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CHAPTER 1
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“I am destined to be a star.”


I shove my big blond curls into a tattered scrunchie and stare at the determined girl in the mirror. I exhale, narrowing my eyes at the chalky green mask on my very beige skin. I can still see the dotty freckles hanging out around my nose. I lower the volume on the radio and repeat the affirmation, only louder this time.


“I am DESTINED to be a STAR.”


I pick at the clay on my dimpled chin before taking a step back to square my shoulders in the mirror. Running through the vocal scales, exercising my larynx, I tighten my core, then hit that tricky high note like my bestie in my mind, Ariana Grande. Then, for good luck, I repeat one last time, “I AM DESTINED—”


“Boogie! Get in the shower,” Mom howls at me from the bottom of the stairs. “Manifest your dreams after you eat your waffles.”


She doesn’t get it; she’s already a star. But I keep explaining to her that it’s my time to shine. I’m twelve and anxious to follow in her footsteps, for crying out loud. I mean, c’mon, I’m only the best singer in Santa Monica under twenty. My mom is way over twenty, so she doesn’t count, but my time is now! It’s in my genes, threaded into my DNA, bursting at the seams.


I take another deep breath and repeat my truth. “I am already a star. The world just needs to hurry and catch up.” Okay, so maybe I remixed the affirming words a little, but today’s vibe is all about making magic happen.


I shake the tension from my shoulders and lean closer to the mirror. I point my blingy press-on nails at my face that’s feeling tighter by the second and sing my scales again. I grab my hairbrush and belt out three different harmonies spanning the octave.


“LYRIC WHITNEY HOUSTON DARBY!”


I crack open the door, careful not to let the steam escape. It’s my secret sauce, the other part of my skin hack that keeps my pores perfect. “You can’t rush the pretty, Mom!”


“I have to be at the studio in twenty minutes. If you’re not downstairs, you can walk all that pretty to school by yourself.”


I blast the radio that’s been looping commercials about the new Parker Hotel around the corner. “Ugh!” I sigh, hopping into the shower and grabbing my exfoliating loofah. “Come on already! Make the big announcement!”


And just as I’m hitting my armpits with the world’s sweetest lavender wash, it happens. Right then. Right there.


“Boogie!”


“It’s happening, Mom! It’s actually happening!”


I slip and slide around the bathtub before almost ripping the shower curtain apart. Fumbling with the volume on the radio, I scream, just as the morning DJ explains it all.


“That’s right, Los Angeles, you heard me. Everyone’s favorite TV show, American Rockstar, is finally coming to LA to find the newest, hottest, biggest voice! We all know that LA singers have the pipes to blow every other city out of the water. So, if you’re at least twelve years old with industry experience, come on down to the Pier in Santa Monica next Saturday and see if you’ve got what it takes to be the next American Rockstar.”


I grab my towel and race from the bathroom, soap suds flying into the ceiling fan, and bolt downstairs to the kitchen.


“Mom! Mom!” I yell at her, trying to catch my breath. “It’s happening. It’s finally my turn.”


“Boogie, what are you talking about now? I have to leave the house in ten and you have soap in your nostrils.”


“Rockstar, Mom! It’s coming to Santa Monica, and this year I’m old enough to compete for the big singing contract. A real live record deal. For me.”


Mom slides her arms into her pink-and-gold sequined jacket. I’ve been eyeing it for two whole months. Then she whirls her arms around her long, coily hair. “Not that God-awful TV show that exploits all those young kids and puts them in contracts that last until way after they’re dead and buried.”


“Mommmmmm! Très harsh. And so not true.”


“I’m sorry, Boogie; I know you’ve had your heart set on being on that show since you were seven, but it’s just not the best thing for you.” She kisses my cheek and rubs it in with her thumb. “Mommy knows what’s best for you and your career.”


“But I don’t haaavvve a career,” I huff back at her, pulling the towel up to my collarbone as a tiny puddle of swampy suds forms around my feet. “At least this way, I can finally start one. It would be in front of millions of people who’d surely fall in love with me. I mean, look at me.” I twirl in front of the refrigerator and pucker into a series of red-carpet smooches. “I’m already a total star. The world just doesn’t know it yet.”


“Yes, Boogie, you are. But we’ve talked about this. American Rockstar is not the smartest way to launch your magnificent voice into the world. I have a different plan for my sweet, spunky, talented girl.”


“But you always say that. When is this life-changing plan going to start?”


“You have to be patient, honey. These things take time and very careful planning. You need the right agent. And manager. And publicist. And—” She shrugs into a sigh. “Besides, I thought you were going to do your first musical this year. What are they doing again?” I watch Mom fold her arms over her slouchy graphic tee and bite into her lip. “Annie? Bye Bye Birdie? Oh no, wait… it’s Godspell, right?”


I bite into my lip, too, but instead of crossing my arms to mirror hers, I shove my hands into my hips and grunt, “The Wiz! Who cares about Emerald City when the Pier will be calling my name on Saturday?!”


Mom pushes a plate of cold waffles and runny eggs at me. “Here, Boogie. Eat. And why aren’t you losing your marbles over The Wiz? It produced ‘Home,’ our signature song.”


“But it isn’t American Rockstar. And besides, I can sing our signature song for the producers at auditions next Saturday.”


“Sorry, Lyric; the answer is no. Now, I have to dash, and you need food to get you through your manic Monday.” She grabs her oversize sunnies and designer backpack and heads for the front door.


“Uh, Mom, aren’t you forgetting something?” I close my eyes and tilt my head for her legendary sugar.


“Yes, of course. What was I thinking?” She doubles back, taking her thermos from the kitchen island, and hightails it toward the front door. “What would I do without you?”


“Are you kidding me?!” I yell into the air, hopping onto the island to get a good look at the woman who normally makes me happier than any other human on the planet. This morning, however, is definitely an exception. Still, I need a few Jade Darby smooches to get this already disappointing day started.


“Now you know I’m only teasing you.” She dances back to me and slobbers my whole face with her delightfully wet kisses. Then she breaks into our signature song.
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And right on cue, I join her.




Where there’s love overflowing.





“You two should really record an album,” my dad says, rushing into the kitchen to join us. He takes a bite of my greenish-yellow eggs. Then, on second thought, he spits them out into the trash can at the end of the island. He hides his very blue eyes and makes the quintessential ick face.


“Elvis!”


Very little gets past Mom. Over the years, Dad has learned to pretend that her cooking is top-notch. Still, the two of us know Mom could easily be cast on one of those shows about horrible cooks. She’d win, too. A total shoo-in. But let’s be honest, with her hypnotic voice, she doesn’t need to know how to throw down in the kitchen. Period.


“Is that duet album in the works yet?” Dad kisses my forehead and squeezes my cheeks. I watch as he beams with dad-pride and tugs on his salt-and-pepper goatee.


“Oh, Elvis, you’ve been saying that since we brought her home from the hospital and she screamed her head off for three whole weeks.”


“And I still mean it today. I don’t know, Jade, our little one just might have a bigger voice than yours.”


“Well, she got it naturally, that’s for sure,” Mom says, as she sneakily slides around Dad’s butt to peek into the trash can. She pokes him in his ribs when she sees his food splattered over the cereal box, giving Tony the Tiger’s face a pukey green makeover.


Dad forces a ridiculous smile, but Mom just rolls her eyes at him and asks, “Did she tell you that she’s going to showcase that voice on the big stage at Valentine Middle?”


“This year, they’re doing The Wiz,” my aunt Jackie’s voice croaks from behind my dad. We all turn around and watch her, shuffling her pristine slippers into the kitchen, her morning wig tattered around the edges. “Isn’t that what I read in the Santa Monica newspaper?”


“Morning, Auntie,” Mom says to her mother’s oldest sister, who lives with us. Aunt Jackie is hovering somewhere around eighty years old, but she says she lost count “many moons ago.”


“Morning?” Aunt Jackie scoffs, pointing her cane at the wall clock that hasn’t worked in almost a year. “Morning started four hours ago when I got up. It’s almost dinnertime.”


“Aw, Boogie,” Dad gushes, as Aunt Jackie scuffles over to me. She stops to check out the eggs that are stinking up the trash. “You’ll be the best Dorothy Santa Monica has ever seen,” he says.


Aunt Jackie sneaks me a Werther’s candy from her red housecoat and whisper-explains, “You’ll be hungry later.”


“But, Dad,” I say, taking the candy, “I was telling Mom that next Saturday at the Pier, they’re having auditions for—”


“Elvis, we’re going to be late,” Mom interrupts, looping her arm through his. “The band already texted twice.”


Dad high-fives me before turning to Mom with his usual gooey, gross grin. Ugh!


He adores her. Plain and simple. He’s been smitten ever since they summered at music camp in high school. I can’t blame him either. Everything about Mom is epic—minus her cooking. But other than that… fareals EPIC! She recorded an album five years ago and one of the singles, “Paper Cuts,” went platinum. She was on every late-night talk show singing her heart out, and Dad was right there holding her down, playing the drums in their band: Love, Jade. He’s been by her side the last five years while she toured the world singing that chart-topping bop. Some people call her a one-hit wonder, but she gets really annoyed when they do. So I don’t. Unless I’m mad at her for not taking my career seriously.


“See you after school, Boogie. I made sure to schedule our studio time around you this week. I meant what I said about making time for both your little and big moments.”


I can’t hide the grin that’s oozing gratitude all over my uber-tight skin.


She narrows her eyes to show she means serious business. “But don’t you forget to sign up for auditions.”


I cross my fingers behind my back. “For American Rockstar?”


Mom shoots me her best grimace. “Your dad is right; you’ll make a fabulous Dorothy.”


I watch as they walk out the front door, my smile fading into the silence.


But I’m an American Rockstar.
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CHAPTER 2
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Later that morning, I schlep to my locker at school and slurp my venti coffee, feeling the electric energy around me. Usually Mondays at Valentine Middle are pretty mundane, but today the hallway is buzzing about the latest and greatest that’s going down this Thursday.


“Lyric!” Georgia shoves a bunch of gym clothes, a big denim jacket, and four hard textbooks into the locker beside me. I watch her struggle to shut the door. She gives up, and a spiral notebook tumbles out and smushes the top of the cowboy hat on her head. “Where have you been all morning? I was waiting and waiting… and then still waiting for you by the sign-up sheet outside the theater.”


“Take a deep breath and slow down.” I rub her shoulders with my fingertips, but that’s no match for her high-octane enthusiasm right now.


She takes off her cowboy hat, punches out its dents, and then ruffles her matted bangs. “But you don’t understand. I had to sign you up for auditions when I saw her scribble her name first.”


I can feel the tulle ruffles on my midi tutu shifting. “You did what? And who scribbled whose name?” I shake my butt until the tiered ruffles settle into place.


“I started to sign you up for Thursday’s big auditions. And her is the one and only Stormy Jackson. She’s totally trying out for Dorothy, and she already thinks she’s going to get the part. I had to show her that she’s not the only big voice on the West Coast.”


“No worries. I signed you up. But you do know that she’s Michael Jackson’s niece, twice removed, on his mother’s side,” Twinkie explains as she joins us, completely consumed by what’s happening on her phone.


Georgia Reign and Saanvi Patel (aka Twinkie) are a few of my absolute faves from elementary. They’ve been two of the loudest members on my support squad since we were in the third-grade choir. We performed a few songs from Peter Pan. Fact: I completely crushed my Tinkerbell solo. Ever since that showstopping performance, they’ve been rooting for me to blow up and get my own reality show, outfitted with a glam makeup artist and stylist. I keep explaining that I’m already super fly and don’t need a stylist. An agent and a manager, though… yes, please. Sign me up already!


“Wait.” Georgia taps her cowgirl heel into the floor. “Is she really related to the King of Pop, or does she just go around town using that last name to get into concerts?” Then she shrugs. “I guess it doesn’t really matter either way; you’re the real deal, L-Boogie.”


See, that’s what I’m saying. Georgia and Twinkie only want the best for me, just like I want for them. It’s true boomerang love. We make great locker mates and an overall groovy trio, each bringing our own vibe to the middle school party. Twinkie might be textbook, introvert-shy, but she’s a wiz with that pen. The girl can write like nobody’s business. She even won a few competitions for her short stories. Georgia, on the other hand, is an even bigger ham than me. She always says school isn’t really her thing, and if her daily dose of detentions is any indication, she’s right about that—and on track for being awarded the most detentions this whole semester. When she isn’t on punishment (but she always is), she’s auditioning around town for stuff. She has the acting bug. Bad. Good thing, too, because she got kicked out of choir for pulling a legendary prank on Gia Carlyle, one of the not-so-nice girls in elementary. She always said it gave her more time to explore her true love: the stage.


“Stormy even had the nerve to say that she’s entitled to the role of Dorothy because Michael Jackson already played in the TV version like a zilllllion years ago and something about it being her birthright.” Georgia changes the lock on her locker like she does every month. She’s superstitious and more than a little paranoid. “Can you believe that? A total clout chaser.”


“We are nawt going to make this whole morning all about Stormy,” Twinkie says, shoving her tiny head into her locker on the other side of me. Her long braid, embellished with beautiful Indian jewelry, hangs past the belt buckle on her denim overalls. I try to catch a few words, but her muffled voice only strings syllables through the air. Then she pops her head out to clearly declare, “Everybody just needs to get in formation. It’s all about L-Boogie this year. Right, Lyric?”


I nod in agreement even though they have no idea what I’m secretly planning.


“It’s about time a school musical came along so you can show them all what you’re working with.” Georgia nibbles on her nails and then points her finger in the air for emphasis. With her other hand, she pops the collar on her red-and-green flannel shirt and nods at me. “You’re a SE-RI-OUS superstar.”


This year, both my girls are on the same page as Mom. They’re determined to have me on that stage with Toto, the Tin Man, and all the Munchkins. See, Valentine Middle isn’t all about the musicals. They usually put on some big play that has barely any music in it, if at all. So there haven’t been any juicy songs to sink my teeth into. But now we finally have a musical worthy of my chops, and all I can think about is American Rockstar. Twinkie and G think Dorothy will single-handedly jump-start my high school singing career. But who cares about high school when all I can think about is national television!


“Stormy can have that part,” I say, matter-of-fact. “I’m not interested.”


Twinkie grabs her neck and gasps for air. “Whaddo you mean, Lyric?”


“This could be the big start of it all.” Georgia cocks her head to the side as if it’ll help her understand. “In three more semesters, we’ll be in high school.”


Twinkie stands on her tiptoes to look me square in the eye. “And the more musicals and talent shows you do now, the sooner you’ll blow up at Valentine High. That was always our plan.”


“Well… plans can change.” I turn away from them and open my locker to grab my English book and vintage Trapper Keeper. “And sometimes you have to make room for a new plan.”


Twinkie leans in and grins, grabbing her earlobes. “I’m all ears. I like where this is going already.”


“I’m lost.” Georgia’s brows dip into her forehead. “Where the heck is this going besides to the big auditions on Thursday?”


“I have no idea.” Twinkie pulls out her smartphone, presses RECORD, and points it at my perfectly glossed lips. “But I love when Lyric gets that look on her face. It means Valentine Middle better get ready for something bi-ig.”


I snatch her phone and dead the Live before looping my arms through both Georgia’s and Twinkie’s.


“Dish the deets.” Twinkie nudges me as we turn to head into Mr. Reynolds’s English class. “I’ll need to get everything ready for you.”


“I only have two words.”


“THE. WIZ!” Georgia exclaims. “Why are we dancing around the obvious? It’s your big moment.”


“See, Georgia,” I say, sliding into my desk in the middle of the classroom. I fluff my skirt’s ruffles and explain, “I am the moment. Wherever I go. You seem to keep forgetting that.”


“You sure are.” Twinkie gushes over me, straightening my vegan leather vest that’s hanging coolly over my crisp white tank. “And I’m totes here for it.”


“Thank you, Twinkie.” I hold my head toward the heavens and wait for the anticipation to build like only a true star would. Then… I announce, “American. Rockstar.”


“Whoa!” The phone slips from Twinkie’s grip and drops onto the desk. “That’s the big singing competition with all the teenagers who want to become famous superstars and—”


“Ohhhhh, now I get it!” Georgia grins. “I see what you did there.”


“Why didn’t I think of that? Of course you’ll crush that show.” Twinkie claps her hands in double time. “You’re twelve now, so you can compete.” She shakes her head in awe. “And you’re absolutely perfect.”


I sit back into my seat and cross my legs, allowing my suede booties to dangle at my bare ankles. “Stop.” I blush, holding my hand up. Then I flip my fingers around, fanning my hand toward me for her to continue. “Keep going.”


We all giggle until Georgia stops. I can see the light bulb flashing over her head.


“Wait a minute. Just one minute. Cuz I’m pretty sure that…” Georgia rummages through her cluttered backpack, dumping half the contents onto the floor beside her desk, until she finds her iPad. Twinkie and I watch her swipe through several screen pages until she lands on what she wants. “It says right here on their website that you need performing arts or industry experience to be considered for that show.”


I twist my face into a frown and think deeply about that one little pesky detail.


Twinkie looks over Georgia’s shoulder and points to the qualifying rules. “Yeah, she’s right. It says it right here.” She makes air quotes when she says, “Industry. Experience.”


A few seconds pass before they both freeze, staring at me with the only obvious answer.


Twinkie doesn’t bother to even blink. “IF you did the play, THEN you’d have performing arts experience. I don’t think doing Peter Pan in elementary would count.”


She’s right. As an aspiring singing superstar, I get that I should have been doing musicals in any and everything south of Bakersfield. But the honest answer is that I’d rather be in the studio with Jade Darby and her band, learning from a pro. Working with kids who struggle to find their pitch is just not my jam. But now, I’m clearly going to have to make up for lost time.


“We were just kids, so I know there’s no way they would count it,” I hear Georgia saying about our time together in Peter Pan. “But The Wiz makes so much sense. Easy peasy.” She stomps her boots into the linoleum floor. “Good thing you already signed her up.”


“It’s sorta my job as her agent and manager,” Twinkie declares. “Duh.”


I slouch into my seat and bite my bottom lip. This is quickly turning into a bigger scheme than I thought.


“And you know I find my entire life on that stage, so I’ll be right next to you doing the play. I mean, I’m only going to make the dopest scarecrow!” Georgia exclaims, then she shrugs. “Everyone thinks I don’t have a brain anyway.”


“You’re smart, G. Stop that.” I put my hand over hers. “You just need to learn how to focus.”


Twinkie points to the big heap of clutter on the floor beside Georgia’s desk. “And maybe get organized.”


“Yeah, yeah. I know. And I should probs stop ditching tutoring, so I don’t fail every class except English,” Georgia adds, shrinking into her seat. “It’s just so hard for me to sit still while some math geek talks to me about probability. Blahhhhh!”


I squeeze her hand and state the truth. “That’s how you’ll finally get off punishment.”


“I’m pretty sure the parentals will set me free to do something academic like the musical. They love a good extracurricular, and even they know all the greats got their start in school musicals.”


Twinkie slides into the desk beside me, ready to take down the list of names. “Who, Georgia?”


“Well, I mean there was… well, there was… but then, there was…”


I watch Mr. Reynolds scribble stuff on the board. “If we’re talking about the Broadway stage… well, there was Nick Jonas, Anna Kendrick, Ariana—”


“As in Grande?” Twinkie peps. “You, like, lurvvvve her.”


“She is the ultimate. And I’m just like her. Except I’m mixed. You know, Elvis is white and Jade is Black. But that’s just a tiny technicality.”


“So… are we doing this spring musical thing?” Georgia asks, popping a piece of watermelon bubble gum into her mouth. “Twinkie, join us. We all know you have that amazy voice buried under all that scaredy-cat stuff you feel whenever you sing in public. We’ve all heard you in the shower at every sleepover since our third-grade trip to Beale Street in Memphis.”


“Even though you always scampered to the back row in choir and hid behind Capricorn Reese, your voice was un-DE-niable.”


Twinkie shakes her head so hard I think her neck is going to break. “And get up there in front of all those people in the theater? Nope, soooo nawt my thing.”


“It’ll just be us at the auditions, Twinkie,” I explain as her left eye starts to twitch.


Georgia snuffles a giggle before it can escape. “I mean… you’re a total lion. That scaredy-cat role is a perfect fit for you.”


Twinkie ignores her, never taking her eyes off me. “Seriously, Lyric? Does it mean that much to you?”


“It would make it better to have my girls there. But if you don’t want to”—I soothe, even though I know she just needs a friendly nudge—“I don’t want to push you. BUT challenging ourselves is how we grow.”


“I mean… if you really need me, I can be there,” Twinkie’s other eye starts to twitch, and she chokes on all the air around us. “I’m fine. Really. Let’s do this.”


“Okay then.” I inhale deception—and exhale the perfect strategic plan. “Now. You all have to agree to do one more itty-bitty, teeny-weeny thing for me.”


“Any. Thing. F-f-for you,” Twinkie states, still struggling to catch her breath.


Georgia rifles through her backpack before turning it upside down and dumping the other half of her stuff onto the floor. “Don’t mind me. I’m here for it, whatever it is. Y’all know I love a good plot twist.”


“My mom can’t know. She’s not into Rockstar. Like, at all.” I glance at Mr. Reynolds, who’s frowning at the mess Georgia’s made in the middle of his classroom. “The one and only Jade Darby said it’s not a good fit for me and my career.”


“But won’t you get in trouble?” Twinkie asks, her brows dancing.


Georgia laughs. She does that sometimes. She thinks adults are just tall kids and that they’re not always the smartest in the room. This time, I agree with her, especially when she says, “She does know that it’ll give you way more exposure than Valentine Middle’s production of The Wiz, doesn’t she?”


“She has her own plan for me, but who knows when it’ll happen. She just keeps saying that I’m not ready yet, while still promising to introduce me to talent agents and managers. But do you see me represented by some hotshot agency in Beverly Hills yet?”


When they don’t answer, I yell, “Nope!”


Mr. Reynolds shifts his focus to me, and I pretend to check out the words on his dry-erase board. But then, they quickly come into focus when I see:




THE WIZ


AUDITIONS THIS THURSDAY AFTER SCHOOL


THE THEATER


Director: Mr. Reynolds





I cross my arms over my vest and turn to my girls. “If Dorothy will get me on American Rockstar, then it’s time to take an Uber to Kansas.”


Georgia raises her fist in solidarity and pronounces, “To making you a star!”


Twinkie scoots her desk closer and takes several pics of me with her phone.


It’s now or never, I think as I pose and pucker for my theater squad. They both giggle and say, “The star we know you already are.”
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CHAPTER 3
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I spent the last two days counting down to Wednesday, the day I’m finally in my fave happy place: the studio!


I still pinch myself that I get to watch THE Jade Darby in the recording booth doing her thing, making the singing ancestors proud. Rudy, the sound engineer, twists a few knobs and adjusts a couple levels on the sound board, but that’s mostly it. He’s stroking his salt-and-pepper beard, flinging his half-up half-down man bun, bobbing his head to the beat of Jade Darby’s next big hit, “Maserati Clouds.” He leans all the way back in his swivel chair and throws his hands in the air. “Jade! You’ve never sounded better!”


I absolutely, wholeheartedly agree!


I slurp my caramel macchiato and look around at the instruments leaning against the padded wall that’s been painted a deep, bold red. I scoot to the edge of the distressed orange leather sofa, close my eyes, and listen to her velvety voice do things that only great vocalists have done. Her ridiculous range sends me soaring, and I imagine a party in heaven where Aretha Franklin is the host and she’s gossiping about Mom’s big voice back here on earth.


“What’s it like living with Jade Darby?” Rudy asks, snapping me back into the room. That’s when I hear a few sniffles, but there’s no one else in the room.


Is he crying?!


I peek open one eye and see Mom pointing at me, this time hitting a note that rivals Ariana Grande.


“Amazing,” I answer Rudy, completely mesmerized as I watch Mom finish her song, take off her headphones, and balance them on the mic stand.


“How was that?” she asks, rounding the small corner to stand in the doorway.


“You’re fabulous,” Rudy says. “I’ll mix it down, but to be honest, there’s not much that needs to be done. You did all the work for me.”


“This voice is the gift that keeps on giving,” Mom tells him as he grabs his keys and leaves, dabbing his eyes with the back of his shirtsleeve.


“So, what’d you think, Boogie?” Mom grabs a towel from a small stack on the end table.


“What Rudy said. Fabulous!” I gush, watching her hit the tiny sweat beads on her temples. “And I want to be just like you.” I toss my coffee cup into the wastebasket and step over it so I can stand right next to her. She’s only a few inches taller than me at this point, but I look all the way up to her. “One day, I want to be in there with you.”


“Oh, it’ll happen, Boogie,” she says, matter-of-fact. “That voice is going to take you all around the world.”


“Like yours does for you and Dad.”


Mom plops down on the old couch and sinks into it. “Just like in your wildest dreams.”


“Did you always see you and Dad traveling the world hitting all the stages together?”


Mom laughs, and I can’t help but notice the glint in her eyes. “When I met your dad at music camp back in Chicago, he told me that he would be the luckiest guy if he could back me up for the rest of his life.”


“That completely sounds like Dad.” I laugh with her.


“He was set on chasing me all over the world if he had to. Music was our dream, and he was willing to do whatever he needed to make it all come true.” Her head tilts to the ceiling and her brows crease. “I didn’t see it.”


“He knew he was so lucky to have crossed paths with Jade Darby, even way back then.”


“No, Boogie.” She smiles with her eyes this time. “He gave me you, so I was the lucky one.”


I plop down on the couch beside her and scoot as close as I physically can to her.


“So,” she says, turning her shoulder so she can face me. “Is there anyone new hanging around, waiting to chase you around the world?”


“Mom!”


“What? I’m just asking. Is it still… What’s his name? Wait. It’s coming to me.” I watch Mom close her eyes and wave her fingers in the air like she’s performing a magic trick.


“It’s almost there. His name is…”


“MOM!”


“Almost got it.… It’s… Arlo Sampson.” She opens her eyes, and my cheeks are burning.


“STAWP!”


She’s cheesing hard, and that only makes me blush harder.


“He is so ca-yoot, Boogie. In that old-school Johnny Depp mixed with Idris sort of way.” She winks at me, and I cringe. “You’ve got good taste, that’s for sure.”


“MAWM!” I try hiding my face. “Are you seriously doing this to me right now?”


“What am I doing? I see you batting those long lashes whenever he picks Stella Rose up from scout meetings. You’re a smitten kitten. It’s sooo obvi.”


“Don’t talk like that.” I shake my head. “Puh-leeez.”


“Like what?”


“Like you’re twelve!”


She reaches over me and digs into my rib cage. Her tickles make me heave.


“You’re… you’re… you’re canceled!” I yell out to her.


This only makes her tickle me harder. And faster.


I’m out of breath when I yell at her, “Why are you like this?!”


Mom finally gives me a break and I manage to sit up straight, unzipping my hot pink puffy vest.


“That’s my Boogie. Always my favorite girl.”


“Am I?” I focus to make sure she means it.


“Forever,” she says, grabbing the back of my head to pull me closer so she can plant a wet kiss on my forehead.


“Well, I guess…” I shut my eyes and blurt out, “The answer is yes.”


“I knew it! I knew it! Arlo and Boogie sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-”


“MAWMMM! OhMahGawd! Say less!”


Mom gets up from the couch and grabs a water from the mini fridge across the room. “You used to always tell me everything. We were inseparable just a few years ago, gossiping about the ins and outs of Valentine Elementary.” She pushes her shoulders back to boast, “I was your best friend.”


She was. I let my guard down and admit to her, “I don’t have room for boys right now. I’m all about my career.”


“I see,” Mom says, taking a big swig of the water.


“And I’ve made a big decision.” I watch her nose crinkle and she studies me with quizzical eyes. It’s at that very moment that I decide to only tell her half my plan. “I’m going to audition to be in The Wiz.”


“Now that’s news I can use,” Mom says, wrapping her arms around me. “You’re going to be fabulous. This is the start of something big.”


I hear her exhale, getting lost in a deep sigh, and I have to ask because I have to know. “Did you dream of this, too, when you were my age? Being a star?”


She sets the bottle of water on the end table. “I need you to hear this clearly.” She crouches in front of me so that we’re eye level. Then she squeezes my knees. “I wish I had your life when I was your age. All I wanted was to simply be… normal.”


“What does that even mean? Normal is so—”


“Underrated.”


She eases onto the couch and opens her arm so I can slink in and snuggle closer. “I don’t think I’ve ever told you this before, but when I was growing up in Chicago, I was just like every other kid on my block.”


I check out her glitter makeup with just the right amount of sparkle dabbed into the creases of her eyes. And her military boots over her acid-washed denim. And her oversize, vintage designer sunnies that sit atop her head, securing her thick, shiny coils. “Can’t imagine.”


“Yep. And it was perfect.”


“Not boring?”


“I had cousins who were like sisters. And friends who were like cousins. I had teachers who liked me and neighbors who were nice to me.”


I shrug. “Sounds fine, I guess.”


“And then it all went away.”


“What do you mean?”


She pulls me closer and nuzzles my hairline. “I guess you’re old enough to hear this now.”


“I thought you told me everything. We were best friends, remember.”


“I was your best friend. You’ve always been my daughter. There’s a diff.”


“Seriously?”


“Okay. A difference.” Her eyes scan the sound board as she thinks about what she’s admitting. “I may have left some things out; I didn’t want you to ever think badly of your grandma.”


“Why would I do that? Grams was always so proud of me.” I look up at Mom. “So she wasn’t really proud of me?”


“Yes, Boogie, you were the light of her life.” Mom takes a deep breath, and I can feel her heart stomping out her truth. “It was me she wasn’t always so proud of. At least not until the night she heard me sing. It was Thanksgiving, at the annual family talent show.”


There’s a noticeable glimmer in her eyes when she says, “I was happy being Lauren Smith.”


“So, Grandma didn’t name you Jade?”


“Shhh, it’s a stage name. But, yes, she gave it to me.”


“And you didn’t want it?”


“Let’s just say I preferred to stay normal, boring Lauren.” Mom closes her eyes and drifts far away. I’m guessing back to her old life. “I had really cool friends, Boogie. You would’ve liked them.”


“Is that how you ended up in LA?”


“I was a little younger than you. Your grandma thought we needed to be in Hollywood so all the big people could see me. Then my whole life became about finding me the right manager and then the perfect agent. I barely went to school because of all the classes that took time away from me performing for all the strangers or working on my craft.”


“So, you were homeschooled?”


“Sure,” says Mom, looking away. “I had dance classes and singing lessons and even theater camp.”


“But no more friends, huh?”


“It was very lonely.”


“But you got an agent and a manager, right? So there’s that.”


“Yes, but at what cost, Boogie?” She shifts me around to look at her. “I was always auditioning or in rehearsals or in front of a camera.”


“But… like… is that so bad?”


“You try having a singing coach who smokes a pack of cigarettes every single lesson. Who feels the need to sing in your face so you can ‘hear the tone.’”


We both fall into the couch cushions and spew.


I shove my hand over my mouth. “That’s just… too much EW!”


“Right, sis!”


“Nope, not doing ‘sis’ with you either,” I say to her, making air quotes. I do my best to stay on track. “So, no birthday parties or class trips or graduation celebrations?”


Mom shakes her head.


“Aw, Mom. I’m sorry that happened to you.” I think about all the special people in my world. “I don’t know what I’d do without Georgia or Twinkie or Brooklyn or Stella Rose or Lucy or—”


“You’re so lucky, Lyric. That’s why I want you to wait on the whole career thing. I just want you to enjoy your life and being twelve for as long as you can.”


“Because you love me.” I reach up and kiss her cheek. “Lauren Smith.”


“Forever.”
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