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      This was the most important meeting of my life.

      The meeting that could change everything.

      The meeting that could make my dreams come true and turn me into a famous singer, performing in front of thousands of people. I’d finally show everyone who doubted me that plus-size girls deserve to be center stage, standing in the spotlight.

      I was finally getting to talk with Natalie Maeler, famous agent with Songbird Agency.

      Mom and I followed Natalie’s assistant into a boardroom that had a massively long glass table with clear chairs and floor-to-ceiling windows showing a multi-million-dollar view of West Hollywood.

      Everything about this room spelled luxury. Success. I could practically taste it.

      Natalie wasn’t here yet, because of course she wasn’t. Important people had things to attend to. And Natalie was a very VIP. I was more than happy to wait.

      So many performers had been exactly where I was now and had gone on to do incredible things. Jude Santiago, the latest pop sensation, for one. Sure, the record label he’d signed with made him into a plastic mannequin singing pandering nonsense, but I knew this agency could find the right label for me.

      Natalie’s assistant asked, “Can I get you anything to drink? A latte maybe?”

      My mom instantly nudged my side. In our culture, it was rude to turn down food at a social event, but this wasn’t a family barbecue. I doubted Natalie’s assistant would care that I said no, but I still answered, “A caramel macchiato. Extra whip if you have it.”

      Mom said, “Americano, please.”

      “Absolutely.” She turned on her four-inch heels and left us by ourselves in this beautiful room full of possibilities.

      Mom squeezed my hand. “I’m so excited for you, mija.”

      I grinned back, fully embracing the smile I’d been holding back. “I’m excited for us! Do you remember taking me to vocal lessons when I was eight years old? Or the karaoke machine for my tenth birthday? I wouldn’t be here without you, Mom.”

      Mom pressed at the corner of her eyes with her short red nails and said, “Don’t make me cry. The spots will show on this table.” She hovered her hand over the glass top. “We could never have this at home.”

      I laughed. “Fingerprints everywhere.”

      “And fog,” she said. “With little words drawn in it.”

      The door opened, and we both jumped, just a little. Mom stood, and I stood beside her, feeling strangely formal as I took in the woman walking through the door.

      Natalie Maeler looked exactly like her photo on the company website. She had short blond hair cut into a severe bob. Her eyes were icy blue, her lips thin, and her jawline just as sharp as the manicured points on her fingers.

      I barely even noticed her assistant following her in, carrying two fancy cups of coffee. But now that I did, I wondered if they had a café inside the building or if she was also a trained barista.

      She handed them to us and then sat a few seats away from Natalie, a notepad open and pen poised over the page.

      Natalie looked across the table at me, her eyes glinting under the pendant lights. “It’s nice to meet you, Desirae. I’ve heard great things about you.”

      “That’s good to hear.” I tried to keep it cool, even though I felt like flying. After all the song covers posted on YouTube... After singing every national anthem humanly possible... My dreams were coming true.

      “Let’s get to it,” Natalie said, all business. “We’re going to have to pass.”

      The words hit my ears, but that’s where the processing stopped. I couldn’t have heard her correctly.

      “Excuse me?” my mom said quietly. “Didn’t you ask for the meeting?”

      “I got your name from one of my clients. I listened to some of your songs a few minutes ago, and you have an amazing voice, but something’s missing.” She pressed her hands to the table as if to stand, but I spoke fast.

      “Missing? What’s missing?” I asked. “Because I’m a quick learner and a hard worker, and I’m sure I could fix it.”

      Natalie pressed her lips together, sitting again in her chair, but on the edge. “Songbird is an agency that creates superstars, not midlist artists. We pride ourselves in knowing what sells and what doesn’t.”

      Midlist sounded just as dirty to my ears as any cuss word. “Why would I be midlist?” I asked. “I’ve grown my social following to a hundred thousand people within a year. Jude Santiago had half that when he signed with you.”

      Natalie gave me a calculating look. “You did your research.”

      I nodded. I knew what I wanted, and I knew I was worthy of having it.

      “You’re young, so I don’t want to give you false hope and have you waste your time.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands laced together. “There are thousands, millions of people out there with good voices. To be a star, guys have to want you, and girls have to want to be you.”

      “Why wouldn’t they?” I asked, still confused.

      Natalie’s cold eyes scanned me up and down. “You don’t have the look.”

      Mom went rigid next to me, but my temper was already through the roof. “So you’re saying you won’t sign me because I’m too fat?”

      Natalie let out a disappointed sigh, like I was wasting her time. “This is a business, Desirae. One where your body is onstage and your face is on screen. Your looks are a major part of a package that we have to sell.”

      Fuming, hot behind my ears, I said, “I’ll have you know plenty of guys have wanted to be with me.” I could practically feel my mom doing the sign of the cross next to me, but I couldn’t stop. “I’ve sung every national anthem at my school, to standing ovations. I’ve gotten multiple offers to sing live at local venues. I have thousands of dedicated fans who would be very willing to pay money to see me in concert.”

      “That’s good for you,” Natalie said.

      My fists clenched at my sides. “And you know what else I have?”

      Natalie raised an eyebrow.

      I held up my middle finger and stormed out of the room.
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      On the way home, Mom alternated between chiding me and cursing Natalie, who she refused to call by name. No, Natalie would forever be “la bruja” in my mother’s eyes.

      And, to be fair, mine also.

      I couldn’t believe Natalie had the audacity to tell me that I didn’t have “the look” to be famous when people like Lizzo and Adele and Meghan Trainor had found so much success in the industry. Sure, I was curvier than those girls, but who cared?

      And as my mom had said, more than once, it was cruel to pulverize my dreams so thoroughly based solely on my looks.

      As we walked through the front door, Mom said, “I’ll make you a tres leches, okay? It’ll be ready soon.”

      “I’m going outside,” I said in response. I didn’t want to be taken care of right now. I wanted to be signing with an agent, getting a record deal, living the life I knew I was meant to live.

      I probably pushed the door too roughly, but I let it close behind me and left our patio for the soft sand of the beach. I could hear the ocean waves crashing, and it echoed the tumult in my heart.

      The closer I got to the water, the heavier my breaths came, and the closer I felt to crying. I’d gotten a meeting with Jude Santiago’s agent, and it had gone just as poorly as it possibly could. Was my dream really over before it even had a chance to begin?

      “How’d it go?” my brother Diego asked.

      I jumped away from his voice, covering my chest. “I didn’t see you out here, Diego!” And now I knew why. He was lying on his surfboard in the sand, completely still and quiet. Well, until he asked me how my meeting went.

      “Sorry.” He propped himself up, grinning and squinting against the sunlight. “So you didn’t come out here to tell me good news?”

      “Nope.” I dropped into the sand beside him. “It was a complete failure.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      I nodded slowly. “She basically told me I was too fat and that she only took the meeting with me as a favor.”

      “Wow.” He dug his fists through the sand. “That sucks.”

      “Yep.”

      “You gonna do anything about it?”

      I gave him a look. “I’m not about to lose weight just to get her attention.”

      His eyes turned back toward the water, where he spent most of his time in the summers. “I didn’t take you as the kind of person who gave up so easily.”

      “What is there to do?” I asked. I’d seen Jude Santiago go down that road. When he started YouTubing, he was a cute guy from some small town in Arizona. Now? They were letting his talents go to waste. They’d turned him into nothing more than a cute face. But after that meeting, I understood why.

      Diego sat up and shrugged. “Last I heard from Mrs. H. in health class, more than a third of the US population is overweight. Seems like a third of Jude Santiago’s fans would be interested in hearing what his agent said about you.”

      He was right.
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      I climbed out of the pool and grabbed a towel to wrap around my waist. I couldn’t believe I’d be leaving our house and living in a tour bus again in only a week. It would be a short tour—three months packed with shows so we could make the most of summer vacation.

      I couldn’t say I was looking forward to it. Tours were exhausting... and lonely. When we were on the road, I was surrounded by adults. My dad/manager, Francie the bus driver, Jago my security guard, makeup artists, hairstylists, publicists, not to mention my terrible agent.

      The only people my age were in the stands, most of them girls who didn’t exactly see me as a person. They screamed at me and cheered like I was made of gold. Like I wasn’t a nineteen-year-old guy who’d gotten insanely lucky.

      Through the large sliding door, I could see Dad pacing the living room outside of his office, talking on the phone. There was a deep crease between his brows that he always got when something bad had happened.

      I walked inside just in time to hear Dad say, “She’s just a YouTuber. How bad can it be?”

      “What’s going on?” I mouthed.

      Dad covered the mouthpiece and whispered, “Natalie made someone mad.”

      Of course my heartless agent was behind the negative news. I couldn’t wait until my commitment with her ran its course and I could find someone new. January wouldn’t come soon enough.

      Dad’s voice rose. “Meteor backed out? We’re five days from the tour!”

      My mouth fell open. “My opening act?” I said. I’d only met them a few times, but they’d seemed so excited to go on tour with me.

      Dad ignored me, pacing faster. “There have to be a million people who’d love to take their place.” He listened for a little before hanging up and rolling his eyes. “Well, Natalie’s lack of empathy got her in trouble with some YouTuber.”

      “Which one?” I asked. “What did she say?”

      “Some girl named Desirae De Leon. Natalie told her she was too fat to make it big.” Dad pinched his nose like he always did right before popping some aspirin for a migraine. “Now Songbird’s looking bad, which makes you look bad, which is why Meteor pulled themselves from the tour.”

      Trying to keep my expression neutral, I said, “What’s she going to do to fix it? Did you call my publicist?”

      Dad gave me an exasperated look. “Of course I did. Samantha thinks you should write this Desirae. Endear her to you again. Maybe even get her to take the video down.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” I said.

      “Let Samantha read over anything before you send it, okay?”

      “Dad.” I gave him a look. “If I can speak in front of thousands of people live, I can handle this.”

      He raised his hands in surrender. “Fine. Just take care of it.”

      “I will.” I clenched my towel and jogged up the stairs two at a time, desperate to know what Des had said. Dreading what Natalie had told her.

      I’d been watching Des’s channel for the last year, getting lost in her voice. Someday, when she made it big, I wanted to sing a duet with her. Face her across the microphone, the crowd fading out until it was just her and me and a melody.

      My heart beat quickly as I tapped to her page, and even faster when I saw her face.

      Des De Leon was one of a kind, that was for certain. Her lips caught my attention first. Full and painted with bright red lipstick that demanded to be noticed. Her eyes were angled, with dark lashes and glittering brown irises. Her high cheekbones made her look regal. And the spark in her smile, the fire she put behind everything she did online... it was... captivating to say the least.

      Her latest video was titled TOO FAT TO BE FAMOUS?

      My stomach hardened to a heavy pit. What was this about?

      I clicked play and watched her come to life.

      “Sorry, guys, but there isn’t a cover today. No, I’m pulling off the cover instead. I’ve hinted that I had a big meeting today. It was with an agent. The same agent representing Jude Santiago.

      “I went into the meeting hoping she would help my dreams come true. What I got instead was a fatphobic rejection saying I didn’t have the ‘look’ to make a real career in music.”

      Her voice shook with anger. With hurt. “But you know what? I’m better off without them. They take people like this...” Her face was replaced by a clip of one of my earlier original songs.

      I remembered how many hours I spent writing it, wondering if people would ever even hear it onstage. Now, a few years later, I could see the flaws in my performance, but there was something so raw about it. So real.

      The clip of me singing ended, and Des said, “They took absolute beauty, pure talent, and turned it into this.”

      My latest music video played on the screen. The video director had girls feeding me grapes from the vine, and I cringed. If she only knew how much I’d gotten them to tone it down from their original vision.

      She came back on screen, shaking her head. “Jude Santiago sold out to put cash in his pockets.”

      I bristled. How could she say that?

      “But I’m not going to do that,” she continued. “If Lizzo can become an icon exactly as she is, then you can bet I’m going to do the same. I don’t care if it takes five years or fifty. When I make it to the top, it’s going to be as me.”

      As she signed off the video, I sat back in my chair, feeling like I’d been sucker-punched. I’d only ever tried to be myself onstage. Being in business with other people required compromise, sure, but I’d always fought for the things that were most important to me. I’d even argued with the label on lyrics the songwriters presented.

      It was hard to be mad at Des though. I imagined her walking into a meeting with my agency, with Batty Natty herself, and being told she was wrong for the business. Not only was Natalie wrong about Des, she was cruel, making the rejection about her weight.

      One of my favorite things about music was the ability to close your eyes and hear the soul of a person through a song. It didn’t matter how someone looked, only how they made you feel.

      I clicked to my own YouTube page. I hadn’t made a video in more than a year, but it was time to change that.
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      I’d been crying ever since I posted the video. First angry tears. Then tears of defeat. For as long as I could remember, I’d wanted to be a singer. I’d even given up going to college so I could stay home and focus on growing my following and hopefully land a record deal.

      But what if Natalie had been right? What if Songbird not wanting me meant no one else would want to work with me either? Had I been foolish to devote all of myself to a dream that didn’t want me?

      A big commotion sounded in the kitchen but was quickly silenced, and I sat up in my bed.

      Crap.

      I’d already told my friends they should come over and celebrate. Well, all of them except Faith, who would have to join via video since she was in DC training for her volunteer assignment in Peru.

      In my mom’s super-loud whisper, I heard her tell the girls about the meeting gone wrong. At least I wouldn’t have to repeat the story again. Saying it out loud just made the horrible truth that much more real.

      The talking quieted, and a knock sounded on my bedroom door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Four of my best friends filed in, concerned and sympathetic expressions on their faces.

      “Des,” Cori said. Her bright red hair was pulled up into a wet bun like she’d just came from working out. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay?” I asked, my voice thick. “It’s been the worst day of my life.”

      Adriel walked around my bed, sitting on one side, while Nadira and Cori sat on the other, surrounding me.

      Nadira reached out, rubbing my knee, her black and white hand standing out against my white sheets. “Your mom told us what happened. That woman sounds evil.”

      Tatiana nodded in agreement.

      I looked up at them. “You want to know the worst part?”

      They were quiet, listening.

      “I really thought I had a chance.” My voice broke on the last word, and I stifled yet another sob.

      Adriel pulled me into a hug, cradling me against her chest. “You do. This just wasn’t the time.”

      My phone began ringing, and I sniffed, “That’s probably Faith.”

      Cori grabbed my phone from my nightstand, answering it, and Faith appeared on the screen.

      “Have you seen it?” Faith asked, her blue eyes wide.

      “Seen what?” I asked.

      “The video!” she cried.

      My eyebrows drew together. “Of course I saw it. I posted it.”

      Faith shook her head, making her loose curls swing about her face. “Des, it’s all over the news... Jude made a response.”

      I snapped up to a sitting position. “No way.”

      Faith said, “Go look at it!”

      My friends made space as I climbed out from under my crumpled blankets and grabbed my laptop from my desk. As soon as I opened it, my YouTube screen came to life, and I covered my mouth. I had more notifications than I’d ever had before. But instead of checking them, I searched Jude Santiago. A new video was at the top of his channel.

      As soon as I clicked it, he appeared on the screen. He was dressed casually, his dark hair damp, but he still looked like a million dollars. I spent far too much time taking in the intricate shape of his cheekbones, following the curve of his lips.

      And now... he was speaking to me, with my friends gathered around watching.

      “This video is for Desirae De Leon.” He tilted his head to the side, his smile both charming and subdued. “I heard you loud and clear.”

      My cheeks immediately warmed. I had called him a sellout to a hundred thousand followers... even if it was true.

      “This is a tough business, but it doesn’t have to be cruel. I think you know, the fans know, and I definitely know that quality music is what matters most. So I have a proposition for you.”

      My lips parted. What was I hearing right now?

      “Meteor recently dropped out of the Summer of Santiago Tour. And that means we need an opening act. The tour bus leaves in a week. I hope you’ll be on it.”

      His earnest smile lit the screen just as surely as the light coming through his bedroom window. He looked away from the screen for a moment and then back. It was almost as though his green eyes were staring straight into mine.

      “Oh, and for the record,” he added, “I’m not a sellout. Once you come on tour with me, you’ll see. If you still think I’m a sellout by the end, it’ll be my last tour.” He kissed his hand and waved at the screen. “You have an email in your inbox to set up the details, Desirae De Leon. I hope to hear from you soon.”

      Squealing erupted from around me.

      Cori shook my shoulders, yelling, “JUDE FREAKING SANTIOGO INVITED YOU ON TOUR!”

      Faith clapped her hands together. “You HAVE to go!”

      Adriel nodded, her smile wide. “This is your big break!”

      Nadira smirked. “And a chance to crush the competition.”

      I shook my head, blinking. “Why would he do that?”

      “Who cares!” Tatiana said. “This is huge! Do you know how many people you’ll be singing in front of?”

      “But the agent—” I began.

      Adriel cut me off. “Who cares about one person’s stupid opinion? Galina had worked with me for eight years and still thought I wasn’t good enough. But look what I got.” She smiled. “I’m going to Juilliard.”

      “Exactly,” Cori said. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this, but the only opinion that matters is yours.”

      Nadira lifted an eyebrow. “Where’s Miss Confident with her cherry lips and self-love mantras? Huh?”

      I shook my head, the reality of the situation sinking in. “I’m going on tour with Jude Santiago.”

      They cheered.

      Then I remembered one hitch. “If my parents agree...”

      “Desirae Delante De Leon Desantis!” Mom called from outside my room.

      I shut my laptop and looked at my friends. “Looks like we’re about to find out.”

      “Now!” Mom yelled.

      I got off my bed and walked to the door, wiping my face. I knew I looked like an absolute mess, but the longer I chewed over the idea of going on tour with Jude, singing in front of all his fans... the more I knew I had to go.

      I walked through the door to see her arms folded over her chest, her foot propped out, ready to begin angry tapping at any minute. Speaking to my friends first, she said, “Sorry, girls, you’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

      They gave me hugs and promised to call me, then as soon as they were out the front door, Mom spoke quickly in Spanish. “Why did you create that mean video? Matilda called me and said it’s all over the news!”

      “I...” It was the last thing I’d expected her to yell about. “I was angry.”

      She shook her head. “He did nothing to you. It was that horrible woman. And now he wants you to go on tour with him? Is he okay in the head?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, “but isn’t this amazing? I could have a chance to see what it’s like to go on tour and perform! Maybe I’ll even get picked up by a different agency!”

      She pressed her lips together. “I don’t know, Des. It’s fishy to me. And I won’t be able to come with you—I still need to watch your siblings, and your father needs to work.”

      “I’m eighteen, remember? I can go on my own. What would you have done if Natalie would have picked me up anyway?”

      “This kind of thing usually takes time, honey. I didn’t think you’d sign and immediately be traveling around the country without me. I thought there would be time to prepare. To find a way to protect you.”

      “Protect me? What do I need protecting from?”

      She unfolded her arms and put them on my shoulders. “Boys who have more power than you, for one. What if he tries something? You’ll be alone with no one on your side.”

      The front door opened, and Dad came inside, pulling his tie over his head. He’d been in meetings a lot this week, looking to invest in other inventions like the food production piece he’d patented well before I was born.

      Reading the room, he backed up slightly. “What did I just walk into? And where are the other children?”

      Mom rattled off her list. “Diego’s in his room, Mateo and Adelita are at the Watsons, Marisol is with the Ragnors, and Marco is making a ‘creation’ in the garage.”

      Dad nodded. “I’ll be out there.”

      “Wait a minute,” Mom said, looking to me. “We have a lot of catching up to do.” She filled him in on the meeting—emphasis on horrible woman—my video and Jude’s response.

      Dad scrubbed his face, like all the news had come too fast, and sat at the expansive kitchen island. “That’s a lot.”

      Mom nodded. “And Des wants to go on tour with this stranger.”

      “He’s not a stranger,” I said. “I know his favorite color, and I listened to all his songs, even before he was famous.”

      She gave me a look. “That’s not the same thing as knowing a person. What if you get on the road and he makes a move on you? Huh? What if his manager is just as cruel as that woman? What if you’re attacked by one of the Fantiagos?”

      I cringed. I hadn’t even thought about how mad his crazy obsessed fan club would be about me riding on a tour bus with him.

      “So the issue is,” Dad said, “that you don’t want her going alone?”

      “Exactly,” Mom said.

      “And we can’t go with her,” Dad said. “We need to watch the younger kids, and I can’t be away from work right now...”

      My heart clenched on itself. Was I really this close to my dreams and my parents weren’t jumping up and down for joy? There had to be something we could do.

      From behind me, my brother Diego said, “I can go.”

      I turned to see him casually walking up the stairs. “What?”

      “I was coming up for some cake, and I heard the last part...”

      At the word cake, Mom jumped and rushed to the oven. She pulled out the pan, setting it on the counter. “That was a close one.”

      I eyed the cake for a moment—it did smell amazing. But was Diego really offering to give up his summer to babysit me? And how did I feel about being chaperoned by my little brother?

      Dad nodded slowly. “This could be good. A chance for Diego to see more of the world before he graduates next year. And Des would have someone in her corner.”

      “Why would you want to be on a tour bus all summer?” I asked him. It wasn’t that I disliked Diego; we were just different. He spent all of his time outside on a surfboard. Never went to parties or really even hung out with girls. “You’re going to miss out on so much surfing time.”

      He shrugged. “The ocean will always be there. This tour’s only for a summer.”

      If this was my chance, I would take it. I looked between Mom and Dad. “So?”

      Mom slowly broke a smile. “Tell Jude you’re going.”
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      Natalie came into my house at suppertime without bothering to knock, followed by my publicist, Samantha. Their high heels clacked angrily over the stone tile as they walked into the dining room. “That was some stunt you pulled,” Natalie snapped at me.

      Samantha grinned. “But it worked.”

      Dad wiped his mouth with a napkin, seeming just as stunned as I was. “Excuse me?”

      Samantha grinned, making the differences between her and Natalie that much more apparent. While Natalie was tall and commanding, Samantha was approachable and always had a hint of a smile in her blue eyes with creases around the corners.

      “Not only did Jude help Songbird’s reputation,” Samantha said, “but his popularity has gone through the roof. ‘Carry Your Books’ has moved to the number-one spot in the charts. It was at twenty this morning! And you should see the way girls are talking about him now.”

      Natalie sat at an open seat and drawled, “Chubby girls everywhere are now wondering if they’re his type.”

      Through clenched teeth, I said, “Enough with the fat shaming, Natalie. I did it because it was the right thing to do. Not that you’d be familiar with ethical conduct.” Not to mention, Des De Leon was exactly my type.

      Natalie rolled her eyes. “It’s caused quite a bit of extra work for us.”

      “Worth it,” Samantha said, sitting opposite Natalie. “Des riding on the bus with you? Genius. The press will eat that up.”

      “As long as Desirae doesn’t eat it first,” Natalie snorted.

      “Natalie,” I snapped. “Enough with the fat shaming.”

      The coldness in my voice must have shaken her because she was actually quiet for a moment. Then her eyes narrowed, and she said, “I think you’re forgetting the person who made you a star.”

      “My fans did that,” I replied. “And I won’t be bringing Des on tour if she’s going to be treated this way by you the entire time.”

      Samantha said, “Natalie, please behave yourself. For the sake of all our paychecks.”

      Natalie put her hands in the air as if surrendering. “Fine. I’ll do better. Cross my heart.”

      There was a touch of sarcasm, but I’d take it. At this point, I’d do just about anything to have Des on tour with me. To hear her voice every night before I went onstage, and not just through my earbuds.

      My email notification went off, and I hurriedly looked at my phone. One new email from Des De Leon.

      

      
        
        Dear Jude,

      

        

      
        Thank you for your offer. I would be happy to accept, with one condition. My younger brother comes with us. He’s seventeen, and you’ll hardly notice he’s there.

      

        

      
        Do we have a deal?

      

        

      
        Des

      

      

      Before even checking with Dad or Natalie, I typed back a response.

      

      Deal. My manager will get details to you shortly. See you Monday. :)

      

      “So?” Dad asked. Everyone was watching me now.

      I couldn’t help my grin. “She’s in. And her brother’s coming too.”

      Dad rubbed his face while Natalie said, “What? This isn’t a family vacation; it’s a music tour.”

      I shrugged. “We have an extra bunk in the back of the bus. I don’t really see why not.”

      Samantha shrugged. “Family bonds is always a good angle.”

      Natalie narrowed her gaze and pointed her finger at me. “This better be the best tour of your life. Any more difficulty with you and you’ll be on the street in two seconds flat.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “I’d be careful if you want your contract renewed.”

      She laughed sardonically. “You’re talking big now, but have you ever heard how things work out for child stars? Everyone’s just waiting for you to mess up. And when you do, it won’t even come as a surprise.” With that, she turned and left our house, the door slamming behind her.

      I turned to Dad and Samantha, demanding an explanation. Why would my own father let her talk to me like that?

      “She’s just fired up,” he explained. “She cares about her work, and she’s used to dealing with flaky artists.”

      “You’re excusing her?”

      Samantha frowned. “She’s probably overwhelmed, and I’m sure the other partners at Songbird aren’t thrilled with the bad press today.”

      Dad nodded. “See it from her side, Jude. She’s got an entire company’s reputation on the line, and what? It’s resting in the hands of some nineteen-year-old kid?”

      I grit my teeth. I hated that he referred to me as if I were a child. I’d been on tours with performances every single night, meeting thousands of fans after singing and dancing for hours. I put in more hours than most people worked, and it took so much out of me. But they treated my work like it was nothing. Like I was nothing more than an ATM to pump out money for them.

      Instead of arguing with my dad, I grabbed my keys and walked out the door.

      “Where are you going?” Dad called after me.

      “Out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The dumb thing about leaving my house was that I had nowhere to go. We lived in Beverly Hills, hours away from the small Arizona town where I grew up. My old friends got weird when I became famous, and my new “friends” were more like business acquaintances than anyone I could really connect with or confide in. Everyone had an angle here. Or maybe they were just more up front about it than the people in my hometown had been.

      I loved singing, loved performing, but sometimes I missed my old life—going out to eat or to the mall without being seen and chased by one of the Fantiagos.

      Maybe it was nostalgia or maybe just pure stupidity, but I decided to go to a movie like I would have done back home. I pulled off alongside the road, put on a hoodie from my backseat, a baseball cap, and sunglasses, then drove the rest of the way to the movie theatre.

      It was later in the evening now, so the dark sky and movie theatre should be good enough to shield me from being noticed. I knew I looked ridiculous, and the glances I got from the ticket register workers only confirmed that fact.

      Still, I got inside, sat in the back of the theater and watched my movie in peace. It was strangely liberating just to be a normal guy for a while... That was, until I walked out of the movie theatre to flashing cameras.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Six

          

          
            Des

          

        

      

    

    
      This might have been the biggest barbecue my parents had thrown yet. All of our family who lived locally and almost all our friends were on our private stretch of beach, singing, dancing, talking, and eating the best barbacoa Dad had ever made.

      News had spread quickly about my impending tour with Jude, and everyone wanted to celebrate. Which my family did well.

      Dad kept telling anyone who would listen that I was going to be bigger than Selena. (As if.) Mom and all her friends talked about how happy they were to see a curvy Latina getting time in the spotlight. And of course all my cousins wanted me to remember them when I made it big.

      After dancing with one of my uncles, I sat in a chair around the fire with Cori, Adriel, Nadira, and Tatiana. I wished Faith could have been here too, but she was already in DC living her happily ever after with a real life prince charming.

      Adriel handed me a can of soda. “I didn’t know you could dance like that!”

      I snapped my fingers. “I’ve been training my whole life. And our school doesn’t exactly have a lot of Latin dancers.”

      Nadira, one of the few other people of color at Emerson Academy, smirked. “Or much of anyone who’s not white.”

      I hoped that would change with time. “What am I going to do without you girls for the next three months?” I didn’t even want to think about what would happen when I returned from the tour. The way it was scheduled, they’d all be ready to leave for college when I got back.

      Cori gave me a look. “What are you going to do? Fall in love with Jude and become the next major pop duo, that’s what!”

      Tatiana nodded. “I could totally see you two making headlines.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “I just broke up with Devon like two weeks ago. No one said anything about falling in love.”

      “Except for me,” she teased.

      Adriel raised her hand. “And me.”

      Nadira grinned. “Me too.”

      “Not you!” I said to Nadira. “You’re supposed to be the cynic!”

      She shrugged, sucking her teeth. “Guess I’m a changed woman now, thanks to the soldier.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I shook my head. “Well, here’s to hoping Jude makes me a changed woman. Wink, wink.”

      Adriel snorted, nearly spilling her soda, and I laughed out loud.

      Cori patted Adriel’s shoulder. “You’ll get used to the innuendos... eventually.”

      Nadira shook her head. “I’m still not used to it.”

      Cori had been my friend for as long as I could remember, and Nadira had been my friend since she moved to Emerson in middle school. Adriel and I had gotten closer this year, but it still felt like forever. “It’s going to be so weird being around guys all the time.”

      “Who’s riding with you on the bus?” Adriel asked.

      I ticked off my fingers. “Jude’s dad, who’s also his manager, Jude, of course, his bodyguard, the driver, then Diego and me. And they have an assistant who will be at the shows and be my ‘mentor’, but I don’t even know if that will be a girl or not. I like guys but... I need my girl time.”

      Cori waved her hand. “You’ll have them eating out of the palm of your hand in no time.”

      “Exactly,” Adriel said. “And if you need some girl talk, we’re just a phone call away.”

      Just then, my phone began ringing, and the girls around me laughed, their eyes dancing with humor and the light of the fire. I pulled out my cell and saw a video call from Faith. I swiped it open, saying, “Hey, girl, hey!”

      “Des! Have you seen the news?”

      “No, why? Is everything okay?” Last time she’d called like this, I was finding out my video had gone viral.

      “Go to the TellAll app. They’re interviewing Jude.”

      “Okay, talk to you soon.” I hung up and tapped through to the news app that reported on younger celebrities. At the very top was a live video of Jude Santiago. He was dressed in a hoodie and a ball cap, and I felt for him because he clearly hadn’t wanted to be seen.

      “Jude,” one woman said, jabbing a microphone in his face. “Is it true you’re bringing your girlfriend on tour?”

      “Jude,” a man called, “is this all a publicity stunt to save face?”

      Yet another reporter yelled, “Jude! Are you using her to promote your next album?”

      Jude held up his hands, silencing the crowd. It was amazing, the way he drew command just with a wave of his fingers. I had so much to learn from him.

      With a winning smile, he said, “Desirae has a stunning voice and a smile that’s just as beautiful. I’m honored she accepted my offer to come on tour with me. We’re going to have a great three months.”

      Just then, mall security surrounded Jude and helped him make his exit. The screen cut to a reporter commenting on the story while my friends were doing the same.

      Tatiana hit my shoulder. “Did you hear him say your smile is stunning?”

      I rolled my eyes. “He has to say that. It’s obviously a PR move. I wouldn’t be surprised if Songbird told him to be complimentary. Either way, I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “What does that even mean?” Nadira asked.

      “Heck if I know,” I said.

      “Actually,” Cori replied, “it’s a way to tell how old and healthy a horse is. If they’re missing teeth, they’re not likely to live as long.” When we looked at her in shock, she said, “What? My sister’s boyfriend is a cowboy! We talk sometimes.”

      “Either way,” I said, “I’m going to prove la bruja wrong.” I grinned. “And when I’m rich and famous, I’m flying you all right back here to Waldo’s Diner, so we can celebrate.”
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      The next day, I had an appointment with Jude’s publicist and costume designer to select a wardrobe for the upcoming shows. On the ninety-day tour, we were to perform eighty times, which seemed insane but also exciting.

      That meant eighty towns, eighty stadiums full of fans, and eighty outfits good enough to be on Jude Santiago’s stage. I couldn’t wait.

      My mom dropped the younger kids off with a cousin because there was no way she’d let me walk into a business meeting alone. Not after what happened with Natalie. No matter how many times I told her I’d be fine.

      And this time, she put on her power outfit—a black tailored dress with black spiky heels, a bright red lip, and hair perfectly curled in loose waves. That look turned her from my sweet, tres-leche-making mama to a baddie in two seconds flat. When she walked up to our school in that outfit, Headmaster Bradford shook in his italian leather shoes.

      I put in the address Jude’s publicist sent me, and we drove the hour to LA from our home. Eventually, I found myself in a set of corporate offices. It was a tall building, not too different from the one Songbird Agency was in, with massive reflective windows stretching all the way to the sky. When we walked inside, there were security guards in front of the elevators.

      I cleared my throat, pretending I was confident even though this was totally new territory. “Desirae De Leon. We’re here to meet with Samantha Stone PR.”

      “Of course,” the guard said, waving us past. “Floor twenty-four.”

      We got on the elevator with several other people and pushed the button. I could see some of the guys in suits checking out my mom, and I wanted to punch them all. She was my mom, not to mention married!

      Mom nudged my arm. “No thirteenth floor. That’s a good sign.”

      I smiled, laughing quietly. “You’re so superstitious.”

      On my right, the same middle-aged guy who’d been ogling my mom said, “Most buildings leave it off so people feel safer.”

      The elevator pinged the twenty-fourth floor, and the doors opened to a posh reception area. I took it in with stars in my eyes. Everything was sleek and shiny and glamorous. It felt right—like I was exactly where I belonged. And this time, I knew Natalie wouldn’t take it all away.

      The receptionist held up a finger, talking into her earpiece. When she said goodbye, she gave my mom and me an apologetic smile. “Some people won’t stop talking. Let me give Samantha a call. She’s excited to meet you.”
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