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SU-PER-STAR... SU-PER-STAR... SU-PER-STAR... 



A sea of ecstatic fans filled the seats of Madison Square Garden. Joshua Clark blended in with the musicians assembled onstage. The session band assumed he was part of the rented orchestra, while the orchestra members believed he was with the band. Either way, no one questioned his presence.

Staff members moved in and out of the VIP section. A couple of seats remained available. Just minutes before the concert began, he slipped into one, pulling a stenography pad from beneath his navy blazer. A pen was always secured within its spiraled wire hinge. Inside the small logbook—his most prized possession—were his latest poems.

The crowd’s energy inspired another masterpiece.

He entered his private world and wrote profusely as their chanting continued.


Millions adore me.

They scream out my name.

But all the while,

i question my fame.

i am an idol

Adored by many.

i count my riches

Right down to the penny.

But i’m all alone

When the night falls.

i start to cry

When loneliness calls.

i’m only human!

Can’t they all see?

When i look up at the stars,

They have more meaning than me.

Stars give us light

When we’ve lost our way.

Can i say the same

When i’m so far astray?

And when i die,

What will it all mean?

i am a superstar.

How strange it all seems.



The concert neared its final stretch. An attendant handed the singer a glass of water and a towel to dry herself. After three consecutive numbers, she took a brief moment to rejuvenate.

Delores Aponte had the crowd in an uproar. Proudly surveying the chanting masses, she shaded her eyes with her hand. A full house.

Superstar was her latest release, still at the top of the charts in the States and abroad. The striking Afro-Cubana had given the popular anthem her own bossa nova flair. She would return to center stage in a stunning white sequined gown to perform it.

Suddenly, the stage lights dimmed. A spotlight beamed down on Delores and Julio, her Cuban tres player, seated beside her on a stool. The orchestra struck up, honoring the audience’s request.

Joshua was nearly deafened by the cheers. The faint lighting made further writing impossible, so he sat back, surrendering to the moment.

Delores kissed the guitarist tenderly, sending her romantic fans into a frenzy. Laughing at their playful antics, she continued scanning the multitude of faces surrounding her.

A variety entertainer with roots in Philadelphia, Delores had a devoted audience—largely black and Latino, with a sprinkling of white fans. Born in Santiago, she had lived in the States since Batista’s ousting. The songstress performed effortlessly in English and Spanish, with the crowd singing along. 

“My babies!” she proclaimed then blew them all a giant kiss.

Joshua smiled admirably at his dream girl, closing his pad and tucking it back inside his jacket. Her hair, pinned in a flawless upsweep, framed her face elegantly—but he preferred it down. It nearly reached her hips, soft and fluffy to the touch, at least in his imagination.

He had tried relentlessly to get close enough to touch her, just to prove she was real. She seemed almost too perfect—never a single hair out of place. If he could just touch her, he thought, he’d be alright. Only then would his crazed fixation with The Superstar fade.

Joshua's blood raced through him as she drew out the first two words of the song.


LOOOOOONG A-goooooo...



Her contralto phrasing was as meticulous as her appearance, each note sculpted with precision. Critics in both the American and European press had sworn that the Carpenters’ original couldn’t hold a candle to Aponte’s Latin-flavored jazz rendition.

Her latest album sleeve declared she possessed Phyllis Hyman’s sultriness, Nancy Wilson’s passion, and Sarah Vaughan’s sass—all woven into one dynamic voice.

The audience sat mesmerized, mouthing every lyric. She had them spellbound, easing into Spanish as she grew emotionally charged.

Superstar was her masterpiece—her grand overture. Every concert since its release had culminated with this song. The single had sold well over a million copies, largely among the Latin diaspora.

Sales soared when the singer’s publicist announced her possible retirement. She’d been in show business since her teens and longed for a break. Tonight was supposed to be her farewell performance. But as she scanned the crowd, excitement flooded through her all over again. The sheer energy of the audience made her reconsider. She’d been in Paris promoting her album. Her plane touched down just in time for the Madison show.

*******
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JOSHUA’S ATTENTION was drawn to the sudden flurry of movement—policemen and sharply dressed Fruit of Islam brothers swarming around the stage. He smiled mischievously, rising slowly to his feet, blending in with the entourage of badge-wearing journalists waiting to interview The Superstar.

He moved casually through the noisy crowd, easing toward the green room—until he spotted Max.

Aponte’s personal bodyguard stood like a human fortress. The man made two of him.

Max took his job seriously. Any stranger without a valid reason for approaching Delores faced his wrath. Joshua knew this firsthand—he’d been roughly handled on more than one occasion. There was no doubt that the bald brute had his face memorized.

Max had sworn to turn him inside out the next time he caught him backstage without a pass, and Joshua had no reason to doubt his word.

Instead, Joshua lingered near the journalists, flirting playfully with the young female reporters, keeping one eye on Max’s position. The bodyguard liked to roam, surveying the faces, deciding who belonged and who didn’t. Maybe next time, Joshua thought, he’d take a chance.

Then, something odd caught his eye. A tall, bespectacled priest moved gracefully through the crowd, his long beard framing his solemn face. He was sporting a mandarin collar clerical shirt with matching slacks and oxfords—a pectoral cross around his neck. Somehow, he’d obtained a pass and wore it as well. The brother looked completely out of place at a rock concert. Joshua wondered what his story was as the cleric stopped before Max and exchanged a soul shake.

A brief exchange. A loud burst of laughter.

Then, to Joshua’s surprise, Max opened the door for him.

The stalwart sentry closed the cleric inside, then resumed his daunting watch.

*******
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NEAR THE VERY END, Aponte had the crowd in a frenzy, stripping away the skirt of her dress to reveal the shimmering gold ensemble beneath. Her dazzling legs sparkled under the lights as she moved, igniting the audience. They abandoned their seats and danced to her sultry rendition of That's The Way I Like It.

She delivered an electrifying, tightly choreographed routine with her entourage of similarly clad, multi-ethnic men. Then, breaking away from them, she took over for the drummer, stunning the crowd with her skill. The audience erupted in wild cheers. Laughing, the Superstar danced back to her microphone, dismounting it as she reclaimed center stage. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, dancers spinning all around her, “thank you ever so much for your love and support through the years.  I have performed for audiences all over the world, and I have had an awesome time doing what I love to do. I wish you all continued love, peace, and happiness. Hasta luego, my babies! God bless you.”

She curtsied, arms outstretched, then blew kisses to the audience as countless single red roses rained onto the stage.

A number of uniformed policemen held back the crowd as the Fruit of Islam brothers lifted Delores high above their heads, carrying her effortlessly toward the green room. A multitude of flashbulbs lit the way, their rapid bursts illuminating the chaos.

The press bombarded her with questions, voices overlapping, desperate for a word from The Superstar.

Amid the frenzy, Mustafa, head of the pious security team, stopped mid-center and raised his hands for silence, commanding the journalists’ attention just as his men set Aponte down before her dressing room door.

“Miss Aponte will take your questions as soon as she’s had time to collect herself,” he assured them.

Mustafa was tall, bearded, and heavy-set, his upbeat disposition a sharp contrast to the ever-serious Max.

He made his way back to Delores, stepping into the room behind her. Max closed the door, watching as The Superstar let out an ecstatic holler, jumping at the first sight of the priest.

The minister laughed warmly, finally embracing her.

“Jesse, is this really you?” she squealed.

“In the flesh, Superstar,” the minister assured her, holding her back at arm’s length, inspecting her with quiet reverence.

Suddenly, Delores was too choked up to speak. Tears streamed freely as her fingers traced his face, pressing against his skin as though to confirm he was real.

Jesse gently caught her trembling hands, kissing them.

“Jesse, the last thing I recall is you joining the Jesus Movement out West.”

“Yeah, well my time across the border changed all that— such poverty I’d never seen! I got serious and entered divinity school after that. It still amazes me how their conviction could be so strong.”

He led her toward her seat before the dresser, guiding her to rest. Yet she barely blinked, fixated on his face, as if he were a ghost.

Jesse kneeled before her, offering a patient smile.

“Jesse, you’re a priest now!”

He shrugged, his expression gentle.

“I had to answer the call, Delores,” he said. “I’ve followed all the hoopla about your farewell show at Madison. Honey, I just had to come and see you.”

She smiled through her tears, shaking her head as her mascara streaked freely.

“Jesse!” she whispered. Her fingers brushed against his beard, tracing the edges of his vestments, studying him like an artifact from another life. “It’s wonderful to see a familiar face.”

Her voice wavered.

“Did you hear about Mama and Papi?”

Jesse nodded somberly.

He had been a guest in the Aponte household countless times, breaking bread with them, listening to Papi’s quiet wisdom, his words wrapped in fatherly advice.

Despite being adopted into privilege, Jesse had often felt out of place—an outsider in his own home.

When his family moved to Overbrook, Delores became his friend. The Apontes made him feel like he belonged.

Jesse exhaled, his voice low and reverent.

“May God have mercy upon their souls.”

She swallowed hard, forcing herself to speak.

“Papi was heartbroken when we lost Mama. He didn’t last more than a year—died in his sleep.” She exhaled, pushing through her grief. “It was a lot, but life goes on. My agent booked me for Madison right after my last album dropped. Who knew it would be such a hit?”

She was trying to be strong—but failing. Jesse anticipated the collapse before it happened.

Then, suddenly, Delores broke. She threw her arms around his neck and bellowed.

The minister rocked her gently, holding her as her grief spilled over.

Mustafa, ever protective, took a step forward—but hesitated. He locked eyes with Jesse, debating whether to intervene or hold back.

Jesse whispered, “Keep the faith, Delores. There is a world to come. God has taken something very dear from you, but you’re on the verge of a remarkable transformation.”

He kissed her forehead as she clung to him.

Mustafa watched closely, unease creeping in. He’d seen countless “old friends” return to Delores over the years—always with tough-luck stories, empty pockets, and longing eyes. But none had gone so far as to pose as a man of God. Delores gave freely, never questioning a single one.

Jesse finally let her go, a quiet satisfaction settling in his gaze. "I brought you something," he said, producing a necklace from his shirt pocket and fastening it around her neck.

She lifted the pendant in her hand—a beautiful sterling silver cross with a blazing sun at its center.

He smiled warmly as she studied it in awe.

"Honey, this looks priceless!" she gasped. "I can’t accept this."

“You’re priceless to me, Delores.” Jesse’s voice softened. “You’re one of my oldest, dearest friends—always encouraging me to keep going. Take this as a covenant of our friendship. And promise me—when you set foot in Philadelphia, you’ll come see me.”

Delores blinked back tears, watching him closely, listening to his words.

“I’ve founded a church in town,” he continued. “Our Lord has a mighty plan for you, sis —you’ll be returning home to help me establish it. I received the revelation in a dream.”

Behind her, Mustafa smiled knowingly, nodding to himself. From the start, he had assumed the “joker” was just another hustler, eager to capitalize on her fame and wealth to bankroll his church scheme. But as always, Delores ignored his skepticism, glancing back at him as she wiped her face dry. 

“Mustafa, this is Jesse Heath,” she explained, sniffling back her tears. “He’s a childhood friend of mine from Philly. Write his information down, precious, will you?”

Mustafa sighed, shaking his head as he retrieved a pad and pen.

His concentration was shattered when the door barged open—Max stormed in, gripping Joshua by the neck.

“Delores, whatchu want me to do with this lil’ punk?” Max scoffed.

Delores’s eyes widened.

“Joshua?” she exclaimed, looking him up and down.

Joshua frowned, shifting uneasily in Max’s hold.

“How you know my name?” he asked in a hushed tone.

Delores folded her arms.

“Well, we usually make it our business to find out everything we can about stalkers after the second attempt to sneak backstage. Remember the Spectrum? Honey, what on earth are you doing in New York?”

Joshua shifted uncomfortably.

“I caught the train to see your show.”

Delores’s expression softened, though just a little.

“But you’re just a kid. You traveled alone?”

Joshua shook his head quickly, his nerves betraying him.

“Miss, please don’t call the police. My Mama gon’ kill me if she gotta bail me out. I ain’t never been to jail before.”

Delores tilted her head, amused.

“Hmm. Perhaps you should have thought about that before your little excursion,” she said. “I think that’s just what we’ll do—call your mother!”
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