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“Girl, you do realize you’re crazy, right?” the voice hissed in my ear. “Like, as in, gone softer in your head than one of our nasty school cafeteria tacos?”

I didn’t look up. “Would you shut up, Sosi?” I strummed a chord on my acoustic Bernabé. No, not yet. The humidity was so freaky high, I was probably going to have to adjust again, but I had to get it as close to perfect beforehand so I wouldn’t waste time. I reached over to the tuners, making a few adjustments, even while my best friend kept going on. And on…and on…and on…

“Sos, I can’t hear with you babbling, girl. Please—just for thirty seconds—zip it, then you can tell me again how crazy I am.” I looked up for a second and grinned, even though I totally felt like I was gonna hurl. “Besides, you’ve been all over this from the beginning and don’t even try to lie by saying you haven’t. ‘You should do it, Ali. Send in the audition tape, Ali. It’ll be so cool to see you on TV.’ You need to quit being all bipolar about this.”

“Yeah, mija, but that was before we got down here.” Sosi’s voice was squeaking—a sure sign she was nervous. The nuns at school always knew when she was up to something because she’d start sounding like Mickey Mouse. “I haven’t seen a single person go on out there who’s not wearing spandex, rhinestones, leather, or some combination of all three.”

After practicing a final run, I carefully propped my guitar against the wall. Sosi’s round face looked seriously panicked as she kept reporting on what she’d seen during her “scouting mission,” as she’d called it.

“And they’re all out there shaking their asses like someone took DNA from Shakira, Celia, Selena, and Ricky Martin, mixed it up, and said, ‘Oye, here’s the perfect Latin entertainer.’”

“Sounds like the perfect Latin nightmare to me.” I stretched my arms above my head, trying to keep them limber, and took a drink of water so my throat didn’t dry out. Deep, calming breaths were always good but had a way of leaving you parched.

“That’s the benefit of playing an instrument, I guess. Can’t shake my ass and play at the same time.” Mira, I couldn’t believe I was trying to keep Sosi calm. She was supposed to be keeping me from losing my mind.

“Besides, I’d never wear stuff like that.” I nodded at the bleached-blonde chick who was stalking past us in a cropped black leather vest with laces that crisscrossed the front and wound around her waist to lace down the back of her silver-studded leather pants. Looked painful.

“As if,” Sosi agreed as we watched the girl bend over and shake her corkscrew curls so they poofed out even bigger and wilder before taking the stage, all full of ‘tude and what I’m sure she thought was street cred. Please. Girl looked like she had about as much street cred as Gwen Stefani. Bet she was from Kendall. Whatever. Wasn’t my problem.

“Aside from the fact you’ve got much better taste, you’d never wear that because your father would kill you. As it is, if he finds out you’re even doing this, he’s gonna send you to the nuns in Spain like he’s been threatening to, like, forever, and then where would I be? Who would I have to go to the mall with me? Help me with math?”

“Let me remind you one more time, Sosi Cabrera, that you’re in this as deep as I am and your father might just send you right along with me to the nuns. So shut up, and let me get into my good head space, okay?”

“Pissy diva,” she muttered, but she did pipe down, sliding a few feet down the wall and taking a swig from the gigantic Mountain Dew Code Red she’d been working on for the last hour. That was half the girl’s problem right there. All that caffeine and sugar.

“Do I look okay?”

“I thought you wanted to get into your ‘good head space,’ chica?”

I just waited. She had to say something snarky, otherwise she would’ve exploded. She’d been like that since we were five. But she’d said it, now she was fine, and she could concentrate on the question I’d asked.

“You look fine, girl. Besides, how much of you are they gonna really see behind your guitar?”

“Yeah, but they’re going to see me when I’m walking out onstage. First impressions count.”

Sosi closed the distance between us and whipped my makeup bag out of her enormous tote. “Let’s take the shine off and add a little more color.” She used a big brush to dust some more powder and some of the Benefit Georgia she’d gotten me for my last birthday after convincing my father the peach shimmer powder wasn’t at all slutty looking.

“Adjust the hair a little…” She pulled a couple of pieces free from my French braid with the skinny tail end of a comb so they framed my face and spritzed some hair spray over the whole mess. Thank God for Sosi, you know? Otherwise, I wouldn’t have the first clue how to do anything with hair or makeup.

“And your outfit looks great, Ali. It really does.” She dabbed on a little bit of lip gloss with her pinky, just a touch, right in the center of my lower lip. “It’s going to flow while you’re walking, but won’t get in the way while you’re playing.” Setting the bag down, she reached out and adjusted the waist of the turquoise mesh sleeveless tunic I was wearing with a pair of dark-rinse jeans. No spandex. No rhinestones. At least my high-heeled boots were leather.

“Ali Montero?” A guy wearing a headset over his backward baseball cap and holding a clipboard stopped in front of me, looking at the plastic tag I had hanging on a cord around my neck. “Curtain.”

Oh. My. God. That meant I had five minutes before I went on. Five minutes before I went on. And four minutes to prove myself. Oh. My. God.

“Hey, you can breathe. I’m harmless. The real vultures are out there.” He cocked his head out toward the stage.

Okay, so he was right. I’d sort of stopped with the breathing action.

“Here.”

I found a bottle of water in my hand.

“Don’t worry, it’s cool. It’s unopened.” He smiled—a really nice smile—and gestured to the messenger bag slung across his chest. “Been keeping a few stashed in case I come across someone who looks like they’re about to pass out.”

“Thanks,” I croaked as I tried to twist off the cap, but my hands were shaking so much I wound up dropping the bottle on the floor instead. And nearly cracked heads with Mr. Sweet Guy as we both dove for it.

“Whoa. You really are nervous, aren’t you?” Putting a hand beneath my elbow, he helped me back up and handed me the bottle, the cap loosened. “I heard you practicing. You’re good.” Another smile, bigger, that made his eyes go all crinkly at the corners. “If nothing else, you’ll be a breath of fresh air. I mean, if I hear ‘Suerte’ one more time, I may just go postal, y’know?”

“I bet you’re gonna hear it a lot more before the day’s over,” Sosi piped up with a wicked grin. I could not believe that girl. If the world was ending, she’d find a way to flirt.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Huge catalogs of fantastic music out there and everyone thinks it’s all about Shakira or Marc Anthony. Not that they’re not great, but a little imagination, people.” He winked at me. “Like you. Break a leg.”

“Thanks,” I called to his retreating back. Ugh. If I could smack myself upside the head without looking dumber than I already had, believe me, I would. This guy was being nicer to me than most of my male relatives between the ages of seven and twenty-three, and all I could manage was thanks? I had the social skills of a banana slug.

“Ali Montero, one minute.” A woman this time, also wearing a headset and holding a clipboard, gestured from her position just offstage.

Handing Sosi the bottle of water and ID tag, I picked up my guitar and walked toward the spot the woman was indicating.

“Hey, watch where you’re going, niña.” Miss Black Leather shoved past me, all sweaty and gasping like she’d just run the Boston Marathon or something. Oye, that leather must’ve been tighter than I thought. “Leave room for the people who’re actually going to make the cut.”

Next to me, Sosi muttered, “Ignore her. Sangrona. I hope that tacky outfit chafes—maybe leaves a rash.”

But it wasn’t really registering. I mean, I knew Miss Leather had been rude and I know Sosi was trying to reassure me, but none of it was really penetrating because I was already going into my zone, that place in my head I went right before I performed.

I waited in the wings while the woman who’d called me stepped out on stage and said, “Okay, next up, from Coral Gables, Florida, Ali Montero.” She nodded at me. “All right, Ali. Come show us why you should be a finalist on Oye Mi Canto.”








2



As I settled myself on the stool, I heard one of the judges—a man—say, “Welcome, Ali. Mucho gusto.”

“Un placer,” I replied automatically.

Another voice, female, also sounding nice. “Are you more comfortable speaking in Spanish or English?”

“Either.”

“All right, then.” A warm laugh—the nice man again. “We’ll play it by ear.”

The female voice asked, “So what are you going to be performing for us?”

Peering out into the shadows, I tried to focus on where I thought the voices were coming from. This sucked, not being able to see the judges. Had to rely completely on tone with no facial expressions to fall back on. They sounded nice, at any rate.

“‘Bella Luna’.”

“Doesn’t sound familiar.” Okay, mostly nice. Another woman. Sharper, not so friendly as either the man or the first woman.

“It’s a Jason Mraz song. Off his latest release,” I added helpfully.

“Jason Mraz.” The same nasty, sharp voice. “Hardly a giant in Latin music. You are aware this is a contest to find the next big Latin star, right?” A few scattered laughs echoed around the interior of the Jackie Gleason Theater. Bitch.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Sosi’s face settling into that angry frown that was a sure sign she wanted to pound on someone, and with that much Code Red in her…. Next to her, Cute Helpful Guy was shaking his head. And I kept getting calmer. This was my turf. I knew how to work it.

“Last time I checked, I was Latin—and so is the way I play this,” I replied, earning my own set of chuckles as I lowered my chin and lifted my guitar to my lap. After a last-second check on the tuning, I nodded at the sound tech, indicating he should start my backup disc. A nod and a thumbs-up; five seconds later, I heard the soft gong I’d added to the beginning of the track as a signal I should begin playing. I’d needed something, since it dove right into a guitar solo for the first eight measures—letting the judges see what I was about up front. It had taken me weeks, messing around with the music programs on my computer, to extract the guitar and vocals so I could play over what was left, but I’d finally gotten it right.

And it was a risk, using it as my second audition piece. I’d gone a lot more predictable with the audition tape that got me here in the first place, a Spanish-language version of Toni Braxton’s “Un-Break My Heart.” Yeah, yeah, I know it was cheesy, especially the L7 way it had been recorded by Simon Cowell’s multilingual boy band Il Divo, but hey, it worked. Good showcase for my alto range, familiar without being so overdone it was boring, and in the end, it got me here, verdad? On the stage of the Jackie Gleason, where a couple hundred South Florida hopefuls who’d also made it to this point were going to give it their best spandexed, rhinestoned, and leathered shot to become contestants on a new show: Oye Mi Canto, aka “Hear My Song,” aka the Latin American version of American Idol. And when I said Latin America, I meant all of Latin America, mija. The plans, according to the ad I’d seen, would be for the show to be broadcast from Miami and televised not only in every major Spanish-language market in the United States, but throughout Mexico and Central and South America and the Caribbean. I’d heard some of the people talking backstage that they were even hoping to get a feed over to Spain.

It was enough to make anyone wanna hurl. Except I was concentrating on the music and when I concentrated on the music, that was it for me. Everything else fell away. Had always been that way for me, ever since I first remembered seeing my papi playing and teaching. Since he’d first put his hands over mine on the strings and showed me how to make the pretty sounds.

The strings of the Bernabé vibrated beneath my fingers, a soothing, familiar sensation. Adding a few flamenco flourishes, I continued getting more elaborate during the solo break, building emotion and intensity

It was a risk, because while the style had a definite Latin vibe, the lyrics were still in English. Because it was mellow and jazzy, not a big, energetic pop or rock number or some power ballad designed to show off the Mariah-style pipes. But while a relatively new chart, it was still totally the kind of stuff I’d grown up with—what I was most comfortable with. If there was anything Papi had taught me about music was that the time to push your comfort zone was in the rehearsal studio, not on the stage. You didn’t take it out on stage until it was your comfort zone.

Now…I was in my favorite part of the song. More flamenco on the guitar, my fingers flying over the strings, alternating with the occasional percussive tap on the body, using my voice as a second instrument—this was what it was all about, baby. And then…easing back, allowing the song to cruise into a quiet, gentle finale, and one more time, just call me Risky Girl, because everyone knew you left ’em with a big impression—a big sustained, blow-out-the-

windows note, or some kind of showy finish that had the audience imagining that fireworks were exploding on the stage beside you.

So not my style. Maybe Sosi was right. Maybe I was crazy for thinking I could do this. This kind of program was all about showy and letting it all hang out.

Applause.

I snapped my head up, my eyes opening. Hadn’t even realized I’d closed them. Glancing toward the wings, I saw they were a lot more crowded than they had been at the outset of my performance. A lot more. Man, I felt like I was gonna hurl again, except…who could hurl when they were getting that kind of reception? I might be way crazy, but it was worth it for this kind of response. It’s what any performer lives for.

Sosi’s face was flushed as she stuck her fingers in her mouth and let loose with a shrill whistle that reverberated through the near-empty theater. Bobbing my head, I acknowledged the applause, then slid from the stool, figuring my five minutes were more than up.

“Wait a moment, Ali.” A light snapped on in the center of the theater, revealing four people sitting a couple of seats apart from each other. Four. But I’d only heard three voices. The fourth judge, if that’s who it was, was a man who was sitting there, his arms crossed, just…staring. I felt like one of those butterflies that Sister Constanza had pinned onto boards for us to study in biology.

“You performed ‘Regresa a Mi’ on your audition tape, correct?”

I looked at the woman with the nice voice who’d asked the question. “Yes, ma’am.”

I watched, my stomach doing this painful clenching thing, as the four people leaned in toward one another. Finally they sat back in their chairs and the man who’d spoken before said, “Interesting selections. And you’re only what, seventeen?”

“Yes, sir.”

The nice woman spoke again. “You have a unique sound for someone so young.”

The Bernabé was sliding in my sweaty grasp. I carefully propped it against the stool and tried not to look like a total dork as I wiped my palms down the sides of my jeans.

“Thank you.” What was going on? Had they done this with everyone else? Risking a glance into the wings, I saw a bunch of confused expressions. I was somehow guessing not. And now the Hurl Fairies were making their presence seriously known.

My suspicions were confirmed when Nice Woman said, “We realize this is a little irregular, and we’d understand if you aren’t prepared, but do you have something a little more up-tempo that you could give us a sample of?”

Something in my gut told me this was really, really important. As in could-determine-my-future important. And if I was going to be a performer, I was going to have to be able to handle stuff like this on the fly. As it so happened…I could.

“Yes, actually. I have another disc with me, if I could get it?”

“Of course.” The two nice judges nodded while Cranky Woman just cocked her head, and the fourth guy just sat there…staring.

I controlled myself as I strolled to the wings where Sosi was already waiting with my gig bag.

“Oooh, girl. What’re you going to sing?”

“Don’t have much choice, Sos. Only have one other disc in here.” I reached into the outside zippered pocket of the black nylon bag and pulled out the disc I had stashed in there. Quickly zipping my axe into the bag, since I didn’t need it for this, I went back out on stage, forcing myself to maintain the stroll…casual, confident…yeah, right. Maybe on the outside.

I leaned down into the pit and handed the disc to the sound tech before moving the stool and microphone stand out of the way. Needed some room for this one. Nodding at the sound guy, my body automatically began moving to the rhythms as the quiet, insistent percussion started building—cowbell, maracas, the bongos. Four measures, then the guitar and finally, syncopated piano lead with a dramatic rest and right into—

“De mi tierra bella. De mi tierra santa.”

The song that had put Gloria on the Spanish-language music map as a bona fide bilingual star; an homage to the country of her birth and one I’d learned ages ago, to honor Papi and our Cuban roots. If the jazz charts were my comfort zone, songs like this were my soul.

Plus, it went over really well with the older crowd at all the quinces and First Communion parties I got roped into singing at.

Another quick glance over to the wings revealed Sosi grinning like a fool, most everyone else bobbing and moving, and one really bored-looking chick. Miss Leather. Clearly no soul.

I was kind of surprised they let me go through the whole thing—I mean, it’s a four-and-a-half-minute song and if the idea was to see if I could sing up-tempo, well, that should’ve been clear by the end of the first verse. But I went ahead and wound the song up with a flourish—not quite fireworks material, but still pretty spiffy, if I did say so myself, my head thrown back, the hand holding the microphone on my hip and my other arm thrust in front of me out toward the judges.

They’d never turned the light off, so I could see them as I replaced the microphone in the stand and retrieved my discs from the sound tech, putting their heads together and powwowing again. Finally, Cranky Woman lifted her head and said, all snotty-like, “Can you manage something that’s both Latin and contemporary?”

Oye, what was this chick’s problem? And why’d she have to take it out on me? Sosi may be the one who likes to pound on people, but it didn’t mean I didn’t have a temper.

“You mean something like ‘Suerte’?” I bit my lip, trying not to smile as I heard a few laughs at my smart-ass response. Maybe I was screwing myself, but hey, I was probably already screwed. And while my papi went to a lot of trouble to raise me to be a lady, he didn’t raise me to take no one’s crap. Not even some judge who could ensure I never saw a single televised moment on Oye Mi Canto unless I was parked in front of my own television and catching it on Telemundo.

“Not a bad example.” The crank seemed to have settled a little as she eyed me from her perch, uh, seat. I tried to clear images of her as a vulture from my head.

“Sure, I know it.” I shrugged. “Just seemed kind of…common.”

The laughs were louder and longer now. Even Cranky was allowing herself a small smile. Turning back to the wings, I grinned at Sosi, who was bent over with her hands on her knees, clearly laughing her head off. Oh well…at the very least, we’d have something for chisme time on the phone. For Sosi, reliving this would keep her going for the next three months at least. Behind her, Miss Leather looked seriously chapped. Whoops. Guess I know who one of today’s versions of “Suerte” belonged to. Ah well, it’d been a thin slice of heaven, but I needed to quit hogging the spotlight. Lots of other wannabes waiting for their earned moment.

“Thank you for your time.”

“No, thank you, Ali.” The nice guy, the first judge who’d spoken to me, lifted his head from a sheet he’d been scribbling notes on. Or maybe it was just the New York Times crossword. “We’ll be in touch.”

I nodded and headed for the wings, where I collapsed into Sosi’s arms. Adrenaline letdown, you know?

“Come on, mija. Have some more water.” She shoved the bottle in my hand as she led us to a relatively quiet spot. I slid down the wall to the floor, taking huge gulps of water as I did.

“Guess the pressure’s just too much for some people. Shouldn’t even bother.” Miss Leather wasn’t bothering to keep her voice down as she oh-too-casually strutted past. If I wasn’t so dry-mouthed, I’d have slung the water at that spiral-permed head of hers. What a poser.

Helpful Cute Guy suddenly materialized in front of me. “What a bitch.”

Okay, bitch worked, too.

He rolled his eyes, a bright, streaky green, I noticed, now that I wasn’t about to die from fright, before he leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I’ve been tapping into the main feed on my headset. Even though I’m not supposed to.” He grinned and shrugged, totally not apologetic.

“They like you a lot because you’re going to appeal to the older demographic—chica who can sing with the soul of La Reina, but who’s young enough to be their daughter or granddaughter. Reassurance that there’s still respect for those who came before, tú sabes? But at the same time, you’re clearly hip and familiar with the current scene.”

He eased back, saying more loudly, “You need another? Yeah, I think I have one.” Rummaging in his messenger bag, he pulled out another bottle of water that he uncapped and handed to me.

Huh? Then I saw some people with tags around their necks who looked Super Important walking past, and I got it. He wasn’t supposed to be telling me any of this. What was he telling me, exactly?

“What are you telling me?”

He leaned back in, his voice going even softer. “Don’t you get it? You’re in. No matter what happens here or in any of the other cities we audition in, they want you for sure. Congrats. You’re going to be on Oye Mi Canto.” He rose and held his hand out to help me up. Once I was up, he still held onto my hand, shaking it formally.

“Since we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other in the next few months, I guess I’d better introduce myself.” The eyes—big and green, I did say that, right?—crinkled up again at the corners as he smiled. “I’m Jaime Lozano. College intern masquerading as an assistant director and all-around lackey.”

“Ali Montero,” I responded automatically. And automatically felt stupid.

“I know who you are, Ali.” He turned to walk away, but stopped and glanced over his shoulder. With a wink he added, “And pretty soon, so will a whole lot more people.”

Ay Dios mío. I was so screwed. I never expected to make it. There was no way I was going to make it. I was too young, too different, too innocent. I knew they wanted the Shakiras and Chayannes and Juaneses and Thalías. I still had two names, for God’s sake! I only even do this for the experience, I’d told myself over and over. Just to get a taste of what it was like for when I really struck out on my own and tried to make it in the biz. Like, in ten…twenty years, or so.

“Oye, mija…”

“I know, I know, Sosi.” I shook my head slowly, still watching Jaime as he moved easily through the maze of people and equipment.

Beside me, Sosi sighed, long and pained. “I wonder if the nuns in Spain will let me keep my iPod?”

“If we make it that far without getting killed.”

“Right.”
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“Ay virgen santísima.” It was so awful, I couldn’t even be bothered to send up my usual silent apology for blaspheming. And anyway, if la virgen was looking down, I knew she’d understand. Sosi and I looked at each other, looked in the mirror, looked at each other in the mirror, then looked back at each other for real.

“What is she thinking?” Sosi groaned, scratching at her shoulders.

“Stop that, Sos, you’re making me itch, too.” Not totally true. The nasty tulle that draped across the neckline and evolved into poofy off-the-shoulder sleeves was the primo culprit. But it didn’t help that Sosi was sitting there, in the same butt-ugly gown I was also trying on, squirming and scratching like a dog with fleas. Sitting through the quinces Mass in this getup was going to be utter hell.

Okay, now the silent apology for equating Mass with hell; more detailed penance would have to wait until the next time I hit Confession, whenever that happened. Look, I went to Catholic school, okay? Far as Papi and I were concerned, that covered the religious obligations. Sundays belonged to us and our music, no matter how hard the elder relatives squawked. That’s how it had always been.

“What she’s thinking, Sos, is that it’s her official entrance to womanhood and polite Cuban society and she’s going to shine, girl.” I scratched some more and tried to find a place on my upper arms where these stupid poofy-sleeve thingies wouldn’t itch so bad—or make me look like a linebacker for the Dolphins.

“But did she have to put the damas in aqua?” she whined. “I mean, come on, Ali. Tell me there’s a Cuban girl alive who looks good in this color?”

“Probably not, and that’s the point,” I retorted. “Amanda wants to come off like she’s Salma Hayek or Eva Longoria, and the only way she’s even gonna come close is at our expense. So we get sick, faded Easter egg aqua and ruffles—” I glanced down at the organza skirt that was standing out about two feet on either side of me before glancing back at Sosi. “While I’ll bet you a double scoop of Ben and Jerry’s New York Super Fudge Chunk she’s going to be wearing something sleek, sexy, and—once we hit the party—strapless, the little tart.”

Sosi groaned and dropped into the dressing room chair, her skirt poofing up nearly to her ears. “Girl turns fifteen, she thinks she’s all grown and shit.”

“Your cousin.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Hey, how are you guys doing in there?” came a voice from just outside the dressing room. A second later, the door opened.

“Elaine, save us.” Ugh, I was whimpering.

“Oh…boy.” Elaine Garces, my father’s best friend who’d accompanied us on the damas gown expedition, slid into the remaining available square foot of space in the room. Good thing she was so tiny. Which was just wrong for a Latin girl, but she was way cool, so we forgave her.

“Man, those are seriously awful, mijas.”

“Not helping,” Sosi grumbled as she struggled to get up from the chair.

“No, really, you guys look like malaria victims.”

I held a hand out and hauled Sosi to her feet. “Tell us something we don’t know, Elaine. This is suckagetude beyond all suckagetude.”

“It’s mondo enormous suckagetude,” Sosi agreed as we faced the mirror once again, this time with Elaine between us, peering over our shoulders and shaking her head. I could tell by the expression on her face that nope, it hadn’t been overwrought teenage imagination. These were truly the worst damas dresses in the history of the world. All icky aqua and ruffles and waterfalls of hanging beads.

Best of all—we got to pay for the privilege of wearing them, along with matching dyed shoes and elbow-length gloves, for several hours from Mass to the big, obnoxious party with five hundred guests. And in between, formal pictures, immortalizing Amanda on the occasion of her fifteenth birthday—and us in these butt-ugly gowns. Groovy.

This was my punishment for not telling Papi about Oye Mi Canto yet. It had to be. Three weeks on, and I still hadn’t worked up the nerve to tell him. But you know, I pretty much had decided it was all a figment of my imagination anyway. Because think about it—all I had to go on was the word of some college intern assistant director who’d eavesdropped on a conversation he wasn’t even supposed to have access to. And I was supposed to believe him? Shyeah, right. For all I knew, he’d heard wrong. Or he was getting his jollies off messing with the naïve teenager’s head. Although he’d seemed super sincere. And very cute—too cute to be the messing-around type.

Yep. All a figment of my imagination.

“Why don’t you two ditch those homages to flammable fabrics, and we’ll go get ice cream—dull the pain some?”

Sosi was nearly contorting herself trying to get to the zipper. “You’re a goddess, you know that?”

“Yeah, well, from your lips to some fabulous guy’s ears, girl.” Turning first Sosi, then me around, Elaine pulled our zippers down. “Because the ones I been dating? Not so much with the fabulous or thinking I’m a goddess. Meet you out front.” A second later, she ducked out, giving us room to lose the bad taste ball gowns.

As I changed back into my school uniform skirt and polo, which were tacky, but still better than the dresses, I couldn’t help but think I knew just the fabulous guy—I knew he liked her and he probably already thought she was a goddess. He was just a pinhead—at least when it came to dating.

 

“Hey, we’re back,” I yelled out over Oscar Peterson’s swingin’ “‘C-Jam Blues” that Papi had blaring from the stereo. What? You think just because we’re primarily guitarists around here that we can’t appreciate good piano chops? Good music is good music, baby, no matter the axe or the genre. One of the best concert experiences I ever had was Yo-Yo Ma. Another was Lenny Kravitz, although I thought Papi was gonna have a heart attack over how, uh…suggestive Lenny was up onstage. Thankfully, Elaine was with us and told him to get a grip and close his eyes and just listen to the music if watching Lenny was too much for his delicate constitution. Honestly. You’d never know the man had come of age when Prince and Madonna were in their heyday. First heyday, that is.

Tossing our butt-ugly dresses on the couch, we cruised into the kitchen for sodas and snackage.

“Oye, don’t dive into the chips—they’re to go with dinner,” Papi scolded with his hands wrist-deep in a bowl.

“Hamburgers? Cool.” I kissed his cheek and snagged a ring of Bermuda onion from a plate at the same time.

“Yeah. I figure we have a couple more weekends’ use out of the grill before it gets too hot to cook outside. Either of you staying?” he asked over his shoulder as he started forming patties and putting them on a plate.

“Thanks, but I can’t—I have to babysit,” Sosi replied, while Elaine looked up from where she was perusing the interior of the fridge.

“Sure, why not?”

“Thought you said you had a date tonight?” I popped the tab on my Diet Coke and dropped into a chair at the kitchen table, skimming through the pile of mail. Maybe some good catalogs with clothes Papi would never let me buy had come today.

“Total pity date, girl.” Pulling a couple of bottles of beer out, she uncapped both and set one next to Papi. “Some guy fresh from the island who knows the family via one of my mother’s cousin’s tías or some such nonsense. My mother kept nagging me to make the date because he was going to be visiting Miami for a few days before he moves to New York. Which is code for ‘Who knows? Maybe you two will hit it off and get married, so you can move back to New York and give me lots of grandchildren to fuss over like a good Puerto Rican daughter should.’”

She shuddered and leaned against the counter. “Hamburgers with you guys is definitely preferable. Robbie, how much pepper have you put in?”

“Enough, and hasn’t your mother figured out you have no intention of moving back to New York? Ever?” Washing his hands at the sink and drying them off, Papi pushed his wire-rim glasses higher up on his nose and took a drink from his beer.

“‘Enough’ means ‘barely a sprinkle’ where you’re concerned, you big wuss, and this is my mother we’re talking about. She knows. She just refuses to accept it as a reality. Along with the fact that the likelihood I’ll give her lots of grandchildren lowers every year. I’m so not pulling some Christie Brinkley, squeezing them out in time for me to go on Social Security.”

Shoving Papi aside, Elaine picked up the pepper mill and started grinding…and grinding…and grinding some more. Good thing I loved spicy food. Papi not so much, which is why he snatched it from her after about the fifth grind.

“Ease up, would you? You can put more on your burger after it’s cooked. And you’re only thirty-seven.”

“Wuss. And thirty-seven is ancient in the scheme of Latin motherhood, unless, of course, you’re popping out the sixth or seventh angelito.”

“No, just still in possession of my taste buds, you freak, and six or seven? Is she insane?”

“You’ve met my mother, what do you think?

Sosi and I grinned at each other across the table. Over ten years Papi and Elaine had been fellow music professors and buds at Florida International and over ten years, they’d been perfecting this Abbott and Costello routine. Shaking my head, I looked back down at the mail, paying attention to the stuff in envelopes now that it had been ascertained that no catalogs of interest had shown up.

I picked up one such specimen, a stiff, cream-colored number with my name on it and a New York return address. No name, just an address. Probably just junk, but hey, it had my name on it. In calligraphy, no less.

Not junk. I about had my own version of Papi’s Lenny Kravitz heart attack when I unfolded the single sheet of heavy cream paper and saw the big OYE MI CANTO blazing across the top in navy blue and gold lettering.


¡Felicidades!

Oh.

My.

God.

It’s with tremendous pleasure that we’re sending this letter. Congratulations Alegría Montero, you have been selected from over forty thousand applicants to be one of only sixteen finalists on Oye Mi Canto, the search for the next great Latin superstar! In the coming weeks our production team will be in touch with details—



And all of a sudden, my stomach was somewhere up in the vicinity of my throat. Then down by my feet somewhere. And my head was spinning.

“What’s that, mija?” Papi squinted at the sheet as he passed by on his way to the refrigerator with the covered plate of burgers. But he wasn’t really paying all that much attention, because if he’d actually picked up any vibe as to what it was, I’d be packing for the nuns, like, five minutes ago.

I passed it under the table to Sosi, who took one look at it and made some sort of squeaky noise that had Papi’s head whipping around and Elaine glancing up from the newspaper article she’d been reading.

And, of course, that’s when she tried to pass it back to me, under the table, which was totally obvious. Which made Papi give me The Look: eyebrows raised as his glasses slid down his nose and he stared over the tops of the rims.

“Ali?”

Oh man, showtime. Because how bad did I really want to do this? How important was it to me?

“Uh, Papi…there’s something I sort of need to tell you.”
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