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THE PRIZE


“HOW ARE WE CELEBRATING TONIGHT?” My best friend, Isadora, grabbed me in a bear hug from behind.

I laughed, then pried her off me. “I’m sure you can come up with something. I work till nine.”

It was so unreal. I’d been hoping to get into Florida State for as long as I could remember. But the scholarship was a surprise. My tuition was covered for four whole years. Sure, I’d still have to work my butt off for living expenses and books, but I had no complaints.

Hasta luego, Miami. Sorry, I won’t miss you.

I couldn’t wait to tell Mom. She’d already left for work when the admissions package arrived, and I’d been dying to text her with the news. But then I wouldn’t get to see the look on her face when I told her. And I couldn’t miss that.

“Come to my place after work. We’ll party with the girls. I’m so proud of you!” Iz kissed my cheek, which would now be smeared with her trademark bright red lipstick.

“It’s so last minute, Iz. Abby and Carmen might already have plans.”

“They’re in. I texted them this morning. I’m gonna make a special drink for tonight. I’m calling it the Maddie Diaz Margarita.”

I grinned. “What’s gonna be in it?”

“A ton of tequila.”

Her phone rang. She wrenched it out of the pocket of her tight designer jeans. “Rob, I told you not to call me at school.” She groaned. “I said I had to cancel tonight. I don’t care how much you paid for the seats. My girl got a scholarship!”

I cringed. Iz was an awesome best friend but a terrible girlfriend. Every guy she dated thought he’d struck gold at first, since she looked like a young Eva Longoria. Fast-forward a few weeks, and they’d escape with whatever self-respect they had left. Her latest guy, Rob, had hung on for five months—a record for Iz.

She shoved the phone into her pocket. “What an ass. I wonder why I bother, you know? Now, about tonight, we’ll see you at nine fifteen?”

“Ten. I wanna go home and shower first so I don’t reek of French fries.”

“Good point. Make sure you look extra yummy, okay? I’m inviting some guys to chill with us later on.”

Iz’s goal in life was to get me a boyfriend. She always complained that I was too closed off to guys, too aloof, but I knew that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that none of the guys she tried to hook me up with did anything for me. They were too boring, too blah. They all talked the same shit, smoked the same shit, and rooted for the same sports teams. I wanted a guy who was more . . . something, I just didn’t know what.

Maybe I’d find him at Florida State.

As we left the school, we snapped on our knockoff sunglasses. It was only March, but the heat was hot. When the city bus pulled up, we packed on with a boatload of other students. I didn’t know which was worse: bumping up against sticky skin, or trying not to breathe the stale, sweaty air. I could feel my straightened hair curling up.

“Have you decided about next year?” I asked Iz mid–bus ride. So far, today had been all about my news, and I didn’t want her to think that her plans were less important. Iz had a gift for the artes decorativas. She could look at any room and see a million possibilities for awesomeness. If I looked at the same space, I would see, well, a room.

“I’m thinking interior design at Miami Dade. My first job will be to decorate your dorm room.” She fanned herself with her long red fingernails. “You’ll come back and see us, right?”

“Of course I’ll be back.” But the truth was, I couldn’t wait to put some distance between me and Miami.

When I got in the door, I dropped my knapsack and cursed. The landlord had promised to fix the air-conditioning today, damn it. Poor Dex. He’d been lying directly under the ceiling fan, but bounced to life when he heard the door.

I opened some windows, then grabbed an iced tea from the fridge and took Dex to the backyard. It was littered with the junk Boyd had left behind: the rusty boat he’d been working on, a Ranger ATV, half-broken patio furniture. Mom didn’t want to contact him again to pick up the stuff, since any communication brought on a bunch of nasty voice mails. The divorce would be final soon, thank God.

I threw a ball, and Dex galloped after it. He was the one good thing Boyd had brought into their marriage, and the only good thing he’d left behind.

When Boyd first introduced Dex into our home, I was terrified. Mom had had the nerve to say, “But you always wanted a dog, Maddie.”

Yeah, a puppy. Not a hundred pounds of German shepherd.

Home hadn’t felt like home anymore. Not with this big, unpleasant guy and his bloodthirsty dog.

Boyd had kept Dex in the kitchen, closed off by a gate, or tied up in the backyard. It was a shitty life—even I recognized it. I didn’t dare go into the kitchen by myself, no matter how hungry I was.

Whenever Boyd wasn’t home, I started throwing Dex doggie treats over the gate—a peace offering, so he wouldn’t hate me. It worked. Dex would light up, wagging his tail and bouncing around. When I’d go back upstairs, he’d start whining.

Eventually I felt so bad for him that I started letting him out of his kitchen prison, and even taking him for walks. One afternoon when it was just us, I went to my room to take a nap, and woke to find Dex curled up at the foot of my bed.

And that was that.

After playing with Dex for a while, I brought him in while I got dressed for work. I looked at myself in the mirror and frowned. Although I rocked the McDonald’s uniform the best I could, my chest was lost in the blouse, and the pants stretched too tight on my hips. At least my friend Abby, a part-time sub jammer, got to wear her own jeans with her Quiznos shirt.

It took ten minutes to walk to work. The early dinner rush had already started, so I grabbed an apron and got going, cooking burgers and dunking fries. Since I’d stuck it out here for two whole years, I was a senior employee and had my pick of jobs. I’d chosen to work in the back. My whole neighborhood ate here, and I didn’t want to wait on people I knew.

“Big Mac without cheese,” Penny, a single mom, said into the mike.

“Got it,” I said, dropping the patties on the griddle.

“Burger biatch Maddie Diaz in da house,” came a voice over the speaker.

It was Manny, of course.

“You got an order for me or what?” I called back.

He stuck his head around the corner and winked at me. “Oh, I got something for ya, mamacita.”

I rolled my eyes. No matter what raunchiness came out of his mouth, it was never offensive. It was just Manny. “Sorry, I don’t eat stale sausage.”

He cackled and turned back to his customers.

Manny was twenty-three and had ex-con written all over him—literally. The gang tattoos that covered his arms and chest told the story. But he had turned himself around, or so he said. It wasn’t hard to tell that he was into me, since he propositioned me every other week. Although he was cute, with his goatee and crooked smile, he wasn’t my type. I might not know exactly what my type was, but he wasn’t it.

My shift flew by quicker than usual. After the dinner rush, I took my break and had a salad (I was being good) and a chocolate shake (well, not so good). Then there was some drama when a loudmouthed mom threw her cold fries at Penny the cashier, and Manny had to march her ass out of the place. But even that didn’t bug me. I kept thinking of the acceptance letter, the scholarship, and the future so big and bright.

At nine o’clock, I gave up my corner of the kitchen to Anson, a full-timer who’d been working the register.

“Where you taking me tonight?” Manny asked, a mockery of suave. “Don’t forget, I’m off at midnight.”

“Sorry, Manny. I’m seeing the girls tonight.” I thought it was better not to mention what we were celebrating. I doubted Manny had finished high school—gangbangers rarely did. “My friend’s playing mixologist at her house.”

“What friend? Isa-dora the Explorer?”

“Don’t ever let her hear you say that.”

“I won’t. That girl has the diablo in her.” He shuddered. “Every guy around here knows it.”

I grinned. “And yet you all still line up like lambs to the slaughter.”

“Not me.” His eyes were oddly serious. I could tell he was thinking, She’s not the one I want. “I’m on break. Let me walk you home.”

“Thanks, I’m good. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I felt a twinge of regret. Manny was a nice guy, but I just couldn’t see it happening.

I left McDonald’s behind, hurrying toward home. I couldn’t wait to degrease in the shower, put on the cami dress and shoes I’d scored on sale last weekend, and party with my friends.

And tell my mom the big news.

I found her in the backyard, smoking a cigarette and nursing a Diet Coke. She’d started smoking again when Boyd had moved in, after having quit for ten years. Now that he was gone, she’d at least agreed to smoke outside.

“I got this today.” I handed her the acceptance letter, my face not giving anything away.

She butted out her cigarette and read it. “Scholarship! Oh my God, Maddie!” She jumped off the lawn chair. “Oh my God!”

Mom caught me in a hug, laughing and crying at the same time. This Mom, this exuberant Mom, was the one I’d always loved. The mom before Dad died. My happiness was her happiness. Maybe this good news would help piece us together again.

Maybe.

My eyes welled up. For three years, Mom had chosen Boyd over me. His needs, his rules, his comfort. Sometimes I wondered if she still resented me for never giving him a chance. But how could I? I knew right away what it took her so long to figure out: that he was an asshole. It was obvious from the way he’d kicked Dex around.

Screw it. Mom was back, and that was all that mattered.

“Let’s celebrate, Madeleina! Come, I’ll make us some taquitos.”

“Sorry, Mom. Iz is having a little party for me.”

A flash of disappointment crossed her face. Was it so surprising? I’d been spending most of my free time at Iz’s place for years. Mom never used to complain about it. But now that Boyd was gone, she wanted more from me.

“All right.” Mom mustered up a smile. “Then I’ll help you get ready.”





FLAME


“LET’S GET THIS PARTY STARTED!” The second I walked in the door, Iz shoved a lime green margarita into my hand.

Abby and Carmen pushed past her to give me hugs. The music was pumped up. Iz’s mom and stepdad manned a food truck in South Beach—Friday and Saturday nights were prime time for them.

And for us.

Iz’s house had the same layout as mine, but couldn’t be more different. Her personality was splashed all over the walls—bright reds, blues, and yellows, like you’d find in a Mexican restaurant. The living and dining rooms were decorated with flea market finds, including a hurricane lamp, artwork in wicker frames, a driftwood coffee table, and fresh flowers stuffed into mason jars. Iz called it “shabby beach chic.” I had no doubt that with her help, I’d have the coolest dorm room at Florida State.

“Drink up, girl,” Iz said. “We got some guys coming later.”

I sipped the margarita and winced. “Holy, that’s strong.”

“It has to be. You’re one margarita behind the rest of us.”

We plunked down on the couches and caught up on our week. Iz and I went to a different school from Abby and Carmen. Back in junior high, Iz and I had won spaces, by lottery, to William Morgan Preparatory Academy—a better school in a better neighborhood. A school where the (mostly white) students were actually expected to go to college. A school where I’d gained social acceptance because one of the “in” crowd had said I looked like Demi Lovato.

Luckily, two different schools meant double the drama to rehash every week.

“Which guys are coming tonight?” Carmen asked, stirring the umbrella in her margarita. Short and Kardashian curvy, Carmen could attract a guy’s attention, but didn’t have the confidence to back it up.

“Not Eric,” Iz said bluntly. “Sorry, hon.”

“You should give up on that one,” Abby said. She was Carmen’s physical opposite—tall, thin, and blond. But that was a liability in a neighborhood where boobs and butt reigned supreme.

“I gave up on Eric a long time ago, I swear,” Carmen insisted, but no one believed her. She had been obsessed with Iz’s cousin, Eric, since he’d moved here from Brooklyn two years ago. He was undeniably hot, and had landed an impressive position as sous-chef at a fancy French restaurant. “He’s a sous-chef I’d love to work under,” Carmen always said, and we knew exactly what she meant.

Problem was, Eric had a serious girlfriend who’d moved all the way from Brooklyn to be with him. From what Iz had told us, they were solid.

“I told you, Carmen,” Iz said, “you’ve got to do something about your guy karma. You keep obsessing over these really good guys. But good guys always have girlfriends, and they never cheat on them or dump them even if they’re fifty shades of bitch.”

Abby and I exchanged a knowing smile. Iz was speaking from experience—she was one of those bitches.

“I think you have great taste in guys, Carmen,” I said.

“Yeah,” Abby agreed. “It’s a timing thing. You need to snag the guy before he gets a girl.”

“Then she’ll need to visit a junior high, for God’s sake,” Iz said. “The good ones get snatched up early.”

She might be right. I hoped not.

Iz turned to Carmen. “Shake things up, mama! Get yourself a bad boy. He’ll be so grateful to be with a girl like you without a dirty past, crying babies, and stretch marks. He’ll straighten out his life, laser off his tats, and get himself a decent job. You’ll see.”

“I hear ya,” Carmen said glumly, and took a long sip of margarita.

“Good, because all the guys coming tonight will be single except Rob.” Iz looked at me. “I have someone in mind for you. Total hot tamale named Jack. I told Rob that if he’s gonna come over, he has to bring him. Jack is in college, baby.”

“Sounds promising,” Abby said, gently nudging me. I sometimes envied her—she’d already found her forever guy, a nineteen-year-old marine named Kyle. They’d been together for three years. Five months ago he’d been deployed to Afghanistan, and he wrote to her almost every day.

Around midnight, Rob and four friends showed up, bringing in a gust of night air and cologne. Rob Velez was the star of the track team at Coral Gables High. He and Iz had met last fall when we’d crashed one of their school dances. The second he walked in the door, Rob pulled her close, whispering in her ear. It must have been something romantic, because Iz rolled her eyes and wriggled out of his arms, as if to say, “enough already.” Poor Rob. He should know by now that Iz didn’t have a romantic bone in her body.

“Let’s introduce Maddie to Jack, okay?” Iz said, then grabbed the arm of a cute blond guy in a Heat jersey and marched him up to me like an early birthday present.

“Maddie, this is Jack. Jack, this is Maddie. Discuss.”

I perked up. “Hey.”

Jack looked me over and grinned. “Niiiice.”

Ugh. In that one word, I knew who I was dealing with: an assclown frat boy. Did Iz actually think I’d go for a guy like him? Sometimes I wondered if she knew me at all.

With no clear escape route, I sat down with Jack and tried to have something resembling a conversation. I asked about college, and he launched into a disgusting story of dorm debauchery, worthy of a Jackass reunion movie. I glanced over at Carmen, who seemed to be having better luck. She’d cozied up to Rafael, a guy with a buzz cut and a serious way about him. Soon after, they were making out.

After wasting an hour of my life listening to Jack, I went to the bathroom, and took my time before returning. When I came back into the living room, I avoided his eyes and went over to sit with Abby in front of the TV. It seemed like the most painless way to show I wasn’t interested.

By one thirty, Abby and I were dozing on top of each other. Which meant it was time to go.

As we stepped outside, Abby said, “That Jack guy was such a loser. Iz has no idea what type of guy you need. I’ll set you up with one of Kyle’s military friends when he gets back.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but I couldn’t picture myself with a military boyfriend. I could never handle the worry and the loneliness. I’d be less lonely being single than missing a boyfriend overseas.

Abby and I headed off in different directions, and I cut through the park. It was especially quiet—even the late-night basketball players had called it quits. A homeless man sat on a bench muttering to himself. His name was Hector, and he’d been a fixture on these streets for as long as I could remember. He was often drunk, probably schizophrenic, and totally harmless.

I was startled when I spotted two guys on the play structure staring at me. Their gazes raised the little hairs on the back of my neck.

I took stock of them in the space of a second, noting their glazed eyes and tattoos, the beer bottles and crumpled food cartons at their feet. The one in the wifebeater had a cursive R on his bicep. It could only mean one thing in this neighborhood: Los Reyes. But from the look of them, I would’ve known that anyway.

I knew that I had to greet them in the right way—like I was flattered, but didn’t want what they offered. If I looked away too quickly, if I showed my disgust, I’d offend them.

And you just didn’t do that. Not to Reyes.

Maybe I should’ve listened to Mom and taken the bus. But I could walk home in the time it took to wait at the bus stop, so I hardly ever waited.

I walked by the play structure, feeling a quiver in my legs, bracing for them to shout something after me.

Seconds passed. I got farther away. Once I cleared the park, I breathed a sigh of relief.

There was far-off laughter, and I risked a glance over my shoulder. They’d turned their attention on Hector.

The Reyes grabbed Hector’s bottle, hooting and hollering as they danced around him. He curled up, waving them away.

But they weren’t going anywhere.

Without warning, the guy with the shaved head shoved him off the bench. They started kicking him.

Keep walking, I told myself. You can’t help him.

My home was two blocks straight and another block right, but I slipped into an alley so I could keep an eye on Hector.

He was huddled in the fetal position. Kicks and punches rocked him side to side. He didn’t resist, didn’t even try to get away. For some reason, his passiveness only egged them on. It was like they were kicking around a rag doll.

My fingers trembled as I dialed 9-1-1.

“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”

“A man just got jumped in Emery Park. They’ve got him on the ground. They’re kicking him.”

“We’re dispatching a unit right away, ma’am. Stay on the line with me, please.”

“Okay.” I felt so helpless, but I knew that if I got involved, the Reyes would turn on me.

And then they stopped. Hector was crumpled on the ground, not moving. He could be badly hurt. Where were the cops? They practically lived on every corner in this neighborhood. And now? Where were they?

“He’s gonna need an ambulance,” I told the dispatcher. “Hurry!”

One of the Reyes was dumping the contents of Hector’s bottle all over him. I gritted my teeth. One last insult.

The guy with the shaved head took out a lighter. He stooped down next to Hector.

I froze. Oh God, please don’t. Please don’t!

“They’re setting him on fire!” I shouted into the phone.

I ran toward Hector, screaming. The Reyes bolted from the scene.

I reached him in seconds. He bucked and twisted on the ground, the flames spreading all over him. I had no coat to smother them. I shouted, “Roll in the sand! The sand!”

He couldn’t hear me. He was shrieking, whirling on the concrete. I tried to grab at his shirt so I could drag him to the sand. But wherever I gripped, the flames scalded me, and I kept letting go. I heard sirens, prayed for them to hurry up.

Seconds passed. Too many seconds.

Suddenly an EMT ran up and threw a blanket over him, smothering the flames.

I stood there trembling as the EMTs worked on him.

They must’ve given him a shot of something, because by the time they’d loaded him up in the ambulance, he was quiet. So quiet.

People had come out of their homes and surrounded the scene. A cop materialized beside me, asking my name. I couldn’t think. For several seconds I couldn’t even answer him.

“M-Maddie. Diaz.”

“You saw what happened?” the cop asked.

I nodded. “I—I should’ve stopped them.”

It didn’t even occur to me that people could see me talking to the cops.





WITNESS


I WAS IN A DARK ROOM, BREATHING in the scent of Hugo Boss. My arms were crossed over my chest, as if I could keep myself from falling apart.

“Take a good look at each one before you make your choice,” Detective Gutierrez said. “There’s no rush.”

I didn’t remember saying I would do this. After I’d talked to two cops at the crime scene, I thought I could go home. But they weren’t done with me yet. They brought me in, let me quickly call my mom, and then they made me wait.

And wait.

And wait.

The lights came up behind the glass. Six men were lined up before a height wall. One of them was obviously drunk. A couple looked pissed off. Another one was wild-eyed and high. And two of them, at opposite ends, had no expressions whatsoever. Their faces were stone cold.

One and six, I thought without hesitation. Number one had a shaved head, a soul patch on his chin, and an R tattoo on his arm. Number six had darker skin, hair in cornrows, and tattoos all over his arms and neck. But it wasn’t only those details that made them easy to identify. It was the vibe they gave off, even now—a vibe that had put me on alert the second I saw them in the park.

“Are the men who set him on fire in this lineup?” Detective Gutierrez asked me.

They can’t make you talk, said a voice in my head. You don’t have to do this.

The cops had gotten a lot out of me while I was still in shock, before I’d had a chance to think. I’d let them carry me along, too overwhelmed to dig in my heels.

“I need a few minutes,” I said.

“All right. I know you must be exhausted, Maddie. We’ll take you right home after you make the IDs. Just tell me yes or no: are the perps here or not?”

And if I said no?

Lying was a mortal sin in my family. Lying is why Mom finally dumped Boyd after a thousand great reasons hadn’t been enough. Sure, he drank away her money and put her down; sure, he’d hardly worked a day in his life. But when she caught him lying about going to his mother’s place when he was really out gambling, that was it: the proof she needed.

The perp with the R tattoo, number one, was looking past the bright lights. For the second time tonight, he was staring right at me. Before, it was degrading and menacing. Now it was pure violence. I felt my hands shaking. Could he see me? I’d assumed it was one-way glass, but I wasn’t so sure anymore.

“You’re our only witness, as far as we know,” Detective Gutierrez said. “The man who was burned, we know his name. It’s Hector Rodriguez. He has family, you know. We’ve already spoken to his sister.”

“I know who Hector is, okay?”

I couldn’t believe I’d snapped at a cop. But I didn’t care. I’d told him I needed to think, and he kept putting on the pressure.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he finally said.

Then it was me, alone in the darkness, with number one and number six. It felt like they could crash through the glass at any moment and strangle me. Suddenly I wished I hadn’t let the detective go.

As if he’d heard my thoughts, Detective Gutierrez returned. “Just got word from the hospital. Hector Rodriguez is dead.”

The floor seemed to wobble beneath me, and I had to steady myself with a chair. Oh my God. Poor Hector. Tears came to my eyes. Those psycho motherfuckers.

I took a breath and turned to him. “It’s one and six. And yeah, I’m sure.”

Gutierrez nodded grimly. “Thank you.”

Maybe he understood what I’d just done. I wasn’t sure if I did.





AFTERMATH


“HI, TOM. I WON’T BE COMING IN TODAY.” I didn’t have to try to make my voice weak and grumbly—it came out that way.

“Heard what happened,” Tom shouted over the noise and beeping in the background. “I said two orders of large fries, not small!”

I closed my eyes. Even my half-senile boss had heard about last night. That meant everyone in the neighborhood knew. Everyone.

“So is it okay if I stay home today?”

There was a pause. Then, “Hey, back on cash now! Sure, Maddie, that’s fine. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

It was two o’clock in the afternoon, and I’d just woken up. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I didn’t want to be conscious.

Mom came in. She must’ve called in sick too because she usually worked Saturdays at the hotel. “Heard you on the phone. Did you get some sleep?”

“Yeah.”

Mom sat on the side of my bed and cradled me against her. She’d been awake when I got home last night, waiting for me.

“What you need is some good food. I made huevos rancheros.”

“Thanks, Mom.” The last thing I felt like was a big, heavy breakfast meant for farmworkers. But I knew she must have spent a while making it, so I’d better have some.

I took a shower, then joined her in the kitchen. My plate was piled high. Mom showed love through food. She could never afford to spoil me with clothes, high tech gadgets, or music lessons, so food was her only option. She had spoiled Dad, too, and he’d loved her cooking too much to say no. Which was probably why he’d ended up with type 2 diabetes. After his death, I’d learned to say no to the food. Good thing I had, too. Once I’d hit puberty and started to get serious curves, I’d had to watch what I ate.

I took a few bites before Mom said, “Iz keeps calling to check on you.”

“I’ll call her.” It had been a rough night for everyone. When I hadn’t texted Iz to say I’d gotten home safe, she’d called Mom. They’d been about to go look for me when I called Mom from the police station. I’d desperately wanted to contact the girls, too, but I’d dropped my phone at the scene, and the cops wouldn’t let me call anyone but Mom. I knew why. They didn’t want me in contact with anyone who might encourage me not to talk.

I wouldn’t be surprised if the cops had found my phone and chosen not to give it back to me. It didn’t matter now. I wasn’t going back to the park to look for it.

The park.

A thousand jumbled images flashed before my eyes. Detective Gutierrez’s words echoed in my head. Hector Rodriguez is dead.

I should’ve intervened when they were beating him up. I should’ve screamed and brought down the attention of the whole neighborhood. Should’ve, should’ve, should’ve . . .

But I was a coward.

“Maddie?” my mom said gently.

I realized I was gripping the edge of the table. “Sorry, Mom. I don’t feel like eating.”

That’s when I broke down.

Iz was a great distracter, I had to give her that. When I texted her saying I wasn’t up to seeing anyone that night, she didn’t text back. Instead, she showed up at my door with Abby and Carmen and a juice container full of leftover Maddie Diaz Margaritas. She told my mom it was Crystal Light.

I was so touched, I wanted to cry. Iz knew that I hated to be alone. During the Boyd years, she’d been my saving grace. Her house had been my refuge.

Me and the girls went to the basement to watch TV and to escape my mom. She’d been hovering all day, wanting to talk. But I didn’t. How could I when I hadn’t even processed what had happened? When it still didn’t feel real?

The second we sat down, Carmen said, “You don’t have to tell us about last night if you don’t want to. But if you do, we’re here for you.”

Abby stared at her. “We agreed not to mention it. And it’s the first thing you do!”

“I know, but she might want to talk about it,” Carmen snapped back. “We’re not helping her if we ignore it.”

“She’ll bring it up if she wants to, okay?” Iz said.

I raised my hand. “Guys, I’m right here. I’m not allowed to talk about what I saw. All I can say is that I identified the guys who did it, and they’re gonna be charged. That’s it.”

My friends gasped.

“You ID’d them?” Abby asked slowly, like she couldn’t believe what I was saying. “Aren’t you worried that . . .”

“That they’ll come after me? Yeah, I’m worried.” Worried didn’t begin to describe how I felt. Worried. Guilty. Sick.

“Don’t be,” Iz said, squeezing my hand. “Everybody knows you talked to the cops and that’s your best protection. If any of the Reyes touch you, the cops would know it was them. They’re not that stupid.”

I wasn’t sure if she meant it or if she was just trying to make me feel better. But I had to believe what she was saying. If I didn’t, I’d never leave the house again.

I put up the volume on the TV, and we all turned our attention to some music videos. Or pretended to. Finally Abby broke the silence.

“So, Carmen. What happened with Rafael after we left?”

Carmen’s lips curled into a smile. “I decided to take Iz’s advice and shake up my guy karma. He’s supposed to call me next week.”

I hoped Rafael called her. Carmen had been disappointed by too many guys, and it was about time her luck changed.

“Jack told me you blew him off,” Iz said to me. “You didn’t like him?”

“He was obnoxious. What does he study in college, anyway? Dick Jokes 101?”

“I think it’s Douche-ology,” Abby said, and we bumped fists.

“Whatevs.” Iz pointed her finger at me. “I’m not done with you, Maddie.”

After chatting and watching a few more videos, Carmen suggested we hit the store for some eats. My pulse shot up at the thought of leaving the house. I suddenly pictured the two Reyes waiting for me in an alley, ready to go at me with baseball bats.

I shoved the thought aside. Those guys were locked up and wouldn’t be getting out on bail anytime soon—Detective Gutierrez had assured me of that. I couldn’t shut myself away from the world because of last night.

Still, I brought Dex with us. I had no doubt he’d rip to shreds anyone who tried something with me. Thanks to Boyd, Dex hated all men. When I took him on walks, he growled at every guy who passed by. That was why my friends never let me take him to the store with us, since cruising for guys was part of the point.

But tonight, they didn’t protest.

Sasso’s Variety was three blocks away. It was open twenty-four hours, three hundred and sixty-five days a year, and had been robbed more times than I could count. It had cameras everywhere now and was probably more secure than the local Citibank. There was a No Dogs Allowed sign on the door, so I tied Dex up outside.

Dex bared his teeth to a group of b-ballers with sports drinks, and they moved a few feet away. Beyond them, a homeless woman sat cross-legged with a cardboard box of change in front of her. I’d seen Hector here so many times. An image of his flaming body rose up in my mind. I shook my head, trying to dislodge it.

We went inside, the shop’s doorbell dinging above us. I glanced behind the counter. Unfortunately, the good-looking cashier was working. He always seemed to be working when I was buying something embarrassing, like tampons or junk food, or when I looked sloppy, like when I was buying milk early in the morning. That was my guy karma.

My friends buzzed at the sight of him—unruly black hair, a chiseled, clean-shaven face. He wore a faded T-shirt and jeans, and had tanned, muscular arms unmarred by tattoos. Nobody knew his name, since this wasn’t the sort of store where you wore a name tag, but it didn’t matter—they appreciated him as pure, unadulterated guy candy.

We went to the chip/candy aisle and filled
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