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chapter one


GRAFFITI BACKGROUND

The Design Painted Behind a Piece to Make It Look Awesome

—Angel’s Piecebook Notes

(A little about my background.)



“three bucks for a typical doctor’s note. Want me to get creative, the price is five.”

“Five’s a rip-off.”

I lifted my shoulder, taking a quick scan of the hallway for lurking school officials. But I wasn’t really into the sale. “Your choice. I’m not the one who’s afraid of Daddy finding out I ditched.”

Selena Macgregor, a North Homestead High junior prep, hugged her purple binder to her chest, pinning me with a look that had “bitch” written all over it.

Her pastel pink lip curled. “At least I have a daddy.”

My mouth curved. The chica would have to do better than bash the man I had never met to get under my skin. “You say that as if it’s a good thing.”

Leaning against my locker, I slipped my hand into the pocket of my faded army cargo pants and felt for the thirteen bucks I’d already made that morning. I had the rep of looking at someone’s handwriting and forging the style. But dealing with chicks who acted like they were better than everyone else sometimes made that talent my worst enemy.

A guy from my English lit class cruised by. “What’s up, Angel?”

“Hey, Ramón.” I nodded, checking out the other kids filing into the hallway coming from lunch.

That slow tightening in my stomach began.

Almost time.

“Beth, how much longer till fifth?” Didn’t want to be late for the only class I gave a damn about. Especially today.

No answer from Beth.

Six lockers to my left, my best friend’s thick, curvy body was pressed close to a sophomore’s lanky one. A guy she’d gone out with a couple of times. When I said “gone out,” I wasn’t talking dates, but the tongue-down-the-throat hook-up.

Beth’s blonde curls brushed her shoulders as she talked flirtatiously with—damn, forgot his name—the sophomore kid.

“Tough to get Bethany Malone’s attention when she’s in slut mode.”

My expression went hard. I met Selena’s gaze. “Take a walk.”

Her eyes widened. “What about my dismissal note?”

“Gee, shop’s suddenly closed.”

“Bitch,” she hissed, turning away.

“Skank.”

I pivoted, shaking off the tension wedged between my shoulders. Spun the combo to my locker and lifted the metal tab. Shoving a stack of blank excuse slips to the back of the small metal space, I pulled out my black pack. Two Sharpie pens and a charcoal pencil rolled forward. I caught them before they slid off the edge, then slammed the door shut.

Leaning down to hook my fingers through the handle of my portfolio case, my heavy, wavy ponytail fell over my shoulder. I flipped it back. My unmanageable hair irritated me to no end. More than once, I wished I could grab the nearest pair of scissors and hack it all off. But anybody who had to deal with a mass of thick hair knew that if you chopped it, it looked like one big hair puff surrounding your head. Learned that hard truth in third grade.

“Come on, Beth. We have to roll.”

“ ’Bye,” Beth said to the sophomore and strolled over to me. Her full cheeks were pink, her blue eyes laughing. “Brian’s kinda cute.”

Brian, right.

Needless to say, Beth really liked guys.

“Yeah,” I said. “Great.”

Usually I’d joke about Beth making out with a lower classman since we had junior status, but today my thoughts zeroed in a different direction.

Beth pulled out a wrapped hard candy the color of a strawberry from her pocket, twisted off the plastic wrap, and stuck it her mouth. “Selena Macgregor pay for a note?”

“Nah, I passed. She got on my nerves.”

Beth winced. “She’s so stuck-up.”

“Tell me about it. I’ll catch you in economics.”

“Yep. Good luck with the presentation.”

I tightened my grip on the plastic handle. “Thanks.” Truth was, I needed all the luck I could manage.

Jogging past posters taped on pale Pepto-Bismo–colored walls advertising cheesy North Homestead High events, I slipped into the art room just as the bell rang. I smelled the familiar nose-wrinkling disinfectant. At the end of each class, the students had to clean up their current project mess with the pale blue spray bottles under the sink. Sometimes people went overboard. I glanced at the other kids in the class, either sitting or moving around the room. My competition. The long art tables and the storage cabinets were usually a comforting sight, acknowledging that I was in a place of creative freedom. But now the place only reminded me that today I’d discover if my dream could ever become a reality.

Mierda, my mouth was actually dry.

I set my case on the art table, blew a wayward tendril of hair out of my face, and hooked my pack on the back of a wooden chair. When I sat down, the old screws in the chair squeaked. I glanced at Mr. Chun. He was setting up a wooden easel in front of the class. I slid a finger across the soft surface of my bottom lip. Smooth, until I hit the corner and found a rough spot. Adding my thumb, I tugged at the dead skin. Yeah, a nervous habit.

“I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours.”

I jerked my fingers away, taking a tiny lip peeling with me. Rubbing it off against my thigh, I shifted my attention to the art table aligning mine. Nathan Ramos—NHH’s senior track star, and an amazing artist—sat across from me. His hazel eyes glanced at my portfolio case.

“Not a chance, Jack.” During two years of art classes and the wonders of alphabetized seating, we’d learned to joke around with each another and become friends.

Never more than that.

I definitely wasn’t one of those glam girls I’d seen him with around school, who sported halter tops, gobs of makeup, and a matching purse. He was a popular jock, after all, and like a magnet sucked all the preppy snobs to him on a regular basis. Not to mention, my beige skin and dark hair had no similarity to his light-skinned, blonde—on again, off again—girlfriend, Misty Peterson. Maybe it was the kick-back, frayed jeans I usually sported, or the tees with cartoon characters. Whatever reason, I somehow managed to attract guy “pals” like magnets.

Nathan being my hands-down best catch.

My lips twitched. “Wouldn’t want to put your presentation to shame, anyway.”

A slow smile curved his mouth. “Yeah, that would pretty much suck.”

We both knew what I said was a load of bullshit.

I wasn’t lying when I referred to Nathan as an amazing artist. His work was “exquisite,” as Mr. Chun liked to put it. Nathan studied an arranged bowl of fruit, transferred it on to canvas with such awesome use of line, shading, and depth, it felt as if you could reach out and pluck a pear from the painting.

Me? I freaking wish.

The only thing I could bring to life on paper or canvas was a carrot for Bugs Bunny. But the day I’d admit my insecurities to anyone would be the day Brangelina stopped making headlines.

Nathan leaned casually back in his seat, turning an art gum eraser between his thumb and finger and letting it hit the table once, twice. A white cotton T-shirt stretched across his toned shoulders and chest. Overgrown brown hair with mahogany highlights fell in a finger-combed disarray. A Lance Armstrong yellow band wrapped around his tan wrist.

His carefree style was… seriously hot.

“Come on, Angel, I’m up for some comp. Let me have a quick look.”

I ignored the butterflies in my stomach. “You’ll have to wait with the rest of class and be awed all at once.”

He let out that nice laugh.

Great laugh. Great confidence.

The guy was one big Great at everything he did. Probably why I tried not to crush on him too much. We were as opposite as night was to day, and I wasn’t just talking about our art. From what I knew, Nathan was second-generation Mexican-American. I was third-generation, and, not to mention, half-white. Nathan was a cool guy, but even though he wore casual clothes, there was something about his personality, his cool style that clued you in he came from money and was likely going places.

I didn’t. I wasn’t. Enough said.

Nathan also stood a good chance of landing top honors with his presentation. Advanced art was comprised of twenty upperclassmen who’d already taken two consecutive years of art electives. We weren’t all great artists, but deep inside we strived to be. That was the way it was for me, anyway. And we were all competing to get the lead position on the mural committee to paint the new Viking mascot scene in the school’s courtyard by drawing a mock mural design—also a required project grade for our class.

A position I wanted so badly I could practically taste it.

Something I’d never be caught dead admitting out loud. I wasn’t known for being a NHH advocate. But there was a lot more to this deal than some school mural project. The three high schools in town were going through the same selection process to decide who would design their courtyard mural and compete in an overall community endeavor to paint the town’s cultural history on public park walls and selected historical sites. There was even some kind of scholarship award attached, but that wasn’t why I wanted to be a part of this so much.

“Showtime,” Nathan murmured, nodding to the head of the class.

“Okay,” Mr. Chun called out, interrupting the murmurs of random voices. “Let’s get the presentations started.” He scanned a sheet on his desk, and then called out, “Miguel Badalin?”

No one said a word.

Miguel Badalin, all around Latino badass, wasn’t in attendance. Yet.

Like that was a big surprise.

He had a rep for being tardy and ditching class when he felt like it. Never bothered to cross my path for a forged note, either. I didn’t know how he skated through school. But in the past, we’d ended up in the same after-school detention more times than I could count.

Miguel couldn’t be competition, anyway, because of his attendance record. There was criteria that had to be met to head the mural committee. Stuff like good attendance and a 3.0 grade average. I was barely meeting the terms myself.

Yeah, Badalin was like Fear Factor: “Evidently attending class isn’t a factor for you.”

The door swung open and in walked Miguel.

Shocker.

He wore baggy jeans that fit low on his narrow hips, a silver wallet chain slapping his thigh as he walked. A loose, long-sleeve thermal top with “Independiente” printed across his chest. Black hair buzzed close to the sides of his head, yet spiky on top. And he carried a portfolio case, too. One of his partners-in-crime followed behind. Didn’t remember his name, but Miguel always had someone with him at all times.

“Ah, Mr. Badalin, just in time for your presentation.”

“Eh, glad to hear it. Here’s my excuse slip.”

So this time he was covered.

Sure my head had been in an art cloud this past month working my butt off on my presentation, but maybe the guy had been coming to class on time these past few weeks. Not that I cared one way or the other.

Mr. Chun raised his stubby, faint brows and took the note. “Thank you. We are ready when you are. When your friend joins his own class.”

A few students let out a laugh as Miguel’s friend took off.

I glanced at Nathan, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was aiming a long stare in Miguel’s direction. A stare Miguel returned. Not the first time I’d seen the same intense look pass between them, but I’d never gotten the nerve to ask why. Not my business.

Didn’t stop the niggling curiosity, though.

The friction between the two couldn’t be that Nathan thought Miguel was any artistic competition for him. Miguel and I leaned toward the same use of bright color and strong lines, a total 180 from Nathan’s skill. Miguel’s style was almost abstract, which added clout to the rumors that Miguel practiced graffiti art. That he was a “tagger,” and roamed the dark streets of Homestead with his “Brown Pride” posse and a backpack full of spray paint.

But I’d seen so many reps ruined by false rumors, I made it a policy not to believe everything I heard unless seen by my own dark eyes.

Miguel cruised to the front of the class to the easel display turned away from everyone, set his display board up, and then swiveled it around. He leaned his weight on his right foot and tilted his head to the side as he waited—a total couldn’t-give-a-F attitude.

The class was as quiet as a tomb.

Style.

This was the one word that first came to me. Miguel presented a Viking scene so exceptional, everyone had to be amazed. The intense colors and jagged points were his trademark, but the Viking, the ship, and the North Homestead Vikings title—same aspects each student had to produce in their design—were clean and detailed. The design had flare. Dark smooth lines outlined each aspect. Bold, contrasting colors grabbed your attention. It was modern. Hip. I could totally see this as a mural design.

Mierda, more talent to beat.

“Miguel, this is by far your best work!” Mr. Chun walked over and patted Miguel on his shoulder. The guy didn’t seem to mind as he slid a glance first to Nathan, and then to me.

And smiled.

Not one of those hey-buddy grins I usually got, either, but an almost flirtatious one.

The smile was so unexpected I curved my lips back at him, then flicked my gaze down at the table, focusing on the old scratches embedded in the wood.

Nathan cleared his throat.

I shifted in my seat and looked at him.

He studied me, eyes narrowed in concentration, mouth in a straight line.

“What?” I asked, brushing a strand of hair out of my vision.

He lifted a shoulder and looked away.

What the hell did I do?



The clock ticked closer to the bell with three more presentations left—Nathan’s, Lydia Wesley’s, and mine in between them.

I rubbed my thumb against the plastic handle of my art case.

Nathan set up his board, while Miguel pulled up a chair and… sat at my table. I remained still, acting like I didn’t care, even though I could totally see what he was doing in my peripheral vision. Mr. Chun was a pretty laid-back teacher, let us work where we wanted, go on errands during class, as long as we did our work and didn’t abuse his trust. But, hell yeah, I was surprised to have Miguel Badalin come sit by me since we hadn’t exactly participated in a conversation that involved more than a “what’s up?” before.

“Eh, how’s it goin’?”

I looked to my right. He glanced at me, then looked toward the head of the class. I had to admit he had a really nice smile. Even with the one crooked incisor tooth. “All right.”

“You look a little nervous.”

Terrific, was it stamped on my forehead? I lifted a shoulder.

“What for?” His good-looking face scrunched up a moment, then smoothed out as he slouched comfortably in his chair, legs spread, arms crossed. “Just a class project. No big deal.”

Right. “If it’s not a big deal, what about yours? Your presentation was good. Like you put more effort in than usual.” I waited for him to get offended, or get up and sit somewhere else. You just never knew how an artist would take a comment like that. Artwork was sacred to the artist. We hated to know when our work was crap and loved when people praised it. I’d given a twisted compliment.

But he just said, “Yeah, looks like it wasn’t enough,” and his eyes were on Nathan.

Nathan had turned his easel, revealing his board to the class, and then stuffed his hands in the front pockets of his faded blue jeans. Like his other creations, this one was awesome.

Real, perfect, just like the guy himself.

The Viking stood masculine and rough, as if he could step right off the ship and into our classroom. The shading was delicate, giving light where there was only board, and darkness that had depth. I could tell he used acrylics and water-color, maybe even oil pastels—blending media was something I experimented with—to give a soft blend to the clouds and the sun that peered down on the swaying ocean. The school name didn’t look out of place even though it floated in the sky in curvy block letters.

I stared with awe and even envy. To create such realism and beauty was a dream of mine. I looked down at my portfolio case.

Yeah, I was glad for Nathan, to have the class “ooh” and “aah,” and for Mr. Chun to beam and actually clap in recognition of such kick-ass detail, but I felt my stomach slowly tighten into a serious knot. For the first time I wasn’t too thrilled to have Nathan’s last name close to mine.

Because now my presentation had to follow the best in the class.

“Angel Rodriguez?”

I forced my gaze in Mr. Chun’s direction.

He lifted those stubby brows. “You’re up.”

Great.






chapter two


DRIPS

Spray Paint Application That Runs with Streaks; A Mark of an Artist Who Sucks Big Time

—Angel’s Piecebook Notes

(Sometimes I suck big time.)



i wrapped a death grip around the handle of my portfolio case and rose from my seat. The plastic still slid within my sweaty grip.

“Good luck,” Miguel said to me.

Was it my imagination or did his eyes add, You’re going to need it? I muttered “thanks” and cruised to where I didn’t want to go, the head of the class.

Nathan gave his project board to Mr. Chun. When he walked by me, he smiled and whispered, “I’m ready to be awed.”

Should have kept my big mouth shut.

The ancient wooden easel was already turned away from the class, so I set my portfolio on the small table beside it. My gaze moved across the room. No one was paying attention. Some kids where sketching, others chatting. Something I wasn’t totally against since being the center of attention always made my heart speed up. But still, the possibility of them thinking the winner was pretty much in the bag with Nathan’s dazzle-me design totally sucked.

Brushing hair out of my face, I took a breath that came out shaky. Keep it cool, Rodriguez. I unzipped my case, hesitantly raised the flap, and stared at my work.

My Viking was as realistic as I could draw him, but I had to be honest with myself. The hombre looked two-dimensional instead of three. The ocean waves were jagged, instead of soft and flowing. My use of rich colors and thick lines definitely drew the eye. But where was the realism? Where was the use of delicate shading that brought art to life?

It wasn’t there, no matter how hard I tried. I knew it was my style, but more than once I wished I had a lighter hand. Even though I had worked my butt off on this presentation, sketched it out three times before settling on a design, and then painstakingly obsessed over color and medium, I had the same irritating thought in the back of my head.

Just not perfect.

“Angel?”

I looked at Mr. Chun.

“We’re waiting.”

“Right.” My back tight and unyielding, I picked up the lightweight fifteen-by-fifteen-inch project board and set it on the easel, then slowly turned it toward the class. I felt like a robot—all stiff and forcing myself to do something I didn’t want to do. Shifting my stance, I kicked the sole of my right K-Swiss against the floor once and stuffed my hands in the front pocket of my pullover sweatshirt.

Silence filled the room for what had to be the three most grueling seconds of my entire life. Just kill me now.

Finally someone said, “Nice color.”

“Yeah,” someone else agreed.

I licked my lips.

“Come on,” Mike Grayson added, a total jerk who was always on somebody’s case. “Since when have you seen a dark-skinned Viking sportin’ a goatee? And Mexican hats and blankets for cargo? Get real.”

I slid Grayson a look. “Can’t get any more real than this.”

“The fact that she added Latino symbolism is cool,” Nathan said. “Makes her design unique because it shows a part of who she is.”

“Blew her chances, all I gotta say.”

Inside the pocket of my sweatshirt, my hand clenched into a fist.

“That’s enough, Mike,” Mr. Chun cut in. “Very eye-catching design, Angel. I enjoy your use of flow, and your style…”

I let out a soft breath and glanced at Nathan, who winked in return. Maybe I had pulled off a winning design. Then Nathan’s expression went sort of blank as he looked over at Miguel, who said something to him.

I returned my attention to Mr. Chun.

“… it’s very whimsical,” he finished with a smile.

And my pleasure vanished like that.

Whimsical, as in cartoony, as in not realistic.

As in not good enough.

Never good enough.

Someone coughed. Warmth heated my face and I willed myself to move.

The next moments went by in a blur. I turned in my project and went to my seat until the last presentation was given. Miguel had returned to his own table and I didn’t feel up to any teasing with Nathan. So I completely ignored him during the rest of the class.

When the bell sounded, I grabbed my pack, sprang to my feet, and beelined out the door.

A firm hand landed on my shoulder halfway down the hallway. I jerked it off and turned around. So sue me, I wasn’t in the best mood.

Nathan. His eyes searched mine. “What’s the rush, Angel?”

I stepped to the right out of the stream of passing students, letting my gaze travel the hallway. As if I were actually seeing them. Hah. I could only see Mr. Chun calling my work “whimsical.” Freaking whimsical. Damn it. “Just trying to get to class on time.”

This was sort of a lie. Yeah, I was going to my next class, but I would have loved to ditch right now. Decompress. Vent some serious frustration. Problem was I’d ditched two days ago, already forged a note this week. The Office Brigade got suspicious with too many missed classes. A pattern, they liked to call it. And if by some slim chance I won the mural contest—I know, not going to happen—I’d hate myself if I messed up my chances.

“Don’t talk about it, then.”

I looked at him. His expression went distant as if I’d really had his attention, then lost it. “There’s nothing—”

“You forgot something.” He held his binder propped against his right hip and two portfolio cases in the other.

Right, the one thing I hadn’t let out of my sight for the past three weeks and I forget about it just like that. Smooth one, Rodriguez. But since it was empty now I guessed it didn’t really matter. I took the case, my fingers brushing his. “Thanks.”

“Not a problem. Look, don’t listen to Grayson. He’s an idiot. Your design was created from something inside you. I know the feeling.”

There he went being the nice guy again. And here I went being ignorant because I hadn’t even told him how great his turned out. I nodded my head toward him. “Yours was great, too. I know you’ll be a finalist.”

Mr. Chun would show his favorites to the school faculty members for discussion and announce the winner during class on Monday. Three days of waiting…

For a clarification of defeat? For another letdown?

Probably.

Nathan finally smiled again, showing straight white teeth—a grin that always made me feel like he really enjoyed joking with me. Like we were really friends. “Stop, Angel. You’re flattering me.”

My lips curved in return. But my smile fell flat when Misty Peterson—Nathan’s on-again, off-again girlfriend—strolled over, a book hugged against her “perky” chest, and bumped his portfolio case with her hip.

“Ready for a run?” she asked him in that confident yet feminine tone. Her long lashes were dark and curved, skin flawless. Lips covered in a light gloss and hair long and styled without a wayward strand in sight. How did she even manage that? For some reason strands of my hair were constantly falling out of my head and thick baby hairs sprang out of the top of my scalp all the time. Annoyed the hell out of me.

“Yeah, sure.”

She looked at me. “Hi. Angel, right?”

“How’s it goin’?” I think we were introduced once, but she still remembered my name. The thing was, no matter how much I would have not wanted to have liked Misty Peterson just for being Nathan’s pretty girlfriend, I couldn’t. I called people like I saw them, and Misty was an all right chica.

A rare form in high school, and a perfect match for Nathan.

“See you later,” Nathan said, and they both turned and walked away to have that run.

Whatever.



“Mr. Torres kind of makes economics fun,” Beth said to me after our last class as I picked the books out of my locker I needed for homework, which was disgustingly almost all of them.

“I guess.”

“Like how he throws candy bars to us when we answer a question right. Not that I need any more candy bars.”

I glanced at her. “Beth, you look great.”

“Yeah, right. You look great.”

I just rolled a shoulder. Beth had this thing about complimenting me, but I knew I wasn’t anything special. Just another Mexican-American, like many of the other North Homestead High females of Latino descent in Homestead’s small agricultural community. I figured I pretty much blended within the crowd.

Beth was what you’d call a voluptuous girl. Not fat with pounds, but kind of big boned. She sported a lot more curves than me, especially in the front. But for some reason, Beth didn’t know how pretty she was with her dark blue eyes and killer long lashes. You’d think with all the guys she hooked up with, she’d get a clue. Some guys were jerks, hooked up with anyone who’d have them and didn’t bother looking back, but she had to know they wouldn’t keep coming around her if she was dog ugly, right?

It might seem weird that Beth and I were even friends since we were so different on the outside, with her light complexion and my darker, but other kids sometimes forgot that I wasn’t full-blooded Mexican. I had friends who were, and spoke Spanish to one another in hallways, but I didn’t hang with them. Besides, I’d known for a long time friendships were formed from within a person, not the color of their skin. The ones that mattered, anyway.

Beth and I had a fairly new best friend relationship. We’d only started hanging out our freshman year, when we’d landed in world affairs class together and had been paired up on a presentation. Beth had done most of the research—school stuff just came easier to her—and I’d managed the visual presentation. Pretty soon we were laughing at each other’s jokes and making fun of all the preppy girls around school who always snubbed their noses at our kick-back clothes of faded jeans and tees. Then gradually we started hanging out and going to parties together. Last year, we’d become pretty much inseparable.

“Oh God,” Beth said. “You are not going to believe who’s got his eyes on you, walking this way.” Beth was also easily excitable and it always came out through her expressive face. Right now her eyebrows were raised, her mouth slightly opened, and a hand floated midway in the air as if she needed to cover her mouth.

“Who? Nathan?”

“Eh, Angel,” said a laid-back voice.

I turned to who sounded suspiciously like Miguel Badalin.

And… I wasn’t so disappointed that it wasn’t Nathan.

“Hey.” Yeah, it was Miguel, with a different friend at his side. This guy’s name I knew, Derek Mendoza. A junior, too, he had been in my last year’s English class. I felt Beth nudge me with her binder. “This is my friend, Beth. Beth, Miguel and Derek.”

“Hi,” Beth said in that bright voice she reserved for guys.

I mentally rolled my eyes.

Derek said, “What’s up?”

Miguel focused on me. He had this way of looking at you with a half smile that gave the impression he had a secret and wasn’t going to tell. Somehow it intrigued me. “Wanted to know if you guys want to come hang out at my house right now. A few of us chill there till the padre gets home.”

“Why?” popped out of my mouth before I could stop it. I was just a little shocked by the sudden invite.

“Damn, whatya think?” Derek blurted. “To kick back.”

I offered Derek a bored look. “Maybe I don’t want to kick it with you.”

“Chill, Derek. I live a couple a blocks from here,” Miguel added. “Thought you might want to check out some of my pieces.”

When Miguel said “pieces,” he spoke my language. Art. But still, I hardly knew the guy.

“Your art’s cool. I think I’ve got some stuff you might like.”

So he thought my stuff was cool. Interesting. “Like what?”

“Come find out.”

I looked at Beth and she smiled, giving me the let’s do this sign with her eyes. Why not? It’s not like it mattered what time I got home since my mom had the late shift at the restaurant. I should try to make it home by dinner so Nana didn’t have to eat alone, though.

“All right,” I finally agreed.

He nodded toward the exit, slipping on tinted black wraparound sunglasses. “Cool. This way.”

The last of the students slowly emptied the hallway and we followed Miguel and Derek out toward the school parking lot. I tried not to laugh at Derek because he kind of walked like a duck—toes out and waddling. Derek was a guy who wore everything two sizes too big. I didn’t know if it was because he was a stout, big guy or what, but his pants sagged, bunching at his ankles. And his shoes were usually untied with the tongue sticking up for the entire world to see. Ignorant.

The day was muggy with sporadic gray clouds dotting the sky. The afternoon wind carried the odor of cow crap. No joke. Homestead was an agricultural community with fields of vegetation such as strawberries, lettuce, and broccoli, all surrounding the town’s homes and building developments, which was the primary reason our town was heavily Latino-oriented. Mexican families, like my grandparents, had moved here to work in the fields and raise their families. Many of the families were on the north side of town, where I lived. Homestead, California, was actually about twenty minutes from the beach, and more often than not the ocean wind rolled in from the Pacific during late afternoon. So on the days the sun was harsh, the heat baked the fields and the wind helped give the community a nice whiff of fertilizer. Living here my whole life, I’d never gotten used to the smell.

“Damn, it stinks,” Derek hissed.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one.

When Miguel led us into the parking lot, I said, “We’re not walking?”

Derek laughed. “Miguel is a senior, dawg. Seniors don’t walk.”

Miguel didn’t comment. I guess Derek spoke for both of them.

We strolled to an older model two-door black Blazer. The ride was cool, with tinted windows and the way it was lowered almost to the ground. The tires had these shiny chrome rims that I’d seen a lot on Pimp My Ride.

“Nice wheels,” Beth said.

“Suits me,” Miguel said, and clicked a small key ring that made a beep sound come from his Blazer. Probably housed a good stereo system, too.

He opened the door, took my portfolio case, and set it inside. What was up with the gentleman routine? He so didn’t look the type.

Miguel’s head slowly tilted down, then up as if he was measuring me. It made me hesitate.

When it came to guys, no dust settled on Beth. She was already stepping into the backseat.

I hooked my thumbs into the shoulder straps of my pack.

“What’s up?” Miguel wanted to know, his lips curving. “Change your mind?” His tone was just shy of smartass.

“Did I say I changed my mind?”

I couldn’t see his eyes, but when he didn’t respond I figured he was surprised I’d talk attitude to him. I’m sure he was used to getting his ass kissed by the guys who followed him around as if he were some kind of god. No way did I consider him like that, cool senior artist or not. I just didn’t get his sudden interest in me. He was Miguel Badalin—a senior whose name was said with awe because he had a rep for doing what he wanted. And now I was taking off to his pad all of a sudden.

I didn’t do “sudden,” unless I felt like it.

He stepped into my personal space and nudged a finger under my chin before he dropped his hand. His closeness felt weird. Intimate.

“If you’re scared…”

I stared into his dark lenses. “I’m not scared.”

“Then get in. Nothing bad’s gonna happen.” He gave a half smile. “Unless you want it to.”

Suddenly I felt as if I’d been imported into a dumb teen commercial with the idiot friend peer-pressuring a chug of a beer. Except edit the idiot friend and replace him with a cute guy with brown skin and spiked hair. Voices from behind me diverted my attention. I turned to see Nathan and Misty walking across the parking lot. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but Nathan’s navy blue Chevy pickup was parked a few slots away.

Nathan’s eyes met mine and a funny zing happened in my chest. He’d been smiling at Misty, but when he saw me the smile fell away. Misty walked off to her car and—great—Nathan passed his own, dropping his jock bag into the bed of his truck and making his way straight for us. Miguel and I shifted to face him. Miguel stayed in my personal space for some unexplainable reason.

“Hey, Nathan,” I said, filling the uncomfortable silence.

Nathan just looked at Miguel, then me, his thick eyebrows furrowing like he tried to figure out some kind of puzzle. I noticed his hair was damp, probably from a shower after his run.

“Need something, Ramos?” Miguel wanted to know.

I kind of did, too.

Nathan kept his gaze on me. “Need to talk to Angel a minute.”

I did my best not to give away a facial reaction, but what was up with two hot guys wanting to talk to me? This didn’t happen on a daily basis.

Miguel snorted and jerked his shoulders. “Whatever.” He went to slouch on his front seat.

My eyebrows pinched in annoyance. “Hold on. I think I get a say in this.” Sure, I wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to hang out with Nathan, but for Miguel—or anyone for that matter—to assume Nathan needed his permission was straight ignorant.

Nathan shook his head. “Sorry. Walk with me to my ride?” He gave an encouraging smile.

That was a little more like it. We walked slowly and stopped by the passenger door of Nathan’s pickup. His back to Miguel, mine to his truck. Nathan was an entire head taller than me, but over Nathan’s shoulder I could still see Miguel watching us. I acted like I didn’t notice.

I met Nathan’s eyes. “What’s up?”

Nathan slipped his hands in his front pockets and leaned his weight on his left foot. His white shirt was a little loose, but somehow stretched around his shoulders. His skin looked nicely bronzed against the fabric. “What are you doing with Badalin, Angel?”

“What?” Yeah, I’d heard him. It’s just that I really hadn’t expected this question. Maybe something about art class? The presentation? Anything other than something… personal. We’d managed to keep it light between us for two years.

“Why are you with him?”

I shook my head as if I still didn’t get his question. I guess I didn’t. “The obvious. Hanging out. Why?”

“He’s bad news.”

I shrugged. “So he ditches class. Who doesn’t?”

His eyebrows lowered over his eyes. “You have to know he does more than that.”
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