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      Rio

      Coñazo, I already regret this.

      The last place I need to be is an industry party.

      I weave in and out through the two-sided hallway. It’s hot, infused with the clashing smells of bodies, perfumes, colognes, and refined weed. My goal is to avoid the crowd of people who stop dancing to try to get my attention and instead head into the living room area of the penthouse, near the balcony. The tightening in my chest is intense. My breath comes in choppy intakes as I stand near the window. The air hits my face, and I can’t breathe it in fast enough, so I push my hoodie back. I need a minute to center my gaze on the millions of lights in front of me in the postcard-like, breathtaking view of the Manhattan skyline with its skyscrapers, bridges, and the Hudson River on the horizon.

      “Rio,” a gravelly voice I would recognize anywhere calls out from behind. I turn to see Niko, owner of this view, rushing my way with a smile that splits his face and is brighter than the yellow jersey he’s wearing. His arms go around me. “We’ve missed you, Manito.”

      His hand claps my shoulder hard, like he’s only Nikanor Romero, my friend of more than fifteen years, not Niko El Rebelde, the superstar who turns every musical note into gold and any venue into a street party. He’s one of the few true friends I have and one of the two people in the industry who could lure me out of the house these days. I can’t help but return the grin.

      “It’s good to be back,” I say, and it’s not necessarily a lie, just not the whole truth. “I’m still trying to get into the groove of things.”

      He bobs his head up and down. “I get it, and what better place to start than with your friends? We’ll jump in the studio later. For now, you play. Hay muchas shorties. Have fun. I need to check that we are all set with the equipment, but I’ll be back to get you. Tu sabes que Vampiro is mad cabrón about having everything just perfect.”

      I nod. Calling our music producer, Vampiro, temperamental is putting it mildly. The man wouldn’t think twice of walking out and messing up our plans if we don’t have every detail ironed out to perfection.

      Niko leaves me alone to look around the room. I’m trying to keep an open mind, but industry parties are not my vaina right now. I want nothing but to be away from people, locked in my room, but Niko invited me to record tonight. Our song is destined to be a banger, and I’m excited for my verse. I’ve been tweaking and perfecting it. The music grows louder. “Energia” by Alexis y Fido booms from the speakers, and everyone screams. Great song, just not in the mood. I retreat to a corner near the balcony to sip my beer, avoiding eye contact. Hopefully, the message is clear: no me jodan.

      “Excuse me,” a feminine voice says from behind me.

      Fuck. Do people not get the hint when others don’t want to be bothered? I try to school my face to something neutral and force the annoyance from my voice as I turn and reply, “Yeah?”

      And holy shit. Brown skin like chocolate de agua, tight curls for days, and small almond eyes in a heart-shaped face that I’ve never seen before but I would have definitely remembered. My gaze drifts lower, and yeah, I would have screenshotted and filed away all those curves in jeans and a deep-red, sweetheart-cut shirt that frames her generous chest in my brain.

      Si, I would remember her.

      “You’re blocking the drink table,” she says, luscious lips stretching in an almost hesitant way.

      I blink a couple times and look behind me, only to flush. Heat rises up my chest to my face way too fast. What an ass I am. Here I’m thinking she’s coming to cozy up to me, but all she wants is a drink. I move slightly and say, “Sorry.”

      “It’s all good.” She moves past me and stops, eyeing the table like she’s lost.

      “You can’t go wrong with Brugal, Coke, and lime,” I offer.

      “How traditional of you,” she says, and the smile she turns on me brightens her face.

      I extend my hand. “Rio Castillo, and I can mix it for you, if you want.”

      She takes my hand in her softer and warmer one. “Luna Santos, and I would love that, if it’s no bother.”

      “Not at all.” I mix the drink quickly and hand it to her. Behind her, there’s a window, and her namesake, the moon, is high in the sky. It almost glows like a halo behind her. “How lucky am I?”

      “Como así?” she asks in an accent that’s a nostalgic callback to my people.

      De lo mío. Dominicana.

      I point at the sky beyond the window. “I’m in the company of two lunas in one night. That’s got to be a good omen. Or maybe you are la Diosa Luna?”

      “I never heard that one before.” But she laughs. It’s a little loud, but her eyes glow like jewels, gotitas de ambar, against the light. I can’t help but stare at that full mouth and throw my wish to be alone far away.

      “You want to sit?” I ask.

      Her eyes brighten, and she nods, leading the way to a small couch nearby.

      “So, are you one of the models in Niko’s video?”

      She laughs again, shaking her head, making me lean closer. “Does that actually work? Are girls, like, ‘Omg, Rio thinks I’m a model,’ and then they lose their mind and self-control?”

      She knows who I am.

      It’s my turn to shake my head. “I didn’t mean it like that, but stop playing. You know you’re gorgeous.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      I purse my lips, pointing them up toward my nose, in a very Dominican gesture meant to let her know I don’t believe her. “Does that work? The whole modesty thing? Because there’s no way you don’t know how bad you are.”

      Her lashes flutter. “Thank you. You’re sweet. You looked annoyed when I approached you. I thought you were going to chew me out.”

      “Sorry about that. I hate these things… I’m usually better. I thought you were a groupie and… Man, I’m so embarrassed.”

      She grimaces. “Um, I’m definitely not a groupie, but full disclosure, I’m a fan. ‘Dime Mami’ is my favorite song. I actually came to tell you that.”

      I’m caught off guard by her admission, but I can’t stop staring into her eyes. Her embarrassment is cute too. Definitely not turned off.

      I open my mouth to tell her it’s okay, but her hand shoots out to touch mine. “I’m not here to bother you. I can go do something else. I just wanted to say how much I love your song.”

      Her hand is so warm. Her gaze holds mine, and the tightening in my chest is sudden.

      “You’re not bothering me,” I tell her. “It’s actually good to hear. I’ve been away for so long, I wonder if anyone remembers me at all. So, what do you actually do other than listen to my music?” I tease.

      She scoffs. “¡Qué arrogancia! I said one song. You assume I meant your whole discography.”

      I shrug, enjoying the feistiness in her voice. “Maybe it’s wishful thinking.”

      She holds a hand up to her heart. “I’m not confirming nor denying that I listen to all three albums regularly and the mixtape.”

      Jesus, she’s gorgeous.

      “Favorite?” I ask.

      Luna taps her chin, but the twitch in her lips gives her away. “The mixtape, After the Rain. You were raw in it.” She presses her hand against mine, sending a wave of heat over that area of my skin. “Don’t get me wrong, all three albums are awesome with great bangers, but they’re more commercial. The mixtape feels intimate, like we’re sitting in a living room and you’re telling me the story of how she broke you.”

      They. All of them broke me. Some with a breakup, others with silence, but nothing compared to the last…way after I released the mixtape. She couldn’t deal with my mess.

      But I don’t get caught up in that, because the intimate moment she described feels like this moment. I can’t remember the last time someone touched me while talking, other than fucking, and I…don’t hate it—quite the opposite.

      “I was younger then, and I had plenty of heartbreaks to talk about.”

      She lifts her hands. “No judgments. Just grateful because it got me through a breakup.”

      I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “Now, what pariguayo would break up with you?”

      Her gaze narrows on me. “Vas a seguir?”

      I can’t help but laugh. “I mean it.”

      “Every single time with every single girl, I’m sure.” Her tone is drier than the air outside.

      I laugh again. This time, Luna’s mouth curls into a small grin.

      “Seriously, though, what do you do, Diosa Luna?”

      “Hahaha, cute. I’m a social media and marketing manager.”

      “That sounds like a fun job,” I say, because I’m 100% sure I could not do that. I do the bare minimum on my own social media. It grates my team to no end.

      “I love it.” Her eyes gleam, lighting up her face. “It’s finding ways to resonate with people and audiences. We do it for restaurants, stores, and brands.”

      “That makes sense. It’s like testing songs to see which one makes people feel the music and dance. But those are all different. What does your heart call out to most?”

      I want to know what she’s into. It’s been a while since I had a conversation like this with someone. I haven’t wanted to. With her, I want to keep talking.

      “There’s an up-and-coming fashion-and-lifestyle brand called Morena & Miel, which I happen to love. Creating social media for it is my favorite thing in the world.”

      “Why?”

      “The products are original, and everything is carefully chosen. The pieces are well thought out and one of a kind. I love unique things—like that charm.” She points to my Cuban link chain.

      I touch the center where the special skeleton key hangs, and I’m flooded with all the feelings and the call of something deep inside me. I’m searching for words to say but can’t come up with anything. I close my fist around it.

      Her face goes from curious to soft as she watches the gesture. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

      There’s warmth in her voice, so I find myself telling her more than I usually share. “It’s a key, actually.”

      She blinks. “Really? What does it open?”

      My casita, mi museo de recuerdos, and my whole soul.

      “The most valuable thing I own.” I scoot closer to her, press the side tab on the shank, and it triggers the barrel, and then I twist it until the key bit pops out.

      “That did not just happen.” The light dances in her eyes, and her lips part.

      And it hits me that I’ve told her too much. I don’t want anyone to know about the charm being a key or for anyone to know about the casita back home. “Hey, do you mind not sharing that?”

      Her fingers drag across her mouth, and she makes a twisting motion with her finger. “My lips are sealed.”

      Her face is so close I can’t help but stare into it. “Diablo, qué carita tan bella tienes.”

      “Stop,” she says but doesn’t pull away.

      “No, I’m serious.” I brush the backs of my fingers over her velvety soft cheek.

      She sucks in a breath, and her lips press together, like preparing for mine. I lean over.

      “Rio, let’s go,” Niko calls out. “Vampiro is ready.”

      But I am lost in the gloss of her eyes, the lingering sigh she releases, and the warmth that radiates from her skin. It’s entrancing. I reach for her face.

      “Rio, come on. Where are you?”

      I drop my hands, and I clear my throat. “I’m sorry, I have to go record.”

      She blinks fast a few times, slowly shaking her head and looking away. When our gazes meet again, she shoots me a tentative smile and pushes to her feet. “Thanks for the chat. It was nice to meet you.”

      She walks away, and I start following Niko.

      No, I can’t let it end like this. It’s been a while since I felt connected to anyone, and I don’t want this moment to end. I rush back after her, and I grab her hand. “Luna.”

      She turns, and we’re facing each other. The question is etched in her expressive eyes.

      Yeah, I need to see her again. “Can I get your number?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Luna

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        OMG, Sel. I have so much to tell you. Where are you? I’m coming to you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I cannot wait to tell my cousin about meeting Rio Castillo. I didn’t know he would be here. He’s hotter in person—as if that were possible. That full mouth, that pretty boy face, lashes for days, brown-almost-black eyes, and those lips—the videos do not lie. He’s got me so giddy.

      That part is probably not okay. I’ve been around enough celebrities to know that some are complete assholes. Not him, though. I’m still smiling as I run downstairs. Adina’s waiting for me outside the building, and I’m ready to go.

      I can’t believe that just happened. I just wanted to tell Rio how much I loved his music, but when he turned around and looked at me so mean, I made the excuse of trying to get a drink. But he turned out to be so sweet. He even flirted with me! His eyes seemed so sad, a little dull, and he was awkward, but that went away as we spoke. And he almost kissed me. My chest still burns, thinking about him.

      I even got his number. And he’s already texting me!

      
        
          
            
              
        Rio

      

      
        To make sure you got my number. Text anytime.

      

      

      

      

      

      I open the door to the street, and my friend Adina Belmont, also known as Adi in the City, stands there in all her glory—tall, beautiful, 10/10 body, glorious black hair, and a scowl so mean it could bring a star down from the sky.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Her tone is harsh, as it usually is when she’s ticked off.

      “I was upstairs. Where were you? You disappeared on me. I was looking for you for a while,” I say.

      But that’s how I ran into my favorite artist and then figured she would find me. No regrets.

      “Working on setting up a collab. I’m here to network, too.” Now she’s got her back up and won’t look me in the eye.

      “Okay, you were doing your thing. Why are you mad?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Who says I’m mad? I just couldn’t find you.”

      “Well, here I am.” There’s no way I’m going to engage in whatever mood she is in now. I’m not letting her bring me down this time. I’m flying too high. I need my hype woman right now, my cousin Sel, because she’s going to die when I tell her I met Rio Castillo. I just need to make sure Adina gets home first. “Are you ready to go?”

      “No. Rio’s here. I want to meet him.”

      His name stirs a fluttering in my belly, and words rush out of my mouth. “He’s in the studio. But don’t worry, you’ll get to meet him soon.”

      She frowns. “What? How do you know?”

      Her eyes bulge, her words suddenly overpronounced. It’s what kills the fluttering and puts out the excitement. I know her well enough to know something went wrong—someone stepped on her toe, or had the same shirt, or maybe a guy she liked said hello to someone else—and now she is in a bad mood. It’s a signal that I need to get away from her. Growing up together, I’ve learned that I love this chick with all my heart — she’s my sister in my heart — but sometimes I need to love her from another borough.

      “It’s no biggie. I was talking to him upstairs. He has my number. We’re probably going to hang out, and I’m definitely going to make sure my bestie gets to meet him.”

      Her gaze narrows, and her face goes red. She takes a step toward me. “Lulu, what the fuck are you doing?”

      I blink a few times, my mouth drifting open. Huh? “I…what?”

      “I’m talking to him. I was supposed to meet him inside but got caught up in business.”

      I’m stunned. Is this a joke? She never mentioned this.

      “You told me earlier that we came to see Niko and Chico Sparx. You never mentioned him.”

      “It was between him and me. Do I have to tell you everything? Like, Jesus, you’re my friend. You heard me talk about him. I thought I could trust you around my dude.”

      Has she been snorting again?

      I touch her arm, pulling her a few steps away from the entrance. “Adi, I didn’t know he was your dude. We talked about his music. How can I know if you didn’t tell me?”

      She shakes my hand off.

      “Anyway, you can’t talk to him. You will not do this to me. I can’t be friends with someone I can’t trust,” her voice rises, drawing stares from people. How long will it be until someone pulls out their phone, and we end up in one of the gossip rags?

      “Calm down. We can talk this out.”

      “What is there to talk about, Lulu? Stay the fuck away from him. He knows you’re my friend, because I talk about you. He can’t help it. He’s a flirt. But me and you know better.”

      She’s not making any fucking sense, but I don’t care anymore. I’m over it. I want this night to end.

      “Fine. I will stay away. Can we go now?” I already regret not going out with Sel to come here. I should’ve known better when she invited me and I got that uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “No, I don’t want to leave. Let’s go inside so you can tell Rio not to talk to you anymore.”

      Hell no. This bitch has lost it. I’m not making an ass out of myself. “Adina, it’s not that serious. It was innocent flirting. I’m not ruining a friendship over a dude, but I’m also not going in there to cause a scene. You’re an influencer, and I’m in PR. Those people inside could end our careers.”

      “You don’t even have a PR job yet. No one knows you like that. I said we’re going inside!” She grabs my arm.

      I inch forward and point at her. “Get your hand off me. I said I’m not going back in there. In fact, you can go inside by your damn self!”

      She releases me, stepping back with bulging eyes.

      I walk away from her.

      “Lulu,” she calls out, but I keep walking until I turn the corner. I’m seething and pull out my phone to order an Uber. My face is so hot, and I’m so angry that I could chew glass and not bleed. This all could have been prevented. She could’ve just said she was talking to that man.

      Then the phone starts to ring. It’s Adina. I hit the side button. But she calls again and again. I ignore every call.

      A message from my cousin comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sel

      

      
        I’m in The Heights. Dropping a pin. Get your ass here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adina

      

      
        I’m sorry. Come back. Please.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re my best friend. I love you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I would hate it if this got between us.

      

      

      

      

      

      The Uber is right around the corner, and I walk down the block to the light to meet the driver. Five minutes later, we’re headed uptown. I lay my head back against the leather seat of the sedan and breathe, letting everything settle inside me. I’m so mad, and I don’t know if it's all Adina's fault. Rio is obviously a player who was trying to mess with me while talking to my friend. There are plenty of guys in the world she moves in who think talking to or messing with an influencer gives them free access to her friends.

      He got you with those sad eyes and the 'key to the most valuable thing I own' story. You forgot what Perla, his ex, said about him. He’s emotionally unavailable and a cheater.

      I just know Sel is going to tell me that my first mistake is to trust any man. You would think I would know that after my last two pathological liars I dated.

      Adina keeps calling, but I put my phone in do-not-disturb mode. I keep an eye on the messages in case Sel says anything else, but when it pings, it’s a message from him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rio

      

      
        I may be done sooner than expected. Where do I find you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I close my eyes and see a crimson tide behind my lids.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        You don’t. Do not message me again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rio

      

      
        Huh?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Adina is my best friend.

      

      

      

      

      

      And then I block him.

      I open the window, and even the October air doesn’t cool me off. When I arrive at the club where Sel is hanging out, I find her chatting with a group of guys, oblivious to how some of them are staring at her. Her jeans are tight, but she’s wearing an off-the-shoulder shirt and flats. Her makeup is natural over her golden, amber-toned skin. She takes one look at me and walks away from them. Her hand hooks around the same arm Adina snatched earlier, but my cousin secures it against her side.

      Ten minutes later, her jaw is working, and her hands are flexing into fists. “You see? That’s why she doesn’t want me to come when you two hang out. She can’t pull that shit on you with me around. Is that bitch snorting again?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m ignoring her and have already blocked him. I’m not losing a friend over him.”

      “You know what I always say: men are good-for-nothing dogs. And no, you don’t turn your back on your homegirl over dick. But your girl is trippin’ big time, as always. To yell at you like that when she never told you, like fuck, it’s definitely giving coke.”

      Her tone yanks a laugh out of me despite the headache brewing in the back of my head. “I think I need to eat something.”

      She tilts her head to the door. “Let’s hit the Yaroa food truck.”

      We head to the food truck spot, and the smell of seasoned meat and fried plantains layered with cheese is so comforting it dulls the throbbing at my temples. But I’m still…annoyed? Disappointed? “He seemed so sincere.”

      “Maybe he was. Maybe your girl was bugging like she always does when guys pay you attention. It’s also possible that he’s used to selling that carita de niño lindo to everyone. You know he’s always knee deep in panties. And he probably saw you and wondered what you were doing with that huevo sin sal. Let’s forget him and her tonight. After we eat, we’ll go back and dance our asses off. They have 90s reggaeton followed by Anthony Santos’ hour.”

      Jesus. How am I going to survive an hour of dancing to Anthony Santos—no relation to me—with this headache? Every single one of his songs is pure cardio, and they last more than five minutes. But I need a distraction, or I’ll get in a funk. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      He didn’t seem like a conceited jackass or entitled, like some of the people in Adina’s circle can be. That’s what is so freaking annoying. I wish I had walked away faster. It would’ve stayed a cute fantasy. The big star pays attention to me, and the connection is instant enough for me to still feel his breath on my lips. I could kick myself. I don’t want to talk to him or see him. I don’t even want to hear his music. Rio Castillo can go straight to hell.
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      Rio – Six months later

      I’m in fucking hell.

      And about to get doused in gasoline.

      The fast clicking of stilettos echoes closer, reaching me along with the feminine scent—musk, cashmeran, jasmine—of the expensive perfume I had specially made for her birthday.

      Hurricane Maeven is here.

      I don’t lift my gaze from the spotted dirty tile and the nine hundred and ninety-two spots I’ve been counting, not even when the long sigh, charged with what I can only assume are large doses of fed-the-fuck-up, fills the room.

      “When I accepted this job, I made it abundantly clear, Riomar Castillo, that I’m not here for this kind of fuckery.” Maeven’s voice is sharp and tight, and she doesn’t stop there. “You had a wonderful day today. Your new album is trending on social media with people calling it an instant classic. We announced your tour, but instead of shaking our asses to your songs in a club flowing with champagne, I’m here bailing you out of jail.”

      I still don’t look at her beyond the five-inch heels with bows on the backs. “Did you know there are 992 stains on these tiles?”

      She pushes closer. “No, but when you look for a new publicist, for the right amount of money, you may be able to find 992 candidates that will be willing to put up with this shit.”

      She pivots back to the way she came. I push to my feet, raising my gaze from the floor.

      “Don’t leave, Maeven,” I say, finally looking up at her.

      Her hair is pulled into a high ponytail that dangles even as she pauses. Her jeans and red top with what looks like a keyhole in the front make her look relaxed and laid back, but her face gives more of an on-my-last-nerve vibe. It’s accentuated by the reddish hue on her brown skin, most likely from annoyance. That’s my fault.

      “Why shouldn’t I?” she asks while glaring at me as if she could disintegrate me with her gaze.

      Yeah, she’s pissed at me, and I can’t blame her.

      “It wasn’t my fault. Noryel came in looking for trouble. I was having a good time, chillin’ with my people, until that asshole started throwing shots until he threw a glass at us. I went over there and showed him I didn’t need a glass to make a point.” I flex my fingers against the raw pain in my knuckles.

      “Rio, you broke his nose and dislocated his shoulder. He won’t be able to make his next gigs.”

      I shrug. “He had it coming.”

      “Yeah, I won’t argue with you there because everyone knows Noryel DD was in real need of an ass whooping. But it didn’t need to come from you. It was reckless. You keep acting like a hot trigger and falling for traps constantly. This shit is getting old.” She turns her finger in a circle as if to say look around us. “Do you know the kind of favor I had to pull so charges weren’t pressed against you?”

      Anger storms up my spine. She doesn’t have to do me any fucking favors.

      “No, you don’t. Because I, Esme, and Kresh are constantly bailing you out. I should cut my losses with you, Rio. I could be making this money with someone easier to manage.”

      And now she throws the whole team in my face. Esmeralda “Esme” Fernandez is my lawyer, and Lucrecia “Kresh” Bravo is my agent. Both work in tandem with Maeven to manage my career. But at this point, I don’t care. “Do it, then. I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone who doesn’t want to be here.”

      I sit back down on the chair.

      “Get up. I’m not doing this here.”

      She turns on her heel, walking in quick, New York strides. I follow because I’m not dumb enough to stay in jail if I shouldn’t even be here. Outside the room, the cops are waiting for us. Esme, with her asymmetrical bob, is talking to them. Her no-nonsense lawyer expression is on full display as she nods.

      The officer who arrested me hands me my jewelry and phone. “Stay out of trouble.”

      “Fuck you,” I say back.

      Maeven stops walking to pin me with what I recognize as her shut-the-fuck-up look—flat lips and a scowl that could scare the hair off a Maine Coon. I smile and follow her out.

      Outside, a large Suburban is waiting for us. We hop in, and Esme leans close, her eyes sharp on mine. “Stop fucking up. You’re lucky we were able to secure witnesses who saw him throw the glass your way before they got paid off. But you can only get lucky so many times, Rio. It’s getting old. We don’t want you to ruin everything you’ve got going on.”

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      We drive up the West Side Highway to Riverdale to drop off Esme. I’m always struck at how different from the other parts of the city it is. If you went by the all the lush trees and the mixture of private homes and exclusive buildings, you wouldn’t think there are subway stations and poor neighborhoods just miles away. The suburban feel is like a mirage. I don’t get to contemplate that much as we are soon headed to my place in the Upper West Side. Maeven stares out to the night river view as we maneuver back on the highway. The silence in the car is heavy, other than the driver’s loud gum smacking. Maeven’s not on her phone like she always is. This time, she’s pensive, her leg tapping on the floor of the car like a ticking time bomb.

      She’s going to quit. And she should. No one signed up for this shit, but she’s getting paid well, so fuck her. If she wants to walk away, goodbye. I’m not begging anyone to stay, even if I lose opportunities. So what? I can make more songs, and I can hire another publicist. One that doesn’t nag so much.

      Except, she’s like family, with a fierce and protective presence, taking care of me during my worst times.

      I’m not forcing anyone to stay, though.

      When we get to my place, she jumps out of the car, and we head into the building. Tito, my cousin and bodyguard, is waiting for us at the door, wearing fresh clothes and a baseball cap. He’s built like a linebacker, pure muscle on every inch of his body. His imposing body is at odds with the worried expression on his face. His brown skin looks a little ashen too. We got separated when I got arrested, and he was probably the one who called Maeven and Esme.

      He claps my shoulder and ushers us into the building. “How was it?”

      “It was fine. Almost had to fight someone there too.” I look at Maeven as I say it, but her face remains blank. I want to piss her off so she can quit and walk away without dragging this shit out. I hate when people make up their mind and then keep pushing shit off.

      Tito looks at me, his eyes panicky, his mouth pale. He knows she’ll dump me too.

      “Maeven, what were you getting into?”

      She doesn’t bother to look at us. “Esme and I were having dinner with Vale and Alondra. We were working on their wedding plans.”

      Shit. Alondra is Esme’s best friend and Maeven’s cousin—they’re all like sisters. She lives in North Carolina with her fiancé Valentin. They’re in town to discuss wedding planning and were supposed to meet us after to celebrate my album release.

      Yeah, I’m getting my ass dropped today.

      The music blares before the door opens to my penthouse. It’s not any music. It’s my music, my art, my pain, mi alma. The people who were partying with me at the club are all here. When everyone sees me, they scream my name.

      A few girls surround me, and someone hands me a Presidente beer.

      Maeven intercepts it instead, her eyes pelting me with that look I can’t decipher. “Tell them all to get the fuck out.”

      “They came to party with me.”

      “Tell. Them. To. Get. The. Fuck. Out.” Her voice booms through an open mic. Conversations diminish. The DJ stops playing. All eyes are on her as she blinks a couple of times but doesn’t miss a beat. “You all heard me. Get out. You’re not Rio’s friends. I didn’t see any of you trying to get him out. All you’re doing is mooching off his alcohol and food.”

      “Y quien es esta cabrona?” one of the women says.

      Maeven points to the door. “I said, get the fuck out!”

      In a matter of a few minutes, the penthouse empties, except for me, her, and Tito. “Go wait outside,” she tells him.

      The minute the door closes, she stares me down. “What the fuck is your problem? Do you think this is a game? You’re fucking up your life and damaging your career. You’re either drinking, getting high off your ass, or fighting.”

      “I thought you were quitting,” I say with as much sarcasm as I can muster.

      “I should. I should walk away and leave you to your mess.”

      “Why don’t you? I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone.”

      She jabs a finger into my chest. “You don’t want to need me, but you do. Your tour is not selling very well. Your name is more associated with fuck-shit behavior than music these days. That album is a masterpiece, but people won’t know it because of your antics. But that ends right now. You’re going to get your shit together if it kills me. I booked you an appointment with Dr. Jacinda Smith. She’s a psychologist, very discreet, who can help you work out some of your issues.”

      “I don’t need to see a counselor. I’m just wild.”

      She holds my gaze, unmoved. “You’re not wild. You’re letting your hurt get to you. You’re acting dumb. If you keep going down this path, you’re going to do something that’s going to fuck up your career for good. How long until someone you’re hanging with plants something on you? How long until one of these little thots you keep hanging around with accuses you of something or gets knocked up because you’re too drunk or high to realize it?”

      “I’m not—” I stop. “Tito is always there.”

      He’s my best friend. I trust Tito with my life.

      “Yeah, but you put yourself in situations he may not be able to get you out of. You’re destroying yourself and will probably take him down in the process because he’s trying to save your ass. You know why he wasn’t at the jail with you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Have you seen him wear a hat before?” She doesn’t wait for my answer. “Neither have I, but he’s wearing one tonight. Why do you think that is, Rio?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She pushes close and points to her head. “Because he had to be taken to the ER. Someone hit him with a glass bottle, and he was bleeding. Of course, he’s covering it up so you don’t see it. He will go down protecting you.”

      Oh shit.

      I open my mouth, but she stops me with her hand in the air.

      “Do you think this is what Fer would want for you? Do you think seeing you like this lets her rest in peace?” Maeven’s gaze drifts to the glass butterfly hanging in front of the window. Maeven herself gave it to me as a gift on the worst day of my life.

      Pain breaks out in my chest like she sucker punched me. I flinch. My body fights the urge to sink to my knees. “No hables de ella.”

      Maeven shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about her. It breaks my heart to see the pain in your eyes when I do, but maybe it’s time you did.”

      I shake my head and move to the window to stare out at the Hudson River. “No lo voy a hacer.”

      “You have to, Rio. Have you noticed you immediately switch to Spanish when you talk about your mom?”

      The pressure in my chest intensifies, and the thirst dries my throat. It’s been over a year, and my fingers flex, still feeling the softness of her hand in mine as her breath faded away. I still see the peace descend over her features on her last exhale when she slipped into what seemed to be a dream with a hint of a smile on her face. I swallow, not wanting to scream her name like I did in that moment.

      Maeven’s hand settles on my shoulder. “It’s time. I don’t want to leave you. It would break my heart and Fer’s. In her last days, I promised her I would take care of you. That’s sacred to me because she gave us a chance when we were newbies to manage your career, and she was like a mom to me. Everyone else is a client, but you’re like a little brother to me and Esme. You’ve got to meet me halfway.”

      I want to tell her to fuck off. Hearing her name hurts more than the punches from the fights or the mornings when I wake up with a pounding headache and throwing up into a toilet.

      And then I hear that raspy voice that time can’t fade in my head. Her voice. Eres mi orgullo.

      Except, the person in the reflection is no one’s pride. I know I have to change. I need to do something different. I just don’t know how.

      “I don’t want to go to rehab. It’s not that bad.”

      Maeven nods. “Okay, then. Show me. Let’s start with therapy and get ready for the tour. In the meantime, I’ll work my magic to fix your image.” She points at me. “I need you to promise… No more fighting. No more drugs. And no more than two drinks a night.”

      “Deal.”

      She looks down at her phone and back at my face. “And here’s where we start. Next week, Chico Sparx is playing at the Coliseum. You’re going to perform the new song you recorded with him and Niko. It’s releasing the day before. Niko won’t be there, but you and Chico will do well together. He will also let you sing one of your album’s songs. The girls will love it.”

      I start to shake my head because there’s no way I feel ready for that. But she’s got that not-budging look in her eyes.

      Maybe it’s time I get out on the stage again. I’ll have to do it for the tour anyway.

      “Okay.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Maeven leaves, I sit on the couch, with my phone in my hand, scrolling through my social media feeds. The fight with Noryel is being discussed everywhere, with people commenting.

      Noryel had it coming. He’s been a real POS lately.

      Yeah, about time someone gave him a good salsa.

      But mostly, people are talking about me.

      Man, it’s time someone says it. Rio is a fucking mess.

      ATP we know Rio for the fuck-shit, not his music.

      Another guy agrees. Yeah, like bruh, get some therapy.

      Someone else posts Does Rio not have friends?

      The answer from another person has me almost throwing my phone against the wall. Yeah, but Niko is too big to be associated with that shit. That’s why he stays far away.

      I keep scrolling down my feed, trying to outrun the posts about me. My friend Zao posted to his IG page about his return to his Barrio. All the kids are smiling in photos with him, and a party broke out in the main street.

      El Dominante back in his kingdom. Nada como #BuenosAires #RD [image: regional indicator symbol letter d, regional indicator symbol letter o]

      God, I want to go home so bad. I wouldn’t get into problems there. I just can’t go.

      Farther down, a photo calls my attention. It’s from Adi in the City’s blog. Adina is standing in front of a building, making the peace sign, but the one that really catches my eye is the woman in the back, leaning casually against the wall in a jean jacket and joggers while smiling at someone off camera.

      Luna.

      My lip curls like hers did the last time we saw each other at a club in The Heights. I still don’t know what I supposedly did to her other than flirt a little at Niko’s. Ever since, she’s been giving me the cold shoulder and not even saying hello when we run into each other. But it’s all good. I dodged a bullet the day we met. And now I don’t have time for this shit.

      Because my life is in shambles.

      My phone pings. It’s a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Niko

      

      
        Bro. What’s going on? This is not you. Why you being so reckless?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        It’s nothing, man.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Niko

      

      
        Not nothing. You got arrested. Let’s talk. I got your back.

      

      

      

      

      

      And the sinking feeling is instant. I’m a mess, and everyone knows. Niko always has it together. He doesn’t need to be told what to do. He doesn’t need a Maeven to fix shit for him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      

      

      
        
          
        No biggie. I let anger get the best of me. I got it tho.

      

      

      

      

      

      A call from him comes through, and I hit the ignore button.

      Then another text. It’s from my friend Xavier “El Flaco” Delgado.

      
        
          
            
              
        Xavier

      

      
        I know you’re hurting. You’re not alone. Call me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I can’t talk to him either. I need to do this on my own.

      I leave him on read, close my phone screen, and flip the device away. Doom-scrolling does nothing but remind me of what a fuck-up I am and exposes me to people who already know that.

      I grab my pen and notepad. This is how I write songs—alone in the silence—and I have words to get off my chest tonight.

      
        
        
        I can't believe you did this...to me.

        No lo puedo creer

        Everything in me arde

        Y no me puedo contener

      

        

      
        Walking around life like a powdered keg

        Any friction becomes an ignition

        Rapid combustion es mi mecanismo

        Y todos los días vivo lo mismo

      

        

      
        Algo tiene que cambiar

        Something's got to give

        Because carrying this weight

        Is almost breaking me

      

        

      
        You did this

        No se por que lo hiciste

        La paz no me encuentra

        En ningun sitio que busque

      

        

      
        Me quitaste el sol

        You left me in the darkness

        La paz no me encuentra

        You’re supposed to love me

        How could you be so heartless?

      

        

      
        Send me a sliver of light

        A tiny star for my sky

        La oscuridad no es mi amiga

        It's my prison of anger, mi peor enemiga

      

        

      
        Algo tiene que cambiar

        I need you to break this chain

        Porque no puedo respirar

        Drowning in all this pain
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      Luna

      The beat drops as I finish applying lipliner while my hips roll to the music. The song is sexy and flavorful, making your body move almost involuntarily in a way only reggaeton music can. I don't stop dancing, even as I apply my eyeshadow. Then the beat transitions to a soft, sensual vibe.

      "Es Rio," a soulful voice croons, and my back stiffens. Though his voice complements the beat to perfection, my lips curl.

      
        
        
        Mami, se que me extrañabas

        But no sweat cause Daddy’s here

        Pa calentarte la cama.

      

      

      

      The music keeps playing, but my hips still, like my grandma's old ones, Fernandito Villalona scratched records.

      "You didn't know he dropped this song with Niko and Chico?" Adina asks from my bed.

      I shake my head. "Why would you play one of his songs?"

      She shrugs. "Because it's good, and you should have seen the way your hips shook. You were about to twerk."

      I roll my eyes at her in the mirror. "I was not. And you don’t twerk for reggaeton.  Perreas."

      "Whatever. The song is hot, and he's perfect on it." She sighs. "You don't have to hate him anymore, Lu. I'm over him."

      She's not. Her gigantic crush on Rio is still going strong despite what happened six months ago. She practically drools at parties when he’s there. I don’t know what she sees in that sleazy shithead who gets into one mess after another.

      "Nope," I say, as snappish as I
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