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CHAPTER 1

Give Me a Break

I’m dancing to the beat, lost in my own world, when a slap on my butt brings me back to reality.

“Hey, Singer Girl, ready to start earning your keep?” Cisco grins at me, his white teeth shadowed by a short black beard. All he needs is an eye patch and a parrot; he’d look like a pirate. “What are you doing for your first number?”

“Doesn’t matter.” I resume my bopping while Cisco starts spinning a new tune, and I automatically adjust to the new beat. “Got any suggestions?”

This party’s a little more high-class than the ones we usually work. It’s a high school graduation party for some rich chick at Chelsea House, one of the hottest clubs in Manhattan. At least that’s what Cisco told me when he called to say we had a gig. Cisco spins, and I get the karaoke going. Randy, who looks like a juiced-up mastiff, helps set it all up and break it all down again at the end of the night. He’s also been known to do a mean beatbox into the mic.

Man, we’re not in El Barrio anymore. These kids got megabucks. The birthday girl is wearing a simple white silk sheath encrusted with crystals. With her flowing blond hair and ocean-blue eyes, she looks like a little angel on top of a Christmas tree.

“Man, I’d like to get me some of that,” says Randy, following my gaze.

“Yeah, like you got a chance.” Cisco shakes his head while checking his laptop. He’s probably thinking what I’m thinking — we’re the help, and we’ve been treated like that since we got here.

At clubs, bartenders usually supply us with drinks and whatever else we want. At private parties, hosts or event planners will tell us to make sure we get a bite to eat or ask us if there’s anything we need. But at this party, nada. There’s an iceberg in the corner serving as a raw-bar for shellfish. Sushi chefs are slicing and rolling everyone’s desires. Trays of bite-sized munchies that look like works of art have sailed past me. Carving stations are groaning with succulent roasts oozing juice. The waitstaff is passing bubbly cocktails created especially for the guest of honor, but I’m drinking the same bottle of water I brought in with me.

Who cares? We’re getting paid super-bucks to entertain them. Unfortunately, my mouth is watering now.

The guys are out on the floor fist-pumping to the beat, but the girls are barely shuffling their red-soled shoes to Cisco’s pulsing rhythms. Bejeweled zombies. This is so different from East Harlem. Everybody would be out on the dance floor showing off their best moves. And they’d be loud! Man, would they be loud. These chicks won’t even have to take their dresses to the cleaners tomorrow. They’ll never work up a sweat.

“Maybe we should slow it down,” I suggest to Cisco. “Do something like ‘Soul Spinning.’”

Suddenly Randy tunes in. “Uh-huh, a Diego Salazar song.” He’s grinning and nodding like he knows some big secret. “Won’t Julian be jealous?”

Will these people ever forget that I was a crazy Diego Salazar fan when I was a kid? I mean, that’s so over. I’ll be eighteen in a couple weeks. Give me a break.

Cisco is shaking his head. “Nah, they’re off again.” He’s talking about Julian and me.

It’s amazing how these two keep track of my love life. Julian and I break up and get back together so much that it’s almost impossible to remember where we’re at. The cause of our break ups? Nights like tonight. It’s tough to be in a relationship when you’re out at parties and clubs several nights a week. It’s not that I’m cheating on him — I’d never do that — but it’s hard to hang out and be a girlfriend when your work makes you unavailable most of the time. I can’t really blame Julian, any boy would be jealous of that.

“Mari’s right though, slowing it down is a good idea,” says Cisco, overriding Randy’s comment. “It’ll give Mari a chance to show off her pipes. You never know who’s out there.”

Besides the money-making factor, I’m doing this karaoke event — and any singing offer that comes my way — to get people to hear my voice. I’m good. Real good. I only need a break.

Cisco scratches the record to get everyone’s attention. “Yo, yo, ladies and gentlemen, I need all of you to take your seats.” Some groans come from the drones who don’t want to relinquish the dance floor. “We’re going to begin the karaoke portion of our evening.” Now the drones are clapping and cheering. Go figure. “To get this party started, I’m going to bring a voice from heaven out here to show you how it’s done. The one, the only, Marisol Reyes!”

I strut out onto the dance floor, arms raised like a prize fighter to acknowledge the cheers and whistles from the guys. When Cisco first asked me to work with him, he told me that I had to change my image, and I knew he was right. My basic everyday uniform consisted of jeans, a T-shirt and hoodie, and sneakers. Let’s face it, with that outfit and my hair pulled back in a ponytail, I was a mouse. But the entertainment industry is a glitzy world, so here I am: black leather shorts, slinky sequined tank top dipping down to there, and the most adorable black leather ankle boots with thick gold zippers over the insteps. To die for!

The lights dim and a spotlight frames me like a halo.


Love, ooh, ooh, love …

A love like ours

Is a rare and wild thing.

It all began

When God created spring.



I start to circle the edge of the floor, singing to individuals, trying to gauge who might like to come up and give it a try. The guys look eager, but the girls seem icy. Little do they know that this isn’t the real Marisol. It’s Singer Girl, the alter ego I create for myself in order to work up the courage to get out here.

I head back to center stage for the chorus and to give everyone the full impact of my range.


And when we meet between lives

Our souls will spin among the stars

Sharing our love

That blossoms anywhere we are.



Murmurs of approval echo through the dark. I’m winding up for the finale with a high note only dogs can hear.


Spinning …

Spinning …

Spinning …

Soul spinning!



“Thank you!” I pause graciously, accepting their applause. “Now who’s going to come up and give this a try?”

There’s always one. The karaoke star of the group. There’s a low rumble — Tyler, Tyler, Tyler — and Tyler rises to accept his challenge. I get him situated and call his selection out to Cisco: “Proud Mary.”

Surprise. Someone always does “Proud Mary.” And badly enough to make Mary ashamed.

My job is done, for now, so I’m hanging with Cisco and sipping my water when a sharp-looking man walks up to the booth. I treat him to my best smile and ask, “Do you have a song picked out?”

Good-looking, for an old guy. He must be around forty. He’s wearing a sleek black suit with a gold-and-black tie. On his wrist, he’s sporting a gold Rolex that doesn’t look as if it came from a case of watches on the corner of 116th Street.

“Actually, I want to tell you how much I enjoyed your performance.” His intense eye-lock puts me on edge. “You have a very unique voice.”

This always happens. Men see the flashiness and hit on me. I always turn them down. It’s my rule, even when the guys are closer to my own age, which, this man is not.

“Thank you very much. I certainly appreciate it.” Feeling trapped, I start to walk around him. Better to bow out gracefully before he starts laying on the lines. That’s when things get tricky.

He cuts me off. “And I’d like to hear it recorded professionally.” He hands me his card. “I’m Pablo Cruz.”

Omigod, omigod, omigod! Pablo Cruz! I know that name. He’s Diego Salazar’s manager.


CHAPTER 2

Totally Buzzed

Diego Salazar. Omigod! I can’t believe it. I have been in love with him since I was little — before he left El Barrio to become a big star. It was yet another silly source of Julian’s — my on-again, currently off-again, boyfriend — jealousy. Even my friends make fun of me for being such a geeky fan, but I don’t care. That man is fine and his music plays nonstop on my iPod. Singing with him has always been my crazy dream but, deep down, I always knew it would come true.

I hear a pounding on the ladies’ room door. “Hurry up. Diego’s here.”

“Yeah, I’ll be out in a minute.”

I wait until the footsteps fade before I exit the stall and head to the sink. The cold water feels so good running over my hands and wrists. I pat some on my face carefully, trying to avoid messing my eye makeup. I dry my hands and take a deep breath. I still can’t believe that Pablo Cruz is auditioning me to sing on Diego’s new Duets CD.

Pablo looks relieved. “Ah, Mari, there you are. Come say hello to Teddy Bear Barnes, your producer.”

Remembering my professional manners, I extend my hand. “How do you do?”

“Hey, girl, what’s up?” Instead of a shake, he gives my fist a pound. Teddy Bear, literally a big bear of a man, is the number one record producer in the world.

Steering me over to the booth where the microphones are set up, Pablo says, “And this man needs no introduction.”

Omigod, omigod, omigod. Knowing who he is and meeting him in person are two different things. I’m feeling as spazzy as the little twelve-year-old girl I used to be. Now I’m just praying that the bottle of water I drank earlier doesn’t come up and baptize him.

He turns around and smiles at me. Diego Salazar is even more gorgeous up close and personal. His eyes are two chocolate kisses and I can almost see myself in his shiny black hair.

“Of course, Mari,” he says, like we’re old friends “¿Cómo está usted?” He takes both my hands in his and kisses me on both cheeks. I can smell his peppermint breath.

Now I may be Puerto Rican, but my Spanish sucks. I grew up speaking English and know only a little street Spanglish. I know enough to understand that he’s asking me how I am, but all knowledge of responding in Spanish disappears from my brain. I stand there nodding like a bobble-head doll.

Sensing my nervousness, Pablo intervenes, “What do you say we get this session started?”

He looks me in the eye to see if I’m okay — and I am. Pablo Cruz is good at managing people. That’s what he does. I’m hoping that if everything goes okay today, he’ll soon be managing my singing career.

Teddy Bear fires up the opening bars to Diego’s big hit, “Soul Spinning.” I automatically begin swaying to the tune. “Diego, why don’t you begin and, Marisol, you respond with the second verse. Kind of like a conversation. Then you’ll both sing the chorus.” He cuts the music and begins again.

Diego sings the intro in an ethereal voice:


Love, ooh ooh, love …

A love like ours

Is a rare and wild thing.

It all began

When God created spring.

The kind of joy

That only love can bring

And for a lifetime we will share

The kind of love that others dare

Until the end of time.

And when we meet between lives

Our souls will spin among the stars

Sharing our love

That blossoms anywhere we are.



I’m so entranced with listening to him sing that I almost forget my cue.


Spinning, spinning, soul spinning



Diego continues the stanzas with me singing the running line in a high soprano.


There is no greater thing

In the heavens high above

That can possibly compare

To the greatness of our love.




Spinning, spinning, soul spinning



Teddy Bear whips his hand in the air like a lasso. I’m thinking this is where I join him. Just guessing — I’m new at this.


And when we meet between lives

Our souls will spin among the stars

Sharing our love

That blossoms anywhere we are.




Spinning, spinning, soul spinning



Diego sings the final stanza with me echoing his lines in a higher key. I’m lost in the song and suddenly realize that I’m doing runs with the harmony.


How can a love be this wonderful to feel?

This kind of love can’t possibly be real.

How can this love continue for all time?



Now we alternate lines and harmonize on the final soul spinning.


Because

Because

You’re mine.

Spinning, spinning, spinning

Soul spinning



And so the day went. We did the song over and over, switching parts and harmonizing on others. Even Diego gives his input on the arrangement. “Hey, TB, can we try it with Marisol singing the third stanza?”

He says my name! My water bottle slips from my hand and I catch it before it hits the floor. Instant reality check! Suddenly the sound of my name on Diego’s lips makes me realize exactly where I am and what I’m doing. I’ve been so crazy about him since Papi picked me up and put me on the stage with him at the Feast of Our Lady of Pompeii Church when I was a toddler. Diego was barely a teen, but he picked me up and we sang together and the crowd roared. I will never forget the look of love and pride in Papi’s eyes. It’s one of my best memories of him, and I can’t shake the excitement I feel performing with Diego. This is not only my dream coming true, but Papi’s dream for me as well.

So I have a major crush on Diego, but I know those feelings are not returned. This studio has more hot-looking girls working in it than they probably have jobs for. About every half-hour or so, one waltzes over with a fresh cup of tea for Diego. He stops what he’s doing and thanks each of them as if he’d been given a cup of diamonds.

“Muchas gracias, _____!” Fill in the blank. He knows each of their names and kisses each one on the cheek. They walk away as if they’d been blessed by the pope. I’m getting a little sick of it by the end of the afternoon. I’m also a little jealous. Diego is getting cups of hot tea while I’m still nursing the bottle of lukewarm Poland Spring they gave me when I started singing.

“Okay, everybody, that’s a wrap!” shouts Teddy Bear.

Diego throws his arms around my shoulders in a pretend faint. Funny, I’m not nervous anymore, even with his arms around me. We’ve been through so much today that we’re more like teammates.

“I’m beat,” he moans. “How about you?”

“Yeah, I love to sing, but I never sang this long,” I say. “My throat is killing me.”

He lifts the cup in his hand. “You have to keep drinking tea with honey through the session. Warm, not hot.”

Pablo comes running over. “You nailed it, Mari!” He turns to Diego and gives him a hug. “My man, always a pro.” Then he calls out to Teddy Bear, “Barnes, what did you think?”

“Girl, you’ve got it going on!” he booms in his deep bass voice. “You’ve got grittiness in your low range and you’re clear as a bell at the peak. Smoking hot!”

My voice is unique. I have a four-octave range. That means if you sit at a piano and play do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti, do up the keyboard four times, I can sing along. Not many kids can do that. Not many professional singers are able to sing that, either. But hearing someone like Teddy Bear Barnes tell me I’m good is slamming.

I want to ask if this will be on the new Duets CD, but I don’t want to sound like a total dweeb. Besides, if the answer is no, I don’t want to hear it in front of Diego.

“Diego, if you have a minute, I’ll walk out with you,” Pablo says. “I want to go over …”

That’s it, I guess. Teddy Bear is talking to some of the technicians, so I call out, “Thanks, you guys!” I’m dismissed. No car service for me — just a long, hot subway ride uptown.

I am totally exhausted but I’m also totally buzzed.


CHAPTER 3

Second Chance

Casa de Felix is jam-packed, but I spy Vanessa sitting at our usual table with her sister, Tatianna. This place is kind of our hangout. All our friends meet here after school, but now that we’ve graduated, I’m not sure what’s going to happen. Right now I’m starving and there’s no point in going home because Lola has dinner plans.

Shortly after Pablo discovered me he also discovered my stepmother, Lola. As my guardian, she needed to sign an agreement for me to audition for the CD. Actually, he rediscovered Lola — they used to date when they were both my age. Now they are so into each other. When they’re not working, they’re always together.

That’s a good thing. Ever since Papi was killed by that drunk driver last year, we’ve been existing in a dark place. He and Lola had only been married for two years, so we were still working out the kinks of being a new family, when our world turned upside down. Now it’s just Lola and me. Papi was the ribbon that tied us together, and we’re trying to figure it out as we go along.

At least I have my singing to concentrate on. Papi loved my voice and going professional would have made him so proud. Lola threw herself into her work as a paralegal in one of the big law firms downtown, but when the firm downsized, they let her go, and Lola’s funk deepened.

See, that’s another thing. With Lola doing freelance work, she’s not bringing in her usual salary. I’ve been helping Cisco with some karaoke gigs, but that’s not steady work. And now I have a chance to be on Diego’s new CD, but it’s not a done deal. I’ve got to keep working to make this happen and bring some money in, even though Lola keeps telling me not to worry about it.

Vanessa jumps out of her seat, her springy brown curls bouncing up and down, and hugs me. “So, how did your big day go?”

Vanessa’s happiness for me is what spurred me on through my really bad times. We’ve always been good friends, but she stuck by me like a sister when Papi died.

“It was better than great!” I bend down to give her sister a kiss. “Hey, Tati.”

Tatianna, two years older than we are, doesn’t usually concern herself with what Vanessa and I are up to, but recording with Diego Salazar tweaks her interest.

“You sound hoarse,” says Tati, flipping her silky black hair over her shoulder as she continues to thumb in a message on her phone.

“You would too if you’d been singing all day.” Vanessa is always quick to defend me.

“Yeah, I’m not used to singing for that period of time, but Diego told me to keep sipping tea and honey to soothe my throat. Next time.”

“Diego!” chorus Vanessa and Tati, which triggers the usual Latina catcalls and comments. Even their mother, Sylvia, who’s working the dinner shift, comes over and chimes in.

Tati is especially interested. “Come on, tell us everything. Did he fall in love with you? Are you soul mates?” she asks sarcastically.

They will never let me forget that. I wouldn’t mind if he wanted me, but it doesn’t seem like it’s happening. Still, there’s a little piece of me that’s going to go for it, especially since Julian seems to have moved on, but I’ll never let my friends know that.

“No, come on, guys,” I protest. “He’s super nice, but we’re just working together.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Vanessa sings. Then her head pops up. “Hey, are you going to Julian’s party tomorrow night?”

This brings my little fantasy to a halt.

“Julian’s party? This is the first I’m hearing about it. What’s it for?”

Man, I’m pissed. Julian Pagan and I have a relationship, which is currently off. And every time we’re off, I feel like I lost a piece of my heart. I can’t believe he didn’t even invite me to his party. We’ve been dating since we were fourteen. I know he’s seeing Solange now, but I thought we were still friends.

Plus, it’s more than just the two of us; we have the same group of friends, so it’s impossible for us not to see each other. Julian is the most popular boy in school and possibly in all of El Barrio. Everybody likes him. I mean everybody. Including me. But I keep screwing up our relationship because I always put my music before him. If I have a gig, I go. Julian would rather I be with him every night, either hanging with friends or just watching TV together. I love that, but I love my music too.

Dating Julian was so cool. First of all, he’s totally hot, with his caramel spiked hair and root-beer eyes that always give me that I want you look. Kissing was heaven, but what I loved most about him was that he was my best friend. We always had fun together. Then he had to spoil it by pushing me further than I wanted to go because he decided it was time for us to hook up. Well, the timing wasn’t right for me and we had a huge fight. It was too much pressure. I was still upset about my father being killed in that hit-and-run accident. Didn’t Julian realize I wouldn’t be feeling romantic?

So we broke up. But I miss him and would give anything to have him back. He may be with Solange now, but they can’t possibly love each other the way we do.

Still, not inviting me to his party is cold.

“It’s a graduation party, tomorrow night on his roof.” As if to soothe my feelings, she explains, “He didn’t even tell me. Raven told me and told me to tell you. Tati’s coming too, right?”

“Yeah, and Cisco is spinning. Come, it’ll be fun.”

“I don’t know.” I swirl the straw in my Coke, hoping to conjure an answer. “Let me think about it.”

				• • •

				The first item on my to-do list is to find something to wear to the party. I want Julian to notice me. That’s why I’m heading into Vantage. Erika hooked me up with the really unique outfits for my karaoke gigs with Cisco, so she’ll fix me up for tonight. Vanessa is right; I should go to the party.

As my eyes adjust to the dimness of the lighting and the flash of the strobe, one voice booms over the pounding beat of the music.

“Mari!” she screams.

Raven! Frenemies would be the best way to describe our relationship. Raven has morphed into a hater and is always making sarcastic remarks about my wanting a singing career.

Once upon a time, Raven, Vanessa, and I were really tight; we met in preschool and were inseparable ever since. Kids used to call us the Three Musketeers. We managed to always be in the same classes and even coordinated our outfits each day. On weekends we rotated sleeping over each others’ apartments, and Sunday found us crammed into the same pew at Our Lady of Pompeii. Monday came and the routine continued like the movie Groundhog Day.

All that began to change when we started our sophomore year, and I’ll admit it’s probably my fault. Vanessa’s cousin Cisco started hiring me for karaoke gigs and I became too busy to hang out with my old friends. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d invited them along, but it’s not as if they were my events — these were jobs. Still their feelings were hurt. I miss those times too, but sometimes things have to change. Anyway, I became the bad guy. Raven was the angriest, so I’m surprised she was the one who told Vanessa to invite me to Julian’s party.

I’m also surprised that she’s shopping here. It’s not her style. Raven has the height and shoulders of her Jamaican father and has the hardest time shopping for cool clothes.

She runs over and gives me this huge hug and kiss and I have to brush her wild mane of kinky black hair out of my face. I mean, what’s up with that? Part of me wishes she really means it, but in reality, I’m pretty sure she doesn’t.

“It’s so great to see you. You’re coming to the party tonight, right?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

And I wouldn’t. Maybe Julian wants me there because he wants a second chance too. There’s something good between us. It was just bad timing.

“Well, I’ve got to run,” she says, grabbing her bags. “See you later.”

The door slams shut and I turn to Erika. “I have to look fantastic.”

“Gotcha.” She heads to a rack of tops.

“I want to be able to wear the open-toe booties I bought last time,” I tell her. They’re cool-looking shoes and, although I have some money on me, new shoes would take a big chunk of it. I still need to mix and match.

An hour later I find it: a white cotton micro miniskirt and a black knit halter top with a really low neck. I’m okay with this now that I know the body-tape trick. I run one strip like a U under my boobs and, wham, instant cleavage. It’s a killer to rip off, but it looks great on.

“Black and white pops,” explains Erika, “and really shows off your hair.” She fluffs it around my shoulders. “I love this dark reddish-brown. Are you sure you don’t dye it?”

This is a standing joke between us, but it is my real color. Papi used to tell me that my mother had the same hair and that’s what made him fall in love with her. Not that I would know. She split for Puerto Rico right after I was born. But she blessed me with a great head of hair.

Now that I think about it, Julian loved to play with my hair too, wrapping thick chunks around his finger and letting it spiral down, so if this outfit shows it off, good.

I turn around and stand on my toes to see how it will look with heels.

“Yep, this is it. Wrap it up.”

I get dressed and meet her at the register. The damage isn’t too bad.

“You know, you look good in minis. You should pick up a denim one and you can switch off tops or even a little T-shirt,” offers Erika. “Show off those legs, girl.”

She’s right. On the way home I stop off at Regine’s, my usual bargain store where everything is two for. Two for $7.99! Two for $15.99! Today it was denim miniskirts, two for $19.99! So I buy a distressed denim skirt and a black one. A girl needs her options. I pick through the rack of tops and find a couple cute ones marked down to almost free and add them to my pile.

If Julian isn’t sorry we broke up, he will be tonight.


CHAPTER 4

Hot Stuff

Vanessa and I climb the stairs to the roof. Roof parties can’t start until the sun begins to set because of the intense rays, but tonight there’s a cool breeze to blow away the June heat.

The party has already started to rock. The roof is packed because Julian is really popular in the ’hood and of course he invites everybody. Except me, that is. Cisco and Randy are set up on one end, spinning tunes, and they wave hello. Somebody is pouring a bottle of Bacardi into the punch and a keg is set up next to it. Tables groan with trays of empanadas, rice and beans, plantains, bistec salteado, chuleta frita, and my favorite, chicharron de pollo — golden nuggets of Caribbean sunshine. No one ever goes hungry at a Puerto Rican party.

“Ooh, that food smells so good,” says Vanessa. “Let’s go and fix a plate.”

But I spy Julian by the makeshift bar and I really want to talk to him.

“You go,” I say to Vanessa. “I’m going to get a glass of punch.”

When I look up again, Julian is surrounded by some boys from school who are laughing at a story he’s telling. I don’t want to talk in front of them. After all, Julian never really invited me. I’m kind of crashing here. So I head over to the DJ area to chat with Cisco.

“Hey, Singer Girl, you going to do your thing for us tonight?” His prickly black beard scratches my cheek when he gives me a kiss.

The kids from school have heard me sing, but they never saw me perform like I do when I’m on a karaoke gig with Cisco. I’m not sure I’m ready to share that side of me. “Nah, I don’t think so. I’m going to let you do all the work tonight.”

The group of boys that surrounds Julian starts to break up, so I go over to the bar and pour a cup of punch for myself. Before I know it, Julian is standing next to me.

“Mari, I was hoping you’d come,” he says softly. There’s a hint of sadness in those amber eyes as if he’s missing the good times we used to have.

“Then you should have invited me,” I say and take a sip of the punch. Strong.

He lowers his head and scratches an imaginary itch on his cheek.

“Hmm.” I survey the roof. “Looks like a nice party. I’m glad I came.”

I’m looking for signs that he wants to get back together, but Julian looks kind of, I don’t know, nervous. This isn’t the place to talk, but I did expect a little enthusiasm. Where’s that smile that I love?

“Uh, Mari, we have to talk.”

Well, here it comes. He does want to get back with me. I knew it!

“Mari,” he continues, “I want to let you know that — ”

I hear a screech, and a little black-clad banshee throws herself at him. “Julian! I’m sorry I’m late. I got here as soon as I could.”

Her English is heavily accented, as she came over from the Dominican Republic this year. Even though it’s almost dark out, she’s wearing her ever-present knock-off designer sunglasses on top of her head, like a tiara crowning her sleek black hair.

Solange Solis is hugging Julian but, after giving her a quick hug, he spreads his arms wide in an I’m not encouraging her kind of way. I can tell he’d rather be anyplace but in the middle of this. Then it hits me — Julian doesn’t want to talk about getting back together. He wants to tell me that he’s still with Solange. That’s why he didn’t invite me to the party.

My throat is parched and I take a long gulp of punch, but I refuse to break eye contact with Julian. Let him sweat.

Another screech and a familiar voice interrupt my thoughts. “Solange!”

Raven!

Here she is jumping up and down and screaming with Solange. “You did it, chica! You did it!” Then she turns to me with those crazy eyes of hers that always look surprised. Raven had lead poisoning as a baby. Seriously. I’m not kidding. That’s why she’s a little slow and crazy. “Did you hear? Solange is dancing in the new Blend video! They filmed it today.”

Solange’s Chiclets teeth are glowing in the dark. “That’s why I was late.”

She’s beaming like a neon sign and Julian is beaming at her like she’s Shakira. That’s it. I can’t stand around here and take this crap. I head toward the stairs, my eyes filling with tears that I don’t want to spill in front of this crowd.

As I head through the doorway, I have to step back because Tatianna is coming up.

“Where are you going? The party’s just getting started.” Too late. I have tear-rivers flowing down my face. “Hey, what’s the matter? Talk to me.” Tati grips her arm around my shoulders to keep me from running off.

A whoosh of breath comes out of me. “It’s Solange and Julian. They’re still together,” I admit.

“Oh, yeah, the hot tamale.”

This makes me laugh.

“Did she film her video today?”

“You know about it too? How’d you find out?”

“Cisco, who else?” I keep forgetting how tight Cisco and Tati are. More like twins than cousins. “Raven was over the other day blabbing about it to my sister,” Tati says. “That Solange really thinks she’s the greatest thing going around here.”

“So does Julian,” I say. I can’t believe everyone knows about this and no one told me. So this is the reason Raven told Vanessa to bring me. She wanted to watch my face when I found out in front of Julian. “Anyway, I’m out of here.”

“Wait, you can’t go.”

“Watch me.” I start to head down the stairs, but she grabs my arm.

“No, listen, if you go, that little poser wins,” explains Tati. “Cisco keeps telling me how you kill onstage with him. Get up there and sing. Show them who the top dog is.”

This advice sounds like what Erika told me when I was shopping for clothes for my first karaoke gig. Make the men want to be with you. Make the women want to be you. Maybe it’s time for my friends to meet my alter ego. Just like Beyoncé is Sasha Fierce, I am Singer Girl. I’m going to make Julian want to be with me.

I throw my arms around Tati. “Thank you,” I whisper in her ear. “You are so right.”

I turn around and look to the side of the roof where Cisco is set up. The lights of the skyscrapers glitter against the black velvet sky. The Milky Way doesn’t have anything on the Manhattan skyline. Venus winks at me. I’m going to do it. I walk over to Cisco.

“Hey,” he says, “you’re just in time. Let’s do ‘New York Nights.’ It’s perfect for tonight.”

“I don’t rap,” I snap. I want to do a song that blows them off the roof, like Whitney or Mariah.

“No, you don’t,” Cisco sing-songs like he’s talking to a small child, “but Randy does. You can do the Alicia Chiavi part.”

I raise my brow. Randy raps? First I’m hearing about this. It might be cool. I can work off him; do a little dancing and everything. Randy just better hold up his end.

“Let’s do it!”

Cisco scratches the record he’s been playing. “Yo, yo, everybody listen up!” he yells into the mic. “Come on, y’all, listen up!” It takes a few minutes to get everyone’s attention. Then he continues, “Tonight we’re lucky to have a new star on the horizon with us.”

I can’t help but sneak a peek over to where Solange is holding court. They’re getting all excited. They think it’s her. Dumb ass.

“Yesterday she was recording with our homeboy, Diego Salazar. Tonight she’s singing for us. Give it up for our own Marisol Reyes!”

The opening bars waft through the night air and I begin singing the intro in a low sultry voice.


Nowhere on the planet

Takes my breath away

Nothing more to say

Than New York.



Randy jumps in with the beatbox, right on cue, and runs with the rap, his big body pumping in time to the music.


New York City, New York City

Center of the universe

New York City



I’m singing the melody in a voice as smooth as honey.


Whoa, whoa, whoa,

New York nights

Looking at the blackness of the midnight skies

Keeping all the wonders and sweet mysteries alive

With magic, whoa with magic.



I’m swaying to the tune and Randy is coming at me with a pulsing beat.


New York City, New York City

Center of the universe

New York City



This is good. We should do this in the clubs. It will really get the crowd going.


You can be who you want to be.

Shed your skin and now you are free.

Whoa, whoa, New York





New York City, New York City

Center of the universe

New York City



When I’m singing, I always make eye contact with the crowd. They are loving it.


Where else in this world can you see such sights

Feeling the excitement of the neon lights?

Where else in the world can you feel the beat

Dancing to the rhythms playing in the streets?



Vanessa and Tatianna are dancing and singing along with me. Their encouragement spurs me on.


Whoa, whoa, whoa,

New York nights

Looking at the blackness of the midnight skies

Keeping all the wonders and sweet mysteries alive

With magic, whoa with magic.



I scan over to a sulky Solange, a pissed-off Raven, and awestruck Julian. Oh, yeah!


New York City, New York City

Center of the universe

New York City





You can be who you want to be.

Shed your skin and now you are free.

Whoa, whoa, New York



Randy and I finish the tune and fall into each other’s arms. Whew, he must have been as nervous as I was. I tell him he’s great. That’s no lie. Randy really brought it. Then I head over to the bar for another glass of punch.

The guys standing around the table start to argue with each other about who is going to get me a drink.

“Come on guys, I’m thirsty,” I shout above the fracas.

This is great. They’re all trying to hit on me. I hope Julian is watching, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of looking. Make the men want to be with you. There’s only one man I want to be with and I’m going to get him.
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