward the back of the store with a small armful.
“You need to start with these,” she says, pushing me into a large dressing room and latching the door behind us. She flips through the clothes and hands me a multicolored chiffon top and dark-blue jeans.
I face the wall and quickly remove my shorts and tee. I pull the new clothes on and turn to check myself out in the mirror. W-o-w, wow! The jeans are too tight for my taste, but the airy top floats over me in a flattering way. The reflection is of someone who knows about fashion. Someone who might be thought of as cool.
Someone who is so not me.
“That’s awesome!” Sam says.
“It’s a little see-through, isn’t it?” I cover my top half with an arm and she laughs.
“It’s supposed to be. You can wear a black bra or cami under it. Speaking of that, who bought you such a grandma bra?” She lifts the shirt to get a better look, but I push her hands away, my face burning. “Seriously, you should donate that thing to a retirement home.”
“Cut it out. What other shirts do you have?” I ask.
“Try this one.” She hands me a black nothing of a top and a black-and-white flare skirt, and I slip them on. The style is alien on me, like I’m headed out for a night in New York. Way too chic and definitely too clingy. It makes me think of the outfits some of the girls wore at the club the other night. That’s reason enough for me to pull the tiny shirt back over my head and toss it on the bench.
“I like the first one better.” I finger the light, airy material and find the price. Seventy-five dollars! “Oh. Never mind.” I drop the tag and move to the next shirt, a plain black tee.
“Wait, what’s wrong with this one?” Sam says, going back to the chiffon. She glances at the tag. “I thought you said Denise gave you money to buy some new clothes.”
“Yeah, but not that much.” Denise gave me fifty dollars, which I was grateful for. But in this store, it might buy me a pair of socks.
“What about tips from Slice of Happy?”
I snort. “Please. I couldn’t afford the sleeve with the money I earn.”
She holds the shirt out. “You know, this looked really good on you. Try it on again.”
“I can’t afford it.”
“I know, but I want to see it again.”
I slip the shirt on. Sam walks around me and tugs at the bottom, pulls at the sleeves.
“I think you should get it.”
“I just said I can’t buy it.”
She puts an arm around me and leans close to my ear. “I didn’t say you should buy it.”
“What? No way, Sam.”
“Come on. Denise didn’t give you enough money for one thing, let alone a wardrobe. What does she expect, that you’re going to wear those shirts that are too small forever?”
It was only one shirt that didn’t fit, but Sam makes it sound like my entire closet. Still, my clothes are pretty worn out. “Maybe she’ll give me more if I ask for it.”
“Uh huh. You know what she’ll say? ‘Olivia, you should go to Walmart. It’s good enough for me, so it should be good enough for your sorry ass. They introduced a new line of granny polyester to go with your Playtex bra.’”
Okay, that’s funny. And probably true. I laugh in spite of myself.
“Hang on, I know what’ll help. Stay right there.” She disappears, returning with a couple of black lacy camis, so tiny they may as well be bras. “Try these and see if one fits.”
She turns her back while I remove my bra and slip my arms through the holes of the cami. The clingy, lacy fabric is much more grown-up than anything I’ve ever owned. I pull the chiffon top over my head and look in the mirror, turning slightly to see the effect from the side. I swear I’m like one of those What Not to Wear victims, transformed from drab to…damn.
“Wow!” Sam says, whistling sexy-like.
“I can’t wear this to school.” Or anywhere else, for that matter.
She laughs. “It’s not really meant for school. Promise me you’ll get a new bra, though. Really. And toss that one in the garbage on the way out.” She picks my old bra up with an empty hanger and flings it around in an exaggerated way.
I twist again to view myself. The clothes do fit nicely.
“Where’s your T-shirt?” Sam whispers. “Put it on over this, and my sweater over that.”
“I don’t know, Sam…” But she’s already pushing my T-shirt over my head. I look in the mirror at the shirt clinging for dear life to the thin fabric underneath. If I don’t do this, I risk alienating the only friend I’ve made since moving here. Besides, I’ve behaved my entire life and look where that’s gotten me.
“It’s just a little thing, Liv,” she says, her expression serious. She leans back on the wall, crossing her arms as she watches me. “You need new clothes and your foster parents aren’t providing for you. It’s not like I’m asking you to break open the cash register. When you make better money, maybe you can come back and buy something for real. Come on, Miss Thang…”
It’s that pseudo-twang in her voice, the tone that reminds me of Bernadette, that makes up my mind.
Screw it. I put my arms in Sam’s sweater, imagining the tiny conscience fairy on my shoulder getting beaten to a pulp by a little guy with horns and twisted tail.
…
Z
I take off my glasses and wipe at my eyes. Page after page of information about Brownlow, Inc., and its founder and I’m coming up with crap. From the endless number of articles on his charitable contributions, Carlton Brownlow is a pretty major benefactor. The money he’s donated to United Way alone makes my take on most of these accounts look like a kid’s allowance. This doesn’t make me feel bad about cracking the bastard’s accounts in the least. The wealthy try to impress by giving huge donations and starting foundations, but it’s mostly tax-deductible shit that makes them feel less guilty about getting rich at other people’s expense.
Micah sails through the open door and drops into one of the chairs, kicking his feet up on the desk. “What’s up?”
“Took you long enough,” I grumble.
“I was busy. Anyway, here it is.”
He tosses me the flash drive, which is hot pink and covered in yellow flowers. I gaze at it, then him. “Really?”
He shrugs. “You don’t like it? Create your own program then, jackass.”
“Whatever.” I pick up the silly thing and flip it around my fingers. “How long will it take?”
“Depends. This one starts out slowly, then builds to flood their system without alerting their IT. At least for a while. But you’ll have to be ready. If his system is as advanced as I think it is, you won’t have long. How are you going to get it installed? I doubt you can set up a fake page or pop-ups or anything that they’ll recognize.”
“Still working on it. Might end up having to take a pretty banker out for drinks.”
Micah woo-hoos and smacks my hand. It’s a tactic used by Bill, and one he wants me to try. It’d probably be easy—meeting a woman “by chance” at a bar, getting her tipsy enough not to notice me slipping a loaded flash drive in her bag. For some reason, even though the idea once excited me, I’m not really looking forward to it.
“Z!” The singsongy voice pierces the doorway. Of all the kids in the house, Sam is the one I can always count on to interrupt me whenever I’m working. “Guess what? She’s in!” Sam says, bouncing on her heels like she’s twelve instead of seventeen. Micah jumps out of his chair and grabs her hands; the two of them start hopping around like idiots.
“Do you mind?” I ask acidly. “Some of us are trying to work.”
“But I did it! I got her to steal something! A shirt at the mall. It was ea-sy. Easy, easy, easy.” She does a hip-bump with Micah to emphasize each “easy.”
“Congratulations, sweetie,” he says, kissing her cheek. He probably doesn’t have a clue of what she’s talking about, but that doesn’t matter to Micah. He’s a hound for a good time. “Gotta go, though. Party later?” He salutes us and leaves.
Sam frowns at me, her hands on her hips. “Well, don’t break a sweat congratulating me or anything, Z.”
I wave my hand at her. “Fine. Good for you. Now go away.”
She grabs the arm of my chair and pulls it out from the desk. “Come on. Even you have to be excited about this. She’s in!”
I stand and yank the chair away from her. “No, she’s not. You bullied her into stealing a shirt, which has nothing to do with us.”
“Ha, so you say,” she replies smugly. “But at least we know she will do it.”
“So what’re you going to do now? Have her steal a car? Or hey, maybe bring her on over and see if she’d like to rob a bank. How about that? You’re an idiot if you believe it’s that easy.”
Sam’s eyes darken and she punches my shoulder. My skin smarts, but I don’t rub at it. I turn back to the computer and ignore her.
“I thought you’d be happy about this. Besides,” she says, her voice rising angrily, “I’m the only one who’s trying here. You’re not doing shit. Exactly what is your problem, Z?”
“I don’t have a problem.”
“Yes, you do.”
I sigh and swivel the chair back to face her. “Look, she thinks I’m an asshole. So what’s the point?”
“Yeah, well, she also thinks you’re hot. You should be doing more with that.”
Yeah, some hot guy she thinks drugged her. “Good-bye, Sam.” I turn back to the monitor, dismissing her. I don’t have to turn around to know she’s flipping me off before she heads out the door, no doubt to bitch to Nancy about how I’m not doing my part.



Chapter Seven
“Such is the influence which the condition of our own thoughts exercises even over the appearance of external objects. Men who look on nature and their fellow men, and cry that all is dark and gloomy, are in the right; but the somber colours are reflections from their own jaundiced vision.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
After getting home with the stolen blouse from M, the realization that I took something really started to eat at me. I hung it in the back of the closet, not intending to wear it or the lacy bra. The fact that Sam persuaded me to steal makes me nervous about hanging out with her, so I don’t chat with her during class as much. I make my lunch at the house every day so I can bypass the cafeteria completely to eat alone on the grass outside. Sam seems confused at first, then pissed off when I keep making excuses.
It’s not just her, either. Avoiding her means avoiding Z. The more I obsess about it, the more I wonder if it really was him who drugged me. Why else would he show up at the bar at that moment and offer to take me home when I started feeling so strange? The only thing I remember is putting my hands all over his body and him taking me outside before I passed out. I remember his arms around me and his lips near my face. Sam says they both took me home. But then, he did beat up Tyson. Why would he do that?
Thinking about it all makes my head swim.
A couple other girls invite me to sit with them, but after a few lunches of listening to them gossip about pretty much everybody who walks by, I start making excuses to them as well. Tyson now completely avoids me.
Okay, well, that part’s not so bad.
The solitude doesn’t bother me that much, but I liked Sam. I even liked Z, I guess, so though it’s me avoiding them, it does hurt a bit when they were the only friends I had here.
Z ignores me, too. Although a couple times I’ve caught him watching me. I try not to look at him, try to act like I don’t care, but I can tell by the tiny lift to his lips that he knows better. Freaking weirdo jerk of a guy who drives me insane. I’ve mentally called him every name in the book, yet every nerve in my body stands at attention, tickling under my skin when we’re in the same room together. Stupid clueless body.
Sam is waiting for me at my locker after my last class. Her arms are crossed and I can tell by her narrowed eyes that I better not move past her.
“What’s up?” I ask for lack of anything better to say.
Her mouth drops open. “Seriously?” Then she laughs. “A week of not talking to me and you ask what’s up?”
I fight a smile. “Yeah, I guess.”
“I’m sorry I got you to steal that shirt. Sorry but not sorry. Does that make sense?”
I shake my head. She sighs and wraps an arm around my shoulder. It’s such an honest, friendly gesture, I don’t pull away.
“Look, I’ve spent a lifetime in foster care. I know how it works. My parents died so long ago that I don’t remember them. I bet you went through a lot of crap yourself. Am I right?”
I don’t say anything. I don’t have to. By the way she’s nodding, she can read my expression like a road map through hell. Even though part of me is still pissed that she talked me into stealing, I miss her friendship too much to stay angry. Most of the other kids in my classes are nice—friendly, even. But their carefree smiles and casual chatter represent the normalcy of their lives that’s missing from mine.
Sam, on the other hand, understands me. She gets it—the crap we go through being lost in a system that cares as much about us as stray dogs on the street. I can be myself with her, which is why I’m suddenly smiling back at her as if nothing’s happened. Stealing that shirt was wrong, but it’s not worth losing my friend over.
After school, I skip the bus and stand on the footbridge to the parking lot, waiting for Z. I’m just going to suck it up and confront him about what happened that night. Sam encouraged me, too, suggesting that I’d feel better if I talked to him. He walks up but stops when he sees me. Other kids slide past us, oblivious to the tension.
“We need to talk,” I say, trying to sound as cold and distant as possible.
“Yeah?”
“Um, I need to know what happened that night.” Damn it, my voice doesn’t sound as strong as I need it to be. I try to summon whatever forces turned me into the girl who had no problem telling Z off the other day, but they seem to be asleep.
He takes off his glasses and crosses his arms, scrutinizing me with those damn sexy eyes. “Why don’t you tell me what you think happened that night?”
I stare him down, trying to look braver than I feel. “Tyson told me a guy gave him that drink. The same guy who was at the bar with me.”
Nothing.
I falter for a moment, then take a deep breath. “You were at the bar with me when I started feeling weird. You helped me out of the building.”
He raises his eyebrows. I didn’t really, truly believe it was him, but now I’m not so sure. It’s like he’s waiting for me to say it.
“It was you, Z, wasn’t it? Not Tyson. What happened when you took me out of there? What did you do?”
Z uncrosses his arms and moves toward me, his eyes suddenly worried. I take a step back and he stops. “I took you home. Sam and I both did,” he says.
“I only remember you. I remember how I… I remember your arms around me. That’s all. It was you.” My voice cracks at the last word, and my hands start to shake. I bite my lip to keep the tears pressing against my eyes from falling.
“Wait, what?” he starts, breaking off when I step back again. I take one more step and slip off the small footbridge into a muddy hole, twisting my ankle and falling on my butt. I try to get up but wince as a searing pain shoots from my ankle.
“Are you okay?” Z asks, reaching down to help me. I shake my head and slap his hand away. He steps back and waits until I manage to get on my feet. My ankle is screaming but I try not to let it show. I shift my weight to my left foot and do my best to ignore the cold, wet mud plastered to my clothes and skin. At least the threat of crying is gone. Now I’m just mad.
“Just tell me, Z, what did you do that night? Where else did you take me before my house?”
“I didn’t take you anywhere. Sam was with us; she drove her car. We took you home.”
“Why are you lying? I remember Sam walking away from us. And why wouldn’t you have driven your car?”
He laughs. Really? Laughing? I scowl and hobble away toward the school.
“Hey, wait, you’re hurt. Let me take you home.”
“Get away from me. I’ve already called my foster parents and they’ll be here any minute.”
I keep walking as best as I can—damn, this hurts—hoping I’m not screwing up my ankle even worse. When I reach the building, I sneak a glance back but he’s nowhere to be seen. Good riddance.
I hobble to the office and use the phone to call Derrick, but groan when he doesn’t answer. I forgot that he’s supposed to be in a meeting and won’t be home until later. Denise never gets back until after five, and I can’t stay here for two more hours. Most people in the office have already left for the day.
I massage my temples with my fingertips, trying to think. When Derrick drove me to school I was surprised at how close we actually live from here, since the bus takes a roundabout trip. It’ll hurt, but I know I can grit my teeth and make it home by walking. I’ll keep my foot on ice the rest of the weekend if I have to. I take off my right sock and wrap it as tightly as I can around my ankle, then stand up and hobble back out of the office. It’s only about two or three blocks to the first light. I can do this.
A block later, my ankle screams that this is going to be a lot harder than I thought. I stop for a moment, debating whether to go back to the school and beg a ride off someone or continue walking. It scares me a little to think of hitchhiking, but maybe the horror stories only happen on the highway.
The low growl of a motorcycle closes in, startling me when it stops next to me.
“Want a ride?”
Oh, crap. “No, thanks.” I keep moving without looking over, trying to ignore the images of abductions filling my mind.
“Liv, hey!”
I glance over as the guy takes off his helmet and brushes his no-longer-plastered blond hair to the side. Oh, no. Not Z. Looking at the bike, now at least I get why he laughed when I asked about him not taking his car that night.
He pushes his glasses up higher on the bridge of his nose. “C’mon, let me help.”
“No.” I continue limping toward the stoplight a couple blocks away, the knives slicing up my ankle into my entire leg. He moves the bike to the sidewalk and rides slowly alongside of me, balancing the growling beast with his feet.
My mind blurring with the pain, I finally stop. “You’re going to get arrested for having that thing up here.”
He cuts the engine and crosses his arms. “So come on, let me give you a ride home. I don’t see that you have any other option, unless your foster parents are planning to pick you up at the corner.”
I look toward the light at the corner and twist my ponytail around, thinking about what happened at the club. Is it possible Tyson made the whole thing up? Or that it could’ve been someone else? Is it stupid to give Z the benefit of the doubt? He certainly couldn’t have taken me somewhere on a motorcycle. And once again, why the hell would I believe Tyson?
The questions fade away as I realize he’s right. I can’t make it home, and at this point, I probably can’t even make it back to the school. I’ll have to cross my fingers and assume he’s really going to take me home. I limp toward the back of the bike. He reaches an arm out to help me mount up behind him.
“So you have a Ducati and Sam has a Camaro,” I say. “I thought you guys live in a group home.”
“I’m impressed. How’d you know this is a Ducati?”
“My last foster dad had one. It was his favorite thing in the world. He let me ride it.” I don’t add that I only rode once and it scared me so badly that I never got on the bike again. This one seems bigger, maybe, but not enough to keep me from hating the idea of getting on it.
“Cool.”
“I guess. I live on Green Valley Drive.”
“Yeah, I know. Here, put this on,” he says, swiveling around to hand me his helmet. “I don’t want to be responsible for killing you. Just kidding,” he says, laughing at my expression.
He starts the engine up and idles it for a moment before turning to shout over his shoulder, “Hold on.”
I wrap my arms around his waist and close my eyes, burrowing into his jacket as he throttles the engine. We bounce off the curb and he takes it slow down the street to the light. I start to think that my memory of the motorcycle ride is exaggerated, until he makes the right turn. Then he kicks it into high gear and the bike almost literally flies down the street. I close my eyes and clutch at him in terror, but soon the rumbling of the machine and the wind against my skin kick-starts my adrenaline. I open my eyes and loosen my death grip a bit.
The houses fly by in a blur until he starts to slow down and make the left onto my street. He pulls to a stop in front of the rooster mailbox and idles the engine. I stay where I am for a moment, my body shivering against him.
He peers at me over his shoulder. “You okay?”
“Yes,” I gasp, removing the helmet and handing it to him.
“Anyone home?”
“Yes, Derrick is home,” I lie. In fact, I’m pretty sure Derrick would give me a lecture if he saw me right now on the back of a motorcycle.
I push myself off the bike, balancing by holding onto Z’s shoulders. He puts his arm around my waist and helps me hobble to the front door. Even with the throbbing pain in my ankle, I am very aware of his closeness, the warmth of his body heating me all the way through. I fumble around my purse for the key and wobble on the step, one hand on the doorknob. “Thanks for getting me home.”
“Sure.” He takes his glasses off and gazes at me for a moment, his hand still positioned on my waist. “Do you still believe I spiked your drink?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know what to think.” The deep gold and green colors shift in his eyes. I wish he’d stop looking at me like that.
“Look, it’s not my style to do something like that. If I wanted to chill out with a girl, I’d just ask.”
“Do you ask a lot?”
The corners of his mouth lift slightly and he puts his hand on the door, leaning in toward me. “Not lately.”
I back against the doorframe, but his eyes don’t relent their grip. My heart is running a marathon through my chest. Despite everything, I feel this weird, scary temptation to kiss him. I wonder what he’d do.
“I have to go,” I say weakly.
He finally backs away. “See you Monday.”
I manage to get the key in the lock with my shaking fingers and open the door. The engine revs to life, and he peels out of the neighborhood as I collapse into the first chair I find. I have got to get control of myself. Even if he really didn’t drug me at the club, getting involved with this guy is so not a good idea.



Chapter Eight
Oliver:
And you Dodger, you’re my friend.
The Artful Dodger:
Huh! A friend’s just an enemy in disguise. You can’t trust nobody.
—a film adaptation of Oliver Twist
Z
Liv is speaking to Sam and me again. I’ll admit I’m glad about that. Girls don’t usually ignore me, but it’s more than that. Her comeback at lunch that day has been stuck in my head. For as shy as she seems, she’s got a fire in her that intrigues me. Part of me wants to push her buttons just to watch that fire ignite again, but that would definitely put me in the ultimate jerk category. Our plans would be for nothing if she pushed me away. Though she still might when she realizes what I’ve done.
At least she seems to have dropped the ridiculous idea that it could’ve been me who drugged her. I don’t know why she’d believe that ass in the first place.
Speaking of…
“Hey, what the…” Tyson’s mouth drops open to see me sitting in his chair.
“Sorry, but I have to sit closer to see,” I tell him, adjusting my glasses. He looks at the teacher.
“You can have Z’s chair,” Walsh says, pointing to my previous desk. “He does need to be able to see the board.”
I return Sam’s grin as Tyson grumbles and moves around to sit behind me. Just in time for Liv to walk in and stop short when she sees me.
“End-of-year seat change?” she asks, sliding past and setting her backpack on the desk next to me.
“Sure, why not? I need to sit closer for my eyesight.”
“But you wear glasses.”
“I know.”
She shakes her head, though I can see the corners of her mouth fighting to lift.
“How’s the ankle?” I ask.
“It’s fine. I can’t run on it, but at least it’s not sprained.”
Walsh starts the class by giving us what she believes is a complex design. It’s stupid easy, though. I’m the first one who finishes, as usual, although a quick glance at Liv’s monitor shows she’s not far behind. Not that I’d tell Sam this, but she was probably right that Liv’s worth a shot.
Liv squints at her computer, tapping away. So serious an expression for something so basic. Her hair falls forward as she looks down at her keyboard. I combat the urge to sweep the dark waves over her shoulder so I can see her face.
I open the Windows command prompt and input her computer’s name, obtained as soon as I came into the classroom this morning. I quickly type out the prompt and watch as the message pops up on her computer: Time’s almost up.
Her head jerks as she stares at Walsh, who is at her own computer, typing away. I almost laugh out loud and type in the next message: Go for a ride after school?
Liv cuts her brown eyes over to me, her lips slightly parted in surprise. A strong desire to taste those lips ripples through me, the intensity almost overwhelming. She faces her computer again to type her response, a tiny dimple forming in her cheek as she smiles.
No.
I frown at my monitor. Why not?
Have to go home.
Why?
She doesn’t respond at first. Her fingers move to the keys, then away, then back again to hover as she frowns. Just something at home, is all she types. She closes the window and switches back to her assignment.
She’s a bad liar. There’s nothing she needs to go home for—she doesn’t trust me. Not that she should. But still.
“You’re not done?” I tease in a low voice as she taps out code for the assignment.
“Shut up, I’m almost there,” she snaps. Unfortunately, her voice isn’t so low.
“Miss Westfield?”
“Yes, ma’am?”
Walsh shakes her head. “See me after class, Olivia.”
Liv’s face flushes pink and she drops her gaze. I turn back to my screen, trying to brush off the speck of guilt I have from knowing what’s coming.
…
LIV
The rest of the period lags on until the bell finally rings. After everyone files out, I walk up to Ms. Walsh’s desk. Sam gives me a sympathetic look as she leaves the room.
“Miss Westfield, I’ve noticed you’ve been inattentive in class lately. Is everything okay?”
I clear my voice. “Yes, ma’am. I guess I’ve been tired.” Stupid excuse. What am I supposed to say, that having Z next to me makes it hard to focus on anything?
“Well, you need to get better sleep at night if that’s the case, but I don’t know…maybe this class is a little more advanced than the ones you took at your old school?”
I stare at her. Is she serious? My last school’s computer programming class makes this one look like first-grade work. “What makes you think this is hard for me?”
“Well, your low test score, for one. Tests are worth so much in this class. A low C is still passing, of course, but it can easily slip to a D. I don’t want to see that happen.”
I grow cold. “A C? I shouldn’t have gotten a C on the test.”
She sighs and pulls up my grades. “A seventy. Like I said, I’m concerned because I have nothing else to base this on.”
I start to argue that there’s no way I have a seventy on such an easy test, when Z walks back into the class. “Ms. Walsh?”
“Yes, Z?”
“I overheard what you said to Olivia. If she’s having a hard time, I could help her out.”
Is he kidding me?
Ms. Walsh smiles and claps her hands together. “Really? That’d be wonderful. Olivia, this will be perfect! Let’s see…” She peers down at her agenda.
I scowl at him, receiving a smirk in return. “I don’t think so, Ms. Walsh.”
“Now, now, Z is the best. You two can meet here after school in my classroom, starting tomorrow. Z, will this be okay with your—?”
“Absolutely. No problem there.”
I start to shake my head and say again that I don’t need a tutor, least of all him, but Z seems to anticipate it. He looks at Ms. Walsh. “You’ll probably want to let her parents know so they won’t be worried when she shows up late after school.”
“Of course I will. Thank you.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The smug vibes radiating from him make my blood boil. I elbow him hard in the ribs as soon as we walk out of the classroom.
“What’s that for?” he asks, rubbing his side.
“Seriously? What the hell was that, making Ms. Walsh think I needed extra help? I don’t know why she said I’m making Cs. There’s no way.”
“You don’t like it? Do something about it, then.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Show me how good you are.”
I’m tempted to smack the stupid grin off his face. “Look, let’s get something straight here. You might think you’re clever with the basic hacking trick you pulled on me earlier, but I’m not going to entertain you with everything I know. And I don’t need you getting all cryptic on me. If you have something to say, say it. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I walk away quickly, forgetting that he’s in my next class and feeling stupid when he walks into English Lit behind me. He’s super friendly during class and at lunch, carrying on lively conversations with Sam and smiling at me as if I’m not staring at him with an evil expression. He knows I’m pissed, and I hate that he doesn’t even acknowledge it.
After school, I take the bus home and log on to the computer as fast as usual to do my math work, until I remember that Derrick said he’s going to be late today. I lean back and take my time, enjoying the privacy of doing my work without Derrick’s constant attempts at conversation.
Damn it. Starting tomorrow I’m going to miss out on the only time I have to do my assignments before Derrick gets home. Thanks to Z, who I’ll be stuck in a room with, alone, after school…
I forget where I’m going with that.
The computer whirrs and gives an error message when I try to open Internet Explorer. Damn it. I wish Denise didn’t care if I could download a better browser. She’s so worried about me getting viruses and going on sites I’m not supposed to. I’ve even caught her looking through the computer history. Which, of course, is the simplest thing to erase if I really wanted to go on “questionable” sites.
I slump heavily in my chair but jerk up when I remember the other computer in the house. After grabbing the Wi-Fi password from the user accounts menu, I move to the front windows to make sure that Derrick’s car isn’t pulling up unexpectedly, then slip into their bedroom, feeling more than a little uncomfortable. Denise would have a hundred fits if she knew I was in here.
Derrick and Denise share a large walk-in closet, occupied by hanging clothes, a neat row of shoes, and plastic boxes of, well, stuff. I sigh. This may take a while.
I open the first box to find purple and pink plastic flowers. The next box contains smaller boxes with cell phone accessories. The box under it—various computer and economic publications. I flip through them, mildly interested, until I see a magazine sandwiched among them featuring a woman flashing her boobs on the cover. I immediately drop the other magazines on top of it and close the box. Yuck.
There are more boxes stacked on the shelves above the hanging clothes. A stepladder is conveniently tucked in the back of the closet, so I open it and climb to the highest step, looking around until I spot my black laptop bag in the very back. I grab it but slip off the step, falling sideways into Derrick’s suits. I try to regain my footing, but instead land on shoes and boxes. A couple of the boxes are turned sideways, their contents sliding out. I set my bag down and hurriedly try to sort the shoes and papers into their appropriate boxes.
As I put the last paper back into the large box, my eyes land on a folder labeled OLIVIA WESTFIELD. I open it to see a small picture of me stapled to the top of the first page, which lists my basic information. My foster paperwork. The documents Derrick and Denise had to fill out are here, too. I guess Julia gave them copies. It’s pretty generic—statements about why they want to be foster parents and a list of references and stuff. I’m pretty impressed, actually. Derrick must have been the one to fill out most of it, since it appears to be a guy’s handwriting, but there’s information about Denise, too. And questions about their childhoods. The answers are all about wanting to show love for the foster child and crap like that. I flip through the pages, but one response catches my eye, mostly because I can tell it’s Derrick’s handwriting, though it’s Denise’s form.
Have you been in a previous marriage or long-term relationship? Previous marriage to Alejandro Santos. One child, age two years. Both deceased via car accident.
Denise was married before and had a child who died? No wonder she’s so withdrawn. How did she get together with Derrick, then, and why did she tell me she couldn’t have kids?
The rest of the page is also filled out in a slanted version of Derrick’s handwriting. It looks like he tried to fudge Denise’s writing on almost the entire questionnaire. I wonder why Julia didn’t notice. He lists out the strengths of their relationship from “her” perspective as loving, expressive, open communication, etcetera.
I somehow doubt that, if she had filled out this page, she would have said the same things.
A glance at my watch reminds me that Derrick will be home any minute. I stack the papers to put back in the box carefully, but one more thing catches my eye: a CD without a case is sitting at the bottom of the box. I pull it out and flip it over. There are no marks, no labels. I start to toss it back inside but change my mind and slide it into my laptop bag. It would be interesting to see what else child services says about me and my past. Quickly closing the box and placing it back under his clothes, I tuck the stepladder against the wall and leave the closet.
I run out to my room and hide my laptop bag in my closet, just in time to hear Derrick whistling in the house. My heart is hammering. Maybe I should’ve checked the plush carpet to see if any imprints of my shoes were left behind?
Before Derrick even asks, I offer to help him make dinner, mostly to overcome my guilt. He shows me how to cut the vegetables his way, on the slant, and talks the whole time about marinating steak and stuff. I try to show interest, and he seems thrilled about it. Actually, I feel pretty happy myself. I have my laptop back and can do my homework tonight from where I should have been doing it this whole time—in my own room. I can enjoy surfing the net and forget all about the fact that I’m stuck with Z tutoring me after school tomorrow.
Though I somehow doubt it’ll be that easy to forget.



Chapter Nine
“There is no remorse so deep as that which is unavailing; if we would be spared its tortures, let us remember this, in time.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
Z is so damn smug. He’s looking forward to making me feel stupid while “tutoring” me this afternoon, I know. I decide to ignore him completely. At lunch, I choose to sit with Steph and Kori, a couple of girls I’ve talked with a few times in my biology class. They notice Z watching me and spend the entire time speculating on whether I should go out with him or not.
“I don’t want to date him,” I tell them. “I don’t even want him tutoring me after school.”
This sends them into a round of giggles and inappropriate comments about his “lessons.” The period finally ends, but it makes me even more irritated at Z that I had to spend an entire half hour listening to the ridiculous conversation.
The rest of the day ticks by slowly enough for me to obsess about what I’m getting into, as (1) Z will be hovering over me for an entire hour, (2) I’ll probably look stupid in a subject I’m not at all stupid in, and (3) I’ll be looking stupid while Z hovers over me for an entire hour.
Maybe I can head to the bus stop early to avoid Z. When the last bell rings, I pick up my books and walk toward the main doors of the school as fast as I can. I’ll just pretend I forgot when I see him tomorrow.
“Trying to escape?” a low voice says from behind me. I groan inwardly.
“No, I was just getting a drink.” My chin lifts in defiance of his arrogance as I move over to the wall and take a few sips of the disgusting lukewarm water from the fountain. I follow him back to the classroom and stand by the door, watching as he walks around the desks to the computer.
“You see, the way it works is that you have to come sit at the computer. The computer won’t walk to you.”
“Don’t be an ass.” I drop my backpack on the floor and trudge over to sit next to him. I start to boot up the computer but he puts his hand over mine. I jerk away and scowl at him.
“Easy.” He holds up his hands. “I was only going to suggest that you use my computer. I have it all set up.”
I sigh loudly but change seats. He plops down into my chair
“So, what should we start with? Algorithms? Arrays?” he asks in a cheerful voice.
“Look, I appreciate the offer to help, but trust me, I don’t need it. I’ve never had a problem with this class or any like it.”
“Really? How’d you get a C, then?”
“How should I know? Ms. Walsh must’ve confused my grade with someone else’s.”
“Well, why don’t you go in and look at your scores to see why?”
“I can’t access the student portal from here.”
“How about through the admin site?”
I try to maintain my patience. “Um, because you have to be an administrator to access the administrator site.”
“Yeah. I guess you wouldn’t even know how to go about getting into the admin site.” He chuckles as if he made some private joke.
“I already did, remember?” He’s got to remember—he gave me a hard enough time about looking him up.
“I mean, other than using some password you stole from the secretary.”
Crap, how does he know about that? I didn’t say anything to Sam. Maybe it’s just a guess. He doesn’t look at me, seemingly intent on the screen in front of him.
“Why would I even want to hack in?” I finally ask.
“Never mind. It’s hard to do. You could get caught.”
Caught? This guy, worried about getting caught? “Have you done it?”
He fiddles with the keyboard. “Obviously. It wasn’t hard. For me, at least. Just… Never mind.”
He sighs and keeps tapping away at the keys. I don’t look at his screen to see what he’s doing; I know he’s trying to bait me. I know it. But my pride takes over. “I can do it just as easily as you can.”
He snorts. “I doubt that.”
“I can do it right now.” I don’t care that I’m falling into his trap. I can’t help myself.
He raises his eyebrows expectantly. “Prove it.”
I stare at the monitor. There’s no way I’m going to try the secretary’s password. Not after what he said.
In my last school, a few of us would meet for computer club. For some reason—probably because it didn’t have close teacher supervision—we spent most of our time talking about how to hack accounts. And much of that time we discussed different ways to break into the school’s site. Various methods were considered, but the one that made the most sense was the simplest.
I execute my shell script and wait. I have Z’s full attention now but he doesn’t say anything. I’ve never actually tried this. I’ll be totally embarrassed if it doesn’t work.
I create a bogus user name, Columbus1492, and a user password—“password.”
Z snorts. “The user name I get. Clever. But ‘password’? The most overused password ever?”
I glare at him. “I don’t give a damn if this bogus account is hacked. I’m just proving a point. And I don’t even know why I’m doing that.”
He holds his hands out. “Sorry, do what you want.”
I face the computer again.
“It’s not what I would do, though.” He can’t seem to help getting in the last word.
I keep tapping at the keys, gritting my teeth and ignoring him. I log out. “There.”
“There what? How do you know it worked?”
I sigh loudly but go to the admin site and type my bogus name and password. It works. I stick my tongue out at Z, who’s grinning.
“Not bad. You may as well check your grades, since you’re there.”
I click around until I find “Student Grades” and enter my student ID number. All A’s and a C in Computer Science. I scowl at the screen. “Impossible.”
“What’s impossible?”
“That I got a C. That I got a seventy in this easy class.”
“What are you going to do about it?”
“What do you mean? About what? The test was online.”
“Your grade. How are you going to improve it?”
Is he kidding me? “If you think I’m going to say, ‘study harder,’ forget it.”
“Ah, well, maybe I should’ve said ‘change it,’” he says, reaching over to the mouse. He clicks on the button for adjusting grades. He drops his hand and fixes his gaze on me, his eyes intent. “How are you going to change your grade?”
I stare at the cursor that is flashing over the 70. “What the hell, Z?” I whisper, my throat dry. “They’ll catch us.”
“They won’t.” He moves behind me and leans over my shoulder. “Trust me. Walsh is so oblivious to everything.” I can’t help but wonder if he’s done this before. He places my hand on the mouse.
I shake him off. “I can do this, you know. I’m not stupid.”
He doesn’t move from behind me. “Then do it,” he says calmly.
I know I didn’t earn a C. I know it. But all I can do is stare at the screen, unmoving.
“Go ahead,” he says in a low voice near my ear. His words wrap around me like a deceptively gentle embrace. “If it’s not right, change it.”
I bite my lip and change the seventy to a ninety-five. It’s like I’m in a bad remake of the movie WarGames.
I did not earn a C. I click on the save button. As the computer whirs, I lean back in my chair with a mix of new emotions welling up in me, most surprisingly exhilaration. I don’t know if it’s because my grade is now what I think it should’ve been or because I broke the law. Remembering the shirt I stole at the mall, I swallow hard. I’m turning into a regular criminal.
Z sits back down in his chair, a triumphant smile playing on his lips. “Perfect. The grade you actually deserve.”
“Wait a minute.” My eyes narrow to slits as it finally sinks in. He’s too sure of himself, too cocky. “You changed it, didn’t you? You gave me the C. Why the hell did you do that?”
His smile grows wider. “I wanted to see if you’d change it back. You had an A. Actually, a ninety-five, exactly what you thought.”
I jump to my feet and shove my chair at him as hard as I can. “Screw you, Z.”
His laughter follows me as I stomp toward the door.
“Hey!”
I don’t turn.
“Sorry, I know that was a shitty thing to do.”
I don’t answer.
“I was just seeing if you’d do it. I’ll tell Walsh to check the test again, that she must’ve read it wrong. She makes mistakes all the time. She won’t even think about it.”
Nothing.
“Come on, come back. No more, I promise.” He steps in front of me so I’m forced to look at him. “Or do you want me to take you home?”
“Yes. Straight home.”
I walk out in front of him, never turning back. He doesn’t try to talk to me. It’s better for him that he doesn’t—I really feel like kicking his ass. When we get to his bike I shove the helmet on my head and climb on behind him.
“Sure you don’t want to go for a longer ride?” he asks, smiling widely at me.
“Straight. Home.”
The motorcycle drowns out his laughter as it rumbles to life. When we get to the house, I push myself off his bike, refusing his hand, and throw his helmet back at him. He runs his fingers through his windblown hair.
“So tomorrow, then?” he asks.
My only response is to turn my back, walk up the steps, and slam the front door behind me. I flip him off behind the door as the roar of his bike fades into the distance. Jerk.
“Everything okay?” Derrick asks, walking into the room.
“Um, yeah. A friend dropped me off early.”
“Good. How was the tutoring session?”
“Fine.”
He waves toward the kitchen. “I was just about to start dinner. Want to test out your culinary skills?”
Derrick is obsessed with this culinary thing. I should break it to him that I’m not interested in being a chef, but all I manage to say is, “Sorry, I have to get ready for work.”
His shoulders droop in disappointment as I head to my room. I’m so pissed that Z thought he could manipulate me into changing my grade, when he’s the jerk who changed it in the first place. But mostly I’m angry that I hardly even hesitated to break in to change it back, just like I so easily stole that top. I storm to the closet and grab the shirt from the back, slinging it on my desk and vowing to return it to the store at the first opportunity.
The worst thing is that I’m stuck with Z tomorrow afternoon, unless I want to come home and be Derrick’s assistant chef. I have a feeling Z would tell Ms. Walsh, too, or do something to get me into worse trouble.
I refuse to acknowledge the adrenaline that flooded my senses when I changed my grade. Damn him.
After a while, I get up to put my neon nightmare of a uniform shirt on and head out to make crap for tips at Slice of Happy. Mr. Bronson introduces me to the newest addition to the Slice of Happy family, a woman named Jeanette. Why he felt the need to hire someone else when there’s hardly any business in the first place is beyond me. Jeanette’s nice, but very shy, even more so than me. She seems comfortable until a customer walks in. Then she freezes up. I’m patient with her, taking all the customers myself and letting her shadow me. Of course, I’ll still split the measly tips with her.
I grab one of the newspapers a customer left behind and put it in back near my bag, intending to start looking for another job tomorrow.
I’m in the process of showing Jeanette how to work the register when the bell over the front door clinks. My breath catches to see Z, looking very much like he did in the club: leather jacket, dark jeans hanging low on his hips, blond hair falling over his forehead. He smiles at me as he sits down at the counter, placing his helmet next to him.
“He’s all yours,” I tell Jeanette, not bothering to keep my voice low. Jeanette is clearly frightened to death by the idea of waiting on her first customer. She walks over to him and stammers out an introduction.
Z is nice to her, asking for a Coke and a slice of pepperoni pizza. She seems relieved by the easy order. While she writes out the ticket, I move toward him slowly, sliding my hand along the counter and reminding myself that he is, in fact, a jerk and not to let the fact that my heart is still lodged in my throat influence me.
I muster up the rudest voice I can manage. “Why are you here?”
“Heard they had excellent pizza.” His eyes twinkle, and the ridiculous comment almost makes me laugh. The quality of the pizza matches the quality of the tips.
“You still mad?” he asks.
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry. Really. Can I make it up to you?”
“How would you do that?” I ask.
“I’ll think of something. What time do you finish here?”
“Nine o’clock. Why?”
He leans forward slightly, his eyes holding mine. “Thought maybe you’d need a ride home.”
“No, thanks. It’s not a far walk.”
“Somewhere else, then?”
I swallow hard. He doesn’t give up easily, and I hate to admit that I kind of like that. I must be the biggest glutton for punishment that ever existed. “Seriously, it’s not that far.”
“I know, but do you really want to be out in the dark with the crazies on the loose?”
I snort. “Crazies? In this neighborhood? The worst that happens is someone’s grill is out of propane. Is that really why you’re here?”
He smiles at me without responding.
“Fine. Whatever.” I flip my hand at him and move away to help the women who just walked in. Even as I take their drink orders I can sense Z’s eyes on me, and I’m sure my face is turning several variations of red under his gaze. I have to ask the ladies twice what they want to order because I can’t hear over the heavy whooshing of my pulse in my ears.
Throughout the rest of the evening it’s the same—almost becoming a game. I smile at the few customers and deliver their food, occasionally locking eyes with Z. His smile is soft as he leans on his elbow, watching me. The only time his smile fades is when I stop to chat with a couple of good-looking guys wearing University of Richmond T-shirts. I would normally never act flirtatious like this—not with Z, and not with these guys, as nice as they are. That’s abandoning my comfort zone for Sam’s. But he’s scowling now, and his expression propels me into easy laughter, almost like flirting is second nature for me. Considering his asshole move from earlier, this is strangely satisfying. Scowl away, Z.
Finally, I say good-night to Jeanette and Mr. Bronson and walk out with Z to his motorcycle. He hands me a different helmet, red with gold swirling designs.
“Figured if I’m giving you rides, the least I could do is keep us both safe,” he says. “I picked it up today.”
Giving me rides? My heart flips but I try to keep a straight expression even as I strap the helmet on my head and slide on behind him. He takes off down the street, not too fast. Slowish, even. I find myself wishing that the short distance to my house were a lot longer. Maybe I should’ve taken him up on his offer to go out.
I dismount when he stops at the rooster mailbox. “Thanks for the ride.”
“No problem,” he says, removing his helmet to study me for a moment. “So how’d you do tonight? Good tips?”
“That’s a laugh. At this rate I’ll be able to afford a bicycle by the time I graduate.”
“I might be able to get you a job that pays more. If you’re interested, of course.”
“Obviously. Is it Sam’s company?”
His eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Sam’s company?”
“Yeah, she was going to get me a job with the company she works for.”
Z crosses his arms, his eyes tightening slightly at the edges as he considers that. “What did she say she does, exactly?”
“Hacks security systems. Like testing weaknesses for companies and they pay her for it. Why, do you do that, too?”
His laugh is brittle. “Hack computers for the benefit of large corporations? No.”
“Oh. Okay, well…” He looks so annoyed, but not at me. At Sam? “I’ll see you tomorrow. But no more screwing around in the administrator’s site, got it?”
The tension on his face dissolves as he grins. “Sure, got it.”
I hand the helmet back to him and run up the low steps, glancing over my shoulder to see him watching me before he speeds away. I lean against the door, exhausted physically and mentally. I’m not sure how I feel about Z. He irritates the hell out of me, confuses me, but at the same time, my attraction to him is out of control.
Take a deep breath, Liv. Use your head. He’s trouble, and you know it.
Yeah, well, someone needs to tell that to my body.
…
Z
“Little late, aren’t we?” Sam gloats as I hang my jacket on the coatrack and set my helmet down. Jen glares at me from where she sits on the couch, but I ignore her.
Sam follows me to the kitchen.
“So what?” I ask her.
“So what? So you’ve been with Liv, right? Right?”
I pour myself a glass of water and take a sip. Why did I get stuck with the most hyper chick in the house for a partner? “Maybe.”
“I knew it! Were you at her house? Or did you go up to Slice of Happy?”
“Slice of Happy.”
“Ooh, I bet she was excited to see you. What’d you guys talk about?”
In my entire life, I’ve never known anyone nosier than Sam. It used to amuse me, the way she’d finish one question just to start another, but now it gets under my skin. I don’t know what she was accomplishing by telling Liv she works for corporations, but now I realize I don’t care. She wants to play games and not clue me in, fine. I can do the same.
“We talked about you,” I tell her. “And some very interesting things came up.”
“What? What came up?”
I dump the rest of the water into the sink. “Good night, Sam.”
“Wait! What came up? What about me?”
Sam’s words bounce off my back as I head up the stairs. Liv’s starting to come around, I can sense it. She’s gone from actually being mad at me to pretending to be mad. It’s a total chick thing, and I’ve seen it enough times to know what happens in the end. She’ll soften toward me, even start to like me, then I can gradually pull her in. It may take a little longer with her than the others, but she’ll get there. And she’ll be grateful for us getting her out of that dump of a pizza place.
Although, I have to say, she did look damn cute, bouncing around the place in that ugly orange shirt, ponytail bobbing. Cuter than anyone has a right to look in neon. And the way she lit up when she laughed with some of the customers, even those college guys she pretended to flirt with… Takes a player to know one—I knew exactly what she was doing. I didn’t like the effect it had on me, though. Damn adorable girl actually made me feel a twinge of jealousy.
No matter. Everything is working out as it’s supposed to.
As it always does.



Chapter Ten
“Everything was so quiet, and neat, and orderly; everybody so kind and gentle; that after the noise and turbulence in the midst of which he had always lived, it seemed like Heaven itself.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
Z is nicer, not as cocky over the next few days. Although the tutoring sessions evolve into nothing more than showing off, in my opinion. Every time I write a script, he shows me a better way to do it. Though I’ve been able to one-up him on a few tasks, I’m more than slightly annoyed by how good he is.
“Yeah, I know you know a lot more than me,” I say as he takes over my keyboard to type. “I do things my way, you do them yours. Whatever.”
He smiles. “How’s Slice of Happy?”
“It’s okay. Didn’t you say you knew of a job that pays more?”
“Maybe.” His eyes stay focused on the screen. “So how much hacking—serious hacking—have you done?”
“What?” I pinch my fingers together nervously. First Sam, now Z? He already tried to convince me to run a script on Ms. Walsh’s computer to shut it down every time she logs on, and on Tyson’s computer to create rude pop-up messages, but only laughed when I told him to do it himself. It’s not really the hacking that bothers me, since most kids with a brain like his love to pull those pranks. It’s the fact that he seems only interested in pushing me to do it. “Are you trying to get me in trouble again?” My attempt at laughing him off sounds fake even to my ears.
He smiles. “Come on, I know the school’s admin site wasn’t your first go at it. So?”
I study the monitor. “A bit,” I admit. “Mostly Facebook accounts, security systems, stuff like that. Just for fun.”
I can feel my face turning red under his scrutiny. Okay, so it wasn’t always just for fun. Jessie’s pinched face resurfaces in my memory.
Jessie was in my eighth-grade class and made my life in middle school a living hell. She was the epitome of a mean girl. She took a picture of me changing in the locker room and posted it all over the Internet. The image will always be seared into my brain—my too-small fraying striped panties, boobs practically falling out of an old bra that bordered on the training size. Reality of life in a family that didn’t provide for me at all. Not to mention the small roll around my middle that popped out from the way I was bending. So many nicknames were given to me that year—Betty Boop, Pretty Panties, Jelly Roll. I hated that year.
But I made Jessie pay. She was always on Facebook and used to brag about how many hundreds of friends she had. I hacked into her account and slowly, painstakingly messed up her social life—first by changing her attributes, then by posting random comments on other people’s pages. I found information about her, including guys she was crushing on, from her private messages and shared them with the world. When she finally figured out what was going on, she canceled the account. But not before getting a taste of what she had put me through.
I cringe a little at the memory. It was a mean thing to do to her, even if she did deserve it. But all I say aloud is, “Hacking is really the only way to learn, not from this crap they try to teach in school. You already know this. I know you do it.” I pause for a moment, thinking about what he convinced me to do with my grades. “Do you get paid for it, like Sam?”
He snorts. “Like Sam. Please.” He stops typing and looks at me, his face serious. “Would you?”
“Would I what?”
“If you could make a ridiculous amount of money with hardly any effort, would you?”
Oh, no, I was right. “Z, how’d you afford that motorcycle? What do you do, anyway?”
“You’d really like to know that, wouldn’t you?”
I hesitate. Do I really want to know what I already suspect? “Yes.”
He stands up. “Let’s go, then.”
“Where?” I ask, not moving.
“You’ll see.”
“Well…”
He leans down, his hands balanced on the desk on either side of me. My breath catches. “I know you’re interested to see where I live. You only mention it all the time to Sam. So come with me.” He straightens and extends his hand.
I stare at it, giving myself a second to think about this. He’s more than smart, he’s devious, arrogant, and not exactly someone I trust. On the other hand, this could be my only chance to figure him out. And I’m really curious now.
“Okay, but just for a little while.”
His eyes light up as he grins. He seems charming, less devious when he smiles, which sends up the familiar warning flags in my head. I ignore his offered hand and stand, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. I don’t want to appear like some girl who’s only going to his house looking for a good time. His lips twitch at my distance, but he doesn’t try to take my hand again. We don’t talk much on the way to the bike, but I can sense his excitement to take me back to his home.
He takes his bike faster than usual, weaving around cars like they’re standing still. At least I’m not putting the death grip around his waist anymore. I’m kind of proud of that.
He makes several lefts and rights until I get totally confused. No way I could find this place on my own. We end up in an almost rural part of town. Z turns onto a driveway under an elaborate gate arch inscribed, MONROE STREET HOME FOR BOYS AND GIRLS.
The leafy canopy of the large trees blocks the view of the house from the street until we get closer, and then it’s like, wow! The gray stone house is really more of a mansion. It’s almost castle-like, with everything but the moat. Large beveled glass windows reflect the golden lights from within, and what look like spires are even peeking out of the top. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to see a knight riding out through the oak doors. This is a group home?
Z pulls his bike to the side and cuts the engine. Several nice cars sit in the driveway, including Sam’s red Camaro and a huge black Hummer.
“This is where you live?” I ask, unable to hide my amazement. “It’s like a fairy-tale castle or something.”
He laughs and dismounts, taking my hand to help me. His arm slides around my waist as we walk to the front door of the house, and though I try to clear my head, my awareness is tuned in to the position of his hand on the curve of my middle, the heat of his body spreading into mine. Almost as soon as he opens the door, a young, round-cheeked boy with a brown mop of hair rushes up to Z and throws his arms around Z’s waist. “Dodger!”
Z returns the embrace. “How’s it going, buddy?”
“Dodger?” I ask, trying not to laugh.
“It’s a nickname. Some people here like to call me that.”
“Why?”
“I like the Dodgers. Great team.” He grins.
“I’ve been practicing,” the boy says happily. “The algorithms aren’t tripping me up anymore. I can break through now!”
I glance sharply at Z. What exactly is he teaching this kid?
“That’s awesome! I’m proud of you, Dutch.”
Dutch grins and smacks hands with Z, then looks at me and winks. The gesture is so unexpected, so mature, that I can’t help but laugh.
“So have they started yet?” Z asks Dutch.
He rolls his eyes. “Yeah. Jose is ahead. Sam’s mad that you weren’t here.”
Z ruffles his hair fondly. “Well, you keep practicing. Soon, Sam will be looking for you instead of me.” Dutch’s answering grin would light up an entire room. It’s obvious that Z is like a big brother to him.
We walk down the steps into the main area of the house, Dutch chattering a million miles an hour at him. Z doesn’t seem to mind. There’s apparently more to him than the guy who acts all cool at school, who hacks into computers, who makes me crazy in so many ways.
“Well, well, well, is this the young lady I’ve been hearing so much about?”
A pretty woman with a long cascade of red hair approaches us, smiling. She’s older, maybe in her thirties, and the way she lightly hugs Z and kisses him on the cheek prompts a memory of my mother snuggling me and reading The Little Red Hen in one of the many shelters we stayed in.
“Liv, this is Nancy. She’s kind of like our house mother.”
Nancy takes my hand. “It’s so nice to meet you, Liv.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” I say. She’s kind, offering me something to drink, asking polite but not probing questions.
Loud cheers erupt from somewhere in the back of the house. “Is there a party?” I ask Z.
He laughs. “Nope. But there’s a pretty cool competition going on right now. Want to check it out?”
“What kind of competition?”
“You’ll see. I think you’ll find it very interesting.”
He leads me to a large room in the back of the house. A few computers line the far wall, but in the middle of the room, four laptops are set up around a large round table. There are two guys and two girls sitting at the table, one at each computer, and a bunch of kids are behind them, yelling back and forth at one another. A couple of people smack Z’s hand in welcome, but no one seems to notice me.
“What’s going on?” I yell to him over the rowdy crowd. They’re getting louder, and the four around the computer are fixated on their screens, their eyes moving back and forth and fingers typing frantically.
Z leans close to speak in my ear. “It’s a hacking competition. They’re seeing who can get in the fastest.”
“Into what?”
“Not sure. It’s different each time.”
I peer over a shoulder at the girl nearest me as her fingers tap the keys so fast they almost blur. The excitement in the room is reaching a fevered pitch, when the guy on the opposite side of the table punches the button on a small silver bell and yells, “Done!” I take a deep breath to try to slow my racing heart. I’ve heard of these before, or maybe I saw it in a movie, but I never knew anyone who actually participated in one.
Sam appears from within the throng of people to peer closely at his screen, and other people press in closer. I guess she’s the moderator, which is interesting because she doesn’t seem serious enough for that.
She grimaces. “Jose is the winner.”
Everyone cheers, with the exception of the kids who lost, and papers begin switching hands with lightning speed. Not paper—money. Betting on the winner. The theme song from Dr. Who is playing while the transactions take place. I’ve never been to Vegas, but I imagine it’s a lot like this.
“Sometimes these are tougher than others,” Z says. “Jose wins a lot. Never when I’m playing, of course.”
The girl in front of me, whose display I’d been watching, leans forward, head in her hands. I’d be upset, too.
“I could do that,” I tell Z. Of course, I’m speaking much louder than normal to be heard over the crowd, and it’s at that exact time that the noise dies down so everyone can hear my bold words. The other kids turn and stare at me, and I can feel my cheeks turning red. Crap.
The guy named Jose huffs and looks me up and down as if I’m a child who got misdirected in the search for the playroom. “Really, niña? You think you could take me? Ha.”
Oh, no he didn’t just say that. “Doesn’t look like much of a challenge to me.”
It’s quiet for the space of a heartbeat, then the shouts start up again, even louder than before. Several hands push me forward and the girl at the nearest laptop stands up, half smiling as if she feels sorry for me. I sit in her chair and wait as the people place their bets. My stomach starts to churn.
“You can do this,” Z leans down to murmur in my ear.
I feel incredibly shaky—whether it’s from the anticipation, the fear, or the excitement of Z’s warm breath tickling my skin, I’m not sure. I look across at Jose, who’s running his hands through his long black hair. He doesn’t look nervous; in fact, he grins at me like we’re just talking about school or something. Cocky. I just nod shortly without smiling.
“Game on,” I say loudly.
Sam takes a deep breath and focuses on me. “This one appears simple, but it’s all about mining information.”
She pauses and flicks a look over my shoulder, maybe at Z. I swear, if I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s nervous about me competing. “Anyway,” she continues, “the person to get the right password and break into the account wins.”
I sit up straighter. Mining information. Easy enough. Sam hands me a pad and pen, then a slip of paper with the first and last name of the victim—Samuel Calderon—and the name of his bank, one I’ve never heard of.
A bank?
I stare at the paper in my hand as the reality of what they’re asking us to do sinks in.
They created a fake bank account for this contest. This isn’t a real person.
I wish I were more naive. I think of Z’s Ducati, Sam’s Camaro. The job she has breaking security systems.
Oh, God.
I look over at Sam, who’s watching me carefully. I can tell by her worried expression that she thinks I’m going to back out. Jose is snickering. The room is quiet now, waiting. Z is staring intently at me. Don’t quit now, his expression seems to say.
I know I shouldn’t do it. But I also know that I have to. I can’t walk away from this. Not with everyone staring at me and Sam thinking I’ll quit and Z so sure that I won’t. I have to hope they’re not going to use this information.
It’s just a competition, I remind myself. Just for fun.
I sit up straight in my chair and nod tersely at Sam, my hands poised over the keyboard.
Sam nods. “Go!”
I start with a basic search on the bank first, since it sounds like a smaller, local one. Sure enough, it’s a small bank out of Rockford, Illinois. There are a couple of Samuel Calderons there, but one is eighteen, the other thirty-six. I pick the thirty-six-year-old. I find the years he attended high school and a LinkedIn page with scant information. Not much to go on. This Samuel Calderon doesn’t even have a blog or much of a web presence at all. My eyes rise over the screen to see Jose busy scribbling things down on his paper. Crap.
My heartbeat almost matching the quick tapping of my keystrokes, I do a quick search for his high school yearbook and find a few images someone posted to Facebook. I find Samuel Calderon’s name and scan over to look closely at his face—skinny, full lips, high cheekbones. Weird-looking guy.
Finally, I find a mention of a Samuel Calderon in his high school alumni records—and an AOL address. Part one is complete, but that’s usually the easiest anyway.
I open a separate window for the bank and paste the e-mail address, then press the button to request a password reset.
Error message.
Damn it. Old e-mail address. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. I go back to the LinkedIn page and peruse it again but of course, there are no e-mail addresses. I scan down. No mention of any companies he’s worked for, but several organizations and groups are listed. I know most, but there are two—NCTE and HRC—that I don’t recognize. I enter the letters into Google.
Wha—?
Organizations for transgender people? Holy cow! A giggle threatens to bubble up inside of me, but I suppress it. I look over the monitor, but Jose’s face is scrunched in concentration. I’ll bet anything he hasn’t noticed this yet. I sit back for just a second and look at the name again. Samuel Calderon. He could go by another name altogether, of course, but Samuel = Sam = Samantha. I lean forward and type “Samantha Calderon Rockford” and click on the images.
Immediately, there are a few pictures displayed of a blond woman with similar features to that yearbook picture of Samuel Calderon, down to the large teeth. I wonder briefly why he didn’t go all the way and get the teeth fixed.
I switch over to the bank account. I go back to the results and find a Facebook page for him—and an e-mail address using his new name. I glance at Z, who’s now sitting in one of the vacant challenger chairs, eyes intent on me. He raises an eyebrow and I give him a small smile. He nods, looking way too confident in me. I swallow hard and turn back to input the e-mail into the bank account. It accepts it, but I can’t reset the password until I figure out how to get into the e-mail account.
The password for the e-mail account—these can be so simple to figure out, since people can be really stupid when it comes to security, but there’s usually a limited number of attempts. And I’m guessing since this is a competition, it won’t be something so obvious as “password.” Instead, I go to the security question for e-mail password reset. “Who was your best friend in high school?”
Okay, so back to Facebook. I find “in a relationship with Philippe Martinez.” I type various versions of the first and last name into the security question but it doesn’t work. The Facebook page has a few pictures posted—mostly Samantha with friends, but there is a cute little schnauzer in two of the pictures. The comments mention it by name: Espanol. Why couldn’t that be her security question? I try it for the actual e-mail password, but it doesn’t work, either.
I go back to Calderon’s Facebook page and look at her friends. There are only about seven hundred of them, and I have to figure out which one was her best friend in high school. I scan through the pictures posted but don’t see any from high school. Impossible. Maybe I should just keep trying the password instead.
I read down her news feed and notice some light conversations with various people. Then this as a status update:
Thank you to everyone for supporting my debut today!
And a picture of her book, Making the Change, with a link to Amazon. An idea occurs to me. I click on the link and open the preview pane, scrolling through the pages until I get to the dedication:
Thank you to Jenny for always encouraging me to believe in myself, to make the change and start a whole new life. Forever in your debt.
My blood is pounding in my ears so hard that I can’t hear the chatter around me. Jenny sounds pretty important. Jenny, please be the best friend from high school.
I cross my fingers and switch to the screen with the security question. I type Jenny into the box and the CAPTCHA code, then enter date of birth and zip code as second verification and click the next button.
And I’m in! I reset the password and open up the e-mail account. I almost bounce up and down in my seat, but Jose is starting to look a little too confident. Instead, I scrunch my eyebrows together and try to look worried as I go back to the bank site and request a password reset for that account, too. I tap my fingers on the keyboard, impatient for the e-mail to come through. Finally, a new message appears in the window. My fingers are flying now for the last steps.
Hacked.
I smack my hand down on the bell so hard I’m sure there’s a hole in my palm. Sam moves quickly behind me to review my screen, along with the throng of kids. I can’t help but grin at the shocked expression on Jose’s face.
“Winner!” Sam calls out gleefully, and the room erupts into deafening cheers. Everyone’s patting me on the back, laughing, passing money around.
There’s one person not shouting or saying anything at all. Z just looks at me with a huge grin and pride shining in his eyes. No smirk, and none of the arrogance that usually marks his face. Only a kind of pure joy that makes me want to jump up and down like a child.
The energy from all the excitement makes my blood pound through my veins in double time. All the other noise is just background as Z reaches out a hand to help me up. This time, I accept. For an exciting second, we’re so close that I wonder if he might kiss me. But other arms quickly pull us apart, congratulating me again on the victory. I lose track of who’s who as the other kids try to introduce themselves, one speaking over the other.
A light touch brushes my elbow, making me jump. Z is next to me, nodding toward the door. As he steers me out of the room, Sam runs up to us, her face glowing.
“Hey, girl! You don’t want to forget this!” She shoves a handful of bills into my hand.
“What’s this for?”
“Duh, it’s for winning the challenge. You kicked ass, you know that?” She leans closer to my ear. “And kicked Jose’s ass, which is always a good thing.” She tosses a triumphant grin Jose’s way, like she just showed him up. She links her arm through mine to walk with us into the main area of the home. “So Z finally convinced you to visit us, huh?” she says. “Great timing!”
Finally? I suppress a grin. “Yeah, I guess so.”
“Want to come up to my room?” Z asks me.
Sam seems surprised at this for a moment, but then grins. “Oh, well, if we’re showing off our rooms now…” She grins at Z, who scowls at her. She turns to go back to the party after congratulating me again.
I follow Z up the stairs. It’s so quiet here, though my ears are still ringing with all the noise from the competition. He leads me to a room down a long hallway of doors. The room is more like a suite, with tall columns, a TV that covers most of a wall, and a plush leather sofa. There’s even a small kitchen, with refrigerator and microwave. I’m not sure how much I like that Z is into the flashier things. Reminds me of a pimp or something, which is weird because I don’t get that vibe from him. He opens up a small fridge and tosses me a can of soda.
“What do you think?” he asks, eyeing me closely.
“It’s big.”
“Yes, it is. Do you like it?”
“Well, it’s…it’s not my style, really. This is where you actually sleep?”
He laughs out loud, the first real non-sarcastic laugh I think I’ve heard from him. “No, I don’t. Come on.”
He escorts me out of the suite and across the hall to a very modest-sized room, about a quarter of the size of the monstrosity across the hall. I can tell it’s his room by the trace scent of his cologne, which never fails to set my heart racing. There’s a simple twin bed, a shelf overflowing with books, a laptop, a small fridge, and an electric guitar plugged into an amp.
“You play?”
He shrugs. “Occasionally, and not very well. Nancy went through a music phase a few years ago and made us all take lessons. She thought it’d help us deal with life better.”
“Did it help?”
“For some, maybe. You like this room more?”
“Yeah.” I look at the titles on the bookshelf. There’s a mix of new fiction and classic literature. “You have real books.”
“Yeah, what’d you expect? Computer manuals?”
I don’t say it but yes, that’s exactly what I expected.
He laughs and presses a button on his cell phone, hooking it up to small speakers on his desk. A gentle guitar riff fills the room. I recognize the song—“Whiskey Dream Kathleen.”
“You like the Spill Canvas?” I ask nervously. “Kind of a romantic song for a guy.”
“I like some of the ballads, yeah. I’m surprised you know them, though.”
“Don’t be,” I snap at him. “I’m not that clueless.”
“I didn’t say you were.” He disappears into an adjoining bathroom.
Damn, he’s infuriating.
He returns, changed from his school clothes into a pair of faded jeans and black T-shirt. He’s still wearing his glasses, but his sandy hair has fallen forward over his brow.
And hot. Crap.
He sits on his bed and pats the space next to him. I sit down on the edge, more than a little anxious about his intentions, but he leans back, hands threaded behind his head. The music builds to a crescendo, and I imagine Z following along on his guitar. The thought sends an electric charge over my skin.
“So you bring girls here a lot?” I ask, shifting under his gaze.
“No, you’re the first I’ve invited to my room.”
“And the other room?”
“More.”
I look down at my hands and pick at my cuticles. I’m dying to ask him how many is more, and what does that mean, though I wonder if I really want to know.
“You’re uncomfortable,” he says. “Why is that?”
“I’m not sure if I trust you.”
“That’s probably smart. What else?”
My cheeks warm. “Well, it kind of feels like you’re hitting on me.” I can’t believe I said that. I try to recover. “Not that you are or anything, it just—”
“I’m not arguing with you.” He sits up to move closer to me, and my heart does a little happy dance that I hope doesn’t show on my face.
I clear my throat. “So that’s how you make your money, huh?”
“How’s that?” He tilts his head like he’s really interested in what I’m going to say. I open my mouth to state the obvious, “hacking competitions,” but then close it without saying anything when I see the slight smirk on his face. Like there’s something else.
Something other than competitions.
I try to meet his gaze without flinching. “You do a lot of these, um, competitions, and…” I can’t bring myself to say anything other than that, though. To say anything else would mean he’s a criminal.
“I’d say you’re almost right.”
“Almost?”
“Almost.” He curls his hand around mine and leans closer. His lips are so close to mine, we might breathe the same air.
A knock at the door makes me jump. “Yeah?” he says, without looking away from me.
Sam opens the door and peers in, looking from me to Z with a raised eyebrow. Her expression isn’t happy, but it doesn’t seem like a jealous thing, either. I know I should be more concerned with whatever’s got her worried, but my thought at the moment is that I wish she had waited a couple minutes before knocking.
She steps in and closes the door behind her. “We have company.”



Chapter Eleven
“Bless the bright eyes of your sex! They never see, whether for good or bad, more than one side of any question; and that is always, the one which first presents itself to them.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
Sam directs an intense look at Z, slowly enunciating her last word as if to say, I don’t want Liv to understand what I mean. His expression doesn’t change, but his hand tightens around mine, squeezing so hard I have to pull away before it goes numb.
“He’ll want to see you,” she says when he doesn’t respond.
“Shut up, I’m trying to think.” He jumps to his feet to pace around for a minute, then stops to face Sam. “Stay here with Liv,” he tells her. “Don’t come downstairs until he’s gone.”
“What…” I begin, but he’s already out the door.
He turns back at the stairs and holds up one hand when he sees me following, mouthing, “Stay here.”
“What’s going on?” I ask Sam, trying to peer over the railing as Z reaches the first floor. She puts a finger to her lips as she pulls me out of view. It’s not long before the conversation from below rises to my ears.
“Z,” a man’s deep, gravelly voice says.
“Bill.” Z’s voice is quiet, barely audible. I yank my arm away from Sam and move toward the stairs, trying to stay in the shadow of a potted tree.
A tall, black-haired man in a dark business suit stands in the foyer. His back is toward me so I can’t see his face, but I do see Z and the others. Judging by their expressions, no one’s thrilled about this visit. Nancy is standing next to the guy, twisting her hands together, her eyes moving back and forth from him to Z.
“How far along are you?” the guy asks Z.
“Getting there.” Z’s tone is curt. I lean closer, jostling the tree and almost knocking it over. Z doesn’t even flinch at the movement, though I’m sure he knows I’m there.
“Well,” Bill says, “you better finish soon. I need you on this case and I don’t like to wait.”
“I know.”
The front door opens and a young woman walks in. She’s pretty, with dark curls spiraling around her face and long slender legs extending beneath a short pink skirt.
“Maggie?” Z says, almost choking on the word. His eyes seem fixed on her. Uh-oh. I take a second look at her. From what I can see, she seems maybe a couple years older than me. Ex-girlfriend? She’s got to be.
She twists her hands together and mutters something I can’t hear.
“I told you to wait in the car,” Bill says without turning.
“I wanted to see them,” she says, a catch in her voice. I feel someone nudge close to me and catch Sam peering over my shoulder, her eyebrows pinched together. Bill walks to Z and grabs his arm, yanking him closer and saying something in his ear. Z shakes his head, his face tight. Bill releases him and turns to Maggie, nodding curtly to the door. They leave, and the entire room seems to exhale.
“Who the hell was that?” I ask Sam.
“Bill Sykes,” she says. “And don’t ask anything else. I don’t know.”
She pushes past me down the stairs and takes Z’s elbow, pulling him aside. Nancy approaches me. “Everything okay?” She’s as kind as before, though it seems a little forced. Her eyes are focused on Sam’s and Z’s backs as they talk.
“Yeah, thanks. I think Z’s taking me home.” I want to ask her what the hell just happened, but she’s not the one who owes me an explanation.
“Ah, well, if you ever need anything, as a friend of Z’s, you should feel free to come to us. We’re here for you.” Her cheerful tone is so strange after such an intense moment.
Z gestures to the door and I follow him out. He exhales heavily, rubbing at the arm where Bill grabbed him. “Crazy, huh?” His attempt at a smile doesn’t erase the tension in his eyes.
“Yeah. What was that about?” I ask.
“Just some weirdness. It wouldn’t make that much sense to you, anyway. Bill owns the house, but Nancy runs it, so we don’t see him that often. He’s kind of intense about things, so we humor him.”
Humor? “Who was the girl? Maggie.”
His hesitation before he responds with “Just a girl” is probably no longer than a millisecond, but in that instant the twinge of his eyebrows makes me realize there’s more to Z and Maggie than he’ll want to tell me. He moves quickly to the bike and tosses me the helmet.
“Wait, I haven’t finished.”
“Later, okay?” he says. “I’ve got things I need to do.” The bike roars to life and he looks at me expectantly.
I jam the helmet on my head a little too hard and climb behind him. As we pull away from the house, I’m pretty sure he’s hoping I’ll drop the subject.
Think again.
…
Z
After dropping Liv off, I head to the house on Lindler Drive, my nerves on edge. Maggie should be back by now. Access to the grounds is restricted, of course; it’s the house Bill keeps most secret to avoid getting busted. I don’t know much about this side of his business, but as close as it is to Washington, DC, and plenty of lonely politicians with deep pockets, I figure it’s pretty busy. I bypass the security gate and turn the bike down the next road to ride alongside the house. I can see the black roof through the trees. Moving along a gray stone perimeter wall, I find an area where there is a thick growth of oaks, with branches low enough to use as a ladder. I maneuver along the branches and cross over the wall.
The dense thicket spreads all the way up to the house. I move out of the moonlight to the shadows, pressing my back against a tree trunk as a man gets into a sedan and drives away. I wait a few minutes, then text Maggie: Outside.
A couple minutes later, I see Maggie, now wearing black jeans and a T-shirt, illuminated on the front porch. She looks around quickly before walking down the steps. I whistle and she heads toward me, the dark clothes on her thin body making her appear almost specter-like.
“What are you thinking, coming here?” she whispers when she reaches me in the cover of the trees. She flings her arms around me, though, and buries her face in my neck. A sickly sweet smell floats about her, like cotton candy and roses. I almost choke but let her cling to me.
Finally, she backs away. Her face is still pretty—high cheekbones, flawless light-brown skin, full lips—but her once bright and happy eyes have lost their smile. Maggie’s only a year older than me, but she looks like she’s aged twenty since I last saw her.
“I don’t get why you did this,” I tell her. “You didn’t have to go with Bill. You could’ve stayed at Monroe Street.”
Tears flow down her cheeks, but her voice is strong. “You know why. I couldn’t be there, not with you around. Not with Jen, who I know would continue to rub it in my face every chance she could.”
“I’m not with Jen anymore.”
She stares at me, her eyes wide. “You’re…not with Jen?”
Uh-oh. “But there’s somebody else,” I say quickly to head off the thought I’m sure is swirling in her head. I don’t have those feelings for Maggie anymore, if I ever really did.
Her shoulders slump. “You dumped Jen for a new girl? Why do you keep doing this?”
I rub at my forehead with one hand, wishing today would just be over. “Because I have to.”
“You don’t give a shit about anyone, do you?”
“That’s not true.” I hold up my hands in defense. “I never would have brought you in if I’d known you were going to end up…” I can’t bear to finish the sentence.
She backs away, as if being an asshole is contagious. The tears continue to stream, and she wipes at them with a fist. “So what? You would’ve been fine with how everything worked out if I’d stayed at the house? You’d be content to keep slumming around with every girl who crossed your path. You don’t care about me, you never did. Or Jen. Or whoever the hell this new girl is. None of us matter—just the business. You stand there, judging me for what I do, and you think you’re so different? Go away, Z. Go whine to someone else about how guilty you feel about poor Maggie. I don’t need to hear any more.”
She runs to the house without looking back and I collapse against the trunk of the oak. Why did I come here, anyway? Instead of talking Maggie out of here, I pushed her away even more.
Liv’s sweet face is as clear as if she’s standing in front of me. The thought of someone like her ending up in a place like this makes me sick. Damn it. After I’m done screwing up her life, too, I’m going to let Sam do the recruiting. I can’t take this anymore.
I jerk to my feet. Liv won’t end up here—she’s not like Maggie. And she’s a good hacker. She’ll fit in at Monroe Street.
She will.
I take one last look at the house before turning back into the darkness of the woods.



Chapter Twelve
“’There is no pursuit more worth of me: more worthy of the highest nature that exists: than the struggle to win such a heart as yours.’”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
Z
It’s not long before the so-called “tutoring” morphs into more personal conversations. The girl I once thought shy is definitely not, especially when she’s after information from me. Relentless is a better word to describe Liv. She reminds me of Micah’s program that strikes at all points of a system to weaken it. I know she’s trying to get information about Maggie, but that one I refuse to talk to her about. If she knew the truth about Maggie, she’d never trust me.
It soon becomes a strange kind of game for us. I ask her a question, just to have the question turned back on myself, just for me to turn it back on her. It annoys and fascinates me at the same time.
“But why did you change schools?” she asks after I tell her I’ve only been in this school since the beginning of the year. “I mean, did you get kicked out of your last school or what?”
“Of course not. It’s not easy to explain. I finished what I needed to do and decided to move on.”
“What do you mean, what you needed to do?”
I don’t answer the question. She doesn’t need to know my reputation in my last school. She doesn’t need to know that Jen told everyone I used her and dumped her, which was true. She definitely doesn’t need to know how big of a jerk I can be. I came to this school to start fresh.
Liv’s studying me now, and I wonder what it is that she’s able to read on my face.
“So did you make many friends in your past schools?” I ask her.
She shrugs. “Here and there. I moved around a lot, so there wasn’t really time to make strong friendships. What kind of friends were you and Maggie?” she asks, going back to her first line of questioning.
I groan. Damn, she’s persistent. “Why does it matter? We don’t see each other anymore.”
“You looked upset when you saw her.”
“I just wish she’d made different choices, that’s all.”
The corners of her eyes wrinkle in frustration. That doesn’t bother me at all—she can stay frustrated. No way I’m getting into a conversation about Maggie. “Don’t you have any homework to do?”
She shrugs. “Nothing that can’t wait.”
I open my backpack and pretend to be busy with something in it, though I can feel her eyes on me. “What?” I ask.
“You do a lot of hacking competitions, huh?”
Ah, finally. I set my backpack aside and look at her. “Why do you ask?” I keep my expression innocently curious, though I know exactly why she asked. Like Sam said, a week of working at Slice of Happy can’t be anywhere near the pay she made in minutes of hacking. And Liv has got to be questioning why we chose to break into a bank account during the competition. She’s got to know something’s not legit. Now I just need to see what she does with that knowledge.
“Well…” She looks at me, biting her lip as she waits for me to fill in the blanks. Of course, I won’t. I raise my eyebrows, waiting patiently as she fumbles around for the words.
“I wouldn’t mind doing another,” she finally blurts out. “Hacking competition, I mean.”
I stay cool on the outside, but inside I’m whooping and giving myself high fives. I knew it. “Big bucks compared to Slice of Happy, huh?”
She nods, her eyes bright and eager. I wonder now if it’s more than the money that she’s after. I’ll bet she’s addicted to the rush. I know that feeling very well—it’s something that was lacking in Jen and Maggie. They only did it for the money. I pull out my cell and text Sam. “Don’t feel bad,” I tell her. “It is pretty addictive.” I slip the phone back into my pocket and stand, extending my hand. “Come on.”
“Where?”
“I think I can arrange something.”
Her eyes alight with curiosity, she lets me pull her up, her hand soft and warm in mine. On impulse, I carefully loop my fingers through hers, expecting her to pull away like she usually does when someone touches her. But she doesn’t. Instead, she closes her fingers around mine, her lips curving upward in a tiny smile as she lifts her backpack to her shoulder with her other hand. It’s such a small, simple gesture, and one that certainly shouldn’t cause all the blood in my body to rush to my head. But as I stand staring at her like an idiot, I realize I want nothing more than to pull her to me, to taste those strawberry-kissed lips and tangle my fingers in her long hair. The desire isn’t what shocks the hell out of me; it’s what I don’t do about it.
For the first time in my life, I don’t take what I want.
Instead, we walk out to the parking lot, our fingers linked as if it’s just a sweet middle school crush. I release her hand at my motorcycle with a twinge of regret, but the feelings reignite with a vengeance when she slides onto the bike behind me, her arms wrapping around my waist, her body pressed against mine. I shake my head to get control of myself and start the bike to head to Monroe Street.
…
LIV
Something is different. Back in the classroom, it wasn’t Z’s usual confidence and cocky attitude. It was genuine…something. I don’t know. Something softer. Whatever it was, it sent my heart reeling in ten different directions. Even sitting behind him on the bike, something I’ve done a few times now, seems so much more intimate. I want to rip off this helmet and rest my cheek against the leather of his jacket as we fly down the streets. I want to run my hands under his jacket, under his shirt. I want to let my hands curve around his waist, explore the warmth of his skin.
I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block these feelings that are starting to freak me out.
Z takes the bike back to his house at Monroe Street. There aren’t as many cars in the driveway this time, though I do recognize Sam’s red Camaro. She appears in the foyer almost as soon as we walk through the large oak doors.
“Hi, Liv!” she says brightly, throwing her arms around me for a hug.
“Hey, Sam.” I hug her back.
“Ready?” Z asks her.
“Of course,” she says, taking my other hand and leading us to the back of the house. A few kids look up from where they’re playing cards at the dining table. One of them—a pretty girl with long wavy blond hair—jumps to her feet, her blazing eyes moving from Z to me, then to our entwined hands. A younger girl pulls on her arm to try to get her to sit back down, but she shakes her off. I glance at Z but he doesn’t appear to even notice her. Great. Another ex-girlfriend, I’m guessing.
Sam opens the door to the same room where the hacking competition was held, but it looks different without the wall-to-wall crowd of people that was here last time.
“Where is everyone?” I ask Sam.
She laughs. “There’s nothing going on today,” she says. “Although that’s not true anymore, is it?” She leads us to a table in the center of the room. Two laptops are set up, back to back. I know what this is for, and my stomach twists.
He wants to hack…against me.
There are whispers behind me, but I don’t turn around.
“This isn’t a show for everyone, Sam,” Z says, jerking his head toward the door. Sam moves to shut it as Z’s fingers deftly type passwords into the laptops. While they boot up, he leans against the table, arms crossed, eyes fixed on me. “Well, what do you say?” The softness of earlier has been replaced with the cunning look that I’m more familiar—and more comfortable—with.
I fidget with the hem of my shirt for a moment. Sam said Z is easily the best at coding, and I can’t beat him in anything at school. Hasn’t it been something I’ve wanted to do? He appears so confident right now—I ignore the word sexy, which is printed in bold letters in my mind—and I’d love to wipe that cocky look off his face.
I cross my arms and stare back at him just as intently. “What are the stakes?”
The smile spreads across his face slowly, almost leisurely. I try to keep my gaze cool, to not let him know my knees are shaking.
“Well, money seems to be what you need most right now,” he says.
At this particular moment, I’m not sure that’s exactly true, but I nod anyway. “And for you? I don’t have much money.”
His eyebrow works its way up almost suggestively.
My breath catches. “No.”
He laughs. “I’m not suggesting what you think. But how about you go for a ride with me today.”
I shift nervously. “A ride where?”
“My choice.”
“Where?” I repeat firmly.
“Don’t worry, just a ride. I promise.”
I know it’s stupid to agree to something so open-ended like this, though the idea of heading into the unknown, gripping his waist as he flies down the highway, makes me want to concede the game right now. Still, I nod. Conceding isn’t in my nature. No way am I letting Z win.
“You guys want to get to business now and stop flirting?” Sam asks, and it’s only then that I realize she’s been standing here, listening. My cheeks burning, I sit in the chair across from Z. His eyes are still fixed on mine—smiling eyes, the kind that make my skin tingle with excitement.
Sam snaps her fingers between us. “Seriously, you guys are making me sick. Okay, you’re both going to be given unique links to your own YouTube videos. Whoever gets the most hits within fifteen minutes wins. That’s all—get people to your video. Easy.”
She hands us earbuds to plug into the computer so we don’t hear each other’s videos, then holds out a paper bag. “These are the links. Get people to it. You have a total of fifteen minutes, starting now.”
Z and I reach in the bag—electricity snapping my skin as our fingers brush—and both grab a slip of paper with a link printed on it.
I type in the address that takes me to a video of a Japanese man reenacting a popular hip-hop song—very badly. I copy the link, then think for a moment. Various options run through my mind for getting people to the site. I don’t have a Twitter account—not even a Facebook account, because what’s the point if you don’t have friends to keep up with? Hacking one wouldn’t make much of a difference. There’s always a place like eBay, where I could list it as an item for sale, but that might not have much payoff either.
I stare at the video—the man circling his hips around comically—then peer over the monitor at Z, who’s focused on his own screen, his eyes tightened slightly but otherwise relaxed. I can hear his fingers flying over the keys. His eyes slide up to meet mine for a moment, lips curving just enough for me to realize he thinks he’s got it made. I want to win this now, more than anything. I want to steal his thunder.
And his viewers.
I focus again on my monitor, noting the date my video was created, and click on the creator’s name: SG3241. I scroll down the list of videos created on the same day, clicking on them at random to check the number of hits. One video is of a woman sitting in her bathtub and screeching out the national anthem. I notice the number of hits rising at each refresh—quickly, so it must be Z’s.
A few months ago at my old school, some of us were screwing around with YouTube and found an XSS exploit to get user data. Unless it’s been fixed, this could work. I enter a bogus comment to inject JavaScript into the page that will redirect users from Z’s video to mine.
By now, his has over 300 hits. I don’t know what he’s doing, but I know if I hadn’t figured this out, I’d be in trouble.
I switch back to my video to watch and refresh the page to watch the numbers rising. Yes! I glance at Sam’s timer. Three more minutes. I look over the monitor to see Z’s eyebrows knit together, confused. I drop my eyes to my screen and tap a random key nervously, praying he doesn’t figure out why his hits have stopped until it’s too late.
I refresh my page. Almost a thousand hits. I suppress the urge to giggle. I don’t want to let Z catch on too early. But as I hear him cursing, I can’t help it. I start to laugh. Z stares at me, his eyes wide.
“One minute,” Sam says.
He jumps up and walks to my side.
“Hey, cheating!” Sam calls out, but he ignores her as he leans over to look at my page.
“Redirected,” he says, groaning. “So simple.” He stands up again, palm to his forehead. “Forget it. She won.”
Sam looks at both monitors and bursts out laughing. “Simple for sure. What made you choose that?”
“I didn’t think I could beat him any other way,” I say, now a little embarrassed. Maybe they were expecting me to be cleverer. “I thought he could do all the work and I could just steal his numbers.”
She claps my shoulders. “Brilliant, my friend. Brilliant!”
Z returns to his chair, leaning back to consider me, his lips flirting with a smile. “You have such an interesting way of looking at things, don’t you?”
I grit my teeth. Interesting meaning easy? Maybe I shouldn’t have said I couldn’t have beat him otherwise. “Yeah, well, it’s the easy ones that are hardest for geniuses like you,” I say, probably a little more snappish than I mean to.
Z’s smile grows wicked as he hooks his ankle around the leg of my chair, pulling it closer. He leans toward me, one hand on the side of my chair. I try to keep cool, though I’m melting inside as his thumb grazes the outside of my thigh. The way he’s looking at me could be considered illegal in certain circles.
“My idea of genius is a little different than yours,” he says in a low voice.
“Guys,” Sam says in exasperation, making me jump and effectively breaking the tension. “Take it outside or upstairs or something. And pay up,” she says to Z, her hand extended.
He sighs but reaches into his pocket for his wallet, pulling out a couple hundred-dollar bills for me and a twenty for her. She slips it into her pocket, then grins at me. “I bet him you’d win.”
“You carry this much money on you all the time?” I ask. Nothing should really surprise me about this guy anymore, but still.
“Not always. I thought you might have a chance, too.” His smile seems genuine. He takes my hand and we head out of the room. The girl who was at the dining table earlier isn’t anywhere to be seen, but other kids I pass welcome me warmly as they slap Z’s hand in greeting. He introduces me to them—Micah, Cameron, Cara, James, Drew, Em—but so quickly I know I won’t remember who’s who.
“Do you have to go home now?” Z asks as we walk out of the house to his bike. He hands me his helmet. “There’s something cool I want to show you.”
“You lost the challenge,” I remind him.
“I know, but…”
He purses his lips, his eyebrows pinching slightly, and his sudden lack of self-assurance is strangely adorable. “Okay, okay. I’ll go for a ride. But I need to be back by five.”
He grins.
Z takes the bike in the opposite direction of my house. The rush of adrenaline flows through me as we fly down an unfamiliar two-lane road with no traffic and nothing but fields on either side of us. We spend about fifteen minutes or so riding through the countryside before he finally turns onto an avenue leading to a picturesque wood, with large oak trees canopying the road. We cross an old wooden bridge over a rushing river and Z pulls to the side. He takes off his helmet and cuts the engine.
While he hides his bike in dense brush, I walk to the edge of the river to watch the water rushing along its wide path, swirling around and sometimes over the giant rocks set here and there. I have an urge to kick off my shoes and let the cool water rush across my feet at the shallow bank.
I can sense Z behind me, watching. I pivot around to smile at him. “This is awesome.”
“Actually, there’s something else I wanted to show you.” He takes my hand in his and pulls me along the riverbed, steadying me a couple times when I slip on the rocks. Very soon, he turns onto a small path leading up into the woods. I hesitate for a moment, having that feeling of oh, crap, when I realize I’m going into the woods with the only person who knows where I am. I hate that, even now, my suspicious nature extends to him.
The path gets narrower and the climb more precipitous, the trees pushing closer until we’re ducking under limbs and skirting around fallen branches. Despite the cool spring weather, I start to sweat under my shirt. Finally, the trees break and we emerge from the dark forest.
“Oh, wow,” I say softly.
A sheet of crystal water cascades over jagged rocks that form a sort of staircase through the trees, ending in a sparkling pool of water. A slender stream continues from the pool into the forest, where I assume it ends its journey in the river below. And of course, a rainbow shimmers across the mist of the gentle waterfall. Too perfect. It reminds me of a painting in Bernadette’s house—Manet or Monet, I forget.
“What do you think?” Z asks, still holding my hand, his eyes fixed on me.
“It’s beautiful! I didn’t know anything like this was around here. How did you find it?”
“I like to explore sometimes. I found the path one day and followed to see where it went. I come here when I need to clear my head.”
I let go of his hand to walk across the emerald carpet of grass at the edge of the pool. I can understand why he escapes here. I’m suddenly jealous of his freedom.
“You know, your skills are pretty major.”
“Oh?” I turn to see him lounging back on his elbows in the grass, the muscles of his arms flexed and defined. The intensity of his gaze makes my stomach flip.
“Yeah. You have such a different way of looking at things.”
I frown. “What exactly is that supposed to mean? I can only do the easy stuff?”
“Obviously not. It’s like your mind processes the quickest, easiest way to get things done, that’s all. I don’t know anyone who would’ve thought about redirecting my hits. Most other hackers would’ve tried to show me up with mad skills. And last week—I mean, you shocked the hell out of Jose.”
“Does Jose live at Monroe Street, too?”
“No, he’s at a different one, like some of the other kids who were there that day—Damon, Lindsey. We’re all affiliated, though.” He laughs. “You should’ve seen Sam’s face when you hit the bell. They went out once but he was an ass. So she’s loving you right now.”
“Ah.” I can’t figure out any response to that, but it does give me the opening I’ve been waiting for. I take a deep breath. “Z, what did you guys do with that bank information?”
He raises an eyebrow. “I’m curious. Did you just now think about that? Or did it occur to you while you were hacking into the account?”
I look down at my feet for a moment. Yes, I did think about that. But it doesn’t matter what they intend to do with it; I’m the one who broke in. Peering up again, I catch Z’s grin.
“That one was just for the competition, Liv. Just for fun—like today. Don’t worry about it. Come on, sit down,” he says, patting the ground next to him. His lips are raised slightly in his flirty half smile, causing the butterflies in my stomach to take flight.
“Oh, I, um…I need to get going soon. You know, homework. Derrick said he’d probably be back early today.” And just being around you makes me nervous as hell.
“You’re fine. Don’t worry about it.”
My excuses sound ridiculous, even to me. I walk over and sit facing him.
“Relax.” He curls my hair behind my ear with gentle fingers. One trails down my neck, my skin quivering in its wake, but I don’t pull away. “Who do you have in here?” he asks curiously, balancing my locket on a finger.
I insert a fingernail to pop open the locket, revealing the heart-shaped photos inside. I don’t have to look at it to know where my mother’s picture is. “The one on the right is my mother. She died a long time ago. The other one is of my grandparents, I think.”
“You think?”
“Yeah, my mom didn’t talk about them except to say they never helped her when she needed them.”
His eyebrows pinch slightly as he studies the picture.
“What?” I ask.
“Nothing,” he says. “The man—your grandfather—looks kind of familiar, but I can’t place him.”
I twist the heart around to peer at it.
“Have you ever tried looking for them?” Z asks, taking the locket back to study the pictures again.
I shake my head. “My mother said she thought they died. I was never sure if that was true, but if she ran away, something must be wrong with them.”
His lips are pursed as he studies the picture. I take it from him and pinch it shut. A conversation about family is a buzzkill for me. But then, turnabout is fair play. “What about your parents?” I ask him. “Your mother?”
His face grows very still, but there is a flash of something like anger in his eyes. “She died. When I was a kid.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. And—”
“Look, I don’t want to talk about it, okay? Not right now.” He runs his hands through his hair. Not wanting to talk about the past is something I’m familiar enough with to not press him.
“Okay,” I say softly. I touch his cheek with my fingers, and the hard features of his face soften.
“Anyway,” he says. “I’ve been in foster care before. It sucks being bounced around.”
“Yep, it does.”
“How many homes have you seen?”
I hesitate. “I don’t know. I lost count around ten. Some sucked bad, but most of them were okay, I guess. I mean, for transitional homes. Nothing special.”
Nothing except the last one. I don’t know if I’ll ever understand Bernadette and Marc’s decision not to adopt me. I wonder almost every day what I did wrong to make them leave me behind.
I glance at my watch. “It’s getting late. Derrick will be pissed if I don’t show up by five.”
“You really care what he thinks?”
“No, but having to sit through one of his lectures is so painful that I try to avoid it whenever I can. Anyway, he would never let me out again, and I kind of like hanging with you.” Ugh, that sounds so stupid.
“Well, don’t worry about it. He won’t miss you for at least another half hour, since he got an e-mail from the school saying you’ll be out late for chess club.”
“Chess club? What the…?”
He grins, but I don’t return the smile. “You need to stop messing with the school. They’re going to catch you. Besides, I didn’t say you could.”
“You really mind?” he asks, sitting up and leaning toward me. His face is so close. Just a little farther and his lips would be touching mine. I shut my eyes, aware that my heart is thrashing around in my chest.
He doesn’t kiss me, though. Instead, his cheek brushes mine as he murmurs, “I don’t think you do. I think you like living on the edge.” His soft voice sends tremors through me, like tiny earthquakes underneath my skin.
I open my eyes and look away, trying to shake off the spell. Something about this isn’t right. He’s too persuasive for a typical seventeen-year-old guy. And his moves seem almost calculated. The softness I saw in his eyes in the classroom isn’t there. I pick a tiny purple flower growing in the soft grass and twirl it around in my fingers. “I’ve been meaning to ask, why do you look so…I don’t know…smart at school and so badass outside?” I bite my lip. I didn’t mean to say it like that.
He gives me a sly smile. “I used to dress like that for school, too. But I got tired of the attention. And I almost got arrested once. It was too easy for the cops to believe I was guilty when I was dressed like that. I thought when I transferred that I’d try to change my image.”
I remember what Sam once said about how Z dates “with a purpose” and wonder if the way he dresses when not in school is part of his plan. He’s so smooth, so manipulative. Why is he even hanging out with me? Guys like him are into girls who are…not me.
“How many girls have you brought here?” I ask. “Truthfully.”
“Including you?”
I nod, my throat constricting.
“One.”
He tilts my chin up so my gaze meets his, his thumb brushing lightly across my lips. I close my eyes. I know Z is trouble. I know that being with him is going to get me into trouble. I don’t care. At least at this moment, I don’t care.
“Liv,” he says. I open my eyes to see him frowning, his eyes seeming both reluctant and yearning. A hint of vulnerability is there, hiding beneath the swirling colors. “I need to tell you something.”
“What?” I whisper. “I know you’re a hacker. What else could—”
He presses his mouth against mine, effectively cutting me off. The pressure of his lips starts out as a light touch, then slowly changes, deepens, sending a sudden and intense shiver through my body. Whoa, this is not the first time he’s kissed a girl, that’s for sure. I relax into the kiss, my body responding with a building fire as his lips part mine, his tongue just touching the inside of my upper lip.
“That was nice,” I whisper as he pulls back.
“Nice?” He chuckles. “That’s a funny thing to say.” He touches my cheek with his fingertips. “You okay? You look scared.”
“Not scared. Just…that was pretty amazing.”
“It’s like you haven’t been kissed before.”
My cheeks are burning now. “I haven’t.”
He’s already leaning in toward me again but stops about an inch away from my face. “What?”
“You’re the only person I’ve ever kissed.” At least willingly.
“The only one?” He jerks away and stares at me with shock on his face. “Why me?”
“Why? You’re the first guy I’ve ever wanted to kiss. What’s the big deal?”
“What’s the big deal,” he mutters, his forehead creasing as he looks away. This isn’t going the way I thought it would. He actually looks upset and I have no clue why.
“Why does it make such a difference to you?” I try to reach for him, but he stands up and backs away like I’m some sort of rabid animal.
“It doesn’t. It’s fine. Come on, it’s time to go.” Z offers his hand to help me up, then heads into the trees, leaving me to gawk after him. I shake myself out of the daze. I don’t know what’s bugging him, but I can’t be sure that he won’t ditch me if I don’t follow.
Before long I find myself strapping my helmet on and struggling to slide behind him as he starts the motorcycle’s engine. The bike moves as soon as I sit down. The trip back to town seems shorter, almost like he takes a closer route to get me home faster. I don’t even have time to process what just happened.
When he drops me off at the house, I try to talk to him but he doesn’t even remove his helmet or cut the engine. I finally back away and trudge up the steps to the house. The bike growls behind me, and I don’t have to turn to know there’s probably a big cloud of dust from his fast exit.
I know he was into the kiss, too—I know it. So why would he reject me now? Why would he turn my very first kiss into something terrible? Well, I’m not up to head games, so if that’s how Z wants to be, then fine. I don’t need him. I don’t.
I swallow hard past the knot in my throat.
I don’t.
…
Z
“What’s your problem?” Sam asks as I tread up the stairs. She follows me to my room but I slam the door in her face. She knocks, knowing better than to barge in. “Z, what’s going on? Is it Liv? Did something happen?”
I sit on my bed and pull off my shoe, throwing it hard at the door. No response from the other side. Good.
What the hell? Who is this girl that she’s never even been kissed? She can’t be that innocent. She knows I’m up to something, and she wants to be with me. She’s a hacker, for God’s sake. She’s broken into a bank account. Redirected my hits. Changed her grades. And she did these things knowing it was wrong.
Damn it!
If she’s telling the truth and I’m the first guy she’s kissed, what now? I’m supposed to bring her into our world, turn her into a criminal, then dump her? Watch her become as screwed up as Maggie or as jaded as Jen?
I grab my guitar, my fingers picking over familiar riffs. Over and over. Why am I so irritated? I shouldn’t be reacting so stupidly. It was just a kiss, that’s all. She’s just like any other girl.
Except that she’s not.
Oh, I am not falling for this chick. I force a laugh out loud. Stupid. That wouldn’t happen. That never happens.
So why am I so upset?
I can picture Liv’s face: wide-eyed, trusting. Her smooth lips that tasted like strawberry Fanta. The way my heart races when she’s near. The emptiness I feel when she’s not.
I set the guitar aside and rub my temples.
I can’t let this happen.



Chapter Thirteen
“Joy and grief were mingled in the cup; but there were no bitter tears: for even grief itself arose so softened, and clothed in such sweet and tender recollections, that it became a solemn pleasure, and lost all character of pain.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
Z carefully avoids me at school. In the two classes we share, he is suddenly very interested in what the teachers have to say. He skips out on our tutoring session, making me too late for the bus and forcing me to walk home. At first I was depressed about it, but now it pisses me off. He nods at me in passing but won’t let me talk to him. I soon stop trying. He’s acting like a stupid jerk, and I’m starting to believe he is one.
But my heart still aches every time I see him. I work my shifts at Slice of Happy and help Denise around the house, but the entire time my thoughts are on him. I keep an ear out for the phone, hoping he’ll call, but it never rings.
I hate this. I almost hate him.
Today, as usual, Sam and I are the only ones at the table for lunch.
“What’s going on between you two?” she asks as soon as we sit down a few days after the kiss. “Z won’t tell me anything.”
“Nothing,” I say, fixing my eyes on a tiny crack in the table.
She places a sympathetic hand on my arm. “You’ve fallen for him. Girls always do.”
“Great. I’m one of many,” I say dully.
“No, not really. Not at all, actually.”
“What do you mean?”
Sam takes a sip of her soda. “Well, I’ve never seen him avoid a girl. Never. He’s broken quite a few hearts but mostly by playing the friend card after he’s done with them. I mean, it’s really weird. He actually seems affected by you. Like how he watches you all the time.”
“He watches me?” I look hard at Sam to see if she’s teasing, but she’s considering me with her lips pursed, uncharacteristically serious.
“Liv, you know I’m only saying this as a friend, but you don’t want to get too serious with him. Z’s smart, great to hang out with, and yeah, I get that he’s hot. But he’s not the kind of guy you should be taking home to meet Foster Mom and Dad. He knows that, too, which might be why he’s trying to avoid you.”
“Yeah, well, considering he’s not talking to me at all, that’s not going to be a problem.”
“He likes you. Give him some time. But…” Her lips twist as she seems to struggle with her words. “Just don’t get your heart all caught up.”
I sigh. I don’t want to admit it to her, but it’s far too late for that. Something else occurs to me. “Sam, what exactly does Z do for all that money? I mean, outside of those competitions. I’m pretty sure they don’t pay enough for a Ducati.” Or a Camaro, I want to add.
“What’s he told you?”
“A bit.”
Sam looks skeptical. I roll my eyes. “Okay, nothing, really. I think he was going to tell me the day I went out to your house, but then…”
“You’ll have to ask Z. It’s his job to tell you that.”
“His job?”
She starts to say something in response, then seems to change her mind. “So speaking of jobs, how’s yours? Going okay?”
She hasn’t mentioned the job that was supposedly interested in me and I’ve pretty much given up on it. “Yeah. It’d be nice if we actually had customers, of course. The money from the hacking competitions is more than I make in a month at Slice of Happy.” That’s for sure. A few of those and I’d be able to afford that car.
She nods as if she can read my mind. “And how’s everything at home?”
“Fine. The usual.”
“Well, if you ever want a change, you can always stay with us.”
“Thanks.” Yeah, that’s a great idea. I’m sure Z would love it.
…
Z
“You’re lucky to have me in the middle here,” Sam says. “Now’s your chance.”
“What are you talking about?” I ask.
“Come on. It’s obvious that Liv is totally into you,” she says. “So why are you acting like an ass and ignoring her? You should, you know, kiss and make up.” She waggles her eyebrows.
I look at her in disgust. Just one minute earlier and I would’ve been on my bike and not standing in the school parking lot, listening to Sam’s constant blabber. “Is your mind ever not in the gutter?”
“Not really. But I’m trying to figure out where yours is. She thinks you hate her, and I happen to know that’s not true.” She tries to poke at me but I step back. “You like her, she likes you. So go for it already.”
“I thought you were friends with her,” I say, irritated.
“What’s that supposed to mean? Of course I’m friends with her.”
“Then why do you have to act like we’re in some covert operation? I’ve done fine on my own so far.”
I step around her to get to my bike, but she follows me. “Wait. Why are you acting like this?” She grabs my arm and studies me with wide eyes. “Oh my God, you like this girl. Like, really like. Holy shit! Someone actually cracked that hard shell.” She laughs and bounces on her heels as if she’s three and I just offered her a cookie.
“Shut up, Sam.” I yank my arm away and get on my bike.
Of course, she doesn’t shut up. “This is a first—Z actually falling for a girl.” She stops laughing and crosses her arms with a frown. “Seriously, though, you better not screw this up.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yeah, you do. Don’t try to turn this into a real relationship thing. You’re going to end up hurting her, or she’s going to get mad and end up just like Jen. I like her too much for that. And what about Bill?”
“What about him?”
“You’re going to have to twist Liv soon or he’ll get pissed, and then we’ll both pay. So keep your heart out of it.”
“I can handle it.” I say the words with confidence, though I cringe inwardly. She’s right about that. Bill has his own expectations and if I fail…
Forget it. I start the engine and put my helmet on, drowning out Sam’s attempts at continuing this conversation. I can focus on my job like I’ve always done. I’ll crack that account Bill gave me, and he’ll be so happy, he’ll overlook everything else. No big deal. No failure.
No worries.
…
LIV
After several days of Z avoiding me, I can’t take it anymore. I refuse to let this consume me. I forgo the bus and corner him on his way out to the parking lot after school. He’s walking behind a large group of kids and can’t see me, which is perfect. I let the group pass by and step out in front of him. He looks up, surprised, then wary.
“Not right now, Liv. I’m in a hurry.”
“Really? You’re never in a hurry. And we need to talk.”
He frowns, but I couldn’t care less that my demands irritate him. He tries to walk around me, but I move over to block his path. He finally gives up and looks straight at me. “Look, I’m sorry. I just…I don’t think this is going to work out.”
“What? All we did was kiss, and you act like I popped the tires on your bike or something.” If I weren’t so pissed off, it’d be funny how much I downplay my first kiss. Even the thought of it makes my skin tingle, despite what happened after.
He looks away, but one corner of his mouth tugs up at my ridiculous analogy.
“Come on, talk to me. I’ve missed the bus now anyway because of you. So the way I see it, you owe me at least a ride.”
He taps his fingers against his leg for a moment, but then shrugs. “All right, I’ll take you home. That’s it, okay?”
“And we can talk?”
“Maybe.”
Z takes me on the short ride home, stopping at the rooster mailbox. I push myself off the bike, gesturing toward the house. “Come on.” He reluctantly cuts the motor and follows me up the path.
Inside the cool, dark house, I lead him to the kitchen and pour some glasses of iced tea.
“I’m guessing they like roosters,” he says, looking bemused at the decor.
“Denise does. She’s from the country and says they remind her of her childhood. Pretty creepy at first, but I’ve gotten used to them. Though I do have to turn them around when I change clothes; that way they don’t stare.” I laugh at his expression. “I’m kidding.”
I hand him a glass with a couple sugar packets and a spoon and we sit at the table in awkward silence for a couple minutes.
“Why have you been avoiding me?” I finally ask.
He wrinkles his forehead and takes a sip of the tea. “I don’t think… You’re not my type, I guess.” He’s not looking me in the eye.
“That’s not it. What is it?”
“I’m not right for you.”
Is he kidding me? I want to tell him he’s not my father, but instead I say, “Why? Because I said I’ve never kissed a guy? That’s stupid.” It’s hard, but I manage to keep my voice level.
His expression is hard, unrelenting. “Is this it? I need to get going.”
I scoot the chair until our knees are almost touching. I’m going to have to change tactics. “Okay, I do have one more question.” I cross my arms. “Do I disgust you?”
His eyes pop open wide. “Disgust me?”
“Yeah. We kiss, then you avoid me, don’t look at me, don’t talk to me. So either my breath grossed you out, you find me totally repulsive, or there’s something else going on. I deserve to know. No more games.”
He stares at me in silence, a conflict of emotions playing across his face. I start to worry that it really was my breath, when his eyes soften and he leans toward me. I don’t relax my posture, although my insides start spinning around violently at the change in his expression. He stops a couple inches from my face.
“You are the exact opposite of that for me.” He gently places his hand around my head and removes the remaining distance between us. This time, the kiss is soft, quick, almost a whisper touch against my lips. My spinning insides come to a complete halt; my heartbeat is the only thing racing now. He rests his forehead against mine. “This isn’t a good idea.”
I lean back slightly to catch his gaze. I have him now. I can see in his eyes that he’s fighting himself, not me. “I know you’re trying to tell me I shouldn’t get involved with you because you think you’re a bad influence. I know you have…things…going on. But I’m not a little kid, you know. I can make my own choices.”
“You don’t understand…”
I touch his lips with a finger, my heart skipping a beat when he closes his eyes. “Maybe I do. I may not have gone on dates and kissed and stuff, but I’m not new at this whole life thing. And I’m not into games, so stop playing them.”
He cradles my head again as he crushes his mouth hard against mine, for such a long, desperate moment that I wonder if I’ll ever breathe again. Or if I’ll even want to. His fingers slowly trail down my arms to tuck into the waistband of my jeans, tugging me to his lap. My arms slide across his shoulders as his lips move slowly, leisurely down my neck, resting at the hollow of my throat. I sigh and tilt my head back as he works his way back up to my mouth, sizzling my skin with his kisses.
My entire body is on fire…
“Olivia? What is going on in here?”
I jump off Z’s lap to see Derrick standing in the kitchen, mouth turned down in disapproval. Shit.
“Um, Derrick, this is Z. He’s in my class at school.”
“Z, huh? You’re the one who’s tutoring her?”
“Yes, sir.” Z stands up and stretches out his hand, which I’m not surprised Derrick ignores.
“And this is how you tutor? I think this is the end of the sessions. You need to leave now,” he says, his jaw twitching furiously.
Z looks at me and I nod briefly, my heart sinking. I walk him out the front door in silence and pull it shut firmly behind me, which I know is going to irritate Derrick even more. I walk Z down the path to his bike.
“Sorry I got you in trouble there,” he says, fingering my locket and sending shivers through my body at his touch.
“I’m not. I’m glad you were here.”
“So I’ll see you at school Monday. Or can I pick you up?”
I sigh. “I would love that, but Monday’s probably not the best day to start. Maybe after Derrick’s cooled down a bit.”
Z glances at the door, then draws me closer to give me a tantalizingly slow kiss before getting on his bike. The front door opens and I turn to see Derrick watching the bike rev to life and peel away. I smile, knowing he’s going to be super pissed at me…but not caring one bit.



Chapter Fourteen
“The dew seemed to sparkle more brightly on the green leaves; the air to rustle among them with a sweeter music; and the sky itself to look more blue and bright. Such is the influence which the condition of our own thoughts, exercise, even over the appearance of external objects.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
“Olivia, you don’t know boys.”
I grind my teeth. It’s the third time Derrick has said this, and I can’t take any more of this stupid lecture about how boys only want one thing, and do I know what that is, etcetera, etcetera.
“Do you have birth control?” he asks suddenly.
I almost fall out of my seat. I couldn’t have heard that right. “What?”
“Birth control,” he says in a tired voice. “To prevent pregnancy. You do know about condoms and stuff, right?”
My chin drops and I stare at him, heat rising in my face. This is definitely a first—I’ve never had a foster mother, let alone a foster father, try to explain sex to me, much less ask me if I use birth control.
“Um, Derrick, I really don’t need that—”
“If you’re going to act like a grown-up, you need to take certain precautions to make sure you don’t end up pregnant. You do know about that, right?”
“I… Yes, of course, but I don’t do that… I don’t…you know…” I can’t believe I’m actually sitting here having a sex talk with my foster father. Totally. Ick.
“So you’re still a virgin?” he asks skeptically.
“Look, can we please be done with this conversation?” I can feel my face burning. Can’t he see how uncomfortable I am? Doesn’t he have a clue?
“All right, then. I won’t say anything about this to Denise. She won’t be as understanding as I am.”
I practically fly to my room. Understanding? The last half hour ranks in the top ten worst moments of my life, and believe me, there have been a lot. I shut my door and fall face-first into my pillow, screaming into the foam as hard as I can.
But was it worth the kiss with Z to have to endure the painful lecture? Hell, yeah.
My body tingles when I think of his hands around my waist, his lips against mine. There are still warnings in my mind that remind me something is off about him, but it’s easier to shove them to the back of my mind. I know how he feels about me, and I simply don’t care about the other things.
The weekend drags by with nothing going on. Mr. Bronson only scheduled me for a few hours on Saturday, so I’m bummed that I can’t even work more. It’s not that great of a job, but it’s a lot better than helping Denise weed the small flower bed in the front yard and studying for tests. I manage to sneak in a few hours on my laptop, mostly listening to iTunes and scanning the Internet to find information about Z and Monroe Street. There’s nothing except the address.
True to his word, Derrick doesn’t say anything to his wife, but he also doesn’t let me go anywhere except work, even when Sam calls to invite me to a movie. He won’t let me use the phone and hovers over me like a hawk. He does ask me to watch television with him. Joyous. I might actually go crazy if I have to suffer another weekend like this.
On Monday, I get on the bus eagerly, counting the minutes until I see Z. Tyson doesn’t bother me at all anymore, just looks away when I glance at him. I’m pretty convinced the only thing he did wrong that night was to take a drink from a total stranger and deliver it to me, which wasn’t a good choice but didn’t deserve the beating he got from Z. That being said, I’m not at all disappointed at the lack of attention from him.
I hurry from the bus to my locker, then wait outside the Computer Science room for Z, feeling a little too much like a kid looking for the ice cream truck. Z soon appears, and I notice he’s wearing dark jeans and his hair isn’t plastered back. He’s wearing his black-rimmed glasses, though. He grins and walks straight over to me, getting as close as he can, eyes teasing mine.
“I like this look,” I whisper. It’s all I can do not to throw my arms around his neck and kiss him.
“You don’t want me to pretend anymore,” he says, running a finger down my arm to my trembling hand and bringing it to his lips. “So I won’t.”
He pulls me into the classroom, never letting go of my hand until we sit down.
A quick glance around the room reveals several surprised looks, including Tyson, whose mouth is hanging open at us, and Sam, whose eyebrow is raised. I take my notebook out of my backpack as Ms. Walsh starts the class. Z, of course, looks attentive as usual, answering Ms. Walsh’s questions without effort while snaking his foot around mine under the table.
Our desks in English Lit are individual and farther apart, so there’s little opportunity for covert affection. At lunch, though, he pulls me to his lap, his hands curving around my hips. I press my hands against his cheeks, loving how he closes his eyes at my touch.
“Oh, give me a break. Get a room already.” Sam’s voice cuts in, startling us.
I pull away from Z and sit back in my own chair. “Sorry, Sam,” I say sheepishly. She sinks into her chair and stares at Z.
“What?” he asks testily, even as he drapes his arm around me.
Her frown deepens. “Seriously?” she asks him. She looks pointedly at me. “So you two are a thing now?”
I can feel the blush creeping up my cheeks. I don’t answer, but Z does. “Shut up, Sam.”
“Bill called,” she says, her fingers playing with a straw on the table. Z’s arm stiffens around my shoulders. “He talked to Nancy this morning. Wants to know how we’re coming along on our project.”
“I said, shut up.”
“I told Nancy it looks like it’s going to end the same as your other projects.” She flips the straw across the table and smiles at me. “How are you doing today, Liv?”
“I’m…” Confused? Yeah, definitely that.
Z’s arm disappears from my shoulder as he leans closer to her. “We’ll talk later,” he says, his voice quiet but strained.
“No worries.” She smiles brightly at him even as she stands to leave. “I just wanted to check in with you.”
She winks at me before walking away, leaving us alone in awkward silence. Z sits back and takes a long drag from his soda, not looking at me.
I don’t know where to begin. Actually, I do. “What project are you guys working on together?”
He smiles, and it shocks me that he looks so calm after the way he responded to Sam. “Just a project for the house. It’s top secret, though.”
“Does it have to do with me?”
He laughs, but it seems too casual of a laugh for him. Forced. He takes my hand. “What makes you think that?”
He says it like the answer is no, but I don’t believe that for a second. I jerk my hand away and stare him down. “I’m not an idiot, you know.”
The laugh lines in his face smooth as he grows serious. “I know. I’m sorry. There’re some things going on right now at the house that I can’t talk about. Can you just trust me?”
It’s not like me to put trust in something I know nothing about. It’s not in him, either, so I doubt he expects it. “Why’s it such a big deal that Bill called Nancy?” I ask instead of answering his question.
He shrugs. “Bill gets a little intense about things, that’s all. None of us likes to be on his bad side, but he’s a pretty decent guy. He pulled us all out of bad situations—almost everyone in that house was either on the streets or close to heading that way when he intervened.”
I stare at my hands. I wish my mother had found someone who could’ve intervened for her. My life might’ve been so different.
“What are you thinking?”
“Just wondering when you’re going to tell me your real name, because I know it’s not Z.”
He takes my hand, kissing my fingers again. “Someday.”
“Today?”
“Someday,” he says more firmly, chuckling. “You want to go for a ride after school?”
“I’m supposed to head straight home. Derrick will be there waiting on me, I know it.”
His thumb traces a path around my palm, eyes holding mine. As usual, I melt into jelly.
“Okay,” I say simply. His mouth curves into a devilish grin. “You knew I would, anyway.”
He laughs again and kisses me lightly before standing. “I’ll see you after.”
I watch him walk away, almost glad I have the afternoon classes without him. He distracted every single one of my senses during the morning classes so I have no idea what I was supposed to learn. I don’t exactly want to fail.
After school, on my way to the footbridge, I spot him and Sam arguing heatedly but am too far away to catch what they’re saying. Sam’s gesturing wildly and yelling, but Z is standing with his arms crossed, shaking his head. Every once in a while it looks like he’s trying to say something but she cuts him off. When I get closer, Sam’s eyes slide past Z to me.
“Hey, Liv! Come join us.”
Z turns around, scowling as I walk to them, but Sam is smiling widely. The contrast in their expressions makes a pit form in my stomach. What the hell? Z turns back to her, saying something I can’t hear.
“Yes, it is,” Sam says to him. She turns to me. “So the company I told you about is ready to offer you a job.”
That’s the last thing I expected to hear. “Really? That’s awesome, because I really could use…” I stop as I take in Z’s stance. His hands are clenched and he’s shaking his head at Sam, who’s ignoring him. “What’s going on, guys?”
Sam raises an eyebrow, turning her attention to Z. “Well? Tell her about the job.”
He looks at me, the muscles in his face relaxing slightly as he takes my hand. “Let’s go,” he says.
“Wait a second, what job? You said you didn’t work with Sam.”
“Really?” Sam drawls. “Interesting.”
Z’s glare is murderous as he pushes past her, pulling me with him. “Come on.”
“What was that about?” I ask when we get to the parking lot. I stop and yank my hand from his. “What the hell is going on?”
He removes his glasses to rub at his eyes. “I’ll tell you. Just not here.”
I stare at him. I worry that if I give him time to think, he’ll come up with something that skirts the truth.
“Please,” he says. “I promise I’ll tell you.”
“Fine. Where?”
“The waterfall?”
The memory of kissing him at the waterfall surfaces in a way that makes my body ache, but I try to ignore it. I’d get completely distracted there, which is maybe what he’s hoping for. “No, that would make me at least an hour late, and that’s pushing it with Derrick. I think he’s probably capable of sending the cops after us if I stay out too long.”
“Gotcha. We’ll go somewhere closer.” We walk to his bike. “Liv, I promise, it’s not that big of a deal. Trust me.” Trust him? He tries to wrap his arms around my waist, but I grab my helmet and hold it between us.
“Do you work with Sam? Hacking? Just tell me.”
“Yes, but it’s not that simple. That’s why we need to talk.” He climbs onto the bike, looking at me expectantly.
I jam the helmet on my head and slide behind him, my heart heavy. Whenever someone says, “We need to talk,” it’s never a good thing. Never.
Z takes us out of the suburbs into another countryside, this one filled with pasture after pasture of cows, horses, and barns. He speeds up so fast that my adrenaline kicks in full-throttle as the fences and trees fly by in a blur. Slowly, I let the bundle of nerves from the conversation earlier be whipped away as the wind slashes at my skin. I close my eyes and lose myself in the sensation of flying, until a loud whirring sound breaks rudely through the rumble of the bike.
In my peripheral vision I can see a police car pulling off the road onto the highway after us. Z must hear it, but he speeds up. As the car closes in on us, I try yelling at Z to pull over, but my words get lost in the helmet and roar of the motorcycle. The police sirens scream behind us, not far back now, and I grip Z’s waist as he pushes the speedometer harder. He hasn’t gone this fast with me before. I’m not the praying sort, but I’m praying now as I hold on for dear life. What is he thinking? We’re definitely going to jail—if we don’t die first.
The car is right behind us now. As we approach a bridge, he careens off the road and down a grass ramp, completely freaking me out, then angles a sharp left under the bridge before speeding up again. The police sirens grow dim, then fade away completely. I try to catch my breath, both relieved and angry. Stronger than those emotions, however, is a strange sense of excitement, of danger and escape. An absurd feeling of exhilaration that reminds me of the way I felt after I’d been drugged in the club. I want to hit Z or kiss him—neither an option at the moment as he zips down the winding dirt road.
Z finally pulls into a weed-choked drive. The dilapidated house at the end looks deserted. He cuts the engine and removes his helmet.
I slide down from the bike and yank my helmet off to hit him. He ducks away, laughing.
“What the hell was that? You could’ve gotten us arrested. Or killed.”
“Relax, I knew we were almost outside the county. Those guys don’t try to follow when you pass over the county line.”
“Still…” I have nothing else to say. Especially because I’m mad at myself for being so excited by the whole thing.
He shifts slightly and wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me to him. He pats the console of the bike and I slide to face him, lifting my legs over his. A fluttering of nerves tickles within me as his fingers run a trail up the length of one of my blue-jeaned legs to my thigh, and then the fluttering of nerves turns into an all-out war in my body.
I grab his hand, holding it firmly. Derailing me would be oh so easy to do right now, but I need answers. “What are you and Sam pulling? Obviously it involves me, and it has to do with this company that she—well, that you both work for, apparently.”
He sighs. “Sam and I work together, yeah. In a way. We’re hackers, but probably not quite what you’re thinking.”
“Okay, so what does that mean? You don’t hack security systems?”
He smiles a little. “Well, I wouldn’t say that.”
I remember back to when I first rode in Sam’s Camaro, when I briefly wondered whether she stole money to pay for it. I had been embarrassed of the thought at the time. I grow cold inside as the truth dawns on me. “So you’re hacking for your own profit?”
“Pretty much.”
I’m stunned. Here I am sitting on his bike with my legs propped up over his, listening to him admit he’s stealing money. All the desire that he stirred inside my body is gone as I think of the house—the mansion—at Monroe Street. All the expensive cars lined up outside. The group home full of insanely rich orphans.
“Wait a second, you and Sam and who else?” I narrow my eyes as he glances away. “Z, what exactly goes on at Monroe Street? How does everyone have such nice cars and motorcycles and stuff?”
He frowns. “Monroe Street is a really good home, and all of us are either unwanted or orphaned. Nancy is the best mom any of us could ever have.”
“I know, but…”
“It’s also a place of business.”
A cold knot pulls tight in my belly. The entire house? “What kind of business?” I’m guessing they don’t sell Tupperware.
“Well, we all have one thing in common—we’re experts in computer programming.”
I snort. “Programming? Or hacking?”
“Well, depending on how you look at it…”
More answers in circles. I resist the urge to shove him off the bike. “Z, I’m going to ask you a few direct questions, and I deserve some direct answers. No more bullshitting. Okay?”
He sighs. “Fine.”
“Is everything that you and Sam do illegal?”
“Yes.”
“Is that how you make all your money?”
“Yes.”
I try to keep my voice even. “Large or small scale?”
He pauses for a second. “Large.”
“And is the whole house involved?”
“Yes.”
Oh. My. God. I push myself away from him, sliding off the bike. “Are you saying every person in that house is a cybercriminal? Even little Dutch? Does Nancy know?”
His laugh is short, almost brittle. “Of course she does. How else do you think we can afford all those cars, motorcycles, even the house? We’re hackers. We target banks, corporations, even governments.”
“You’re not hackers, you’re crackers. Hackers do it for the challenge. You’re stealing from people.” But I did it, too. I hacked that account. I was an accomplice. The knowledge twists my insides until I can’t breathe.
His mouth drops open slightly at my choice of words. “Only those who can afford it, Liv. Kind of like Robin Hood, if you see it from our perspective.”
I can’t believe he’s trying to justify this. Robin Hood? I’m not five years old. As if on cue, a roll of thunder sounds in the distance, harmonizing my growing anger. “It’s still stealing. You’re like…organized crime. And why didn’t you tell me this before? Why didn’t you tell me you all were a bunch of criminals?”
He glares at me. “And what would you have done? Called the cops? Told me to screw off? Why do you think I didn’t want to tell you?”
“You’re going to end up in jail.”
“Wait a second,” he says, his voice sharper. He swings a leg over the bike and walks toward me. “You’re bothered about us taking a little money from those who don’t do shit for anyone else, but you don’t care that that house saved all of us. Some of us would be on the streets now if it wasn’t for that home. We make a lot of money from people who would never give us the time of day. I know this for a fact. Some of these people…you have no idea.”
His jaw clenches and he closes his eyes, his face screwed up like he’s in pain. Damn it. I don’t want to feel bad for him.
“What?”
His eyes snap open to meet mine—his expression angry and sad and something else I can’t put my finger on that cuts deep into my heart. “Let’s just say I know for a fact that these people shit on everyone else. My own father was one.”
He trails off again, staring up into the gray clouds. “Before you go judging us, stop and think about it. Has anyone ever cared about you?” He gazes back down at me, his voice quieter. “What have you gotten from the homes you’ve been in but heartbreak?”
The pain so apparent in his eyes softens me. He knows. He’s gone to hell and back himself. “It hasn’t all been bad. Bernadette and Marc loved me.” I falter at my own use of the past tense.
He steps close to me, one hand sliding down my arm to thread his fingers through mine. His lips brush my forehead. “No one gives a damn about us,” he murmurs. “You know that. The only people we can rely on are ourselves.”
His other hand slides behind my neck, tilting my face up slightly. “Monroe Street is a family. We help each other out. And we make a lot of money, sure. How else could any of us survive? Think about it—what do foster kids get after we graduate? Tuition for college? Great. But what are we supposed to live on?”
I hate that what he’s saying makes sense. It’s exactly what I’ve been worried about this whole time. Why I need a good job. I always wanted to go to Princeton, and Bernadette said she and Marc would support me. She told me she’d be there to help me.
And now she’s gone.
I swallow over the lump in my throat. I promised myself not to cry about this anymore. She’s gone, and I have to move on. I have to do what I need to survive.
Z’s thumb brushes down my cheek to skim over my parted lips. The dark look in his eyes gives way to something that stirs the butterflies of desire inside me again.
“I didn’t make the world this way, Liv. I just try to live in it.”
He leans in, his lips pressing mine apart in a gentle caress. All the words I want to say—all the coherent thoughts that once made sense—dissolve at his touch. But as hard as it is to pull away from him, I lean back and look directly into his heavy-lidded eyes. “I don’t think I can do what you do. I mean, I don’t know.”
“It’s okay. Just think about it. All right?”
“But what if I decide not to?”
He teases my lips with a light kiss. “Then I guess I’ll just have to take you to the movies or mini-golf like every other boyfriend out there.”
The word “boyfriend” makes my insides melt, thought it’s pretty hard to picture Z playing mini-golf. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and we kiss for a while, minutes or hours, doesn’t matter. In the entire world, there’s nowhere I’d rather be than here. With Z, who doesn’t care if I join his gang of hackers or not.
Thunder cracks directly overhead as the sky lights up. Several large drops skim my face. “We need to go. I don’t want to get caught in this.”
We run to the bike and I shove the helmet over my head while he starts the engine and pulls out of the yard. The darkening sky taunts us as Z speeds toward the blue patch hovering over the skyline of Richmond. I close my eyes and huddle into his jacket as large drops spatter against us. Then the sky opens up and all hell breaks loose, drenching us before he’s able to pull off the road into an old abandoned barn.
I dismount from the bike and remove the helmet, shaking out the one dry part of me. The downpour is loud, crashing against the metal roof of the barn, and I shiver. Even though it’s late spring, the rain makes the air especially chilly.
“How long do you think this will last?” I ask, rubbing my hands up and down my arms. Derrick is probably already foaming at the mouth at my being late.
Z joins me to look out at the white sheet of rain. “Not long. It’s a short afternoon storm, no big deal. Will you get in trouble?”
I snort. “Y-You think?”
He glances at my soaked clothes. “You need to take off your shirt.”
My mouth drops open but I manage to croak out, “Excuse me?”
“No, really. You’re freezing. Here,” he says, sliding out of his jacket. “Don’t worry, I won’t look.” He turns his back to me.
I manage to pull the soaked shirt over my head, all too aware that I don’t have a tank on underneath. I had thought with the warmer spring weather I would only need the one layer. Stupid, stupid. I slip my arms through the dry sleeves and pull the jacket tight around my body. It smells deliciously masculine, giving me goose bumps despite the warmth. “Okay, you can turn around.”
His arms circle my waist, and I rest my head on his chest. It’s a surprisingly comfortable feeling, considering I’m practically naked under the jacket. I wonder what I’d do if he were to slip it off my shoulders. The thought of his hands moving across my bare skin sends a sharp spasm through my body that borders on frightening. I push the image from my mind and concentrate instead on the rain. We stay like this for a while until the torrential downpour becomes a light drizzle.
“I guess we should be heading back,” I say reluctantly, caressing the smooth leather of the jacket. “I shouldn’t let Derrick see me in this. He’d blow a gasket, and I really don’t feel like sitting through another lecture on birth control.”
Z gapes at me, such a foreign look on him that I start giggling. “Derrick talked to you about birth control? Are you serious?”
“Yes, and it was the worst half hour of my life. Don’t even get me started.”
He starts to laugh but then stops, tilting his head to look at me seriously. “Wait, a half-hour conversation about birth control? Didn’t that creep you out?”
I shrug. “I guess he’s just against teen sex. Come on, let’s go already so I don’t have to sit through a lecture on how rain can magically give a person a cold.”
He laughs at that.
I pick up the sad-looking waterlogged shirt off the ground. This will be a cold, uncomfortable ride back to town. “Let me put this on so I can give you back your jacket.”
He takes the soggy shirt from me and slings it over his bike. “Keep the jacket. You can bring it to school tomorrow.”
Because of the wet roads, Z drives slower back to my neighborhood. He drops me off in front of the house and I kiss him quickly before running up the steps to the front door, wet shirt in hand. Unfortunately, when I step inside, Derrick is standing at the window, watching Z pull away.
“Again, Olivia? Do you really have no care at all for what we ask? And look at you. Out for a ride with the bad boy?” Disgust is plain on his face as he glares at Z’s jacket.
“He’s not a bad boy. He’s a friend, and you can’t tell me what to do,” I say sharply, turning to walk to my room.
He catches up to me and grabs my arm. I whip around. “Don’t touch me.”
“Look, all I want to know is that you’re safe. You’re kissing all over this guy who’s supposedly your tutor, then the next thing I see is you pulling up on his motorcycle, wearing his jacket and carrying a wet shirt. What do you think I’m supposed to say? I know I’m new at this parenting thing, Olivia, but help me out here.”
“Okay, I get it.” I sigh. “Sorry I worried you. But you can’t expect me not to hang out with my friends.”
“Just respect our rules. That’s all I ask.” His eyes rake over my damp jeans and waterlogged shoes. “Go change. We’re having a get-together tonight with some of my coworkers. I expect you to help Denise out. I don’t want any drama from you, all right?”
“Sure, no problem. No drama here.”
He nods curtly and I head to my room. “Oh, and Olivia?”
“Yes?”
“Straight home tomorrow. On the bus. Got it?”
The way he says it means there’s only one possible answer that will avoid a lecture. “Sure. Got it.”
I get into my room and slam the door, knowing I’ll be on the back of Z’s bike again tomorrow afternoon, and every afternoon after that. I hug the oversized arms of the jacket around me and breathe in the familiar warm scent. Being close to him like this makes every cell in my body sing.
…
Z
I don’t go back to Monroe Street. Instead, I ride around on the bike for a while, ignoring the damp chill that slices through me without the leather to block it. For the first time, I’m letting myself be stupid-happy and not thinking about what’s going to happen next. I don’t care about Bill, about Nancy, Sam, or anyone else who would disapprove. No longer does it bother me that Liv’s face fills my thoughts all the time. It doesn’t even matter that she’s hesitating to join us. She’ll come around eventually. And if she doesn’t, screw it.
I throttle the engine and speed down the lonely country road.
Nothing matters anymore. Just her.



Chapter Fifteen
“He stood for a moment with the blood tingling through all his veins from terror, that he felt as if he were in a burning fire; then, confused and frightened, he took to his heels.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
Z
Sam must have said something. Not only is everyone in the house coming out of every room to look at the guy who’s always pulled together—now a windblown, chilled mess—but their emotions are written all over their faces: disapproval and misplaced concern from Nancy and Sam, surprise from Micah and Cameron, though they bump my fist as usual. Bitterness from Jen, though that’s nothing new.
What bothers me is how Sam felt she could so blatantly discuss my business with everyone at Monroe Street, not to mention put me on the spot with Liv. She looks as if she wants to talk to me, but I head straight to the office and slam the door behind me. I refuse to let the high I’m on from my afternoon with Liv be punctured by Sam’s ranting about how I’m neglecting my job, how I’m screwing things up for her, too. How I’m going to break Liv’s heart.
My lips tug up at the memory of kissing Liv, holding her as we watched the rain—and God help me, the way she looked wearing my jacket. Sam has no clue; breaking this girl’s heart is not in my plans.
Needing a distraction, I sink into the chair and pick up the file I’m supposed to be working on for Bill. He’s going to start asking about it soon, and I’ve only looked into the business and charitable dealings for background. I start with some of the leads I pulled for personal information that could help me break his password.
Most of the results again focus on the various deals of Carlton Brownlow and his company. Pictures of him as an old man are scattered through various articles. His face looks so familiar. I glance at the black-and-white image stapled to the paper in front of me. Maybe I’ve seen him on TV or in the Wall Street Journal. I know it was recent.
I get his place and date of birth, early family life, parents, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles—recording everything I can find that could be used for a password. It can’t be easy if Bill’s team already tried. Looks like he was married with one child—a daughter named Agnes—and both wife and daughter are listed as deceased.
In an old newspaper clipping, I find a picture of him and his wife in a society paper. They look young and happy, maybe in their forties. The background includes a welcome sign for Niagara Falls, and the caption reads, “Mr. and Mrs. Carlton Brownlow revisit Niagara Falls for park rededication.” Brownlow is obviously quite a public figure, which helps.
I open an article about some arts foundation and scan through it. A close-up of an older Brownlow and his wife and daughter appears at the side of the article. The daughter looks to be in her mid-teens, with dark hair and large brown eyes that seem familiar somehow. I zoom in and stare at the picture for a moment. The caption underneath the smiling family reads, “Carlton Brownlow and his wife, Olivia, are featured benefactors of the arts at this weekend’s event.”
Something snaps inside my head like a trap that finally catches the elusive mouse. I can’t take my eyes off the picture, off the familiar heart-shaped locket the woman in the photograph is wearing.
Shit.
…
LIV
At six o’clock, I shut down the laptop and slip it under my bedspread before joining Denise in the kitchen to help her put together the appetizers for Derrick’s party. She runs through her list with me: deviled eggs, sausage balls, fruit platter with strawberry cream cheese, chips and dip. I peruse the list and decide that since Denise is so picky, I’ll chop the vegetables and fruit. I’m slicing strawberries when Derrick walks through.
“Oh, Olivia, it’s so nice that you’re helping Denise put together the appetizers. Isn’t that nice, Denise?”
I look at him. Does he not remember telling me I had no choice in the matter? He walks over to me with an arm stretched out, but I quickly slide away to the other side of the island. He acts like he doesn’t notice, but I wish he would.
The guests begin to show up at six thirty, and an eclectic group it is. It looks like the only thing they have in common is that they work together. Derrick opens up the liquor cabinets and begins acting as bartender for the group, having me take a Bloody Mary to the vamp-looking woman, a rum and Coke to the guy who’s obviously gay and comfortable with it, a beer to the ex-football-player-turned-salesman. Derrick and the wanna-be-a-football-star guy spend a lot of time talking about their glory days on the high school football team. Bor-ing.
Derrick makes a special martini for his boss, who politely accepts and sips at it, but then slogs it down when he doesn’t think anyone’s looking.
Okay, then.
Derrick himself holds a drink of one kind or another all night, as does Denise. Her usual vodka and tonic in hand, she starts getting loopy pretty early on. I’m starting to see a new side of Denise—one that looks nothing like the withdrawn, mopey woman who barely says two sentences to anyone. She’s making stupid jokes about sausage balls and hanging on Derrick. Derrick has his hands all over her.
Ick. I can’t take any more of this.
Though he had insisted I stay out and help with the party all night, I head to my room. My guess is that Denise will crash soon and Derrick will probably be pissed that she didn’t fulfill any of her promises.
I pull out my laptop and do searches for Z and Sam and Monroe Street Home for Boys and Girls instead. I know it won’t show me anything except generic information—and absolutely nothing on Z—but now that I know what they do, I’m interested in finding any possible hint of information. I find Sam’s birth records in Washington, DC, but nothing else.
It doesn’t make any sense. There was tons of information on me—the proof is sitting in Derrick’s closet in that little box. Which reminds me of the disc in my laptop bag. I reach over to fish around the inside of the bag until my fingers feel the smooth round disc. I pull it out and slip it in the CD slot of my laptop.
The computer whirs for a while, then iMovie opens up. I had assumed the files would be PDF files, not a video. Did they record their responses, too? Curious, I click the play button.
The video is black and white and seems to be from high above in a room. I watch, but nothing is moving. I peer closer. It looks very much like…my room.
I gasp. It is my room. I can see my Believe poster on the wall, over my bed. Why is my room being recorded? Nothing happens for a minute, then I watch as I walk through the door, kicking off my shoes and pulling my Slice of Happy polo over my head. I’m in my bra, searching in my closet for a T-shirt.
I’m in my bra!
I stare at the screen, my throat suddenly constricted so badly that I can’t breathe. Why are they recording me?
Not “they.”
He.
As soon as the thought enters my mind, I know it’s true. The memories of the seemingly kind touches and fatherly gazes flood through me like pinpricks all over my skin. Derrick has been watching me. He’s a pervert of the worst kind.
My stomach churns as I watch myself slide out of my pants and slip on some shorts—and between, a clear shot of my panties—then grab my homework folder and lie down on the bed. I force my eyes up from the screen toward the ceiling, and there’s what seems to be a small hole where the ceiling meets the wall.
The door bursts open suddenly and I slam the laptop cover down. My hands are shaking, but I slide them under my legs and fight against the bile rising into my throat as I face Derrick.
“’Livia, you’re not supposed to have that,” he slurs. “You’re gonna get in trouble with the missus, but don’t worry, I won’t tell.” He holds his finger to his lips. His eyes are glassy and unfocused.
“You should knock,” I say, my voice raspy. The words register in my brain only after they’ve left my lips. It’s a little late for knocking.
“Oh shhure. Come on out. I need help cleaning up; everybody’s leaving.” He stands there for a moment, lurching on his heels, then shuffles away.
I slip the laptop under my covers and pull my knees up to my chin. As if on fast replay, my mind shifts quickly through memories of helping Derrick in the kitchen, trying to avoid his casual hugs and touches.
Oh, God.
Maybe I should go to Sam. Maybe Z…no, not Z. He’d go ballistic.
Maybe the video is just to see if I’m doing drugs. Maybe this is a ploy of both Denise and Derrick to see what the bad foster kid is doing. I close my eyes and pray that’s all it is.
I hear my name being called. I grit my teeth and step out to the living room to get this over with. Maybe I can convince Derrick to go to bed so I can clean up in silence. He doesn’t drink often, but from what I’ve seen from the few times he’s had too much, he gets riled up easily.
There are only a few people left now. Denise is nowhere to be seen, so I assume she’s already crashed. The vamp lady is running a hand along Derrick’s chest as she leaves. He slaps her on her ass and she winks suggestively at him.
I look away before I lose whatever’s in my stomach.
Another couple guys stumble out the door with Vamp Lady, apologizing for having to leave early, since she’s their ride. Last to leave is his drunk boss, who slurs about how grateful he is to have such a great employee.
I pick up the cups off the floor and stack them on top of dirty, discarded plates. I offer to Derrick that I’ll clean everything.
“Nooo, ’Livia. I made the mess; I help clean it up.” He gets a black trash bag and puts the paper items into it, clean and dirty, whistling the whole time. I give up and head to the sink to wash the serving dishes. As I dump what’s left of the salsa down the drain, I sense Derrick watching me. I cut my eyes over to see him tilting his head at me, smiling. My gaze switches back to the sink as I rinse out the bowl, my mouth suddenly dry.
“Okay, I’ll clean the rest in the morning. Let’s call it a night,” I say, turning around with bowl in hand.
“Olivia, you’re so pretty,” he says, moving closer to me. My heart pounding in my ears, I try to slide around the island but slip in a puddle of something and fall forward onto the tile, smashing the salsa bowl and cutting my hand.
“Crap!” I pull a large shard of glass out of the oozing red gash on my hand and press it against my stomach to stop the bleeding.
“Oh, no, let me help you,” Derrick says as he crouches to push me up. I try to move around but he’s gripping my injured hand, making me wince in pain. “You’re bleeding. I need to have a look at that.”
“It’s okay,” I gasp as I stand and try to wrench my poor hand away. “I’ll go wash it off. Why don’t you sit down and I’ll be right back.” Sometimes the quickest way to get out of a bad situation is to pretend to go along with it. It’s always worked for me in the past.
“No, no, lemme help you. You’re in so much pain, Olivia.” He pushes me back against the sink, crooning, “Poor Olivia,” and I shove at him with my good hand, as hard as I can. He doesn’t budge. His hand moves under the hem of my shirt but I push it away. He laughs but moves toward me again.
“Derrick, get off me. You’re drunk. You don’t want me. Go wake up Denise.”
“Denise is a cold, frigid bitch. Not like you.”
“Get off me. DENISE!” I scream as loud as I can, trying to squirm out of his strong grasp. He shoves one of my arms behind my back, pressing his body against me hard to trap it. He grabs my wrist and pushes it up against the cupboard. It shocks me how strong he is for a drunk. The stabbing pain in my hand doubles as it’s crushed behind my body.
“None of that,” he rasps, leaning close. The stench of stale alcohol sends a wave of nausea through me. “You’re not so innocent. I’ve seen you together—in the kitchen and at the club. I know you’ve been screwing that guy.”
“At the club?” Oh my God. A dim memory of someone who looked like Derrick from the back flashes in my mind. “Why?”
He laughs hollowly and presses closer. “Your little friend got in the way. You didn’t need him. I would’ve taken care of you.”
Derrick drugged me. His admission makes me more terrified, if that’s even possible. I try without success to wriggle away, my knees shaking so badly that I can barely support myself.
He works his leg between mine and moves his free hand up to my chest, forcing his way under my bra and squeezing me hard. I start to cry, my whole body trembling uncontrollably, but he doesn’t stop, doesn’t care. He releases my wrist and moves down to fumble with the button of my jeans as his mouth presses hard on mine. I try to shove him away, but my muscles seem to have forgotten how to move. He grabs my hand again and holds it above my head, against the cupboard. I try to scream but my throat is so tight that nothing more than a squeak comes out.
I can’t let him do this.
My senses come reeling back to me and as hard as it is to do, I relax for a moment, just long enough for him to believe I’m going to comply, then turn my face and sink my teeth into his arm. He yelps and yanks it away. The distraction allows me to thrust my knee up into his groin, making him double over in pain.
I shove away from him and run on quivering legs to my room, slamming the door behind me and looking around for something to place against it, since none of the stupid doors in this house have locks. Oh, why didn’t I run out the front? I manage to move the desk chair underneath the knob and sit with my back flat against the door, breathing fast, shaking violently, tears pouring down my face.
“Olivia? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” Derrick’s muffled voice sounds on the other side. He tries to push it open, but the chair holds, blocking his entry. “Come on, let’s talk about this. I want to help you.”
“Go away!” I scream as hard as I can, quaking even more at his wheedling voice. “Go away! Go away!”
Nothing but silence. I pull my shirt over my face and sob into it.
The throbbing in my hand soon reminds me of my other problem. I look at the gash and the blood everywhere. There’s no way I’m going back out there, but I remember a half-empty bottle of water in my backpack. I stumble over and use my good hand to unzip it, grateful to see the bottle still there. I manage to open the cap and pour the water into the wound. It doesn’t do much, and the liquid makes it sting, but I have no other options.
I wrap the hand in one of my clean older shirts, tying the knot with my teeth. Terrified that Derrick may try to break in again, I grab Z’s jacket and slump down in front of the door. I wish I had a cell so I could call Z or Sam. Or the police. But what would happen then? I could climb out the window, but it’s pouring rain, and I have no idea where to go. I crawl on my knees to the alarm clock and fumble with it to set it at 6:00 a.m., so I can get out of the house before Derrick and Denise are up.
My broken thoughts tumble over one another as I crawl back to the door and clutch the jacket to me, rocking back and forth, never forgetting the camera that must be filming everything.



Chapter Sixteen
“Morning drew on apace. The air became more sharp and piercing, as its first dull hue—the death of night, rather than the birth of day—glimmered faintly in the sky. The objects which had looked dim and terrible in the darkness, grew more and more defined and gradually resolved into their familiar shapes.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
I am wearing a veil of flowers against my white satin wedding dress, gazing with love at Z, who walks down the aisle and stands next to me. “You look so beautiful,” he says, curling a tendril of my hair around his finger and making my heart soar. He kisses me on the cheek, then moves to the side and looks down the aisle expectantly. I’m confused at the distance between us, but turn to follow his gaze. Derrick is walking toward me wearing a blood-red suit, his eyes black. I shake my head and back away in fear, but he grabs me and pulls me to him hard. “Now you’re mine,” he says harshly. I look to Z for help, but he’s laughing. “Show him how you kiss me. Show him how you want me,” he says, his voice taunting. The wedding bells start to chime, morphing into a clanging sound that fills my head.
I startle awake, confused, before realizing the alarm is going off. My back and legs ache like I’ve been beaten with a baseball bat, and it’s a struggle to crawl to turn the obnoxious sound off. I pull myself up and rub the sand from my eyes, trying to make sense of why the alarm is set so early. A shadow of the chair against the door is reflected in the darkness, triggering the memory of last night. I shiver and cradle my hand, the pain throbbing from the gash. My head feels like it’s stuffed with cotton, and my eyes are on fire from crying.
Knowing that Derrick doesn’t usually wake up until almost seven o’clock, and who knows what time after he’s been drinking, I take a deep breath and pull the chair away from the door. The bus gets here at seven fifteen, so I’m counting on him being so hung over that he won’t bother chasing after me. I tiptoe out into the dark hallway, aware of every sound in the still of the morning. In the bathroom, I pull the door shut quietly, then flip on the light and throw my arm over my eyes at the brightness.
After a few moments, I open them to see a horror movie reflected in the mirror. Eyes puffy and bloodshot, hair a mess, face streaked, not to mention the red-stained torn shirt wrapped around my left hand and the large bruise forming on my other wrist. I grit my teeth and remove the homemade bandage from my hand. The dried blood pulls painfully away from the gash, reopening my wound and making my hand look like it got mangled in a shredder.
I open the cabinets and find a brown bottle of peroxide, which I pour liberally over the wound. It stings and bubbles up as it washes out the dirt. There aren’t any bandages in the bathroom, so I settle for a small clean towel to wrap around my hand. It’s not great, but it’s a lot better than nothing. I brush my hair, my fingers quivering like mad, and splash water on my face. It refreshes me slightly but doesn’t do a thing for my puffy eyes.
I change into jeans and pull a sweatshirt over my thin tank, slide my arms into Z’s jacket, and tiptoe with my backpack to the living room. The darkened room is silent except for the sound of light snoring, which stops me in my tracks, my heart racing madly. A faint outline shows Derrick passed out on the couch. I look at the front door and chew on the inside of my cheek, thinking for a moment. I could try to slip out quietly, but if he heard me he’d come after me. Instead, I head back to my room, carefully pulling the door shut and putting the chair under the knob again. Maybe it will buy me some time if Derrick wakes up and thinks I’m still hiding out in here. I walk over to the window and lift it, welcoming the shock of cold morning air against my battered skin.
At the bus stop, I’m the first one. I know it’s not even seven o’clock yet, so I sit on my backpack and wait, facing the direction of my street in case Derrick comes looking for me. I don’t know what I’d do. Maybe run the opposite way.
The other kids gradually appear, starting with Tyson. For the first time ever, I’m glad to see him, though I hope he doesn’t ask me why I look like crap. I take a notebook out of my backpack and hide my hand under it.
“Hey, how’s it going?” I ask as he approaches, hearing my own voice sound in a much higher pitch than usual. He looks surprised that I’m speaking to him.
“Good. You?”
“Pretty good.”
His eyes rake suspiciously over me, eyebrow raised at Z’s jacket, and he puckers his mouth, probably hoping for Candy and the others to show up so he’s not alone with a red-eyed psycho. They finally appear, acting their usual snobbish selves. Candy starts making out with Tyson, cutting her eyes over to me occasionally. I don’t glance away from them like I usually would. It’s like my eyes crave the normalcy of the situation.
Finally, the bus pulls up and I take one last look in the direction of my street, grateful that either Derrick slept in or he decided it wasn’t in his best interest to follow me.
“What happened to your hand?” Candy shrieks, pointing at my homemade wrap, already red-stained.
“I cut it.” I shrug my backpack over my shoulder and step up to the open door of the bus.
“With what? A machete? What’s with the towel?”
“No Band-Aids.” If she only knew.
As the houses slip away, so does the threat of Derrick chasing me to the corner. The adrenaline fades and my body starts to relax a little. I can feel tears stinging the backs of my eyes. I shake my head to force them away and sit up straight.
Don’t let him get to you, Liv. You’ve been through hell before. You can do this.
You can do this.
You can do this.
The bus finally pulls up to the school and I get out to walk over to the parking lot. Z’s bike is in its usual spot, and the sight of it makes my stomach flip over in anticipation and impatience. I follow the stragglers to school, biting my trembling lip fiercely.
I can-NOT cry at school. I can’t.
I move woodenly through the crowds of students and manage somehow to find my first class, but stop at the door. What if the teachers call on me? What if someone asks me about my hand? What if someone can tell what happened?
I can’t go in there.
I stand in front of the door, quaking as other students pass by me, oblivious to my dilemma. Someone calls my name, I think, but I don’t turn.
I can’t!
I flee to the girls’ restroom and head straight to the last stall, the disabled one, and fumble with the broken lock before giving up, collapsing on the floor in tears. The stall door swings open again.
Get up, Liv, get up.
But I don’t. I sit there, sobbing and shaking, knees pulled close to my body, head buried in my arms. Someone walks in and says something in a faraway voice, but I can’t understand anything. I shrink away when she touches my shoulder, never looking up. I don’t know if she’s still here. I don’t care. I heave with racking sobs, my body ripping in half.
Voices sound again. Someone puts hands on me. My body jerks and I hear my voice croak out, “Go away!”
“Liv!” The familiar voice finally reaches me. I open my eyes and peer through the thick veil of tears to see Z kneeling next to me, his eyes wide with shock. The sight of him releases a fresh wave of tears, but I let his arms wrap around my shaking body. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
I can’t raise my head, just sob even harder into his chest, gripping his shirt. I hear him say something to the other person in the bathroom about getting me out of here. I recognize the owner of the second voice—Sam. She dampens a paper towel and offers it to Z, and he places it on my cheek. It’s cool against my skin. He asks me to breathe deeply and slowly, but my body still shudders with dry sobs, turning into hiccups.
“Tell me,” he says in a deadly quiet voice. “Was it someone here at school? Another kid?”
I shake my head, wanting to tell him but not finding the words. I start crying again. He pulls me back to him and strokes my hair.
“I don’t know about the bike,” he says to Sam. “I don’t think she’d be able to hang on.”
“It’s okay, she can ride with me.”
I want to ask where they’re going to take me, but decide I really don’t care. As long as it’s not to class and not back to that hellhole.
“Come on, girl. We’re getting you out of here,” Sam says in a soft voice.
Z keeps his arms around me, helping me into a standing position. He touches the towel covering my gash but doesn’t say anything about it. My body still shakes, but I’ve got no more tears left.
Sam wraps an arm around my waist from the other side. “Let’s get her out front and I’ll pull my car up,” she says quietly as they walk me out into the deserted hallway.
As soon as we’re through the front doors, Sam leaves us. Z wraps his arms around me to steady me, leaning against one of the columns.
“I-I-I’m sorry.” I choke the words out, but Z just holds me, stroking my hair and whispering gentle, calming words. Soon, Sam’s car swings into the parking lot and I climb into the backseat, Z next to me. I’m sick to my stomach now, and my eyes burn so much I can hardly open them. I lay against him, my body ice cold, despite the warm jacket. His hands move up and down my back to warm me.
The next thing I know, Z is shaking me gently awake. “We’re here,” he says softly. I step out of the car, trembling and unsteady on my feet, and see Sam holding something steaming in a to-go cup. She offers me some but I shake my head. Z puts an arm around my shoulders to guide me into the house. Nancy meets us at the door, brows furrowed in concern.
“I got Sam’s text. What’s going on?” she asks.
“Don’t know,” he says shortly. “Taking her upstairs.”
“I’ll put on some tea.”
Z escorts me up the stairs and down the long hallway to his room, where he tucks me into his bed.
“Don’t go,” I say drowsily as he pulls the blanket over me. Blackness dances around the rims of my eyes, beckoning me into the soft world of dreams.
“I won’t.” He sits next to me and smooths my hair with a gentle hand. I know he’s worried and upset. I can’t bring myself to talk about it. Not yet.
I let the sweet darkness envelop me.
…
Z
I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting at the foot of the bed, watching her shoulders rise and fall with every breath as she sleeps. Minutes? An hour? My body and mind are still numb with shock for this strong, seemingly resilient girl who completely fell apart this morning.
What the hell happened? I’ve asked myself this question a hundred times. She said it was no one at school, ruling out that creep Tyson, not that an idiot like him would be capable of bringing her down like this. That leaves Derrick or Denise or someone else. She mentioned a party that the Carters were having, so it could’ve been someone there. And she did tell me yesterday that Derrick had a talk with her about…
I can’t finish the thought. I clench my hands so hard I’m sure I’ve drawn a trench in my skin.
Someone knocks softly at the door. A sober-faced Sam peeks her head in. “How’s she doing?” she asks softly.
“Still sleeping.”
“Here.” She sets a cup of water and two tablets on my desk. “Nancy said we should give her Tylenol as soon as she wakes up because she’ll probably have a raging headache from crying so much.”
“Thanks.”
“What do you think happened?” Sam whispers. “The asshole she lives with?”
“I don’t know. She mentioned they were having a party…”
I stop talking as Liv moans and rolls to her side, her eyes still closed but her face pinched. I move over and carefully adjust her bandaged hand so she doesn’t put pressure on it.
Sam steps up and touches the bandage. “Nancy did a good job,” she observes quietly. She glances at the bloody towel in my trash can, shaking her head.
I run my hands through my hair for the hundredth time, hating this sense of helplessness. Sam looks at me, chewing on her bottom lip like she does when she wants to say something.
“Just spill it,” I tell her.
“This makes it easier, right? I mean, she’s here now.”
I frown. Yeah, she’s here now. This doesn’t mean she should be here. I was up all night last night trying to figure out what to do with the information I found. This morning I had decided to simply tell her, to show her what I had discovered and see what she wanted to do about it. I should still do that.
I don’t know.
What the hell happened?
“Z?” Sam’s voice startles me. She’s frowning slightly, like she can tell what I’m thinking. “Nancy wants us downstairs—she wants to talk about our next steps.”
“Next steps?”
“Yeah, what we’re going to do now.”
“Sam…”
“Don’t,” she says. “Don’t say you don’t know what to do. I…”
I put a hand up to stop her as Liv stirs again. “Outside,” I whisper.
We step into the hallway and I pull the door shut behind me.
“Where are you going?” Sam asks as I start toward the stairs.
“Downstairs. If I have to say anything, I may as well say it to Nancy, too.” Although exactly what I’m going to tell them isn’t yet clear to me. One thing’s for sure, Liv can’t stay here.
And I’ll stick to that.



Chapter Seventeen
“The cares, and sorrows, and hungerings, of the world, change them as they change hearts; and it is only when those passions sleep, and have lost their hold for ever, that the troubled clouds pass off, and leave Heaven’s surface clear.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
Z
“Why do you keep asking him what he thinks?” Sam addresses the question to Nancy, whose fingers are pressed to her temples. I have a headache, too. Thirty minutes of arguing, Sam won’t get off my back, and we’re no closer to a decision. “He’s not going to change his mind. He doesn’t care that the timing is perfect.”
I take a deep breath. Losing my temper will only cause Nancy to tune me out and Sam to win. “She’s… It’s complicated. She’s just not ready.”
“She’s ready. You’re letting this thing you have for her get in the way and it’s ridiculous. Nancy, he’s not objective anymore, you can see that. His head hasn’t been in this for a while now. It’s just like I’ve been telling you.”
“It’s not like that,” I say, throwing Sam a nasty look. “After Sam threw me under the bus, I had to tell her. And she wasn’t ready for it. If I could’ve been left to do it my way, another week or two and she would’ve fit right in.”
“Another week or two that we don’t have now, dumbass.”
“Let it go, Sam. You’ve said enough,” Nancy says firmly. “She stays. And Z, I understand your feelings, but you do need to pull it together, okay? Especially before Bill gets here.”
Anger and dread churn in my stomach. “She’s definitely not ready to meet him.” I’m barely able to say the words. Nancy’s face is set; Sam’s is triumphant. I turn to storm out of the kitchen. Right now, I just want to go for a ride on my bike as fast as I can to blow off this anger before I put a fist through the wall.
I round the corner and almost run into a wide-eyed Liv. Shit. How long has she been standing here?
“Hey,” I say, forcing a smile to my lips and letting my anger dissipate. “How are you?”
She smiles and I relax, taking her hand. “I’m okay, I guess,” she says. “Just a little weirded out.”
“I bet.” I curve my hand around her waist and pull her to me, pressing my lips to her hair. She smells of flowers and me, a startling combination that makes me want to never let her out of my arms.
She looks up into my eyes. “What was that all about?”
“I’ll tell you later,” I murmur. “Right now, I want to know what happened to you.”
Sam and Nancy appear from the kitchen and Liv holds up her bandaged hand. “Thanks for this,” she says.
“Of course, you poor girl,” Nancy says. “Come sit down and tell us what happened.”
“I don’t think so, Nancy.” My arms tighten around Liv, but she pushes away.
“It’s okay,” Liv says. “They can hear. It’s probably better, anyway.” She peers up at me from underneath her lashes, knitting her eyebrows slightly, and I know exactly what she’s thinking. Something she’s going to say will make me want to beat the living shit out of someone. I can feel the fury burning in the pit of my stomach already.
Nancy leads us into the living room, sitting in an armchair with Sam perched next to her. I sink into the black leather sofa, keeping my arm around Liv’s waist. She is silent for a couple minutes, apparently lost in thought as she draws some random design around my knuckles with her unbandaged hand. Sam and Nancy lean forward, intent on Liv as if she’s about to recite a Grimm’s fairy tale.
“So, after you dropped me off yesterday, Derrick was pissed. That’s an understatement. It was the second time he saw me with you, and I guess he assumed we had been…” She trails off, her cheeks turning pink. “Anyway, he told me they were going to have a party for his work people. It wasn’t that many people, but they were weird, so I went to my room. I mean, I was supposed to be helping but I couldn’t stay out there and watch them get drunk and stupid. So I got on my laptop and remembered a disc I had found with my foster paperwork weeks ago.”
Her fingers have stopped their movement around my hand and are now pressing into my skin. “You okay?” I whisper as her face pales. “Want to stop?”
She shakes her head in a jerky motion. “Anyway, I put the disc in the computer and…and so it was my room…and I got upset but then I had to go back outside.”
She mumbled everything together so fast I couldn’t have understood that right. “Wait a second, back up. What did you say?”
She looks at me, her large brown eyes rimmed in red, though there are no tears. “It was my room. They…he was recording me—a camera—in my room.”
Like a flipped switch, everything stops. There are no sounds, no movements, no breaths. I am shock-frozen in a block of ice, screaming and pounding my fists on the inside but unmoving on the surface.
“Everyone left and I started to clean up, but I slipped and fell and sliced my hand on a piece of a broken bowl. Derrick…” She hesitates, clearing her voice. “BasicallyDerrickattackedmeandwouldn’tletmegobutIgotaway.”
It takes me a moment to piece together the rushed words. She mumbles something about him drugging her at the club then doesn’t say anything else. She doesn’t have to. Freed from paralysis, I slowly look from the hands that are gripping mine to the eyes that are squeezed closed. Her chest is rising and falling faster, but as she opens her eyes to fix on mine, she’s not crying. She’s not crying. She’s not even…
I jump up and start pacing. Nancy and Sam scramble to their feet at my reaction but I keep my eyes on the ground. Only one thing I know. One thing.
Derrick is going to pay.
“Stop and look at me,” Liv says, her voice high-pitched, but I can’t. “It happened to me, not you. Z, look at me!”
“Z, take it easy.” Nancy tries to take my arm. I yank it away. “Breathe. Count to ten. Now.”
Her unusually firm voice brings me back to years ago when she took psychology classes to learn how to help me deal with my anger; self-control techniques she thought could help the angry boy who wanted to destroy everyone who’d hurt him. It used to help. I close my eyes. One, two, three…
Liv’s sweet, innocent face fills my mind.
Four, fivesixseveneight.
I head to the door, pausing only to grab Sam’s keys from the foyer table. Somehow Sam and Liv get to the door first, though, blocking my way with linked arms. Nancy is calling to me from behind. I ignore her.
“You can’t do this,” Sam says. “You’ll get caught and no one will care about why you did it.”
“Get out of my way.” I step forward, staring through them at the door. It’ll take me fifteen minutes to get to the scumbag’s house.
“No!” Liv steps forward, unlinking her arm from Sam. “I won’t let you get in trouble on my account. He’s not worth it.”
“Move, Liv,” I snarl through gritted teeth.
“No,” she says firmly. She reaches out to cup my fist in her small hand, unwrapping my clenched hand to thread her fingers through mine. The touch is a gentle breeze to my raging storm, softening me.
“No,” she whispers, slipping her bandaged hand around my neck. My hands automatically wrap around her waist; she feels so small in my arms. She stretches up to press her lips against my ear. “You have to trust me. You can’t go. Not now. I need you here.”
And that’s it. I know the fight is lost with those words. “Liv,” I choke out, hating how weak I sound, “he can’t…”
“It’s okay. We’ll figure something out.” She loops her arm through mine and effectively moves me away from the door and toward the staircase. Nancy and Sam gape at us.
“Well, you were right about that,” Nancy says to Sam, who shakes her head. I ignore them.
As soon as we get inside my room, I turn to Liv, who’s watching me cautiously. “That asshole can’t get away with this.”
“I know. Don’t you think I know that?” Her voice starts to rise. “Since when did this become your problem? It’s up to me what we do about this. Me. Not you. ME.”
“Shh…it’s okay.” I try to take her in my arms but she pushes away.
“No! I’m not a child.” She glares at me, which doesn’t bother me at all. Anger is good. Anger turns into action. “Promise me you won’t do anything to him. Promise!”
What?
I stare at her, sure she’s joking.
She’s not.
I sink to the bed and rest my head in my hands. I do not understand her at all. “Why? After what he did…”
“Because if you go beating him up or whatever, you’ll get caught. He’s not worth that.” She takes a deep breath, ending in a sigh. “You’re all I have. I don’t want to see you in jail.”
I lie back on the bed, tugging her with me. Her head rests on my chest.
“Your heart is beating so fast,” she says, drawing circles over it with a finger.
I run my fingers through her tangly hair, afraid of the feelings I have for this sweet girl. How could anyone hurt her? And I don’t understand why she’s letting Derrick get away with this. The rage begins simmering again within me. One, two, three…
She glances up at me, her eyes narrowed as if she can read my mind. “Maybe we should just call 911.”
I thread my fingers through hers, tenting our hands over my stomach. Anyone who cared about her would call the police. But it would alert them to Monroe Street. “That’s just it. We can’t. They wouldn’t believe you, anyway, and besides…”
“What?”
“Nothing,” I mumble. “It’s complicated.”
“Too bad we can’t just put him on the sex offender registry ourselves,” she says. “That way he wouldn’t be able to mess with any other kid’s life.”
I flip on my side to face her, almost laughing out loud. “That’s perfect.”
“What?”
“Putting him on the registry. We have a contact—a detective at the station who can help me hack in.”
“Not you. Me,” she says firmly.
“You?”
“Yeah. Like I said, this is my problem, not yours. I want to do it.”
I smile. She’s not incapable of action after all. She’s pretty kick-ass. “Tonight, then.”
…
LIV
The longer I stay here, resting in Z’s arms, the calmer I feel. Now that we have a plan, and now that I’m more confident he’s not going to go all berserk on Derrick, I can start to push the bad memories to the recesses of my mind. Z cares for me, for real. And I’m falling so hard for him. There’s only a thin, fragile wall left to protect my heart, and the thought is frightening.
We stay in his room for another hour, holding each other and talking very little, until a voice outside the door announces that it’s time for dinner. Dinner in the new house and a chance to meet the other kids. I don’t want them to know what happened, but judging by the sympathetic looks everyone keeps throwing, they already know. It’s uncomfortable at first, but it’s not long before I’m treated as another member of the house.
There are about fifteen kids or so, anywhere from middle to high school. Some I’ve already met. Little Dutch is there, immediately finding Z and sticking to him like glue. He hangs on every word Z says.
I met Cameron the first time I visited the house. He makes a pretty distinct impression, since he’s about six feet tall and built like a defensive lineman. He’s soft-spoken and super nice, though, smiling at me and asking how I’m doing. He stands to pull out Sam’s chair for her when she arrives at the table. Sam smiles at him as she does everyone else, but by the wistful way Cameron looks at her, I’d say he likes her more than a little.
Most of the kids’ names blur—they’re friendly, but it’ll be hard to remember who’s who. With the exception of Micah, who totally cracks me up doing impressions and poking fun at everyone. He’s so hyper that every once in a while he jumps to his feet to talk.
Another who stands out is Jen, for a much different reason. I can almost feel the daggers cutting into my face, the way she glares at me from her seat farther down the table. The same glare she gave when she saw me holding Z’s hand the last time I was here.
I lean over and whisper to Sam. “What’s with her?”
She smirks and puts her hand up to cover her mouth. “She was in love with Z. Big-time. They always fall for him. Like you did.”
She winks at me and turns to talk to someone else, but her words reverberate through my head for the entire meal. They always fall for him.
Like you did.
Throughout dinner, I sneak glances at Jen. She looks over at Z a lot, sometimes angry, sometimes longing. The fact that he might’ve used and dumped her makes me see him in a new light, and a part of me I can’t seem to ignore worries that he’ll do the same to me. When he catches me watching him, he smiles and takes my hand, kissing my fingers.
After dinner, everyone splits to do his or her own thing; some hang out in the living room to watch TV, some go back to their rooms, and a couple of the older ones decide to go out for the night. I want to talk to Z, but Nancy approaches us before I can manage to get him alone.
“Olivia, I’ve got a room ready for you for tonight, and for as long as you’d like,” Nancy says. She turns to Z. “Bill will need to know she’s here now.”
His hand clenches around mine and his jaw tightens. “No, he doesn’t. Not yet.”
She shakes her head. “You know that’s not a smart idea. You can’t keep this from him.”
He doesn’t respond. She sighs and looks at me. “Come, Olivia. Let me show you where your room is.”
I nod and follow her, knowing I should care more about Bill finding out I’m here. But now I’m worried about something else: Derrick and Denise. I hope like hell they don’t report me missing. I almost don’t care what Z and Sam are up to right now and why it’s a big deal if Bill finds out I’m here. The sound of the rain beating against the windows reinforces my need to feel safe. Protected. At least for a little while.
Nancy and Sam walk me upstairs and turn down the hallway opposite of Z’s. “This is the girls’ wing. The younger girls share a room; the older ones get their own. You’re right next door to Sam, and she can help you settle in.” She opens the door to reveal a lovely decorated room, painted a soft, creamy white. Graceful ballerinas moving through large black-and-white framed paintings hang over the bed and desk. The twin bed is covered with a light-pink comforter. “Feel free to personalize the room however you’d like.”
The way she says that makes me think she’s planning for me to stay forever. Considering the illegal operation of the house, I’m not sure how I feel about that. But this is my only option right now, so I step inside. “It’s beautiful, thank you.”
Nancy beams. “Of course. Let Sam or me know if there’s anything you need. Toothbrush, hair dryer, whatever. We don’t have many house rules. There’s no curfew, you’re free to come and go whenever you’d like, do whatever you’d like. The only thing we insist is that you do well in school and manage your share around the house, including some things that Z or Sam will show you. That’s it. Sound good?”
“Sure. Thanks, Nancy. I don’t know what I’d do if…”
She saves me the trouble of finding the words by giving me a warm hug. “You’re part of our family now.” She turns to leave, Sam following.
“Hey, wait a second, Sam.” As soon as Nancy is gone, I pull Sam back into the room. “I don’t have any of my things, my clothes, personal stuff. My laptop is back at the house, too. Inside the bedspread. I can’t go back, and there’s no way I’m sending Z. Do you think…?” I look down, embarrassed that I have to ask such a huge favor.
“Of course,” she says. “Leave it to me. I’ll take care of it.”
I exhale and smile. “Thanks.”
She gives me a hug. “I’m glad you’re here. I mean, I hate what happened to you. But it’s good we could bring you here. You’re safe now.”
“Thanks. I’m glad I’m here, too.”
She smiles at me, and I follow her out of the room and down the stairs. She grabs a confused Cameron at the bottom and drags him with her, saluting me before pulling the heavy door shut.
“What was that about?” Z asks, walking over to me and wrapping his arms around my waist.
“Nancy showed me my room. It’s nice.”
“Mmm…” He nuzzles into my hair. “Maybe you should give me a tour.”
His voice is sultry, sexy. Too sexy. I stiffen and pull away without thinking. He raises an eyebrow, but his arms loosen around me. I try to cover with a laugh that ends up sounding more like a choke.
“You understand there are no expectations here, right?” he asks softly, caressing my cheek. “None at all.”
I nod and lean forward until my head is against his chest. Why did I react like that, pulling away from him? I trust him. But it’s only been a day since… So maybe it’s to be expected. Hopefully.
…
Z
Liv and I stare at the TV without really watching it, waiting for Sam and Cameron to return with her stuff. Liv’s eyes flick to the door often. I guess I know why she sent them to get her things instead of me, though it’s frustrating that she didn’t even tell me. Of course, I might’ve figured out a way to go along, just in case I could run into Derrick by “accident.”
She glances at me. “You know Derrick will be looking for me. Even with what we’re going to do, do you think he’d figure out where I am? Alert the police?”
“I doubt it,” I tell her. “And it doesn’t matter. As soon as he goes to the cops, they’re going to see his record and then his ass will be in serious shit.”
She smiles and leans back, then sits up again, frowning. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. I keep hearing things I don’t really get.”
“Like what?”
“Well, like Jen, for one. She’s in love with you?”
Of course, it’s at that moment Jen walks in, making a sharp U-turn when she sees us on the couch. Liv glances at my face, her expression tight. Oh, wonderful fun this is going to be—once again, the ex jealous of my new relationship. I wish Jen would find someone else, like Cameron. Cameron would be perfect—he’s the type who’d be completely devoted to his girlfriend. If he weren’t so into Sam, who doesn’t give him the time of day.
Sam and Cameron soon return with Liv’s stuff. She jumps up to meet them, thanking them over and over.
“Hey, it was kind of fun,” Sam says, handing a laptop bag to Liv. “I haven’t done that kind of break-in in a while. Cam’s the best at it. The window was locked, so I guess they shut it after you left. He broke the lock and we sneaked in to get everything. I wanted to go find the jerk and kick his ass, but Cam held me back. That’s the only part that sucked. I was looking forward to it.”
Liv frowns at me as if she can read my mind. Oh, yeah, I would look forward to it, too, if she didn’t have such a hang-up about violence. Passive-aggressive is not my thing.
The darkened house is quiet at this hour, and most of the kids are asleep. After a brief introduction, Liv has done most of the talking with Jim Rush, our contact at the police station. Bill would be pissed if he knew I had contacted Jim, as he’s the only one who’s allowed to, supposedly. But Jim’s cool, and I’m grateful that he agreed to keep this to himself.
Jim gives her the address and password so we can hack in through our proxy sites without anyone tracking us. She uploads a picture she grabbed from his Facebook page, reworked in Photoshop to Jim’s approval, and makes up names and incidents. I watch her as she works, fascinated that she’s so focused. For as much as she didn’t want me to hurt the guy, she sure is set on screwing up his life.
It was almost too easy. Liv leans over to touch the monitor and select the pen, using a finger to draw a red X over his disgusting face. I click refresh, keeping my eyes fixed on the second monitor, until his name pops up on the registry. Perfect.
She leans back against me and sighs. “Done.”



Good luck with that, Derrick Carter.



Chapter Eighteen
Oliver:
Dodger, it’s not a game anymore.
The Artful Dodger:
[sadly] It never was a game, mate. You just thought it was.
—a film adaptation of Oliver Twist
LIV
My new room is comfortable, spacious, and way too quiet. I toss and turn for a few hours, my mind fighting a whirlwind of images I’d rather bury. I finally sit up in the darkness and swing my legs to the side of the bed. I know where I want to be, but what will he say? And will he take it the wrong way? He promised there are no expectations.
I decide to take my chances and tiptoe through the dark and silent hallways.
I slowly turn the knob and slide into Z’s room, closing the door softly behind me. He’s asleep, his profile serene in the quiet moonlight. His blanket is on the floor, and my face burns as I realize he’s wearing boxers and nothing else. I watch his bare chest rise and fall evenly, all the while knowing I should go back to my room and not wake him, but my body moves forward almost of its own accord and slides into the twin bed with him. I wrap an arm around his waist and press my cheek against his arm. He startles awake, then relaxes when he sees me. His arm curves around me and I snuggle into him, warm and comfortable, his lips against my hair. Remembering the blanket, I reach down to the floor and snatch it up to drape it across us.
I don’t dream at all. Z’s presence keeps all the nightmares away.
The sun streaming through the window awakens me in the morning to a lonely bed. Z is sitting in his desk chair, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt and watching me.
“Hey.” I smile shyly and pull the blanket up to my chin, which is probably silly, since I’m wearing a cami and shorts. “You’re up early.”
He laughs. “Not really. Do you usually sleep past nine?”
I jerk upward. “Nine? No way.”
He moves over to the bed and kisses my forehead. “You can sleep as late as you want. Doesn’t bother me at all.”
“But we’re missing school.”
“Do you really want to go?” he asks, his expression amused.
“Well, no, I guess not.” I look down. “I hope you didn’t mind my sneaking in here last night. I had a hard time going to sleep.”
“Are you kidding? It was nice having you next to me. Tempting, but nice.”
Heat rises to my face, my expression making him laugh. “So what do you want to do today?” he asks. “The waterfall? Or maybe you want to stay here and rest?”
“No, the waterfall is perfect.” I head to my room to change as Z goes downstairs to pack a few snacks. The house is quiet, since the others are in school. I wonder what Nancy does during the day.
“Sleep well?”
I almost trip over my feet. Jen is standing in her doorway with her arms crossed. I try to recover and act casual. “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”
“Aren’t you?” she asks, her lips pinched in a sneer. She glances over toward the boys’ wing, her eyes narrowed. “He’s using you. I hope you realize that.”
“Whatever.” I start toward my room again but she steps in front of me, blocking my path. I step back automatically, wondering if this is the part where the ex-girlfriend tries to kick my ass and wishing I knew karate or something useful.
“Relax,” she says, holding up her hands. “I’m not going to fight with you. But if you’re going to live here, there are some things you should know.”
“Okay, fine. What things?” I don’t try to keep the exasperation out of my voice. She may not want to fight me, but I know this is definitely the part where she’s going to say something to try to split up Z and me.
“How much has Z told you about why you’re here?”
Why I’m here? “Everything,” I lie.
She shakes her head. “Everything meaning nothing, right? He’s trying to bring you in quietly, just like he did me. And then you’re here and you get stuck in their game. And you can never leave because you’re too involved.”
I don’t even try to make sense of whatever she’s saying. I attempt to sidestep her but she moves with me. “Did you know Z knew everything about you from the very beginning?” she asks. “Probably before he even spoke to you.”
Now I laugh. “You have the wrong story, Jen. I met him at school.”
“Yeah, but he’s had all the details on your past for a long time. I know that for a fact.”
“Okay, so how?”
She smiles a secret kind of smile. She’s baiting me, but I hate to admit I’m curious. Even more, I’m worried. She looks too confident.
“Why don’t you, ah, change first.” She looks at my pajamas, her mouth twisted in contempt. “Meet me in the office downstairs in two minutes and I’ll show you the file they have on you.”
She flips her hair around as she saunters down the stairs. I turn toward my room and shut the door behind me, my heartbeat picking up speed. They have a file on me?
I change quickly and head downstairs to the office. Jen is already seated at one of the computers, her hand poised over the mouse. I move to her side and watch as she opens a strange database and clicks a file called “Olivia Westfield.” Just the sight of my name makes my breath catch.
She leans forward to read from the monitor. “Julia Winters, age fifty-seven. Caseworker. Current foster parents: Denise Carter, née Anderson, age forty-three. Previously married to Alejandro Santos, one daughter, deceased. Derrick Carter, age forty-three, no children—”
“That’s no secret,” I interrupt her. “Anyone can get this information.”
“You mean all of this?” She leans back in the chair so I can have a closer look. Listed are my previous foster home addresses and Julia’s information, plus Derrick and Denise are listed with their pictures and occupations. Basic information.
The next entry makes my heart stop. My mother’s name, along with a picture.
What the…
I grow cold as my eyes sift through the data. My history with my past foster care is listed. Along with the reasons I was pulled from each home. Including…
Jen recites it aloud as my eyes fix on one section. “Incidents requiring removal from home: age ten, physical neglect—failure to provide adequate clothing and shelter. Age twelve, sexual abuse—offender Frank—”
“Shut up,” I say, my voice no higher than a whisper. I’m frozen in place. This information was here the whole time? Z knew everything? This whole time, he’s known? I can feel the heat rushing through my body, warming my cheeks, numbing my arms, my legs.
“So you see how it is,” she continues. “He’s a recruiter. Goes after the sweet foster girl to bring her into our world. He’s good at his job, I’ll say that much for him.” She stands and places her hand on my shoulder, as if in sympathy. I can’t even move to brush it away. “He’s playing you, Liv. Like he played me.”
“No.” I can almost feel Z’s arms around me, holding me after Derrick’s attack. She’s got it wrong. I don’t know why he has all this information, but it doesn’t mean he’s using me.
“Z’s a jerk of the worst kind. Has he told you his real name?” She nods when I don’t respond. “Exactly. He won’t tell anyone. I don’t even think Nancy knows. And he has no file here, so nobody knows anything about him.” She backs away toward the door, eyes still on me. “You’re just another one of his projects. Don’t trust him. You’ll thank me later—I wish someone had clued me in.”
The word “projects” makes my stomach flip. Jen pulls the door shut behind her, leaving me with nothing but a file full of sorrow and questions I’m not sure I’ll ever find answers to.
Laughter from outside startles me from my reflective thoughts. Jen conveniently left me logged in to the computer, so I do a quick search through the files of the database. I find a file on Z, but every space is filled with the same word: Classified. With the exception of the comments field, which contains a simple line: If you’re that desperate to know something about me, close this file and get a life. I press my lips together to suppress a grin, despite everything. He’s such an ass. I just wish I knew what he was planning.
You’re just another one of his projects.
Jen’s words join hands with Sam’s from days ago: I told Nancy it looks like it’s going to end the same as your other projects.
I grow cold as the realization of exactly what this project is sinks in.
Z is outside starting his bike. His smile seems genuine as he sees me walking toward him. “What took you so long?”
“Nothing. When did you get the bike back?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light.
“Early this morning. I caught a ride to school with Sam while you were sleeping. I figured you’d be out for a while. Here,” he says, handing me a cell phone. “This is for you. From Nancy. We all have one.”
A cell phone. I should be happier about it, feel like I belong somewhere finally. It’s just that I don’t know where “there” is. I do make a mental note to call Mr. Bronson later and quit Slice of Happy. I won’t be going anywhere near the Carters, that’s for sure.
Z puts his helmet on and revs the engine as I climb behind him. As usual, the sensation of flying down the road behind him sends my adrenaline pumping, my heart racing. The way people describe the “thrill of the road” totally makes sense to me now. Today, the cool wind brushing against my skin is especially cleansing, though it can’t do anything to erase my suspicions.
Z drives the bike slowly over the river, bouncing on the old slats of the wooden bridge. He pulls off and conceals the bike in the thick of the brush. We walk hand in hand up the path until we finally reach the waterfall.
I follow him along the narrow path between the small pond on the left and the ravine on the right to reach the cascade of water bouncing playfully off the rocks. The cool spray of mist from the falls is refreshing after the long, hot climb. We take off our shoes and wade carefully into the cold water, climbing onto a large, smooth, flat rock in the center. I lie back on his jacket as Z starts telling me about the people in the house. He’s unusually talkative, and before long I’m caught up in the details of each person—their personalities as well as what they bring to the house.
“Micah acts like a big goof, I know,” Z says. “He’s a prankster. But he’s the best at creating and debugging software, proxy sites, pretty much everything. The best part is that no one outside our house takes him seriously. He can get away with anything and no one would know.”
“And Dutch is the youngest, right? Is he in middle school?”
“Sixth grade. He’s a genius, though. You can ask him any algebraic question and he’ll give you an answer almost without thinking about it.”
I prop myself up on my elbow to look at him directly. “Jen doesn’t seem to like me very much.”
“I’m sure you can guess why,” he mutters without looking at me.
“But exactly what kind of relationship did you have with her? I’m sure she’s not just crushing on you.”
“She was never really my girlfriend.”
“But you did have a relationship.”
He doesn’t have to say anything; his eyes answer my question. “Z, just tell me, what happened between you two?”
He exhales as his hand moves to stroke my side, but I brush his fingers away. I won’t let him distract me this time. “I brought Jen to the house a year ago. She might have…misunderstood my intentions. I was too friendly with her, I guess.”
”Friendly? The same kind of friendly you are with me?”
His eyebrows rise at that, but his voice remains steady. “Jen was different from you. She was really into the fact that I had a motorcycle, that I had a lot of money, that I was the ‘bad boy.’ That’s one of the reasons I changed the way I dressed. I was tired of attracting the shallow end of the pool.”
It bothers me that he can so easily blow her off. “So it was all her, huh? You didn’t do anything to encourage her?”
“Relentless, aren’t you? Okay, so maybe I made her think she was more special to me than she actually was. I guess I should feel kind of bad about that, especially since it’s making her hate you so much. But she was never that nice, believe me.”
I lean back and rest my arm over my face. Would he do the same to me? Is he just using me? He shifts slightly, tugging my arm away from my face. “What are you thinking?”
“Just feeling bad for her. What you did was terrible, and I can’t imagine…” I can’t even finish that thought.
His eyes are wide, worried. “You know it’s not the same with you, right? I wouldn’t do that to you.”
“I don’t know.”
“Liv, please.” He wraps his hand around mine, his eyes intent on me. “I swear it’s not the same. You and I…we’re real.”
I shouldn’t believe him, considering his history, most of which I don’t know. But I’m not sure. Maybe it’s the intensity of the promise, the anxiety in the eyes of this normally cool and self-possessed guy. Until I know the truth, though, I can’t trust him a hundred percent, and that knowledge sucks. Still, I smile a little and he seems to relax. I put a finger over his lips as he leans toward me. “I’m not done.”
He groans, resting his forehead on my chest. “I didn’t think you were.”
My thoughts move quickly now. Despite everything, I don’t really want to throw Jen under the bus just for showing me my file. “I’ve heard people say you’re a recruiter, and I’ve heard the word ‘project’ thrown around a few times. What project are you working on, Z? A new recruit?” I keep my voice innocently curious, my eyes fixed on him.
His head snaps up, his expression very still, stone-like. My heart sinks—Jen was right about that, at least.
“Let’s see, you recruited Jen, right? And Maggie.”
I tick them off my fingers as I say their names. Maggie was just a guess, but by the way the corners of his eyes twitch nervously, I know I’m right. I continue, keeping my voice calm though I’m dreading the next words. “I thought so. Then, let’s see, you also recruited…me.”
He pushes himself up to his knees, jaw set. But he still doesn’t say anything.
“You recruited me, like you recruited Jen. You knew everything about me. Everything. All tucked away nicely in a little file. And I’m going to end up like her, aren’t I?” Though it’d be a cold day in hell before I’d stick around to be bitter while he brought home other girls.
“No!” His voice is firm, but there is no regret in his expression. “I told you, you are not like Jen. Not like any of them.”
“You lied to me.” I say it like I’m talking about the weather. Calm and simple.
His mouth opens and closes but nothing comes out. He shakes his head as I stare him down. “I didn’t lie.”
“Yes, you did. You preyed on me from the very beginning, trying to make me feel special, but the whole time…”
“So now I’m a criminal and a liar, right? Yeah, my plan was to invite you to Monroe Street. I thought you were perfect for us. Thought we could help you get out of the system. And I did try to let you off the hook when I realized how much I…when I realized you weren’t cut out for this. Which is why Sam is pissed at me, too.”
Off the hook? “You tried to let me off the hook? I didn’t see a whole lot of that going on, Z. Or, I don’t know, was making out with me your way of letting me off the hook?”
He swings around and slides down into the water, making his way to the shore. Wait, he thinks he has the right to be mad? I follow him to the bank, wincing as the icy water bites into my skin.
He turns to face me as I scramble up the slippery bank. “You think I played you? You think this is all some game for me?”
“Isn’t it?” I step forward but slip and fall on the slick grass. He offers his hand, which I slap away. He reaches down to pull me up by the arms. His chest is rising and falling faster as he glares at me. Then the emotion in his eyes turns from anger to something different, raw and hungry. The sudden shift in his expression makes my body ache, but I try to ignore it.
He kisses me hard, his lips slipping over mine in the soft spray of mist, shocking me. I push against him until I break free, then slap him in the face. Hard.
He looks as stunned as I feel. He opens his mouth as if to say something then closes it. “I’m sorry,” he says, rubbing his cheek. “You’re right. I didn’t mean to drag you into all this. I mean, I did then, but now…” His eyes drop to my feet. “I get why you’re mad, but this isn’t a game for me. Not anymore.”
He turns to walk away. I almost let him go, but something inside me stirs as the memories flood over me like a wave—the concern and anger in Z’s eyes after Derrick’s attack, the gentle pressure of his lips against mine, his arms warm around me, making me feel safe. His eyes telling me what his words don’t.
I’m furious that he knew everything and kept it from me, but at the same time, I know he’s not trying to hurt me. When he told me about the operation at Monroe Street, I didn’t run from him. So why am I so angry now? Because he didn’t tell me he knew about my shitty past? That information is pretty much a matter of public record.
My head hurts. In my mind I know it’d be stupid to stay with someone I can’t fully trust. But my heart disagrees. I can’t deny this—whatever this is. Right or wrong, I stretch my arm to take his hand in mine and pull him back to me.
His eyes widen in surprise as I reach up to twist my fingers into his damp hair and pull him down to me, to press my mouth against his. This time it’s me driving the kiss, forcing his lips apart with mine, locked with an intensity that’s frightening. His hands slide down my body to rest on my hips, then around to pull me closer until we’re melded together. My leg slides up against his and my body goes limp as he wraps his hand around the outside of my thigh, hitching me up until I’m lifted off the ground. The warning bells clang in my mind but the pounding of my heart drowns them out. He sets me back on my feet, his breathing as labored as mine.
“Come on, you’re getting soaked.” His voice is rough but his eyes are shining. I let him lead me away from the falls, across the narrow path to the clearing. We lie down on the warm, dry grass and listen to the sound of the rushing water as the sun’s rays soothe my damp skin.
Z leans over and traces the outline of my face with his finger. “I’m sorry I got you mixed up in this.”
“I don’t agree with what you guys do,” I tell him. I’m going for total honesty, and I’m hoping he does the same. “But I know that I have nowhere else to go.”
“You know you’re going to have to do it, too.”
I don’t know that I can steal like that, no matter how easy it is or how much he tries to justify it. But I refuse to go back into foster care. I can do whatever I have to do to stay out of the system until I turn eighteen. “Just promise you’ll stop keeping secrets from me.”
His eyes shift away. “Okay.”
I put a finger under his chin and tilt it toward me. “Promise?”
He nods. His lips meet mine, then slide down my jawline to my neck. A pleasant tingling sensation moves throughout my body at his touch.
“When are you going to tell me your name?” I ask, since we’re speaking of not keeping secrets. Even more, I want to see how much he trusts me.
“Mmm…?”
“Your name?” I push on his shoulders until he looks up at me. I touch a fingertip lightly to the slight pink blotch on his cheek where I slapped him. “Your real name.”
“My legal name is Z.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know, and there’s no record of you. No, I want to know your real name. The one you were born with, the one not even Sam knows.” Or Jen.
He doesn’t say anything. The warmth inside me begins to chill. “If you don’t trust me with that, how can I trust you enough to stay at the house?”
He bows his head, the blond hair falling forward so I can’t see his eyes. “It’s important to you, isn’t it?”
“Obviously.”
“I promised myself I would never tell anyone. Never.” His voice is barely audible. I get the feeling he’s trying to convince himself more than me.
“What are you afraid of?”
“Everything,” he whispers. It’s a strange admission, coming from him, but one that I kind of get. To tell me his name is to trust his entire life to me. Maybe he’s not ready for that. Am I?
I brush his hair back and he gazes at me, his eyes a deep well of painful memories. I’m not the only one who’s gone through hell. I touch a finger to his lips. “Don’t tell me right now. Tell me when you’re ready.” I want him to do it because he wants to, not because I guilt-tripped him into it.
He nods, his face serious as he fans my damp hair across my shoulder. “I promise.”
Interestingly, for the first time in my life, and regardless of all the crap Z is involving me in, I’m starting to trust my feelings. I really like him. I almost feel like I could trust him.
Even though there’s still a part of me that warns against it.



Chapter Nineteen
“She was not past seventeen. Cast in so slight and exquisite a mould; so mild and gentle; so pure and beautiful; that earth seemed not her element, nor its rough creatures her fit companions.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
Z
My life has always been so easy when it comes to girls. I’ve never had a problem manipulating their emotions. I know how they react to me—to my looks, my attitude, my money. I know what they want, and I give it to them in order to get what I want. There’s never been a time that I haven’t been in control.
Until now.
Liv is different. I tried treating her like all the rest until I accidentally fell… I choke on the word, even in my thoughts. I don’t want to be in love. Love causes nothing but trouble, and it gets in the way of business. I’ve been fine with my life so far. Why would I want to screw it up?
Liv stirs next to me. She’s a restless sleeper. In all three nights that she’s been here, she hasn’t spent a single one in her own bed. Sharing a bed with a girl just to sleep is new for me. Girls I’ve recruited in the past, like Jen, were always very quick to let me know they were interested in much more. It was too easy.
I wince at the thought of Jen. I admit, I let that one go way too far. Like with Maggie, it’s my fault she’s so bitter.
In the stream of morning light through the window I can see the corner of Liv’s lips turn upward, and I smile. Must be a good dream. I touch her cheek with one finger and kiss her forehead as she sleeps. I wish I could protect her from the world, because the world sucks. I’d do anything to keep Liv from having to go through more hell.
She shifts slightly toward me, her gold locket sliding down her neck. I stare at it for the longest time, remembering my promise to tell her everything. But she’s been hurt so many times. How do I know this time would be different?
I reach a hand over the side of the bed to the windowsill and feel around for my glasses. Using a fingernail, I pry the little heart open and peer closely at the tiny pictures within. On the right is a young woman, not much older than Liv and so like her in the face, with the same large brown eyes. The picture on the left is of her grandfather and grandmother. I stare at the man’s smiling face. Smiles can hide everything and tell a person nothing. I press it closed, just in time for Liv to sigh and slowly open her eyes, focusing on me.
“Good morning,” I say, brushing her hair back over her ear.
“Mmm…good morning,” she says, her voice thick with sleepiness. “What time is it?”
“Six forty-five. Time for school.”
She stretches, catlike. “Mmm…don’t want to go.”
“I know. But there are only a few days left.”
She frowns. I know what’s on her mind, though she won’t admit it. There’s a possibility Derrick could be at school, waiting for her. Nancy’s nervous that he’ll have the cops on us here, but I know that scum like him are usually too afraid to involve the police until they get their own story straight. And if he went to the police…the thought of that makes me laugh.
There is something else that worries me, though. Starting this afternoon, Nancy says I’m to get Liv involved with our cyber activities. We haven’t talked about it since the waterfall, though I’m sure she knows it’s coming. I just don’t know how she’s going to react.
“I have something for you.” I reach back to my nightstand and lift the small blue box. Her eyes widen as I open the lid to reveal a thin gold bracelet.
“Oh, Z, it’s beautiful.” She lifts it up to gaze at it.
“It was my mother’s,” I whisper as I watch the gold strand flex through her slender fingers. “It’s the only thing I kept of hers.”
I take it and gently fasten it above her hand, then kiss the inside of her wrist. The one thing I have that means something to me now rests on the only person who means everything to me.
Her hand strokes my cheek. “Thank you,” she says softly.
I lean down to press my lips to hers, then her chin, her jaw, her neck, loving how she tilts her head back to give me better access. I let my fingers trail down her side to pull her closer to me.
A noise from outside brings me back to myself. Keeping my self-control around this girl is not easy.
“Come on.” I pull her up and kiss her lightly before she heads back to her room to change. I go into my bathroom to splash cold water on my face—thank God for whoever invented cold water—brush my teeth, and slip on a pair of jeans. I head downstairs, making it out the door before Nancy has a chance to remind me about this afternoon. Liv meets me at the bike and we head to school.
As we turn into the school parking lot, Liv’s arms tighten around me. I pull into a space and take my helmet off to look at her, but she’s buried into my back, not moving.
“What’s wrong?” I gently unfold her arms from their grip around my waist.
“Hey!” A shout echoes across the parking lot. The devil himself, Derrick Carter, is standing outside his car, pointing at me. Unlatching Liv’s trembling hands from my jacket, I slide off the bike, ignoring her faint protests. My focus is only on the asshole who doesn’t know what’s about to hit him. I can barely hear Liv shouting at me as I first walk, then run to my target, my anger breaking over me like a storm. The bastard’s eyes get wide as he backs away, just making it into his car when I reach him. He locks the door and shakes his head as I pound on the glass with my fist.
“Get out, you son of a bitch!” I back away a couple feet and stand to watch him with my arms crossed, daring him to step out.
He rolls down his window an inch. “I’ve called the police,” he says, holding his cell. “You have no legal right to her. I’m her legal guardian, so she has to come with me.”
Ha. I shake my head and walk back to Liv. Perfect. Let him figure it out. Let him explain to the cops why the system shows she’s emancipated, why there’s no record of them being her guardians. Then let him find out that he’s now a registered sex offender who’s in the parking lot of a high school. Yeah, let’s see you squirm out of that one, scumbag.
Liv is still sitting on the bike, her wide eyes focused on the car. I put my arms around her trembling body. “It’s okay. He won’t hurt you anymore.”
I expect her to start crying, but she shrugs me away and slides off the bike.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“I’m not dealing with this anymore,” she says, her voice shaking but her face set. “I’m sick of being scared.” She heads toward Derrick’s car.
“No, Liv, wait.” She ignores me, instead walking faster toward Derrick, who is still in his car. I can hear sirens growing louder as they get nearer. Shit, he really did call the cops.
I get on the bike and start it up, riding over to stop in front of Liv. “Get on. Cops are coming.”
Her face is a storm cloud. “Z, get the…” She stops, staring as a police car pulls into the parking lot.
“Get on. Now.”
She slides behind me and I pull away just as Derrick gets out of his car to wave the police down. Her grip around me is like steel, though it loosens as we get farther away from the school.
Liv is visibly calmer once we reach the waterfall. She doesn’t say anything about what happened in the parking lot, but at least she’s no longer angry. I flip on my side in the grass to face her, brushing her arm with my fingertips. She flinches, then relaxes. I hate when she flinches. It’s like there are secrets so deep that I’ll never be able to uncover them. “Tell me about your past.”
“My past? You already know.”
“No, I don’t.” I look her straight in the eyes. “I only know what’s on record. I know Derrick wasn’t the first person who abused you.”
She jerks away from me, standing up and walking to the edge of the pool. I wonder if I’ve gone too far.
“Derrick was the worst, but there was another time with a foster brother. He used to touch me. A lot.” She shivers and crosses her arms. “Most of my homes weren’t as horrible as that. I just wasn’t in them long enough to get to know them. And some really sucked. I remember at one place, the kids thought it was funny to pull pranks on me. They drove me out to a haunted cornfield on Halloween and left me there. I could hear them laughing as they drove away. The last straw was when they locked me out of the house in my thin pajamas in the middle of winter. A neighbor called the police for me. Julia moved me every time there was a problem, but the problems never seemed to end.”
She sighs. “To be honest, I’ve never really loved anyone or trusted anyone since my mother died. Bernadette’s the only one I got even a little close to, but I didn’t love her, either.” She pauses and her forehead wrinkles. I know she’s not telling me the whole truth on that one, which makes me dislike Bernadette even more for leaving her and breaking her heart.
“It’s funny, you know?” Liv continues, walking back over to sit next to me. “I’d see all these kids with their parents and when I was little, I’d wish that were me. And I was pretty angry at my mother for getting hooked on drugs and running away from home to live on the streets. But that’s the weird thing. When it was just the two of us living on the streets, that’s when I felt the most loved. When I got older, I figured I didn’t need love, just a place to sleep and eat, really. That’s all I felt toward most families, like the Carters.”
Her story isn’t unusual. At Monroe Street, there are too many stories like this, though the kids who eventually find their way to us are the lucky ones. But it still breaks my heart. I can’t believe she’s made it this far without getting mixed up in the trouble that typically plagues kids with that kind of past.
I touch the gold locket just under the hollow of her throat. “What would you do if you ever found out you had family? I mean, say you had an aunt or an uncle or something.”
“I don’t know. I guess it depends on the circumstances. What would you do?”
“I’d probably run the other way.” I say it without thinking.
She laughs. “You realize you left me with the perfect opening to ask you now, right?”
“I guess. What do you want to know?”
She raises her eyebrows. “Really, you have to ask? Okay, so let’s start with how you came to Monroe Street. What made you decide to start doing, you know, what you do?”
What I do. She can’t say the words, a red flag that I decide to ignore for now. “I came to Monroe Street when I was around eleven. I’d been in a lot of trouble before that, even got sent to juvie. But Nancy found me when I ran away. She took me in, then told me she was starting up a home for kids who needed a place to stay. I’d have to earn my keep, but I’d like the freedom of the place. I was skeptical at first, but she was good on her word. It started out as simple jobs until I really got involved. I guess you could say I founded the online division.”
“You didn’t do any hacking before Monroe Street?”
“Well, not like I do today. I did a lot of malicious stuff, though. Viruses, bots, things like that. Nancy made me stop when I came to live here.” I frown at the memory. “Poor Nancy. She had a seriously angry kid to deal with while trying to start up the business. I can never repay her for everything she did for me.”
“Why were you so angry?”
“It doesn’t matter. Life just sucked. But like I told you, Monroe Street saved me. Saved all of us.”
“Is Nancy a computer genius, too?”
“No. Nancy got her start a different way. Very different. She was a pro.”
“A pro at what?”
Her innocent, wide-eyed expression makes me laugh. “A pro—a prostitute.”
Liv gasps, throwing her hand over her mouth. “Nancy—a prostitute? What the hell?”
“Well, more of a high-class escort. Not on the streets like you’re probably thinking. That’s how Bill…” I stop for a minute, my thoughts going back to Maggie. Escort or prostitute, I can’t understand why anyone would choose that life.
“So have you ever been caught?”
“Nope. It’s not like we pick pockets. Cyber crime is totally different.”
“Like how?”
“Well, it’s not like in the movies or on TV. Actually, what they do isn’t even close. And we don’t go into banks dressed in our best suits to get a briefcase full of money or have cool holograms projecting into vaults.”
I smile at the thought. It’s one of the first things I have to tell new kids—our way of hacking accounts usually consists of password cracking, SQL injection, or social engineering. Maggie actually thought we’d be going all Bonnie and Clyde on banks. I think she was disappointed when she found out how unglamorous the business is.
“So you go after easy targets. Do you prey on little old ladies with cats, too?”
Her tone drips with sarcasm. I can’t believe that she would even think that about me. “No. I’ve told you this before—we’re not evil. We go after big targets, not people who can barely afford to feed themselves, let alone their cats.”
“Ah…okay.” Her lips twist and I know she’s not convinced. I’m not sure what else to say to make her understand. It was never this hard to convince the others, not even Cameron, who thought we were being watched all the time. Although he’s still pretty paranoid. Maybe that’s why Sam flinches at the idea of dating him.
Liv takes my hand and draws idle circles around my knuckles with her thumb. Her hands are small, her fingers so slender. I’m caught up in staring at them, which is probably why her next question, “How did your mother die?” takes me off guard.
I jerk away from her. “What?”
She stares at me. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t…”
“My mother died when I was seven. It was pretty bad. She just…” I yank on the grass next to me, throwing it aside. It doesn’t make me feel any better. “She just couldn’t handle life.”
It’s the main thing I remember about my mother—the bleak depression that eventually led to her suicide. I shove the memory behind the wall in my heart.
Liv takes my hand again. Her touch is warm. “What happened to your father?”
Anger washes over me with the other memory I never let surface. I don’t say anything this time.
“He’s still alive, isn’t he?”
She’s too perceptive. But I can’t tell her. Can’t tell anyone. I’m sweating now, though it could just be the heat of the sun. I want to crawl to the edge of the pool and sink into the cold water, swim away from this girl who asks too much.
“It’s okay,” Liv says quietly, as if reading my mind. “You don’t have to tell me.”
I take a deep breath and stare into her soft brown eyes. This is it, the ultimate test. Do I open myself up to her and bare my most painful truths, or do I blow her off and lie?
“I’ve never told anyone. No one except Nancy knows about him.” I manage to keep all emotion out of my voice. “He’s a hedge fund manager. He’s a billionaire, living the life in New York City.”
Her mouth drops open in shock.
“Yeah, I was pretty surprised myself,” I tell her.
“How did you find out?”
“My mother told me, right before she died. She gave me a letter he once wrote to her, telling her how much she meant to him, promising to leave his wife for her. He had an affair with her while he was married and refused to claim me as his son. Yep. Dear Daddy is still alive.”
It’s hard to talk about him without using every possible curse word I can think of. His denial of me, of us, was the reason my mother was so depressed.
“Did you ever try to contact him?”
I thread my fingers behind my head and concentrate on the needles of the pine trees, my heart constricting. “Yes, three years ago. He acted like he didn’t know me, but I could tell he was lying. I look exactly like the son of a bitch. It’s okay. He’s unknowingly been providing more than enough payback for abandoning us. I’ve seen to that.” Although money will never, never make up for what he did.
We sit in silence for a while. Then she asks, “Have you ever wished your life was different? More honest?”
I look away. “No. I like my life the way it is. I’ve never thought twice about it.” Until now.
“Really?” Liv’s eyes reflect doubt, but she still smiles—sunshine piercing through my dark clouds. Being with her is like being with the best part of myself, a fragment remaining from my innocent childhood. She makes me want to go out and give all my money to the homeless, feed stray dogs, kiss babies, and all sorts of stupid shit. Sometimes I feel like riding my Ducati away from Liv as fast as I can; at the same time, I want to hold her and never let her out of my arms.
“Z?”
Liv frowns, maybe because I’m staring at her like an idiot. I smile and curl a stray lock of hair around her ear, letting my fingers trail along her jawline. She closes her eyes at the touch and tilts her head up for the kiss I won’t give her.
Not yet.
“Jack.” The word feels strange coming from my mouth.
Her eyes flicker open. “What?”
I brush my thumb over her parted lips, craving the taste of them. “My name is Jack.”
It’s a relief to finally say the name I’ve hidden for years, ever since Nancy found me and helped me get rid of my identity. She knew Bill would never stop using me against my father if he knew about my association. And once I picked the name Z, Nancy never called me Jack again.
Liv stares at me, wide-eyed, those lips I desire curving up slowly. “Jack,” she whispers.
I close my eyes. “Say it again.”
Her soft hands lightly press against my cheeks, igniting fire inside of me. “Jack.”
I slide my hands along her arms to the hands touching my face, tugging them around my neck. My lips skim hers at first, just enough so I can breathe in the softness of her.
“Jack,” she whispers through a sigh, the word falling so naturally from her lips. Why the hell did I wait so long to tell her? I press my lips to hers again, coaxing them apart to taste her mouth, then pulling away to tease her into saying my name again. “Jack,” she says, smiling softly without opening her eyes.
This time, I don’t hold back. I let my mouth consume hers as my hands slip down her waist and over her curves.
We slowly lie back on the grass, never breaking the lock on our lips. God help me, she tastes of sunshine and roses. She tilts her head back as I explore the lines of her jaw with my kisses, then the length of her neck. I want to dip farther, to know every inch of her. But as my hand moves over her stomach, I can feel the muscles underneath tense. I glance up to see her eyes squeezed tightly closed.
I sigh and press a kiss just above the V of her T-shirt, mentally shouting every possible curse against Derrick. Liv’s eyes flicker open and a mix of relief and disappointment flashes through them as I tug her shirt down.
“You’re not ready for this,” I tell her, caressing her cheek. “It’s okay.”
“I want to, Jack. I’m just…I just have to deal with what’s in my head first.”
“Totally understandable.” I kiss her lightly and rest back on my elbows, watching her. She’s got something on her mind, the way she’s staring at the sky, biting her lip. I hope she’s not overanalyzing this. “What are you thinking about?”
“Maybe we should just run away together. We could be on our own, start a new life, put all the demons behind us.”
I wasn’t expecting this answer. Run away to start a new life? The thought is exhilarating, tempting, and scary as hell. Possibilities that aren’t possible for me. Still, I ask, “What would you do if you left here?”
“Well, college, for one. I’d love to go to Princeton. Have you applied to any schools yet?”
I shake my head and cringe inside as she keeps talking about what life outside of Monroe Street could be for us. It’s not that I haven’t thought about it. She’s made me think about it. But hearing her talk about college makes me feel sick. Possibilities that aren’t possible.
I shake that thought off. She hasn’t even started yet. She’ll come around once she gets that first paycheck. Everyone does.
…
LIV
“So what exactly are we going to do with this account?” I ask, my hand poised over the keyboard.
I can’t bring myself to hit enter. It’s my first transfer, and I can’t do it. I know I’m frustrating Jack, who’s morphed from the sweet, sensitive boy who opened his heart to me at the waterfall into the hacker who’s all business. I can tell he’s trying to maintain his patience, but it’s not that I don’t know how. When it comes down to it, it’s really not that hard. Once you’re in, it’s almost scary how simple it is to transfer money into the ghost account. But I can’t get away from the biggest problem here: this is major, throw-your-butt-in-jail theft.
Jack takes a deep breath, his eyes focused on the blinking cursor. “Not we, Liv. You. This one’s easy enough. The password cracker got you in; now you just have to complete the transaction. It’s not a large enough amount to raise an alarm, especially from this company. You never want to transfer a huge amount of money at one time unless you’re planning to do a dump-and-run. It’d alert the authorities right away.” He speaks so casually, like all I’m doing is looking up my account balance or something.
“What’s a dump-and-run?”
“It’s Bill’s term for taking a huge sum and cutting ties after. He does it sometimes with large accounts. The rest of us don’t.”
“Oh.” I drop my hand to my lap and stare at the monitor.
Jack groans. “You have to do it, you know. It’s required if you live here. And you’ll be given your own accounts soon.”
“I know, but…”
“Look, don’t you want to be here?” His voice sounds desperate, almost pleading now, strange from someone like him. I can’t help thinking his question isn’t if I want to be here, it’s if I want to be here with him. Obviously, I want to be with him more than anything, but…damn it.
He runs his hands through his hair and tries a poor attempt at his old easy smile. “Just type in these numbers and click here. Easy enough. Then you get a piece of that.”
“Where does the rest go?”
He hesitates for a moment, not meeting my eyes. “The home, things, you know.”
Yeah, I know—Bill. He’s the one pulling all the strings here, like a pimp. You just don’t want to admit it. I try a different tactic. “So these people who work for this money never notice it’s gone. But doesn’t it ever bother you that everything you have is bought with stolen money? Or do you always do whatever Bill tells you to do?”
He jumps to his feet and heads for the door.
Oh, jeez. “Wait,” I say, following him. He stops as I slip my hand into his. “I didn’t mean to make it sound like that. I’m just not ready yet, I guess.”
He pulls me to him and buries his face in my hair.
“Jack?”
His grip around me is tight. I push on his chest, noticing his heart pounding quicker than usual under my hands. He releases me and turns back to the monitor. “Don’t worry about it,” he says in a softer voice. “I’ll finish this, then you can do one tomorrow.” He types the information and presses enter to activate the transfer. It takes him all of ten seconds. Then he leaves the office without looking at me.
I collapse into the chair and stare at the screen. I hate to disappoint him, but I don’t think I can do this. And the fact that he can so easily makes me worry that this is just one more situation in my life that isn’t going to work out.



Chapter Twenty
“’But tonight he’s a thief, and a liar, and all that’s bad. Ain’t that enough for the old wretch, without blows?’”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
JACK
In my room, I slam the door and take a deep breath. I sink onto my bed and rest my head in my hands. Liv’s hesitation is not about ability, as this was one of the easier transfers. It’s the act of stealing that’s bugging her. And I really, really wish it wasn’t, because she’s making me think twice about it.
I didn’t ask for this!
She’s not like Jen or Maggie, or any girl I’ve known. Liv isn’t impressed with the bike, the money, the show. She likes me for me.
At the same time, I know I can get her to do this. She doesn’t like stealing, but she’ll do it for me. On the surface, she’s an easy target, the perfect recruit, but damn if her questions don’t make me wonder why I’m getting her involved with this life. Or why I’m even in it myself.
I squeeze my eyes closed and try to shut out my inner voice. The fact that she might not go through with this worries me. The fact that she might bugs me even more. Sam was right—I’m in way over my head.
I know Bill will blame me if she doesn’t perform. After Jen’s issues, he won’t forgive me if Liv fails, too. And I know he won’t let her go, either. Not now. He’ll realize how I feel about her. He finds everything out eventually. He might even transfer her to another house. I try not to think about what happened to Maggie. Bill knew I cared about her, too, and that was nothing compared to Liv. The very thought of that happening again makes me sick.
But Liv has a real choice now, even if she doesn’t realize it yet.
I open my desk drawer and take out the file on Carlton Brownlow. Should I give this to her like I planned before she got attacked, let her decide what to do with it? Or finish the job and toss it? She’s been hurt so many times, I don’t want to take the chance that it’ll happen again.
I drop the file on the desk and head downstairs to seek out Sam, who I find playing the Xbox with Jen. Jen glares at me with the usual hate-filled eyes, but I ignore her. Sam sets the remote down at my gesture and follows me outside.
“What’s up?” she asks, her blond hair bobbing around as she bounces on her heels impatiently.
“Bill is supposed to be coming by soon. Have you heard anything?”
“Not really. Nancy mentioned it was sometime this week, but I don’t know when. Why?”
I hesitate for a second, not looking forward to her reaction. “I’ve changed my mind about Liv. I don’t think she can do this. You know he doesn’t have any patience, and if she doesn’t perform, he may put her somewhere else.”
“What? You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re saying this now?”
“And if I try to cover for her, he’ll find out. I don’t want her to have to deal with him.”
Sam snorts. “Look, Z, stop thinking with your dick. Whether you like it or not, she’s going to have to meet Bill. Everyone does. And she’ll probably fly right under the radar like the rest of us. You’re his golden boy. He doesn’t have much use for anyone else.”
“Really? What about Maggie? Remember her, or have you forgotten where she ended up?”
Sam’s face clouds over. “I don’t think that’ll happen to Liv. Besides, you know Maggie was more street-smart than Liv. She was glad to do anything for an extra buck.” Sam’s voice is slightly subdued. Of course it is. Sam was friends with Maggie.
“And look where that got her. I can’t take a chance. Liv’s got to get out of here.”
“Wait, what do you mean by that?” Her eyes narrow. She steps closer and lowers her voice. “You will leave her right here. She’s both of ours, not just yours. What will you tell Bill when he asks where she is? What will I say? You know what he’s capable of. We can’t let her go.”
I grab Sam’s arm. “Please.”
She shakes me off, looking disgusted. “You’re losing your edge, Z. She’s turning you into a marshmallow. I warned you not to fall for her, and this whole time, you didn’t listen to me. But she’s here now, so deal with it. Help her adjust or something, but don’t send her away. She’s probably a lot stronger than you give her credit for, anyway.”
Sam yanks the door open, then stops, her expression hard. “Besides, it’s mostly because of you that she’s here now. You’re the one who got her to trust us. You.”
She slams the door behind her, leaving me stunned. I sit on the step and rest my head on my arms, hating Sam, hating myself. She’s right; it’s my fault. Liv is in this mess because of me.
A low hum turns into a familiar rumble as I look up to see a long black car headed straight for the house.
Shit.
I yank open the door and run through, calling for Nancy. Others stop what they’re doing to stare at me. Nancy appears from the kitchen.
“Bill’s here.” My voice sounds higher than usual.
The emotions on her face are a conflicting mix of anxiety and excitement. As much as she knows he’s just using her, she’s still in love with Bill. It’s disgusting to me; she’s such a great person, and he’s such a—
“Z?” Liv appears next to me. I’m relieved she remembers to call me Z in front of everyone else.
I grab her hands. “You need to get up to my room. Now.”
Her eyes widen, and I realize I must look completely out of control. I try to get a hold of myself. “Bill’s here. You’re not ready to meet him face-to-face.”
But it’s too late as the front door opens. I pull Liv behind me. The entire room goes silent except for the sounds of brutal war emitting from the Xbox. Dutch moves next to me.
“Nancy?” Bill calls in his gritty voice.
Liv shifts slightly behind me, and I try to see him from her perspective. He may have been decent-looking at one time, with his ice-blue eyes and dark wavy hair. But the perpetual scowl on his scarred face and the pallor of his skin could easily cast him as a movie villain. Usually, he doesn’t get to me. I try to steady my breathing and look disinterested.
“Yes, Bill, I’m here,” Nancy says, rushing forward, twisting her hands together. She touches his arm and stretches up to kiss his cheek. He doesn’t push her away or say something rude, so at least he’s in a good mood. I notice a folder tucked under his arm.
“Z.” He nods at me then raises an eyebrow when I don’t respond. Great. Now he knows something’s up. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing.” I try to keep my voice level.
“Where is she?”
I squeeze Liv’s hand behind my back, hoping she gets the hint. “She’s not—”
“She’s right here, Bill,” Jen calls out, walking over to grab Liv’s arm and pull her to the front. I really do wish looks could kill. She’d be ashes.
Bill tilts his head toward me, then narrows his eyes and walks around the two girls, appraising Liv like she’s cattle for slaughter. “Olivia, right?”
“Yes,” she says. Her voice is strong, and her chin seems to tilt up a bit. Despite everything, something in me stirs—pride, maybe. She’s not one to be intimidated by someone like him.
“Got any family?”
“No.”
“Any old ties? Foster parents?”
She doesn’t say anything. Sam speaks up from the side. “She came from a foster home. It didn’t work out. They’re not in the picture.”
Bill flicks a look at Sam, who retreats a step. Shut up, Sam. Better to stay in the shadows than to tell Bill things he already knows. He wants to hear it from Liv. I grit my teeth to stop myself from moving to her side.
He turns his head slightly toward me. “Well, Z? Is she ready?”
“Almost, but not yet. She just got here.”
Sam rolls her eyes but doesn’t say anything. Bill catches the look, however. My stomach lurches. He knows.
“Something going on here?” he asks, taking a couple steps closer to examine Liv. He cocks his head at me.
“No.” I look him straight in the eyes. He doesn’t believe me, I can tell. He rubs the stubble on his chin, watching me, then her.
“Very pretty, isn’t she?” His gaze cuts through me. I don’t say anything, hoping like hell he can’t see the faster rise and fall of my chest. “I’d like an assessment of her myself. See how she handles an account of her own.”
I don’t even blink, but I’m thinking as fast as I can. I need to buy time. “Sure, no problem. A week. She’ll be ready by then.” As soon as I say it I know I’m screwed. No one gets that long.
His lips flatten into a sneer as he hands Nancy a folder. “Now. Here’s her target, and it’s not a tough one. I want to see the account cracked within the next two days. I’ll come back then for my own assessment.” He turns to leave. Everyone lets out a collective breath when the door closes behind him. No one ever wants to attract Bill’s attention.
I catch Liv’s confused look and try to smile, failing miserably. “Come on.” I lead her to my room. I know she’ll have too many questions.
“What the hell was that about? What does he mean by ‘assessment’?” she asks, moving to the window and peering out through the shades.
I glance at the other folder on my desk, the one for Carlton Brownlow. Bill hasn’t asked me about it in a while. “He’s giving you an account as a test, but we need to talk about—”
A knock on the door interrupts me. “What?”
“Hey, Nancy wants you,” Sam says, peeking her head in.
“Not now.”
“Now, Z.” She looks at Liv. “I’ll be back in a sec. Nancy wants me to show you how to do the research on this file from Bill.” She tosses the folder to Liv, but I intercept it.
“That’s my job.”
“Just the research. Not the transfers.”
“Fine.” But when Sam turns around, I switch the file Bill gave her with the one on my desk and slip the other under a magazine. I hand Carlton Brownlow’s file to Liv, then brush past Sam into the hallway. “This better be good,” I mutter.
Sam follows me out, leaning against the doorjamb with a superior look on her face. “Oh, give me a break.”
“I’m not kidding. If anything happens to her…”
“What? You’ll do what? The only thing I did was exactly what you’ve done for every new recruit you’ve brought to this place. Every last one of them. Including Maggie. You’ve screwed yourself into this corner, Z. Now deal with it.”
She goes back into my room and leaves me at the top of the staircase. Nancy is pacing at the bottom.
“What do you want?” I ask as I descend to her level. I know my voice is harsh, but after what Sam said, I’m not in the mood for a friendly chat.
“Come with me,” she says quietly, leading me to the study and pulling the doors closed. “What exactly are your intentions here?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Stop it. I know you’re planning something with that girl. I saw your face. You don’t intend on letting Bill anywhere near her. What are you going to do?”
I remain still.
Nancy takes my arm. “Come on. You and I go way back, further than anyone here. You know you can trust me.”
“You’re his girlfriend…,” I start to say, but she waves a hand at me.
“Yes, but don’t think I’m stupid. I know him, and you’re like a son to me. So if my kid’s in trouble, I want to know about it. But I also need to warn you, if she refuses to do this or tries to run, Bill will have questions. And he’ll be after you for the answers.”
I pace the room in frustration. “Don’t you think I know that? Damn it, I can’t give her over to Bill.”
“Stop blowing this out of proportion, Z.”
“Stop making light of this, Nancy.”
She shrugs. “I don’t know why you’re getting so worked up. He’s just going to have her hack into some accounts, see where she’s strongest. No big deal. Standard stuff.”
“She can’t.”
“Of course she can.”
“No. I mean she won’t. Not even for me.”
Nancy’s expression turns from curious to concerned. “Well, she will with Bill standing over her.”
“I doubt that. She’s got it in her head that what we’re doing is wrong. Damn it.” I continue pacing.
“Oh, God, Z. How could you have slipped like this?”
I stop pacing, shocked at how pale she looks. “What do you mean, slipped?”
She lifts a hand to her forehead, closing her eyes in exasperation. “How many times have I told you how careful you need to be about bringing people in? After the disasters with Jen, with Maggie—why didn’t you make sure she’d work out before bringing her here? Bill knows that she knows about us. He’ll never let her go, you know that.”
“I know that.” I almost choke on the words. It’s my fault she’s here, and now, thanks to me, she only has two options: join us or run.
“That’s not the only problem, is it?” she asks in a tone that reminds me of so long ago, when she would comfort me after the never-ending nightmares. “Sam’s right. You’ve fallen for her.” Her eyes are sympathetic, but I want none of that.
“So what? It doesn’t matter. This isn’t for her. She doesn’t want to be a thief.” I try a different tactic. “You know she could put our whole operation in jeopardy.”
Nancy’s mouth forms a grim line. “Okay, so then what are you planning to do?”
“I’m getting her out of here.”
“She doesn’t know how to disappear like you do, Z.”
My eyes fix on the tattered first edition of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, set on a gold stand in the bookshelf. The book was once my favorite, the story of a runaway. “She won’t have to.”
Nancy doesn’t say anything, but then her eyes widen. Her hands clutch my arm in a panic. “Oh, God. No, you don’t. You aren’t running away with her. You can’t.”
It’s not that I haven’t thought about it. I didn’t think it was possible before. But now that she says it—now that it’s come down to it—I realize it’s exactly what I want to do. But all I say is, “I can get her far from here, change her name, set her up in college…something. I can do that for her. If you’re really my friend, you won’t stop us, and you can’t tell Bill. You know what he would do. Think of Maggie.”
Nancy’s shoulders sag. “Maggie was a different story. She wanted to be transferred there.”
“No, I don’t think so. Bill saw an opportunity because she was pretty and she couldn’t hack. Look what became of her.” The last words come out in a choked whisper. I still hate myself for not having the balls to stop her from leaving Monroe Street, or to get her to come back. Liv is better at hacking, of course, but if she refuses to do it—
I clear my voice. “Anyway, I’m not going to let this happen again, Nancy. You should know better than anyone what that life is like.”
Nancy looks offended, as she always does when we reference her past. “Maggie knew what she was getting into. And the chances of something like that happening are slim. You’re overreacting. He’s going to put Liv through his usual crackerjack tests. Nothing else. Then he’ll leave her alone and we can go easy on her.”
“Just promise me you won’t say anything to Bill.”
“It’s not Maggie’s fate you’re worried about, is it? You think Liv’s too good for us?” Her expression is more hurt than angry. She sits on the sofa, her head down.
I sit next to her and take her hand. Nancy has been like a mother to me for so much of my life. The last thing in the world I want to do is upset her. Well, the next to last thing… “Please promise me.”
She touches my cheek. “I won’t say anything. But please, please think about what you’re doing, what you’d be giving up if you join her. As good as you are, Bill’s better. If he finds you, he’ll kill you. And I can’t protect you.”
“I know. I’ll have to take that chance. There’s no other way to get her away safely.”
I walk out of the room, pulling the door shut with a click. The lie is easy. In my mind, at least, there’s no alternative that I’m willing to consider. Nobody needs to know about Brownlow.
For the first time in a while, I’m not worried. I can run with her. It will work.
…
LIV
I stare at the monitor, stunned, the file Z handed to me loose in my fingers. Ever since my mother died, I’d believed I was alone. No cousins, aunts, uncles, siblings—nobody. But here, in the millions of people in the state, in the billions of people in the world, I find out I’m not alone.
I have family.
Not just any relative, but a grandfather. My mother’s father.
And of all things, I find him this way—as my first target. My eyes move back and forth from the enlarged picture on the screen to the tiny picture in the locket to the square picture on the file that Sam gave me. Exact same long nose, same serious gray eyes, same dark, wavy hair. If there was any doubt, the name of his deceased wife—Olivia Westfield Brownlow—put an end to that.
My stomach turns as I stare at the images. I didn’t know he was even alive. I remember asking my mother about the people in the picture when I was little, and she told me her parents died. She told me she had no family left. And I think she looked sad. Of course, she always looked sad, so I don’t know.
How am I supposed to deal with this information? One thing is for sure, I can’t do this to someone I’m related to. I can’t steal from him. Not that I can steal from anyone.
The click of the door handle behind me interrupts my thoughts. Jack slams the door and drops into the chair next to me. His eyes are blazing. “Do you still want to leave?” he asks. “With me, I mean?”
Whoa. Something happened. “Yes, definitely.”
He nods shortly. “Fine.”
What? “Wait, are you serious?” My heart does ten leaps over the moon. “Where would we go?”
He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. We’ll figure it out. I just need to get enough money without drawing attention. Here,” he says, nodding at the open file. “I’ll handle that for you.”
My heart falls from the moon like lead. He wants to handle this account? My grandfather’s account? I know I can’t do it. Can I even let him?
“No.” I nod at the image of my mother with her parents. He stares as I point to the caption: Carlton Brownlow, pictured with wife Olivia and daughter Agnes.
I lift the locket up on my fingers. “Agnes was my mother’s name.”
A shadow seems to cross his eyes as he stares at the picture.
“It’s my grandfather,” I supply quietly.
He closes his eyes for a long moment, then opens them to stare again at the picture on the screen. “Your eyes are just like your mother’s.” His voice is hoarse, barely recognizable.
“I know,” I say, staring at the wide brown eyes that crinkle slightly with her grin. “It’s weird to see her looking all happy in this picture. I don’t remember her as happy.”
“How come you never knew he was alive?”
“My mother’s last name was different. She must’ve changed it from Brownlow to Westfield, her mother’s last name, when she left. I never found anything on her the few times I looked.”
Actually, I never really spent much time looking up my mother, except for a quick search for her name, which provided no results. If I had spent time looking for her, maybe I would’ve found this. Maybe if I had even looked up myself, I would’ve discovered my grandmother. The thought is a little disturbing.
Jack looks at me intently. “What are you going to do now?”
“Nothing, I guess. But I’d rather not work this account. Please don’t tell anyone.”
“Don’t you want to meet him, though?”
I shake my head firmly. “No. He’s never been in my life, and I don’t need him now.”
Jack nods, frowning at the monitor.
“So, what did Nancy want?”
He doesn’t say anything right away, lost in thought as he considers the picture of my grandfather. It makes me wonder if any of the kids here ever found family members this way or if I’m the first.
“Jack?”
He sighs. “Nothing. Just stuff about some accounts.”
…
What are the odds?
The minutes blur as I shuffle through marriage records of Carlton Preston Brownlow III and Olivia Margaret Westfield, then the funeral announcement of Mrs. Olivia Westfield Brownlow, survived by her loving husband and teenage daughter—my mother.
I sort through the files I printed off the Internet, spreading them over my bed. I barely recognize this happy girl from the tired, sad woman who trudged through streets and shelters with me.
Someone taps on the door. I quickly gather the papers into a stack and shove them under my pillow. “Come in,” I say.
It’s Nancy. “I just wanted to check to see how you’re doing,” she says, sitting in my desk chair to face me.
“I’m fine,” I say nervously. I wonder if she normally meets with new kids or if she has another agenda. Or if this has something to do with Jack running with me. I don’t know if he said anything to her, but mostly, I hope he didn’t mention my grandfather.
“That’s good. You know, we’re all glad you’re here. Sam and Z think so highly of you, and you’re a wonderful addition to our family.”
I don’t know what to say to this, but I try to smile. To me, this translates to, You’re going to be a wonderful thief.
Nancy continues. “I know you’re wondering why I’m here. The meeting with Bill must have made you a little uncomfortable.”
A little?
She clears her throat. “You know, he’s very careful about who lives here, for obvious reasons. He doesn’t know you yet, so he is a little rough around the edges until you get to know him better.”
She pauses, maybe to wait for my response, but what can I say? Bill scares the crap out of me. I can’t imagine being comfortable with him. Plus, there’s the way even Jack reacts when someone mentions Bill’s name.
“What are you thinking?” Nancy asks. Her voice is pleasant enough, but her smile is tight.
“Just…um…Bill was kind of intense.”
Nancy laughs. “Yes, he can be. Everyone finds Bill intimidating when they first meet him. But you know, he’s responsible for all of this.” She waves a hand around. “Did you know it was his idea to take kids in from the streets in the first place?”
I shake my head.
“Well, it’s true. I know it’s hard to see his good intentions under his tough exterior, but he’s not that bad. He got me out of a tough situation.” Her voice trails off and she looks down for a moment, making me wonder if she sometimes has a hard time seeing his good intentions. Or maybe she thinks she owes him something for getting her out of that “tough situation.” She clears her voice. “And yes, as Z has explained to you, we use this house as a business operation. We’re hackers. But only for the purpose of making our lives better, especially the lives of those kids who might otherwise be living on the street.”
I stare down at my hands. I don’t see how she can convince me that Monroe Street is anything more than a way to make easy money.
“There’s more to this place than you know,” she says softly, as if she can read my thoughts. “Like Micah. He was on his way to a boot camp with a very bad reputation when we discovered him. He’d been messing around with the computer files at his old school, screwing with the school’s budget. They expelled him, of course, and his so-called adoptive parents decided to send him away, saying they couldn’t put up with him any longer. We rescued him right before they sent him off. They were all too happy to give him up.”
She steeples her fingers together and touches them to her lips. “He’s one of the most intelligent, funny kids you’ll ever meet. But if he had gone to that camp…can you imagine? And then, of course, there are even younger kids like Dutch who just fall through the cracks of the system after enduring terrible physical and emotional abuse. Trust me, Olivia, if it weren’t for this home, these kids would be so much worse off, if even alive.”
The thought of anyone abusing little Dutch—who clings to Jack as if he’s his big brother—tugs at my heart. “I know. You’ve done a lot for these kids. And I’m really lucky that you took me in, too.” I am grateful, even if I’m not sticking around.
She nods. “I’m glad you appreciate it. Just remember, it takes hard work to keep this place going. Everyone does his or her fair share, Z included. Without him, this place would fall apart. And if that happened, all these kids would end up back in the system. I’m sure you can imagine how traumatic that would be.”
I go cold inside, thinking of Derrick. Yes, I can certainly imagine that.
Nancy stands up. “Just remember, we’re all here for one another, just as a family should be. If you ever need help with these accounts, don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thanks, Nancy.”
After she leaves, I fall back on the bed, throwing my arm over my eyes. What the hell? This place depends that much on Jack? After being here even a little bit, I can kind of see that.
So what am I supposed to do now?



Chapter Twenty-One
“’I am chained to my old life. I loathe and hate it now, but I cannot leave it. I must have gone too far to turn back—and yet I don’t know.’”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
JACK
While the rest of the house is sleeping, I’m glued to the computer monitor, my stomach churning. For the hundredth time, I zoom in on the familiar gold heart-shaped locket the woman in the photograph is wearing. And her daughter—the same large brown eyes, same serious expression as Liv. I was right—she has her mother’s eyes.
You switched the file on purpose. You gave it to her, hoping she’d figure it out, I have to remind myself. I want a better life for her. Carlton Brownlow is rich enough to afford the finest universities. He could help get her into any Ivy League school she wants. She deserves that. If we ran, we would always be running.
So why am I so upset?
I wish I’d never seen this file.
Do the right thing, Jack. For once.
My heart sinking, I dial the private number for Carlton Preston Brownlow III.
Liv stares at me, her burger untouched. It was easy enough to get her to think we were just stopping at a café in this little town on our way out of Richmond. I shove my sweating, trembling hands under my legs. She doesn’t need to know how sick to my stomach I am right now at having to tell her the news this way.
“What do you mean, my grandfather’s coming?” she asks.
The waitress brings our check and places it next to me, but I don’t take my eyes off Liv. “He’ll be here soon. He lives in the next town, outside Norfolk.” The town that is two hours from Monroe Street. From Bill.
From me.
The tears begin to roll down her cheek. “Wait, why are you saying this? What happened to our plans?”
“You belong with him. He’s your family.”
“I don’t have any family. Just you.”
Her words tempt me to drop this whole plan, but I only shake my head. “You deserve so much more than a life with someone like me—a criminal.”
“No, Jack, that’s not—”
“Yes, it is true. Think about it. You want college. I want the easy life. It’s not going to work. And he’ll be here soon…”
She jumps to her feet and storms out of the café.
I open my wallet and toss some bills down on the table before heading out to follow her. I make my way across the street to the park, where Liv is staring at the lake, her long dark hair whipping about in the wind.
She doesn’t turn when I approach her. “That’s why you wanted to take Sam’s car instead of your bike, isn’t it?” she asks. “To bring my stuff here. I should’ve known. You never planned to run away with me.”
Her voice is so bitter. I’m just another person in her life who’s let her down. Hopefully for the last time.
“If you ran away with me, we’d always be running. Always. If you stayed with me at Monroe Street, you’d become a thief, just like the rest of us. That’s not in you.”
She doesn’t say anything.
“Liv, talk to me.”
She doesn’t move, though I can see her hands shaking. “About what? How you’re dumping me with some stranger? I told you—I don’t have any family. I don’t need any family.”
“I’m not dumping you.”
She whips around. “Bullshit. You still think I can’t fit into your life, don’t you?”
“Look, I’m doing this for…” I break off as my eye catches a long black Mercedes sedan pull up to the curb next to the café. A man in a black suit and cap gets out to open the back door.
“Don’t you dare say you’re doing this for me,” she says, her voice loud but shaky. “What are you, my father? If you care for me at all, you’ll run away with me. But that’s it, isn’t it? You don’t want to leave Monroe Street.”
She almost spits the last words out. Damn it, she’s so stubborn. But now it’s clear what I have to do.
A tall, elderly businessman steps out of the back of the Mercedes, buttoning his suit coat and speaking with his driver. They are looking at the café. My eyes move back to Liv’s teary ones. At that moment, I take every happy memory I’ve had in my life—all spent with her—and shove them down. Deep, deep down inside of me where they won’t interfere. I harden my eyes, my posture.
My heart.
I tuck my thumbs into my jeans, assuming that cocky look I’m most familiar with. “You’re right. I don’t want to run away with you. My life is at Monroe Street. You don’t fit in there.”
She tilts her head, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Wait a second, this doesn’t sound like you at all, Jack.” She reaches for me, dropping her hand when I step out of reach. I can’t let her touch me, or I’ll fall apart.
“Nancy and I agreed. We can’t take the chance that you wouldn’t follow through. Bill would eat you alive if he saw you hesitate even a little.”
“But…”
I cross my arms and release an exasperated breath. “Look, I like you a lot. You already know that. But I also like being a thief. You don’t. And your grandfather wants you. Do you know how many of us would give anything to have a family member actually want us?”
Her eyes soften and I silently curse myself. I slipped there. I didn’t mean to bring up my own history—it weakens me. I look back at the Mercedes. I’m not lying; she is lucky. “You know how important this is to me. You have an easy way out that anyone would take. So this is it, okay? You have your family and I have mine.”
“So that’s it? That’s all?” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t believe you.”
I keep the hard exterior while my insides evaporate into nothing. “Monroe Street’s my family, my life. Knowing that it’s not yours is what makes me a good recruiter. And whether you believe it or not, a good friend.”
She believes me now. I can see the hardening in her eyes when I said recruiter. Why would you believe this, Liv? But I’m relieved. It’s the right thing; I know it. Doesn’t matter if it makes me feel like absolute shit.
She swipes her hand across her eyes to brush away the tears and straightens her shoulders. “Fine. Get my bags. I don’t want to see you ever again, Z.”
I wince as she turns abruptly to walk toward the Camaro. I follow her, wondering what I’m supposed to say or do now. I don’t want it to end like this.
I open the trunk and Liv grabs her suitcase, shrugging off any help from me. She starts toward the café, then turns back to me, dropping the bag. She removes the bracelet and throws it at me so hard I barely catch it.
“You’ll want this back to give to the next sucker,” she says. “I’m sure the story about it being your mother’s is just one more lie you told to screw with me.”
She picks up her bag and walks toward the car. Her grandfather and his driver are staring at us now. Liv’s steps slow as she approaches them. I catch up and walk next to her. I want to check out this guy again for myself before I abandon her.
His liquid gray eyes are fixed on Liv’s face. “Carlton Brownlow, this is your granddaughter, Olivia Westfield,” I say quietly.
“Olivia Westfield,” the old man says, his voice hardly rising above a whisper. “Your grandmother’s name. You look like her, like your mother.”
His eyes drop to her neck, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows. “May I?” he asks.
Liv drops her bag and unlatches the locket from around her neck, handing it to him. He opens the clasp and draws a quick breath, his eyes filling with tears. “Agnes.”
He pulls a worn photograph out of his wallet and unfolds it. It’s the same picture of her mother that’s in the locket. Liv glances once at me, her eyes filled with tears. I can’t even force myself to look away.
Brownlow returns the locket. “Olivia, I know you have a lot of questions about why Aggie…why your mother left. I have a lot of questions about what happened to her. When she ran away almost eighteen years ago with her boyfriend…” He trails off, wiping his brow with a handkerchief.
Liv’s face pales. Oh, shit, don’t make this sound like her fault.
He folds the handkerchief into his pocket, sighing. “I’m sorry. She swore I’d never hear from her again. I looked everywhere for her. I didn’t know anything, not even that she was pregnant. My wife had just died…” He clears his throat and smiles. “You were named after my wife. I think—I hope—Aggie planned for us to find each other.”
Liv doesn’t say anything. Maybe she’s still in shock. Maybe I should’ve told her first thing this morning. Or yesterday, when I made up my mind.
“Thank you, Jack,” Brownlow says, turning to me. But my eyes are fixed on Liv, who’s staring at me now. I gave Brownlow my real first name hoping she’d realize I still care about her. Her attention moves back to her grandfather. I don’t think it makes much of a difference to her. Not now.
“I’m in your debt for bringing Olivia home,” Brownlow continues. “I’ve started the process to change her last name, as you asked. And if there’s anything I can ever do for you—”
“Yes, there is,” I interrupt. “Forget you ever saw me. Forget everything you think you know about me.”
I intend the last as a warning to both of them. It’s probably a little dramatic, but I’m pretty much past caring. I can’t have him looking for Monroe Street. My eyes are starting to burn, and I know I need to go now or I’ll lose it. I turn to walk back to the Camaro, stopping for a moment when I pass her. She doesn’t look at me.
“Bye, Liv.” I barely manage the words without choking on them.
My feet carry me forward, my chest constricting so much I can’t breathe. I’m straining to move against a rubber band that wants to snap me back to her. I want to turn around, to say the words I was always too afraid to say. I want to grab her hand and run, getting us the hell away from everything and everyone.
I almost do it.
Instead, I slide into the driver’s seat of the Camaro and watch as Liv gets into the car with her grandfather. She won’t ever think of me without hate. The realization makes me sick.
As the Mercedes pulls away with my heart inside, I rest my head on the steering wheel. For the first time since my mother died, I allow myself to cry.
…
LIV
The car is too quiet. Maybe the fancier the car, the more it blocks out sound. It sucks that probably for the first time in my life, silence bothers me, allows me to dwell on Jack’s words and go over and over our conversation until I feel like screaming.
This man who is my grandfather tries to start a conversation, but I can’t talk to him. The only one I could talk to isn’t here and never will be. All I can do is stare out the window, forehead pressed against the cool glass, willing myself not to cry.
I don’t understand what happened. Jack seemed eager to leave town with me, telling me he couldn’t care less about the life he was leaving behind. Said the kids at Monroe Street would be fine with Nancy and Bill. Said they didn’t need him at all.
He lied to me.
I want to punch something or someone. I can’t exactly hit the gentle old man next to me, so I just pinch my hands in my lap. I’m sure I’ve drawn blood by now. How could Jack do that to me? I know he was falling for me. Or I thought he was, anyway.
That’s why he’s a good recruiter. Jen was right. I couldn’t do the job, so he got rid of me.
I know he’ll be back at school in the fall, preying on some innocent girl, getting her to fall for him and then dumping her once he gets her to Monroe Street. Just like Jen. Maggie. Me. The list goes on.
I hate him. More than I ever despised Derrick or Bernadette or anyone else in my life who hurt me. Jack crept all the way into my heart and then smashed it.
Carlton Brownlow clears his throat. “The school is the same your mother went to. It’s private, one of the best in the country. What do you like to study?”
What do I like to study? Computer programming. I swallow hard and say “English lit” instead. My voice sounds weird, squeaky.
He starts talking about how he minored in English lit in college, but I don’t hear most of what he says. My eyes are now drawn to the neighborhood we’re driving through. Massive houses are set back from the road with long driveways and almost unnaturally green lawns, some with fountains, all with wrought iron gates.
The car slows and turns into the driveway of the last home. It is closer to the street than the other homes, flanked by huge oak trees.
“Olivia?” the old man says kindly. “This is my home. Your home.”
This is my new home? When the car stops, I stay frozen to the seat for a moment. I thought Bernadette and Marc’s house was huge. I thought Monroe Street was like a castle. But this obscene display of wealth can’t be real.
The driver opens my door as I take in the hulking mansion. The pristine white columns stretch up three stories. It’s like one of those pictures of the old Southern plantation homes in the history books, minus the horse and carriage.
“You live by yourself?” I ask.
He laughs. “Well, sort of. There’s a wing in the house for the servants.”
Servants? Who calls people servants? I guess old men with a buttload of money can call people whatever they want.
The driver takes my suitcase from the trunk and smiles at me.
“Olivia, this is James.”
Oh, well, of course he’d have a chauffeur named James. I’m convinced now that I’m in a really weird dream. Maybe Jack will be there when I wake up…
I follow James and the man who is my grandfather into the house. I’m prepared for a huge entryway, so I’m not completely shocked by the extravagant foyer.
I am, however, blown away by the grand marble staircase leading up to the next floor, then the one that climbs above it. I feel so insignificant in this massive house. If I lived here, I’d go insane.
Of course, I do live here now, so maybe I will go crazy.
A short, round woman appears from nowhere, her plump face one big smile. “Olivia,” she says in a surprisingly deep voice. “I’m so happy you’re here.”
“This is Mrs. Bedwin, our housekeeper. She’s been with our family for a very long time,” Carlton Brownlow says.
Mrs. Bedwin wraps her arms around my shoulders in a big hug. I’m too surprised by her familiarity to pull away. She is warm and friendly and smells of rosemary and cinnamon. Okay, I’ll go with it, since I’m dreaming anyway.
“Oh, she looks just like her mother did at that age,” Mrs. Bedwin says to the old man. He nods.
“I wouldn’t know,” I mutter, but no one seems to hear me.
Mrs. Bedwin takes my bag from James and offers to show me to my room. I follow her up the wide staircase, as out of place as Alice in Wonderland.
Down a long hallway, she stops at the fourth door and turns the handle. “This is your room. I didn’t have much time, so it’s a little plain, but I thought you and I could sit down to look at paint and fabric to come up with something that is more you.” She pushes the door open.
The room is about three times the size of my room at Bernadette’s. In fact, it’s about the size of some of the foster homes I’ve stayed in. I walk over to the four-poster bed and sit on the flowery comforter, taking in the mauve walls and floral print on the settee. Not my taste, but if I were to decorate according to how I feel right now, the room would be painted black.
Mrs. Bedwin is watching me closely, so I say, “Thank you. It’s really nice.” It’s like déjà vu. I just did this a few short months ago at the Carters’. And again at Monroe Street.
Just another house, another place to sleep for as long as it lasts.
Mrs. Bedwin smiles and points to a door behind me. “Your bathroom connects to this room. Like I said, feel free to make this as comfortable as you’d like. It’s been a while since I’ve had teens around, so I don’t know what your tastes are. Paint it black, if you want.”
She grins. Maybe she reads minds. That would make as much sense as everything else. “Thank you,” is all I say again.
When Mrs. Bedwin leaves me to “get comfortable,” I approach a set of French double doors on the other side of the room’s sitting area. I turn the latch and pull the doors open to a balcony. A light breeze sweeps across my face as I walk to the railing and cross my arms over it, peering down. It looks onto the quiet street, semi-blocked by one of the huge oak trees. It’s so peaceful here. It’s perfect within the surreal confines of this dream.
But when the dream ends and I wake up, what will I have?
Not Jack.
Not love.
Just myself and the longing for something that no longer exists.



Chapter Twenty-Two
“The regret of no recent separation was fresh in his mind; the absence of no loved and well-remembered face sank heavily into his heart.”
–Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
JACK
During the next weeks, I move around Monroe Street like a zombie, not saying much to anyone. The times I don’t spend working, I’m on my Ducati, trying to steer clear of the rest of my family. I can’t take their sympathetic looks, their ridiculous attempts to cheer me up. Most of them think Liv ran. They have no idea I chased her away. Sam knows what really happened and makes several attempts to draw me out, to talk to me, but I ignore her, too.
A light tapping sounds at my door. I ignore it, knowing that whoever it is will eventually give up and go away like every other time.
“Z, open up,” Nancy’s voice calls, startling me. She never visits me here. “You can’t stay in there forever.”
I hear several clicking noises, then the door opens. I forget how good she is at opening locked doors. I swivel my chair around to face the window, laptop across my legs. The hot summer sun streams through the panes, baking my face. I don’t care.
Nancy places a hand on my shoulder. “She’s gone. It’s what you wanted, what you needed to do. I know you miss her, but this has gone on long enough. Talk to me.”
I remain still, withdrawn. “Jack,” she finally says softly, touching my cheek gently. “Don’t do this to yourself.”
I don’t know if it’s the motherly touch or that she used my name for the first time in seven years, but I lean into her and let her stroke my hair as if I’m a small child. It’s a feeling that’s surprisingly more comforting than annoying.
“I made a mistake, letting her go,” I manage to say, my voice cracking from disuse.
“You didn’t, and you know you didn’t. Liv doesn’t belong here. She has family,” Nancy says. I had told her about Liv’s grandfather when I returned. And she helped me cover with Bill. “She should be safe. Bill doesn’t know who she is. He believes she just ran away.”
I know this, but I can’t stop hating myself for letting her go.
“Come on,” she says. “You look like hell. You need to take a shower and shave. And eat something. You’re getting skinny.”
I wait until she’s left the room before I go into my bathroom and look at my reflection. She’s right; I do look like hell. I run my hand along the whiskers on my cheeks and chin. Maybe I should switch to the grunge look. Fits my grunge feelings at the moment. I shake my head and start the shower.
Downstairs, the warm aroma of bacon and eggs is inviting for someone who’s avoided eating much for so long. At the table, everyone except Nancy looks surprised at my sudden, and maybe clean, appearance. Not that I care what they think. I slouch in one of the chairs and Jen immediately sits next to me. Her hand is on my knee, slowly moving upward under my shorts. Why not, I think to myself, eyeing the deep line of cleavage beneath her tank as she leans over to get the salt. It’d be easy, no strings attached.
Why not? Because I’m not interested.
I push her hand away and move to the other side of the table, ignoring the daggers her eyes are casting my way. I have no idea why she still wants me, considering the way I treated her.
After breakfast, Sam corners me as I head toward my bike. She looks around to make sure no one is listening, then asks, “How is she?” in a low voice.
“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to her since she left.”
Sam’s eyebrows lift in surprise. “You haven’t even texted to see how she’s doing?”
“Have you?”
“No. Nancy asked me not to. But come on, I’m sure you’ve peeked in on her or something.”
I run my fingers through my hair. She’s so nosy. But then, Sam really did like Liv, even if she never approved of our relationship. At least she’s stopped being angry that I let Liv go. “Yeah, I checked on her once. She’s fine.”
The one day I went to see her, I sat for a long time on my bike beneath the cover of a large oak across from the house. She was reading on her balcony, twisting her soft brown hair over one shoulder, as she tended to do when she was deep in thought. I watched her for almost an hour, feeling like a stalker. I knew it would only make things worse, but I didn’t care. I just couldn’t bring myself to call to her.
Sam sighs. “I’m glad she’s okay.” She cocks her head to one side. “Are you?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
She nods, but I know she doesn’t believe me. It’s strange, but I get the feeling she misses me. Still, she drops it and lets me leave.
I get on my bike and ride around aimlessly for a while, almost surprised when I find myself at the river. I park and follow the path to the waterfall, stripping off my clothes and sinking into the cold, clear water. It’s invigorating on my tired skin. I lie back in the water for a while, unable to clear my thoughts from the web of Liv. Her smile, her eyes, her kindness—everything haunts me. I’ve become useless—completely estranged from myself. And I can’t stand it. It would have been better if I had used and dumped her.
I wish she’d never come into my life. I wish I’d never let Sam talk me into twisting her.
I wade out of the pool and pull my clothes on, not caring that I’m getting them wet. I’ve got to see her, if she’s willing. I have to.
…
LIV
Three weeks and I still walk around in a fog, though mostly because I feel like a square peg in a round hole in this new life. Servants are always close at hand in case I need anything—new linens, lunch, even Starbucks lattes if I want. It’s disconcerting to say the least. They’re all polite and friendly, but they look at me like I’m some sad orphan from Annie. All except Mrs. Bedwin, who at least treats me like a member of the family, not whispering behind my back or tiptoeing around me like I might break.
My grandfather works most of the time, but we meet for lunch two days each week, more if he knows he’ll be late for dinner. He says he can’t stand the idea of me being alone all the time. He’s tried taking me shopping, to a play, to dinners at his country club. He’s tried introducing me to his friends’ granddaughters, but even though they’re polite, I haven’t really made a connection with any of them.
He tries different conversation starters with me. I’m respectful enough to answer his questions about school and stuff, but I don’t get into details about my past. I don’t want or need to open up to anyone. Not now, and maybe not ever.
I admit that I’m growing to like him more, though. He’s kind, the type of person who doesn’t understand how people can hurt each other. I know my mother hurt him when she ran away, but he never says anything other than wonderful things about her.
“Aggie shut down when my Olivia died,” my grandfather told me once. “That’s when she stopped calling her friends, when she started associating with kids I didn’t approve of. I made it pretty clear to her, especially about that one boy…”
He stopped short, flushing when he realized he was talking about my father. I didn’t care. I didn’t know my father, and since my mother ended up on the streets soon after she left, I’m guessing he sucked as a person. And I’ve kept the darkest side of his “sweet Aggie” from him. He doesn’t need to know she was pimping herself out, that she died of an overdose right in the middle of the street with her own little girl watching.
Grandfather doesn’t ask about my past, I’ll give him that. He made a comment when I first moved in about believing in fresh starts.
I once believed that, too. If I had met him before Jack, it might’ve been very different.
Jack. I spend my evenings staring out into the distance from my balcony. Once I thought I saw him on his motorcycle. It was dark, though, and I couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t someone else. And even though my grandfather gave me a new cell phone, I keep the old one charged up. I don’t have a clue as to why. It’s not like Jack will ever call. It’s not like I even want him to.
Mrs. Bedwin seems more understanding. She doesn’t bug me except for general questions about my health and comfort. She did find out over dinner that my favorite foods were tacos and pasta with meatballs, and now they’re on the weekly menu. Sometimes she tells me stories about my mother. The girl she describes sounds nothing at all like the sad, thin woman who never smiled.
I know my grandfather is disappointed that I haven’t gone out of my way to fit in here, but I appreciate that he’s trying to give me space. I can at least read in my room now without him hovering nearby like he did the first week, asking Mrs. Bedwin if I’m feeling okay. I could hear her through the door, telling him it’ll just take time. I don’t know about that. I guess I appreciate his effort, but a lifetime of shit can’t be washed away with tacos and a few smiles.
A knock sounds at my door, and Mrs. Bedwin pops her head in. “Mr. Brownlow wants to know if you can meet him for lunch today,” she says.
“I guess,” I say without enthusiasm, my eyes returning to Sense and Sensibility. I’ve read this book twice already, but it’s an easy escape without having to think.
Mrs. Bedwin sits next to me on the bed and smooths my hair over my shoulder. “You can’t shut him out forever, you know,” she says. “He loves you. He wants to get to know you.”
She gently removes the book from my hands and folds it over on the bed. “Olivia, your grandfather is trying. He just needs a little help from you. I’m afraid I insist.”
I gape at this usually quiet, unassuming woman. “You insist?”
She smiles, but her smile is of steel. “Yes. I don’t like to see him sad. So you will go to lunch, you’ll talk with him about something. Anything. Sports, music, art, theater, books, whatever you want. But you will talk.”
I groan and bury my head in my blanket, but she’s unmoved. “James will be ready in thirty minutes.” She strokes my hair again. “I’m not going to pretend to know what you’re going through,” she says. “But I watched your mother spiral down into the black pit of depression before she left. I can’t watch you do the same. Especially not at your age.”
She stands up. “Your grandfather loves you, Olivia. All he wants in return is for you to start living your life.”
She leaves, closing the door behind her. I hug my pillow close. Start living my life—a lifestyle of legitimate wealth and privilege—without Jack. Just like I’m sure he’s doing without me.
I walk over to my dresser and stare at the cell Nancy gave me. It’s plugged into the charger as always, with no incoming calls or text notifications. I unplug it and drop it into my top dresser drawer. I don’t intend on recharging it again.
…
Lunches with my grandfather usually happen at stuffy cafés near his office. I’ve picked through my fair share of salads and am practically a connoisseur of cucumber sandwiches and salad dressings.
But today, James drops me off at a hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant, several streets away from his office in a shopping district. At first I question him, sure he’s got the wrong place, but he says, “No, ma’am, this is where Mr. Brownlow said to meet you.”
My grandfather is sitting on the bench just inside the door, reading a paper and looking completely out of place in his business suit and tie. Other patrons are wearing shorts and T-shirts.
“Ah, Olivia,” he says, smiling and standing. “We’re ready,” he says to the hostess, who escorts us to a small wobbly table near the window.
“Well, this is different,” I say, smiling slightly at the sight of the old man trying to look dignified as he slides into the red vinyl seat of the booth.
He laughs. “I wanted to find a place you’d enjoy. I think you’ve had enough of the business lunch spots, huh?”
I shrug. “I don’t know, I was getting used to cucumber and dill sandwiches.”
“Hey! I remember you ordering a hamburger or two, never a cucumber sandwich.” He winks and I laugh. His eyes brighten at my response. I guess laughing isn’t too hard to do if it makes him this happy.
The server approaches and takes our order. I ask for beef tacos and watch as my grandfather tries to make his way through a menu full of MSG. “They do have a salad,” I tell him, pointing to the extremely short section in the menu. He orders a salad from the server.
We sit in silence, fingers fiddling with sugar packets and chips while the mariachi band plays in the background. He’s made so many efforts before to draw me out that I get the feeling he’s giving up trying. Maybe he’s waiting for me. Mrs. Bedwin asked me to try harder.
“So I was thinking of going shopping for some clothes for school after lunch.”
The words are out of my mouth before I even have a chance to think about it.
He looks up in surprise. “School is still another couple months away, right?”
“Yes, but I thought I’d get started on it.”
He grins. “Let me give you my credit card.” He reaches into his suit jacket for his wallet.
“You already did, last week,” I remind him. The credit card he gave me sits idle in my purse.
“Oh. Perfect, then. Charge as much as you want. No limits, just have fun. Do you want to call Lisbeth or Elanor to go with you?”
“No, that’s okay. I like to shop alone.” Which is in itself a lie. I don’t like to shop at all. I think back to the theft at the mall with Sam—it seems like years instead of months ago. Still, I like the idea of walking around without everyone watching me.
“Well, I’m just glad you’re getting out. James will go with you.”
“No, that’s okay. I’ll just get a cab to go home.”
His brows knit. “Oh. Well, I don’t know.” He’s such a contradiction—wanting me to get out but worrying about everything. I wouldn’t be surprised if he showed up at home tonight with a can of mace for me to take on future shopping trips. At the same time, his concern touches me.
I smile brightly. Smiling never fails to soften him. “Please, stop worrying. I’ll grab a cab. It’ll be fine.”
He sighs. “Okay, go off shopping. Have fun. But promise me that you’ll call James to pick you up if you need. Or call me. I’m never too busy for you.”
I smile again, this time for real. He really is a kind man, someone I can see growing closer to over time. “Thanks, Grandfather.” I use the name on purpose, since most of the time I don’t refer to him by any name at all. It’s a little awkward, I guess, but I can’t picture calling this refined man “Grandpa.” And he frowned the one time I called him Mr. Brownlow. It made me sad to see his reaction. I might not be comfortable with this situation yet, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings. So “Grandfather” it is.
He grins and dives into his salad. It’s not that hard after all, making him happy. Maybe eventually I’ll be able to figure out how to make myself happy.
After lunch, he walks with me out of the café. “You sure you don’t need James to drive you around?”
“Definitely. I’m good.”
“Okay, well…” He stands there, looking awkward. I wonder if he’s trying to decide whether or not he should give me a hug. I back away, waving slightly. “I’ll see you tonight.”
“This afternoon,” he corrects. “But if you want to get together with Lisbeth or someone, just call and let me know.”
“Okay. I’ll see you later.”
I turn to walk down the street and into a store a few doors down, just to show that I’m interested in shopping in case he’s still watching me. A large gold sign on the wall has one letter: M. Crap. I shouldn’t be in here—I still feel so guilty about stealing that shirt from the other M—but maybe I should make up for it by buying a bunch of clothes now.
I’m randomly pulling out tops to decide if I want to try something on when I feel a light tap on my shoulder. “Liv?”
I turn, shocked to find one of the last people I’d expect to see. “Nancy! What are you doing here?”
She seems nervous, wringing her hands and looking around. For a split second, I wonder if she’s shoplifting, but I push that thought from my mind. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, yes. Sure. But…can you come outside with me for a few? I need to talk to you,” she says.
“Um, yeah, sure.” I slide the shirts I’m holding back onto the rack and follow her out the door. Her hair is pulled into a ponytail. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it up that way before.
She turns back to me, and in the sunlight, I notice a red mark around one side of her neck. “Nancy, what happened to you?” Let me guess—Bill.
She pulls her ponytail around to cover it. “Oh, it’s nothing. But I’m so glad I ran into you, Liv. I need your help.”
“What’s going on?”
Her eyes fill as she stares at me, but she doesn’t say anything.
“Nancy!” My heart is suddenly lead. “Is Z okay?”
She shakes her head. “He’s in trouble, Liv. Bad trouble. He needs you.”
All the motion around me slows to a crawl. Nancy is a mile away from me, and I can’t move. Jack is in trouble? “Why? What happened?” I grab her arm when she doesn’t respond. “Nancy! What happened?”
She’s trembling now, her eyes wide. “His depression after you left got so bad that he wouldn’t eat. Now he’s sick. Really sick. You can come with me, right?”
I nod. Jack is sick—I don’t care what happened before, all I know is that I need to be with him.
Her smile is a little unsteady as the tears slip from her eyes. “You’re such a good kid, Liv.”
“It’s okay. I’ll come with you. He’ll get better.” She doesn’t move until I start forward. She walks alongside of me, staring at the sidewalk. She is so distracted, so different from the Nancy I knew before. But then, Jack is like a son to her.
“Where are you parked?” I ask.
“A couple of blocks down.”
I walk faster and she keeps pace with me, though her speed seems dependent on mine. I glance at her. “Everything else okay?”
She nods but doesn’t say anything. And that horrible Bill probably tried to choke her. I hope she figures out a way to be done with him once and for all.
We reach a cross street and she points to the right. We walk into a deserted alley, but halfway to the next street she grabs my arm, pulling me around to face her. “I’m so sorry, Liv.”
“It’s okay.” She looks so upset now that it’s starting to freak me out. “Where’s the car?”
“It’s right here, hon,” a man’s deep voice rumbles from behind me. A hand is clasped around my mouth and I’m pulled backward, unable to get my footing. I try to open my mouth, to bite his hand, but something is shoved over my nose, something sweet, and my arms and legs start tingling. My body goes slack as the world melts around me.
The last thing I see is Nancy’s sorrowful face as she whispers, “I’m sorry.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
“‘Well,’ said the robber, grasping Oliver’s wrist, and putting the barrel so close to his temple that they touched; at which moment the boy could not repress a start; ‘if you speak a word when you’re out o’doors with me, except when I speak to you, that loading will be in your head without notice. So, if you do make up your mind to speak without leave, say your prayers first.’”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
JACK
I sit on my bike, trying to make sense of why the long black car is in the driveway. It’s not Bill’s day to be here, so why is he? It’s not a good sign. I consider for a moment riding away as fast as I can. I have a sickening feeling he’s here to see me, though, so it’s best to give him whatever it is he wants and get him out rather than having him wait around for me to show up. He causes trouble if made to wait for long.
In the house, Micah, Jen, Dutch, and the rest of the kids are standing together, talking in low voices. The conversation breaks off immediately when they see me. Dutch’s wide eyes tell me what I feared: Bill’s waiting for me. I make eye contact with Sam, who looks more serious than I’ve ever seen her. Even scared. She shakes her head, but I turn away from her. Might as well get this over with. I square my shoulders and march to the office. The only thing I can hope is that he doesn’t know where I sent Liv. I open the door and freeze, my heart almost stopping when I see the unexpected guest seated on the sofa. What the… Shit!
Liv’s terrified eyes twitch from me to Bill and back again. I stare at her for a moment, unmoving, my body stiff with fear. My fingernails bite into my palms.
Bill is calmly seated across from her, holding a handgun in his lap, and Nancy is in the corner, holding her side with one hand, one of her eyes puffy and purplish red. Her lip is cut, and a mottled yellow-and-gray mark the size of a fist is forming on her cheek. Liv doesn’t seem harmed—yet. Shit. Shit. Shit.
My stomach flips, but I keep my face as smooth as I can, breathing deeply and slowly so I don’t look as panicked as I feel.
“Come on in, Z, and look who we found wandering around the streets with her newfound family.” Bill’s voice is quiet, a warning sign in itself. I step inside and pull the door shut. He stands to face me, his icy eyes burning into mine. I have never been more scared shitless than I am right now.
“So, aren’t you glad to have your girlfriend back? I figured you would be, seeing as how she ran away. Or, wait, what was the real story, Nancy?” A sob escapes her but he doesn’t turn. “He helped her find her dear grandpa, right? And you covered for them.”
“What are you going to do?” I ask, keeping my voice steady.
He laughs darkly. “Do? Well, you’re the genius here. What do you think? Come on, Z, tell me. She’s got a rich grandpa who just happens to be a big-time investment fund manager. Who just happens to be the target you were supposed to be handling for me.”
Bill stands and walks toward me, casual and relaxed. I force myself not to step back. “I wondered why you dropped that case so fast. This uncrackable account, right? Maybe you should’ve covered your tracks on your research instead of letting me find out exactly what you were up to.” He tsks, waving a finger at me. “You’re slipping, Z. Shows me that you’ve lost your focus. I’ll help you find it again.”
The back of his hand smashes against my jaw like fire exploding across my face. I fall against the door, the pain reverberating through my body. Liv cries out and starts to run to my side, but I shake my head. Bill wraps his hand around my throat and holds me against the door, his fingers pressing in to cut off my air. I grab at his arm but he’s too strong.
“Bill, please,” Nancy pleads.
“Shut up. Now, here’s what we’re going to do, Z. You and this pretty young lady are going to help me crack the old man’s account. According to your girlfriend here, he checks his account every night. She’s going to be very helpful to us in installing some special software on his computer. If not…” Bill’s hand squeezes tighter. My arms and legs tremble as my vision blurs and little specks of black float in front of me.
“Bill, stop it!” Nancy yells, running over to yank on his arm. He shoves her away but releases me. I fall to my knees, my head pressing against the floor as I struggle to pull air into my lungs. Bill is saying something, I think, but my head is swimming and I can’t focus on anything but oxygen and the blood pounding in my head.
There’s the sound of a phone ringing, then Bill’s voice answering it. The pressure of Liv’s arms around my shoulders. I finally sit back on my heels. Liv touches my tender jaw with a gentle finger. “Are you okay?”
I nod but don’t say anything.
Bill finishes his call. “Let’s go.” He gestures to the door with his gun.
I put an arm around Liv’s waist and walk with her toward the front of the house. The area is pin-drop still, everyone focused on us. I avoid looking at Dutch—I don’t want to see the panic I’m sure is on his face. My gaze instead falls on Sam, whose angry eyes and bunched fists are clear indications that she wants to jump Bill. I narrow my gaze and shake my head slightly at her. This is not the time to lose control.
Bill’s car is waiting for us. As we climb in and the driver pulls away, Bill keeps his eyes and barrel of the gun trained on us. My arm is fixed around Liv, my hand over hers. She’s no longer shaking, but her body’s tense. I want to talk to her, to reassure her and beg her forgiveness, but Bill’s too close, watching us. Instead, I spend the time running through several scenarios in my head, trying to figure the best way out of this. Bill’s smart, though. He’ll catch us if we run, and then we’re good as dead. I’ve never heard of him actually killing a kid but wouldn’t put it past him at all.
“Give me your phone,” he says to me when we get close to Liv’s grandfather’s house.
I reach into my pocket to hand over the cell, and he slips it into the interior of his jacket. I raise an eyebrow at Liv but she shakes her head. He took her phone, too. Of course.
When we arrive, Bill pulls a silver flash drive out of his jacket and hands it to Liv as the car slows. She takes it with her fingertips at the corner as if it’s a germ-infested tissue. “Now listen to me very carefully. Install the keylogger. Then back out, fast. Don’t talk to anyone, don’t leave any notes, don’t make any calls. I have someone monitoring the lines. If there’s even the slightest hint of a problem, the sound of a siren or anything, your boyfriend dies. Followed by you and your loving grandpa.” He leans close to her. “And if this doesn’t work, if I don’t see the data tonight, or if there are any problems whatsoever, you’re both dead.”
He waves his revolver and she steps out of the car, her eyes catching mine before closing the door. There’s no trace of fear there, only calm reserve. I know she’s not the type to go down without a fight, but Bill isn’t kidding around, and I know he’ll kill me if there’s any chance she calls the cops or runs away. I draw in a shaky breath and close my eyes to wait.
…
LIV
My legs are so wobbly that I can’t believe I actually made it inside the house. Mrs. Bedwin is walking from the kitchen, envelopes in her hand. She looks surprised to see me.
“Oh, Olivia. Your grandfather said you were going shopping. Do you need money to pay a cabbie?”
I force the corners of my mouth upward. “No, I caught a ride home with a friend instead.”
Her quizzical eyes flick toward the window, as if trying to catch a view of my “friend.” Of course, I don’t have any friends, but I pray she believes I called one of the kids he’s been trying to match me with.
“Um, he just dropped me off.” Mrs. Bedwin’s mouth puckers as she considers this. Damn it, I shouldn’t have said “he.”
“Okay,” she says. “You might want to call your grandfather, though, just to let him know you made it home.”
I exhale softly. “I will.” I move past her quickly and up the stairs. When I look back over my shoulder, I’m relieved to see her flipping through the mail in her hands. Mrs. Bedwin has been nothing but kind since I’ve been here. There’s no way I’m getting her involved with this.
In my grandfather’s office, I boot up his personal computer and enter the password. It’s easy enough—Aggie0225. My mother’s nickname and birthday. It’s strange how so many people choose family members or pets as passwords, though those can be the easiest to figure out. He’s so weepy when he talks about my mother. It took me less than a minute to guess the password one day when I was bored and screwing around with it.
And he never knew she was pregnant with me. I wonder how different my life would’ve been if he’d known. I have no doubts that he wouldn’t have stopped until he found us. His obvious love for my mother and his regret at her running away made me start thinking of him as my grandfather instead of just some old man I was related to.
But I never really let him get close to me. I wish I had now. I wish I hadn’t pushed him away.
While the computer churns, I stare at the flash drive in my hands. I can’t do this. I can’t ruin my grandfather’s life, let Bill have access to everything. I didn’t want to do it when I hadn’t even met him. How can I do it now?
I can just pretend to go along with this. Bill will never know. I can act like I installed the malware, and maybe it didn’t run right or something. Maybe he never logs on and the passwords remain safe. Or maybe I can leave a note telling my grandfather not to use the computer.
There’s no way. Bill will be expecting that. He won’t let us go until he knows for sure that the spyware works. If my grandfather doesn’t log on, he’ll know I told. Then there’s the question of whether he’ll let us go at all, even if everything does work.
I place my palm on the handset of an antique-style phone. One call could alert the police.
One call and Jack will die.
His face flashes in my mind, and I swallow hard. I can’t let that happen.
I shove the computer keyboard and fight the tears. There’s no time for crying. Damn it! We’re screwed either way, I know it. Why would Bill let us go, even if this works?
Think, Liv.
I stare at the welcome screen for Brownlow Inc. Bill will be able to see every page my grandfather goes to, every keystroke. But then, Bill doesn’t know what his home screen is. I tap my cheek for a moment. I could have the landing page be a warning against hackers, or maybe information about keyloggers, but that would clue Bill in immediately. It’d have to be something that would alert my grandfather and not Bill. Something simple and clever, like when I redirected Jack’s hits on that YouTube video.
I sit up. So simple, Jack had said. Now to come up with something that will get my grandfather’s attention.
A couple days ago, I overheard a conversation between my grandfather and one of his associates about how the owner of a company called Keating Financial used to work for Brownlow Inc., and how they’re planning to sue for using trade secrets. My grandfather was so mad about it—I hadn’t ever seen him that agitated.
I do a search for Keating Financial and assign it as my grandfather’s home page. Then I redirect Brownlow Inc. to the same Keating Financial page. This should raise a red flag to him but not Bill.
I stick the flash drive in the USB port of the computer. As the file loads, I fiddle with the stack of Post-it notes on the desk. Writing a message—even a cryptic one—won’t do any good; no one will know where I am. I don’t even know where Bill’s headed after this. Back to the home? To his place? Jack once told me that no one knew where he lived.
My eyes move to the phone again. If only I had my cell, then maybe I could generate a call at some point. It could be traced. But I gave my cell to Bill…
My cell! Bill has the phone that my grandfather gave me, but I have another—from when I first moved in to Monroe Street. Please, oh please let it have a charge still on it.
The software finishes loading and I remove the drive and shut down the computer. As fast as I can, I run down the hall to my room and yank open the top dresser drawer. The cell is sitting on top of my old school folders. I grab it and power it on. The battery indicator shows a low level, but at least it’s yellow and not red. I breathe out. It’s enough to get help. It’s tempting to call the police right now, but I can’t risk it—not with Jack on the other side of Bill’s gun.
I slip the cell into the waistband of my shorts, where the outline is hidden under my shirt. I tiptoe down the stairs to avoid Mrs. Bedwin and quietly let myself out the front door, headed toward the black car and my uncertain fate.



Chapter Twenty-Four
“And now, for the first time, Oliver, well-nigh mad with grief and terror, saw that housebreaking and robbery, if not murder, were the objects of the expedition.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
JACK
The fifteen minutes Liv was gone were the longest of my life. Bill kept the barrel of his gun pointed at me, never moving except to occasionally receive calls on his cell. My hands shook every time it rang, expecting to hear that Liv broke the rules, that she made a call, that she ran.
I wished she would run.
I start to breathe again when she walks back to the car and taps on the window. The doors unlock and she crawls in next to me, nodding once to Bill and handing the flash drive over. I clasp her shaking hand in mine, relieved that she doesn’t pull away. Once we get back to Monroe Street, I can escape with her. I know it.
I watch the late afternoon sun drop as we head back west, when the driver suddenly turns south. I sit up straight and stare at Bill. “Where are we going?”
Bill laughs shortly. “You didn’t think I was just going to drop you off at home, did you? We’re going to my office. I need to verify that it worked before letting you go.”
My heart sinks. No one has ever seen Bill’s office. There’s a reason for that. Fear wraps its cold hand around me as I realize there’s not going to be a return trip for us. I should’ve realized that the moment Bill found out we let Liv go, we were already dead. My brain starts working overtime to come up with something to get us out of this nightmare.
Liv is watching me. “What?” she whispers.
I shake my head and look out the window as we turn into an old, seedy neighborhood, stopping in front of an apartment building. Bill says something to the driver, who nods and tosses the keys to him. He waves his gun at us, not even bothering to hide it, and we step out of the car and walk ahead of him up the weed-choked walk to the entry. My eyes dart around, but there’s not a single person in sight. In fact, it looks as though the neighborhood is abandoned. Probably why it suits him.
At Bill’s direction, we climb the dirty, echoing stairwell to the fifth floor, emerging into a dark hallway that smells like wet soccer cleats left in the heat to mold. I can hear a TV playing through the walls and some guy shouting, and a woman yells back at him in another language. Bill unlocks the last door and motions us through. The smell of crisp computer equipment hits me before I even walk in, and now I can see why.
Bill types the number into the pad to disengage the alarm as my eyes take in the massive amount of computer equipment pushed up against the far wall, where a dining room would normally go. A black leather couch faces a television, but other than a computer chair and desk there is no other furniture in the room. This must be Bill’s headquarters. I’ve heard he has multiple addresses. Why the hell would he keep this much expensive equipment in such a shitty neighborhood?
Bill gestures with his gun to a doorway just off the living room and we step inside a small, windowless bathroom. He flips the light on—“Keep your mouths shut”—before slamming the door. Liv’s eyes stay focused on the door. I take her hand. She doesn’t resist, but she doesn’t meet my eyes, either.
My heart thuds slowly in my chest. “I’m sorry. I just wanted you to be safe. I know you hate me for getting you into this mess, and now everything’s backfired.” The regret eats into my stomach like acid. I’ve screwed everything up, again. Maybe for the last time.
She leans on me, her head against my chest. I wrap my arms around her, as tight as I can without hurting her. “I don’t blame you,” she says. “Not anymore.” She pulls away and stares at the ceiling. “I guess it’s too much to hope for a wide ventilation system that we can crawl through, huh?”
I laugh halfheartedly, but I glance up at the ceiling just in case. Other than the main door we just came through, there’s nothing but a tiny air-conditioner vent in the room.
Liv moves closer to the toilet and lifts her shirt slightly. I turn around, my face heating up. If she has to go, I guess she has to go.
“Why’d you turn around?” she asks, her voice amused. I peer over my shoulder to see her standing, fully clothed. A cell phone is in her hand.
A cell phone! “Where’d you get that?”
Her grin deepens. “It’s the one from Nancy. You gave it to me when I first got to your house, remember? I still had it in my room. Bill’s pretty stupid not to realize there might be another cell in the house.”
I laugh out loud, then clap my hand over my mouth. I move to Liv and grab her, kissing her hard. “You kick ass, you know that?” I whisper. I hold my hand out for the phone.
“What are you doing?” she asks, jerking it away.
“Calling Nancy. Why, who do you want to call?”
She looks at me like I’ve grown another head. “The police, obviously.”
“What? No way. You call the police and they’ll find Monroe Street.”
“I don’t give a damn about them finding Monroe Street,” she says, her voice rising. “I don’t want to die. Do you?”
“Liv, give me the—”
“You can call Nancy and warn her when I’m done. But I’m calling the police. Got it?”
Obviously she doesn’t see the bigger picture here. They need to get the hell away from the house. I try to stay calm. “Nancy can get us out of this.”
Her laugh is bitter. “You mean like how she handled Bill as he drugged me and dragged me back to your house? Or when he beat her up after he figured out how much she helped us? What makes you think she can handle this?”
I grit my teeth to control my irritation before saying, ”Nancy could’ve handled it fine, but I’m sure her concern about the other kids in the house was pretty good persuasion.” I grab again for the phone but she steps back.
“This is my phone. I will make the call. You figure out your own plan if you want. But I’m calling the police.”
Bill’s sudden and loud cursing cuts us off. I go to press the lock button in the handle while Liv taps furiously on the phone. The blood pounding in my ears, I can barely hear her giving her name and asking the police to trace the line. I run back to her as Bill tries the handle. She’s whispering a description of the location. Bill bangs on the door, but we stay pressed against the far wall of the bathroom.
It is quiet for a moment, then a light scraping sound of metal on metal sounds from the door. Liv slips the phone into her pocket just as the lock clicks and Bill opens the door, a metal hanger in his hand. He throws the hanger into the tub, his eyes blazing.
“What happened to the account?” he yells, waving his gun at Liv’s face.
“I…I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says. Oh, shit, what did she do?
“You alerted someone, didn’t you?”
I hold my hands up. “Hang on a second, Bill. She didn’t do anything. Something’s just wrong with the system. Try it again.”
He opens his mouth to speak, then lowers his eyes. “What the hell is that?” he asks, pointing at Liv’s shorts.
“Nothing,” she says, her voice shaking. She sucks at lying.
He holds the gun up to her face. “Don’t make me ask again.”
Liv dips a hand into her pocket and pulls out her cell. Bill’s face is rage-purple. She drops it on the floor and kicks it away, toward him. He stoops to pick it up, never taking his eyes or the gun off us. He checks the display, his face paling, then presses a button on the top of the phone. He places the phone into his pocket.
“I see,” he says, his voice an eerie calm. “You thought you’d call the police. How very clever of you.” He raises the gun higher and points it at Liv, then me. I swallow hard and stare at the bullets turning in the barrel as he pulls the action back. “You can watch your boyfriend die now.”
…
LIV
I clutch at Jack’s hand while the gun makes the ominous clicking sounds that only mean death. With the round iron glaring at Jack, I’m barely able to get the words out. “The police traced the call. You don’t have time to drag bodies out of the building.”
Saying the word “bodies” makes me queasy. But Bill’s eyebrows pinch together slightly as he considers this.
“Well, aren’t you the smart one?” he says softly, stepping aside and waving the gun toward the door. “If they’ve traced the line, they’re on their way. Out, both of you.”
We march in front of him. I wish I could ram him when I pass by, making him lose his grip on the gun, but that’s a move I’ve only seen in movies and would definitely screw up.
At the door, Bill grunts at us to stop while he reaches over with one hand to tap something on his computer.
“I never warned them,” Jack whispers, his face ashen. I know he’s referring to Monroe Street. I do wish he’d been able to call them. I wish there had been time, though I hope he realizes we had to call the police first. Dutch’s face flashes in my mind, and I can only hope they stay safe.
Bill marches us in front of him down to his car. No one is in sight, so he keeps the gun pointed at us. Maybe this is why he chose this spot for his office. From the distance, I can hear sirens. Bill obviously hears them, too. He curses, grabbing me and pressing the barrel of the gun against my head. My heart starts pumping double time. The sirens get closer, maybe only a couple blocks away.
“Get in the car and drive where I tell you, or she dies,” Bill hisses to Jack, tossing the keys to him.
Jack catches them, giving me a nod and a small smile. I try, but I can’t seem to force my lips up in response. The word “dies” is echoing in my brain. I have no doubt Bill will kill us.
“Wait,” Bill says, his voice sharp. He yanks my hair back and says, “Give me the keys. She drives.”
Me? Before I know it, Bill is pushing me into the front seat, his gun on me, then Jack. He tosses the keys to me and gets in the backseat with Jack. My shaking fingers fumble with the keys. I can barely get them in the ignition. I haven’t driven since Bernadette tried to teach me last year, and I really sucked at it. I glance in the rearview mirror as I finally manage to get the car started.
Bill’s gun remains on Jack, who is directly behind me. “No funny business. Got it?”
I nod and press the gas too hard. The car jerks forward. I can see blue and red flashes behind me as I approach the next street, but it looks like the police stopped at the apartment building. Another car with flashing lights flies by us, headed back toward the building as well. We’re here. We’re here, I scream in my mind, wanting to honk the horn to attract their attention. Instead, I follow Bill’s instructions and take a right.
As I drive, the knowledge that we’re done for hits me hard. I’m sure Bill’s only plan now is escape, so once he’s free of the police, he’ll have no more use for either of us. As soon as we’re out of range, we’re dead. Our only chance is to somehow escape before we get to that point. As I drive, my eyes dart around the passing streets and buildings. Bill’s finger is on the trigger. Slight pressure and Jack is dead. It’ll have to be such a shock that he won’t be able to think clearly enough to pull the trigger. Should I ram it into a building? A tree? It might kill us, too, though.
Jesus, I don’t know how to handle this kind of stuff.
“Make a left and follow the bridge out of the city. Faster.”
As I turn the car, I can see the bridge stretching over the James River. This is it. On the other side is nothing. We’ll be free and clear.
And dead. Murdered, like abducted teens in some made-for-TV movie.
Like flipping a switch, an idea is illuminated as clear as if it were written on the bridge in neon.
“Z, you should put your seat belt on,” I say. Jack looks at my reflection in the rearview mirror, his face incredulous. I narrow my eyes and I think I hear a latch click. I clench the wheel harder to keep my hands from trembling.
“Shut up and drive,” Bill snaps.
I can’t even swallow—it’s like wads of cotton have been rammed down my throat. I press the gas pedal hard and the car jumps forward as we approach the bridge. The speedometer needle rises as quickly as my heart rate. I push the pedal harder, my eyes on the bridge railing that’s under construction. It’s our best chance out. Bill’s not wearing a seat belt. Jack and I are.
This will either be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done or the bravest.
I’m counting on bravest.
I take a shaky breath as the click-clack sound echoes beneath the car. Almost there.
I lower my window and Jack’s, ignoring Bill’s shouts for me to close them. Jack’s wide eyes meet mine in the mirror, his mouth gaping open. My heartbeat pounds in my ears as the traffic clears in front of me. I almost change my mind.
We’re going to die anyway.
I set my teeth together and cut the steering wheel hard, flattening the gas pedal. Bill starts to curse loudly but he’s cut off as the car crashes through the construction barriers. The metal rails scream against the car as it careers off the bridge and plummets toward the river.
I close my eyes, praying we make it. Praying that I don’t hear a gun exploding.
Somebody screams. It might be me.
Something thuds heavily against the front seat as we tilt forward.
The smash of the impact on the water triggers the airbag, which is crammed into my face and whooshes the air out of my lungs. I can’t breathe.
I can’t…
Darkness.
Hands. Hands are slapping me.
A voice. Soft. Urgent. “Liv!”
My name.
I open my eyes and cough. White powder puffs from my lips.
I’m still alive.
The car is bobbing up and down like a rubber duck in a tub. I cough again and rub powder out of my face. My head is throbbing; a wet trickle is making its way down my face. Jack is next to me, his hands unlatching my seat belt. He pulls me to him.
“Liv! Are you okay?” he asks, his voice trembling. “Answer me!”
He sounds so scared. I start to answer but end up coughing again. I nod instead, and he cries out in relief.
“You stupid, crazy girl,” he says, his fingers examining my head, my face. “What were you thinking?”
“Saw it in a movie.” I manage to choke out. “Bill?”
“A movie?” Jack’s mouth drops open, then he shakes himself. “I think Bill’s dead. We have to get out of here.”
The car is already sinking. “We can’t,” I tell him. “The car will suck us down. We have to wait.” I’ve seen this in a movie, too. I glance back over the seat and see blood on the window of Bill’s side. Bill’s slumped forward, unmoving.
The car tilts backward. “Jack!” The cold water starts creeping in, flowing faster as we sink. My breathing is coming faster and shallower.
Jack takes my hand as I start to panic. “Listen. Just take some deep breaths, okay? Wait till we’re under and then crawl out the window. We’re going to be okay. Just breathe until you can’t anymore. Don’t panic.”
Too late. But he repeats the word “breathe” over and over. I get control of myself and squeeze his hand hard as the water slams into us. As the car sinks farther and the interior fills, we both take a last deep breath and descend into the cold, black depths of the river.
As soon as the car is submerged and the water surrounds us completely, Jack pulls my body over him to guide me out the window. His hands are shaking. I try to hurry so he can follow, grasping the window ledge and sliding out. I want to turn to help Jack but my body betrays me, my legs propelling me upward to get air. Please let Jack be behind me. Every second feels like an hour as the oxygen is expelled from my lungs.
My chest is so tight.
The light is getting closer.
I finally break the surface and gasp, choking as I try too hard to fill my lungs. I look around to see Jack treading water just a few feet from me, coughing.
He tilts his head toward the bridge. We swim for what seems like miles over to the support beams. My arms scream in protest, but I make them keep pumping.
We wrap our arms and legs around the closest concrete pillar, holding on tight as we catch our breath. Jack studies me, his eyes worried. I open my mouth to tell him I’m okay, but nothing comes out.
Lights are approaching, headed straight for the bridge and us.
“L-Look,” Jack says through chattering teeth. “You need to get on that boat. They c-can’t take me.”
I shake my head. “N-no, you need to come—”
“No. Too many questions.” He waits until the boat gets closer before turning to tell me, “Hold on as t-tight as you can and don’t let go. Do you understand?”
I nod. Sirens are screaming somewhere. Maybe above us. I want to reach for Jack as he pushes away, but my body feels like it’s frozen to the beam.
“You’ll be okay now,” he says as he treads water. He glances once more at the approaching boat. Then he’s gone.



Chapter Twenty-Five
“The persons on whom I have bestowed my dearest love lie deep in their graves; but, although the happiness and delight of my life lie buried there too, I have not made a coffin of my heart, and sealed it up for ever on my best affections. Deep affliction has only made them stronger; it ought, I think, for it should refine our nature.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
Hands reach down to pull me up into the boat. They have me sit on what appears to be an ice chest surrounded by fishing poles, nets, and buckets, and I’m freezing. It’s hard to see much about my rescuers except they all seem to be men with beards.
A light is flicked on, the beam directed at me. I flinch and the beam is immediately directed upward.
“Sorry ’bout that, little lady,” one of the men says. I can see him more clearly now, although it’s hard to make out much of his face through the fluffy white beard.
I’ve been rescued by Santa Claus. The thought makes me want to laugh, but the giggle is stuck in my throat. My teeth are chattering so hard I’m afraid they might break.
One of the men throws a large towel around my shoulders. It smells like fish. “You were in that car that flew off the road, right? Was anyone else in there?”
I shake my head, but I can’t seem to make the words come out.
“She’s in shock, I guess,” someone says. “We need to get her to shore. I radioed for help.”
Help? From whom, Santa’s elves? I start to laugh now, and my body shakes. That makes me laugh harder.
“Whoa, easy there,” Santa Claus says. He hands me a thermos. “Drink this.”
My mind replays the club scene. No way. No more drinks from strange men for me. He puts the thermos down and mentions something about stubborn women. Which is something Z might say. Not Jack, though.
I sit upright, shivering underneath the fishy towel while the men do boat things. My feet have fallen asleep, but I can’t seem to focus my mind on anything. And it is so cold out. Isn’t it almost summer?
When the boat makes it to shore, an ambulance is waiting. They carry me to the hospital, checking my vitals in the back of the vehicle on the way. Somebody says my blood pressure is low. They slip an oxygen mask over me. When we get to the hospital, they take me to a room and insert an IV in my arm. I drift off to sleep, interrupted a few times by the sound of alarms clanging. In my sleepy fog I hear the nurse say something about dangerously low blood pressure. I just want to sleep.
When I wake in the morning, the clock on the wall shows that it’s eight thirty. A cup and pitcher are on the side table. I help myself and drink half the pitcher.
A nurse comes in and smiles at me as she checks the machines. “Your vitals are much better now,” she says. “How’re you feeling?”
“Fine, I guess,” I say.
“Your grandfather is outside talking with the doctor. I’ll get him for you.”
“Wait. Is there anyone else?”
“No, I don’t believe so. Were you expecting anyone?”
I shake my head. I guess I should be glad Jack didn’t come here. Exposure to the home and all. It still sucks, though. “No. Just a weird dream I had, I guess.”
She nods and leaves, but the door almost immediately opens again to admit my grandfather and a doctor. Oh crap, and a police officer.
“Olivia, are you okay?” my grandfather asks, moving to my side. He looks so messy from his usual perfectly pressed suit look—well, his shirt is wrinkled and untucked, and for him, that’s messy.
“I’m fine. Just tired.” My eyes move to the police officer. I’m glad it’s a woman. Or maybe not. Women are more intuitive, and I have to be extra careful not to say too much.
He pulls a chair to my side. “How did you end up going over the bridge into the river? Mrs. Bedwin said you came home earlier but left again. What happened?”
I hesitate, glancing at the policewoman, who introduces herself as Officer Jenkins and smiles encouragingly at me. Why didn’t I ask Jack what I should tell people? I have no idea now what to say.
“Um, I can’t remember everything. This man took me off the street and said he wanted me to help him steal from my grandfather. That’s when he took me back to the house and made me put spyware on the computer. He was going to kill…me…if I didn’t do that. Then he took me to an apartment where I called the police to trace the line, and then he made me drive him away. I turned the car over the bridge rails because I thought it was my only chance to escape.”
“Yes,” Officer Jenkins says. She’s looking at her notes. “That’s consistent with our reports. Our team is working with the FBI to handle the contents in his apartment.”
“What contents?” my grandfather asks, but I know. I know exactly what they’re going to find. I swallow hard, hoping there’s nothing on Bill’s computer that will lead them to Monroe Street. I look at the phone. If I could only get in touch with Jack, but I don’t want to risk it. They’re probably monitoring my calls.
What a mess.
“Was anyone with you when you called 911?” the woman asks.
With me? “Nobody, just me. And that man.”
Officer Jenkins scratches something on her pad. She asks me more questions, but I answer vaguely, as if the details are confused. After we play another round of “I don’t know, I don’t remember,” my grandfather firmly asks the officer to leave me to sleep. I’m grateful, as I don’t think I can keep my eyes open much longer.
I fall asleep, thoughts of Jack soothing my weary mind.
…
JACK
The farmer stops his truck at a gas station, three blocks from home. I climb out of the truck bed and give a short wave.
The trek to the house is terrible. The night is cooler than normal for this time of year. My clothes are almost dry now, but I’m freezing cold. My body is moving on autopilot.
All the cars are still in the driveway. Damn it, I wish I’d had the chance to call Nancy ahead of time. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely open the door handle.
I barely register the shocked faces on the others in the house when I collapse just inside, the chill finally taking over my body.
Nancy rushes to my side. “Cameron, help me bring Z upstairs. Micah, get him some hot tea.”
Cameron and Nancy help me up the stairs to my bathroom. It is the most painful climb I’ve ever experienced; my bones feel like they’re going to snap at any moment. Nancy starts the bath, but before she leaves I grab her hand.
“He’s dead. Bill’s dead.”
She doesn’t say anything, just stands and stares at me. I try to tell her that Liv and I both escaped, but tears are in her eyes. Of all things—tears. We could’ve died because of Bill, and all she can do is cry about love lost or some stupid shit. Disgusted, I turn toward the bath.
“I’m so glad you made it,” she says through her tears. She touches my shoulder but I don’t turn around. “I feel responsible…”
She turns to leave, and I don’t stop her. I’m not pardoning her part in all this. If she had fought against Bill more, if she hadn’t helped him find Liv, we wouldn’t have had to go through this tonight.
Of course, Bill might’ve killed her. Then me.
Cameron tries to help me remove my clothes, but finally gives up and has me get in the tub in my shorts. The water feels like teeth—biting hot, then icy, then hot again. I lie back against the tile wall and close my eyes as my body temperature slowly evens out. I hope Liv is somewhere warm right now, too.
Micah brings me tea. The hot drink and the bath make me feel a hundred times better and a thousand times more tired at the same time. I get out of the bath and change into jeans and a T-shirt, staring at my bed longingly. I could sleep for a hundred years.
I lean forward to stare at my jaw in the closet mirror. The spot where Bill hit me is turning weird blue and orange colors. I touch it gingerly. I wonder how long it’ll take them to recover Bill’s body, and if they’ll trace anything back to Monroe Street.
Shit!
The fatigue evaporates as I remember the computers at his apartment. I run downstairs to find Nancy in the kitchen with Sam. Sam’s arm is around Nancy, but she’s not fooling me. I know Sam is glad Bill’s gone, too. They both look startled at my sudden appearance.
“Do you have access to Bill’s computer at his apartment office?” I ask Nancy.
She reaches out to touch my jaw, her eyes now full of concern. “Are you okay?”
I swipe her hand away. “Nancy, do you have remote access to Bill’s computer?”
“Of course not. He never trusted anyone enough to give out that kind of information.”
I nod. I figured as much. “We need to get away from here,” I tell her. “Bill’s apartment—a call was traced. Liv had a cell. The police are probably there now, trying to crack his computer.”
The color bleeds from her face. Cursing softly, she presses the little-used intercom for the house. “Code Red. Front door. Fifteen minutes.” I always thought it was a stupid code, but I guess it works for emergencies better than anything else.
Sam hands me a sandwich, then runs off to pack her own stuff. Nancy leaves, too. There’s nothing upstairs I have the energy to take. Except…
“Sam, grab my guitar,” I call out to her. “And my laptop. And the little blue box from my desk.”
She nods from the top of the stairs and disappears. I follow Nancy to the office, watching her open the safe. She removes several papers and envelopes, then turns to hand me a flash drive imprinted with a skull. Her eyes are teary.
“I never thought we’d have to use this,” she says. “I guess we should be glad we got away with it as long as we did.”
I don’t say anything—don’t remind her that our safe house is set up for emergency purposes like this, ready to continue business as usual. Monroe Street has been home to me for so long, so I understand and feel her pain. “Come on, we’ll be fine. Only difference is that we’ll call it Briarcreek Avenue instead of Monroe Street.”
She sniffs and wipes at her eyes. “Yeah, I guess so,” she says, half laughing.
I take the jump drive to the workroom and start downloading the virus onto the iMacs. I feel like I’m murdering a pet or something. I almost want to apologize to them.
When I finish, I power them off and on again. Nothing. Just a blank screen.
Before I leave the room, I put in a call to Jim Rush to fill him in on Bill’s death. The FBI has the computers now, but he hasn’t heard anything as to whether it’s cracked them.
I also ask him to check hospitals. He finds out Liv is in stable condition, to be released tomorrow morning. I breathe easier.
The kids are already in the foyer when I finish. They look like they’re going on a long vacation with all the suitcases and laptops. Nancy is giving them a speech about breaking up and meeting at separate times at Briarcreek Avenue.
As the kids file out the door, Nancy turns to me. She looks like she’s about to say something, then stops. She reaches up to brush my hair aside, a familiar gesture that seems somewhat sad. “You’re going to her, aren’t you?”
I nod. “Tomorrow night. After I help you guys get situated.”
“Will you be back afterward?”
I don’t have an answer.



Chapter Twenty-Six
“They were mine, by day and night; and with them, came such a rushing torrent of fears, and apprehensions, and selfish regrets, lest you should die and never know how devotedly I loved you, as almost bore down sense and reason in its course.”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
JACK
The new home is much smaller than Monroe Street, but it’s a place where we’re safe. It’s something I convinced Nancy to purchase a long time ago, keeping it off Bill’s radar in case anything ever went wrong.
Man, did it go wrong.
My mind is a blur. A busy night and day of transitioning to Briarcreek Avenue after the events of yesterday exhausted me. But sitting on my bike here, at Liv’s house, adrenaline—or maybe fear—has taken over.
I stare up at the darkened window behind her balcony for several minutes. What if this is a mistake? I can’t bring Liv back to that life. Can I still run away with her? What if she asks? Or, worse, what if she doesn’t? We were together once, the same. But I have no family and she has a loving, rich grandfather who’d give her anything, and can. It’s the life I want her to have, but it turns me into a loner again.
Get a spine.
I summon up enough courage to get off the bike. The large, flowery vines conveniently creep up the side of the house, making the perfect ladder. Like Romeo, I carefully climb the wet rope vines. Aching with nerves, I pull myself to her balcony and swing my legs over the rail. I try the balcony door—it’s unlocked. I open it but pause at the sight of her in bed, asleep. Peaceful. I guess I had expected her to be up, pacing the room, worried about this or that. Or me. But now, as my eyes trace the curving outline of her body, I realize she fits here, in this privileged world where all the possibilities are possible. She belongs to this life, not mine.
I love her too much. Can I find the strength to let her go?
…
LIV
A cool breeze strokes my face, stirring me from my restless doze. The digital display next to me says that it’s almost midnight. I throw my arm over my face. Deep sleep is what I want most but it’s out of the question. I consider going to the kitchen for some milk, but this house is so huge the mere thought of making my way across to the kitchen is exhausting.
Then it occurs to me that I was woken by a breeze. I look sharply at the door to the balcony—it’s open. My heart begins its familiar uncomfortable pounding in my chest. Who is waiting for me outside the doors? Someone Bill was working with? I sit up and grab the alarm clock on my nightstand, hefting it in my hand. He’s going to get a fight if that’s the case.
I can see him now, watching me. In the shadows, I can just make out enough features to set my heart racing—fingers hooked in his pockets, blond hair falling over his forehead in that dangerous-sexy way that makes me want to explore my darkest desires.
I don’t remember getting out of bed, don’t remember moving across to him like a magnet drawn to its opposite. All I know is that I’m within inches of him, my heart pounding so hard I can’t hear anything else. Jack’s gaze is fixed on me, the swirling colors masked in the near-darkness. He slowly reaches out to touch my cheek, like a man unsure if the desert oasis is a mirage.
“Jack.”
He pulls me to him, kissing me fiercely. I respond with a ferocity of my own, matching the pressure of his lips with mine. His hands start at my hips, curving around as I slip my arms over his shoulders to draw him closer. He tastes of wind and rain and tears, which may be the ones slipping down my cheeks. My sleep tee is hiked up around my thighs as he lifts me into the air, but I don’t care.
After a minute or an hour, Jack sets me back on earth, whispering, “I’m so sorry about everything. Such a pathetic thing to say, I know.”
“Shh…I get it. I understand.” My hands move up to smooth back the long layers of his hair. So soft without the gel to flatten it back. I caress the stubble on his cheek—he hasn’t shaved in a couple days at least. I kiss him again, then nestle into his neck, breathing in the wonderfully familiar leather and spice. I could stay in this position forever. “So what now?”
His fingers move to lightly stroke my arms, sending vicious tremors through the quietest parts of my body. “Specifically?” he asks, his lips moving in my hair.
“Well, you’re not tied to that life anymore.”
The mesmerizing motion of his fingers stops. I can feel him stiffen and pulling away, though it’s probably only a fraction of a centimeter. My heart sinks. “Liv, I—”
“You’re staying there, aren’t you?” It’s not really a question. I already know the answer.
He sighs, bowing his head and threading his arms through mine. “Yes.”
I untangle myself from his embrace. “Jack, when are you going to realize that you’re too good for that life?”
“No, you’re too good for it. Not me. I can’t just quit. Anyway, I need to watch out for Dutch and the others. I can’t leave them. The place would tank without me there.”
I don’t even bother to fight against the tears building up again in my eyes, spurred on by sleep deprivation and physical frustration from his kisses. “But you’d leave me.” I knew this was too good to be true.
He catches a rogue tear with a fingertip. “No, Liv. It doesn’t have to be like that. We can still see each other. Like how normal kids date.”
“Normal” has never been a word to describe our relationship. “We’re not normal kids, though. Not even close. And I can’t do what you do. I can’t even approve of what you do. It’s not in me.”
His eyes twitch slightly as he considers me. I know he’s surprised by my response. As much as I want to be with him, I can’t believe he really thinks a relationship like that could work. He turns around and splays his hands across the balcony railing, looking out over the soft lights illuminating the massive houses. “I know. You don’t need me. You’ve got a good thing going here. A shot at a real life, with college and everything you’ve ever wanted. My past would get in the way of your future.” His voice is bitter.
“Stop saying that. I know my grandfather can help you get out of that world. He’d do anything for me.”
Jack shakes his head. “No.”
I rest my forehead against his back. The “old” me might’ve agreed to dating, or maybe even trying his lifestyle. But I’m not the same person I was when I first met him only a few short months ago. I’m stronger now—and I know it’s partly because of him. But knowing that doesn’t make this any easier.
“I wish I could make you see that you’re better than all that. You’re better than ‘Z.’ You deserve more than a life of crime, and you can get out if you want to.”
He shakes his head. “I can’t. Not now.”
I sigh. So much for happy endings. “I won’t give up on you. Even if you find someone else…” I almost choke on that one. Maybe I’m getting carried away, but I don’t want him to find anyone else.
He swivels around to cup my face in his hands, the intensity of his gaze overwhelming me. “There is no one else. Ever. I love you. For so long now.”
Love.
The word I’ve longed for, dreamed of, desired my whole life. Given to me by the one person I thought would never say it. The world spins around me, and I’m wrapped in Jack’s arms.
His love.
“I love you, too, Jack.”
And I know I do. The words are so natural, so easy, I wonder why I was never able to say it to him before. The acknowledgment is bittersweet—a fairy tale gone wrong. If only he could see in himself what I see in him. If only he could leave that damn Monroe Street.
He removes his mother’s slender gold bracelet from his pocket and fastens it around my wrist, kissing it. I slide my arms around his waist as his mouth meets mine. The kiss is different this time—desperate, even pleading. I know he wants me to ask him to stay. And I want to so badly. I toy with it in my mind—how it would feel to wake up in his arms, knowing without a doubt that he loves me. Banishing the bad dreams, the darkness. I want him so much it scares me.
But I can’t. Not until he chooses me over that life.
And he knows it.
He murmurs another “I love you” in my ear as he slips a note into my hand and closes my fingers over it, kissing them gently. “I’d better go,” he says hoarsely. His eyes travel up and down as if memorizing me, even as he backs away. In my mind, I reach out for him, pull him back to me. I almost do it.
Then he’s gone, taking my heart over the balcony wall with him. I sink to my knees and press my tearstained cheek to the cold stone of the balcony wall until the rumble of the motorcycle fades into the dark.
“I love you, Jack,” I whisper to the quiet night. “Always.”



Epilogue
“’I offer you the heart so long your own, and stake my all upon the words with which you greet the offer.’”
—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist
LIV
Though it’s early fall, the whisper of wind is surprisingly sharp, cutting like an icy knife through my light sweater. I ask Mel and Jess to stop while I take my favorite blue Princeton sweatshirt out of my backpack and slip it over my head.
Mel’s eyes are glued to her book. “Liv, what do you think? Greatest impact on literature from the English Renaissance?”
“Huh?”
She laughs. “Seriously, have you looked at the material at all?”
I sip my latte and toss the half-empty cup in the trash, barely listening as the two go back and forth in their debate about the impact of Marlowe and Shakespeare on contemporary literature. Usually, I would join in, but today I’m melancholy. Music from the Spill Canvas was playing in the coffee shop. The same song from which Jack took the lyrics in his note on that evening long ago—bittersweet words that spoke of love and loss with no promise held for the future.
My fingers fiddle with his mother’s bracelet on my wrist. I wonder what he’s doing right now.
Mel continues to chat it up about class, when she stops suddenly and whistles under her breath. “Whoa-hoah, hello there. Holy hot guy on a motorcycle. Is he looking at us?”
I follow her gaze to see the hot guy in question leaning against his bike, arms crossed.
Waiting for me.
I suck in the cold air as my heartbeat revs up to the rusty but familiar staccato. I walk to him, Mel and Jess on my heels.
“You lost?” I ask, trying to sound as casual as possible while my insides are dancing madly.
He looks around before his kaleidoscope eyes settle back on me. “Maybe. I’m new here. Could use a guide. You volunteering?”
“Maybe. You really enrolled?”
“Yep. Nancy knows someone on the board. I thought college might be an interesting change. There’s another incentive here, too, of course.” His lips curve into a sexy smile.
I grin and gesture to my friends without turning. “Mel and Jess, this is…” I hesitate. Z? Jack? Who is he now?
“Jack Dawkins,” he says, nodding to them. “Old friend of Liv’s.”
I barely hear the girls excuse themselves, barely notice anything except him, his black jacket, windswept blond hair hanging over his forehead. He looks older now, more serious. But then the familiar sparkle in his eyes draws a smile from me. He tucks his fingers through my belt loops and pulls me until I’m pressed hard against him. I inhale the familiar scent of spice and leather. I’m pretty sure he can hear my heart pounding.
I ask the one and only question that worries me. “Does this mean you’re out? For good?”
He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Yes.”
I laugh and wrap my arms around his neck. Then something else occurs to me. “Is Dawkins really your last name?”
His voice is low and husky. “Maybe. Want to go for a ride?”
“Maybe,” I say, caressing the length of his arms and tilting my head up to him. He brushes his lips against mine. “Mmm…definitely. But you knew I would anyway.”
He laughs and swings his leg over the bike, pulling me behind him. I barely notice the cold air swiping at me as I wrap my arms around his waist and feel the warmth of his body against mine. Exhilaration builds up in me as it sinks in—he’s left his life of crime behind, all for me. For love.
I get my happy ending after all.
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Olivia Twisted Reading Group Guide
The Carters take Liv’s laptop away and censor what she can view as soon as she first gets to the house. Why do you think they did this? Is censorship ever okay?
Z tells Liv that the Monroe Street family is what saved him, and that what they do is necessary because they’d be on the streets otherwise. Is there ever a time that it’s okay to break the law?
Why do you think the author chose those specific quotes at the beginning of each chapter? Are there any that stand out to you as particularly fitting?
Liv ends up trusting Z even though he was not always honest with her. After being burned so many times by families in the past, why do you think she let her heart rule her head? Did she make the right decision by trusting Z again?
Denise is very cold throughout the book. Based on the background we are given about her, why do you think she is the way she is? Does it make you feel angry or sorry for her?
Why was Liv okay with hacking, but not okay with stealing? Aren’t they both breaking the law?
Why did Sam test Liv by having her steal a shirt at the mall before bringing her to the house? Why didn’t they begin with hacking?
What made Liv succumb to the pressure to steal the shirt?
How did your impression of the Carters differ from the beginning to the end? At what point did your impression of them change?
In what ways did Sam and Z manipulate Liv throughout the story? Why did she go along with them even though she knew something was wrong?
Why did Z erase his past? Why is he afraid to allow Liv or anyone else to know anything personal about him?
Why do Z and the other children stay dependent on Bill even though he is clearly not a good man?
What in Z’s and Liv’s pasts make it so hard for them to trust others?
Why didn’t it ever cross Liv’s mind to turn in the Monroe Street gang to the authorities? What would you have done in her situation?
If you are interested in learning more about how the characters connect in the two stories, visit
www.vivibarnes.com.



Olivia Twisted Interview With the Author
Why did you choose to write a version of OLIVER TWIST?
My aunt introduced me to the movie musical Oliver! when I was going through a difficult time in middle school. I probably watched it fifty times that year (“Please sir, I want some more!”). I remember thinking, “Now there’s a kid with real problems.” Then I read the story and thought it’d be cool to have a book with a female protagonist and call it Olivia Twisted. So truly, that’s how the idea began—with a title.
How does your book compare to OLIVER TWIST?
I wanted to keep the themes of abandonment, abuse, hope, desperation, and love that are prevalent through the original story. Wherever possible, I tried to parallel the plot lines of OLIVER TWIST. To update the story for contemporary times, I took license with certain story lines, such as making the criminals an underground ring of hackers instead of pickpockets and making the romance central to the story instead of an aside.
Oliver Twist is a passive child. Why did you choose to make Olivia more confident?
In the original story, society was more of a protagonist than Oliver himself. With Olivia Twisted, I wanted to have two strong main characters who weren’t just victims of their world, but instead shaped their own destinies.
What type of research did you do for this book?
I’m convinced there’s a special list the FBI uses for writers, considering the searches I’ve conducted. But I’m grateful to have experts with computer programming to help guide and review the hacking scenes. I also did extensive research on the foster care system, and though there are some amazing stories out there about people who truly care, there are also a lot of holes in the system. My hope is that someday, these deserving children will stop falling through the cracks.



CHAOS
by Christine O’Neil
Her fate is in his hands…
My name is Maggie Raynard. After sixteen years being just plain me, suddenly, when I lose my temper, my fingers become weapons of mass destruction. Turns out I’m a semi-god, descended from Aphrodite. Sounds cool in theory, but when I accidentally put my ex-boyfriend in a coma, things go downhill pretty fast.
Now some new guy named Mac Finnegan has made it his mission in life to continually piss me off. I’m stuck learning how to use my new powers while also dealing with regular high school problems, and with this annoying—and super-hot—guy all up in my business, I’m about to flip out.
But it gets worse. I just learned there’s this watchdog council of semis who keeps an eye out for any bad apples. They think I’m the baddest of the bunch and want to take me out before I do any more damage. My nemesis Mac might turn out to be my salvation, only he’s got secrets of his own…and they may just kill us both.
 Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes



ALLURE
by Lea Nolan
Worst. Summer. Ever.
Emma Guthrie races to learn the hoodoo magic needed to break The Beaumont Curse before her marked boyfriend Cooper’s sixteenth birthday. But deep in the South Carolina Lowcountry, dark, mysterious forces encroach, conspiring to separate Emma and Cooper forever. When Cooper starts to change, turning cold and indifferent, Emma discovers that both his heart and body are marked for possession by competing but equally powerful adversaries.
Desperate to save him, Emma and her twin brother, Jack, risk their lives to uncover the source of the black magic that has allured Cooper and holds him in its grip. Faced with the horror of a soul-eating boohag, Emma and Jack must fight to resist its fiendish power to free Cooper long enough to join their strengths and face it together, before it destroys them all.
Amazon | B&N | iTunes



THE LIBERATOR
by Victoria Scott
Bad boy, meet bad girl.
Dante has a shiny new cuff wrapped around his ankle, and he doesn’t like that mess one bit. His new accessory comes straight from Big Guy himself and marks the former demon as a liberator. Despite his gritty past and bad boy ways, Dante Walker has been granted a second chance.
When Dante is given his first mission as a liberator to save the soul of seventeen-year-old Aspen, he knows he’s got this. But Aspen reminds him of the rebellious life he used to live and is making it difficult to resist sinful temptations. Though Dante is committed to living clean for his girlfriend Charlie, this dude’s been a playboy for far too long…and old demons die hard.
With Charlie becoming the girl she was never able to be pre-makeover and Aspen showing him how delicious it feels to embrace his inner beast, Dante will have to go somewhere he never thought he’d return to in order to accomplish the impossible: save the girl he’s been assigned to, and keep the girl he loves.
Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes



MADE OF STARS
by Kelley York
Even the stars are lies…
When eighteen-year-old Hunter Jackson and his half sister, Ashlin, return to their dad’s for the first winter in years, they expect everything to be just like the warmer months they’d spent there as kids. And it is—at first. But Chance, the charismatic and adventurous boy who made their summers epic, is harboring deep secrets. Secrets that are quickly spiraling into something else entirely.
The reason they’ve never met Chance’s parents or seen his home is becoming clearer. And what the siblings used to think of as Chance’s quirks—the outrageous stories, his clinginess, his dangerous impulsiveness—are now warning signs that something is seriously off.
Then someone turns up with a bullet to the head, and all eyes shift to Chance’s family. Hunter and Ashlin know Chance is innocent...they just have to prove it. But how can they protect the boy they both love when they can’t trust a word Chance says?
Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes



EVERLAST
By Andria Buchanan
Your fate is forever…
Allie Munroe has only ever wanted to belong, maybe even be well liked. But even though she’s nice and smart and has a couple of friends, she’s still pretty much the invisible girl at school. So when the chance to work with her friends and some of the popular kids on an English project comes up, Allie jumps at the chance to be noticed.
And her plan would have worked out just fine…if they hadn’t been sucked into a magical realm through a dusty old book of fairy tales in the middle of the library.
Now, Allie and her classmates are stuck in Nerissette, a world where karma rules and your social status is determined by what you deserve. Which makes a misfit like Allie the Crown Princess, and her archrival the scullery maid. And the only way out is for Allie to rally and lead the people of Nerissette against the evil forces that threaten their very existence.
Amazon | B&N | Kobo | iTunes
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