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DEDICATION

For Jeremy







MYSTERY GUY

HE WAS WATCHING ME FROM across the club. Magnetic blue eyes, square jaw, steady gaze.

I liked it.

Not that Maria and I were short on male attention tonight. Right now, as we leaned on the bar, we were chatting with a slick guy in his late twenties who’d called us the most beautiful girls in Miami. A little over the top, but Maria was lapping it up.

I still couldn’t believe we’d gotten into the Space, the newest hot spot in South Beach. The club was shaped like a giant, futuristic cube, with black-mirrored walls and two levels packed with people. Lucky for us, Maria’s brother’s friend worked the door and had accepted our fake IDs with a wink.

“Another round for the ladies,” Raul said to the bartender. He wasn’t my type, with the gold chains, chest hair, and fat gold rings. But Maria wasn’t being picky tonight. She’d just been through an awful breakup. Her boyfriend had slept with her cousin—the type of betrayal you’d only hear about on a trashy talk show.

Maria gave me a nudge, and I knew she wanted a few minutes alone with Raul. If I had been brave, I’d have sent a drink over to Blue Eyes, who was sitting by himself near the dance floor. If I were even braver, I’d carry the drink over myself. But I wasn’t brave, so I went to the bathroom instead.

I took my time, checking my appearance in the mirror, the curly black hair, dark eyes, red lips, white teeth, and lingering summer tan. I wore a little white dress with black zebra stripes up the sides. Totally chic, but who was I kidding? No one here would think I was twenty-one. I was three months shy of eighteen, and looked it.

When I left the bathroom, Blue Eyes was outside. He was taller than I’d thought, his broad shoulders blocking the cramped hallway. I wasn’t sure if this was good or creepy, but I was definitely leaning toward good.

“Hey there,” he said.

God, he was cute. Light brown hair. Mesmerizing eyes. A young Channing Tatum except for one thing—you could tell his nose had been broken.

“Hey.” I gave him my best smile. “I’m Gabby.”

He didn’t return the smile. “That guy you’re talking to. He’s dangerous.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I saw him slip roofies in your drinks. Your friend’s already started drinking hers. You haven’t. I’d keep it that way.”

My jaw dropped. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. He’s gonna want you and your friend to leave with him. I wouldn’t go if I were you.”

“We won’t.” My anger surged. “We know one of the doormen. He’ll throw his ass out of here.” I started to move past him, anxious to get to Maria, but he put up a hand to stop me.

“No. Don’t involve the bouncers, and don’t confront him. You can’t prove anything.”

“I’ll call the police, then. Maybe they can test the drinks.”

He shook his head. “There’s no way they’d do that. Best thing you can do is walk.”

I was about to argue but stopped myself. This guy was on my side. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t have even known what was happening.

“Okay,” I agreed. “Thanks for telling me.”

A faint smile. “Glad to help.”

I headed back to the bar, my feet faltering in my three-inch heels. Steadying myself, I observed Maria and Raul with new eyes. Maria was laughing at whatever he’d said, and his arm was locked around her waist. His game plan was so obvious now. Raul had targeted the youngest, most innocent-looking girls in the club, especially the vulnerable one whose sad eyes made her a prime target.

I continued across the room and slipped onto the barstool beside Maria. “Sorry to interrupt, guys,” I said, touching Maria’s arm. “My stomach isn’t feeling so good. We’d better call it a night.”

Raul snapped his fingers at the bartender. “Some water over here, please.” He turned to me. “Slow it down, honey, you’ll be fine. You probably need some food.”

“It’s not that.” I made an ick face, putting a hand over my stomach. “I think it was a bad burrito.”

Maria’s mouth fell open, as if to say, Are you kidding me? “What burrito? We just had burgers.”

“I had it for lunch, okay? I’m really not feeling well.”

She scowled. “Fine. Just let me finish this.” She took a long sip of her drink.

I wanted to snatch it from her, but if I did, Raul would realize I was onto him. Who knew how he’d react? “Sorry, but I can’t wait. Let’s get a cab.”

“Forget a cab, I’ll take you both home,” Raul said, silky smooth. “I’m parked outside.”

I didn’t let go of her arm. “No thanks, we’re good.”

He glared at me. My insides turned cold.

That’s what he wants, I realized. To weaken me.

No way. Not when my friend is in jeopardy.

I had to get Maria out of here. Now.

Unfortunately, she was on Raul’s side. “Jesus, Gabby, let’s take the ride.”

“I’m worried I’ll puke in his car.” I put a hand on my stomach again and made a retching motion as if I was going to throw up any second.

Raul’s nostrils flared, but he released Maria. Then he walked away—without saying good-bye, without asking for her phone number. He just left.

Maria turned on me. “Did you have to be so gross about it? You scared him off. He was a cool guy. He has a fucking Benz!”

“Let’s just go, okay?”

I hustled her outside, glancing around to see if our bouncer friend was still manning the door. But he wasn’t there, damn it.

Although cabs were all over the strip at this time of night, you had to be fast to snag one. And we weren’t. Maria was going into slow motion, her speech slurring as she bitched at me. I held her arm, not wanting to risk leaving her for even a minute to run into traffic for a cab. If I did, she could pass out on the sidewalk. Or, worse, Raul might still be around, waiting to swoop in.

“I got you,” said a male voice, startling me.

I turned to see Blue Eyes striding past me into the street. He raised a hand and stepped into the path of the next cab, directing it to the curb in front of us.

Relieved, I helped Maria into the backseat. Over the top of the cab, I said, “Thank you.”

His eyes glittered. “No probs.”

Then I got in.

Usually the sunlight spilling through my curtains and the blue sky outside my window wiped away whatever heaviness I carried from the night before.

Not today.

Even in sleep, Raul’s stare hadn’t released me. My mind played one scenario after another of what might’ve happened if Blue Eyes hadn’t warned me about the roofies. My brain insisted on imagining every graphic detail.

But Blue Eyes had been there, thank God. And he’d watched over us until he was sure we were out of harm’s way.

I wished I’d gotten his name, maybe even slipped him my number. If he’d been watching me so closely that he saw Raul drug our drinks, did that mean he was interested? He couldn’t have been watching Maria, because she was obviously heavy into Raul. And yet when we’d spoken outside the bathrooms, he’d been all business.

There was no point in wondering about it now. I’d done the only thing I could do—I’d gotten Maria out of there. So why couldn’t I shake the feeling that I’d missed out on something big?

I looked over at her, sprawled across my bed.

“Maria?”

“No.” She threw an arm over her face. “I’m not awake yet.”

“You can sleep in, but I have to get ready for church.”

“Church? Christ.”

She rolled onto her stomach. I wished I could sleep some more, but missing church wasn’t an option. It was part of the deal in my house. I grabbed a pale pink blouse from the closet and a beige pencil skirt.

“What happened last night?” Maria asked, her voice muffled against the pillow. “Tequila shots?”

“No. You had two screwdrivers but . . .”

“Two screwdrivers?” She sat up, a mess of tangled blond hair and dark roots. “I can handle two screwdrivers. Only tequila does this to me.”

“What do you remember?”

“Nada.” She shook her head. “It’s like a black void.”

“You were drugged. That guy we were talking to put roofies in our drinks.” I gave her the quick version of the story as I pulled on my clothes.

“But you’re okay.”

“Yeah, because I never touched the drink. I was still buzzing from my first.”

She was quiet for a while. “I only remember . . . gold chains. And a lot of rings.”

“Yeah. That’s Raul.”

I heard my mom’s sharp call from downstairs. “Gabriella!”

“Be right there!” I shouted back, my voice still hoarse from the club. “Gotta go. I know you feel like crap but . . . I’m glad you’re okay. Lock the front door when you leave. I’ll call you later.”

“Cool.” She brushed the hair out of her eyes. “And Gabby, thanks for saving my ass.”

I smiled. “Nobody messes with my sista.”

I took a couple of minutes to clean myself up in the bathroom, trying to tame my hair with some clips. But my hair had a mind of its own. As I left the bathroom, I felt curls pulling free, swirling in different directions.

Downstairs, Mom and Dad were at the kitchen table, finishing up their coffee.

“Maria’s not coming down?” Mom frowned.

I’d known Maria since primary school, and Mom had never been a fan of the friendship. When I was a kid, I could never play at Maria’s house—she always had to play at mine. I hadn’t understood it at the time, but it probably had to do with Maria’s mom’s steady stream of boyfriends. Ever since Maria had hit puberty, it was Maria herself that Mom didn’t approve of. Her clothes were too little, her makeup too much, and she had—until recently—an older boyfriend. My parents had hoped we’d stop hanging out when we went to different high schools—me to St. Anthony’s, and Maria to Rivera. But we were seniors now, and that hadn’t happened.

“Maria’s got a cold. I didn’t want to rush her.”

Mom and Dad exchanged a look. I could tell they were guessing Maria was hungover. But they wouldn’t actually say it.

That was the big difference between me and my parents. They were below-the-surface people and I was an in-your-face person. If I had an opinion, I shared it. If I was pissed, I said it. My parents didn’t operate like that. Forget the stereotype of hot-blooded, volatile Latinos—they were the cold-water kind.

Aunt Sarita said it was the way they’d grown up. My parents were the eldest kids of Cuban immigrants with strong work ethics and rigid Catholic values. They loved rules so much they became teachers. And when they had my brother, David, they thought they’d lucked out. In their eyes, he was the perfect little rule-follower. But I knew he was just good at covering his tracks. Then I came along—loud, messy, argumentative (their words, not mine). My parents didn’t know what to make of me. Still don’t.

Whatever. We’d made a deal, my parents and me. They told me exactly what was expected of me: decent grades, church, family gatherings. And I told them what I needed: a midnight curfew, access to their beat-up Honda Civic, and the freedom to choose my own career path.

That was the hardest part for them. They didn’t believe my interest in radio could turn into a career. And they didn’t want it to. Radio is dead, Mom always said. Ten years from now, local stations probably won’t even exist.

Dead or not, when I was on the air, I felt truly alive.

At eight thirty that night, I swiped my ID card and walked through the glass doors of WKTU Miami 5. Sleek and modern, the station took up half the ground floor of an office building on Miracle Mile. The foyer was splattered with hot pink Miami 5 logos and autographed shots of all the pop artists who’d visited the station over the years.

A shiver came over me. This radio station was where dreams were made—my dreams, anyway.

“Hey, Gabby!” Olive Mendez was in her early twenties, but she dressed like a pinup girl from the 1940s. Tonight’s outfit was a floral Heidi dress, and her hair was done up with a big red bow. On Sunday nights Olive was both receptionist and assistant to DJ Caballero, screening calls and making coffee to keep him going.

“Ready for your show?” she asked with her usual bubbliness.

I nodded, despite my nerves. I was as ready as I’d ever be. And I had the feeling tonight’s show would be the most important I’d ever done.

I found DJ Caballero spinning in his chair like a little kid, headphones on the desk next to the controls. He always did that when he was playing several songs in a row. That, or jumping jacks or push-ups. Anything to keep his energy up.

“Gabby, what’s happenin’?”

“A lot, trust me.”

He grinned. “It’s gonna be good, ain’t it?”

“Let’s just say you’d better help Olive with the switchboard.”

He clapped his hands together. “Snap!”

He’d taught me that—to talk confident. To take all tentative words out of my vocabulary, especially when I was on the air. He’d once told me that, in radio, it’s “go big or go home.” When you’re live, you can’t hesitate, can’t sound uncertain. If you do, the listeners will pick up on it right away.

Caballero was a scrawny black-Hispanic guy with a big voice and an even bigger personality. For a decade, he had been a mainstay of Miami radio. Both on and off the air, he was impossible not to like. His charisma wasn’t an act—it was just him. And despite the fame and VIP parties and celebrity elbow-rubbing, he was the most hardworking, down-to-earth guy you could ever meet.

Caballero said into the microphone, “Don’t forget, at nine o’clock the incredible Gabby Perez is going to take over Miami 5 and literally blow your mind. . . .”

My stomach flipped. No pressure. But I smiled and went to the lounge to read over my notes.

I had the lounge to myself, as Sunday nights it was only Olive, Caballero, and me at the station. With its hot pink walls and sleek white leather furniture, this was where the celebs chilled before going on the air. The fancy espresso machine was tempting, but caffeine was a no-no for me before the show. The natural boost of adrenaline from my nerves was more than enough to hype me up.

I took my notes from my handbag, smoothed them out on my lap, and began to read. Twenty minutes until showtime.

My show. It still didn’t feel real.

I’d been volunteering at the station since January, doing anything that needed to be done—reception, paperwork, coffee, call screening. Like the other interns, I’d had dreams of being a DJ one day. The difference between me and them was that I started writing my own segments and recording them at night, when some of the equipment was free. Last spring, I’d finally worked up the courage to ask Caballero to listen to one of my segments—a sassy piece about a day in the life of a Miami Latina. I’d never forget seeing his face light up. “We gotta get you on the air, mamacita!”

And so here I was, the clock on the wall ticking. It was now September, and after six months of doing this, the nerves were still there.

At one minute to nine, I entered the booth and Caballero passed me the headphones. Sitting down, I cleared my throat and listened as the current song faded out. I’d been told my voice was low and smoky and made for radio. Then again, that was from creepy male listeners who were looking for a date.

I leaned in.

“Hey, it’s me, Gabby Perez and you’re listening to Light Up the Night coming to you from the heart of Miami. I’m the yin to Caballero’s yang, and I give you the female side. The real deal without sugar-coating or truth-tampering.

“Do me a favor, will ya? Get all your friends to hear this. I don’t care where you are or what you’re doing—tell everyone to shut up and listen. Something happened to me last night that you have to know about. Something really scary.

“I was with a girlfriend at this club. We were approached by a guy. You know the type: suave, full of compliments, lots of bling. His name was Raul and he said we were the most beautiful girls in Miami. He was hitting on my friend and she was loving it. I went to the ladies’ room to give them a minute alone. When I came out, a guy was waiting for me. He told me he saw Raul slipping roofies into our drinks. I managed to get my friend out of there, and she passed out in the cab. This morning, she couldn’t remember anything about last night.”

I dared a glance through the glass. Caballero was wide-eyed. He mouthed, Is it true? and I nodded.

I lowered my voice, like I was talking intimately to a friend. “Here’s the thing. Have you heard of roofies? You might know it as the date rape drug. It’s super easy for a guy to slip it into your drink without you knowing, as I found out.

“Do you know what could’ve happened to us if Mystery Guy hadn’t warned me? Do you have any idea?

“Mystery Guy, if you’re listening, thanks for the heads-up. I owe you. To everybody out there, guys and girls, keep an eye on your drinks and those of the people around you. We’ve got to have each other’s backs.”

I gave Olive a nod, indicating that she could send a call through. “Thanks for calling into Light Up the Night. What’s your name?”

“I don’t wanna say.” It was a shy female voice.

“No problem. That’s some scary stuff I’m talking about, huh?”

“Yeah. I’m pretty sure someone did that to me. Put roofies in my drink.”

I swallowed. “Tell me about it.”

“It was at a frat party. I was a freshman. My friends thought I just got drunk and made a mistake, but I didn’t even like the guy. He’d been hitting on me for weeks and I couldn’t stand him. Then I wake up beside him the next morning.”

That fucking asshole, I wanted to say. But this was live radio. “I’m so sorry. Did you confront him when you realized what had happened?”

“Yeah. He said I was into it, but I knew he was lying. I told him I was gonna call the cops, but I never did. I didn’t think I could prove anything.”

My fist curled around the microphone. “You did the best you could. I’m really sorry that happened to you. I’m sure every girl listening is going to guard her drink more closely from now on.”

“I hope so.”

“Thanks for sharing your story.” I hung up. “That was brave of her. Who are these jerks who think they can drug us, anyway? I’m thinking they’ve gotta be the most insecure, cowardly turds out there. They must have”—I searched for a non-censorable word—“man parts so little they have to drug girls so we won’t remember them. We’ve all got to be on the alert for guys like Raul—that gold-chained charmer could be out crawling the clubs even as I speak.”

I took a few more calls. Ranted more. Played some music. Then ended the show at one second to ten, handing off to Caballero. There was no time to debrief, but his eyes said he was proud. It was a relief. I wasn’t used to dealing with topics as serious as this, and I felt the weight of it on my shoulders.

When I walked into the control room, Olive looked up. “You were fabulous, Gabby. We’ve never gotten so many calls. I wish your show was twice as long so I could’ve put more through.”

“They liked the show?”

She grinned. “They want Raul’s balls on a platter.”







PRICE OF ADMISSION

THE NEXT MORNING I SAT in math class, calculating the hours until graduation. Since it was only the second week of September, that meant . . . 1,220 hours. Now that was the kind of calculation I was interested in.

“This is the most boring class ever,” my friend Bree said with a sigh. She wrote on the scratched-up wooden desk, Bordom is evil.

Bree could never spell, but at least she was good at math. I had the opposite problem.

“Boring is right, but I need this friggin’ class to graduate,” I said, copying the equation off the board.

Unlike most of my classmates, I was turning eighteen soon. Since my birthday was in December, right after the cutoff date, I was one of the oldest students in the senior class. Apparently December babies did better in school that way. All I knew was, if I’d been born a couple of weeks earlier, I’d be in college already.

“You’ll pass the class, don’t worry. Too bad you can’t get JC to tutor you. He always gets As in math.”

“Yeah, too bad.” At the mention of my ex-boyfriend, I rolled my eyes. The breakup had happened four months ago, before summer vacation, and people still weren’t over it. I should just be glad that Bree was still talking to me—she was the only one of my former group of friends who did. Breaking up with popular JC Suarez, it turned out, was the equivalent of social suicide at this school.

It had been a relief when Bree sat beside me on the first day of classes. I hadn’t seen her—or any of that group—all summer. The trouble was, Bree was also a major distraction. Math wasn’t a problem for her, so she didn’t have to pay attention. Unfortunately, I did.

My parents would freak if I failed. I would freak.

Granted, I hadn’t failed math last semester because I was bad at math. I was bad at math, but I could have pulled off a pass, at least. I’d failed because I’d started skipping class to avoid JC. Unfortunately, I hadn’t realized that having over ten unjustified absences meant an automatic F. I’d had eleven.

As a consequence, my parents had grounded me for the first two weeks of summer, and I’d missed two weeks of mall and beach mayhem with Maria.

The bell rang. Saying bye to Bree, I headed to my locker.

St. Anthony’s Catholic High School was in a tall, Gothic building that used to be a convent. Instead of hallways decked out with student art and antidrug posters, St. Anthony’s hallways had paintings of Jesus, Mary, and the saints and framed photos of every pope since the 1930s. Not to mention a huge photo of Abbess Hildegard, who’d been the head nun here for forty years. Hildie, as we called her, glared down at us, as if to say, Don’t you dare, kiddies.

A horde of freshmen boys blew by, almost trampling me. I hate this school, I thought for the millionth time. My parents had wanted me to go here instead of Rivera, where Mom taught chemistry and Dad taught geography. In eighth grade I’d gotten into some trouble—staying out past curfew, getting drunk once—none of it earth-shattering, but it was enough to make my parents clamp down. They figured Catholic school was the solution. The fact that it would separate me from my friends was a bonus.

I grabbed lunch from my locker and headed for the cafeteria. It had long wooden tables, the same ones the nuns used to sit at. You could just picture them in their habits, slurping soup and talking about God, or whatever nuns talked about.

Going to the caf was always a risk. If the girls I usually sat with weren’t there, I was screwed and had to sit by myself. I could never sit with Bree, because she inhabited the popular table—and the truth was that our friendship didn’t extend beyond the classroom door. My eyes scanned for the girls, and luckily, there they were. The Paranormal Twins.

Adriana and Caroline dressed alike in drab, dark clothes and dabbled in anything occult they could find—tarot, tea leaves, aura reading, ghosts, aliens, zombies—the Paranormal Twins weren’t picky.

I slid in next to Adriana. She had thick brown hair extending halfway to her butt, pretty hazel eyes, and a glittering nose ring. She might’ve been pudgy, but you could hardly tell underneath the layers of dark, voluminous clothing. Caroline, on the other hand, was thin and sandy-haired, with skin so white she’d probably burn just by thinking about the sun. Although the dark clothing did nothing for her coloring, at least her leopard-print glasses added some sass to her look.

“What’s up, girls?” I asked, unpacking my lunch.

“Caro’s uncle showed up on Friday night,” Adriana said, like this was big news.

“Oh yeah? Where’s he from?”

Caro gave me a duh look. “He’s dead, Gabby. We channeled him.”

“Channeled? Wow. So that technique you were talking about last week worked?”

“Sure did,” Adriana said proudly. “We’ll teach you if you want. The key is to protect yourself with white light and only ask for helpful spirits to enter.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” I said between bites of sandwich. This paranormal stuff, at least, was a lot more interesting than dissecting the latest Kardashian crisis like my former friends did over lunch. “So what did your uncle say, Caro?”

“He said I’m going to find love soon. But I have to open myself up to it first.”

I hoped her dead uncle was right, since Caro was desperate for a boyfriend. Problem was, dressing like the Wicked Witch of the West wasn’t appealing to most guys.

At that moment, I spotted JC strolling into the cafeteria.

That was how he walked—he strolled. When you were so popular you practically owned the school, you could do that. JC and his best friend, Liam Murray, were headed our way, laughing and joking. I remembered how I used to get all nervous and tingly when JC came into a room. With his deliberately tousled dark hair, warm brown eyes, and genuine glad to see you smile, he was our school’s most universal crush.

Then it happened—that second of eye contact, ending when JC looked away without acknowledging me. Ouch. It used to be that his expression would show hurt. Now he kept it neutral, as if he hadn’t seen me at all. As if I were as much a ghost as Caro’s uncle.

The Paranormal Twins noticed the snub.

“I hear they’re all druggies now,” Caro said. On the surface, she was shy and soft-spoken. But underneath, she was a Chihuahua who’d chew your arm off for a juicy bit of gossip.

She was trying to make me feel better. But I knew it wasn’t true. JC’s group of friends (formerly my friends) were pretty much on the straight and narrow, except for some booze and a little weed at parties. They were all from ultrainvolved middle-class families who expected their kids to get into college. The most rebellious thing they’d ever done was driving around the city late at night rearranging traffic cones.

No wonder my parents had thought JC was a positive influence on me. Me, who’d gotten drunk once in eighth grade and had never lived it down.

“I’d believe they’re using,” Adriana agreed. “Karina and Ellie meet in the girls’ bathroom all the time and stay there way too long.”

“They’re both bulimic, that’s why,” I said.

The girls’ eyes widened.

I waved a hand. “I’m kidding. I’m sure they just want to get out of class.”

JC and his buddies sat down at their usual table—the one I’d sat at every day since we’d started dating in the spring of freshman year. Now I couldn’t even walk by it without feeling icy stares. They hated me for breaking his heart.

JC was the type of guy who gave flowers and Just Because notes. The type of guy who saw all the best parts of me and was ignorant to the rest. The type of guy whose family had welcomed me with open arms.

He had the same initials as Jesus Christ, for Christ’s sake.

Even now, I wasn’t sure I understood it. I just knew that the longer we were together, the less I wanted to be with him. And secretly, in the deep dark parts of me, I was annoyed by him. Something about him didn’t feel . . . manly. Maybe it was that he was such a pushover when it came to his best friend, Liam. After screwing around in his classes last year, Liam had convinced JC to write two of his term papers for him. I couldn’t respect that.

The breakup had gone badly. When I’d first told him I wasn’t happy, I’d let him talk me out of it. But the end result was two months of emotional carnage.

All my mom’s worries had been for JC. She’d pointed out that a guy like him might only come along once. She’d met my dad when they were only sixteen, and they’d married right after college. Didn’t I want a guy who’d always be there for me, who’d adore me and our future kids, just like my dad?

She was right. But it wasn’t enough.

JC was too good a person to go around hating on me. So everyone took care of that for him. The rumor was that I’d become a snob since I’d gotten my radio show. That I thought I was hot shit and could do better than JC Suarez.

Everyone was all too eager to assure him—and me—that I couldn’t.

And the truth was, I believed it.

My brother, David, was watching TV in the living room when I got home from school, his feet propped up on the coffee table. Way to brighten my day.

His “hey” was more like a grunt.

I didn’t ask why he was here. Once a week he came to pick up his laundry and have a home-cooked meal. Same deal for the whole three years he’d been in college. He might be pre-med, but doing laundry, cooking, and anything besides studying and applying expensive cologne weren’t among his skills.

I thought the point in going away to college was to go away. But he’d chosen the University of Miami and lived a half-hour bus ride from here. I didn’t see why my parents had agreed to pay his living expenses when he could live at home. But I was grateful, because it meant I didn’t have to deal with him every day.

I went into the kitchen to get a soda.

“What’s for dinner?” David shouted from the living room.

“Don’t know.” The casserole was in the fridge, but I wasn’t going to inspect it for him.

I thought about going to sit with him for a few minutes, but decided against it. Most of our conversations turned sour. They would start off pleasant enough, then he’d say something condescending, the old David snark, and I’d call him on it. Of course, Mom and Dad would see me pissed off and David as cool as a cucumber, and I’d get all the flack.

“Hey, Gab, come here!”

What did he want now? I figured I’d be civil and go in.

“So how’s the party planning going?” he asked.

“Fine.” Aunt Sarita and I had been planning my parents’ twenty-fifth anniversary party since June, and David had never offered to pitch in.

“Let me know if you need any help.”

I gave him a flat look. “Oh, come on. The party’s next weekend. You’re just offering because you know we’ve done everything already.”

David bristled. “Hey, you had the spare time on your hands, not me. I did a summer hospital placement. You were at the mall.”

“I put in a lot of hours at WKTU, too,” I countered. “Okay, fine, why don’t you come early to help set up?”

“All right, but Melody’s coming with me, so I don’t want to bring her too early.”

Melody was the latest girlfriend—a petite blonde who studied nursing. She had a sweet disposition and never challenged David’s opinions. She had all the makings of a future trophy wife if she could hang on to David, which was doubtful. He never stayed with girls more than a few months, since he always found some flaw that made them undateable. Not that I was one to talk after the sinking of the JC Suarez.

“Good show last night,” David said, startling me.

He never listened to my show, and neither did my parents. In fact, my entire family—with the exception of Aunt Sarita—hoped I’d drop the radio dream and go into teaching or some other profession. Anything but radio. Too flaky.

But I’d come to count on them not listening—I could never be so open and comfortable on the air if I knew they were.

“I thought you never listened to the show.”

“I don’t. Melody told me about it. Was that true about the roofies?”

“Yeah, the story’s true. You’re not going to tell Mom and Dad, are you? They’d freak.”

“’Course not.” He looked offended.

That was the upside of David. I’d covered for him so many times he’d be insane to cross me.

“I don’t want you to put yourself in a situation like that again, though, Gabby.”

Did I detect a note of concern? “I didn’t put myself in that situation, that scumbag did.”

His eyes narrowed. “You shouldn’t have been at the club. Two underage girls would be a magnet for someone like that. You’re lucky the other guy saw him do it. You dodged a bullet, Gabby.”

“I know. Trust me, I know.”







ON AIR

I WALKED INTO WKTU SUNDAY evening, hoping to catch a few minutes with Caballero before I went live. Although I’d stopped in a couple of times that week, as I usually do, I kept missing him.

Olive must’ve had the night off, because Sapphire was at the front desk instead, dressed in a bright blue minidress and heels. When I’d first met her, she’d been a shy college student named Stephen. Now she mostly came to the station as Sapphire, a six-foot-two hoochie mama.

Sapphire looked up and smiled. “We’re still getting emails about your last show. Have you logged in to read them?”

“Yeah, I read through a bunch. I’ll quote one or two on air. They’re great.” My stomach warbled. “Mostly.”

She gave me a sympathetic look. “There’s always ones like that. Don’t let them get to you.”

“I’m trying.”

Nasty comments about my show were part of the game. But I hadn’t been prepared for the you don’t know what you’re talking about, bitch ones. That was why I wanted to talk to Caballero before I went on the air. I knew that he wanted me to stay on the topic, but maybe it would be better to move into less volatile territory.

Sapphire handed me a sticky note. “Some guy keeps calling for you. Normally I wouldn’t pass on his number, but he was really insistent. He claims to be the mystery guy you were talking about on the show. Says it’s important that he talk to you.”

I wanted to believe that it was Blue Eyes, but anyone could have said he was the guy who’d helped me at the club.

I glanced down at the phone number on the hot pink Post-it. It could be one of those haters who’d emailed. Or it could be Raul himself. I flashed back to that evil look in his eyes and shivered.

“Thanks, Sapphire.” I shoved the note into my pocket and glanced at the glass doors, which had clicked shut behind me. Thank goodness we had solid security here. You needed to swipe your pass to enter the building; random people off the street couldn’t just walk in.

I headed for Caballero’s office, more convinced than ever that I should change the topic of tonight’s show. But I also hated to disappoint him. He’d texted me last Sunday night: You killed it. More on this next week!

I hovered in the doorway of the studio until he went to commercial. Then he swung his chair around. He looked super cozy in a red velvet smoking jacket. “Gabby! What a show last week. Bet you’re more famous than ever at school.”

I managed a smile. Not exactly. Caballero assumed that the radio show had made me into a school celebrity, and I’d been too embarrassed to correct him. Even when JC and I were still together, my radio show had been little more than a joke—it was just Gabby trying to be big-time. I’d learned that when you do something cool, something different, it doesn’t make people like you. And since the breakup, my radio show was the number-one thing used against me. The consensus was that having a radio show had turned me into a diva.

“Did Sapphire tell you we’ve had a lot of feedback? Your story connected. That’s what we want.”

“I know. But for tonight I was thinking—”

His phone must’ve vibrated, because he looked down at it. “Aw, shit. Little Cabbie’s got a fever.” He pressed a button on his phone. “Can’t wait for your show tonight, Gabby.” Then he started talking to his wife.

I sighed. There was nothing to do but leave. I headed to the lounge to wait until it was my time.

A few minutes later, I went live. I took a deep breath, trying to channel the magic.

“Hey, everybody. It’s Sunday night and you’re listening to Light Up the Night with Gabby Perez, coming to you in style, the miracle child from Miracle Mile in Miami. How are you doing? Are you alone or curled up with a special someone? Thanks for all your feedback on last week’s show. I’m glad the word’s getting out about the dangers of roofies and the pervs who use them. One listener named Amber
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