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Chapter 1



THERE’S A BARE BUTT SHAKING IN MY FACE. CORRECTION. There’s a sparkly butt in a barely there thong shaking in my face. There’s a butt on the wall, a butt near the ground, and a butt bent over and balanced on one leg. Everywhere you look, there are strong, beautiful booties gyrating to the music.


A dozen or so backup dancers have decided to rehearse in the middle of the hallway in the basement of this arena. They are pure, uninhibited sexiness. And then there’s me. The girl in the oversized vintage eighties silk blazer. Standing tall, but stiff. Like a gymnast that’s just nailed her floor exercises.


I check my phone again, but the walls down here must be solid cement. I only have one bar and it’s more of a stubbed toe than a bar.


I want to bolt for the exit, but some greater force is making me stay put. Like in one of those dreams where you can’t move no matter how hard you try. A lunatic with a chainsaw is running toward you but there’s a magnet holding you in place. That’s how I feel at the moment. It isn’t the dancers. Though they’re definitely not helping. It’s because I can’t afford to lose my job and there’s a very nice man standing inches away, trying his best to get me inside this door so I can interview a singer I know nothing about. I don’t even know what René “El Rico” Rodriguez looks like. Is he the one with the bleached-out goatee? Or the one with the thin, twirly mustache?


Ángel, René’s manager, has the imposing physique of a bouncer. “We weren’t expecting anyone from the label tonight,” he shouts over the music.


“Yeah, sorry about that. It was a last-minute thing.”


He nods and checks his watch. “He should be ready. Give me a second.” He knocks twice on the door and steps inside.


The back of my neck feels clammy, so I pull my thick, wavy hair up into a tight bun with the hair tie on my wrist and check my phone again. Nothing. Not even the stubbed toe is lit up now.


A new, faster-paced song kicks on, startling me. I’ve hurled my phone across the hall, so I fumble around the backup dancers to retrieve it as they get into a new formation. In unison, the women drop slowly into a deep squat. I’m dumbfounded by them and the way they move their bodies. Technically, I should be more at ease. I’m half Cuban and half Puerto Rican. Cuba Rican. Or Puerto Cuban, depending on who you ask. But I grew up on salsa and merengue. This is reggaeton.


Salsa and merengue have rules. There are basic steps you can repeat for the stretch of a song and you’d be fine. Reggaeton, on the other hand, is lawless. Anything goes with this kind of sexy dance music that combines rap with Caribbean rhythms, and it’s way more sensual. There’s a lot of touching of one’s body, grinding, getting down low, rolling, bending, ass-shaking, and head-twirling. Reggaeton is salsa on ecstasy.


When I hear this kind of music, it has the opposite effect on me than what’s intended. My body receives the signal, and somewhere deep inside there’s a longing, but then I stiffen and take on a plank of wood quality. I don’t even feel comfortable standing here. I suddenly wish I had a sexier stance.


I really didn’t think this through. A few hours ago, I was desperate and about to lose my job.


“Dani, you may have already heard, but I wanted you to hear it from me.” My boss, Maureen, VP of Marketing and Publicity at Ocean Records, had called me into her office.


“Don’t you have a flight to catch, Mo?” I asked, wanting to avoid this conversation.


“I still have a few minutes.” She tapped the slim leather watch on her wrist without looking at it. “Grab a seat.”


I had heard the rumor all day. We had been bought out by some huge conglomerate, and in the merger, there would be downsizing. Here we were, end of day on a Friday, and I’m pretty sure I read somewhere most layoffs happen on a Friday. It seems unnecessarily cruel to ruin a person’s weekend like that. Mondays would be way better. Being sent home on a Monday would almost be a good thing, if you didn’t like your job. But I happen to love mine.


The aspect of the record label business I’m assigned to is all about looking forward. There are lots of calendars to manage. Production. Marketing. Launch. Awards. Each phase of the process, neatly divided into tabs on an Excel document.


“We’ve acquired a label out of Puerto Rico.” Maureen’s voice ended high-pitched with excitement. Late sixties, Mo wears a chic bob of thick ginger hair that’s always perfectly smoothed down behind her ears. “We’re expanding into reggaeton.”


I sat up in my seat, confused. So far, the rumor was way off.


“Unfortunately, that may come with some cutbacks here. But any expertise would be invaluable. Do you follow the reggaeton scene?” My stomach tightened.


So the rumor was at least partly true. There would be layoffs. I quickly read into what Maureen was saying. If I could attach myself to this new genre, my position as marketing coordinator was secure.


Maureen isn’t just my boss; she’s always been my guardian angel. She mentored me all through my college internship and, when it ended, created an entry-level position just to keep me on. I’ve learned so much from her in the past seven years. I admire her ability to connect with artists. She always has lunch with them when they’re in town and gets invited to their weddings.


Mo is in complete control and born for this job. She and her office always smell like an expensive candle, and her skin is flawless and matte. I’ve never seen her break a sweat. If she has any personal problems at all, they’re tucked neatly away somewhere in expensive canvas boxes.


As far as I could tell, Maureen’s one and only fault is always assuming that just because my parents are from the Caribbean, I have extensive knowledge and passion for all music ever to emerge south of Texas.


“Oh my God, yeah,” I blurted out. “I’m very familiar with reggaeton. Been following it for a long time.”


“Coming out of Puerto Rico?” She raised one of her eyebrows.


“Well, yes. Of course.” The look of relief in her eyes made me feel instantly guilty. “Where else would it be coming from? Am I right?” I was a devious snowball plummeting down a mountain. In my defense, I thought I’d have time to research. As music genres go, reggaeton hasn’t been around all that long. I could be an expert by Monday.


“But do you like it?” This time her face was more serious.


My cheeks froze in a half smile, hiding the preparation of another lie. The only time I listen to reggaeton is when it’s forced upon me. Like my little sister, Meri, playing it whenever I drive her anywhere. I could only define it in vague terms: Sort of like reggae, kind of like hip hop, always with the same incessant beat. The kind of music that makes you want to get an extra job so you can buy your sister a car.


“Do I like reggaeton? No, I don’t like reggaeton, I love it.” I leaned back in my chair and exhaled. “Reggaeton is my life. I just can’t get enough of it.” When Meri forces me to hear it, I zone out using different techniques. “I know everything there is to know about it.” Humming other songs is effective. “The Hills Are Alive” works well. “I love how each song is so different and you can really hear the nuances, you know, the, uh… the sounds.” Last summer Meri and I drove to the Keys, and after three hours, I could feel my brain slowly turning to mush. “But my favorite thing is, um, how this new wave of reggaeton artists are always pushing the limits of the genre, you know?” Because the same must be true for every artist in every genre, right?


Mo’s face lit up. “That is great to hear. Who’s your favorite up-and-comer?”


“My favorite? Oh wow. My favorite up-and-coming reggaeton artist…” I spoke slowly to gain some time and scanned the wall behind her. There was the picture of her with one of The Rolling Stones members and another one with Yo-Yo Ma. “There are so many…” I said pensively and looked out the window. “It almost feels wrong to pick just one. Like choosing a favorite child, you know?”


I tried to keep it together, but it felt hopeless. I was sinking into the plush chair. I tried to think up an elegant way to excuse myself and thank her for her mentorship all these years, but I couldn’t look her in the eyes. I stared off at the view of the green tops of banyan trees outside her window, and the delicate wisp of a single cloud on the bright blue sky… when a name popped out of my subconscious.


“El Rico.” At that answer, Maureen’s smile became almost too big for her small face.


“What a coincidence!”


“Yeah?”


“Well, this is just amazing. Isn’t his voice magical?”


“Magical. That’s exactly how I would describe it.”


“I knew this would be the right fit for you.” The lines around Mo’s eyes spread out like sunshine. “You’ll get a chance to step into a leadership role. It’ll be a small team, so it’s not going to be easy. You’ll have to wear a lot of hats.”


“Are you kidding me? I love hats!” Mo smiled at this. I knew nothing about the label we had acquired, but the only thing that mattered was I had secured my job. I was taking charge and Mo’s excitement was contagious. The room felt electric with possibilities.


I was so grateful my sister loved reggaeton. And thankful El Rico’s name had somehow lodged itself in my brain. Like all reggaetoneros, he must always say his name in his songs. Just in case we forget who we’re listening to.


This could mean better job security. Ocean had released successful albums in the world music scene, but hadn’t had any major luck in a long time. A reggaeton artist could go mainstream. Sure, for every Bad Bunny and Daddy Yankee, there were plenty of flops. The genre didn’t guarantee success. But if my sister had heard of this guy, he had more potential in the United States than the Bosnian ska band we had been promoting the last few months.


“Do you want to meet René?”


“Absolutely.” Who’s that? I wondered but I was on autopilot. I’d figure it all out later. I was about to thank Maureen for always believing in me, when she told me El Rico was making a guest appearance at a concert tonight and I should pop by for a quick introduction and to get a quote for the press release about his new album.


“What a coincidence that René ‘El Rico’ Rodriguez is your favorite, right?” She did her best attempt to roll her R’s, her compact frame shaking with excitement.


“Yes, absolutely.” The skin on my face froze, like the runner-up of a beauty pageant pretending for the cameras that everything’s fine. She offered to drive so I wouldn’t have to deal with parking.


While I considered feigning a stomach flu, Maureen told me she trusted me. That she was relieved it was me representing the label. How great it was for him to meet someone who really knew him and cared about his music. Mo hadn’t met René yet, but she’d had a few meetings with his manager.


“I hear he’s not much of a talker. Let him know you’re here to help every step of the way,” Mo encouraged me as she pulled up backstage.


“Of course,” I said, feeling dismal, and slowly opened the door to let myself out.


“He only just recently signed and is recording his first album in a few weeks. Let him know Ocean acquiring his label is a good thing. I don’t want him to think we’re out of touch,” she added.


“Oh, no. We wouldn’t want that.”


Right then, his manager met me at the door, so I’ve had absolutely no time to learn a single thing about the guy.


There’s a painful pulsing all along my forehead. I’d love to track down a cold towel, but at any moment the door will open and I’ll need to step inside. The one time I lie. The one time I don’t stick to the rules.


I wish I’d had time to request a cameraman, then James could be here with his supportive presence. As one of our regulars for press interviews or behind-the-scenes of music videos, he’s reliable and tech savvy. He would have made me feel better and I probably could have used his cell phone. Somehow his budget cell plan always mysteriously secures a signal whenever mine won’t.


I take a deep breath. If I could just formulate a few poignant questions, I’d feel more confident. One of the backup dancers flips onto her hands, creating a shaking halo of bootie for the dancer in front of her. The loud music ricochets off the bare walls and isn’t letting me concentrate. The lyrics in the song are about wanting to undress all the girls “in el club,” as well as all the girls “outside el club.”


I can’t think of a single question that isn’t insulting. What do you think about the blatant machismo often found in your genre? Are you all for it? How do you make the boring, repetitive beat found in every reggaeton song all your own? That’s gotta be a challenge.


I try to think back to when my sister introduced me to his music. The beats and the vocals sound faint and mumbly in my memory, like they’re being played underwater.


Whenever we drive anywhere, Meri and I take turns playing music for each other. I bring in classic punk or new alternative artists from our label. While Meri’s turns are almost always reggaeton.


I take a deep breath and decide I have no choice but to go with a less-is-more approach. Pop in, shake his hand, introduce myself, tell him how excited I am to get started and show the world what he’s all about. All I need to do is get him to say something fun and interesting about his new album.


The song ends and the dancers finally disperse. Now the sounds of the packed arena stomping their feet and cheering echo down the hallway.


The door opens and René’s manager steps out. “All right, we’re good. You’ve got five minutes.” I thank him and he waves goodbye, leaving me there.


Five minutes? Five minutes sounds like an eternity. Thirty seconds would be plenty.


I step inside the room and a security guard shuts the door behind me.


There’s a large clothing rack near the door preventing me from seeing too much at first. Chill rap music is playing. A relaxing beat with soft Arabic flutes. The whole room seems warm and soothing, and completely the opposite of the cold hallway. I step slowly around the rack and take in the dressing room. Dark wood-paneled walls, well-worn golden velvet sofa, black floors. One wall is a large mirror with old-fashioned stage lights around it.


A makeup artist is sprinting about, a barely clad stylist is sifting through a box of clothes, and a girl in a large floppy hat is lounging on the couch watching me. She’s the only one who seems to have noticed my arrival. I muster a half smile in her direction and then turn to face the mirror on the far side of the room. I feel instantly nauseous. My vision goes blurry in what I can only imagine is some sort of stress-induced blindness.


I’m in a house of mirrors.


There are three guys standing next to each other, dressed in the exact same monochromatic look. Thick, white turtleneck sweaters, white slacks, and white sneakers. The one on the right is looking in the mirror and getting his hair teased by a makeup artist, the one in the center is scrolling through his cell, while a stylist is helping the one on the left with the cuff of his pants.


My eyes dart from one to the other. One of these is the real René, but I have absolutely no idea which one.
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Chapter 2



I’M WITH THE LABEL. I SHOULD BE ABLE TO PICK RENÉ OUT OF a lineup. From the corner of my eye, I notice Floppy Hat Girl is watching me. Long legged and sprawled out on the velvet couch without a care in the world. Everyone else in the room is going about their business, letting me just stand here.


Seven years of being around musicians, a lot of whom were way more famous, and I’ve never felt like this before. Worried I’m going to throw up or hyperventilate.


I take a deep breath and focus on the René in the middle. He has a scruffy mustache attached to a thin, scruffy beard. I check the others for wigs or prosthetics, but all three guys seem to have similar bona fide facial hair. They’re not identical triplets, though. One is slightly shorter, one’s leaner, and the one in the middle has an amazing body and beautiful tan skin.


“This is awesome,” says the one on the right. He has an accent I can’t quite place, but it’s definitely not Puerto Rican, so I quickly rule him out.


I check out the one in the middle. He catches me checking out his reflection in the mirror and his dark, bedroom eyes perk up. A faint grin emerges on his lips. He seems sweet.


The one on the left steps away from the mirror, giving the stylist kneeling before him more room to work on his pants. His hand reaches out and pushes a strand of her hair away from her face. The move is slick and flirty. That’s gotta be him.


I step forward and reach out my hand. “Hi René, I’m Dani from—” His chin tilts up, revealing a confused look on his face. “Ocean Records,” I finish half-heartedly.


Floppy Hat laughs.


After a beat, I laugh nervously, too. “Oh, sorry, you got me. That’s a great trick.” I’m addressing the real René now. The one in the center, who’s turned around and side-eyeing me. “I guess that’ll be fun… to fool your fans.” I’m moving my arms around more than I’d like.


“Are you?” He sounds suspicious.


“Fooled? Yes!”


“No, a fan.”


My hands wave off the question. “Of course.”


He grins doubtfully, walks over to the girl on the couch, and plops down beside her. Floppy Hat hands him a pair of dark sunglasses. “¿Para esto me apuraron?” he grumbles to her as he puts them on.


This is why they were rushing me?


I could pretend I didn’t understand. That’s what I should do. But I need to fix this. Plus, if I don’t let him know I speak Spanish now, who knows what he’ll say next? Besides, he doesn’t have to be rude.


“Listen, I’m sorry,” I say boldly. “I… forgot my glasses,” I lie, defending myself. “I was in the hallway for so long and it was bright out there and so dark in here. My eyes were still adjusting.”


René spreads his arms wide across the top of the couch, clearly annoyed.


He leans over and lifts a dripping golden bottle out of an ice bucket near the couch.


“Champagne?” He’s offering but there’s something curt in his tone. I can’t believe how wrong I was about this guy. There’s nothing sweet about him.


“No, thank you.”


He dunks the bottle back in the bucket and it sloshes around in the melted ice for a moment before settling.


I collect myself. “So, are you—”


“So, are you…” he mimics, “nearsighted or far?”


At this, Floppy Hat sits up and squints her eyes at him.


“You know what, um, it’s kind of actually more like medium sighted. I can read just fine. And far away is also pretty good. It’s more like that, you know, five-to-seven-foot range that’s a problem,” I ramble, motioning at the distance between the mirror and me.


His eyes soften and his lips twitch as though fighting the urge to smile. At this, Floppy Hat folds a long leg over one of his. I could be wrong, but it feels like she’s claiming her territory. René leans forward and gently taps her, making her lift her leg back up and away from his.


She adjusts her whole body, crosses her legs the other way, and snaps her head in the direction of the stylists and the extra Renés. “All right, guys,” she yells, clapping a few times to get everyone’s attention. “Can everybody wrap up? We need to get going.”


Everyone shuffles out of the room, leaving me alone with René and his girlfriend? Personal assistant? Person who can throw her leg on him and order the team around.


“So, you must be excited to start working on your new album?” I say enthusiastically, trying to smooth things over. “Anything you can share about it for our press release?”


“You speak Spanish?” he asks, ignoring my questions.


“Yes. I’m half Cuban, half Puerto Rican.” And half hoping this gets me a few points.


He raises his chin and drops his gaze to my blazer. “Half Puerto Rican,” he repeats. “The good half.” His voice has dropped to a sexier octave.


“Well, I don’t know about tha—”


“I’m just kidding. You should loosen up.”


My jaw tightens. I have an aversion to being told to “loosen up.” I’ve heard it a lot. Like a lot a lot. Every single time I’ve tried to pick up a sport or a musical instrument. How can I “loosen up” my wrist and hit a ball at the same time? It doesn’t make any sense. It’s not like I haven’t tried. The problem is, I don’t know how loose is loose. I have two extreme settings: stiff or completely undone. Like when they shut off the inflatable tube guy at the car dealership. Neither of which can serve a tennis ball.


“Do you dream in Spanish?” His voice is low and casual. I don’t know if it’s the unexpected and somewhat intimate question or the way he’s delivered it, but he’s cut through all my wires and I’m suddenly calmer.


“That, um, actually, I think I might.”


“Yeah?” His face brightens with interest.


“My college roommate told me I talked in my sleep in Spanish.” He nods approvingly. “She went out and bought a Spanish dictionary because she wanted to make sure I wasn’t saying anything about her.”


René smiles wide. It’s a sweet, friendly smile. The kind you’d never expect from someone this good looking.


“What about you?” I’m trying to play it cool, but it feels like someone’s started a fire inside my blazer.


“That depends.” He pulls his sunglasses down. “Will my answer be on the record?”


At this, Floppy Hat adjusts in her seat impatiently. She grabs loose strands of her sandy blonde hair and brings them out in front as though someone’s about to take her picture. René is perfectly still but there’s a lot of movement on her end of the couch. If I weren’t busy trying to get a handle on my own situation, I’d feel bad about hers.


“I would hope so. I do need a quote for the press release. Do you ever get ideas for songs in your dreams?” I’m impressed with my determination to get the job done.


René pushes his sunglasses back in place and leans over to Floppy Hat. “Can I have my phone?”


At least I hope I’m getting the job done. And that I’m only just imagining the abrupt change in his demeanor. That just because he’s scrolling through his phone doesn’t mean he’s gone back to ignoring me.


“You said you’re a fan, right?” After a few quiet moments of scrolling, he stops and hovers a finger over his phone screen menacingly. “So, I’m wondering, are you a fan of my old songs or the new stuff?”


He taps the screen and a reggaeton song takes over the speakers. It’s nothing I recognize. Just the same repetitive beats. “Yeah, mmmm.” I pretend I’m tasting something delicious. Something I’ve had before and I’m so happy to be eating again. But I can’t even tell which of the two men singing is René, let alone where this particular song lies in his repertoire. The only thing I know is that I’ve begun to sweat. Like a lot. “Amazing. I love… this era.”


“How about this one?” A woman’s voice comes on, then, after a few stanzas, what I presume is René’s. Of course, his cell phone would get a signal down here.


Actually, I have heard this song before, but had no idea it was his. I bob my head along to the beat, trying so hard to remember the words. I’m actually moving my mouth, attempting to keep up with the lyrics.


René’s barely moved a muscle. If we were having a moment a few seconds ago, it dissipated the moment I brought up the press release. His stupid, gorgeous face is actually enjoying watching me squirm.


“What’s the name of this song again?” René hollers over the music.


My stomach flinches. This can’t be happening. I can’t believe I’m being quizzed about René “El Rico” Rodriguez for the second time in one day. Please, music gods, don’t let me lose my job over a reggaeton song.


Someone knocks hard on the door, saving me.


A woman walks in holding a red leather jacket. René lowers the volume and hands Floppy Hat the phone and his sunglasses. He gets up and takes the turtleneck off, revealing a strong chest, most of which is covered in tattoos. He also has a sleeve of ink that travels up one arm and wraps around his neck.


He slips on the jacket without a shirt underneath and checks himself out in the mirror. He’s got this whole brooding bad boy thing going. Will definitely help with sales, I think. And he has nice lips. Some would even call them luscious. But his roller coaster of a personality takes away from the overall appeal.


I glance around the room, pretending to be interested in the shade of the paint on the walls. When I look at him again, he’s watching me. I do my best to maintain eye contact, while ignoring the warm churning happening in my stomach. Between the sweat and the heat, it’s now officially a sauna inside my blazer.


Floppy Hat snaps a picture of him with her phone, then he steps away and poses for another. He clearly enjoys the fashion angle of the job and he’s got swag. I’ll give him that. He takes the cell and turns the camera toward her. She takes her hat off and extends her legs off the couch, striking a pose.


“How about recording the album at Ocean Records’ studio in Miami?” I ask, trying to get a handle on things. “That will be nice. We’re really close to the ocean.”


“Nothing like the beaches back home,” he says, handing the phone back.


“Believe me, I know,” I say with intense passion, then tap my hand anxiously against my thigh because I’ve never been to Puerto Rico.


He takes the jacket off and hands it to the stylist. He stands there, hands on his hips, looking at me like he’s actively trying to solve a puzzle. “What do you miss about our beaches back home?”


Maureen was wrong. She said he wasn’t much of a talker, but he sure asks a lot of questions. And he’s incredibly comfortable being shirtless in front of strangers.


I smile nervously. “Oh, you know…” His dark eyes get smaller and I feel he can see right through me. He knows I have absolutely no idea what I’m talking about. Fried cod on Flamenco Beach. The memory of the song my father used to sing all the time distracts me. I pause and decide I don’t want to lie. Not about this. “Actually, I’ve never been,” I say at last.


René eyes me silently for a moment, then steps away. He’s helped into the turtleneck and takes a seat back on the couch.


I need to change the subject. Keep calm and carry on. I’ve always appreciated that expression. Well, that and any motto that implies forward movement. “So, can you share anything with your fans and any potential new fans about the album?” I’m desperate.


“Nothing at the moment.”


“How about influences?” I spit out.


“Sure.”


“Any you care to mention?”


He looks away, considering this, then looks back to me. “No.”


Carry on. Even when there’s a large boulder in your way. One that wants to be difficult on purpose.


“How about—”


“What do you think I should say? Since you know me so well.”


I fight the urge to shuffle in place. “Okay. I think it can be simple. You’re clearly excited to get into the studio. You could mention what an amazing opportunity it is to work with Ocean.” I’m making it up as I go. “How you’re hoping our diverse, international roster will open doors to some unique collaborations,” I suggest, remembering that the two songs he played had other vocalists in them.


René grunts. After a long pause, he shakes his head and exhales deeply. He seems upset. I don’t understand what’s happening. A dark cloud has floated in above him.


“We should get going,” Floppy Hat says gently, trying to help.


I want to cheer him up too. Bring him out of whatever hole he’s crept into, but I have no idea what’s upset him. “Listen, everyone at Ocean is amazing. You’re in good hands, I promise.” René doesn’t budge. “The music always comes first. In fact, we’re going to make an in-depth behind-the-scenes of your album.” I remember Mo had mentioned this in the car. I turn on my best peppy professional sales pitch. “The goal is to really capture every step of the process.” This was my idea at the last company off-site. We were brainstorming ways to support an album with more impact, and I suggested an intimate portrait. Being there when the ideas sparked, having original content for each release, not just the first single. I thought it would especially help fans connect with new artists. Get them invested and subversively bring the attention back to the music and away from the disconnected nature of social media and music videos. Looking at René now, especially his inability to answer a simple question, I could see why Maureen had suggested we do our first one with him.


René shakes his head slowly. “That’s not happening.”


“Really, it will be great.” Just keep on keeping on. “It’ll be fun. We want to make something beautiful. Something intimate.”


René lifts his head toward Floppy Hat and they look at each other for a moment. They seem to be speaking telepathically.


“This way we can really tell your story, as an artist. As a Puerto Rican artist,” I add, grasping.


“So”—he turns toward me—“you understand the importance of keeping things authentic.”


“Yes. Absolutely. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


“I’m so glad we’re on the same page. And it is a great idea. A behind-the-scenes, something authentic and intimate in the only place that can really happen.”


“Uh-huh. Yep.” My steam is dwindling.


“So you agree. My album can’t be made in Miami,” he announces, eyes narrowing.


“Huh? I’m not, that’s not up to me—”


There’s a double knock on the door, and Ángel steps inside. “We have to go,” he says, addressing the room.


Floppy Hat slips out of the room in a blur. René follows her, then stops by the door to look at me.


“Thanks,” he says. There’s a broad smile on his lips, but it’s rude. It’s a rude-ass smile. My whole body tenses, but I smile back as professionally as I can.


René’s manager is watching me from the hallway, holding a thumb up. “How’d it go? Got everything you need?”


“Oh yeah. And then some.” Feeling numb, I step outside and let the door slam shut behind me.
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Chapter 3



“WHAT DECADE WOULD YOU SAY DESCRIBES YOUR MOOD?” I glance up from the computer.


My mother’s face scrunches up and her body shifts from left to right. “My mood is my mood,” she responds finally, tired out.


“The twenties?” I suggest. “Or maybe the sixties?” She shakes her head, disgusted with these options. Like those decades personally wronged her.


“Right, we’ll come back to that one.” I check that there aren’t any pets beneath me and nudge the kitchen stool closer to the counter. I click on the arrow and the next question pops up on the screen. “Would you describe yourself as a sunrise or a sunset?” I’m filled with hope she’ll get into this one.


“What does that have to do with the windows?”


“This helps them get a sense of your personality, so they can put that into the design,” I explain.


“They should come meet me.” It’s Saturday morning and she isn’t going anywhere but Mom’s long black hair with its single patch of gray is freshly washed and blow-dried, and she’s wearing her favorite lace choker. The thin black one that makes her look like a lounge club singer.


“They will. But we need to do this first. I’d say you’re a sunrise.”


Her shoulders rise and fall as if to say, “Tomato, tomahto.”


Dejected, I click on “sunrise.” I considered filling this out on my own, but I really wanted her to get excited about the project. And less upset about me taking on another big expense for our house.


Last year it was the roof that needed replacing. I only have three payments left on that. Now we need to replace all the old windows with new storm-impact-proof ones.


Our roof guy recommended it. He said hurricane-force winds can break through windows and lift the entire roof off a house. I’ve had nightmares about it ever since. In my dreams, our house gets picked up by a tornado and dropped haphazardly in dangerous places. I wake up and our small, Spanish-style house is hanging precariously off the edge of a cliff, or in the middle of a busy airport runway.


I’m afraid we’re one hurricane season away from a “We’re not in Kansas anymore” situation. Still, my stomach constricts at the thought of the cost. I tap my thumbs nervously on the counter to try to drum away the anxious thoughts racing through my mind. Like how I sent the deposit check to the design team exactly one week ago. Before I heard about the potential layoffs. And before my “El Rico” debacle last night.


He’s completely knocked me off my game. What did he even mean about not wanting to make the album in Miami? I push the thought away and focus instead on my failure to get a single usable quote from him for the press release.


I should have stuck around for the performance, but I was desperate to get out of there. Had I stayed, I could have scoped out his Miami fans and asked them a few questions. Hearing what they had to say about René recording his first album could have been interesting. More interesting than what he gave me anyway. Which was nothing.


“Okay, this section helps them assess your ideal color palette.”


Mom grins and raises a single eyebrow. “I can do the curtains myself,” she offers.


I know what she’s trying to do. She’s trying to save me money, but I want to skip all that and get to the part where she’s excited to get something done right. What could be better than custom-made window treatments by the very people who are making the windows?


“Trust me, they’re really good at curtains and blinds.” And tearing down walls.


I haven’t told her about the biggest part of the project yet. She’s not happy about the windows or the curtains, so there’s no telling how she’ll react when she hears I’m having them replace the small window in the sunroom with a floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall glass panel. It will brighten up the entire house and let the outside in. She’ll be able to enjoy her garden more. I’m sure she’s going to love it. I just want to make the house safer and nicer.


“I have no doubt you can do the curtains, Mom. But they’ll use an actual tape measure and not their arm,” I tease.


She humphs. “Don’t make fun. My arm is exactly one yard. Almost exactly.”


I let out a sigh, grateful an almost tense moment is over. Working together on anything for the house is such a delicate balancing act. I know she needs me to help with big things like this, but then she gets upset when I want to do them properly. When I hire actual professionals and not her friends. Or when I have the audacity to pull the proper permits.


Mom refills my coffee, then using a spoon, smacks large ice cubes in the palm of her hand until they resemble the crushed ice she knows I like but our old fridge quit making a while ago. She pours them into the glass and I smile. I want so much to make her happy, but sometimes it feels like an impossible task. She has no idea the amount of vendor research I’ve done or the fact that I’ve personally spoken to past clients for references.


“Okay, just a few more,” I say brightly, getting us back on track. “Where in your home do you first go to in the mornings?”


“The bathroom,” she teases.


I can’t help but laugh. “After the bathroom.”


“To the sunroom, to feed Baby.”


“What about when we don’t have Baby?”


She purses her lips, not wanting to imagine a time when we won’t have the injured duck she took in a month ago. In addition to our full-timers—three dogs and two cats—Mom takes in fosters all the time. We’ll often have a litter of kittens in the tub so tiny, they don’t know how to pee yet. She’s up all night rubbing their bellies in a circular motion after they drink. And now we have a duck. I have many concerns about the duck. Wildlife violations and all that. But Mom was born in Cuba, and Cubans fix things. The crushing lack of resources forces you to be, well, resourceful. “Resolver” is Mom’s favorite word. One must resolve things for oneself. You don’t hire professionals, or buy tape measures, or call the city when a duck appears on your lawn with an injured leg. In her defense, the duck’s limp has gotten better.


I’m losing her. Mom’s light hazel eyes, almost green in the sunlight, are staring out the kitchen window. She doesn’t seem to age, my mom. In the living room, there’s a large black-and-white photograph I took of her for a college photography class. To me, she still looks exactly the same. In the picture, she’s holding a small cactus in each hand near her boobs, with the widest, most mischievous smile. Dad loved that picture, said I captured her essence.


“Do you like to entertain?” As soon as I’ve read it out loud, I try to read Mom’s face. I wonder if she’s gone where I have. To the memory of all the parties we used to have. To Dad and his band performing here near the kitchen. Moving the furniture in the living room against the walls and filling the house with salsa music. How he’d leave the band in the middle of a song to dance with her. Walking away from his shiny mustard-colored conga and abandoning his friends on the guiro, maracas, and the clave to fend for themselves.


I shove the memory away. Keep your face to the sun. Take the money and run. Just a little trick I do whenever I feel stuck or overwhelmed. I summon a catchphrase or a song lyric and move on with my life. Sometimes I make one up. Anything uplifting can become a mantra when you need it. Get on the bus, Gus. Chug along, little Suzie. Buy some new pants, Dan.


Some might call it avoidance and to those people I would say: When you’re going through hell, don’t pitch a tent. “Let’s just get to the next one.” I try to move things along. “Describe your idea of—” I stop myself. Describe your idea of a perfect date. There’s no need to go there. Mom hasn’t been on a date since Dad passed away six years ago. She rarely socializes at all.


Her mind seems to be fluttering around. I worry the questionnaire may actually be depressing her. “You know what, let’s just get to the best part.” I click past a series of questions.


Who doesn’t love before-and-afters? And there are some breathtaking ones on this site. I stop when I find what I’m looking for. A picture of a gloomy living room side by side with its transformation, a bright, gorgeous sun-drenched space. A small-windowed wall now has a floor-to-ceiling glass panel like the one we’re getting. I turn the laptop around with flair.


“Ay,” she winces, waving a hand in the air.


“You don’t even want to look at them?”


“It’s too much money. We shouldn’t do it.”


“I got this. I’ve already signed the contract, I told you. And sent the deposit.”


She looks me in the eye and gives me a weak smile. “Okay, okay.”


I feel the familiar jab of disappointment.


This shouldn’t be such a struggle. It’s clearly what’s best for the house. The place that’s morphed, grown, or shrunk depending on our needs. Like when Dad passed away, I turned the garage into an in-law suite we could rent out for extra income.


I can’t do anything about the decor, but I’m in charge of the finances and general upkeep.


Our house is pale pink, with a matching low perimeter wall that keeps the wild plants in. The yard is spotted with palms that are neglected yet somehow thriving. The grass grows in patches and there are pavers that don’t lead anywhere. Inside, there’s dark floral textured wallpaper, large comfortable couches, and a farmhouse dining table. The vibe is Copacabana meets Little House on the Prairie.


“They’re so talented, you’re going to love it. It’s going to be okay, Mom.”


I’ll just have to wait for the right moment to tell her about the extent of the project. For now, just making sure she doesn’t demand I cancel the entire thing is a win. Based on this bizarre questionnaire, I can see why she may not trust these people to pick out her curtain rods, let alone knock down a wall.
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Chapter 4



I’M STARING AT A PICTURE OF RENÉ WITHOUT A SHIRT ON. FOR strictly work reasons, of course. He’s humorless behind his dark shades, head tilted up. I drag the mouse, zooming in on one of his tattoos, and make a note. Puerto Rican flag on heart. I’ve spent the day on the couch with José José, our elderly dachshund, cuddled beside me while I crammed on all things El Rico.


The verdict? Attitude aside, he’s extremely talented. And in demand. For over a decade, he’s been writing songs for other artists, collaborating on major hits, and recording a lot of duets. As far as I can tell, he’s been the secret ingredient to almost every successful reggaeton dance hit of the past few summers. All little tidbits of information I wish I knew yesterday.


Another major takeaway: He’s as big a jerk in his songs as he is in real life. On almost every single track, René’s the bad guy who threatens to steal your girlfriend, succeeds, then leaves her hanging.


Still, his voice is unlike anything I’ve ever heard. It’s perfectly imperfect. Sure, he only pops on for about twenty seconds in a duet, but when he does, his unique voice cuts through and marks its territory in a song. I can’t believe he’s thirty-one, practically a spinster in recording artist years, and hasn’t been signed until now. Maybe that’s why he’s wary of record labels.


He has a loyal fan base. There’s an entire Reddit thread dedicated to discussing whether he and his personal assistant and stylist, Camila Gómez, aka Floppy Hat, are secretly a couple. He’s also been linked to a few of the women he’s collaborated with and a handful of models. René is extremely private. The spokesmodel for a brand of designer sunglasses, he never takes them off. His social media presence consists entirely of curated images of his sunglasses casually strewn about wherever he goes. Sunglasses in a recording studio. Sunglasses at a restaurant. Sunglasses on the edge of a hot tub.


I’ve dug up every “El Rico” interview to be found online. There are only a few from early on in his career. None of which were particularly helpful. He doesn’t open up to anyone. Granted, most interviewers back then only wanted to hear about the more well-known artists he was collaborating with.


So I’m hoping his tattoos will help me learn something about him. Thankfully, there are innumerable shirtless photos of him online. I find a picture of him from behind and jot down more notes. Research significance of large bird on his back. Is a phoenix a real bird?


I’m feeling less confident than I would hope after this many hours of René research. My biggest concern is that he will demand to work with someone else. Someone who knows what he looks like. Then again, it’s been over twenty-four hours. If he were really upset, my boss would have heard by now. I hold José José’s sweet face in my hands. “Right?” He leans in, resting his head in my hands. “By the way, blink twice if the duck is pestering you.”


“Mom, I need a despojo,” my sister, Meri, announces as she flings her bedroom door open.


She’s wearing a tight yellow tank dress and has crafted ornate twirly shapes on her eyelids with yellow liquid liner. She’s standing, head tilted back melodramatically, waiting for a reaction.


“¿Por qué?” Mom calls out as she walks over.


“First, I can’t get Juan out of my head, and now this test. None of it is going inside my head.”


“Okay, let me see if we have eggs,” Mom replies casually.


“You need a spiritual cleansing to help you memorize better?” I ask, not looking up from the computer.


“Pretty much, yeah.” She doesn’t sound like herself. Her voice has a gruff, tired quality. She drags her feet and plops down next to me on the couch. “So, how did it go? You have to give me a little more than ‘It was fine,’” she begs, inspecting René’s physique on my computer screen.


“It was okay.” Thinking about last night makes me feel nauseous, but I can understand Meri’s excitement. I’ve finally met someone at work she actually listens to, but I don’t want to burst her bubble and break the news that René’s a complete asshat. Or admit that I didn’t recognize him.


“What did he say? What was he wearing?”


The memory of René standing in front of me without a shirt on begins to take form, so I shake it away. “Let’s talk about your test.” I close the computer, and Meri drops her head dramatically. “Are you sure you don’t want me to hire the tutor? You know, instead of an egg.”


Meri sits up. “No, it’s fine,” she says firmly.


“Seriously, the offer is still there.” I know it’s not the best time to suggest it, seeing as the window deposit will wipe out my bank account. Private tutors aren’t cheap, but I found one that has great reviews for visual learners like Meri. It took her four years to get her AA, and for the past three years, she’s worked as a sales rep for a well-known beauty brand while she’s attempted to pass the nursing entrance exam.


Nursing wasn’t what I expected for her. She spent most of her teen years watching or creating makeup tutorials on social media, but I’ll admit I was relieved. Nursing is secure. Nurses make good money. Nurses make overtime. Double, if they’re sent to a city where they’re in high demand. Still, the college admits students only once a year for the fall. So for the past three years she’s been stuck in a continuous loop. Study for the test, take the test, fail the test, wait for the test.


Mom hands Meri an egg and steps outside. “You want one?” Meri asks, waving the egg in the air.


“No, I’m good.”


“Are you? Have you heard from him?” Meri sounds concerned.


“Who?”


“Your ex. You forgot about him already?”


“Oh, James,” I say, relieved. “No, I haven’t forgotten about him. We’re fine.”


“Do you miss him?” She’s motionless in front of me, determined to get to the bottom of things.


“No.”


“That’s kind of sad.”


“No, it isn’t.” It’s been two months since we broke up, I want to add. But then I remember that Meri won’t think that’s much of a defense. James and I dated for a year and I wasn’t especially sad when it first happened either.


I see it as a win that we’ve been able to slip right back into friendly colleague mode. Isn’t that the best of all possible scenarios?


“I knew it. You didn’t seem perdidamente enamorada.” Mom purses her lips, contemplating. She’s standing by the double doors that lead to the backyard, listening to every word.


“That’s a good thing. I don’t want to be ‘lost in love.’ That sounds awful. ‘Lost’ isn’t a healthy relationship goal, Mom.”


“He was too serious,” she continues, disregarding what I’ve said.


“I liked that he was serious. I’m serious.”


“That’s true.” She sounds disheartened, as though disappointed of the reminder.


As they step into the yard, I can’t help but feel more left out than usual. They’re so alike. Meri cooks like my mom, makes Cuban coffee like her. Try as I might, I’ve yet to achieve the damn espumita. They’re both excellent dancers and will break into salsa at the slightest provocation. My sister could dance before she could walk. Literally. And anytime Meri’s heartbroken, Mom is there, ready to jump into action. Wave an egg, read her tarot cards, or drop some seashells into a cup of water to help lure the guy back.


I know she’s proud of my accomplishments. First in the family to get a degree, my job at the label, but I have this feeling nothing would make my mom happier than to find me sprawled out on my bed, in tears over a guy. Heartbreak, she understands. This cold, unfeeling daughter, she does not.


Before James, my previous relationship lasted three years, and that one also ended amicably and tearless. Who wants to be lost in love? No, thank you. I prefer to know exactly where I am at all times. Where does falling get you?


I watch through the window as Meri, under Mom’s guidance, slowly waves the egg around her head, and then her whole body. I hate that my sister is still hurting over her cheating ex.


Of all our differences, our taste in men is the most distinct. Meri always seems to fall for the wrong guys. The hot ones who talk a good game, then turn out to be untrustworthy liars. I prefer no promises to broken ones. I love a man who’s rational and restrained. It’s why I think Spock is the sexiest character on Star Trek.


Mom grabs the egg from Meri and takes over the cleansing. They look like the Witches of Eastwick out there, waving an egg around in the moonlight. There’s a tugging in my chest. Meri’s only five years younger, but when our dad died, I felt that gap widen. I could see in her eyes how afraid she was. She’s strong-willed but extremely vulnerable at the same time, and I wanted so much to take the worry and heartache away. For Mom too. Even now if I could bubble-wrap them, I would. Put them in an egg carton.


Mom holds the door open for Meri, who walks through the house holding the egg out in front of her. “Now just throw it out into the street, into the intersection.”


“I know,” Meri says.


“Well, that’s done.” Mom sounds certain she’s cured whatever was ailing my sister.


I wish I could believe that were true. Because at the moment, I’m picturing Meri walking down the street, throwing the egg out into the busy intersection, hitting a passing cop car, and getting arrested.
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Chapter 5





I GET TO WORK FEELING LIKE I’VE DONE SOMETHING WRONG. Something other than lying to my boss about knowing who an artist is. René’s words have haunted me all weekend. My album can’t be made in Miami.


It doesn’t help that Maureen has gone uncharacteristically silent. I managed to put something together for the press release and sent it to her last night, but I haven’t heard back.


After some digging, I tracked down an online chat room of René enthusiasts. And it felt like a small miracle when I found a couple of fans who were at the concert Friday night. They were kind enough to meet me for a drink and give me a few comments for our press release about René’s new album. To hear them talk, you’d think he was reggaeton’s answer to Bob Dylan. A poet. The voice of a generation. Sure, if Bob were into girls who wear “nothing but thongs to the club.” A lyric from one of René’s collaborations I have problems with. Mostly to do with logistics. How are these girls getting to the club? Are they riding in a taxi in their thongs? Are they sitting down at the club? Are they leaning against a wall in line for the bathroom? It’s impractical and unhygienic.


René’s fans were a little wary of the big record deal, but they said as long as he didn’t sell out, they’d follow him anywhere.


I drop my things off at my desk and head toward the common area, past the bright Art Deco Miami furnishings, the photographs of artists and all the autographed memorabilia on the walls. Acoustic guitars, electric guitars, a surfboard.


Work has always been my safe place. For the past few years, my job has helped me feel balanced. It’s been filled with long, predictable days of coordinating and planning. Sure, back when I was an intern, I dreamed of working on the creative side of marketing. I wanted to be the one who had the vision and who collaborated directly with the artists. Over time, I slipped into the parts of the job where I was most needed. Like helping bring Maureen’s ideas to life, so she has time to work with the artists. It turns out, I am the queen of breaking down concepts and corralling them into calendars, tracking budgets and hiring designers. I feel needed and appreciated.


Not today. Today, I’m uneasy. I’ve finally been assigned an artist and it’s my vision I’m supposed to be implementing, but I may lose my job before I ever get the chance.


I reach the common area with its high ceilings and modern, rectangular blocks along one wall that form stadium seating decorated with colorful cushions on every level. I take a seat in the center of the top row and look over in the direction of Maureen’s office. I try to imagine a scenario where everything works out. There’s always a chance that René didn’t have his manager call to tell her what happened. You never know. Granted, best-case scenario, I’m still assigned to work on promoting René’s album. I wouldn’t even know where to start. How do you promote an enigma? A cocky, obnoxious, difficult enigma.


If anyone can smooth things over, it’s Mo. She’s the artist whisperer. She manages to keep them happy while still having their respect. I’ve yet to see her lose her poise, no matter how outrageous a request.


We have a band that demands everything in their dressing room be blue. Blue rug, blue furniture, blue light bulbs in all the lamps. One legendary crooner’s rider includes having someone vacuum their dressing room just before a show. Not because they’re neat-freaks, but because it relaxes them to sit there and watch.


As the stadium seats fill in with executives and staff from every department, my cell phone pings. I pull it out of my blazer and click on the unread email from the window design firm. It’s an automatic reply, letting me know they received our completed questionnaire. Too bad after today, I may not be able to afford them. I switch the phone to vibrate, set it down, and contemplate what it would be like to get fired after they’ve ripped our old windows out.


“Dani, pray for me.” Alba, my most stylish coworker, takes a seat in front of me. She’s wearing a dress with a cool sticker-like graphic of pizza slices all over it. “I’m interviewing ‘Tokyo or Paris’ after this.”


I wince in commiseration. “Good luck with that.” “Tokyo or Paris” is how we’ve been referring to one of our new artists. A young socialite-turned-singer who came across a tad snooty in her first round of media when she said, “I think I was at a nightclub in Paris when I first had the idea for this song. Or maybe it was Tokyo?”


“She was in a choir when she was little.” I lean forward.


“I didn’t know that.”


“Yeah, that’s how she started out. Have her talk about that and maybe sing one of her favorite songs from choir. That would help make her more approachable, and I think she’d enjoy it.”


“I love it.” She grabs my hands and shuts her eyes dramatically. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” I feel my body unwind itself, and I exhale for what feels like the first time in two days. Too bad Mo wasn’t here for this exchange. Maureen’s the one who makes the introductions at these functions. She’s supposed to get things started, but she’s nowhere in sight.


There’s some confusion down in the front of the room. The heads of Sales and Legal seem to be in a heated debate, while our VP of Human Resources stands awkwardly a few feet away. My heart kicks into overdrive.


Mo must be somewhere putting out a fire. That’s the only thing that would keep her away. What if I’m the fire? What if she’s on the phone with Ángel right now? I don’t know what else I would do. This is the only job I’ve ever had. If I’m forced to leave here without Mo’s support or reference, where will I be?




OEBPS/images/Art_Chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781538706787.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
OO

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
FOREVER





