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      The first dedication of this book is for my husband, Patrick Murillo. If it were not for him, I never would have had the courage

         to come out of the closet as a wannabe artist so many years ago. Seeing potential I could not, he coaxed me into decorating

         a blank wood box with paint pens, glitter, feathers, and Mexican imagery. Little did we know that action would set our future

         in motion!

      


      The second dedication is to all the creative individuals out there who have a vision to do something great. Whether it is

         on a public or private scale, I hope the characters in this book will inspire you to reach your goals. Remember—no idea is

         too big or too crazy!

      


      The third dedication is to my parents, David and Norma Cano. Thank you for blessing me with your artful spirit and extreme

         tenacity so I could fulfill my dream of writing and sharing this book!

      


      And last, to Ellen DeGeneres, self-proclaimed disliker of glitter. May she see that there is a type of sparkle for every personality,

         and that waking up in the land of glitter can be a good thing!
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      Hello, Arizona! Crafty Chloe Chavez here—braving the heat in front of La Pachanga Eatery with your weather update! It’s already

            ninety-eight degrees on this otherwise lovely Phoenix August morning, and it is time to break out the ice cubes, because we’ll

            hit one hundred and ten by this afternoon! Coming up after the break—why was this beloved local business a target of vicious

            vandals?”


      “Um, you can’t go on live TV with blood on your arm; our viewers are eating breakfast,” the cameraman said, nodding at Star’s

         elbow as he hoisted his equipment up on his shoulder.

      


      “Crap!” Star whispered before she licked her finger and scrubbed off the stain. “I wish it was blood,” she mumbled, while standing in the parking lot of her parents’ restaurant.

      


      “Ah, don’t be so nervous. You’ll do fine,” he said.


      “I’m far from fine this morning, but I’ll deal. And for the record, it’s not blood, just a smidge of spray paint.”


      “Spray paint?” he repeated, his attention piqued.


      “Hey!” Star chirped. “Speaking of blood, by any chance, do you knit?”


      Star set aside the current troubles on her mind to enthusiastically explain the blood-to-knitting transition. “See, I’ve been

         working on this high-impact art project—the Victims of Violence blanket. It is dedicated to those who have been wrongly hurt

         all across the world. I want to get as many people as possible to help create a ginormous knitted blanket to represent our

         unified offerings of comfort and warmth. I feel that if we all just came together in the name of peace and love—”

      


      “I don’t knit,” he deadpanned, cutting off her passionate plea. “You’re live in less than three minutes.”


      Star shoved her arm into her limited-edition Tokidoki messenger bag that was slung across her chest and fished for her cherry

         lipstick. “It’s totally cool if you don’t know how,” she said as she retrieved it. She whisked the color across her mouth,

         and then wiped the sweat from her neck with her other hand. “It’s not about technique or even knitting itself. It’s about

         the intention. Each stitch is original and represents that person’s energy. That’s what makes it art. Art that matters. Not silly crafts that Crafty Chloe does. The Victims of Violence Blanket project could change the world.”

      


      “We’re outside, sweating like pigs in a sauna, and you’re talking about knitting? At least it’s for a good cause. Almost done?”


      “Actually… I haven’t started. I don’t know how to knit either. I’m more of a visionary type.” She raised a fist, shrugged,

         and grinned. “But I have hope! All I need is to find the right person to partner with, and I’m on my way!”

      


      Star mentally congratulated herself for being so perky and positive, despite her current off-color condition, which consisted

         of a guilt-ridden hangover and eighty-seven minutes of half sleep. Who was she kidding? Every time someone cornered her, she

         changed the subject to an endearing topic. It served as her cutesy defense mechanism.

      


      The cameraman didn’t find her cute. He appeared as if he wished he had taken the evening shift, where they cover stories like

         trials, riots, murders, and football games—or any combination thereof.

      


      “Live in one minute. Can you harness that hair?” he barked. “Chavez is territorial about her screen time, and your head’ll

         take up more than half the shot.”

      


      “Sure. Hey, has anyone ever told you that you look like that actor Ving Rhames?”


      He ignored her.


      Rude! Star thought. That was a compliment. Ving Rhames rocked. Hello, Pulp Fiction? Even if this man knew how to knit, she didn’t want his grumpy vibes woven into her blanket. She grabbed a stray lock that

         hung over her face and used it to tie back her curly mane, which hadn’t been tamed since the day before.

      


      Meanwhile, a concerned crowd gathered in the parking lot to witness the damage to the property. Star looked at them and bowed

         her head. “Oh God, this is really, truly happening.” Suddenly the magnitude of last night’s crime sank into her gut and, even

         worse, her conscience. She bit her lip, looked to the sky, and chanted a power prayer seconds before she would lie to thousands

         of TV viewers across Arizona.

      


      Star kept her knees in locked position as she stood in front of La Pachanga, Phoenix’s most-famed Mexican restaurant, adored

         by art enthusiasts, culture hounds, visiting celebrities, and wealthy folks in Hummers looking for a dash of instant culture.

      


      Chloe’s chubby red-haired assistant powdered the reporter’s satiny cheeks. She then whipped out a toothbrush, spritzed it

         with hairspray, and used it to smooth the cone-shaped crown of the reporter’s stick-straight frosty blond hair. She then gave

         her shoulder-length tresses a heavy coat of spray.

      


      The Arizona sun was beyond hard-core. Star had lived in Phoenix all her life and still couldn’t adjust to the summer temperatures,

         which included driver’s arm sunburn and the melting of sentimental mementos—most recently a memory stick with all her favorite

         French pop songs. She inspected Crafty Chloe’s flawless appearance and wondered how, even without the touch-up, she could

         look so fresh in a long-sleeved suit standing in direct sunlight. There wasn’t a drop of sweat on her, whereas Star could

         feel her own T-shirt damp on her back. Then again, Crafty Chloe wasn’t the one in the karmic hot seat.

      


      Chloe stepped next to Star and gave her a courtesy smile, trailed by a horrified sneer at her hair. Star bypassed the visual

         insult and gulped back tears of shame as Chloe began the interview.

      


      “It’s a sad day for Phoenix’s art community,” Chloe stated, somber, as if she were covering war in the Middle East. “In the

         darkness of the night, vandals ruined the award-winning mosaic mural here at La Pachanga Eatery—with, of all things, spray-painted

         happy faces. Local artist Theo Duarte garnered national attention when he created an ornate replica of the Sonoran desert.

         Using only pebbles and river rocks from Arizona locations, the neighborhood-funded project that took more than a year to complete

         was heartlessly defaced in one night.”

      


      Star’s head throbbed, cottonmouth set in, and she became dizzy. She focused on a tan Chihuahua across the street, joyously

         lapping water from a lawn sprinkler. She wished she could be that dog right now.

      


      “I have with me Star Esteban, daughter of La Pachanga’s owners,” Chloe announced to the viewers of Wake Up Arizona. “You look absolutely devastated, Star. What does your family make of this atrocity?” Chloe scrunched her brows together

         as all dedicated reporters do. She shoved the cordless handheld mic to Star’s mouth.

      


      Estrella “Star” Esteban considered herself a worldly girl. But this morning, no goddess, saint, healer, shaman, or even Nana

         Esteban in heaven could repair the anarchy she had ignited last night. Star cleared her throat, knowing her disappointed parents

         watched from home. Even worse, Theo had just walked up and stood a few feet away, his art-repair caddy in tow. Several patrons

         patted him on the back to show their sympathy. He shook their hands and graciously thanked them. Theo must have sensed Star’s

         pain because he offered her a smile and two thumbs-up for support. Poor guy had no idea about the knife sticking out of his

         back.

      


      Like a pirate on the edge of a plank, Star prepared for the death plunge. She gripped the bottom of her glittered el Corazón

         shirt, inhaled, and went for it.

      


      “No, Chloe. Unfortunately we have no idea who would have committed such a cruel act. It’s such a horrible shame,” Star replied

         with so much false confidence, she almost believed her own lie. “But we are a loving family, and we’ll get through it. Regardless,

         our award-winning menudo is still just one dollar a bowl until noon!”

      


      Chloe paused and tilted her head, confused, then went on.


      “As you can see, the crime hasn’t even sunk in yet to this emotionally exhausted girl,” Chloe said, yanking the microphone

         away. She appeared irritated by the spontaneous sales plug, though she attempted to cover it with her fake local-TV-reporter

         sympathy.

      


      “Star, there must be a surveillance tape that shows the perpetrators in action. On behalf of the artist of the mural, the

         community, and La Pachanga Eatery, of course, you will prosecute, correct?”

      


      “And Art Space,” Star blurted. “It’s La Pachanga Eatery and Art Space. You always leave off the Art Space. Aside from the restaurant, we’re a nationally respected gallery.”

      


      “Point taken, Star. About the mural, you will prosecute, correct?”


      “Well, my father is a firm believer in second chances. It was probably just a silly prank by some kids. At least it was just

         happy faces and not anything vulgar. Right?” she asked. Star shrugged innocently, then clapped her hands in front of her chest.

         “Well! I better go check on that menudo! Thank you, Chloe!” Star took one giant step backward out of the frame, bent down,

         and blew out a burst of stress.

      


      Chloe pursed her glossy lips and wrapped the segment.


      “If anyone has any information about the Happy Face Tagger, please call our station’s hotline. And speaking of hot—don’t forget

         to come see me this weekend at the twenty-fifth annual Home and Garden Show! I’ll show you how to turn your flowerpots from

         frumpy to fabulicious! This is Crafty Chloe Chavez, reporting to you from La Pachanga Eatery for KPDM-Channel 11 News. Amy,

         back to you!”

      


      Chloe held her supersized grin until the camera light went off—then she slapped the mic in the cameraman’s hand and ripped

         out her earpiece. She smoothed her taupe linen suit and approached Star with a glare wicked enough to rival any animated Disney

         villain.

      


      “Everything okay?” Star asked, batting her eyes, even though one of them twitched uncontrollably from nerves. Why, she didn’t

         know. This was just the silly TV craft lady who took herself way too seriously.

      


      “Something’s not right,” Chloe accused. “Is this some kind of sick publicity stunt?”


      “No! Not at all! How could you even think that?” Star shot back, offended at such a rude claim.


      She had never been a fan of Crafty Chloe. She loved channel 11, but changed the TV every time her face came on. Her beat was

         supposedly the local art scene, yet Chloe had never once covered any of La Pachanga’s exhibits. Chloe always discounted the

         “Art Space” part of La Pachanga’s name, just proven on live TV. As PR director of La Pachanga, Star had sent Crafty Chloe

         numerous press releases for events and shows, none of them featured. But right now, Star represented her parents’ business

         and she would do her best to be professional.

      


      “I’m sorry if I flubbed the interview, I—I—I couldn’t think straight. I promise to fill you in if we hear anything.”


      Chloe took a step closer and lowered her voice. “Look, Miss Esteban, how do I present this without sounding disrespectful…

         I find it odd that one of our city’s most well known public landmarks has been defaced—it happens to be on your parents’ property—and you’re pushing the Sunday menudo special. All we need is to air that surveillance tape so viewers can

         help identify the culprits. Case solved, right?”

      


      Star clasped her hands behind her back and rocked back and forth on her shabby Converse sneakers. “It’s not that cut-and-dry…”


      As always, Theo stepped in to defend Star. He set down his caddy and extended his gentle, broad hand to shake Chloe’s tense,

         thin one. “Ms. Chavez, hey. I’m Theo Duarte. It’s no big deal. I can remove the paint with turpentine.”

      


      Chloe recoiled her hand. Even Theo couldn’t soften the crusty exterior of her personality. “That doesn’t erase what happened.

         I’ll just wait for the police report,” she said.

      


      Star couldn’t be polite any longer. This glorified content deliverer made it impossible to be polite.


      “What do you care anyway, Crafty Chloe?” she snarked. “Isn’t there, like, a pastel centerpiece crisis somewhere that needs tending to?”

      


      Just then, the cameraman walked up to Chloe, whispered in her ear, and motioned to his elbow. They both looked Star up and

         down.

      


      As if Nana Esteban found a way to intervene, Star’s iPhone rang from inside her bag, which she had set by her feet. Thank

         God! A reason to ditch this scene. She flashed Theo an uncomfortable “Thank you” grin, Chloe a sarcastic “Later” one, reached

         for her cell, and turned to walk away.

      


      “Hey, Star,” Chloe called out. “I have one more question.”


      Star stopped and looked back. “Yah?”


      “Is that blood on your arm, or perhaps—spray paint?”

      


      Star froze, and then replied, “Speaking of blood—by any chance, do you knit?”


      Moments after sneaking away from the circus in front of La Pachanga, Star slipped around to the side of the restaurant’s compound

         to answer her best friend Ofie’s call—or rather, to field the barrage of questions about her crafty idol.

      


      “Sweet mother of Martha!” Ofie shrieked. “You met the Crafty Chloe face-to-face! She showed how to decorate a water bottle the other day. Did she have it on her? Did she talk

         about crafts? Is she as pretty in person as she is on TV?”

      


      Star peeked around the corner to ensure Chloe or Theo didn’t follow. “Crafty Chloe is pretty, all right, pretty brutal. She

         totally harassed me, as if I were the one who spray painted Theo’s mural!”

      


      “But, Star, you did spray paint it.”

      


      Star dropped her bag to the ground and collapsed against the hot concrete wall. “Ugh. Was it that obvious?”


      “You couldn’t lie to save your favorite cat-eye sunglasses. Don’t worry. Most people won’t catch on like me. It’s because

         I know you so well. Oooh, I have an idea to get you off the hook! Why don’t you hit another mural tonight? It’ll throw everyone

         off the trail of La Pachanga! There’s a brand-new one on the I-10 freeway. It’s dark, you can do it as a drive-by, but use

         a water-based paint so it’ll come off easy. I have a 40 percent-off coupon we can use to buy some!”

      


      Star giggled at the thought, even though she knew Ofie was serious. “That’s okay, I have my hands full as it is.”


      “Did you at least get her autograph for me?” Ofie asked. “Lord knows I need a pick-me-up. I think the scrapbook group I just

         joined is already trying to dump me, and this morning, I had a mishap with the glitter spray and ruined Larry’s new suit.

         Wait. Enough about me, your crisis is much bigger.”

      


      “I doubt Chloe is kind enough to give autographs unless it’s to endorse a check. Screw the scrapbookers, and try masking tape

         on the suit. I never should have left the house last night,” Star stated as she started to pace back and forth between the

         side of the building and the thick wall of oleanders.

      


      “Correction. You never should have left with Maria Juana,” Ofie lectured. “Every time you get in trouble, she’s there. I thought

         you swore her off after the cockatoo switcheroo snafu last summer?”

      


      “She’s my cousin, Ofie. She joined that Roller Derby team. Remember? I told you. Las Bandidas del Fuego. Last night was her

         first bout and she invited me. I promised my dad I’d try to get along with her. We’re the only two kids left in the Esteban

         bloodline. I meant well.”

      


      “Wait,” Ofie countered. “If you went to the bout, what happened to the big dinner with Theo? Oh my gosh! The wedding proposal!

         Did you get engaged?”

      


      Star covered her face with her hand and muffled her mouth. “I bailed.”


      Ofie sucked in a gallon of air. “No! So you not only trashed his mural, but you ditched him too? Ay, pobrecito, Theo…”


      Star’s eye caught another paint smudge on her arm, this one green. She rubbed her elbow against her sequin-accented gypsy

         skirt to remove it. When it didn’t come off, she grunted at the guilty residue.

      


      “Ofie, it gets hella worse,” Star said into her phone. “The lead jammer from Las Bandidas set me up with this irresistible

         rocker dude from Ireland. He had gobs of tats, and his accent was so Hollywood. He turned me on to this drink that is supposed

         to make you see little green fairies. You know I’m not the saucy type, so it just about killed me. I don’t remember much else

         except making out with him in the back of Maria Juana’s tacky convertible… He tasted like mint. I guess afterward I went and

         spray painted the mural, which I only know about because my parents made me watch the surveillance tape this morning. And

         then they made me come down here to do that segment on Wake Up Arizona. What was I supposed to do? Tell the truth? I’d never make it home alive! Now I have Crafty Chloe on my ass and Theo to contend

         with.”

      


      “You know better than to mix cocktails and your cousin, Star.”


      Star rubbed her head in disbelief, and knew Ofie was doing the same. “You know, I bet Maria Juana set me up. I have no idea.

         I know I screw up, like, every other day, but this is the worst. How am I going to explain this to Theo? I don’t know what

         he’ll be more freaked at: that I’m the one who spray painted his mural, my new tattoo, or the hickey on my neck.”

      


      “Tattoo?” Ofie asked.


      Just as Star spun around to make double sure Chloe wasn’t eavesdropping, she bumped into a buff chest.


      Theo’s chest.


      And the hardened expression on his face confirmed he heard the confession in its entirety.


      “Ofie, uh… Theo’s right here. I gotta jam. Bye, love you, peace out,” Star whispered, turning off her phone and slowly slipping

         it into her purse.

      


      She opened her hands and raised them to the sides of her face, as if it would help her say the right words. “Theo, from every

         ounce of my heart and soul, I am so sorry—I can totally, totally, totally explain this—”

      


      “No need,” he replied. “I’m through with you.”
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      Star’s heart sank at the thought of facing Theo. Never once had he let her down, or hurt her feelings. He always had her back,

         even when he didn’t know the full situation, just like earlier with Crafty Chloe.

      


      How did she return the favor?


      By not only blowing off his wedding-proposal dinner, but also jacking up the biggest and most personal art piece he had ever

         created—thousands of pebbles and small rocks arranged into one spectacular mosaic of various Arizona scenes. The multicolored

         mural sprawled across the twelve-foot-tall front walls of La Pachanga. Titled Mi Tierra, its glory was showcased in coffee table art books, on national TV shows, and in magazines. Visitors from Africa to Alabama

         visited La Pachanga just to take a snapshot of Theo’s masterpiece. He considered Mi Tierra his visual love poem to the state and vowed to never leave his hometown. And that artful affection added magic to the already

         enchanting grounds of La Pachanga.

      


      Theo didn’t feel that magic this morning. He felt resentment toward Star. After overhearing her conversation with Ofie, he

         hustled to the front of the restaurant. Star chewed on her thumbnail and mini-jogged at his side to keep up.

      


      Where do I even start? she wondered, watching as he prepped for the emergency restoration. Her heavy black eyes lingered on his baggy khaki shorts,

         which hung low on his waist, and the thin white tank that stretched tight across his chest. Even with forty extra pounds on

         his stealth frame, grungy paint-stained clothes, and cheap black flip-flops, charisma oozed from his stance. She cracked her

         neck right and then left, and went to confront him as the entrance area buzzed with gawkers.

      


      “The wall, the wall. How I love the wall…,” pined a weeping poet who couldn’t have been older than eight. A frilly black veil

         dripped from her head and she followed behind Theo, reciting her scribbled verses from a La Pachanga take-out napkin. “Mr.

         Duarte’s wall makes me feel tall… and it, nor I, shall ever fall…”

      


      Star put her hands on the girl’s shoulders to comfort her. “I know, m’ija, it’s awful what happened, but it’ll be back to

         normal soon, I promise.”

      


      The little girl removed her veil and leaned in to Star. “I’m not sad for the mural, really. I’m sad because it hurt Mr. Duarte’s

         feelings. He’s nice. He comes to our classroom every year to teach us about Día de los Muertos. I come here with my parents

         all the time. I see you two. You’re his girlfriend, right?”

      


      Star couldn’t answer. Instead she watched Theo examine the mural, her throat thick inside from swallowing tears. She hadn’t

         felt this nervous since the first time she met Theo a little more than three years ago.

      


      Thanks to her spiky heel and his worn sneaker, their worlds collided, literally. Twenty-one and fresh out of college with

         a marketing degree and a plan to be an artist, Star moved into her former bedroom at her parents’ house and planned to stay

         a year at the most.

      


      On an errand for her father, she went to the local thrift store to unload a batch of her dad’s clutter—a bulging Hefty bag

         of tattered Levi’s, old college textbooks, and timeworn cassette tapes.

      


      Theo, then twenty-three and a budding civil engineer at the City of Phoenix, had just been promoted to a cushy gig and purchased

         a gem—a recently foreclosed 1937 Spanish Colonial Revival home in the historic Willo district. He visited the thrift store

         that day to thin out his own wares after just moving in.

      


      Decked out in her favorite fifties naughty-secretary sweater-dress with patent-leather pumps, Star stood in front of the drop-off

         bin outside the building. She raised the lumpy load over her head to stuff it in the opening, but lost her balance—and caught

         it quickly, without losing her dignity. However, one of her three-inch heels pierced into something fleshy. It had poked through

         the tip of someone’s holey sneaker, smack between the big and second toe. Theo’s toes. He howled in pain.

      


      Flustered, they bumped noses as they tried to untangle their bodies. He used her waist for leverage, and she did the same

         with his defined shoulders, while she secretly inhaled the sweet scent of his cologne (she later learned it was Krishna Musk

         oil). They politely struggled while introducing themselves and comparing their monikers. His parents, fans of The Cosby Show, named him after Theodore Huxtable, while her parents went the New Age route with Estrella—Star for short.

      


      Star would later describe the experience to Ofie as an extreme meteor shower of Cupid’s arrows that pierced her chest plate.


      Star and Theo spent the rest of that day—and night—together. From then on, he chose to call her by her real name, Estrella,

         instead of the English translation of Star. She liked that her dad and Theo were the only two people in the universe who did

         that.

      


      Theo had a profound effect on her life. Even though her parents owned one of the valley’s top Mexican restaurants, Star nixed

         anything that didn’t come between two slices of nine-grain bread. Not that she disliked Mexican food (she had yet to explore

         it), but as a second-generation Mexican-American, it irked her that people assumed she spoke Spanish, knew how to make tamales,

         and smashed piñatas at all her birthday parties. She didn’t want to be lumped into those stereotypes. So she rebelled by distancing

         herself from her culture. That night, Theo told her she should be ashamed, and coaxed—okay, seduced—her into tasting a forkful

         of green chili. At first she refused, but he scooted close, held the fork to her curvy lips, and she melted inside. Not from

         the smell of the food, but from his presence. In one slo-mo bite, her life’s outlook changed and she wanted more.

      


      After dinner, he took her to a concert in Tempe at La Isla del Encanto, a hot new Latin music club. They downed slushy margaritas

         and danced for hours to Reggae Sol, a Spanish-language reggae band from Puerto Rico. Star loved each note and lyric of every

         song. The lead singer—a tall, handsome, dreadlocked man with tamarind candy-colored skin and huge green eyes—smiled at her

         and Theo, as if he were dedicating each song to them. Theo wrapped his arms around Star’s waist from behind and they swayed

         to the heavy bass beat.

      


      Star felt as though the enchantment of Reggae Sol’s music followed them out the door, and not just because she bought their

         CD. One long light-rail ride home later, and the excitement of the day’s adventure caught up with them. They went back to

         Theo’s, played the CD on repeat, danced, kissed, and ultimately consummated their admiration in a drunken, passionate romp,

         even though they both were involved with other people. Their romance never physically continued past that night because of

         their then–significant others, but the newfound relationship did evolve into a soul-to-soul friendship.

      


      She admired his quiet and sweet nature, and his intuitive viewpoints on world issues impressed her, as did his charm. He had

         that effect on folks. His parents and siblings may have moved to Sacramento, California, five years ago, but he sure didn’t

         lack a surrogate family. Without even asking, the nana across the street tended to the plants on his front porch, the office

         secretary brought him home-cooked meals at least once a week, and his gangbanger neighbors washed his prized ’48 Chevy regularly.

         Even the pigeons that overtook his roof respected his living space. Everyone loved Theo.

      


      But Star jolted his life as well. Soon after they met, she discovered a filled sketch pad in his bedroom, and challenged him

         to translate it on canvas.

      


      “I’m only doing this to prove you wrong,” he joked that afternoon.


      He finished his first piece, a Keith Harring–esque portrait of a woman resembling Queen Latifah. Star hung it in the foyer

         of La Pachanga, and by lunchtime it had sold for five hundred dollars, which he split with her. Star convinced him to hatch

         a plan to ditch his day job and become a full-time artist. One year later, with Star and La Pachanga’s help, he did it. But

         he didn’t stick with paintings. He surfed smoothly through different art genres—punched-tin wall hangings, stained-glass vignettes,

         jumbo bronzed sculptures, and welded gates. Theo became Theodoro Duarte, one of Arizona’s brightest new mixed-media artists.

      


      Within a year of Star and Theo’s friendship, they blossomed as respective professionals: he a painter, and she a kamikaze

         marketer for his work and La Pachanga. He took his job seriously; she took hers for granted. Their lives remained intertwined,

         just as their feet did at the thrift shop that day. Star took comfort in the unspoken commitment between them; after getting

         out of their previous relationships, neither had dated anyone else, yet they didn’t officially date each other. They knew

         if they did become an exclusive couple, the relationship would automatically fit into the serious zone thanks to their already

         hefty friendship. Neither of them were ready for that. They masked the topic by agreeing romance would be a distraction to

         their careers. However, they both craved a repeat of that first night. And it was Theo who acted on it last Thursday.

      


      That day, he slipped a copy of El Solitario: Jinete Sin Fronteras, a racy Mexican romance comic, in Star’s purse. The comics had always been a running joke between the two. He loved the illustrations

         and she giggled at the wacky melodramatic storylines. He had bookmarked the page of a rancher couple making love on a grassy

         hill under the moon. He claimed it was a silly gag to make her blush, but they both knew it was a clear indication of what

         was on his mind. Star expected it—he threw out a hint every six months. She couldn’t bear to think of life without Theo, and

         if that meant keeping it platonic, so be it. Therefore she never acted on his hint.

      


      Except for Thursday. After three long years, Reggae Sol had finally returned to perform in Phoenix that night. Star and Theo

         hadn’t seen the band perform since that first evening they met. Just like last time, Star bought Reggae Sol’s new CD before

         she and Theo took the light-rail to his house, where they danced until he kissed her. They couldn’t help but repeat the events

         from their first meeting. Star told herself to go with the moment and savor the experience.

      


      But something unexpected happened during their lovemaking. He whispered, “I love you.”


      His sultry comment made Star’s insides ping. She wanted to reply, but didn’t know what to say. Finally she said, “Me too.”

         The next morning, a weird vibe lingered between them. They ate their bowls of Honey Bunches of Oats in front of the TV, made

         small talk about the genius teaming of Jimmy Stewart and Kim Novak, and Star casually said goodbye and left. She paced around

         work all day, and couldn’t handle the tension. She wanted to get back to their usual chumminess, so she swung by to see him

         on Friday after work, as if nothing had happened. The sooner they got back on track, the sooner it would blow over. Star had

         made a few publicity budget mistakes at La Pachanga recently, and was already behind on booking events for the busy fall season.

         She didn’t have time for complications. Theo usually rescued her from stress; he was never the cause of it.

      


      When she stepped into his home, he invited her to sit in the living room while he changed his clothes in the bedroom. Just

         him saying the word “bedroom” made Star antsy, even if she did enjoy the night. Star bounced down on the firm tan leather

         sofa, and sorted through the magazines on his coffee table that included Popular Mechanics, Rolling Stone, Made, and Urban Latino. She picked up the latter, and just as she was about to read the table of contents, a scary surprise fell out—wedding package

         brochures from various local resorts. She picked them up, confused. Her heart stopped when all of a sudden it clicked.

      


      Theo wanted to get married.


      Oh no, no, no, she thought. Star hadn’t even begun her real life yet. She had plans to bust out of Phoenix someday. To do what, she had no idea, but it would be big and fabulous. Living

         at her parents’ and working at their restaurant was just a placeholder until she found her mission, maybe start on that art

         career. She didn’t have time for a wedding now. Sure she loved Theo, but she hadn’t even traveled much. How could she already know if he was her soul mate?

      


      Star heard the wood floors squeak in the hallway signaling Theo’s return to the living room. She quickly shoved the papers

         back on the table and slapped a pile of magazines on top of them. He sat down and set his hand on her knee. Already claiming his property, she thought.

      


      “Hey, how about a quiet dinner tomorrow night? I have a surprise for you.”


      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him reach for her hand. Her left hand. Her stomach jiggled under her skin, and she shot up as if she had just sat on a pin.

      


      “Sure! Oh darn, I forgot that my dad is waiting for me at the restaurant right now. I’ll be by tomorrow night, then. Bye!”

         She shook his hand hard, like a proud banker who had just approved his home loan, and left.

      


      And as the hickey on her neck, the tattoo on her arm, and the spray-painted happy faces on his mural proved, she never made

         it to that dinner.

      


      “Don’t look at her. Do not let her off easy,” Theo said to himself as Star stepped into his personal space. It would be harder than carving marble.

         He couldn’t resist her. Theo didn’t only love Star—he was obsessed with the girl.

      


      How the hell did this happen? he thought. Before they met, he effortlessly broke a string of hearts owned by chicas fine enough for a Sports Illustrated swimsuit calendar. He used to be a player and proud of it. How did he go from that scene to being whipped? Easy. He fell

         in love.

      


      Star didn’t compare to other women. She came loaded with an arsenal of irresistible quirks. She knew all the Bollywood dance

         moves, and with her exotic features, she could pass as an Indian or Mexican pop star. He appreciated her clumsy Spanish, her

         kooky range of vintage outfits, notebooks scribbled full of business ideas, and her never-ending wish list of tasks she wanted

         to accomplish. Star reminded him of that crazy Pretty in Pink chick, chicana style. He teased her about her crazy hair, which she twisted, braided, curled, straightened, and dyed on a

         regular basis. These days, she rocked two tones: berry red on the top layers and jet black underneath. He fell for all of

         it. Especially the Jessica Rabbit curves that he’d had access to for two brilliant nights over the past three years.

      


      Star chattered on daily about making the world a better place, living each day as if it were her last, being spontaneous,

         practicing good karma, and paying it forward. She thought preaching those words meant she had her shit together, but really?

         She didn’t have a clue. Hell, she couldn’t even decide on a paint color for her room. Every month she sweet-talked him into

         helping her coat it with a new shade. Worst of all, her life revolved around the word “someday.”

      


      Someday she’d sell artwork she hadn’t made. Someday she’d break away from La Pachanga to find her own path. Someday was a copout.

      


      At least she had finally told him she loved him, kind of. Which was why he’d invited her over last night. Like a dumbass,

         he blew two hundred bucks preparing a home-cooked dinner with French wine and candles. Only to dump it all in the trash.

      


      Of all of his girlfriends, Star was the only one his family approved of. She made them laugh by sharing animated stories about

         her best friend, Ofie, La Pachanga, and her cousin Maria Juana. She played Monopoly with the kids, and sang karaoke with the

         teenagers. Theo’s mom bugged him to bring her to every family event so they could show her off. He planned to invite her to

         his cousin’s house in Sacramento next week for a Duarte reunion. But instead, she had to go and stand him up, leaving him

         waiting like a pinche pendejo. And then to find out she made out with some tattooed Irish homie? And trashing the mural on

         top of it?

      


      This was a wake-up call from the Aztec warriors of the past. No self-respecting bachelor should ever let a woman have that

         much power. “Beat-down” did not exist in Theo’s machismo dictionary and it mortified him that he had almost entered that territory.

         And he had even gained twenty pounds since he met her, thanks to eating at La Pachanga almost every day. No more. Now he realized

         all Star cared about was herself.

      


      He squatted to untie the string around a rolled-up plastic tarp. She kneeled next to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

         “Theo, I can explain…”

      


      He brushed her hand away and stood defensively. “I’m done with you and this place,” he said, gesturing toward La Pachanga.

         He picked up the tarp, snapped apart the first fold, set it down, and reached for the can of turpentine.

      


      “You have every right to hate me. You have no idea how ashamed I am right now,” Star said with a pathetic look of desperation

         on her otherwise cute face. “I’m sorry. It must have been pent-up anxiety. But above everything—we’re friends. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I let my cousin get me wasted.”

      


      “You need to brush your teeth. Tequila?” he asked, unscrewing the metal lid from the can, avoiding eye contact.


      “Worse. Absinthe.” Star sighed guiltily as she scooped a mint from the pocket in her bag and chewed it. She moved in closer

         until he could feel her breath on his cheek. “I was drunk when I kissed that guy. We didn’t do anything more, I swear. He’s

         one of Maria Juana’s Roller Derby friends. You know how it is. Every time I hang with her, some kind of drama goes down. This

         time I was in the middle of it. She’s probably laughing her ass off right now.”

      


      Theo stepped back. “There you go again, making excuses, Estrella. She didn’t put the spray can in your hand, or shove your

         tongue down that dude’s throat. By the way, nice hickey.”

      


      Star raised her hand like a stop sign. “Please, don’t.”


      “Oh, I forgot,” Theo shouted. “We’re friends.”

      


      “Can you lower your voice?” Star said, her voice cracking. “You know you’ve been the only one.”


      He faced her chin to chin. “Whether you like it or not, Estrella, we’re more than friends, and it’s messed up that we act like we’re not. So what are we, then?” This was the sliver of an opening he left her to redeem

         herself.

      


      She paused and he held his breath.


      “Why do we have to define it? Putting a label on it lessens it,” she whispered, gazing at the ground. A vision of the wedding

         brochures paraded along the walkway before her. Star shook it off. As much as she cared for him, she didn’t want to lead him

         on until she was sure she wanted to accept his proposal.

      


      He shook his head in disgust. “You are so full of it,” Theo cracked as he focused on a section of the wall. He dipped the

         corner of a rag in the jar of turpentine and began to swiftly scrub at the first happy face she had put there the night before.

      


      “This mural is the exact representation of us,” he said, pointing at the wall. “See these pebbles right here? I hiked to the

         bottom of the Grand Canyon to get them, and had them blessed by a Havasupai elder. I make every action count, no matter what

         state of mind I’m in. And look what you did to it.”

      


      He flicked his finger at a garish orange smiley face that Star had painted over it.


      “Everything to you is one big sloppy happy face, Estrella. And the fact that you did this over my artwork is symbolic.”


      Tears began to stream down Star’s cheeks. He was laying it on thick but she knew she deserved it. She sniffled. “I’m sorry.”


      “Sorry doesn’t cut it this time. Unlike you, Estrella,” he said, “I want foundation and labels in my life, and I want them

         now. I don’t want to live wondering what is going to come my way. I want to make it happen for myself.”

      


      Star used both hands to wipe her face and walked around to his other side. “I want that too. I just need to sort things out.

         You know me. I’m unpredictable.”

      


      Theo made a sour face, as if he didn’t buy her explanation.


      “Go ahead and roll your eyes. Maybe I want to get out of here, and help make the world a better place. Make a difference in

         people’s lives. Someday the right plan will hit me and I’ll be ready. So there.”

      


      “Don’t you see?” Theo said, raising his voice. “Someday is now. When we first met, you bragged about becoming a famous artist, or joining the Peace Corps, and how you’d find a job in another

         country. If you really wanted any of those lives, you wouldn’t be standing here. You’ve been out of college for three years

         and you haven’t changed anything except your mind.”

      


      Star put her hand on her hip and stepped back, offended. “I’ve changed lots of things!”


      “Your hair and clothes don’t count.”


      “Whatever. After all this time, you really don’t know anything about me.”

      


      “No, mujer. For the first time, I see how you really are,” Theo said, shaking his head. “You have no idea what it’s like to suffer and sweat for something you’re passionate about.

         To strain for a goal. You act like a free spirit, but don’t take any risks. And you know what? That makes you boring. And

         predictable.”

      


      Star hung her head low, angered by his words. Scared they were true. “What do you want me to say? Tell me how I can fix this.”


      “Leave me alone for a while.”


      There. He said the words he never thought would come out of his mouth. He bent down to unpack his supplies from the caddy

         so she wouldn’t see his hands shake from the adrenaline. She touched his arm, and he brushed her off as if her fingertips

         were toxic. An invisible thought bubble blinked over his head, filled with the image of her kissing some drunk asshole. The

         passersby noticed the tension and dispersed to allow them to argue in private.

      


      Slowly, Star leaned in to whisper in his ear. He had lied about the bad breath. She smelled delicious, as usual. He wished

         they were fighting about his brand-new Latin Playboys T-shirt that she’d cut up into a halter top last week. As much as he

         wanted to hate her, he ached for a kiss.

      


      She used her index finger to tilt his face in her direction and studied his expression, just like he used to do to her. “Give

         me a little credit, please? I help you with your art, I book all your shows, make all your flyers. No one believes in you

         more than me. Isn’t that worth something?” Her dark eyes glistened under a set of curly black lashes.

      


      Theo dipped his rag in the can again, contemplating his response and its consequences. This was one of those head-versus-the-heart

         dilemmas. Why did she have to look so damn sexy right now? Even at nine in the morning, with mangled hair, a wrinkled tee,

         a sequined skirt, and old ratty sneakers he often teased her about? He sucked his lips and shook his head.

      


      “We’ve run our course, Estrella,” he said.


      “What do you mean by that?” she asked.


      “Exactly what I said. I want to go it alone for a while,” he repeated, slow and sharp, as he rubbed the rag over a splotch

         of green paint on the wall.

      


      “Okay, I understand. Can I ask how long is ‘a while’? Like, a day, a week?” she inquired in a soft voice.


      He shrugged and still refused to look at her. “I don’t know. But I do know if you want to salvage the last thread of patience

         I have for you, I suggest you start right now.”

      


      Star wanted more than anything to fall into his arms and beg for forgiveness, to tell him how sorry she was and how much she

         loved him. Should she tell him about the wedding brochures and why she’d freaked out? She wished she could press a rewind

         button and go back to not only last night, but the last few years. Theo knew her too well. Star had no clue what her mission

         in life was. There were no words that could win back his respect. Star would give him time to cool off, so she could devise

         a killer plot for redemption.

      


      “Okay. I get the hint,” she said as she backed up and held her bag with both hands. “I’d give anything to take it all back.

         And I will make it up to you. Someday.”

      


      She waited a second for him to respond, but he didn’t. So she stood on one foot, kissed his cheek, turned, and left him alone,

         just as he wanted.
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      Everything pissed off Chloe Chavez this morning. She drove away from La Pachanga’s mural mayhem and went through her mental

         checklist:

      


      1. Working on a Sunday and not downing her triple shot of Café Bustelo yet.


      2. Having her weekly craft segments moved to a prime time slot and her mother not even mentioning congratulations when she

         called and told her last night.

      


      3. The thought of Ezra, her lazy boyfriend, snoring without her in the California king bed she bought in the loft she paid for.

      


      Oh, and number four: her brand-new tube of MAC Viva Glam lipstick that had melted on the leather seat of her BMW X3—a result

         of parking in direct sunlight for the La Pachanga assignment. Chloe wondered why in the world the owners would host such an

         intricate piece of art on their premises anyway, and then act surprised when it was tagged. That’s what happens when you own

         a business on Grand Avenue.

      


      “Thugs on that stretch of the city are as normal as dollar stores in South Phoenix. The Estebans should be grateful. The damage

         could have been far worse than spray-painted smiley faces…,” Chloe mumbled. It steamed her that the family obviously knew

         who did it, thanks to D-level acting by the owner’s weirdo daughter.

      


      “Loser,” Chloe thought of Star. That centerpiece comment really ticked her off. Didn’t she know Chloe was an Emmy-winning

         journalist and craft celebrity?

      


      Chloe cranked up the air-conditioning and felt her left fake eyelash wilt away from her skin. She rolled her eyes in disgust.

         The unforgiving August heat was no match for waterproof eyelash adhesive. Rather than remove the felon falsie, she chose to

         not blink unless absolutely necessary. Her camera-ready face didn’t dare come off until the front door of her north Scottsdale

         loft closed behind her. One more grievance to add to the list, she thought as she cruised down Grand Avenue, ignoring the

         artful scenery on both sides of the road. Chloe didn’t understand the hype about this area. The city government, community

         groups, and hundreds of local artists strived to revive the crime-ridden street by attempting to turn it into Arizona’s version

         of Greenwich Village.

      


      The first Friday evening of every month, Chloe covered this area for her job as arts reporter for KPDM’s evening news. The

         streets closed for twenty blocks, from 7th Street to 17th Avenue, to make way for thousands of artsy ilk and musicians who

         weaved in and about dozens of galleries and boutiques, in which La Pachanga Restaurant and Art Space served as the epicenter.

         To her, the place was nothing more than a typical Mexican restaurant with a glorified art nook connected to it. She wouldn’t

         buy into it and refused to eat there, much less cover any of its so-called “art openings.” To her, a serious gallery would

         not be set up inside a place that served quesadilla appetizers. Chloe didn’t have a clue why people swooned over La Pachanga

         or how it even won awards. What she did know was that every time she reported from Grand Ave., she craved a loofah scrub down.

      


      At the moment, she needed a coffee fix, so she squealed the wheels of her Beemer into the parking lot of the Chi-Chi Coffee

         Cabana—another one of Grand Avenue’s gimmicky avant-garde eateries. Her plan? Tuck and roll to score her liquid fix and exit

         quickly.

      


      “I’ll take a Triple Underwire Sugar-Free Vanilla Latte—or whatever you call it,” Chloe requested, tapping her French-manicured

         fingers on the counter as she tried to decipher the extensive menu. “And, please, I’m in a hurry this morning,” she mentioned

         to the cheerful clerk in the silver lamé apron. In reality, Chloe had all day to kill. The whole “I’m in a hurry” line was

         just a habit she’d picked up to make others (and herself) see her as important and exclusive. Having completed her shift,

         Chloe planned to go home, change into a soft Juicy Couture tracksuit, sit at her desk, and outline the next twelve months

         of her career at KPDM.

      


      “You got it, sugar cube!” the barista sang back. He scribbled the order on a paper cup and surveyed her attire from the shiny

         black pumps, up her long legs, over her cotton micro-mini suit, and stopping at her hazel eyes.

      


      “Here it comes,” she thought. Used to the attention, especially when it came to her meticulous taste in designer attire, she

         prepared herself for answering the usual fan-friendly questions like “Can I have your autograph?” or “Where do you get your

         hair done?”

      


      She stiffened her back, proud and ready to field his burning query.


      “Hmmm,” he said, tapping his chin. “I think you’re a push-up kind of girl. Sure you don’t want to upgrade to a quad? It’s

         only a quarter more.”

      


      Obviously the minimum-wage minion didn’t tune in to the Valley’s favorite news station. Regardless, Chloe would have accepted

         his recommendation but became sidetracked when a muscular dreadlocked man in a crisp red tee and dark slacks stepped in her

         path. “May I have a small cup of hot tea with honey? According to your menu, I guess that’d be… a handful?”

      


      If it weren’t for his charming Jamaican accent, smooth café-con-leche skin, and emerald eyes, Chloe would have lectured the

         gentleman on coffeehouse-line etiquette. He lucked out. The comforting aroma of the freshly brewed coffee temporarily diverted

         her attention. She approved the Push-up and scooted away so Mr. Cool Runnings could have his tea and honey. She picked up

         a “Work for us” postcard from the countertop and pretended to read the fine print. As if she would really represent a business

         that named drinks after boobs.

      


      “You just cut this lovely lady off, Rasta-head! This is the Chi-Chi Coffee Cabana! Chi-chis come first!” snapped the server,

         gesturing his lanky, blotchy arm toward Chloe. The man, embarrassed by his social crime, offered to spring for Chloe’s latte

         when another barista slid it down the counter to her.

      


      “I didn’t mean to cut you off, miss,” he apologized. “I take it you’re a regular here—Miss Underwire Push-up?”


      “Excuse me?” she said, offended.


      He pointed down to her hand and winked. “Your drink.”


      Chloe remembered the gist of the joint. “Oh yeah. No. First time.” She lifted her cup and sipped. It had a hard bite, just

         what she needed. She and the dread-locked gentleman reciprocated flirtatious blinks and a cool breeze brushed over her body.

         She’d never believed in actually feeling someone’s energy—until now. His presence was strong, regal, kinetic. Warm and soothing, practically glowing. For the first

         time since she could remember, the normally uptight Chloe relaxed.
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