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    Knox 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think she’s the one, bruh.” 
 
    My eyes were wide - and probably a little glossed over - as I watched the future love of my life drop from the top of the pole into a split, giving her ass a shake as she peeked over her shoulder at me with a smile.  
 
    Even though the club was relatively dark, I could still feel my brother Elijah giving me a side eye as he said, “You ol’ T-Pain-in-love-with-a-stripper ass mothafucka. Act like you’ve never seen a fat ass before.”  
 
    Truth be told, it had been far too long since I saw a legitimate fat ass. You know, one with a nice jiggle to it, a little cellulite, a few stretch marks; things only a real man could appreciate. Being a choreographer, the variety of ass I saw on a daily basis was limited in circumference considering most dancers I worked with were usually petite and firm. But every once in a while, I’d come across one with a nice little wagon on her. 
 
    Like Amerie. 
 
    The first thing I noticed about Amerie when I met her years ago was her ass. I mean, it almost seemed impossible that she’d be able to make it through the audition carrying that… small child on her back. But she did, and she was incredible. So incredible that I booked her immediately for a tour spanning many months and multiple countries.  
 
    It wasn’t her first tour. In fact, she was already a pretty experienced dancer by the time I got my hands on her. But that was the thing; I literally got my hands on her. And once that happened, there was no turning back.  
 
    It was like I couldn’t get enough of her. And she felt the same, eagerly participating in every rendezvous we found ourselves in whether it was in private, in public, or some gray area in between. But the situation was obviously too good to be true as somewhere along the way real feelings began to get involved; feelings I had no interest in addressing since I knew we’d be going our separate ways once the tour was over.  
 
    So as the leftover tour dates became numbered, so did my attention towards her. And when she worked up the nerve to ask what was going on... 
 
    I fucked up. 
 
    I acted like I didn’t care about her, like she wasn’t that important to me, like she was just a… fuck buddy.  
 
    Once the tour was officially over, I purposely lost all contact with her so that I wouldn’t be tempted to let her in on the truth I wasn’t ready to accept at the time. I mean, I was younger, and dumber, and nowhere near ready to settle down with one woman. 
 
    But if I was… 
 
    Amerie was most certainly the prototype.  
 
    Not only was she an incredible dancer with a fat ass, she was beautiful beyond belief; like nothing I had ever seen before. Her maple-syrup skin was always glowing as if she was fresh off of a beach vacation. Her pixie cut hair was always perfectly styled, usually with some random pop of color that depicted whatever mood she was in. And though her smiles were limited in the last days I spent around her, I could still remember them vividly, lighting up any room she walked in. 
 
    Okay, maybe I had a little refresher course on her Instagram from time to time too. But they were only pictures, she was only a memory, because now she wanted nothing to do with me. The only thing that kept us relatively in contact was our mutual friend and colleague Blaise, and the fact that we were both still in the dance industry. But even with those connections, nothing between Amerie and I over the last few years amounted to anything more than hearsay.  
 
    Lucky for me, things were finally getting ready to change. 
 
    In a few days, I’d be heading to her turf for a meeting that she had finally accepted after months of ducking and dodging me. I suppose it took Blaise explaining that I was actually coming for business for her to take it seriously. And while I should’ve been a little offended, that was completely overridden by my excitement to see her in person. I mean, sure the bland updates from Blaise and the social media-shared highlight reel were somewhat fulfilling. But there was nothing that compared to being in the same room as Amerie, even though I could pretty much guarantee she would stick firm to the grudge she had been holding against me.  
 
    But I also knew there wasn’t a lot that Amerie could do to fight off my charm, part of the reason why she had avoided me for all this time. With distance between us, she could flood herself with everything I did wrong and justify her lifetime attitude towards me. But when I was close to her, close enough to touch her and flood her with everything I did right, she was bound to cave.  
 
    That alone was enough to excite me as I shoved a few dollar bills in the stripper’s G-string, making her give another little shake in hopes of earning more. And since I was in such a good mood as I thought about seeing Amerie, I did exactly that.  
 
    “Damn, Knox. You do realize we just got here, right? I mean, it’s one thing to tip well. But you don’t have to pay the girl’s tuition on the first dance,” Elijah said before telling Sparkle, “No disrespect, love.”  
 
    “None taken,” she tossed back with a smile while simultaneously shaking her ass in front of me. 
 
    This time, I tossed a few dollars on top of it as I replied, “I’m just rewardin’ her talent, man. And besides, your broke ass should be throwin’ some too. You think she’s shakin’ all this ass for free?”  
 
    Elijah only laughed, plucking a few ones from the stack that I had in my hand and using them to make it rain. Any other time I would’ve pushed him dead in his chest for taking money from me, especially directly out of my hand. But tonight we were here to celebrate, me finishing my latest run around the country teaching dance and him launching his new blog.  
 
    While I was considered the heavily right-brained creative of the two of us, Elijah perfectly balanced that out by being more left-brained. Though he didn’t look or act like your average nerd. In fact, growing up, he had kept his interest in computers under the wraps of sports, and girls, and everything else that typically captured the attention of a teenage boy regardless of our living circumstances. But once he got old enough to see how much money and opportunity being tech-savvy could pull in, even without the college degree to back it up, his perspective changed completely.  
 
    He started off by building websites for different local companies, word of mouth being his best friend in our relatively small hometown in the South. But once he built his portfolio, making the move with me to California when I decided to pursue dance full-time was a no-brainer. And now he was taking a different kind of leap, creating his own website focused on black people in every facet of the entertainment industry.  
 
    Living in California definitely gave him access to all of the resources he needed to be successful. And since I had a foot in the door, I knew I’d be able to help him as well. 
 
    But for now, my only focus was on the new ass that had just arrived for her set and the perfectly-familiar ass I’d be seeing in a few days.  
 
    & 
 
    “Knox, I swear to God if you fuck this up, I’m kicking your ass.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at my brother from another mother, Blaise, as he uncovered his daughter’s ears once he finished his threat. Blaise and I had been homies for years, growing up together through the dance industry and staying close ever since. But while I was still busy touring the country teaching choreography and dance classes, Blaise had settled down for good, running his own dance studio with his fiancé Malia who was also a professional dancer.  
 
    I would be lying if I said their love didn’t inspire me, especially whenever I got to see them dance together. But I knew it was a longshot for me to be able to find anything even remotely similar. 
 
    Unless…. 
 
    “Bruh, I’m not gonna mess anything up. You know Amerie loves me,” I said as I reached to pinch baby girl’s nose, causing her to giggle.  
 
    And Blaise smiled as well, continuing to bounce his daughter on his knee as he replied, “Amerie despises you, Knox. And for good reason.” 
 
    “That’s an exaggeration. I mean, it’s not like we were official or anything when it all happened,” I defended, as if I hadn’t already acknowledged I was wrong as hell to myself. But I suppose since it was a personal confession, that didn’t necessarily mean I had to share it with the masses.  
 
    Still, Blaise already knew the truth when he replied, “You know good and well that doesn’t mean shit. You fuc… messed her over. And to be honest, I don’t know if she’s really recovered since.” 
 
    Now that I could brush off of my shoulder with a clear conscience because, “Yeah right. I know her ass has been gettin’ piped down on the regular. She’s way too fine not to be.” 
 
    Blaise’s hands flew to cover his daughter’s ears once again as he whispered, “Knox… baby girl… right here...” 
 
    “What? I could be talking about her plumbing.” 
 
    Blaise shook his head with a laugh, setting baby girl on the ground to play with her toys as he said, “Anyway, man. I had to do a lot to convince her to take this meeting with you. So if you mess it up, that’s something you’re gonna have to deal with on your own.” 
 
    “Bruh, have some confidence in me. Have I ever missed a step during a performance? No. Have I ever been late to a show? No. Have I ever done something bad for business? No.”   
 
    He jumped in on my resume to add, “Have you ever toyed with Amerie’s heart? Yes.” 
 
    “How come none of y’all ever wanna talk about my feelings, huh? That shit messed me up too,” I admitted, hoping to gain a few sympathy points from the actual truth.  
 
    While Amerie had been the one to share the situation along with her feelings towards me afterwards with our small circle, I had taken a different route, choosing to keep my dealings more private. Though it was clear Blaise didn’t believe me when he said, “Come on now, Knox. You’ve been blowin’ through chicks ever since. Your feelings couldn’t have possibly been that hurt. And besides, it was you who refused to acknowledge your feelings for her. That’s what caused all of this mess in the first place.” 
 
    I waved him off, returning my attention to baby girl’s cheeks for a pinch as I told him, “Man, whatever. All I know is, I’m gonna go see Amerie so we can seal this deal and get this money. If anything extra comes from it… well… that’s yet to be determined.” 
 
    I had no idea what Amerie’s reaction to me would be, but I was definitely excited about the possibilities. Still, Blaise’s stern tone made it clear I may have been being a little too optimistic when he said, “Knox, I’m serious. I love you like a brother, but I love Amerie like a sister. And I’ve already taken your side once, so she gets the next turn automatically.”  
 
    I shook my head, extending my hands to baby girl and appreciating the fact that she crawled right into them. If no one else, at least she trusted me.  
 
    “Well I hope you had this same talk with her cause she’s perfectly capable of breakin’ my heart the same way I supposedly did to her,” I told him as I gave baby girl a tickle that put her newly acquired teeth on full display.  
 
    But even that wasn’t enough to stop Blaise from scolding, “Knox…” 
 
    “What? Don’t let that pretty face fool you, B. Amerie is a force to be reckoned with.”  
 
    And if anyone knew that, it was his fiancé who had already toured with her a few times and shed plenty of tears in the process. Sure they might’ve been friends now. But when it came to dance business, friendships were an afterthought; especially between a lead choreographer and the crew he or she was expected to whip into shape.    
 
    “I know exactly who she is, and I know exactly who you are. So when I tell you I’m nervous as hell for this meeting, I mean it,” Blaise admitted with a concerned expression. 
 
    Since he seemed legitimately worried, I suggested, “You might as well just come with me. Play mediator or somethin’.” 
 
    But he quickly fired back, “Hell no. I’m staying as far away from y’all issues as possible. And if y’all really want to do this show, y’all will make it work.” 
 
    “Well hopefully my boo feels the same way,” I teased as I gave baby girl another tickle, her giggle warming my heart.  
 
    And while she enjoyed my presence, Blaise felt the complete opposite about my words when he said, “Knox… stop. You know Amerie won’t take kindly to that charmer stuff you always try to pull.” 
 
    “That’s how I got her in the first place, Blaise. She can’t deny me,” I stated confidently, though I knew the situation really had closer to a 50/50 chance of being successful. 
 
    And it was clear Blaise felt the same as he said, “Yeah. Whatever you say, bro. Just make sure we don’t miss out on this money because of your ego.”   
 
    I’d be a fool to not take his words seriously. I mean, he was right. My ego had certainly gotten in the way of some of our dealings in the past. But I was ready to prove myself, ready to make it happen, ready to capitalize on the opportunity in more ways than one.  
 
    So I gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder while also giving him my word. “My ego is the last thing you need to be concerned with. Just let Amerie know I’m coming in peace and we’ll have nothing to worry about.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Amerie  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey God. It’s me. Amerie. And uh… I wanted to tell you that… if you take me now, I’ll totally understand. I mean, I’ve already accomplished a lot in my life, and… the only person that might miss me is Miranda. And maybe Zalayah. And maybe my mom… okay, probably my dad too. But I’d rather be anywhere than here right now. So if you have to go all the way to make that happen, I get it. I mean, there’s music to dance to in heaven, right? Well… if there’s not music, maybe we should just…. zap me out of here. Like those State Farm commercials?” 
 
    “Amerie, you have a visitor.”  
 
    My assistant’s voice cut me from my prayer that was induced by the exact visitor she was talking about.                
 
    Knox Riley.  
 
    I knew he was coming today; it had been on my calendar for months. But there was nothing that could’ve prepared me to actually be in a room alone with him.  
 
    It had been a few years since the last time that happened. And though I remembered the feeling like it was yesterday, not even that much time apart was enough for me to be ready to, “Send him on in, Draya.”  
 
    I stood up from my desk, pacing back and forth until his heavy knocking caused me to leap into the air like I was performing the perfect assemblé. I smoothed my hands down the front of my dress, hoping I wasn’t leaving any streaks of sweaty nerves. And then I headed to the door with my shoulders high and proud because I was in control. This was my territory. He was just a… visitor. 
 
    A normal, everyday visitor. 
 
    I repeated the lie to myself over and over again as my hand hovered the door handle. But the second I pulled it open, I… melted.  
 
    I fuckin’ melted. 
 
    All of my pride, and confidence, and boss bitch vibes were suddenly in a pile at my feet as I looked at Knox who looked way better than I remembered; and I remembered him pretty damn well. From the faint scar right under his left eyebrow to the curve of his dick, I knew Knox almost as well as I knew myself. But now he looked… different; more mature, more distinguished, more… handsome.  
 
    And that was insane. 
 
    What was I supposed to do with an even better version of an already perfect specimen? 
 
    He’s not perfect, bitch. 
 
    And don’t you ever forget that.  
 
    “Amerie,” he stated with a little hint of his southern twang that always made my name sound even more unique.  
 
    “Knox,” I replied as stiffly as I could.  
 
    His eyes were dancing along my skin as he propped himself against the frame of my door. “You gonna keep me out here, or am I actually worthy of your office hours? I mean, it only took four months for your assistant to pencil me in.” 
 
    Though my schedule had been pretty full over the last couple of months with the wrap-up of Zalayah’s latest promotional tour, I had purposely set the date for this little meeting months away hoping that by now he or I would’ve had something better to do with our time. But unfortunately, I hadn’t paid good enough attention to my schedule until it was already the week of. So I had no legitimate excuses other than, “I’m a busy woman, Knox.” 
 
    “Of course you are, babe. But I waited all four months and actually ironed my clothes to come see you. The least you could do is let me get a chair, maybe a bottle of water, or some of that stale ass candy out the bottom of your purse.” 
 
    My God, I wanted to laugh so hard. Only Knox would remember the candy that always got purchased impulsively only to be forgotten about, over and over again. But laughing would’ve created the perception that we were friends, and that was far from the case.  
 
    So instead, I crossed my arms over my chest, gnawing at my lip before I told him, “You can have a chair, I’ll have Draya get you a water, and the only candy I have are the peppermints in that bowl on my desk.” 
 
    He sized me up, in all his still-in-incredible-shape glory and said, “Amerie, don’t tell a story. I know you have somethin’ in the bottom of your purse. Or has it really been that long?” 
 
    I shrugged, looking down at my feet instead of into his eyes. “I guess it’s been that long. A lot has changed since the last time you saw me.”  
 
    And that was true. For one, I was no longer a dancer lusting after the lead choreographer of the show. For two, we were no longer in some whirlwind romance. And for three…  
 
    This isn’t about him, Amerie! 
 
    But it was about him the second he licked his lips as his eyes fell onto the cleavage I had accidentally created. “Mmm… you right about that, babe. I certainly don’t remember them lookin’ anything like this. You get a boob job or somethin’?”  
 
    Though I had considered it for years to give my body a better balance, I still snapped, “No, asshole. Not that it’s any of your business if I did or didn’t.” 
 
    Instead of being offended, he simply nodded. “Ouch. Guess I earned that one.” You damn right, you did. “But look, I’m not here to start a fight. I came here for business. So can we talk… business?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, turning around to head to my office chair. And even though I could feel Knox’s eyes on my ass with every step I took, I was still able to confidently toss out, “I’m listening, Knox.” 
 
    I fell into my chair simultaneously with him shutting my office door. And then he started, “So I don’t know how much Blaise told you, but we most definitely need you in on it.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to run a dance studio, Knox. My schedule is filled for like… the next three years; literally.”  
 
    Between tours, and videos, and other random engagements, there was no way I’d have the time nor the interest to run a dance studio. It was way too much work for way too little reward, and it honestly surprised me that Knox was interested. He definitely wasn’t the type to actually work for what he wanted.  
 
    “So Blaise must not have told you anything then. We don’t want you to run a dance studio. Hell, I don’t wanna run a dance studio. But we need you to get in on the show to balance out our cast.” 
 
    “Show? What the hell are you talking about, Knox?” 
 
    “The reality show with Blaise and I. He really didn’t tell you any of this?” 
 
    I smacked my teeth and rolled my eyes, annoyed that Blaise had set me up without giving me the full details. Still, I acted as if I suddenly remembered when I told him, “I don’t have time for that either.” 
 
    “Amerie, you don’t have to do anything other than what you already do. Except… do it all in California. For four weeks.”  
 
    It sounded simple enough considering I spent quite a bit of time on the West coast already. But I wasn’t exactly in the business of making things easy for Knox Riley. He didn’t deserve that from me.  
 
    “Well I don’t give my face or my services to anyone for free. So one of y’all need to get to writing a check,” I said, glancing at my fingernails before peeking back up at him.  
 
    He cocked his head to the side and squinted his eyes as if he was trying to get a read on me. But I only cocked my head right back, raising an eyebrow to let him know I was dead ass serious.  
 
    It was already plenty that I had even given him an opportunity to show up here in the first place. And it was clear he was bothered by the fact that it wasn’t going as smoothly as he might’ve planned when he released a heavy sigh before leaning into my desk to say, “Amerie… babe… why you bein’ so damn snooty? That ain’t you.” 
 
    For whatever reason, I instantly saw red as I spit back, “You don’t know who I am cause you’re too busy chasing after the next best… you know what? Need my face for a month? Fine. I’ll be there. Now you can go.” 
 
    I expected him to join me in my fury. But instead, he just fell back into his seat with a laugh. “Amerie, you are way too fine to be actin’ like this. I understand if you don’t wanna do this for me; have anything to do with me for that matter. But at least do it for Blaise. He’s like a brother to you, right?” 
 
    Blaise was more than a brother to me. He was a confidant; someone I could trust to give me sound advice about everything going on around me. We had practically grown up together in the dance world. And even though he was living a different lifestyle than me these days, I still considered him one of my closest friends.  
 
    But since Knox was using Blaise for leverage, I decided to do the same when I told him, “He’s the only reason I allowed the likes of you to get even a morsel of my time.” 
 
    “You really think I believe that, woman? Come on now. I’ve aged like wine,” he insisted as he scrubbed a hand against his facial hair. And it made me sick how much his sentiment rang true.  
 
    Knox had always been fine, long before I even knew him personally. But now, what used to be pretty boy looks were finally transformed into a real, grown man glow up that made his controlled scruff of a beard even more rideable, his full lips even more kissable, his sunkissed skin even more lickable, his… 
 
    Get a grip, Amerie! 
 
    “Like wine? Oh please. I’d say more like milk.” 
 
    Instead of laughing, he just smirked at me, nodding as he replied, “Yo… that was a good one. When’d you get a sense of humor?” 
 
    I shrugged before sarcastically tossing out, “Had the plastic surgeon put it in when he was working on my boobs.” 
 
    “See… I knew I wasn’t trippin’. Them mothafuckas are plump.” 
 
    I couldn’t even pretend to be offended considering I had practically invited his words. So instead I told him, “You can go now.” 
 
    But he only settled further into his seat, making himself more comfortable as if he was a wanted guest when he said, “I was actually thinkin’ we could… maybe, grab some lunch together? It’s been awhile, Ri.” 
 
    Ugh. I hated the way the nickname rolled off of his tongue. I never even used to let people call me anything other than my full name growing up, knowing I wanted them all to be used to saying it by the time I made it big. But when Knox started referring to me as Ri when we were first getting to know each other, it stuck perfectly.  
 
    But now… 
 
    Now it sounded like nails screeching on a chalkboard.  
 
    “I’m not interested in lunch, Knox,” I replied confidently.  
 
    Though that didn’t exactly knock his pursuit as he groaned, “Aww come on, babe. I know you don’t still hate me after all this time.” 
 
    The softness in his tone, the gentleness in his eyes made me want to forget we ever had a history, just so that I could get to know him all over again. But our past was… complicated.  
 
    I couldn’t say he had truly broken my heart in the traditional sense. I couldn’t say we had some tragic break-up. He technically hadn’t even cheated on me. But what Knox and I had shared years ago certainly wasn’t anything to shove under the rug.  
 
    I couldn’t tell him that though. 
 
    So instead I replied with a nonchalant, “I’ve never hated you, Knox. Cause if I hated you, that would mean I actually cared about your ass which I never really did.” 
 
    He actually looked a little offended by the statement that we both knew was a boldfaced lie. But that didn’t stop him from replying, “Damn. So now you never cared about me?” 
 
    “I cared about you as much as you said you cared about me. Which was zero. So no. I didn’t.” 
 
     I assumed that would be the nail in the coffin as far as our conversation was concerned. But as I watched Knox’s expression soften even more, I prepared myself for whatever extra was to come. Though I certainly wasn’t expecting him to stammer, “Well… what if I told you that… I still care about you? That I’ve always cared about you?” 
 
    Years ago, that confession probably would’ve stirred a nasty blur of emotions. But today…, “I’d call bullshit.” 
 
    “Ri, don’t be that way.” 
 
    “Don’t be what way? I’m only telling the truth.” 
 
     “Whose truth? Cause if I remember it correctly, we shared I love yous.” 
 
      I couldn’t believe he was actually playing that card, knowing good and well the context had been far from romantic. “Knox, we never said I love you. You said you loved my pussy. I said I loved your dick. That’s not the same thing. And if I remember it correctly, it was all an illusion created to blind me from the fact that you were nothing but a dog.” 
 
      He nodded, running a thumb across his lips as he said, “I’ll take that. But that doesn’t mean it was an illusion. What I felt… what we felt… there was nothing fake about that, Amerie.” 
 
      I held a hand up to stop him before I could even pretend to get invested. “Save it, Knox. I’m not interested in lunch with you and I’m not interested in revisiting the past even further. So if you don’t have anything else, you can get the hell out of my office.” 
 
      I watched him intently as he stood up. But instead of doing what I thought he was going to do by leaving my office, he strolled confidently over to me, stopping just short of my chair. I tried to stay calm, but my heart was racing as I inhaled his scent with every calculated breath I took. My desk had been serving as the perfect barrier between us, giving me just enough space to say what I needed to say without falling under his spell. But now that he was invading my personal space, I was suddenly a lot more aware of his presence.  
 
    My outfit of choice - a sleeveless A-line dress that fell right above my knees when I stood, but mid-thigh as I sat down - was used as a weapon against me as Knox ran his fingertips down my bare arm, giving me goosebumps. His thick, southern drawl was back as he said, “Well… what if I do have somethin’ else, Ri?” 
 
    I closed my eyes so that I could pull together just enough composure to tell him, “Stop it, Knox.” But he was already too close, running his fingertips back up my arm to the crook of my neck; an area he knew was incredibly sensitive.  
 
    “Do you mean that too? Or are you frontin’ on me all around, Ri?”  
 
    I gulped, loudly like I was swallowing way too much water before I forced out, “I’m not frontin’. I… I never really cared… about you.” 
 
    He smirked as he leaned in close enough for me to catch a whiff of the peppermint lingering on his breath. “You do know that should be a lot easier to say, right? Like… if you really meant it?” 
 
    I diverted my eyes, licking my suddenly dry lips to moisten my new lie. “I do mean it.” 
 
    “Sure you do, Ri,” he replied with another smirk as he took a step back. 
 
    I hated myself for actually missing his closeness, but somehow managed to transform that personal anger into attitude towards him when I said, “If you don’t have anything else, I’d like to get back to work.”  
 
    “And I’d like some honest answers. But we can’t all get what we want, huh?” 
 
    “Look. Tell Blaise I’ll be in touch about this whole… ordeal,” I told him with a dismissive wave of my hand.  
 
    But of course, Knox wasn’t exactly the type to take my orders, instead continuing on to say, “Amerie, I flew all this way just to come talk to you. If you don’t wanna be honest about our past, then the least you could do is be honest about our future endeavors. Are you in or not? I mean, the sooner I know, the better. Especially if I’m gonna be lookin’ for a replacement.” 
 
    “Oh, so now you actually wait to do that whole “looking for a replacement” thing? That’s new,” I replied with sarcastic roll of my eyes.  
 
    Knox released a heavy sigh, scrubbing a hand down his face as he calmly said, “Ri, come on now. Let it go.” 
 
    “I did let it go. You’re the one who brought it up.”  
 
    He only nodded, finally giving me some real space as he walked back to the opposite side of my desk. Though his presence still completely dominated the room when he replied, “Fine. That’s my bad, babe. But since it’s obviously still a sensitive subject for you, we won’t talk about it anymore.” 
 
    I tossed my head back with a laugh because, “Sensitive subject for me? You’re the one getting all in your feelings cause I said I didn’t really care about you. Perhaps it’s you who needs to let it go.” 
 
    “If only it was that easy.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    He shook his head as he headed straight for the door, stopping just short to answer, “Nothin’. I’ll leave my contact info with your assistant. If you could give me the courtesy of makin’ a decision in the next forty-eight hours, I’d appreciate it, babe.”  
 
    I sat still, completely emotionless until I watched my office door close behind him. And then I damn near disintegrated into my chair, exhausted on every level from that simple conversation. But I suppose that was the reason I had been avoiding it for all this time; avoiding him for all this time. 
 
    While my mind despised Knox Riley, my heart and body were still far from convinced. 
 
    & 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve just fucked him and gotten it over with. That’s what I would’ve done.” 
 
    I took a long, hearty sip of my mid-day mojito as I stared at my little sister in disbelief. Our monthly lunch dates were usually filled with stories of her latest endeavors, things I couldn’t believe she actually made money doing. But today, the topic was me for obvious reasons.  
 
    “Miranda, are you out of your damn mind? I haven’t seen Knox in God knows how long and I’m supposed to just throw my panties at him on first sight?” 
 
    She shrugged, taking a Snapchat picture of our drinks on the table as she answered, “Consider it a welcome back gift. I mean, seriously Amerie. You probably haven’t gotten any since you stopped fooling around with him way back when. And I understand you’ve been really invested in your work since then, but… batteries die, boo.” 
 
    “That’s why God made twenty-four hour stores and chargers,” I said with a shrug of my own.   
 
    But it only earned me a heavy side eye as Miranda scolded, “Amerie. Quit being that way. You can’t tell me with a straight face that you don’t miss his dick. Hell, getting dicked down period.” 
 
    My face was straighter than a virgin Malaysian weave when I told her, “I don’t miss his dick, and I don’t miss getting dicked down. I enjoy my dickless life; free of troubles, and worries, and unwanted pregnancies, not to mention STDs.” 
 
    “Stop being so damn dramatic,” she shouted before lowering her voice to say, “Look. You remember my neighbor Steven? The fine one?” 
 
    “You mean the one you hump on the regular and think no one knows about it?” 
 
    Miranda leaned into the table, looking around suspiciously as she said, “Girl, hush. You know paparazzi is probably lurking. But anyway, he has a friend. Fine too. You should let me hook you up.” 
 
    While I was still distracted by the fact that my sister assumed paparazzi were checking for her, I was also blown away that she really thought I’d put my love life in her hands.  
 
    “Miranda, do you really think I’d trust you of all people to hook me up with somebody? Nobody wants to date one of those loser, fuckboy types you seem to entertain. You know, the ones who sleep all day because they never have real jobs, party all night because they know the promoters, and try to convince you that side chicks are normal.” 
 
    She gasped, putting a hand to her chest when she asked, “Did you just throw shade at my lifestyle?”  
 
    “What? No. I mean, not on purpose. I’m sorry, sis. You know I love you.”  
 
    And that was true. I loved my sister more than I loved myself sometimes; considered myself the definition of my sister’s keeper. You fucked with her, you were fuckin’ with me. And thankfully she felt the same way. 
 
    Except for when it came to Knox Riley. 
 
    Even from a distance, he had managed to charm himself into an endless supply of fuck-up passes from my baby sister.  
 
    “Oh, you only want to have sex with my sister? Just make sure she can still dance in the morning.”  
 
    “Oh, you fucked Amerie over? No problem. Just do better next time.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re already seeing someone else? It’s all good. Just make sure you come back to Amerie when you’re done.” 
 
    Sure, I might’ve been exaggerating just a little. But there wasn’t a woman in the world who wasn’t a sucker for that damn southern accent that still lingered many years after Knox had even lived in the South. 
 
    To no surprise, Miranda was more worried about herself in this particular moment as she brushed me off to say, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever. You’re just jealous because I don’t have corns on my feet from dancing all day and night like you.”  
 
    “I’ll take that. But seriously, I’m not sweatin’ Knox anymore. That was the past and I have way too much going on to be wasting my time trying to train a dog.” 
 
    Thankfully, she nodded to agree. “I hear you, boo. But just to be clear, training a dog and seeing if the dick is what it used to be are not synonymous.”  
 
    “Miranda!” 
 
    “What? I’m just saying. You could use it,” she replied with another shrug, going back to her phone to check her makeup using the self-facing camera. 
 
    But her actions weren’t enough to distract me from her words, so I asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means, ever since you’ve been on this “I’m focusing on my career” tip, you’ve been especially… bitchy. And I’m sure your dancers probably feel the same way. You gettin’ some dick isn’t just about you. It’s about the community. It’s about the world. Let’s change the world, Amerie,” she said with the passion of a political speech. 
 
    And while I knew she was dead serious, I couldn’t help but laugh because, “You say that like I can’t get some dick without it being from Knox Riley.” 
 
    “Hello? Steven’s friend? It’s all you, boo. Matter of fact, how about you come by tomorrow night? I’m sure he’ll be hanging out at Steven’s place playing video games, drinking beers and scratching his balls; or whatever it is guys do.” 
 
    “So I’m just supposed to come over to your place, hoping Steven is home while also hoping his friend is around, just to use the man for his dick? Is that really what you young girls do these days?”  
 
    It sounded like way too much work, way too much uncertainty, and certainly not worth the trouble that a fresh pack of batteries could easily fix.  
 
    “You say that like you’re twenty years older than me or something. We’re only five years apart, sis. But to answer your question, hell yes that’s what we do. Men aren’t the only ones who get to play the game. We can have casual sex too. Matter of fact, let me set up my dick appointment right now.” 
 
    I almost choked on my water when I asked, “Your, what? Please tell me you didn’t just say what I think you said?” 
 
    Miranda was completely unfazed, clearly firing off a message on her phone as she answered, “What else am I supposed to call it? Some people make appointments with their dentists. Others make appointments with their doctors. I make appointments with my dick.” 
 
    “Meaning Steven?” 
 
    My sister rolled her eyes as she pressed a dramatic Send on whatever appointment she was making with her pointer finger. “Come on, Amerie. Keep up. Of course I’m talking about Steven.” 
 
    “Right. Of course,” I repeated, nodding my way through what I refused to actually consider normal.  
 
    Then again, maybe that was my problem. Maybe I was stuck in the past, stuck in the times where a man would court a woman for a little while, get to know her, and then present the dick on an optional platter. Sure, that whole process might’ve been expedited when it came to Knox. But my expectations still hadn’t completely changed.  
 
    Thankfully, my sister changed the subject before I could get too into my own head about it. “Now tell me more about this reality show. More importantly, tell me how I can get a cut of the check.” 
 
    “It’s for choreographers, sis. Knox, Blaise, and myself will all be shooting out in California for a month, doing things that choreographers do. You know, teaching classes, doing tour rehearsals, running auditions, etc.” 
 
    Now that I could really think about it, it sounded like a dream come true to get paid twice-over for what I was already doing. But then again, Knox’s inclusion guaranteed things wouldn’t be as easy as they seemed.  
 
    Either way, my sister still pushed her case for a way in when she replied, “It’s still a reality show, meaning somebody has to be the drama queen. Somebody has to be the drink thrower, the shit-starter, the two-faced slimeball who tells everybody else’s business. I can be all of that and more.”  
 
    While I knew she was telling the complete truth, I refused to get my sister involved in what was already bound to be a sticky situation. So I attempted to let her down easy when I told her, “As much as the cameras would love you Miranda, I think it’s probably best if you sit this one out.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes, returning to her phone as she convinced herself, “I’ll just be a special guest or something. You know, the character everybody wishes was full time but only shows up sparingly.” 
 
    “Sure, sis. Whatever you say,” I replied with a laugh before I went to my own phone, knowing I had an important message to send myself.  
 
    And while I certainly didn’t think the conclusion would come so fast, I also knew that once the text was sent, there was no turning back.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Knox 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m in.” - Amerie 
 
    I smiled down at my phone, reading the two-word text like it was a philosophical quote; something much more profound than what it actually was. But then again, it was partially profound considering who it was coming from and how much work it took to earn it.  
 
    I wasn’t expecting to actually hear from Amerie directly. Completely expected her to chicken out and send some vague ass message through Blaise. But not only had she gotten back to me within the time frame that I asked, she had actually reached out to me herself.  
 
    “That happened a lot quicker than I expected it to, babe. Glad to hear it though.” - Knox 
 
    “I’m still in town BTW. You wanna grab a late lunch?” - Knox 
 
    Now seemed like a better time than ever to shoot my shot, especially considering how bored I was sitting in the hotel by myself after paying her a visit earlier this morning. Usually I’d go hang out at the studio with Blaise and Malia, or steal baby girl for a trip to the zoo or the children’s museum. But since Malia’s mom was in the hospital, they were spending most of their time there; the absolute last place I wanted to be.  
 
    “Already ate.” - Amerie 
 
    “So, dinner?” - Knox 
 
    “Already meeting someone.” - Amerie 
 
    I had to laugh to myself, knowing this was just Amerie trying to stay as far away from me as possible the same way she had done for the last few years. And since she wanted to play hardball, I decided to join in on the fun.  
 
    “Who? Your man? Tell him something came up. Something more important.” - Knox 
 
    I could only imagine the look on her face once she read my reply. And her attitude was apparent when I read hers. 
 
    “Not my man. Not your business.” - Amerie 
 
    I smiled to myself once again as I typed out my response. 
 
    “Good to know. But can I bring you this paperwork later tonight, or is your man gon’ trip on me?” - Knox 
 
    I knew her answer could go a handful of ways. Yes, her man - if he existed though I hoped he didn’t - would trip. Or Amerie would play the independent woman card and say something about how her man doesn’t control her. Or she’d give me the answer I was hoping for and deny having a man at all. 
 
    “Knox, cut the crap. Just leave it with my assistant tomorrow.” - Amerie 
 
    So she doesn’t have a man… 
 
    Since she didn’t mention him at all, I could pretty much assume that was the case. So once again, I pressed my luck with my response.  
 
    “I fly out first thing tomorrow morning, Ri. Just let me swing by your place and drop it off. I won’t even come inside.” - Knox 
 
    “Unless you want me to, of course. ;)” - Knox 
 
    If Amerie was still the same person she’d always been, I imagined her rolling her eyes at her phone while also squeezing her thighs together to suppress what she knew I could do if I were to come inside. 
 
    And that definitely seemed like the case once I read her reply that honestly sounded like an even better option than the one I had presented. One that included Amerie coming to my hotel whether she realized it or not, seeing Amerie way earlier than I expected to, and providing the opportunity for me to fuck up whatever dinner plans she thought she had for later.  
 
    “Send me your location. I’ll swing by when I leave the office.” - Amerie 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, babe. See you then.” - Knox 
 
    Once the second text of the hotel’s address left my hands, I rushed around my suite to straighten things up. I thankfully hadn’t made too much of a mess; just a few fast food wrappers here, pair of socks there. Nothing major but also enough to give Amerie an excuse not to be comfortable, and the last thing I wanted to do was take another step backwards. 
 
    It honestly amazed me that she had been able to hold on to her hate towards me for so long. Holding onto it by thread considering her reaction to my presence, but holding onto it nonetheless. Then again, I shouldn’t have been so surprised knowing what I had done to her, one of the few things I actually regretted in my life.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure why I had been so afraid of what was happening between Amerie and I that I ran to someone else, wasn’t sure why I was so pressed to avoid what happened regardless - falling in love with her. But I also knew there was no better time than the present to start the repairs on the damage I had caused her years ago.  
 
    I could only hope she was actually up for it. 
 
      
 
    & 
 
      
 
    “Gotdamn, Ri. That’s not what you had on earlier.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what had prompted the change, but the dress she was wearing now was far from the innocent one she was wearing during our meeting. This one clung to places that hung looser before, was in a deep shade of burgundy giving off sexier vibes compared to the bright pink one she had on hours earlier. And she even had on fuck me pumps; a complete change of speed from the flat sandals she had on before. 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest as she challenged, “Since someone couldn’t follow simple directions, I had to get dressed for dinner earlier than anticipated. Now give me the paperwork so I can go, Knox.” 
 
    “I don’t have it pulled yet, babe. Here. Come inside. Don’t want anybody mistakin’ you for an escort or somethin’,” I teased, taking a step back to let her inside. And it took her a moment before she actually listened, releasing an annoyed grunt before strolling past me and giving me the perfect whiff of her sweet perfume along with the perfect view of her ass. 
 
    I could tell she was scoping my suite as she rattled off, “Must you make everything so damn difficult? I wouldn’t have to be here at all if you would’ve just done what I asked you to do and dropped it off tomorrow.” 
 
    “But what fun would that have been? And besides, I told you I gotta fly out first thing in the mornin’, babe.” 
 
    She smacked her teeth, turning back to me with a scowl and swinging her purse with her as she asked, “Would you stop calling me that? And stop calling me Ri too while you’re at it. It’s Amerie.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her ridiculous request considering she and I both knew that wasn’t happening. Still, I was sure to cash in on the free opportunity to annoy the shit out of her by teasing, “Fine, Amerie. Would you like a drink, Amerie? Maybe a glass of wine, Amerie? Or a bottle of water, Amerie?” 
 
    She let out a heavy groan, turning her back to me before mumbling, “Knox, just give me the paperwork before I’m forced to stab your ass.” 
 
    “Damn, girl. You ain’t gotta go that far. Just give me a second,” I told her, taking her threat completely serious as I made my way to the briefcase I hated carrying.  
 
    But while I was busy digging through the stack of papers for the contract directed to Amerie, I heard her screech from the couch, “Oh my God. No!” 
 
    Without even thinking twice, I dropped the papers on the desk and rushed to her side, only to find her staring at her phone and shaking her head in disbelief.  
 
    “What’s the matter, babe? What’s goin’ on? What happened?” 
 
    She peeked over to me, her eyes already glossing over when she pushed out, “Malia’s Mom. She… she passed away.”  
 
    My heart began to throb as it attempted to digest her words. “What? When? How do you even know that?” 
 
    She held her phone up as she answered, “Blaise just texted me. Said Malia’s a mess, and asked me to come to the hospital and get baby girl.”  
 
    “Well, shit. Let’s go,” I told her, standing up and offering her my hand so she could do the same. But instead of taking it, she pushed it out of the way and chose to stand up on her own power.  
 
    “I got this,” she stated confidently, dismissing my offer to join her. And while I understood her attitude - and honestly wouldn’t have expected anything else - my reasons were a lot bigger than just being able to spend some extra time with her.  
 
    So I had no problem putting her in her place when I told her, “Amerie, that’s my Goddaughter too. And I wanna be there for my family. Now put that bitter shit aside and come on.” 
 
    I was already heading to the bedroom of the suite to grab my shoes when she fired off from behind me, “Bitter? Bitter? The only one who’s bitter is you!” 
 
    I shook my head, laughing as I stuffed my feet in my Nikes as I yelled back, “Fine. I’ll be the bitter one for now, Ri. Now come on so we can go see about our folks.”  
 
    “I told you to stop calling me that, Knox,” she said with a usual roll of her eyes, crossing her arms as I brushed past her towards the door.  
 
    And with my hand on the door handle, I tossed over my shoulder, “Old habits die hard, Ri. I mean, Am-uh-ree. How’s that? I’ll just drag it out so you know I’m really tryin’.” 
 
    I pulled the door open, letting her step out first and then followed behind her. But it was clear the conversation was far from over as Amerie asked, “Since when do you actually try at something?” 
 
    “Damn. That was cold as hell. Plastic surgeon must’ve put your heart on ice when he was dropping off those silicone-balloons in your chest,” I teased as we walked down the hall towards the elevator.  
 
    And without giving me her eyes, not even breaking her stride, Amerie was quick to threaten, “Will you shut up before I leave your black ass here?” 
 
    I shrugged, stuffing my hands in my pockets with a grin. “You’re the one takin’ cheapshots, babe. I mean, Am-uh-ree.” 
 
    Again, she rolled her eyes, taking a quick second to sweep her bang to the side just as the elevator chimed. “Must you really be this annoying all of the time?” she asked as she stepped on the elevator, pressing the down button to a glow. 
 
    “Not all of the time. I mean, you’ve been a willing witness to plenty of the other things I’m capable of,” I told her with a wink that forced her to divert her eyes to the ground, letting me know I still had it.  
 
    At least I thought I did until Amerie muttered, “Yeah, along with a busload of other women.” 
 
    “None of them have ever been like you though,” I clarified with a teasing smirk, even though I was dead ass serious.  
 
    While I had definitely explored my share of women, Amerie had easily set the bar to unreachable heights in more ways than one. The flexibility she had worked up from her lifetime of dancing was something I prided myself on taking advantage of. The stamina she had from years on the stage was thankfully something I was at least able to match. And her head game? 
 
    Good Lord.  
 
    Instead of just taking the compliment, she plastered on an arrogant grin as she replied, “Tell me something I don’t know.”  
 
    With almost perfect timing, the elevator chimed letting us know we had arrived at the lobby. And as we stepped off, I thought about a clever answer her question.  
 
    “Something you don’t know? Hmm, let me think. Oh! I still have every video we ever made saved on my phone, along with a backup hard drive copy and a copy in my safety deposit box at the bank just in case a disaster strikes or somethin’.” 
 
    I fully expected her to slap the shit out of me even though there were plenty of people around us. But she surprised me when she only offered a shrug and replied, “That’s the least you could do. I mean, since you’ll never be able to touch me like that again.” 
 
    “You wanna bet?” I asked as we stepped outside and Amerie handed her valet ticket over to the attendant.  
 
    Then she crossed her arms and stated, “I don’t need to bet when I know it’s the truth.” 
 
    While her words might’ve been convincing to the next man, it wouldn’t have been me to not challenge her about it. “Well if you’re so confident, put your money where your mouth is. Matter of fact, how about you put your money where your mouth will be when you lose? You still remember what it’s like, right? Or has it really been that long?”  
 
    “Fuck you, Knox,” she spewed just as the valet attendant pulled her Benz to the curb. And while Amerie made quick work of taking over the driver’s seat, I was practically moving in slow motion, too amused by our conversation.   
 
    I eventually made my way into the passenger seat while also being sure to tell her, “You’re obviously not too good at this whole bet thing cause that’s exactly what I want you to do, Am-uh-ree.” 
 
    “You know what I meant, asshole. And stop being so damn extra before I make you walk to the hospital,” she threatened just as she skirted off the premises like a damn Fast & Furious driver.  
 
    “I’ll shut up once you make this bet a deal. I mean, there’s really no reason not to. Unless…” I trailed, forcing her to defend herself.  
 
    “Unless, nothing. I don’t want your sorry ass, Knox. Get over it,” she stated with another roll of her eyes before slamming on the brakes in response to a car cutting her off in traffic. And while I should’ve been more worried about the close-call, I was too distracted by our conversation to care.  
 
    “You tryna convince me, or you tryna convince yourself?” I asked, probing a little deeper and hoping for a legitimate answer. 
 
    But of course, I didn’t get one. 
 
    In fact, the only thing I got was a threat as she replied, “Don’t make me pull over and push you out of this car, Knox. You know I’m good for it.” Before switching lanes to catch up to the car that had cut her off and flipping the driver the bird.  
 
    Since it was clear she was on high alert with everything that was going on, I decided to scale it back a little bit when I told her, “Alright, alright. Just get us to the hospital safely. We can talk about this later.”  
 
    She barely let my words settle before she fired back, “There isn’t gonna be a later, Knox. What part of I don’t want your sorry ass don’t you understand?”  
 
    “I heard your words loud and clear, but I also know you. You tellin’ me you really didn’t miss me, babe?” I asked as I grazed a hand against her thigh that was mostly exposed, making her swerve the wheel a little bit as it tightened in response to my touch. 
 
    Instead of answering my question, she only grunted with annoyance, surely frustrated by how turned on she got from the simple action. But since I valued my life a little more than making a point, and knew I’d have the opportunity to make my real case later, I traded my grazing for a few pats when I told her, “Like I said, we can talk about this later.”  
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    Torture. 
 
    That’s all I could call it when my ovaries started bouncing around at the sight of Knox holding Mackenzie; Malia and Blaise’s beautiful baby girl and the Goddaughter Knox and I shared. Even though her mother was in complete disarray - and understandably so - baby girl was laughing her little diapered ass off whenever Knox tickled her as we sat together in the waiting room.  
 
    But it wasn’t just her reaction that had my ovaries playing ping pong; it was his too. The full-blown grin, the genuine energy, the love he obviously had for her. It almost seemed too natural for him, even when she began to drool all over his arm. 
 
    “Aww, pretty girl. Why you gotta do Uncle Knox like that, huh? I thought we were buddies,” he said, making her giggle again as if she actually knew what he was talking about.  
 
    I was so in awe that I didn’t even blink until I heard him ask, “Ri, can you hold her for a minute so I can go grab some napkins?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah. Of course,” I told him, awkwardly extending my arms to take her from him without having to touch him.  
 
    And my efforts must’ve been obvious as Knox chuckled when he said, “Loosen up, babe. She won’t bite.” 
 
    “I know that, Knox,” I replied with annoyance as I ducked Mackenzie’s attempt to pull at my earring.  
 
    “Obviously you don’t know that cause she actually will bite. She doesn’t need all of her teeth to make a good dent either. Ain’t that right, pretty girl? You be good for T.T. RiRi,” he told her in his best baby voice, taking another pinch at her cheek.  
 
    “T.T. RiRi?” I asked more to myself than him. 
 
    But he had still heard me, taking a step back as he replied, “You know… Auntie Amerie… T.T. RiRi? Gotta keep it short and sweet until she can get the full name down.”  
 
    How it was possible for him to know so much more about the kid than I did was beyond me. But instead of putting up a fight with him like I’d been trying to do since I showed up to his hotel room, I pushed out a simple, “Uh… right. Of course.” 
 
    Knox stood there for a moment just… watching me, observing me, taking in everything about me actually being in front of him for the first time in years. And I tried my best to ignore him, though my breathing was incredibly calculated under his gaze. It was like I couldn’t keep myself steady, couldn’t focus on anything but the fact that he was peeling through my layers with his eyes. 
 
    Or maybe he wasn’t. 
 
    Maybe he was just watching me because, “You look completely out of your element, babe. Do you want me to just… take her with me?” 
 
    While I had babysat on countless occasions and even did a few overnight stints which included more worrying about keeping her alive than actual sleep, it was Knox’s watch that had me feeling incompetent. Especially since he had already been so good with her.  
 
    Still, I straightened her in my lap, gently pulling my necklace out of her grubby little fingers as I told him, “I’m good, Knox. I just… don’t want her to mess up my dress.”  
 
    It was obvious he was amused by my answer, plastering on his usual goofy grin as he nodded. “Gotta stay spic and span for your man, huh?”  
 
    “I already told you I don’t… nevermind.”  
 
    Knox didn’t deserve any explanation of who I spent my time with considering the countless number of women he had spent his with according to the blogs. In fact, I was surprised that I didn’t find someone’s panties lodged between the couch cushions at his hotel suite.  
 
    As a glutton for punishment, it was only right for me to have checked.  
 
    “Be right back, babe,” he said, finally offering me some relief from the heavy weight of his presence. 
 
    Knox had always been an attention-stealer, whether he was on the stage, in a music video, or just walking down the street. He was… large, in body stature and in personality. So it only made sense for me to be drawn to him the first time we shared a room years ago; when he was auditioning dancers for a major tour and I was a star on the rise.  
 
    What I wasn’t expecting though, was for him to have the same appreciation for me, even beyond my art. He made his attraction obvious from the jump, approaching the situation as boldly as possible by offering me the gig while also offering me an invitation to spend some time with him that same night. And while I didn’t take him up on that initial offer, his pursuit still ran strong the second we began rehearsals. 
 
    It started off as innocent, flirtatious banter here and there. A few slick touches that we could blame on the intensity of the choreography, but certainly nothing to alarm the other dancers that I was receiving some sort of special treatment. I had worked hard to be where I was at the time, and there was no one in the world that I would let ruin my reputation. And while Knox understood that, completely respecting my position, he also made his interest very clear one particular night when he approached me after rehearsal. 
 
    “Ri, I’m strugglin’.” 
 
    “Struggling? Why?” I asked, still catching my breath from the crazy dance practice we had just completed.  
 
    He took a step closer, forcing me to look around and make sure we were at least alone before I engaged at all. Though Knox didn’t really give me much of a choice when he answered, “Seein’ you every day. Bein’ around you every day. And keepin’ things… just that. I… I want you, babe. I want you bad.” 
 
    His direct confession didn’t exactly surprise me considering what had already been transpiring between us. Still, I couldn’t help but challenge, “What are you trying to say, Knox? Just spit it out already.” 
 
    “Give me one night, babe. Just one.” 
 
    “One night for what?” I asked, playing naive while also - desperately - wanting to hear his admission. Though he had made his attraction to me much more obvious than I made mine for him due to the circumstances, there was a burning desire to act on what I had already dreamed about every damn night. 
 
    “To… take care of you. Like a real man should.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to have sex with you?” I whispered, looking around once again for any bystanders.  
 
    He took another step closer, this time going toe-to-toe with me as he used his hand to tilt my chin upwards so that he could speak directly into my eyes. “No. I’m askin’ you if I can take care of you. You know, please you, taste you, make you feel good. It’s killin’ me not to know what you feel like, babe.” 
 
    My legs felt like putty as I attempted to stay composed long enough to respond, “You and I both know that’s not a good idea. I mean, you’re technically my boss. And I’m not here for anything but dance.” 
 
    “I’m here for dance too, Ri. Just… one night. Please.” 
 
    The sex we had that night was awkwardly satisfying; only awkwardly because we really didn’t know much about each other outside of dance. It was exhilarating because of how risky it was, while also being wrong as hell. But it was that much more exhilarating because of how wrong I knew it was.  
 
    Then again… what was really wrong about it? 
 
    Sure I was a dancer, but I was a woman first. And Knox was a man. An available, virile man who could fulfill my needs while I was away from home, unable to secure a stable beau of my own.  
 
    What started off as one blissful night quickly turned into two nights plus pillow talk. Two nights turned into four plus secret dates on our off-days. And four nights… well that turned into almost the full duration of the tour.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    Before I could fall into the Venus flytrap of the past, Blaise appeared looking even more exhausted than when Knox and I had first arrived. 
 
    “Hey, how’s she doing?” I asked, doing my best to keep baby girl occupied by allowing her to play with my bracelets; the only thing unlikely to break. 
 
    Blaise released a heavy sigh, sitting down in the seat that was once Knox’s to answer, “She’s stable. Just wanted some alone time in the room, so I figured I’d come check on you guys. But I don’t see Knox, so that means you must’ve killed him already.” 
 
    Though it hardly felt right to smirk considering the circumstances, I couldn’t help myself when I responded, “Surprisingly enough I didn’t. Mackenzie spit on him for me, so he went to go get some napkins.” 
 
    “Don’t be involving my baby in your antics, Amerie,” Blaise scolded, obviously more protective of his baby girl than the two clowns he called his brother and sister.  
 
    But I quickly assured him it wasn’t completely my doing when I explained, “I didn’t even have to tell her. She already knew what to do. My Goddaughter is ride-or-die. Isn’t that right, princess?” 
 
    Instead of giggling the way she had been doing for Knox, she wrinkled her nose and reached her arms out to her dad. He shook his head, accepting her into his arms before placing her comfortably on his thigh.  
 
    “See. God don’t like ugly, Amerie. And neither does baby girl.”  
 
    I brushed him off, straightening out my dress that had become wrinkled thanks to Mackenzie’s warm behind as I told him, “Whatever, Blaise.” 
 
    And with perfect timing, Knox rolled up to rejoin the party.  
 
    “Yo, what’s up, B? Everything good in there?” 
 
    Since being around Knox, my eyes felt like bowling balls, rolling in motion more often than not in response to just about everything he said. And this time was no different as I muttered, “What a stupid question. Of course everything isn’t good. Her mother just perished.” 
 
    “Amerie, chill,” Blaise advised before turning his attention to Knox to answer, “Everything is as good as it can be. She’s calmed down a lot, but she’s definitely not in any condition to do more than cry it out for a couple days. Amerie, do you have that long?” 
 
    “Uh… I mean… I’d have to rearrange some things but…” 
 
    “I can keep her,” Knox interjected, stealing the attention as always.  
 
    But this time was a little different because it didn’t exactly make any sense. So I was quick to challenge, “How? You said you were flying out in the morning.” 
 
    His little smirk served as a two-for-one - annoying the hell out of me and wetting my panties at the same time - when he replied, “I only said that to get your attention, babe. You wouldn’t have taken me seriously if I didn’t make it urgent.” 
 
    If my eyes could shoot real fire, his ass would’ve been burnt toast. Then again, I shouldn’t have been that surprised. Knox had always been good at bullshitting to get things to go in his favor. 
 
    But before I could really rip into him about it, Blaise said, “Look. How about y’all just split time? Amerie can take her tonight, Knox can get her the next day, and then we’ll take it from there. I’m sure Malia will need her wet kisses and giggles by then.” 
 
    While I wasn’t exactly thrilled about Knox’s attempt to one-up me on the Godparent ranks, I also knew the arrangement would serve me well considering my busy schedule. So I crossed my arms, nodding to agree as I asked, “Do you already have a bag packed, Blaise? Or do I need to run by the studio?” 
 
    He sighed, digging through the diaper bag he had left with us while he answered, “We only have a couple of diapers and a travel-pack of wipes. Oh, and a change of clothes, a couple snacks...” 
 
    “Don’t even worry about it, B. We’ll just swing by Target when we leave here,” Knox insisted as he took baby girl from Blaise’s lap and pulled her against his chest. Her little arms instinctively wrapped around his neck and her head went straight for his broad shoulder to rest.  
 
    Is it weird that I’m a little jealous? 
 
    Before I could come up with an answer, Blaise distracted me when he asked, “Wait… y’all came here together? Like, in the same car?”  
 
    I could hardly believe it myself considering how successful I had been at avoiding him for all of this time. But not only had that streak been broken by our meeting at my office, I had double-downed in the worst way possible by showing up to his hotel without backup.  
 
    And without taking care of myself first.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t stop Knox from doing what he did best when he answered, “Yeah. Amerie was just hangin’ out at my hotel for a little bit.” 
 
    “No I wasn’t! I only stopped by to pick up the contract,” I answered honestly, though seeing Knox for pure aesthetics was always a bonus no matter how much his mouth constantly ruined his momentum.  
 
    Thankfully Blaise didn’t press the issue, redirecting the conversation as he stood up and said, “Either way, I appreciate y’all doing this for us. It’s a rough time, but I’m happy to have y’all here for support. The both of y’all. Together.”  
 
    While I cringed at the last part that had a little too much intonation for my liking, Knox was incredibly proud as he offered, “Anytime, bruh.” Before turning his attention to me to say, “Come on, Ri. Let’s go get the carseat so we can let Blaise get back to wifey.” 
 
    “I told you to stop calling me that, Knox,” I muttered as we all took off towards the hospital doors. 
 
    But Knox was quick to turn back my way just to tease, “My bad, Am-uh-ree. Let’s get goin’, Am-uh-ree. So you can get baby girl to bed at a decent hour, Am-uh-ree.”  
 
    I served him a death stare while Blaise just shook his head, cracking the first smile I’d see him show since we had been there. And while I hated that it had to come at my expense in dealing with Knox’s foolishness, I was glad at least somebody could appreciate it.  
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    “Don’t get those ones. Get those ones. Malia only likes to use natural products, and baby girl has a sensitive butt.” 
 
    “How do you even know that?” Amerie asked, seeming more fascinated than anything as she put the pack of wipes she had originally grabbed back in exchange for the brand I suggested. 
 
    And I continued to push baby girl down the aisle towards the diapers as I answered, “Because I pay attention. And those are the same ones she already has in her diaper bag.” 
 
    “What are you? Super Godfather? You just gotta show off, huh?” she pressed as she caught up with us, tossing them into the cart.  
 
    “Contrary to popular belief, everything ain’t a competition. I’m just tryna save you from havin’ to apply that smelly ass cream in the middle of the night cause baby girl developed an itchy rash,” I told her before turning my attention to Mackenzie with her chubby legs sticking out of the holes of the cart.  
 
    “Ain’t that right, mamas? You don’t wanna be itchin’ tonight, huh?” 
 
    She instantly started to squeal, bringing a smile to my face while also warranting a scowl from Amerie. And I knew the scowl was directed more at me than at baby girl. In fact, Amerie had been nothing but scowls towards me since leaving the hospital.  
 
    “What I do this time?” I asked as I scanned the shelves of diapers for the ones I knew could contain Mackenzie’s potential overnight poop blow-outs.  
 
    Amerie took a few moments before she answered, “You’re just… so good with her. So natural. It’s interesting.” 
 
    “Interestin’ how? I mean, what’d you expect?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Just not… this.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin that grew to my face as I readjusted my cap low over my eyes before grabbing the diapers, handing them to baby girl to hold. 
 
    “Little Mama and I just see life the same way, ya know. Shits simple; created for fun, and exploration, and... play. Lots of play,” I told her as I took a gentle pinch at baby girl’s cheek.  
 
    “I can imagine that,” Amerie muttered, crossing her arms as she gazed at the other items in the baby aisle we had already spent way too much time in. And while it would’ve been easy to go down the road she was obviously hinting at, I decided to change it up for the sake of the public.  
 
    “I see you really been doin’ ya thang on the dance tip though. I’m proud of you, babe. Even if you steady stealin’ my damn clients.”  
 
    It was no secret that Amerie had become one of the most sought after choreographers in the game, part of the reason why it was such a no-brainer to get her in on the reality show. But she was incredible at what she did, so much so that I wasn’t surprised so many people wanted to do business with her.  
 
    “I haven’t stolen anybody from you, Knox. They all came to me because they wanted me,” she stated proudly with a borderline arrogant grin.  
 
    “Can’t blame ‘em there,” I quickly chimed in, making her little grin turn into more of a blush; a response she was obviously irritated with as she quickly diverted her eyes to the rack of clothes.  
 
    “Aww! Look at this tutu. And the shirt. Baby Ballerina. That’s right, princess. You’re my baby ballerina,” she cooed at baby girl, making her giggle.  
 
    And while I figured her parents probably felt the same way since they were both dancers themselves, I couldn’t help but to correct her. “Our baby ballerina.” 
 
    She shot me the usual death stare which I completely expected. But her eyes softened once a bystander interrupted with, “You guys have such an adorable family. I always love seeing young, black couples out and about with their children. Way to represent!” 
 
    Amerie quickly turned her way, attempting to explain, “We’re not…” 
 
    But I cut her off, the bass of my voice easily dominating her much softer one as I responded, “Thank you ma’am. We’re incredibly blessed to be so happy and healthy.” Even going as far as wrapping my arm around Amerie’s shoulder, giving it a little squeeze before leaning in to give her a kiss against her temple.  
 
    She was completely stiff the whole time, but she didn’t make a scene, offering a tight smile until the woman disappeared into the next aisle.  
 
    “What the hell was that, Knox?” she whispered with a pinch to my arm that reminded me of something my mother would do.  
 
    And I held the spot that stung a little more than I expected it to as I reasoned, “I was just havin’ some fun, Ri. Damn.” 
 
    “Did you forget we’re about to be on TV soon? What if that lady is a viewer? She might think she knows some exclusive shit and go running to the bloggers about it.” 
 
    While I definitely hadn’t thought about that in the moment, I still wasn’t too concerned. I mean, it was a claim that could easily be discredited since it wasn’t like she had taken a picture of us or anything crazy like that. And for all I knew, by the time the show would be done filming, there could actually be some truth to what she saw.  
 
    But since I knew that would definitely freak Amerie out, I offered her a simple, “She could barely even see my face. We’re good, babe.” 
 
    “I told you to…” 
 
    “Stop callin’ you that. I know, I know. But guess what? I don’t really want to. So I’m not.” 
 
    Instead of challenging me about it, she continued down the row of clothes, sifting through the rack as she asked, “Is growing up on your radar at all? Perhaps you could give me a date I can circle on the calendar and start counting down the days until?” 
 
    “The only date you need to circle is the date you’ll lose the bet we made earlier. I mean, it’s practically inevitable if we’re gonna be spendin’ so much time together filmin’ and what not.” 
 
    Sex with Amerie was really just a part of the package since I knew it was the place she had the hardest time denying me. Though that didn’t stop her from making her case when she replied, “If I’ve survived all of this time, I’m pretty sure I can survive four weeks, Knox. And besides, I don’t want you. For the hundredth time.” 
 
    I was already convinced she was only repeating it to get herself to believe it. But regardless of how she claimed to feel, my mission wasn’t changing. 
 
    “Babe, you can play this hard to get shit if you want to. But I know what I want. What I’ve always wanted.”  
 
    “Yeah. To get between my legs which we fulfilled years ago,” she replied stiffly as she snatched another outfit for baby girl off of the rack, taking a peek at the tag before tossing it in the cart.  
 
    “That was just a means to an end, Ri.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together sarcastically and baby girl mimicked her thinking it was a game. Though I knew it was anything but once Amerie said, “An end. Yes! That’s exactly what I was thinking. How you can end this bullshit storyline you’re steady trying to create. We had a… thing. And now we don’t. The end.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what you say now,” I muttered, distracting myself with a rack of shirts all spouting a bunch of girl power shit; the perfect backdrop for Amerie and baby girl’s little tag team approach.  
 
    And while I thought the message had gone completely unheard, Amerie leaned in to ask, “What was that?” 
 
    I quickly brushed her off, knowing there was no use in fighting her over what I knew I could eventually control with a little patience. But I also knew it was going to take a lot more than just being around her to get her to see the truth. So while my mind went into overdrive with ideas, I only offered her a cover up.  
 
    “Nothin’. I got you. I won’t bring it up again.” 
 
    “Good,” she stated proudly as if she had really won whatever we called ourselves doing. And I’d let her think that for now. Let her think my pursuit was really over with and allow her to get comfortable with my presence again so that I could take a more… backdoor approach.  
 
    “So… what happened to your little dinner date?” I asked casually as we made our way to the checkout line.  
 
    And Amerie had no problem attempting to keep me in my place when she coldly stated, “None of your business.” 
 
    “You wanna trade nights so you can still make it?” I offered, trying to at least gain a little positive traction. 
 
    But she still managed to play tough when she brushed me off to say, “It’s fine, Knox. I’m good.” While emptying the cart onto the conveyor belt.  
 
    I quietly leaned against the handle of the cart watching the way her face remained in a scowl as she waited for our turn to checkout. I could tell she was struggling not to return the attention I was giving her, choosing to look at just about everything but me. And since it seemed as if taking the simple approach didn’t warrant much of an improved response, I quickly reverted back to my old ways when I insisted, “He must really be a lame if he’s not even worth a reschedule.” 
 
    To no surprise, it was that that really got her attention, causing her to snap when she said, “It wasn’t even a he, asshole. It was a she.” 
 
    “A she? Damn, Ri. I ain’t even know you got down like that now,” I teased just to get on her nerves since that seemed to be the only way she’d actually pay me any mind. And while I could tell she wanted to go off on me once again, she kept her response measured as we approached the cashier.  
 
    “No. Not like that. It was a business dinner.”  
 
    “You got dressed like that just for a business dinner with another woman?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes as she dug in her purse for her wallet while responding, “I know you don’t dress up for hardly anything these days, but this dress is incredibly regular.” 
 
    “Well you make it look everything but regular. And put your money away. I got it,” I told her just as she unsnapped her wallet. 
 
    “Knox, I can afford diapers and wipes, and these little clearance rack outfits. It’s not a big deal.”  
 
    “Amerie, I said I got it. Quit bein’ difficult for the fuck of it,” I whispered near her ear, keeping the smile plastered on my face as the lady from the baby section appeared again, offering us a smile of her own in reference to our “happy black family”.  
 
    Amerie cringed the same way she had done before while I gave the lady a thumbs up before lifting baby girl out of the cart and slinging her against my hip. Then I dug in my pocket for my own wallet, pulling out a few twenties to hand over to the cashier who seemed way more interested in me than in taking my money.  
 
    “Cute baby girl you have there,” she offered with a smile before turning to flip through the register for my change. 
 
    And once she turned back my way, I couldn’t help but flirt, “Just as cute as you.” 
 
    The girl blushed immediately, though it didn’t last long once Amerie grunted in annoyance nearby as she grabbed the sacks from the carousel. And while I was curious about her motive, I could only offer a pleasant parting smile to the cashier before we headed towards the exit.  
 
    Even though Amerie was a few steps ahead of us, surely on purpose as an attempt to avoid any and all conversation, I still called after her, “Yo, Ri. What was that all about?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she tossed over her shoulder as she unlocked the doors to her car and climbed inside, leaving me to get baby girl all strapped in by myself.  
 
    I could only shake my head as I told little Mackenzie, “Your T.T. RiRi has an attitude problem.” Though it wasn’t like she actually understood me. In fact, she only giggled, blowing a spit bubble as I sat her in the car seat. 
 
    “I’ll take that,” I told her with a smile before slowly shutting the door behind me. But when I went to open my door, it was locked. 
 
    “Amerie, unlock the door,” I said loud enough for her to hear through the window.  
 
    Still, she acted unfazed, peeking back to check on baby girl before putting the car in reverse.  
 
    “Quit playin’, babe. For real,” I said with a nervous laugh as I grabbed the door handle, though the pull of the car going backwards forced me to take a few steps with it.  
 
    And I was grateful when Amerie hit the brakes, though it didn’t come with her unlocking the door as I expected her to. Instead, she rolled down the window, bending her head to give me stern eyes as she demanded, “Once I let you in this car, I don’t wanna hear any more of your shit. Today has already being trying enough as is.” 
 
    I leaned into the window so we were on the same level when I told her, “I’m not here to start any real trouble, Ri. You know I’m just playin’ with you.” 
 
    Her eyes went tight as she quickly fired back, “And that’s exactly your problem. You’ve always treated things as a damn game. You always wanna play with somebody. But I’ve never been in the mood to be played with. Not then and not…” She paused for a second, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath before changing the course of the conversation. 
 
    “Come on. The faster you get in this car, the faster I can get rid of you.” 
 
    I was honestly a little stunned as I heard the locks click over signaling for me to open the door. I couldn’t move, couldn’t stop… processing her words that completely contradicted the “I never cared about you” feelings she had expressed earlier even if she had caught herself from going too far. But I had already heard everything I needed to hear, already heard what she was holding onto; the fact that she didn’t appreciate the way I had so foolishly played with her heart way back when.  
 
    Of course I knew that was the case, had heard it from Blaise more than a few times. But to hear her express it, even if it was just the beginning of her thoughts, clued me in on just how hard I’d have to work to gain her trust back.  
 
    I tried to shake it off as I climbed into the car, Amerie not even waiting for me to close the door completely before she was already pulling off. And while I allowed us to ride in silence for at least a few moments, the weight of the apology I still owed her was sitting on my tongue heavier than a sumo wrestler after a meal.  
 
    But what was I really supposed to say? A plain ol’ apology hardly seemed sufficient. And even if I did say it, I was sure Amerie would just brush it off the same way she had done with everything else I had already said to her.  
 
    Unfortunately, before I could come up with the proper words, we were already pulling in front of my hotel. I could tell Amerie was out of her element, keeping her eyes trained towards the windshield as she said, “So I’ll um… text you or something tomorrow, before I’m ready to drop her off.” 
 
    I only nodded as I told her, “Yeah, aight. I’ll be free. So whenever you need to handle business, just let me know.”  
 
    Then I turned back in my seat to tell Mackenzie, “Later, little mama.” Before turning back around to take one more look at Amerie.  
 
    Even if we weren’t on good terms, I still found her beauty just as captivating as I did the first time I saw her audition. But I also knew my physical attraction to her wasn’t nearly enough to get her to see things my way. It was up to me to take her words, take what I had learned, and somehow turn that into what I wanted. And while the task might’ve been a little intimidating, there was no doubt in my mind that Amerie was worth it.  
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    “Wait a minute… so you stopped by Knox’s hotel room last night and didn’t do anything? Like, at all? Not even a kiss?” 
 
    I nodded my head as if Miranda could see me, using the speakerphone to chat with her as I made the drive from my condo to Knox’s hotel so that I could drop off Mackenzie. After clueing her in on the craziness of the night, from showing up to Knox’s hotel room intentionally dressed to impressed, to finding out about Malia’s mom, and then staying up half the night trying to get baby girl to sleep after her usual schedule had gotten completely thrown off, talking it out with my sister seemed like the only viable option. Especially compared to driving myself half-crazy about it all. 
 
    So as I pulled up to the stoplight, I finally replied, “That’s right, sis. I told you, I’m not interested in training a dog. Knox is who he always will be and I’m good on that. He even made sure to remind of that fact by flirting with the damn cashier at Target.” 
 
    I still couldn’t believe he had the audacity to pull that shit knowing good and well I was watching. And I was hardly surprised to see the way the girl fell right into the palm of his hand, similarly to the way I had foolishly done years ago. Though back then, it felt different. I didn’t mind his ways as much because I knew at the end of day, he’d be with me, spending time with me, sharing a bed with me. In fact, instead of being frustrated by his actions, it made me feel even more special to know that I was the one who really had his attention.  
 
    What a joke. 
 
    While I was busy replaying the past in my head, Miranda threw me a curveball when she asked, “Were you a little jealous though? And be honest, Amerie.” 
 
    This time I shrugged, keeping my hands planted firmly on the steering wheel as I pulled off at the sight of a greenlight and answered, “I wasn’t jealous, but I was definitely bothered.” 
 
    It honestly didn’t make sense for me to care about what Knox was doing considering it was nothing new. He had always been a flirt, always been a charmer, always gotten the attention of any woman he came across. And it wasn’t like he owed it to me to not make good on that fact. Still, I found myself feeling slighted by his actions no matter how innocent they were.  
 
    But regardless of how much I was struggling with it internally, Miranda saw things way differently when she asked, “Are you so bothered that you’re about to pull up to that hotel and get your man back?” 
 
    I smacked my teeth, whipping around the corner as I replied, “He is not my man. Hell, he technically never was my man, even back then. And I already told you, I don’t want him. We’re just doing this little show together, and that’s it.”  
 
    Saying it out loud served as the perfect reminder. But that didn’t mean it was enough to convince my sister as she insisted, “Amerie, you know good and well the only reason you and Knox never hooked back up was because you did everything in your power to avoid him. But now that you’re going to be around each other again… I don’t know. I guess we’ll just have to see what happens.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to see what happens” was exactly what I was afraid of, exactly why I had pushed off this level of interaction for so long hoping the feelings would somehow disappear over time. But the truth was… they hadn’t, which did nothing but make me feel silly for agreeing to get back involved with him so soon, even if it was on a professional level. 
 
    Still, I had no choice but to assure my sister, “Nothing is going to happen, Miranda. Yes, Knox is still fine as hell. And yes, I might’ve taken a few peeks at the print in his pants while we were shopping. But other than that? He’s the same as any other stranger on the street.”  
 
    The line went completely silent as if the call had dropped.  
 
    “Miranda? Miranda, you there?” I asked, taking a quick peek down at my lap to find that the call was indeed still connected just in time to hear my sister burst with laughter.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked, taking a moment to think back on what I had actually said to her. 
 
    And her answer didn’t exactly clue me in on the joke when she replied, “You! You’re already fighting it with all your might which means this won’t take long at all.” 
 
    “What won’t take long?” I asked as I pulled into the circle drive of the hotel, right up to the valet station before putting my car in park.  
 
    Then I clicked the phone off of speakerphone, putting it to my ear as Miranda answered, “This… next chapter. Second round. Encore presentation.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have any faith in me?” I whined a little louder than necessary, mouthing “Ten minutes” to the valet attendant as I went to the backseat to grab Mackenzie. 
 
    And as I tossed her diaper bag over my shoulder, I listened to my sister reason, “Hello. Have you seen Knox? That’s your answer.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, struggling to peel baby girl’s sleeping body from her car seat as I replied, “Easy for you to say. You aren’t the one who got embarrassed by him, belittled by him, made a fool of in front of your peers by him.” 
 
    The day was one that would forever be engrained in my head. Though thinking back on it, it had really been a series of days. Somehow Knox and I had gone from spending every day together, to only spending a night or two, to not spending any time at all. And while I assumed it was because he was busy making sure the last leg of the tour went accordingly, I quickly learned that it wasn’t really about the tour at all. It was about him and… whatever her name was.  
 
    When I caught them getting cozy after one of our last shows, I thought I was just imagining things, thought it was just Knox being Knox. But when I asked him about it, he showed no remorse in the fact that he had moved on from whatever we were doing without giving the courtesy of letting me know, even going as far as making a scene in front of the people I danced with night after night. 
 
    My chest was still heaving from the show we had put on, the days of the tour winding down forcing me to think about my next step. But thoughts of my career had been put on hold thanks to the uncertainty that existed between Knox and I. He had been completely standoffish, avoiding me at every turn. And even though it didn’t make sense, that didn’t stop me from trying to make it work as I headed towards the dressing room he was assigned to. 
 
    When I stepped into the room, I saw a girl – a dancer – sitting on his lap with her arms wrapped lovingly around his neck as he praised her for her performance. 
 
    “You were the best one out there,” he said, something he’d usually say to me.  
 
    I cleared my throat to get their attention, the girl popping up from his lap with an urgency that proved she knew she had been caught red-handed. Still, Knox remained cool and calm, rolling his eyes at me as if I was somehow wrong for being there. 
 
    “Knox, what is this?” I asked, trying my best not to overreact; the fact that we hadn’t been off stage long being on my side since that meant what I had saw with my own eyes was the most they could’ve done.  
 
    But Knox held nothing back, did nothing to ease the tension when he casually tossed out, “Why you trippin’, Ri? Ain’t like you my girl or somethin’.” 
 
    I peeked over to the other dancer who made a point to avoid my eyes, the air in the room uncomfortably tense as I told Knox, “But I thought…” 
 
    “You thought wrong,” he spewed, cutting me off and making someone behind me chuckle. 
 
    I couldn’t even turn around to see who it was, too embarrassed by the fact that Knox was brushing off everything we had shared, all the memories we had made, and belittling them to a basic, “Ain’t like you my girl or somethin’.” 
 
    But I wasn’t his girl, no matter how much our interactions might’ve said otherwise.  
 
    “So he made a mistake. A terrible, ugly mistake, but still a mistake. Are you going to stay mad at him forever?” 
 
    I mouthed a quick “Thank you” to the valet attendant for closing the door behind me since my hands were tied before answering, “I don’t know. But I guess we’ll find out soon, huh?” 
 
    “Just know I support whatever you choose to do, Amerie. And I won’t judge you if you choose to do “the do” for old times’ sake,” she said with extra intonation, letting me know exactly where her mind was. And I honestly couldn’t blame her considering the many times I had bragged to her about all that Knox was working with. 
 
    Still, I could only shake my head as I stepped into the lobby of the hotel to find Knox waiting in the sitting area looking… shit.  
 
    “Why does he have to look so good?” I asked myself as I told Miranda, “Girl… I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Love you, sissy. And remember, condoms are cheaper than diapers.” 
 
    “Bye Miranda!” I yelled with a laugh, getting Knox’s attention as he peeked up from his own phone with a smile that instantly made me weak in the knees.  
 
    It had only been a little over twenty-four hours and he was already back to making me weak in the knees with a simple smile which meant I was in big trouble. But I was still going to at least try to hold my own, keeping my face neutral as I told him, “She’s sleeping, but she should be up soon.”  
 
    I handed Mackenzie over, being sure to touch Knox as little as possible on the exchange. And once he got her in a comfortable position on his shoulder, it didn’t take long for him to give me another one of those panty-wetting gazes, looking me up and down before he asked, “You’re dancin’ today, babe?” 
 
    I suppose it was my completely dressed down attire of a hoody, joggers, and tennis shoes that clued him in on my next destination. And as I stuffed my hands in the front pocket so I could fidget my fingers in peace, I explained, “Blaise and Malia are busy trying to get everything with her mother all sorted out, so I told him I’d take over a few of his classes today.” 
 
    Knox nodded with a grin. “That’s real sweet of you, Ri. I’m surprised he didn’t ask me to do the same.” 
 
    “He… didn’t ask me. I offered. Because that’s what friends do.” 
 
    It wasn’t that I was purposely trying to one-up Knox, but I definitely understood why his eyebrow piqued the second the words left my mouth. And it wasn’t as if he let me hang out at the top of the totem pole for long anyway, quickly outdoing me when he asked, “Well if that’s what friends do, do you need a hand? I mean, I was just gonna chill out around here with baby girl, take her down to the pool or something. But we can come hang out at the studio instead. Maybe take turns teaching so you don’t burn out. I know those kids can be a handful.” 
 
    There was a lot of truth to his words. A truth that had been lingering in my head since I offered to do it, especially since it had been months since I taught an adolescent dance class. And even then, I had plenty of assistants to do the organizing and managing while I solely focused on the choreography; that memory making Knox’s offer even more tempting. 
 
    But since I wasn’t exactly interested in spending more time around him than I had to, I went against my own will when I told him, “I got it, Knox. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Come on, Amerie. I’m just tryna help,” he insisted with the same innocence, the same softness as the day before when he was in my office trying to convince me that I should no longer be mad at him about the past.  
 
    And… damnit, it was working like a charm. Especially considering the load I knew he’d be taking off of my shoulders by coming along to assist me.  
 
    So with a heavy sigh, I told him, “You know what? Fine. You can come. But we have to hurry up.” 
 
    “I’m ready now. Let’s go,” he said, reaching back down to his seat to grab his phone and shoving it in his pocket before taking off towards the revolving doors with Mackenize still asleep in his arms.  
 
    And while he was already on the go, I was still frozen in place when I called after him, “Uh… don’t you need to go change clothes? Change shoes? Grab a towel or something?” 
 
    Even though Knox was dressed down in jeans and a t-shirt, I still didn’t imagine him wanting to teach that way. But he didn’t seem to mind as he tossed over his shoulder, “Nah, I’ll be fine. And besides, Blaise has all of that shit already there. I’ll just use his stuff if I have to.” 
 
    “I guess that works,” I said more to myself than him since he was a solid few feet ahead of me.  
 
    By the time I made it outside, he was already busy putting Mackenzie in her car seat. And it wasn’t until I climbed into the driver’s seat and him in the passenger’s that he asked, “How’d she do last night? Was she aight?” 
 
    “It was a struggle, but we got the job done one way or another,” I answered, thinking about all of the singing, and reading, and rocking I had to do to get her to sleep. 
 
    Though it was clear Knox wasn’t as trusting of my skills when he followed up by asking, “What’d you do? Give her some Benadryl or somethin’?” 
 
    “What? No. I didn’t...  drug her. I just waited it out.” 
 
    “Well next time you should put on some white noise. I don’t know why she likes it so much, but it gets her every time.” 
 
    Once again, I found myself jealous of how well Knox knew how to handle our Goddaughter as if I didn’t spend almost twice as much time with her as he did. I mean, I was the one who was actually local more often than not while he lived clear across the country. But since I wasn’t in the mood to start yet another petty argument, I simply replied, “Will do.”  
 
    The silence throughout the car that followed my words quickly became consuming as I tried to focus on the destination instead of Knox’s heavy gaze sitting right against my cheek. Naturally, I wondered what he was thinking, wondered why he seemed so transfixed. But before I could come up with an answer on my own, he said, “So… about what you said yesterday…” 
 
    I cut him off right away, shaking my head as I told him, “No. I don’t want to go there. Don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Will you ever want to, babe? Or we just gonna let it be the pink elephant in the room?” he asked, his eyes still on me as I kept mine trained on the road.  
 
    And while I wanted to correct him about the “babe” thing for the hundredth time, instead I chose to toss out a sarcastic, “I don’t see a pink elephant. Do you?” 
 
    He chuckled, shaking his head as he pulled his bottom lip between his teeth. “If the pink elephant doesn’t exist then why you been actin’ so hostile towards me?” 
 
    He and I both knew the obvious ass answer to his question. But since he wanted to play dumb, I was sure to remind him, “Knox, I told you I don’t want to talk about it. Revisiting the past is so unnecessary. And it’s certainly not on today’s menu.” Even if I had already done it in my own head and with Miranda, that didn’t mean I was going to take it there with him.  
 
    “So what is then? Getting to know each other again? Catching up on life?” he asked with a hopeful tone as he leaned against the center console, completely invading my personal space. And it wasn’t until then that I realized he was wearing my favorite cologne of his; the one he’d put on after his post-performance shower right before we’d… ugh. 
 
    “Today’s menu consists of making sure Mackenzie is good, giving our friends all of the support they need during this trying time, and dancing. That’s it.” 
 
    I watched him sit back and nod out of my peripheral, giving me a chance to breathe as he agreed, “I can rock with that for now. But eventually we’re gonna have to talk, babe. You do know that, right?”  
 
    “The only things I know are the current mutual obligation sitting in the backseat and the fact that we’ll be working together soon. Neither require this conversation you, for whatever reason, find oh-so-important,” I replied, trying my best to sound as nonchalant as possible. The last thing I needed was Knox believing I still had feelings for him even if it was the truth.  
 
    But while I found myself intentionally treading the situation lightly, Knox knew exactly how to get under my skin when he tossed out, “Well act like it then.” 
 
    “Act like it? What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    He leaned back in and I found myself staggering my breathing the same way I had to do during performances to insure I wouldn’t pass out when he answered, “If you don’t need an explanation, if you don’t wanna… chew me out, let me hear it, release whatever you’re obviously holdin’ onto then act like it’s not important. Be normal.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at his attempt to pull the past out of me as if I wasn’t holding onto it for dear life.  
 
    Of course I wanted an explanation.  
 
    Of course I wanted to chew him out for that shit he pulled way back when.  
 
    But what would truly be the purpose?  
 
    At this point, real closure seemed impossible considering how much we’d be around each other in the next few months. So if I chewed him out now, then what? What would truly moving past it even look like?  
 
    I had way too many questions for myself before I could give him the wrath that he was practically begging for. So instead, I decided to hold strong on my stance when I insisted, “I am being normal, Knox. I’ve been incredibly cordial today. And I even let you ride along. So it sounds to me like you may need to be checking in with your guilty conscience instead of trying to put whatever this is all on me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Knox 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was grateful for the opportunity to distract myself with teaching and dancing after the egg Amerie had dropped on me in the car, though I knew she was absolutely right. I wasn’t sure what I expected her to do, what I expected her to say, what it was that I even wanted to hear. But instead of taking responsibility for what I already knew and being clear about my wrongdoing, I was steadily trying to pull it out of her.  
 
    And that just wasn’t going to work.  
 
    So instead of trying to address whatever it was, I decided to do what I advised her to do; be normal. And for me, being normal meant dancing with the prettiest girl in the room who just so happened to be Amerie. 
 
    “Yo, you gotta come play this game with us, Ri,” I shouted once she stepped back into the studio after going upstairs to grab a new round of toys for Mackenzie to play with.  
 
    We had been switching the responsibility back and forth, one of us tending to baby girl while the other taught a class. And even though it was technically her turn to take a break, I couldn’t help myself in pulling her back in now that we had moved onto the oldest group of students - a bunch of high teens and twenties still trying to find their way in the dance world, and the only group I knew I didn’t have to dance with a filter on around. 
 
    But to no surprise, Amerie was quick to brush me off as she said, “You got it. I’m just peeking in.” 
 
    I shook my head with a smile at her apprehension, redirecting my attention to the class of twelve when I asked, “Do y’all know who this is? Amerie is the hottest choreographer in the game right now. You gotta come show us why they’re payin’ you the big bucks, superstar.”  
 
    If nothing else, I knew a little stroke of her ego in front of an audience would do the trick. But she still made another attempt at avoiding me when she suggested, “Or… I could save my moves for those big bucks you speak of.” 
 
    I smacked my teeth, turning my attention back to the students as I told them, “I think she’s scared, y’all. What y’all think?” 
 
    There was a wave of cheers, hollers, and laughs from them all agreeing with me, though Amerie made another weak attempt when she whined, “But I have to watch Mackenzie.” 
 
    This time, it was me brushing her off as I told her, “You know good and well baby girl is a studio baby. Hand her over to one of her play cousins and get your ass on up here.”  
 
    “I got her!” one of the girls shouted, walking back towards Amerie with her hands extended. And now that her back was against the wall, she had no choice but to take the challenge.  
 
    “Alright, alright. Fine. What are the rules?” she asked as she finally made her way to the front of the room.  
 
    “Press shuffle, and whatever song comes up we have to freestyle to it,” I answered, making a small tweak to the guidelines considering everyone else who had already taken a turn had danced solo. 
 
    Amerie’s eyes went wide as she turned my way with her hands on her hips and asked, “We? As in me and you?” 
 
    “Is that a problem? Don’t think you’ll be able to keep up?” I asked teasingly, licking my lips as I challenged her with my eyes.  
 
    But instead of succumbing to the pressure of my gaze, she threw shots of her own when she replied, “Actually, I was more concerned about you being able to keep up.” 
 
    The whole class erupted in laughs and cheers again, this time at my expense. But I wasn’t embarrassed, instead excited about the opportunity to see Amerie back in her element, even when I told her, “You talkin’ big shit, babe. I hope you can back it up.” 
 
    “Haven’t I always been able to back it up, Knox?” she tossed over her shoulder, earning another round of Ooo’s from the class. 
 
    And since I knew the answer to her question was nothing short of a hell yes, I silently watched as she walked over to the sound system, peeking back at me before pressing shuffle on the playlist of snippets from my phone.  
 
    Once the beat dropped, I immediately recognized the song as Maybe by Teyana Taylor; a song with just enough bass and a rap feature to give it a hip-hop feel, but also incredibly sexy. 
 
    “Oh, this should be good…” I thought to myself, stepping back and giving Amerie the floor to catch her groove before I jumped in. And being the professional that she was, it didn’t take long for her to catch the beat. In fact, you would’ve thought she had danced to the song a million times the way she hit each word with a different move while also keeping her rhythm against the melody. 
 
    I almost forgot I was supposed to be freestyling with her until she invited me with a wiggle of her pointer finger just as Teyana began to sing her first verse, though I probably shouldn’t have taken the bait considering the way she immediately tried to use me as a damn prop. And I could only stand there completely shook as she slowly grinded her way down my body, dragging the palms of her hands from my chest to my waist before using my thighs to steady her as she bounced her ass in a squat. 
 
    The ladies in the class were already cheering her on while the guys were thankfully on my side, trying to coach me up on what to do in response. But the truth was, the same way I knew exactly how to get under Amerie’s skin with my words, she knew how to get under mine with the fluidity in the sway of her hips. It seemed so effortless the way she flipped around, watching herself with a determined look in the mirror as she dropped down to the ground onto her knees just as the pacing of the beat changed, then popped her ass to the bass near my shins before hopping back onto her feet. 
 
    And it took one of the students shouting, “Knox, do something!” for me to really snap out of it, reminding me that I wasn’t just some everyday Joe no matter how much Amerie made it seem that way. But the studio was my territory - my stomping grounds -  just as much as it was hers. I did this shit for a living just as much as she did, if not more. Hell, I was technically her senior when it came to the dance world.  
 
    So by the time the chorus came around, I had finally gained my footing enough to shadow her every move with one of my own. Though when I peeked at her eyes through the mirror, it was clear she felt completely in control and was enjoying that fact immensely.  
 
    It was a treat to see Amerie so happy, see her having fun, see her being sexy as hell, even if it was costing me my damn freestyle card when it came to these particular students. But that was a price I was willing to pay if it allowed me to grab Amerie by the hips without her slapping the shit out of me, grinding against her ass and eliciting a roar of cheers from the guys now that I was taking charge.  
 
    At least I thought I was until the second verse came on and I lost all control.  
 
    “In the club, twisted, ooo reminiscing... 
 
    Boy, I can vision round two. 
 
    It's me and you and I'm winning… 
 
    There's no competition… 
 
    Boy, you about to… mmm…” 
 
    I had never heard truer lyrics in my life as Amerie took my hands, running them down her body slowly and seductively while also giving me a provocative look through the mirror that almost made me forget we had an audience. Her eyes were soft and sexy, her lip was pulled between her teeth, and shit… I was turned the hell on as she left my hands to linger against her soft curves before she pulled away just as the beat switched once again. And even though I was sure to at least go through the motions to survive the rest of the song, there was no doubt in my mind that if we were alone, I would’ve already had Amerie hemmed up against the wall with her legs wrapped around my waist by now, making good on everything she knew she was doing to me. 
 
    But that was the thing.  
 
    I was pretty sure the fact that we had an audience was exactly why she was doing what she was doing, kind of like a student starting a fight right in front of the principal. Even if the song was chosen at random, there were plenty of other ways we could’ve made our way through it. But instead of keeping things PG, instead of staying away from me so that we were forced to freestyle separately with innocent dance moves, she had intentionally brought me in, intentionally invited me to touch her while also giving me hints of the Amerie I knew oh so well. The Amerie who had a sex appeal like no other with the skills to match, whether it was on the dance floor or the bedroom.  
 
    As the song faded out with the second rap verse, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was reading into things too much, couldn’t help but wonder if I was simply imagining everything Amerie was throwing my way no matter how expressive dance was known to be. But before I could come up with an answer, the class erupted with cheers and compliments, though there were definitely more directed towards Amerie than me. And I couldn’t help but join in on their applause, taking my loss like a man as I bowed down and gave her praises of my own. 
 
    “You’re the shit, babe. Always have been,” I told her with a smile, wrapping an arm around her shoulder in a friendly embrace. 
 
    But she was quick to remind me that we no longer had that kind of relationship when she pulled away and quietly snarled, “Yet somehow I still wasn’t enough for you.”  
 
    I was immediately taken aback by her words, immediately consumed by the history between us she had pretended didn’t exist just earlier. But before I could call her out on it, a familiar voice announced, “Alright, who’s got next? I’m tryna run one too.” 
 
    The impact Blaise had already made on his students was clear as day as they all dashed over to him to show him some love. And it wasn’t only the students who were happy to see him as Amerie’s face changed from a scowl to a smile when she shouted, “Blaise! You’re here. Is everything alright?” 
 
    He nodded, pulling her into a hug with a half-hearted smile as he replied, “Everything is fine. Malia bee-lined upstairs to relax so I told her I’d come see what was going on and snag Mackenzie. But before I do that, I’m trying to get in on this next freestyle. So what’s up? Y’all tryna run one together for old times’ sake?” 
 
    Now that Amerie’s words had completely contradicted what she had done on the dance floor, I honestly didn’t have an answer. And I wasn’t really surprised when I heard her respond, “Uh… how about you and Knox show them how it’s done? I’m gonna go check on Malia.” Before heading towards the door, stopping by to snag Mackenzie on her way out. 
 
    Blaise shrugged it off, leaning into me to ask, “How’d you pull that off without her killing you?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, bruh,” I told him, still trying to make sense of it all as I continued, “We can talk about it after this next run though. You look like you need it.” 
 
    It had been a while since I saw Blaise in such bad shape. In fact, the last time had been right after Malia left his ass in the dumps for being stupid. But not only did they now have a beautiful family together, they were both successful in their own right with an unwavering love between them that I couldn’t help but admire even though they were both younger than me.  
 
    “Maybe one day…” I thought to myself as I watched Blaise snap out of his funk, chatting with a few students on his way to the sound system. And when he pressed shuffle, it landed on Check by Meek Mill, a perfectly gritty song to distract me from everything going on in my head. 
 
    It felt good to be back on the dance floor with my brother, especially since it gave us both the opportunity to release the stresses we were currently being faced with. But my sticky situation with Amerie was nothing in comparison to the tragedy he was currently trying to navigate. So if he could dance through that, I really had no excuse. And I made sure to make a point of that by giving it everything I had, regaining the respect of the students in the process as they cheered us both on.  
 
    Once the song was over, we let a few more students have a chance to show off before bringing the class to a close. And as we cleaned up the studio, sweeping the floor and gathering the random assortment of clothes that had gotten left behind, it didn’t take long for Blaise to bring up the inevitable. “So you ready to talk about what I walked in on between you and Amerie?” 
 
    While I wasn’t exactly sure what all Blaise had saw, I still shook my head, more regretfully than anything. And since he was one of the few people who knew the whole situation, I simply told him, “Can’t even lie. That shit took me back in the worst way possible.” 
 
    Watching Amerie dance was always a privilege. And dancing with Amerie? That was truly a gift. Though today it felt as if she had delivered the biggest box, wrapped with a bow and all, only for it to be empty.  
 
    But no matter how confused the whole thing had me, Blaise seemed to have it all figured out when he asked, “What’d you expect to happen, Knox? Dance is Amerie’s love language. And you… you already know it doesn’t take much for you to get caught up.” 
 
    I had a strong feeling Amerie wasn’t the only girl he was referring to when it came to me getting caught up regarding dancers. And considering how many tours Blaise and I had been on together, he definitely would’ve known it better than anyone. Hell, before him and Malia were “Blalia”, I had almost gotten caught up on her little cute ass. But even then, Malia hadn’t struck me in the same way Amerie always seemed to do.  
 
    She was different, she was special, and she was… mine, no matter how long it would take for me to make it happen. But it wasn’t as if Amerie planned on making things any easier for me considering, “She doesn’t even wanna talk about it. I tried, gave her the floor to rip into my ass and she wouldn’t do it. Said I was just tryna get her to fix my guilty conscience.” 
 
    “Well she has a point, bruh. You know you fucked up and have yet to directly acknowledge that with her,” he said in such a matter-of-fact way that it annoyed me no matter how much I knew his words to be true. 
 
    Still, I found myself trying to deflect and defend when I explained, “On one hand she’s tellin’ me that she doesn’t care about the shit anymore, and on the other hand she goes and says slick little shit about it. And then on the other, other hand, she does stuff like what she just did on the dance floor makin’ it all confusing as hell.” 
 
    “I’m more confused by you having three hands,” Blaise teased, forcing me to shove him in the arm as he laughed it off before continuing, “But listen, man. I don’t have answers for you. That’s for you and Amerie to figure out, which you’ll have plenty of time to do when you’re filming the show. Just the two of you.” 
 
    My eyebrow piqued once I caught his drift, though I was sure to make him clarify by asking, “What do you mean, just the two of us? You backin’ out on me?” 
 
    He released a heavy sigh, shaking his head as he explained, “I can’t do it, man. My woman is in a really bad space right now, and it wouldn’t be right for me to leave her out here on her own. It’s just not a good time for me to be making moves like that.” 
 
    “Damn. I mean, I understand but… have you told Amerie yet?” 
 
    Of course I was worried about Malia’s health, especially since Elijah and I had lost both of our parents prematurely and knew firsthand how painful that shit was to deal with. But I was also worried about if Amerie would stay on now that the one person who had convinced her to do it wasn’t going to be around to protect her. 
 
    As if she needed protection from me...  
 
    “Nah, I haven’t said anything. But I doubt her commitment will change, especially since she’s already signed her name on the dotted line. You know she’s not one to go back on her word,” he replied confidently, though it only gave me a temporary sense of assurance once I thought about who I was dealing with.  
 
    “That shit only applies to people like you, bruh. Not niggas like me.” 
 
    Blaise laughed, shaking his head before insisting, “Well if nothing else, the fact that the time spent with you will also be tied to a paycheck should help.” 
 
    Once again, Blaise had a valid point. Amerie had always been about her coins, negotiating each and every one of her contracts to the point where she made almost double what the average choreographer did. But it was an advantage she had rightfully earned considering she wasn’t any ol’ average choreographer. She was the best in the game; even better than me depending on what dance style the client was looking for.  
 
    But regardless of how I felt about her talent or her paycheck, my decision was already made. “I’m not gonna tell her. She’ll just have to find out when she shows up for our first meeting in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Come on, Knox. She needs to know,” Blaise reasoned as if he had any idea how the shit would actually turn out.  
 
    And since I had a pretty good idea of the possibilities, I quickly replied, “Fuck that. You want her to know about your plans to ditch us then you can tell her. But the last thing I need to be doin’ is gettin’ even more on her bad side for some shit that really doesn’t even concern me.” 
 
    His face was pulled into a smirk as he crossed his arms and challenged, “So if I go upstairs and tell her right now, what are you gonna do?”  
 
    I shrugged, shaking the dust from the push broom into a pile as I answered, “I’m gonna take an Uber back to the hotel, hop on the first flight home that I can find, and show my ass up to that meeting like this conversation never happened.” 
 
    Blaise instantly burst with laughter, tossing the clothes he had collected into the Lost and Found box as he yelled across the room, “I can’t believe your grown ass is really this scared to tell her. Biggest scaredy cat I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Man, ain’t nobody afraid to tell her anything. It’s just not a part of my strategy,” I attempted to reason even though I knew it sounded like some bullshit.  
 
    And once Blaise made it back over my way, it was obvious he felt the same when he asked, “So what’s your masterplan then, huh? Gonna get in front of those cameras and sweep her right off of her feet?”  
 
    Truth be told, there wasn’t a plan in the world flexible enough to tackle Amerie quite yet. There were way too many layers to get through, way too many barriers to cross before I’d even be allowed to access that part of her again. In all honesty, I wasn’t even sure if I deserved the opportunity with how arrogantly I had handled the situation way back when. But considering I wasn’t exactly interested in going so deep about it, I could only joke, “In front of the camera, behind the camera, on top of the camera…” 
 
    Blaise shook his head with another chuckle, though this time it was filled with more disbelief than actual amusement. “You do realize that’s exactly what got your ass in trouble the first time, right?” 
 
    “Nah, that was actually the only part I had down pat. It was everything else that I fucked up,” I admitted to him for what felt like the hundredth time even though Amerie had yet to hear it. But even Blaise didn’t know the full truth behind the actions that had caused things to be the way they were.  
 
    Navigating relationships were something I had never been good at, especially after growing up watching the most toxic relationship of all in my own household. My father had never been a bad man in general. He worked a steady job in the factory to provide for us, showed up to parent teacher conferences and school music showcases, got us the Christmas gifts we asked for year after year. But he was wrong as hell when it came to the way he treated my mother. Having multiple women on the side and coming in the house at all hours of the night reeking of perfume weren’t out of the norm. And whenever my mother complained about his behavior, he’d treat it as if it was her fault; that she needed to do more, give more, be more for him to stay around.  
 
    She tried it for a while, tried to be everything he needed and more as if she wasn’t already, going the extra mile to please him. But it didn’t take long for her to learn that she had never been the problem.  
 
    It was always him.  
 
    So instead of continuing to run herself dry trying to fix something that was broken beyond repair, trying to fix a man who didn’t find anything wrong with himself, she moved on. She found her own happiness and a man, Eugene, who loved her for exactly who she was, even if she had to sneak around to be with him.  
 
    I honestly couldn’t blame her. Though I always wondered why she didn’t just divorce my father, especially since it wasn’t as if she hid the new guy from Elijah and I. Hell, he was the one who had introduced me to the dance world and bought me my first cell phone so he’d forever be good in my book. But once my father found out about him, that’s when all hell broke loose.  
 
    It was ass backwards how angry he got about my mother stepping out on their marriage as if he hadn’t been doing the same thing long before Elijah and I were even born. And I was pretty sure that was the only reason my mother had stuck around for as long as she did, to at least give us the benefit of a two-parent household no matter how sketchy it was. But I wished she hadn’t. I wished she would’ve gotten away early on, would’ve just saved herself instead of worrying about our well-being because it ended up not only getting her taken away from us, but my father as well the night he decided to come home in a drunken jealous rage.  
 
    The fighting between my parents was nothing new. In fact, Elijah and I had both grown numb to it fairly early, knew exactly where to go and what to do so we wouldn’t have to hear too much of the usual. But there was nothing usual or familiar about the gunshot that rang out, shortly followed by a scream of horror and then a second shot. 
 
    Since I was the oldest by two years, I left Elijah in the basement to go check out the scene. And the sight of my parents - both victims of their especially toxic version of love - splayed out on the kitchen floor in a mix of their blood was one that would forever be engrained in my head; one that gave me nightmares even now as an adult.  
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t just that part of the situation that had scarred me for life. It was everything that happened after it too. Being shipped from family member to family member; none of whom really wanted to look after two adolescent boys regardless of the blood connection we supposedly shared. Being forced into a foster care system that steady tried to rip me and my brother apart. Aging out of the foster care system and being left out on the streets to fend for ourselves.  
 
    Elijah and I were forced to grow up way faster than we should’ve, hit with the harsh realities of life way faster than children should be. But we didn’t let it break us. We stuck together, found our own lanes along with a new city to survive and thrive in, and were now living the dream. 
 
    Well… at least at a surface level.  
 
    Deep down I knew everything about my upbringing played a major role in how poorly I handled relationships now. I had no idea what I was doing, had no interest in falling in love if it meant being in a hostile situation like the one my parents were in, had no clue how that shit was even supposed to work when done the right way. I was just doing whatever seemed like the right move at the time as if dealing with people was some sort of science experiment.  
 
    And in a sense it was. Some people just required different things, required a different recipe. But unfortunately with Amerie, I had created the recipe from hell; terrible side effects and all.  
 
    It was easy to dwell on where things had obviously gone wrong, easy to blame the horrific events of my childhood and my problematic view of what love actually was. But the truth was, the same way I knew my father only had himself to blame for all of the shit between him and my mother was the same way I knew I had to take full responsibility when it came to making things right between Amerie and I.  
 
    This was all on me.  
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    Nervous was hardly a sufficient word for the anxiety looming over me as I headed to the first meeting regarding Choreographer Lane; the corny name whatever executive producer had come up with for the show Blaise and Knox pegged me to do. But it wasn’t the business or details of the show that had me nervous. I had already scoured the details of the contract, the treatment for the show, and everything in between. But the idea of being in the same room as Knox for the first time since our… game at the studio; that was something worth being anxious about. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure what had come over me in that moment. Didn’t know what it was that made me go so hard. But I was definitely grateful that I didn’t have to actually address it with him since he had ended up getting a ride back to his hotel from Blaise, giving me a chance to get my shit together in preparation for seeing him again. Though considering that incident was now a few weeks ago, there didn’t seem to be enough time in the world as I slowly headed towards the building owned by the network, checking my appearance in the reflection of the window before using the revolving doors to go inside.  
 
    My breathing hitched the second I stepped foot in the lobby only to find a suit-and-tied Knox looking fresh out of someone’s watch advertisement as he peeked at the time before peeking up to find me. 
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    And under any other circumstances, I probably would’ve melted into a puddle or bolted out of the door. But I couldn’t let him know how he easily he had me flustered, and hot, and… Jesus, I can’t stand him.  
 
    “There you are. I was worried you weren’t going to show up,” he announced, meeting my approach halfway as he slipped his hands into his pockets though I secretly wished he would’ve used them on me. 
 
    For a hug. 
 
    I wanted his hands for an innocent, friendly hug.  
 
    I immediately shook off my irrational thoughts, balancing on my heels as I challenged, “Why would you be worried about that, Knox?” 
 
    Regardless of how tempting it was to skip out on the meeting, opt for a conference call, do anything in my power to avoid such an awkward predicament, the last thing I wanted to do was look like some prima donna before the cameras were even turned on. And I definitely didn’t want it to look like I couldn’t take the heat from Knox, no matter how much his simple gaze was draining my reserve of disdain for him. 
 
    I certainly wished I would’ve been able to save some of that energy once I heard him answer, “I just figured once Blaise broke the news to you, you would’ve wanted nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Wait… once Blaise broke what news?” I asked, my heart already pounding through my ears as I waited for an explanation. 
 
    An explanation that remained delayed as Knox only replied with a vague, “Shit… he ain’t tell you?” 
 
    Naturally I became even more panicky, this time getting right in his face to ask, “Tell me what? Is something wrong with him? Something wrong with Malia?” 
 
    While I hadn’t talked to either of them since stopping by the studio to pay my condolences after their private cremation ceremony for Malia’s mother, I assumed they would’ve gotten in touch if something was serious. And Knox’s little shrug did nothing to ease my worries when he answered, “Nah. I mean… yeah. But that’s not news.” 
 
    “So what is it then?” 
 
    I almost forgot how close we were standing until he released a heavy sigh, the faint scent of peppermint on his breath tickling my nostrils as I listened to him reply, “He’s not doing the show anymore.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Again, as I panicked, Knox was as cool and nonchalant as can be when he clarified, “He backed out. Said he needs to be there for wifey and baby girl.” 
 
    It felt like a weight had been dropped on my chest as I tried to process his words, not to mention the fact that I was just now finding out even though Knox had clearly known the truth well before this meeting. And not only was the late notice an issue, but the uncertainty of how we were going to move forward now that we were one man short.  
 
    “So now what? It was supposed to be the three of us. Are they going to find another choreographer? Fill it in with an up-and-comer?” I questioned, finally taking the step back that should’ve been done minutes ago.  
 
    The space prompted Knox to take another peek at this watch, nodding towards the elevators to signal we should head up as he explained, “They’re actually really excited about the prospect of it just being the two of us. Like a duo. A tandem. A couple… of choreographers. With me givin’ the men’s perspective and you reppin’ for the women. But Shep will tell you all about that when we get in there.” 
 
    I watched intently as he pressed the Up button to a glow, crossing my arms over my chest as I muttered, “If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought you orchestrated this shit yourself.”  
 
    The situation truly felt like it had Knox written all over it. I mean, how convenient that I’d be stuck with him, on my own, left to fend for myself for a whole month as we forcefully interacted with each other for a paycheck. And considering it technically did have at least his initials ingrained since he was the one to come to me with the idea in the first place, I certainly didn’t expect him to snap his eyes at me when he asked, “You really think I knew Malia’s mama was gonna go off to the upper room?” 
 
    His stern look - tightened eyes, straight-lined lips, hardened jawline - were more than enough to make me stammer, “Well… no. But…” 
 
    “But nothin’, Ri. I got just as much stake in this as you do. Just as much to gain or lose. And nothin’, not even how bad I want you, is gonna get in the way of that.”  
 
    For a second I just stood there stunned, unable to combat his words because… damn, what could I really say back? We really were in this together, really did have the same thing to gain or lose. But the most stunning part of all was his mention of wanting me bad. Not because it was new, but because it was still on his mind even after I had given him plenty of reasons to give it a rest.  
 
    The chime of the elevator arriving was enough to shake me out of my thoughts as Knox climbed on without even peeking back to see if I was joining. And since the last thing I needed was to be late for purely petty purposes, I followed in his footsteps, standing near the front of the elevator as I watched the doors close right in front of my face.  
 
    Without turning around, I knew his eyes were on me, staring beyond the fabric of my dress that fit in all the right places by design. And I could feel as his eyes moved down the back of dress, from my ass to the calves that were at full flex thanks to the six inch stilettos I was balancing on.  
 
    Knox loved my legs. In fact, they only came in second place to the ass he was sure to compliment at least three times a day when we were… a thing. But I could remember clear as day the way he’d explore my flexibility, always landing kisses and nibbles along the calves permanently defined by years and years of dancing in heels.  
 
    Once again, I found myself getting lost in my thoughts until the elevator chimed to let us know we had made it to our floor. And the second we stepped off, an unfamiliar voice announced, “Ms. Lambert. Mr. Riley. We were just talking about the two of you.” 
 
    While I was completely in the dark about who the person was, it was clear Knox knew exactly who he was when he gave the guy a handshake as he replied, “Of course you were, Shep.” Before turning to me to say, “Amerie, this is Martin Shepherd, but we call him Shep. He’s going to be the executive producer for the show.” 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgement, extending my hand as I told him, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Shepherd.” 
 
    “Shep is fine. And the pleasure is all mine,” he replied with a comforting smile, making me feel at least a little calmer about what was about to take place as he led us towards a conference room already set up for the meeting between the three of us.  
 
    “Even he already knew Blaise was out,” I thought to myself as I listened to him go on to say, “So I’m sure you have lots of questions, Ms. Lambert. And I’m going to ensure you get every last one of them answered before we head on over to the house you’ll be staying in during filming.” 
 
    “The house?” I asked as I settled into the chair Knox had pulled out for me, giving him a short nod of thanks before returning my attention to Shep who was wearing a full-blown grin, clearly excited about whatever answer he was planning to give.   
 
    “Mr. Riley originally purchased the second home planning to use it as a rental property. But instead we had it gutted and redesigned specifically for the show to include a dance studio, state-of-the-art sound system, backyard space for hosting, and it’s perfectly located next door to Mr. Riley. On Choreographer Lane.” 
 
    “Oh wow! How... clever,” I replied in an attempt to cover my shock.  
 
    I mean, it was one thing to film a show with Knox. But to share a fence with him - to live on his property - was taking things to a whole new level no matter how much it made sense once Shep went on to add, “It’ll certainly make filming a lot easier. Now what other questions do you have?” 
 
    “Um… Mr. Riley mentioned I wouldn’t have to do anything out of the ordinary regarding my day-to-day. And that I’d be able to uphold all of the obligations I already had scheduled prior to this commitment.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely. As long as you let us send a camera crew with you,” Shep confirmed with an enthusiastic wink, though it didn’t exactly bring me any extra relief considering my next order of business.  
 
    “He also mentioned the concept of presenting us as a duo. But I don’t want that to be confused with some sort of intimate relationship to the viewers,” I attempted to explain in the most professional way possible, knowing the last thing I needed was the outside world trying to create something between Knox and I that simply didn’t exist. 
 
    At least, I didn’t want it to exist.  
 
    And I was grateful to hear Shep give what seemed to be an honest answer when he said, “As much as that would be a producer’s dream, we will only be able to package and sell whatever you give us. And trust me, the cameras capture everything. So if there is something going on, it’ll be obvious no matter how much we nip and tuck the footage. But it’s definitely not something we will intentionally do. All promos will be designed to present you as two individuals. Because that’s what you are. Right?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Knox answered for the both of us, speaking up for the first time since we had been in the room. 
 
    Though it didn’t hold the weight I expected it to when Shep challenged, “Are you sure?” 
 
    This time instead of answering, Knox looked at me for confirmation, his expression a mix of teasing and hopeful as I choked out, “Yes! Of course. Absolutely sure.” 
 
    Shep shrugged, offering a smirk as he said, “Just thought I’d ask. Now are there any other questions or should we head on over to check out your home away from home for the next month?” 
 
    “I… took an Uber here. I’d have to arrange another to meet you there,” I told him as I pulled out my phone, fully prepared to make the request.  
 
    But Knox easily managed to steal my attention when he stood up from the table and suggested, “You can just ride with me. It’s not far,” as if us sharing a space was no big deal.  
 
    And it shouldn’t have been a big deal considering it would pretty much be the norm moving forward. Still, I couldn’t help but think, “I’d rather not…” as I watched Shep stand up and add, “There’s also a car donated by one of our sponsors at the house for your personal excursions during filming. It has the most-advanced recording system already installed, along with a built-in GPS to make sure we aren’t missing out on any potential must-see moments.”  
 
    “That means you can’t be in the car gettin’ freaky, Ri,” Knox added at the same time I decided to join them, standing up from my chair and straightening out my dress as I watched the two of them chuckle at my expense.  
 
    While I should’ve been ripping into him for even making such a comment - not to mention Shep for laughing along as if he knew who the hell I was - I could only think about how many times Knox and I had taken advantage of the backseat of random rental cars while on tour. Though now that he had upgraded to some swanky sports car according to his Instagram, it obviously meant he wasn’t interested in car nookie anymore.  
 
    There wouldn’t be any car nookie regardless, Amerie. 
 
    “Anyway!” I shouted, cutting them off as we headed back down the hall towards the elevators. “I’d like to ride with Shep. If that’s alright of course,” I said, turning his way for confirmation even though it was Knox’s eyes that were pulled tight in response. 
 
    And it certainly didn’t help that Shep looked uncomfortable by my request, peeking back and forth between the two of us before piping out an airy, “Absolutely. I’m parked in the garage.”  
 
    “Great,” I said with a relieving breath of my own, being sure to avoid Knox’s eyes that remained glued to the side of my face until the elevator chimed, thankfully breaking his gaze. 
 
    But the second I stepped on, followed by the two gentlemen, Knox had no problem asking, “Why don’t you want to ride with me? We’re all goin’ to the same place.” 
 
    Since looking at him would’ve made it way harder to lie, I avoided his eyes as I casually tossed out, “I… have a few more questions. Things you probably already know about the show. So I figured I’d just ask Shep on the ride over.” 
 
    It was clear Knox wasn’t very convinced, replying with a simple, “Right.” just as the elevator chimed, letting us know we had made it to the lobby.  
 
    “So we’ll meet you over there in fifteen, Mr. Riley,” Shep called after Knox who was already headed towards the front of the building.  
 
    But instead of stopping to confirm, Knox tossed a short, “Sure” over his shoulder, continuing towards the revolving doors until he disappeared outside of the glass.  
 
    His sudden change in attitude was once again alarming, though I had a pretty strong inclination on why it existed. But I couldn’t figure out why he was so pressed for me to ride with him as if he wasn’t the one to chew me out for making assumptions about his intentions with me in the first place. If nothing was going to get in the way of all it was he had to lose, a little fifteen-minute car ride certainly wasn’t worth the ruffled feathers he was carrying. Still, there was no mistaking the scowl on his face along with his terse responses, completely opposite of the easy-going, flirtatious, always ready to give a mouthful Knox I was used to.  
 
    I tried to stop overthinking it all as I followed Shep to the parking garage, though there was hardly any use considering the first thing out of his mouth once we got in his car was, “So, when did you and Mr. Riley meet?” 
 
    Truth was, I knew of Knox long before he ever knew me. He was… career goals in every sense, especially once I found out he was only a few years older than me which meant I could easily catch up to his success no matter how different our paths were. In fact, once I heard the story of how he just sort of fell into dance, it almost felt like I had a leg up on him since I had been dancing my whole life, taking classes my whole life, preparing for moments exactly like when I met him for my whole life. 
 
    After being passed over for an audition just the week before, I had come into this particular one with a chip on my shoulder, more determined than ever to prove not only that I belonged, but I was there to stay. And while I was definitely expecting to book the gig after the performance I had put on, I wasn’t necessarily expecting to hear it so enthusiastically from someone I… admired, paired with his interest beyond just my dancing.  
 
    To this day, I wondered how big of a role Knox’s immediate attraction to me played in my booking. Not that I wasn’t highly qualified, or that I hadn’t done a good job. But considering how much that particular job had played in taking my career to new heights, so many questions lingered in my head as to what would’ve happened if he hadn’t been. 
 
    Would I be at the level that I was at now? Have the industry clout that I now carried? 
 
    Or would I still be on the come-up, taking instructions from people I knew I could outperform? 
 
    Before I could get too lost in the possibilities, I came up with most concise explanation I could muster without sounding too out of the ordinary. “We met at an audition. He was the lead choreographer for a major tour, and booked me as a background dancer on the spot.” 
 
    It seemed as if this was really Shep’s first time hearing the story as his head went back in surprise when he asked, “On the spot, huh? You must’ve been pretty impressive.” 
 
    “I’d like to think so,” I offered, though my mind naturally went back to my original thoughts of what Knox found most impressive about me. 
 
    “Well considering how highly Mr. Riley has spoken of you, I’m hardly surprised.” 
 
    “He did?” I asked, doing nothing to hide how much the mention had caught me off-guard.  
 
    And I certainly didn’t expect Shep to be so animated when he answered, “Oh yeah. He could hardly stop talking about you when we first approached him with the idea. Said it was mandatory for us to include you on the show since you were the best of the best when it came to the dance world.” 
 
    The best of the best when it came to the dance world. 
 
    That had to mean he really believed in my talent all along, right? 
 
    “That’s very… generous of him,” was all I could respond without sounding too invested. 
 
    But that didn’t stop Shep from continuing to gush, “He’s such a great guy. We’re excited to work with you both.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me too,” I replied, more to myself than him as I thought about all that was to come.  
 
    While Shep got to have an objective view, everything about Knox and I working together was completely subjective, completely influenced by the past we shared. But the good times we had were beginning to blur out the bad ending because Shep was right; Knox was a great guy. He was incredibly talented, a hip-hop dance genius to be more specific. He had worked his way out of what I could assume were humble beginnings, and didn’t appear to be slowing down anytime soon. And even if I didn’t appreciate the way he had handled us, my respect for his skills had never wavered.  
 
    “So! What were those questions you had?” Shep asked, reminding me of why I was in the car with him in the first place. But the longer I thought about it, the sillier it felt since I didn’t really have anything to ask.  
 
    “Uh… actually, I can’t even remember now. Maybe they’ll come back to me later on,” I said, turning my attention out of the window hoping that was enough for him to let it go. 
 
    And I was pleased that it actually worked enough for Shep to move on when he offered, “Well you have my contact information. I’ll also get you the information for the camera crew you’ll primarily be working with just in case you need to alert them about any changes in your plans. But we’ll need a schedule of activities at least a week in advance to ensure we have clearance to film at every location you plan to be at.”  
 
    “Right. I’ll get it to you as soon as possible,” I told him with a nod, making a mental note as I listened to him continue on. 
 
    “We’ll also need a list of people you may be interacting with on a regular basis; family members, close friends, anyone who might make recurring appearances.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied with a little chuckle as I thought about Miranda’s interest in being casted as the shit-starter.  
 
    In fact, I was just getting ready to pull out my phone to let her know she could start packing her bags for her first appearance as Shep unloaded another round of information. “Before you arrive, the fridge will be stocked with all of the products from brands we have contracts with. Everything else outside of that will either need to be consumed off camera or have the label removed.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “I think that’s all for now. You ready to check out the space?” Shep asked as we pulled into the driveway of a freshly-landscaped two story home, complete with a mix of browns and brick to give it a warm feel along with an upper-level balcony for a little flair.  
 
    It was perfect. So perfect that I had to ask, “That’s where I’ll be staying?” 
 
    Shep nodded proudly, putting the car in park as he answered, “Yep. And that’s Mr. Riley’s home to your right.”  
 
    I peeked to my right, though I didn’t have to peek very far considering the houses were almost smashed together with just enough space for one person to slip between them. And even then, the person might have to turn sideways.  
 
    As I opened the car door to step outside, I muttered, “You weren’t lying about it being right next door…” my eyes now trained on Knox’s home instead of the one I’d be staying in. 
 
    I honestly couldn’t decide which one I loved more.  
 
    And while I hadn’t realized Shep had even heard me, his explanation made sense when he replied, “I think that’s why Mr. Riley purchased the property to begin with. For the additional privacy since anyone who lives there can pretty much see right through the windows.” 
 
    “And vice versa,” I added, as I followed him to the front doors that were immediately opened by Knox who was changed out of his business suit into a new outfit of a t-shirt, sweatpants, and a ball cap; looking as good as usual. 
 
    “Welcome home,” he announced with a half-hearted smile, stepping aside to let Shep and I get past him before adding, “Here’s the keys, Shep. Let me know if you see any blemishes that I might’ve missed on the walkthrough, and I’ll have the contractor come back out to get it taken care of before we begin shootin’ next week.” 
 
    “You’re not going to stick around?” I asked as I watched him head out of the door, surprising myself with how desperate I probably sounded.  
 
    To be honest, I wasn’t even sure why I wanted him to stick around. Especially once I watched his lip curl into a scowl when he answered, “No need to be unwanted company, Amerie.” Before turning his attention to Shep and adding, “I’ll see y’all later.” Leaving the both of us with a dumbfounded look. 
 
    Shep was the first to recover, clearing his throat before insisting, “So! Should we check out the rest of the house?”  
 
    And even though my mind was already racing trying to make sense of the vibes Knox was putting out, I did my best to shake it off when I replied, “Let’s do it.”  
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    It was taking everything in my being not to bother Amerie.  
 
    She was finally moving in meaning she was easier than ever to access with a dozen reasonable excuses to go knocking at her door. But no matter how much her stance to hate me seemed to be softening, I knew if I expected us to actually survive the next month without her killing me, it was best for me to give her her space while it was still an option.  
 
    I found myself watching through the window of my home office as her and her sister, Miranda, worked together to carry a box of clothes into the house, disappearing inside of the front door as Elijah asked from behind, “So this is your life for the next month? Watching Amerie out the window like a damn Peeping Tom?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes as I snapped the blinds closed and told him, “Man, shut up. I was just makin’ sure they were aight.”  
 
    “If you were really doing that, you would’ve just went over there and asked like any normal neighbor would. But I guess you can’t consider the one who got away any ol’ neighbor, huh?” he challenged with a teasing smirk, reading right through my initial claims. 
 
    And while I was tempted to punch him in the chest for making jokes, I also knew he was right. I definitely would’ve went and offered to help any ol’ neighbor, especially if they were as gorgeous as Amerie. But for me, going over to deal with this particular neighbor was the exact thing I was trying to avoid until I came up with a real game plan.  
 
    So instead of agreeing out loud, I attempted to change the subject when I replied, “Didn’t I tell you to shut up already? Don’t you have some work to be doing? Some coding to do for the site? Some interviews to be transcribing?”  
 
    It was a gift and a curse to have my brother under the same roof as me, though I knew I wouldn’t have had it any other way considering how many times it almost wasn’t an option in the past. And it really hadn’t been too much of a bother since I spent a lot of my time traveling meaning I was hardly ever there. But now that I had to be there full-time for the show, the fact that we were both adults with lives and careers of our own made the arrangement seem a little juvenile. 
 
    Still, that was the last thing on Elijah’s mind as I followed him out of the room while he answered, “If you would’ve taken your eyes off the glass you would’ve known the answers to your questions. But actually, the only thing left on my agenda is to go reintroduce myself to my new neighbor and her fine ass sister. Maybe I should bring a pie with me. Or a bottle of Hennessy.” 
 
    I laughed to myself as we made it to the kitchen knowing good and well, “We only have one of those in stock, so I guess your decision is made.” 
 
    “You coming with me?” he asked as he opened the pantry door and pulled out one of the bottles of Hennessy from our stash. 
 
    No matter how tempting the invitation was, I had no choice but to tell him, “Nah, you go ahead. I got some paperwork and shit I still need to fill out for tomorrow.”  
 
    But my responsibilities weren’t enough to change Elijah’s mind as he insisted, “Man, it’ll be here when you get done. Just come on. I know you want to.” 
 
    Of course I wanted to. I had practically been watching them since the small moving truck first pulled up, including when Amerie insisted on helping the movers so that they could get done faster. Even though the house was already fully furnished, it was clear Amerie couldn’t help herself in adding a few touches of her personality according to the different decor that was brought in. And I honestly appreciated it since I had no idea how to give the house the warm, woman’s touch it needed.  
 
    I suppose since I was a little interested to see how things were going in that department, I decided, “Aight, fine. Just for a few minutes though.” 
 
    “Few minutes for you, and possibly a lifetime for me. I mean, did you see those shorts she had on? Ass clearly runs in the family,” Elijah added with a laugh as we headed out of the front door, not bothering to lock it since this was only going to be a couple of minutes situation.  
 
    And as we crossed the lawn, I was sure to tell Elijah, “Hey man. Keep your eyes to yourself when it comes to Amerie.”  
 
    “I got you. I got you. Don’t even trip,” he whispered as we stepped onto the front porch. 
 
    Since it was technically my home, it felt weird ringing the doorbell. But I also knew if I wanted to stay on Amerie’s good side, barging in wasn’t even an option. And considering this was Elijah’s idea anyway, I let him do the work while I waited to the side. Though that didn’t seem to make a big difference as Amerie noticed me first once she made it to the door. 
 
    Her face looked more concerned than anything when she pushed open the glass to step outside as she said, “Knox. Hey. What’s up?” 
 
    While it was definitely easy to get distracted by a ruffled hair, skin a little damp, tanktop with no bra and little shorts-clad Amerie, I still had to play it cool when I told her, “What’s up, Ri? You remember my brother Elijah.” 
 
    She turned his way, offering him a full smile when she replied, “Elijah. Yes. How are you?” 
 
    Elijah held nothing back, going against my request when he took an appreciative scan of Amerie’s body before he answered, “I’m excellent. Oh, and I brought you a gift.” 
 
    Amerie laughed, accepting the bottle Elijah had extended her way. “Hennessy. Exactly what I’ll need after unpacking all of these boxes.” 
 
    “Are there any left on the truck? Knox and I can grab the rest if you need us to,” Elijah offered before I could, probably making me look like the lesser gentleman.  
 
    But just as Amerie was getting ready to reply, she was cut off by a voice coming from inside. “Sissy, who’s that at the… Oh. Hi. I’m Miranda. Amerie’s sister,” she said with a syrupy sweet smile directed right at Elijah as she stepped outside to join us.  
 
    It was honestly hilarious to watch my little brother have his breath taken away, completely clamming up now that the spotlight was on him when he stammered, “E… Elijah. Knox’s brother.” 
 
    Miranda chuckled as he snapped out of it enough to kiss her hand which made her blush the same way I made her sister do - well… used to make her sister do - before she replied, “Nice to meet you. And… nice to see you again, Knox.” 
 
    “Likewise, Miranda,” I told her with a nod before turning my attention to the rest of the group to say, “Well… looks like y’all got everything all squared away. I’m gonna head back over,” before turning to head back down the porch.  
 
    But I didn’t get too far when I heard Miranda call after me, “Knox, wait. Amerie and I were just getting ready to test out the new grill in a minute. You wouldn’t mind giving us a quick tutorial, would you?” 
 
    Amerie groaned with annoyance, her voice slightly muffled as if she was speaking between clenched teeth when she said, “Miranda, I told you I was just going to look it up on YouTube.” 
 
    “YouTube? Oh, hell nah. Can’t have y’all burnin’ your damn eyebrows off trying to follow a damn video. We’ll be happy to show you how it’s done,” Elijah offered, once again outdoing me as Miranda pulled the door open to invite him in, leaving Amerie and I alone; the exact predicament I had been trying to avoid. And it was clear Amerie felt the same way as she released a heavy sigh before pulling the door open and stepping inside while also holding it open behind her for me to catch.  
 
    I followed her to the kitchen where she immediately made herself busy looking for a place to keep the welcome gift, though I was sure she was just taking her sweet time in an effort to continue ignoring me. But considering she was the one to invite me in, even if it wasn’t verbally, I figured she wasn’t completely against my presence.  
 
    So instead of letting the silence linger, I decided to start with something simple. “So… everything alright over here? Looks like you’re getting good and comfortable.” 
 
    She didn’t look at me, instead reaching on her tippy toes to set the bottle on top of the refrigerator which made her shorts ride up, and… shit. This was a bad idea. 
 
    I was in such a trance that I barely heard her reply, “I am. It’s a beautiful home, Knox. Beautiful space. You’ve done well.” 
 
    “Thanks, babe. I mean… Amerie. My bad. Not tryna offend you, I promise,” I told her, holding my hands up to make myself clear.  
 
    But to my surprise, she didn’t seem as bothered as usual, offering a small smirk when she finally turned my way and replied, “It’s fine, Knox.” 
 
    Smirks, a calm demeanor, and an invitation inside were all good signs that maybe things between us weren’t so bad after all. Maybe she had left her grudge back home. Or maybe she was just making an extra effort for this whole process to go smoothly. 
 
    Either way, my shoulders were finally able to sink in relief when I leaned against the countertop and asked, “You all ready for filmin’ to start tomorrow? Seems like it came quick as hell.”   
 
    In fact, I could still remember the first day I had brought it to Blaise right after the idea had been shared with me, along with a request to get me a meeting with Amerie. And even though that whole process had taken more than a year, it was worth the wait to see Amerie’s smile when she agreed, “It did. But I’m ready.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not surprised. You’ve never been one to back down from a challenge. Or get nervous about anything really,” I told her, thinking about how much I envied her ability to block out the world whenever it was time to hit the stage no matter the size of the audience.  
 
    It was as if every performance for her only consisted of the stage, the music, and whoever she happened to be paired with, which only got to be me when other dancers had to sit out. And while that would’ve usually been a choreographer's worst nightmare to have to fill in on a moment’s notice, it was actually something I used to look forward to since it meant getting to experience Amerie at her best. 
 
    My mind was set in the past, but Amerie was sure to brush me off in the present when she clarified, “Oh please. I get nervous all the time. Just can’t let y’all see me sweat.” 
 
    “Well you do a damn good job at it then cause I could never tell,” I replied honestly, though I wasn’t exactly expecting to see her blush in response. But it was her blushing that made me feel comfortable enough to step to her and add, “I’m glad you’re here, Ri. Wouldn’t even feel right doing somethin’ like this without you. Hell, it hardly feels right to have Blaise missin’ out.” 
 
    She nodded, gnawing at her lip as she agreed, “Yeah I know. But… I guess we just have to make the best out of an unfortunate situation, right?” 
 
    This time, it was me nodding as I smiled and said, “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    When she smiled back, my heart instantly bloomed, making me feel at ease until I heard a panicky Elijah barge in screaming, “Knox! Knox, where did we put that fire extinguisher?!” 
 
    “Right next to the door, Eli,” I replied with annoyance, mad that he had ruined what seemed to be a good moment between Amerie and I, not to mention whatever he had done that started the fire in the first place.  
 
    And as I watched him scramble towards the door to find the fire extinguisher, I heard Miranda yell, “Elijah, hurry up! It looks like it’s getting bigger!” 
 
    “I’m coming, love!” he yelled back as Amerie and I made our way outside to see what was actually going on. And I could only shake my head as Elijah followed behind us, looking like a bootleg superhero as he rushed to spray down the fire he had surely started trying to show off for Miranda. 
 
    I waved a hand in front of my face to combat the smoke, coughing as I told him, “Damn, man. Bouta burn the place down before I even get a chance to get my money’s worth out of it.” 
 
    And as the fire finally simmered down, Elijah worked to catch his breath while he replied, “My bad, bro. It heated up way faster than I expected, and well… you know the rest.” 
 
    “How about we just order a pizza or something?” Miranda suggested before covering her own cough.  
 
    Amerie was the first to turn her down when she whined, “I can’t eat a damn pizza. I have to be on camera tomorrow. And you know it already adds ten pounds.”  
 
    “Well… Elijah and I will order a pizza, and the two of you camera-bound people can figure out what you’re going to do on your own,” Miranda replied with a little pat to her sister’s shoulder before slipping past us to go back into the house. And of course, Elijah was right on her heels like a damn puppy, leaving Amerie and I alone once again.   
 
    But this time instead of things feeling a little awkward between us, I felt completely comfortable when I offered, “I have shit to make salads back at the crib if you wanna walk over real quick. Or I can just gather up all the ingredients and bring them back.” 
 
    “Nah, that’s too much work. We can walk over. It’s fine,” she replied with a wave of her hand, turning to walk back towards the house and giving me the perfect view on the way. 
 
    Once we made it inside, Amerie was sure to stop in the living room to let them know, “We’re going next door to make salads. We’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Sure you will…” Miranda trailed with a little laugh that made Amerie roll her eyes. And while I was interested to know what kind of sisterly conversations had led to that reaction, I wasn’t ready to jeopardize the good thing we had going by overstepping. 
 
    So instead of asking about that, I took a different route when I asked, “So… what’s been new with you, Ri? Elijah and I went to one of Zalayah’s shows with Blaise to see Malia perform, and the choreography was on point. Not that I was surprised.” 
 
    She nodded with a smile, trudging through the grass as she replied, “Thank you. But yeah, just wrapped that up. Getting ready to start working on some new choreography for a few other artists. And I have a performance coming up with Liam at the American Music Awards.” 
 
    “Busy woman. That’s what’s up,” I told her as I pulled the front door open to let her inside, taking notice of the way she instantly became fascinated with the high ceilings and spiral staircase.  
 
    And as she continued into the house, looking at the assortment of artwork that covered the walls, she tossed over her shoulder, “What about you? What will the viewers be getting an inside look at?” 
 
    I shrugged, shoving my hands in my pockets as I answered, “Mainly the classes I’ll be guest teaching, couple of auditions I have to be on the panel for, a few special guest spots for the different dance shows. Nothing major.” 
 
    She turned back my way wearing a smirk when she insisted, “That’s definitely major, Knox. But then again, what did I expect? You’ve been a big deal since I’ve known you.” 
 
    “And I knew you’d be a bigger deal the second I laid eyes on you,” I tossed back, not even realizing the weight of my words until the room went completely still.  
 
    In fact, Amerie seemed frozen in place as she stared me down, clearly reading deep into my words before snapping out of it to say, “Knox… let’s just leave the past in the past, alright?” 
 
    Again, I shrugged, leading us towards the kitchen as I told her, “Absolutely, Ri.” And as I began to pull different vegetables from the fridge, I decided I had nothing to lose by asking, “But what am I supposed to do about what I’m feelin’ in the present? Or even the future?” 
 
    “Uh… well… that’s a good question,” she stammered, obviously flustered as she leaned against the countertop and watched me go back and forth between the fridge and counter.  
 
    Since I knew I at least had her undivided attention, I also decided to take the opportunity to ask, “Can I be real with you, Ri? Without you flippin’ out, or callin’ me a liar, or any of that other bullshit you insist on?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to ask,” she replied quietly, crossing her arms over her chest as she waited for me to speak my peace. 
 
    So I did, closing the fridge before I stepped to her to say, “Well on some real shit, I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you like crazy.” 
 
    I expected my admission to surprise her, or annoy her, or… something. But she only cocked her head to the side with a smirk and replied, “That’s nice.” 
 
    “You haven’t missed me?” I asked with a chuckle, a little hurt by her nonchalant demeanor but also glad that she hadn’t bolted towards the door. 
 
    And she only managed to rub it in when she shook her head, still smirking as she said, “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “Well I bet she’s missed me,” I challenged, getting even closer as I ran a gentle hand along her abdomen and got the reaction I had been looking for all along. One that was full of interest, and passion, and… desire.  
 
    It was a desire that I knew still burned in the both of us no matter how much our predicament said otherwise, and no matter how much Amerie weakly verbalized, “She hasn’t.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” I asked as I continued my exploration and watched Amerie squirm under my touch, especially once I made it to the waistband of her shorts. 
 
    But before I could see how far Amerie wanted to go, Elijah interrupted once again when he came in and asked, “Knox, do we have any batter...oooh shit. My bad, y’all. Just… looking for some batteries. Do we have any?” 
 
    “In the drawer, Eli,” I told him with a roll of my eyes as Amerie slipped away from me. 
 
    And I was hardly surprised when she said, “I’m… gonna go back to the house,” before turning to leave.  
 
    Still, I attempted to get her to stay when I called after her, “What about your salad?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry anymore,” she shouted from the hallway, followed by the front door closing behind her. 
 
    I was just about ready to strangle my brother when I cursed, “Damnit, Eli. I don’t think you’ve had worse timing since the day you decided to show up on earth.”  
 
    “Man, how was I supposed to know making salads actually meant tossing salads?” he asked with a laugh as he pulled a four pack of AA batteries from the drawer. 
 
    And since it was the batteries that had gotten me in this situation in the first place, I had to ask, “What do you need batteries for anyway?” 
 
    He shrugged, stuffing them in his pocket as he answered, “I don’t. Miranda does. She said they’re a surprise for Amerie.” 
 
    “Well why does Amerie need… nevermind,” I said, instantly becoming annoyed with the answer to my own question as if I wasn’t right next door to take care of her.  
 
    But I honestly wasn’t sure if I’d ever get the chance to, especially with nosy ass Elijah around asking questions like, “So was that really what I think it was? Amerie was letting you make moves already?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know since your ass decided to show up,” I snarled as I started working on the salad that was supposed to be for two.  
 
    Elijah seemed a little more hopeful than I was when he suggested, “I mean… it looked like a good sign though. Like, she might actually be open to it.” 
 
    While I knew there was definitely a point to his words, and I had caught the same vibes as well, there was still a lingering concern because, “I don’t even know what “it” actually is. Our sexual chemistry has always been crazy, but I can’t rely on that this time if I wanna do right by her.” 
 
    “So don’t. Keep your dick in your pants and your hands to yourself. Get to know the updated Amerie. And let her get to know you. The real you. Not the dancing ass, showboating ass nigga. All in the videos…” he trailed, mimicking Suge Knight’s infamous speech.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as I shook my head and told him, “Shut up, Eli,” just as the doorbell began to ring. 
 
    “Well… that’s my cue. I got a Hot-N-Ready waiting on me and I’m not talking about the pizza. Cause unlike you, I want it to be all about sex,” he said with an arrogant smirk as he turned to head towards the door. 
 
    I wasn’t one to knock anyone’s game, especially my little brother’s. But I also knew it was important for me to advise, “Be careful, bruh. Those Lambert women are one-of-a-kind. Not that I know a lot about Miranda, but they’re definitely apples from the same tree.” 
 
    But leave it to him to be hardheaded the same way I was when he replied, “I don’t care what tree the apple came from. As long as the fruit is good and juicy, that’s more than enough for me.” 
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    It didn’t take long for me to come to the conclusion that this - having a camera crew following me around - would never feel normal. I found myself making way too much eye contact with the guys, acknowledging their presence far more than I was supposed to meaning there would definitely be a lot of editing to do on their part later. And considering how much footage they had already gotten since showing up to the front door bright and early, I could only imagine how much film they’d be sorting through when it was all said and done, not to mention how they’d actually piece it together to tell both Knox’s and my story separately. But instead of worrying myself trying to focus on their job, I attempted to focus on mine as I used the built-in dance studio to run through the choreography I was scheduled to teach in a week for one of the biggest popstars in the world.  
 
    It wasn’t my first time working with her. In fact, Blaise and I had toured together as her background dancers once upon a time. But now that she had put me in charge of choreographing instead of just dancing, the pressure to deliver weighed a little heavier than usual. And knowing it was all being captured on camera for the show certainly didn’t make me feel any better about my missteps.  
 
    I released a heavy sigh as I headed back to the sound system to restart the song. But before I could press the button, I heard a little knock on the door behind me, my body reacting long before I actually got a chance to turn around. And when I did, it honestly felt like punishment as I watched Knox brush his thumb against his lip, ogling me as usual.  
 
    It would’ve been easy to act bothered by him barging in, easy to rip into him for invading my privacy. But I was already growing used to the fuzzy feeling in my belly whenever I was around him, was already getting used to him calling me Ri or babe, had already allowed him to… touch me, even if it wasn’t much. But I didn’t mind any of it as much as I expected to, making me wonder was I letting go of the past a little too easily.  
 
    “What’s good, Ri? What you workin’ on?” he finally asked as he strode my way, making me feel a sudden burst of self-consciousness considering how sweaty I was, surely with a stench to match.  
 
    Still, I tried to remain calm, tried to push the thoughts and feelings from the day before to the back of my mind as I nonchalantly answered, “Just some choreography.”  
 
    “Oh yeah? What for? That performance you got comin’ up?” he asked, his interest obviously piqued according to the slight raise in his eyebrow. 
 
    And as I shook my head, using the hem of my t-shirt to wipe away some of the sweat I had worked up, I told him, “Nah. It’s for someone else’s performance.” 
 
    His eyebrow went a little higher, paired with a smirk when he asked, “Word? Can I see it?” 
 
    While my initial reaction was to say “Hell no”, the fact that Knox was considered just as much of an expert in choreography as I was, along with the camera crew sitting nearby made me feel comfortable responding, “Only if you can help me out of this rut. I have the first couple of eight-counts down. But I keep getting stuck when the chorus comes around. Like, I know what I want to do, but it’s not flowing how I need it to be. Does that even make sense?” 
 
    He nodded, clearly excited about the task as he crossed his arms over his chest and insisted, “I got you, babe. Let me see what you workin’ with.” 
 
    I made quick work of restarting the song like I had meant to do all along, assuming my position in front of the mirror just as the electric guitar of Rihanna’s, Kiss It Better began to play. And once the first verse came around, I instantly snapped into performance mode, letting the sensual vibes of the song carry me to the place I had already visited a hundred times over. Though I would’ve been lying if I didn’t acknowledge the fact that Knox’s eyes alone were giving me an extra boost of sexy as Rihanna sang about getting her former lover back.  
 
    When the chorus came around, I fully expected to fumble over my steps the same way I had done before. But to my surprise, my body continued to flow as I rolled my hips against the bass, using my hands to explore my curves as I slowly made it towards the ground. And once I was there, I put my hands on my knees, using them as leverage to bounce on my heels just as Rihanna doubled down on kissing it better. Then I slowly made my way back up, gliding against the second half of the chorus before tossing my arms in front of my body and whipping my head to the side as I gave my hips a seductive shake. 
 
    The music coming to a stop surprised me since I was completely in the zone. But it made sense once Knox asked, “Where’s the problem again? Cause I didn’t see a single one, babe.” 
 
    “I… it didn’t happen. I guess I just… figured it out,” I stammered, trying to find a reasonable explanation for how I was so easily able to overcome an issue I had been stuck on for the last hour. 
 
    And even though I could think of one reason - one person - in particular, I didn’t have long to dwell on it when he followed up by asking, “But do you remember what you did though?” 
 
    I nodded, catching my breath as I told him, “I think so. Let me run it again and see.” 
 
    Knox nodded right along with me, pressing the button to start the song once again. But this time instead of standing to the side and observing, he came and stood behind me, mirroring each of my moves with one of his own. When I rolled my hips, he rolled with me. When I went to the ground, he went with me. And when the chorus came around, we flowed together like the perfect current. Though when I went to bounce, he steadied himself on his wrist to thrust upwards against my ass, making me burst with laughter while also making me panic a little on the inside because it was quite obvious that Knox wasn’t wearing any underwear.  
 
    But instead of focusing on his dick like I was tempted to, I remained focus on the moves I would be responsible for later as I slowly made my way back up, Knox wrapping his arms around me to provide extra support until it was time for me to repeat the same moves I had done before. 
 
    I felt proud of myself for nailing it, though I knew that wasn’t the only reason I couldn’t stop smiling. But unfortunately, my excitement was short-lived once I heard one of the cameramen exclaim, “The producer is going to love this!”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    The producer. 
 
    Because all of this is on tape.  
 
    All of this will be seen by the world. 
 
    What had felt like a good idea in the moment suddenly felt like the worst idea in the world as I pulled away from Knox, trying to gather myself when I asked, “What are you doing here anyway?” 
 
    Of course he wasn’t anywhere near as frantic about it as I was, shrugging when he replied, “They said they wanted as many shots of us together as possible, so I thought I’d come through since I was home. And I mean, us dancin’ does make for good ass TV.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to think of it as plainly as he did. “Good TV. Right. Because that’s all this is about...” 
 
    For a second, Knox looked confused by my reaction. But instead of asking me about it, he completely changed the subject. “You eat yet? It was supposed to be Elijah’s night to cook, but he’s off somewhere with your sister.”  
 
    “Yeah, I ate breakfast this morning,” I replied with a wave of my hand, finding the answer suitable.  
 
    Though it was clear Knox didn’t exactly agree when he asked, “Breakfast this morning? Amerie, it’s almost six o’clock. And I know all of this dancin’ has worked up your appetite.” 
 
    Again, I tried to brush him off, knowing I needed some time alone as opposed to spending anymore with him. I mean, it was clear I was no good at the whole “not getting sucked into Knox’s vortex” thing.  
 
    But apparently it wasn’t up to me anyway as one of the cameramen stepped in to say, “Uh… not to interrupt, but we do need to get a few shots of you two sharing a meal together. It’s an integral part of every reality show.”  
 
    Even though I knew he was right, I had no problem snapping back, “This is literally day one. I’m sure you can catch us eating another time.” 
 
    “Amerie, quit bein’ tough and come grab a bite with ya boy. It’s really not that big of a deal,” Knox insisted as he sided with the other guy.  
 
    “Yeah, to you…” I muttered more to myself than Knox. Though according to his confused reaction, it was obvious he had heard me. And I felt embarrassed by the fact that I was already falling apart, already succumbing to the pressure of Knox’s aura, already starting back down the same path that had gotten us in this predicament in the first place.  
 
    I suppose my mixed expression was enough for Knox to pick up on as he turned to the cameraman and asked, “Can you… give us a minute? No cameras?” 
 
    “Sure. But only a minute,” he replied, directing the other two men to step out and following behind them.  
 
    Being left alone with Knox wasn’t exactly a winning alternative. In fact, his gaze felt even heavier, especially once he paired it with his thoughts. “Tell me the truth, Ri. Is this too much for you?” 
 
    I snapped my head back, crossing my arms over my chest when I repeated, “Too much for me?” 
 
    The crooked little smirk he plastered on was more than enough to soften my stance until he said, “You know, us being around each other like this. I mean, I know it makes the producers happy. But your happiness means way more to me.” 
 
    While I was a little surprised to hear he even cared about how I felt when it came to all of this, I couldn’t help myself in asking, “Why would this be too much for me? I mean, it’s just you.”  
 
    Regardless of how large the task was, it wasn’t as if Knox was some stranger. Though there was definitely something unfamiliar about the way his smirk turned into more of a disappointed scowl when he repeated, “It’s just me. Right.” 
 
    Before he could turn away from me, I put a hand to his chest to stop him so I could clarify, “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, I did. But not to… offend you or anything; as hard as that may be for you to believe.” 
 
    He peeked down at my hand then peeked back up at me, the smirk returning when he replied, “I hear you, Ri.” And just as I pulled my hand away, he asked, “So you’re straight then?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I told him with a nod, trying to convince myself just as much as I was trying to convince him.  
 
    And it seemed as if he actually bought it, going back to the original topic at hand when he insisted, “Well go ahead and get dressed for dinner so we can make these producers happy.” 
 
    My response of, “Okay” came out as more of a whisper than anything, annoying the hell out of me because… why am I being so sweet to Knox?  
 
    It wasn’t as if he suddenly deserved such a thing, wasn’t as if he had done anything special to earn it. Yet here I was, acting like the same foolish girl I had been when I let him in my life for things beyond just professional reasons.  
 
    Then again, maybe we weren’t the same people we were back then. I mean, we had both grown up in a major way professionally, and I was sure at least some of that had rubbed off into our personal lives too.  
 
    But then it hit me. 
 
    What exactly was Knox’s personal life? Was he… involved with someone? On the brink of something serious? Or was he just bouncing from chick to chick the same way he had always done?  
 
    I surely wouldn’t have been surprised to find all of the above to be true. And unfortunately, I didn’t have long to sit with the concept since I was now obligated to be at dinner in just a short hour.  
 
    I quickly made my way upstairs, moseying through the closet Miranda had organized for me until I found the perfect dress. One that didn’t scream sexy, but also didn’t hide the fact that I was working with something. And by the time I grabbed a quick shower, did something with my hair, and applied a light layer of makeup, Miranda had finally made her way back to the house. Though her presence also meant answering questions like, “What are you getting all dressed up for?” 
 
    I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible when I yelled from the bathroom, “Knox and I are going to dinner.” 
 
    For a second the room was quiet, making me wonder had my answer really sounded as normal as I needed it to. But I quickly realized the quiet was only because Miranda had to come closer, leaning against the doorframe so she could ask, “Wait… did I hear that right? You and Knox are going to dinner? On night one of filming? I should’ve bet money on this shit.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, blowing past her to grab my dress off of the bed as I explained, “It’s for the show, asshole. And besides, what’s wrong with me sharing a dinner with Knox?” 
 
    She turned around, crossing her arms over her chest and watching as I exchanged my towel for my dress before she answered, “Uhh... did you forget you were the one who claimed to hate him for what he did to you? The one who made it a personal mission to avoid him for years? I mean, considering how fast you’re caving, I guess I see why you did.” 
 
    I yanked the dress over my hips and then over my breasts, reaching back to zip it as I defended, “Miranda, what part of it’s for the show don’t you understand?” 
 
    Instead of watching me struggle with the zipper, my sister stepped in to help me while also teasing, “So I guess this super tight dress is for the show too, huh? Trying to look extra sexy for the cameras? For the viewers at home?” 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” I told her with a nod through the mirror, running my hands down the front before turning to the side to make sure my ass looked good.  
 
    Though me checking myself out gave Miranda the perfect ammunition to call my bluff when she replied, “Bullshit, Amerie. I know you. And I know when you’re trying to dress to impress. I also noticed you didn’t put on panties first.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I never wear panties with this dress.” 
 
    But again, I had only set myself up as Miranda smirked when she added, “You also can’t keep your panties on around Knox, so I suppose going without them is like killing two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Whatever, Miranda. Just because you’re running around fuckin’ with Elijah as if you don’t have speed dial dick waiting for you to come back home doesn’t mean I’m on the same mission,” I said in an attempt to take the spotlight off of me and put it on her.  
 
    And she seemed amused by the attention, grinning as she sat on the bed and repeated, “Speed dial dick. Never thought of that one.” 
 
    I shook my head with a smirk of my own, stuffing my feet in my heels while also being sure to tell her, “I hope you at least used a condom.” 
 
    “We didn’t have sex. We just… hung out. Went to the mall, on a walk around the neighborhood, grabbed a bite to eat,” she trailed, gnawing at her lip which cued me in on exactly where her story turned into a lie.  
 
    And since she had already called me out, I had no problem doing the same to her when I asked, “So which bathroom did he take you in at the restaurant? The men’s or the women’s?” 
 
    Miranda did nothing to hide her satisfaction, blushing when she gushed, “Women’s. And it was amazing. I mean, if Knox is anything like his brother, I see why you haven’t wanted anyone else’s dick for all this time.”  
 
    While it would’ve been easy to go down memory lane when it came to the topic, I also knew it wouldn’t be in my best interest. I mean, that was the only thing making any of this - filming shots with Knox, dancing with Knox, anything with Knox - difficult. He had done things to my body that no one had ever been able to even halfway follow-up which eventually turned into me not even trying at all. 
 
    And now that I had already gone farther than necessary in my mind, I brushed it all off to say, “Anyway. I’ll be back later tonight.” 
 
    “And I’m on the first flight back home in the morning,” Miranda added, climbing from the bed to follow me out of the room.  
 
    As we made our way down the stairs, I tossed over my shoulder, “Two dicks within twenty-four hours is frowned upon, sis.” 
 
    “So is fuckin’ the alleged enemy, but I don’t see that stopping you,” she quickly fired back, earning a side eye just as the doorbell rang with Knox’s arrival.  
 
    “Have fun,” she sang from behind as I pulled the door open without looking, though I should’ve considering the way I immediately gulped at the sight of Knox looking like he wanted to be my dinner.  
 
    He was dressed casually, but not in the usual sweatpants and a hoodie kind of way. His khakis fit perfectly against his firm thighs, his collared shirt had obviously been hit with a little starch, and he didn’t have tennis shoes on, instead finishing the outfit with a pair of boat shoes. And while I appreciated everything about ready-to-dance-at-any-given-moment Knox, the Knox who was dressed like a daddy who deserved a quickie in the laundry room was definitely giving me a run for my money.  
 
    Luckily I wasn’t alone in my gratitude as Knox put a hand to his chin, sizing me up and licking his lips before acknowledging, “You… look amazing, Ri.” 
 
    I took a quick peek behind me to find Miranda leaning against the banister waiting for me to make my move. And the only thing I could say without caving in like she assumed I would was, “I know,” before stepping outside onto the porch and closing the door behind me.  
 
    Knox led the way towards the edge of the porch, lending a hand to help me down the stairs as he informed me, “The camera crew is meetin’ us at the restaurant. They went early to get all set up. We can ride together in my car unless you wanna drive separately which I totally understand.” 
 
    “I can ride with you. It’s not a problem,” I told him with a shrug, continuing down the driveway towards the street where his car was parked.  
 
    Though my motions alone weren’t enough to convince Knox as he stopped mid-driveway to ask, “You sure? I mean, I know how much you like your space these days.”  
 
    “Yet that didn’t stop you from showing up to the studio unannounced,” I reminded him with a side eye no matter how much I actually enjoyed having him there. In fact, it was his presence that had saved me from still being stuck in there right now.  
 
    And while I thought the little smirk Knox gave in response was a reflection of why he had really done what he did, he managed to trump all of my ideas along with my fuzzy feelings when he replied, “Gotta do what we gotta do for the show, right?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe I had already gotten so caught up that I had created expectations for what was going on between us. It didn’t even make sense for me to be so wide open, so interested, so… thirsty.  
 
    But since Knox was making it clear that his actions were only a part of the job, I knew it was in my best interest to do the same when I finally replied, “Yeah. Anything for the show.” 
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    Old Amerie was back.  
 
    The cold shoulder, the attitude, the… strong dislike was full-fledged as she focused intently on her glass of wine, doing any and everything to avoid talking to me now that the cameras had already gotten the shots they needed.  
 
    I was tempted to call her out on it, but it didn’t seem worth the trouble since I was just about done with my food meaning we’d be heading back home in no time. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what had caused the switch. I mean, everything seemed fine when we were dancing together. In fact, everything seemed better than fine until the cameraman mentioned the producers which must’ve been the thing to bring Amerie back to reality. Neither of us had any real control over what was inevitable with our proximity, but that didn’t mean Amerie wanted it to be public knowledge; even if it wouldn’t actually be on TV for a few months.  
 
    As I pulled my napkin from my lap intending to put it on top of my close enough to empty plate, a familiar voice nearby caught my attention. “Knox, what are you doing out and about? I swear I thought you lived on an airplane.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk as I turned my attention her way, staring her down from my seat as I challenged, “And I thought you lived at the office since that’s the only place you ever are when I FaceTime you.” 
 
    “No, that’s just the only place I ever answer,” she quickly replied with a little laugh.  
 
    Though I could only shake my head when I asked, “Damn. So now you screenin’ my calls, Kim? That’s fucked up.” 
 
    But her always calm and soothing voice was more than enough to ease my worries as she replied, “Sometimes I have to let you figure things out for yourself.” Before turning Amerie’s way to add, “I’m sorry. I’m Kimberly. Knox’s… friend.” 
 
    I could tell Amerie was reluctant to take the hand that was extended her way, surely because I hadn’t done the introduction myself. But I wasn’t even sure if I was ready for those two parts of my life to intersect, though it was clear I didn’t have much of choice once she finally gave Kim’s hand a shake and replied, “Amerie. Knox’s… co-star.” 
 
    Kim seemed surprised, snapping her head back as she repeated, “Co-star? Knox, you didn’t tell me you were getting into acting now.” 
 
    “I told you about the reality show, Kim. Wait… maybe I didn’t. You must’ve screened that call,” I teased, earning myself a little smack to the shoulder. One that Amerie obviously didn’t appreciate considering the way her eyes seemed to tighten in response. 
 
    Still, Amerie’s immediate reaction wasn’t enough to stop Kim from saying, “Shut up. I remember now. I guess I just didn’t realize the other possible… cast members. It’s nice to meet you, Amerie.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Amerie replied with a short nod over the rim of her glass before taking the rest of her wine to the head.  
 
    And the second I saw Kim watching her with concern, I knew it was up to me to distract her by asking, “So I’m coming to visit you next Tuesday, right?” 
 
    Kim turned back my way with a smile, nodding as she answered, “That’s never changed, Knox.” 
 
    “I gotta bring my camera crew with me though. They want to cover all bases,” I explained, already past my initial apprehension when it came to the concept.  
 
    While I knew it was risky for me to be completely transparent with our viewers, I also knew how important it was for them to see me interacting with Kim the way I did considering how valuable our relationship was when it came to everything else going on in my world. Still, that didn’t stop her from asking, “You sure about that? I mean… you know how you can get in the heat of the moment.” 
 
    Even though I knew she had a point, I could only shrug as I replied, “They say they want to capture the real me and that includes you. So it is what it is.” 
 
    Kim seemed surprised by my answer, releasing an airy breath as she said, “Well alright then. Next Tuesday. Cameras and all,” turning to Amerie to offer a polite smile and then giving me another pat on the shoulder before leaving us alone.  
 
    Of course it didn’t take long for Amerie to comment, refilling her glass of wine with the bottle we were supposed to be sharing as she said, “She seems nice. How long have you two been dating?” 
 
    A laugh slipped before I could contain it as I repeated, “Dating? Nah, me and Kim don’t date. We just... talk.”  
 
    “Does she know y’all are just talking? Or is that just your way of not claiming her?” Amerie challenged, obviously reading way too deep into what had transpired, though I couldn’t exactly blame her. 
 
    But since I wasn’t ready to give her a full explanation, I tried my best to keep things simple when I explained, “Nah, she’s cool with it. It’s what we do. Our thing.” 
 
    “Oh, so you guys have a thing now? Just like dance was our thing?” she fired back, rolling her eyes as she took a dramatic sip of her wine.  
 
    And once again, I could only laugh as I sat back in my chair and told her, “Amerie, chill. You don’t even know what you’re talkin’ about.” 
 
    “Now I don’t know what I’m talking about? I clearly just saw you two flirting it up and making plans, but now I don’t know what I’m talking about?”  
 
    “Amerie, she’s my therapist,” I spit out, forced to set the record straight before Amerie took things too far.  
 
    Though my admission didn’t seem to mean anything to her as she immediately twisted her lips to reply, “Wow. So now you’re playing the crazy card to justify fuckin’ around in people’s offices? That might be a new low for you, Knox.” 
 
    Her assumption that I was lying grinded my gears, though I tried to remain cool as I told her, “Ri, I’m serious. I see her every other Tuesday. Have been for almost a year now.” 
 
    While I had initially been totally against going to meet with a therapist, mainly because of the ugly stigma attached to it, my sessions with Kim had been the exact thing to save me from myself. To everybody around me, it probably seemed like I had my shit together. I was functioning, prospering even, in my career. I had a nice roof over my head and was investing in another. I had the cars, the women, everything materialistic thing a guy could ask for. But deep down, none of it mattered because I wasn’t able to make the deeper connections that my soul desired, and had pushed away the closest thing to that in Amerie. 
 
    So no, I wasn’t going to therapy because of Amerie. But the way I had handled that situation led me down the road of many similar ones which eventually brought me to the conclusion that this issue wasn’t exactly something I could fix on my own. And I quickly learned there was nothing wrong with using therapy as a method to address the stifling truths I had been harboring if that was what would eventually allow me to be able to move forward.  
 
    Still, while I had it all figured out for myself, Amerie remained confused as she leaned into the table, looking around before she whispered, “Why do you need therapy, Knox?” 
 
    “I’ve sat on a lot of shit for a long time. Shit that’s haunted me. Hell, still haunts me to this day. And I needed an outlet before I… self-destructed,” I answered as honestly as possible without turning the restaurant into Kim’s office.  
 
    “But you have friends. You have Blaise. You have Elijah. Why do you need to… pay someone?” she whispered again as if I was supposed to be embarrassed or ashamed by the conversation.  
 
    The old me probably would’ve felt some type of way about it. But the answer to her question allowed the new me to feel comfortable speaking in a regular tone as I told her, “Kim doesn’t know me from a can of paint. She listens to my concerns, listens to my stories without calling bullshit or calling me crazy like you just did.” 
 
    Amerie sat back in her chair, looking down to her lap before peeking up with softened eyes to whisper, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    And I could only shrug as I told her, “Don’t be. It is what it is. I don’t need you to understand.” 
 
    “But I… I want to understand,” she replied with the same quiet tone she had been using since she found out I was actually telling the truth; the one that implied this was something to be especially secretive about.  
 
    And maybe to her it was.  
 
    Maybe it just wasn’t for her to know or handle regardless of the fact that I had already trusted her enough to share it with her.  
 
    So as I stood up from the table, leaving enough cash to cover our tab plus a tip, I could only tell her, “Well maybe one day you will. But for now, I’m done talkin’ about it.” 
 
    “But Knox, I…” she called after me, flying up from her seat to follow me out of the restaurant. 
 
    And this time it was me keeping quiet, trying not to cause a scene on our way out as I tossed over my shoulder, “No, Amerie. It’s nothin’. Nothin’ that needs to be said right here right now at least.”  
 
    “But the cameras. You said you were bringing the cameras the next time you go… see her.”  
 
    I shook my head at her coded language, not breaking my stride on the way to the car when I clarified, “I am. I think it’ll be a liberating experience. And who knows? Maybe it’ll encourage someone else to get the help they need.” In fact, that was the ultimate goal. If putting myself out there as a vulnerable human being for the world was what it took to save someone from going down the same path that I had, it was more than worth the sacrifice.  
 
    Even though we were mostly alone, the only sounds coming from the cars passing us on the street, Amerie put her quiet voice back on as she replied, “Yeah. Maybe it will. But it’s also going to… put you out there. You and all of your business. The good and the bad. The present and the… past.” 
 
    “So that’s what this is all about…” I thought to myself with a little chuckle as I pulled open Amerie’s door, letting her climb inside before I insisted, “Don’t worry, babe. I don’t lay on Kim’s couch and pay to rag about you. I’ve never even said your name to her.” 
 
    “But she knows… about us?” was the first question Amerie asked when I finally made my way into the driver’s seat.  
 
    I could only shrug, making myself busy with my seatbelt as I answered, “She knows a little bit, yeah. Just what’s relevant.” 
 
    “Well what do you consider relevant?” she challenged over the center console, her concerned eyes growing heavier as she waited for me to settle in so that I could give her an explanation. But there wasn’t an explanation I could give her without going past the point of no return; letting Amerie in on what was still considered a family secret. 
 
    So instead, I released a heavy sigh, closing my eyes as I reminded her, “Ri, I already told you, I’m not doin’ that with you.” 
 
    “But I need to know if it’s about me!” she shouted, obviously growing irritated with the fact that I wouldn’t share much.  
 
    But I couldn’t share much because the truth was, “It’s bigger than just you! It’s always been… bigger than just you. I’m healing wounds that were left open long before I even met you, Ri. By people you will never meet and people I will never meet again. So like I told you before, it is what it is.” 
 
    The car went completely silent as Amerie just stared at me, obviously shocked by the reaction that I considered mild compared to what Kim brought out of me on a biweekly basis. But I suppose since Amerie wasn’t used to seeing me as anyone other than a happy go-lucky dancer or a sexually-driven jokester, this was new for her.  
 
    And she couldn’t handle it.  
 
    “I’m…” she finally started, though I quickly cut her off.  
 
    “Stop bein’ sorry. You have nothin’ to apologize for.” 
 
    “But you’re all… riled up. Because I pushed and poked. I shouldn’t have. It’s none of my business. Even if it is kind of my business...,” she muttered as she turned her attention towards the windshield.  
 
    Though I quickly brought it back my way when I attempted to lighten the mood by telling her, “Amerie, I promise Kim knows nothin’ about how well you used to throw that ass back.”  
 
    “Knox!”  
 
    “What? That’s the business you were talkin’ about, right?” I asked teasingly, enjoying the way she immediately squirmed in her seat in response as if she was being reminded of all the fond memories we had shared when it came to that category. 
 
    And I could tell she was really struggling with the flood of thoughts when she pushed out, “I mean, not... exactly. But good to know.”  
 
    “Seriously though, Ri. You have nothin’ to be worried about. I mean, the only people that might be able to put two and two together are Blaise and Miranda. And maybe Elijah. I guess Malia too…” I trailed, quickly realizing the number of people aware of our history might be even larger than I imagined. 
 
    And it was clear Amerie felt the same way as she groaned, “Ugh. I’d rather not think about a list. Just make sure you keep it as anonymous as you claim to already do and it’ll be all good.” 
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    “I wish you were here.” 
 
    My cell phone was on speaker mode - another thing required for the show - as I stretched out after working through the choreography I’d be performing with Liam during his awards show-opener coming up in a few days. It really wasn’t fair that I had to work my ass off dancing to make him look good while he got to just stand at his microphone and sing. But since I wasn’t one to turn down an easy check, I also wasn’t going to be the one complaining about performing. Especially since I had other things to complain about, like Blaise’s absence. 
 
    His sigh was heavy before he finally replied, “I know. I do too. But I’m also glad I’m not cause things haven’t exactly gotten any better over this way. Malia still won’t really eat. She won’t sleep. She won’t even dance. I’m starting to think she may need some counseling or somethin’.” 
 
    “Well your brother will know exactly who to recommend,” I replied with an unnecessary petty tone, feeling guilty now that it had already left my lips.  
 
    I mean, it was technically a good thing that Knox was seeking help, especially since he had made it clear that his issues ran way beyond the things that I knew about him. But his admission only made the questions I’d possibly never get answers to run rampant in my head. 
 
    Who were these people that I’d never meet? 
 
    What kind of wounds did they leave? 
 
    How did the wounds play a role in who Knox had become? 
 
    And of course the selfish part of me also wanted to know what kinds of things he had shared with Kim regarding us, and if the two situations were somehow tied together.  
 
    Still, while I had questions of my own, it was clear Blaise was completely in the dark when he asked, “What you mean?” 
 
    “You didn’t know Knox is seeing a therapist?” I asked, peeking up at the boom man who leaned the microphone in a little closer like a nosy neighbor peeking over the fence. 
 
    And while I rolled my eyes in response, I also caught the amusement in Blaise’s tone when he replied, “Knox? Seeing a therapist? You’re joking, right?” 
 
    I shook my head as if he could see me. “Not at all. I met her when we went to dinner a few nights back. Said something about how he was on the verge of self-destructing and how he was healing old wounds left long before I even met him. So probably long before you met him too.” 
 
    For a second, the line was quiet as I popped up from the ground, wrapping a towel around my neck and stretching out my arms until Blaise finally asked, “How did I miss all of this?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” I answered with a shrug before bending over to stretch my hamstrings. 
 
    “I mean, he’s alright though. Isn’t he?” Blaise asked, this time with an obvious hint of concern for one of his closest friends. 
 
    But again, I could only shrug. “I mean, it seems like it. But then again, I thought he was fine all along so I’m probably not the right person to be asking. He spoke very highly of his therapist though. And she seemed nice.” 
 
    “Well if you’re referring to another woman dealing with Knox as nice then she must really be alright,” Blaise replied with a laugh that made me roll my eyes again as he continued on, “Speaking of nice, how are you two handling working together?” 
 
    I let out a heavy breath, thinking about the rollercoaster ride the first week together had already been. It hadn’t taken long at all for me to be reminded of why I had avoided Knox all of this time because truth be told, there had definitely been way more ups than downs. But I wasn’t exactly sure what it all meant, if our time spent together was even considered valid, if the moments we had shared were really anything more than “for the show”.  
 
    So as I continued to dance with the thoughts in my mind, I told Blaise, “We’re… we’re playing nice. We actually have an event to go to together in a few. Some high school dance competition we’re supposed to be the guest judges for.” 
 
    I imagined him nodding as he replied, “Good, public environment with a large audience meaning you’ll be less likely to go at his throat.” 
 
    “I really am playing nice, Blaise,” I whined, defending my original response.  
 
    While some of it had been part of a conscious effort to not look like a complete bitch on camera, the majority of it was an organic response to Knox’s aura. Because even though he had matured in an aesthetic and chronological sense, Knox was still all about having a good time, all about good energy, all about the things I had fallen in… like with before. 
 
    Still, I didn’t expect my whining to encourage Blaise to ask, “Wait… how nice are we talking?” 
 
    “Not that kind of nice!” I shouted, my skin immediately flushing red as I peeked over to one of the cameramen who let out a quiet chuckle.  
 
    And as I served him laser beams with my eyes, Blaise had the nerve to joke, “Mackenzie could use a little cousin. A playmate. A… dance partner.” 
 
    “Anyway! I’ll let you go. Give Malia my love. And baby girl too,” I told him as I picked up my phone from the ground and took it off of speakerphone as if it wasn’t already far too late before continuing on, “Maybe you guys should come out for a visit. A little vacation could be the perfect thing to get Malia’s head right.” 
 
    “That might actually be a good idea. I’ll see what I can cook up,” Blaise replied before we ended the call. 
 
    My first order of business after pushing my phone into the pocket of my hoodie was cutting my eyes back to the cameraman to say, “You better edit all of that shit out.” 
 
    While I could tell he was a little intimidated by my demand, he still managed to pipe out a weak, “That’s... not my job, Ms. Lambert. I get the footage, and I hand it over to Shep. That’s it.” 
 
    “Well lose the footage,” I snarled, groaning as I slipped past them to head upstairs to the bedroom, the only place they couldn’t follow me. 
 
    Since I only had a little bit of time to get dressed before the event, I used most of it for a long, hot bath. One that ensured my muscles wouldn’t tighten up too much after spending most of the morning in the studio. And after a quick rinse, I walked out of the steam-filled bathroom just in time to hear Knox yell, “Ri! Ri, you about ready to go?” 
 
    “Almost,” I shouted back, dropping my towel so that I could lotion up all over.  
 
    And as I worked the lotion into my calves, Knox’s voice seemed a little closer as he said, “Babe, we gotta hur… shit.” 
 
    My head was the first thing to pop up as I snatched my towel from the ground in an attempt to cover myself and screamed, “Knox, what the hell?! Nobody told you to come in here!” 
 
    But of course, while I was a frantic mess, Knox was completely chill, completely… enthralled as he replied, “You didn’t tell me not to either. But uh… that doesn’t look almost ready. Unless you gettin’ ready for somethin’ else...” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I bee-lined towards the bathroom, Knox’s eyes following me the whole way as I told him, “No, asshole. I just have to put on my dress.”  
 
    “Shit. My dress,” I thought to myself, immediately realizing I had left it resting on the bed. And as if Knox could read my mind, he knocked on the door that was slightly cracked open before slipping it through the space.  
 
    My, “Thank you” came out as more of a whisper than anything as I got rid of my towel and quickly stepped into it just in case Knox could see me. But the second I went for the zipper, it only made it halfway before it got caught on the fabric. 
 
    “Damnit,” I said out loud as I tried to pull it back down. But it wouldn’t budge either way, making me grow even more anxious as I weighed my options. 
 
    Options that hadn’t even thought to include Knox offering, “You need some help in there?” 
 
    “I got it,” I yelled through the crack of the door as I continued to yank at it, silently praying it would get unstuck sooner than later. 
 
    And as my efforts continued to be unsuccessful, Knox insisted, “Amerie, you’re gonna break it if you pull it too hard.” 
 
    “I said, I… fuck,” I sighed as the pull tab slipped from my hand and went flying clear across the bathroom, bouncing off the wall before falling onto the floor.  
 
    To no surprise, Knox couldn’t help himself in rubbing it in as he finally pushed the door open, wearing a smirk as he said, “I tried to tell you, babe. But you just had to be hardheaded.” 
 
    I could only groan with annoyance as I slipped past him, holding my failed dress close to my chest as I went to grab another from the closet. While I would’ve loved to find one that was zipper-free, knowing whatever I chose to wear would be recorded and replayed over and over again acted as motivation for me to find something at least a little fitted. And when I landed on a dress similar to the one I had originally planned to wear, I felt grateful for its existence while also feeling anxious as I thought about dealing with yet another zipper.  
 
    Of course it didn’t take long for Knox to notice the similarity as well when he immediately offered, “Ri, just let me do it this time. I’ll keep my hands to myself, I promise.” 
 
    No matter how much I wanted to turn him down, I knew if we were really going to make it out of the house on time - and if I was going to save my dress - it was in my best interest to let him handle it. So after making quick work of exchanging the old dress for the new one in the bathroom, I came back out into the bedroom, keeping the dress clutched tightly to my chest as I stepped in front of the mirror and waited for Knox to join.  
 
    His steps were slow and steady as he approached me, staring at me intently through the mirror with a sexy smirk before his hands landed at the small of my back. But instead of zipping me up like I expected him to, I watched in shock as he dipped his head against my bare collarbone, landing a series of kisses and nibbles along my skin that immediately made me moan.  
 
    I should’ve been fighting him off, cussing him out, snatching away from him. But the longer he went, the more turned on I became; my eyes fluttering closed as I growled, “Knox…”  
 
    “I said my hands. Didn’t say nothin’ about my lips,” was his whispered reply directly into my ear before he continued to taunt and tease me with his mouth.  
 
    At least that’s what I thought he was doing until I heard him say in a regular tone, “You’re good to go.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, my eyes snapping open to find Knox already heading towards the door, nowhere near where I was still standing which made what I thought was happening completely impossible.  
 
    And the confused look on his face spoke volumes when he clarified, “Your dress. It’s zipped. Now let’s go,”  
 
    “Oh... Right.... Thank you,” I stammered, completely flustered - and embarrassed - as I used the bed post for much-needed support so that I could stuff my feet into my heels.  
 
    Not that they were hard to get into. But my legs felt like noodles as I wrestled with my imagination; battled against the insane thoughts that had consumed me with no explanation.  
 
    I mean, it wasn’t as if I was suddenly interested in being with Knox no matter how much I appreciated his obvious growth. And I definitely had no business getting into anything physical with Knox. But no matter how well my mind knew that - no matter how well I thought I had trained my mind to know that - it had still managed to betray me by allowing me to daydream about the things I should’ve been totally against. 
 
    While I dealt with my own personal crisis on the inside, Knox’s bewildered look remained as he stood in the doorway and asked, “Ri, you aight?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I pushed out as I snatched my clutch from the bed and headed towards the door. 
 
    Though my pursuit was cut short when Knox didn’t budge to let me past him, instead catching me by the wrist to ask, “You sure? Your face is... shiny. Like you’re sweatin’ or somethin’.” 
 
    I placed a gentle hand against the side of my neck, hardly surprised to find it warm to the touch considering how warm I felt all over after imagining what would’ve usually been the beginning stages of… shit.  
 
    “My skin must still be a little hot,” I replied, not doing myself any justice as I watched Knox’s eyebrow pique with interest, forcing me to continue to explain, “I… rehearsed this morning. For the show I have coming up. And I needed a bath to relax my muscles.” 
 
    Knox finally let my wrist go, stepping to the side so we could leave. But it didn’t exactly provide me much relief once he reminded of the past when he followed behind me and asked, “Damn. So now you too good for one of my signature rubdowns?” 
 
    “Those never end well,” I tossed over my shoulder, keeping my smirk to myself as I focused on making it down the stairs.  
 
    And I was glad I had made it to the bottom of the staircase before Knox replied, “Your memory must be shot. Because if I remember correctly, they always ended very well.” 
 
    He was right.  
 
    They always, always ended well. Usually with a satisfying soreness between my thighs, and in my… jaws. But I wasn’t sure if I could acknowledge that part without begging for one right here right now. So instead I asked, “What’d you used to call it? A happy ending 2.0?” 
 
    His voice held a gratifying hint of amusement when he said, “Ahh, so you do remember?” 
 
    And as I stepped out onto the porch, watching Knox as he locked the front door behind us, I challenged, “How could I forget?”  
 
    “Sometimes you act like you’ve forgotten about us,” he insisted, looking down at me with another one of his smirks as he pulled the corner of his lip between his teeth.  
 
    Maintaining eye contact felt like a job as his gaze became heavier and heavier, making me wonder if his thoughts - his memories - were as violently erotic as mine seemed to be. And they always had been, part of the reason I had been forced to suppress them; forced to avoid him.  
 
    But like now, even then it had been a struggle, which for whatever reason allowed me to admit, “I used to wish I could.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The pressure of his simple question was way too much to bear, forcing me to turn away when I answered, “I’d… rather not talk about it.” 
 
    And I was grateful that he didn’t press it any further, instead catching me by the wrist again to say, “I respect that. But just know… a happy ending 2.0 is always available. Whenever you need it, babe. Just say the word and I got you.”  
 
     
 
      
 
    & 
 
    The competition was a complete disaster, though there wasn’t exactly anything wrong with the organization, or the dancers, or their routines. But being around Knox after daydreaming about him and being reminded of his... talents had turned into a complete disaster as far as my sex drive was concerned. It was as if every feeling and desire I assumed would remain dormant had finally decided to erupt inside of me with the magnitude of a once in a lifetime volcano. But I also knew it was better for me to take the heat alone instead of acting on impulse. 
 
    So instead of reacting to every gentle hand against the small of my back as we took pictures together, instead of falling for Knox’s usual flirtatious banter, instead of following him back to his house as opposed to going to my own, I held onto all of that sexual energy with plans to burn it out in the studio.  
 
    Dance had always been a way for me to express myself no matter what I was going through, but especially when I couldn’t get the sexual satisfaction I craved; satisfaction much deeper than just any regular ol’ orgasm. And leave it to that bout of horniness to have me practicing different strip tease moves to Beyoncé songs well after midnight; well after the cameramen had called it a night.  
 
    Since I knew they were gone which meant the house should’ve been empty, I was completely startled when I heard a voice behind me ask, “You still do this, huh?” 
 
    Without looking, I recognized the voice enough to ask, “Knox, what are you doing here?” Wiping my face free of the sweat I had worked up doing exactly what he probably assumed I was.  
 
    When I finally did peek up at him through the mirror, ready to serve him an attitude for impeding on my private time, I was immediately distracted when my eyes landed on his bare chest before making their way down to the sweatpants hanging low against his waist.  
 
    Definitely the last sight I needed to be seeing in my current state.  
 
    Still, I tried to play it cool as I listened to him answer, “Hard to sleep with fuckin’ Beyoncé thumpin’ through the windows. I thought these walls were bass-proof, but obviously not.” 
 
    Then he began to make his way over to where I was sitting as he asked, “So what’s up? Why you in here dancin’ all your sexy out instead of just… gettin’ some?”  
 
    “That’s none of your business, Knox,” I told him as I popped up from the chair, heading back to the sound system to find a new song to dance to.  
 
    And he followed right behind me as he said, “Oh, it’s definitely my business when you got me jealous of a fuckin’ chair. How much I gotta pay to sit down?” 
 
    My back was towards him and thankfully so, as I bit my lip thinking about just how much I’d love to grind on him the same way I had been grinding on the chair for the last few hours. And just the thought of the friction I could create was enough for me to answer, “You know what… free of charge. Go sit.” 
 
    “Yo, you serious?” 
 
    “Go sit,” I repeated a little more sternly, turning around and urging him to the chair with a little push.  
 
    The smirk he wore in response made my heart disgustingly bloom. But that wasn’t enough to stop me from turning around and picking the sexiest song I could find. I mean, if I was going to do it, then I was certainly going to go all out. And it only took a few short scrolls to find the perfect tune; Would You Mind by Janet Jackson.  
 
    Once the beat dropped, it was like a light switched on in my body as I immediately became consumed with the lyrics while strolling over to where Knox was slouched in the chair. 
 
    “Baby… would you mind touching me…” 
 
    “Ever so slowly…” 
 
    “You're making me quiver…” 
 
    “Baby… would you mind undressing me…” 
 
    “Making me feel sexy…” 
 
    “While in the moment…” 
 
    I pulled the t-shirt I was wearing over my head, leaving me in just my sports bra and leggings. Then I straddled Knox’s lap, quite aware of the fact that his dick was already pretty hard the second I made contact. 
 
    Stay focused, Amerie. 
 
    I reached behind him, my breasts hovering in front of his face as I pulled his hands behind his back and tied them together with my shirt. But once again, I was almost distracted when he growled, “Fuck, Ri…” reminding me of just how easily this situation could go left; left meaning me on my back, free of the rest of the clothes I was wearing along with any inhibitions I had when it came to dealing with Knox. 
 
    Him being restrained was bigger than just making things a little sexier. It was the only way I knew I wouldn’t cave. So once I had him reasonably locked in, I wrapped my arms around his neck, and let the lyrics take me where they originally intended.  
 
    I used his neck as leverage to grind up and down against his upper body, letting the hard ripples of his abs tickle me through the thin fabric of my leggings. And while I could tell Knox was struggling not being able to touch me, it made me feel empowered as Janet Jackson crooned about everything she wanted to do to her man; everything I secretly wanted to do to Knox.  
 
    “Cause I'm gonna bathe you, play with you, rub you, caress you, tell you how much I've missed you…” 
 
    “I just wanna touch you, tease you, lick you, please you, love you, hold you, make love to you…” 
 
    “Fuck, Ri…” he growled again, only egging me on to go harder as I turned around and swept my ass against his rock solid thighs.  
 
    Since his hands were tied, I used my own to roam through my hair as if they were his; something I always loved when he did. Then I threw my head back against his shoulder, holding onto his thighs as I grinded against his dick that seemed to be growing by the second.  
 
    “I know you feel that, babe…” 
 
    Of course I did. And of course I had already imagined all the ways I could take it right here, right now. But that wasn’t the point of this little game.   
 
    Shit, what was the point of this little game? 
 
    Before I could come up with an answer, the song came to an end, leaving me with a much bigger problem than I had come into things with. Now I was brutally aroused, Knox’s dick was… right there, and there was nothing reasonable I could do about it besides the obvious. 
 
    “Yo, that was fuckin’ incredible. Go put that shit on repeat, Ri,” Knox cheered unsurprisingly, reminding me of what this was for him. While I was in desperate need of relief, he was just being an opportunist.  
 
    So what I thought was going to be a tough task suddenly became easy as I climbed off of his lap and told him, “You wish. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Shit, me too. Yours,” he added arrogantly, bringing my attitude on with full force.  
 
    “I give you an inch, and you expect a mile. I give you a little lap dance, and you expect some pussy,” I muttered as I rolled my eyes, walking behind the chair with all intentions of untying him.  
 
    But once I saw the restraint, I came up with a better idea. And he only egged it on when he responded, “What’d you expect? I’m supposed to just let you throw all that ass my way and not want a piece of it? Did you forget who you are? What we are? How good I can make you feel? The happy ending 2.0? Matter of fact, untie me so I can show you how it’s really done in that bed of yours you wanna get to so bad.”  
 
    I smiled wickedly as I leaned in to whisper in his ear, “The only place you’ll be showing me how it’s done is in your dreams.” Then I gave him a little pat to his shoulder and told him, “Goodnight, Knox,” before heading straight for the door. 
 
    I could hear him pulling against the restraint, urging me to walk faster as he called out after me. “Ri! Babe, quit playin’. Amerie!”  
 
    And I could only laugh as I shouted back, “Goodnight, Knox!” Stopping out of sight near the doorway so I could listen to him continue to struggle.  
 
    But once I heard the rip of my shirt meaning Knox had managed to free himself, I bolted up the stairs as fast as I could, being sure to lock the bedroom door behind me.  
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    After the late night performance Amerie had put on in the studio, it was only right that I come check her out in live action during her performance at the awards show since she had avoided all other interactions with me since then. But I knew it was because she was well aware of what she had done to me; knew exactly how to get me there while also basking in the satisfaction of not letting me go all the way. And even though I probably should’ve been annoyed by her actions, annoyed by the fact that she had locked her bedroom door after getting me rock hard then ducked and dodged me ever since, the idea of being able to get her back for that shit later was enough for me to hold off for at least a few more days. Especially considering the plan that was already in motion.   
 
    “So even though it’s not like… a special birthday, we still have to do it big for my sister,” Miranda announced the second I stepped off of the red carpet to join her, my eyes still squinty from all of the extra lighting.  
 
    Since Amerie was already backstage getting ready for her performance and Elijah was in the media pit getting hot takes for his website, I was stuck alone with Miranda until the show began. But she was just the person I needed to talk to considering how integral of a role she would play in making sure the birthday plans I had for Amerie went accordingly.  
 
    So as we made our way into the venue, I explained, “I already talked to the network and they’re handlin’ all of the arrangements with their sponsors. We just need you to get her there.” 
 
    “That’s easy work. I can handle that,” she replied with a nod before quickly becoming distracted by the attention she was just getting from the different male celebrities who had already found their seats.  
 
    Even though I wasn’t exactly sure what her situation was with my brother, I couldn’t help but have his back in his absence when I asked, “So… what’s up with you and Eli? I’m sure he’s happy to have you in town for a little bit.”  
 
    “Seems like it,” she replied shortly, giving a flirty wave to one of the rappers that earned her an appreciative nod.  
 
    “Are you… happy to see him too?”  
 
    “Mmhm,” she offered, gnawing at her lip as she peeked back over her shoulder to catch the rapper’s eyes once again before adding, “I’ll uh… be right back.”  
 
    In the blink of an eye, Miranda had made her way over to where the guy was sitting, getting sized up by him and everybody in his entourage as she flirted her ass off. And while I knew her business was none of mine, I was also sure to make a mental note to share the news with my little brother later. The last thing I needed was both of us getting our hearts broken by Lambert women even if mine was self-induced.  
 
    But it seemed as if it might’ve already been too late when Elijah showed up, slipping into the seat next to me as he announced, “Man, I got enough content to last me the rest of the month!” Before following it up by asking, “Where’d my girl go? I thought she was with you.” 
 
    Instead of answering with words, I kept my face blank as I nodded in her direction, waiting for him to follow it before I heard his heavy sigh of a reaction. “Damn. I ain’t know it was like that.” 
 
    “I tried to warn you, Mr. You-Only-Want-Sex. One second it’s that, and the next you’ve caught feelings you didn’t even know you were capable of catching.”  
 
    For a second, Elijah was quiet, staring past me at Miranda as she continued flirting it up. And just when I was getting ready to find something to distract him with, he snapped, “Man… fuck her. It wasn’t even all that.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, putting a hand to his shoulder as I told him, “Chill, bruh. It was definitely all that. And if she walked back over here ready to give you more, you would pounce. Don’t be salty cause she played you.”  
 
    This time, Elijah brushed me off, falling back against his seat as he said, “I got my own shit to focus on anyway. Can’t be worried with some chick.” 
 
    “You and I both know Miranda isn’t just any ol’ chick. But I’ll let you have it. I mean, there’s plenty of women in here to help you get over it, right?” I asked, knowing I was giving shitty advice since that hadn’t exactly solved my own problem. 
 
    Still, that didn’t stop Elijah from agreeing, “Damn right,” just as Miranda approached us, squeezing past me in the aisle to take the seat right next to my brother. 
 
    I struggled to hold in my laugh, knowing Elijah was trying to play hard as Miranda gushed, “There you are. How was it covering your first big event?” 
 
    “It was cool,” he answered shortly, keeping his face stern as he focused on the stage that was being set in front of us.  
 
    But his face immediately softened when Miranda put a gentle hand to his forearm, turning in her seat to offer, “I’m… proud of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” he replied with a half-hearted smile just as the lights in the venue began to dim, getting a roar from the crowd and saving Elijah from what would’ve surely been his demise.  
 
    I straightened in my seat as the intro of Liam’s knockoff version of The Weeknd’s, Earned It began to play, followed by Amerie appearing under a red spotlight on the stage in a chair that reminded me of the one she had gotten the best of me on a few nights before.  
 
    “Yassss, sis!” Miranda shouted, cheering her sister on as I licked my lips at the sight of the one-piece lace bodysuit she was wearing.  
 
    It clung to her frame perfectly while also giving the perfect view of her ass that probably wasn’t even appropriate for the family-friendly audience watching at home. But I certainly didn’t mind, especially as I watched the way she grinded against the chair to the first verse the same way she had done on my lap. In fact, I was forced to shift in my seat the second her legs snapped open into a V, her bare toes perfectly pointed in a way that would’ve surely made her childhood dance teacher proud. But since he or she wasn’t here to acknowledge it, I was sure to appreciate it enough for the both of us as Amerie flipped around in the chair, seductively sliding down towards the ground before crawling on her hands and knees towards the singer just as the chorus came around.  
 
    The performance was a lot more theatrical than I was used to seeing Amerie take on. Though that only made it that much more powerful, that much more intense. And it was clear she had really dipped into her arsenal of technical dance training as she incorporated all sorts of arabesques, pirouettes, and jetés into the choreography; moves I had only learned the names of as an adult. But since Amerie didn’t have the body of a typical ballerina, it made everything she did, every leap she took look that much more impressive. Especially once she paired it with an element of sensuality to match the song. 
 
    It was another flawless display; one that I was sure would have her phone ringing off the hook even more than it already was. And while I had always found Amerie to be impressive, seeing it on a huge stage with the rest of the world made that fact even more evident. 
 
    It also made me proud as hell. 
 
    The venue erupted into cheers as that section of the stage went dark while the attention and lighting switched over to the first pair of presenters. But I kept my eyes trained on the darkness, catching ol’ boy as he leaned in to whisper something in Amerie’s ear while also keeping his hand a little too low on her back for my liking when he escorted her off of the stage. And even though it really wasn’t any of my business, I couldn’t help but excuse myself so that I could head back stage to… congratulate her.  
 
    The behind the scenes was bustling with the hundreds of staff responsible for making the show run smoothly. But my focus was on finding one particular person as I bypassed the different dressing rooms until I located the one with her name on the small marquee, giving a short knock before stepping inside to find her assistant zipping her dress to a close. 
 
    For a second she seemed startled by my entry, but it quickly turned into a smirk once I announced, “Babe, you were incredible out there.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you. Now I just hope Rihanna and her dancers can follow in my footsteps,” she rattled as the assistant handed her a pair of heels to put on.  
 
    And as I watched her stuff her feet into them, I told her, “Well they learned from the best. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”  
 
    But apparently my words didn’t provide her much relief as she checked herself out in the floor-length mirror while she replied, “We didn’t have very long to rehearse so I can only hope.” 
 
    “You gotta be confident, Ri. You know how the energy works out there,” I reminded her, an understanding I had picked up early on in my career.  
 
    Though again, it didn’t seem to mean much to Amerie as she stopped to offer a sarcastic, “Fine. I’m confident. Better?” 
 
    “Nah, not really. But I’ll let it slide,” I told her with a laugh, peeking over to her assistant and asking for a minute alone with my expression. And I was grateful when she immediately granted my request, stepping out of the room so I could continue, “Now what I won’t let slide is that shit you pulled a couple days ago. You knew you wouldn’t be able to run from me forever, right?” 
 
    It was obvious my question had caught her off-guard as she stammered, “I wasn’t... running. I was just... busy. Getting ready for all of this.” 
 
    “Fine timing, huh?” 
 
    “The finest,” she replied with a cute little smirk before she turned away from me, bringing truth to what I thought all along.  
 
    Since it was clear she knew her actions had finally caught up to her, I felt comfortable challenging, “Well this is almost over with now, so what’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing is up, Knox,” she tossed over her shoulder, though I could see her face through the mirror as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth meaning something was definitely up. 
 
    “You sure about that? I mean, you damn sure wasn’t ridin’ me the other night like nothin’ was up.” 
 
    She snapped her head around, her face pulled into a slight scowl when she claimed, “I wasn’t riding you. I was just… dancing on you.” 
 
     “If I didn’t have pants on, you would’ve definitely been ridin’ me, babe,” I told her, wishing I had come over butt ass naked so that it could’ve actually played out that way.  
 
    Still, that didn’t stop Amerie from using that fact against me when she defended, “But you did have pants on. So that means I didn’t. And if you hadn’t had them on, I wouldn’t have done any of that.”  
 
    I strolled over to where she was standing, shoving my hands into my pockets instead of putting them around her waist like I wanted to. But I still made sure to lean in as close as possible when I insisted, “I got a hard time believin’ that one, babe. I mean, you seemed quite determined to start some shit. Shit you literally ran away from instead of finishin’. But I’m here now, Ri. Nowhere for you to run this time.”  
 
    “Actually, I… need to go check on my client. Is there anything else you need?” she asked, her voice extra peppy as she struggled with our proximity.  
 
    So I leaned in a little further, getting right against her ear when I told her, “Yeah. I need your fine ass to quit playin’ games with me.” 
 
    “Playing games with you? I’m not playing games with you. You asked to sit down and I let you. That was it,” she stated firmly, though it was clear she was trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince me considering how calculated her breathing became the closer I got to her.  
 
    In fact, my pelvis was right against her ass by the time I asked, “You really take me for a fool, huh?” 
 
    “Maybe a little bit.”  
 
    Instead of replying to her with words, I let my actions do the talking when I bent my head a little further, putting my lips against her bare collarbone as I landed kisses and nibbles against an area I knew would be exposed for the rest of the night. But I didn’t care about the possibility of leaving a mark, much more focused on letting Amerie know I wasn’t letting her off easy ever again. And the second I realized I had her on the brink of fully submitting to the pleasure and really coming undone, I pulled away, waiting until she opened her eyes to ask, “Well who’s the fool now?” 
 
    She immediately gasped in response, though I wasn’t sure if she was more shocked by my words and actions or by her reaction to them. And while it would’ve been fun to further explore the answer to that question, I could only give her a little pat to the shoulder as I told her, “Enjoy the rest of the show, babe,” before leaving her to figure it out on her own. 
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    While the awards show had gone on without a hitch, both my performance and the performance I had choreographed for another artist, I felt anything but relieved by the time it was actually over since it had really only been extended to include me spending a ton of camera time with Knox. The network was hosting its own after party, and since we were the newcomers, it was mandatory for us to attend. And that didn’t even include the millions of pictures we had to take together, the couple of promotional interviews for different magazines and websites we had to do, and then what he had done to me in my dressing room.  
 
    I knew for a fact I hadn’t imagined it this time.  
 
    But unfortunately, I hadn’t really gotten a chance to digest it all since I had been on the run ever since, trying to keep up with all that was required of me until I finally got the okay to head upstairs to my hotel suite for the night. And once I was there, out of my dress and heels, and free of the beat face my makeup artist had hooked me up with, everything about the moment finally decided to flood my nerve endings.  
 
    There had been nothing friendly, nothing foreign about the kisses he landed along my skin. In fact, they felt perfectly comforting, like a home I hadn’t visited in far too long welcoming me back with open arms. I was pretty sure I enjoyed it a little too much, part of the reason it had me so flustered now. And Knox’s teasing didn’t exactly make me feel any better. Though it was fascinating how he had been able to push all of it to the back of his mind, being the perfect professional as we made our way through our various obligations. Then again, I suppose I had been able to do the same thing.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was having the same thoughts, the same feelings, I was having now that we were done for the night. Was he tempted to act on the obvious temptations? Or was he just… taunting me the same way I had done to him? Or maybe neither was true. Maybe he was just taking advantage of the fact that I was allowing him the same access that I had given him in the past. The access that had ultimately turned into a disaster. 
 
    For some reason, that didn’t seem right either.  
 
    And as I sat in my fluffy white robe, sipping straight from the giftbagged bottle of wine the network had left trying to make sense of it all, somehow only one conclusion came to mind.  
 
    We needed to talk. 
 
    So before I could change my mind, I tightened the belt of my robe, peeking down both sides of the hall and thankfully finding it empty before making my way a few doors down to where I knew Knox was staying. My hand hovered the door for what felt like forever until I worked up the courage to actually knock. And time really stood still as I waited for him to answer. Though when he finally did, everything about this idea instantly felt irrational.  
 
    I swallowed hard at the sight of him, his dress shirt unbuttoned and hanging loosely over his broad shoulders; shoulders I had sat comfortably on on several occasions while hoisted in the air. And it wasn’t just those that had garnered my attention, but also the way his softly rippled abs inflated when he asked, “Sup, Ri? Somethin’ wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head, squeezing my eyes and immediately being reminded of how much wine I had drank when I answered, “Uh… no. Nothing is wrong. Everything is fine.” 
 
    “So… what’s up then? You need somethin’?” he asked, his head resting against the door as if he was worn out from the day. And while I stood there struggling to come up with a plausible response, Knox’s tired eyes bored into mine until he reached out to grab me by the wrist.  
 
    “That’s probably not a good idea,” I announced the second he gave it a small tug towards him.  
 
    But he still held it in a gentle grip when he insisted, “Just come in and chill with me for a minute. We can just… talk or somethin’.” 
 
    Of course. That had been the plan all along. But now that it was being offered to me instead of the other way around where I assumed I’d be in control, I felt uneasy.  
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea either.” 
 
    “I got a feelin’ comin’ down here wasn’t a good idea at some point too. But you’re here, right?” he asked, not waiting for me to answer when he gave me another little tug towards his room. 
 
    But I remained still when I whispered, “Just because I’m here doesn’t mean it’s the best thing for me.”  
 
    “I didn’t realize I was that much of a threat to your moral compass,” he fired back as he dropped my wrist, obviously offended by my admission. 
 
    But the truth was, “I just… I don’t know what I’m doing, Knox. I don’t know why I’m here. I don’t know why I’m letting any of this happen between us; whatever it is. But none of that stopped me from walking down here so… that’s gotta mean something, right?” 
 
    For a second, he just stared at me, building a mountain of anxiety before his lips finally turned into a grin. And this time, instead of taking me by the wrist, he grabbed my hand when he replied, “It means you should come inside.” 
 
    My feet were already moving by the time I blurted out, “I don’t wanna have sex with you, Knox.” 
 
    “Good thing I never said anything about sex then, huh?” he challenged, his grin still intact as he led me towards the in-suite bar and offered, “You want a drink?” 
 
    I shook my head no as I watched him pour something for himself, peeking around the space before asking, “I didn’t… interrupt anything, did I?” 
 
    “Little late to be askin’ that, babe,” he answered with a chuckle that didn’t exactly bring me much comfort. 
 
    And since I would’ve taken just about any excuse to escape, I told him, “I’m sorry. I can go,” turning to head back out of the door I had just entered. 
 
    But I didn’t get far by the time Knox caught me by the wrist once again, stopping me dead in my tracks to say, “Amerie, chill. You’re good. I wasn’t doin’ shit but watchin’ your performance on repeat anyway. You got the internet on fire, babe.” 
 
    The mention completely derailed my focus since I had yet to see it for myself.  
 
    And the internet was on fire?  
 
    “Seriously? I wanna see it,” I told him, following him to the couch where his phone was resting. Then I watched as he typed in his passcode - it’s still my birthday? - the screen immediately opening up to a paused video of my performance on Twitter. 
 
    “Geez, it’s already uploaded to Twitter?” I thought to myself as Knox pressed the button to start the video from the beginning, the first thing I noticed being, “My ass looks great.” 
 
    “I wholeheartedly agree,” Knox added, earning him a little bump in the shoulder as I kept my eyes locked on the screen.  
 
    “Ooh. That actually looked a lot better than it felt. I thought I had twisted my ankle on the landing,” I admitted, remembering the way my heart skipped a beat when it actually happened. 
 
    Since I was on live TV, there was no way I could’ve just stopped mid-performance. But I would’ve had to do some serious modifying if it had been anything more than the small tweak it thankfully turned out to be.  
 
    Still, while I had my personal views on the situation, Knox insisted, “Well you hid it like a champ cause that shit was flawless, Ri. Real talk.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but blush at his enthusiastic approval, especially since, “I… thought about you.”  
 
    Though it hadn’t exactly been intentional, knowing Knox was in the audience always gave me an extra edge, an extra boost of sensuality that worked like a charm with the particular song I was dancing to. But my plain confession hadn’t doubled as an explanation, forcing Knox to ask, “Really? Why?” 
 
    I shrugged, gnawing at my lip as I told him, “Something about you just makes me feel especially… daring; especially sexy. And since I needed to channel some of that energy, I… thought about you.” 
 
    Without meeting his eyes, I could feel Knox studying me for more information. But it honestly felt like I had already said too much. In fact, I knew I had said too much once he put two and two together to say, “The other night. In the studio. What was that really about, babe?” 
 
    The sigh I released was extra weighty as I tried to find the words to say, “I… wanted you. I want you. But I’m not supposed to want you. And since I know I can’t actually have you, that only makes me want you even more.” 
 
    “Why can’t you have me?” he asked, sending a jolt through me because… shit, I said that out loud? 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I should’ve been embarrassed by my slip or grateful that the truth had come out without coming off too alarming. But since I was already on a roll - even if it was accidental and maybe a little wine-induced - I decided to give him more of it when I whispered, “You’re no good for me, Knox. You... hurt me. More than I’ll ever care to admit.” 
 
    The room went still as the weight of the last few years slipped from my shoulders right onto the little space between us on the couch. A space that was quickly filled in once Knox chose to scoot a little closer to me, taking my hand in his as he replied, “Truth is, I never knew how to give you what you really deserved. I never knew how to… love you. So instead of taking the time to figure it out, I ran.”  
 
    “But you embarrassed me,” I said, hastily snatching my hand away as I stood up from the couch, creating the distance necessary for me to really get my point out.  
 
    Though once again, Knox found a way to fill in the gap, standing up to join me before he stepped right in front of me and lifted my chin to meet his eyes when he confessed, “Pushin’ you away was the only way I knew how to save you from my incompetence.” 
 
    “How could you have possibly felt so incompetent that you had to hurt someone you supposedly cared about?” I whispered, desperate to make sense of his actions; desperate to hear the answers I had been yearning for since it had all went down in the first place.  
 
    And for a second I worried I still wouldn’t get them when Knox turned his head, biting at the inside of his cheek before turning back to me with a new hint of distress in his eyes. Then he closed them, releasing a heavy breath before opening them back up to say, “That’s what I’ve been goin’ to therapy for, Ri. To find those answers, to make sense of my bullshit, to discover the root cause of my incompetence. But I’m well aware that that’s also not an excuse to hold off any longer on the apology I owe you. So I’m sorry. For hurtin’ you, for embarrasin’ you, for... bein’ a trash ass nigga who wasn’t even worthy of the time you gave me.” 
 
    I laughed back the tears that had welled up, managing to keep them in their rightful place when I told him, “You weren’t always trash.” 
 
    “Yeah? You still remember that time we stayed up hella late reenactin’ the choreography from all of those old ass videos? Girl groups, boy groups, niggas that had went solo…,” he trailed, making me laugh once again as I thought about all of the phone calls we had gotten with complaints about the noise we were making.  
 
    But I also remembered, “Only one of us had to perform the next day and I barely made it through that show, so you actually might’ve been a little trash for that.” 
 
    “You sure made it to that happy ending 2.0 though,” he reminded me, making me squirm as I looked down to his body that was still completely exposed. And while I would’ve loved to have been able to play it off, the sight practically forced me to be honest. 
 
    So as he wrapped his arms around my waist to pull me a little closer, I agreed, “Perfect attendance for those.”  
 
    “Perfect attendance, huh?” he asked in his raspy southern drawl, landing a streak of soft kisses against my forehead before moving down to my nose and then onto each of my cheeks. It was as if he was making a point of going everywhere except the place I wanted him to be. 
 
    Because he wanted to be sure that I wanted him to be there. 
 
    So to make things clear, I got on my tippytoes, wrapping a hand around the back of his neck to pull his face closer to mine so that I could give him the kiss I had been wanting to deliver since the day he showed up in my office. It was one filled with a mix of passion, and anger, and… what the fuck took you so long to say all of this; our mouths practically suctioned together as he slipped his tongue past the threshold of my lips. And when he palmed my ass to lift me from the ground, my legs instinctively wrapping around his waist, I knew there was no turning back. 
 
    Truth be told, I wasn’t interested in turning back. It felt good to be wrapped in Knox’s strong arms, felt good to have his hard dick pressed against my panties that were fully exposed now that my robe had been discarded on the way to his bedroom. I felt completely alive when he tossed me on the bed so that he could remove the rest of his clothes. And when he crawled on top of me, keeping himself light as his face hovered over mine, his repeated, “I’m sorry” almost made me burst into tears. 
 
    But considering tears weren’t exactly the best option for foreplay, I grabbed his face and pulled it down to mine for another one of those spine-tingling kisses. This time it was paired with a bunch of grabbing, and groping, and tossing around in the sheets as we traded control back and forth; one of the main things I missed about having sex with Knox. While the sex was always hot, it was also fun, and adventurous, and diverse while still managing to get us to the same satisfying finish line. And it was obvious Knox had missed it as well as he climbed from the bed, using my ankles to drag me to the edge before dropping to his knees and… shit, is that an apology too? 
 
    I quickly decided it was once Knox used his tongue as a weapon against me, my back arching away from the bed as he licked, and sucked, and nibbled on places that hadn’t been rightfully explored since… well… the last time he did it. And I wasn’t sure if I should’ve been annoyed with myself for not ever finding a suitable replacement, or giddy with the fact that I hadn’t wasted my time on someone who couldn’t do it like… 
 
    “Knox…,” I groaned, my hands landing on top of his head and pushing his face deeper as he used a stiff tongue to give long, slow strokes against my clit.  
 
    And it was his little chuckle against my heat that almost made me come undone, though I felt a little embarrassed once it was paired with a muffled, “Babe, you gonna cut off my air supply doin’ that shit.”  
 
    “Ooh. I’m sorry,” I said, releasing his head along with the extra clench of my thighs that had probably contributed to the problem just as much.  
 
    But I couldn’t help myself, and thankfully Knox didn’t seem as bothered when he stood up from the ground, taking my legs with him and landing kisses along my calves as he asked, “What I tell you ‘bout all that sorry shit? You ain’t sorry. The shit felt good and you wanted more of it. Nothin’ to be sorry about, babe.” 
 
    “Well I would’ve been sorry if I accidentally killed you doing it,” I replied, watching as he put the slightest bend in my knees before he pulled a freshly-pedicured toe into his mouth, making me squirm, and giggle, and… fuck. 
 
    The action had distracted me just enough to take him all in with one swift stroke, the back of my knees hooked in the crook of his elbows as he sank even deeper with a second, and third, and… obviously I lost count. But numbers quickly deemed themselves irrelevant as I clenched the sheets in my hands, overwhelmed with the fact that this was really happening. I was really in Knox’s bed - albeit, a hotel but his bed nonetheless -, really doing exactly what I had fought with myself about for the last couple years, really getting ready to let him cum inside of… oh my God. 
 
    “Knox!” I screamed for multiple reasons; one because of the tremors running from my head to my feet as I came ten times harder than I usually would alone, and two because of the warm, white liquid being squirted all over my stomach as he grunted through his own orgasm. 
 
    As he stroked himself empty, he growled, “Damn, girl. Almost fucked around and put a baby in you.” 
 
    I cringed, falling from my high way faster than I expected to as I groaned, “Ugh. Don’t joke about stuff like that.”  
 
    “Why not? You don’t want me to put a baby in you?” he asked casually as if it was just some everyday occurrence.  
 
    And I suppose it was.  
 
    There was probably someone getting pregnant right now this second. Hell, maybe even someone in this same hotel. And even though we hadn’t used a condom, the fact that my IUD and I were the best of friends took away all concerns surrounding any potential of that person being me. Yet the idea of carrying Knox’s seed, being connected to Knox forever, sharing something so sacred with someone I was supposed to hate… that made me sick. 
 
    So as I watched him strut towards the bathroom, his dick bouncing in front of him with every step he took, I yelled my answer of, “Absolutely not. We’re talking about a baby, Knox. A whole human. I barely like you as a human. Why would I want you to give me another, surely identical one?” 
 
    “You sure didn’t mind me when I was deep in them guts,” he shouted back with a little laugh that made me blush because… true.  
 
    And instead of making a weak attempt of denying his claims, I changed the subject when I asked, “Bring me a towel too, please.” 
 
    His smile was full when he finally made his way back from the bathroom, walking slower than necessary to show off the fact that his dick was back at full attention. And naturally, my eyes went wide before lowering with interest as I refreshed myself on every detail. But no matter how tempted I was to take every last inch of him into my mouth the second he got within arm’s reach, I focused on getting the towel out of his hand so that I could clean myself up.  
 
    At least, that’s what I attempted to do. Though Knox moved it out of my reach insisting that he’d do it for me since he was the one who had made the mess. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, resting on my elbows as he used the warm towel to wipe my belly clean of his essence while he said, “Don’t start actin’ all weird on me now that you’ve officially lost the bet, babe. We still got a show to do. And if I remember correctly, it was you who said you didn’t want the viewers gettin’ the wrong idea about us.” 
 
    “Shit, I forgot all about that,” I thought to myself, purposely ignoring the mention of our informal bet when I asked, “Who said there was more of where this came from?”  
 
    My breath caught in my throat when he peeked up at me with eyes so heated and a smirk so sexy I was just sure we were getting ready to go for a round two. But instead of taking advantage of my vulnerability, he took one last swipe of my stomach with the towel before standing back erect so that he was looking down at me when he answered, “You don’t have to say anything, Ri. I know what you need and I know what I want. It’s called teamwork. Or common sense.”  
 
    “Nothing about this represents common sense for me. In fact, it actually represents the complete opposite,” I told him as I finally made my way out of the bed, my panties uncomfortably wet from never being completely removed and my bra totally disheveled. 
 
    While I wasn’t going to pretend to have any regrets about the situation, there was still no escaping the complications of the act because… now what? Knox and I weren’t going to be together no matter how good his words - and actions - made me feel. And we definitely couldn’t continue doing whatever that was since it was exactly what had brought about trouble in the first place.  
 
    Still, what I expected to offend him only made him laugh when he replied, “You screamed my name way too loud for either one of us to actually believe that shit, babe.” 
 
    “Damn, he’s right…” I thought to myself as I snatched my robe off of the floor, pulling it over my shoulders and tightening the belt as tight as it should’ve been when I showed up here in the first place. Maybe then I wouldn’t be thinking so hard and throbbing between the thighs.  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to realize that being around Knox didn’t exactly lend itself to finding solutions to my problem. So instead of sticking around for selfish reasons, I shouted an awkward, “Anyway! I need to go. I have an early start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Back at it already, huh?” he asked as he finally decided to put some clothes on. 
 
    Only his briefs, but still enough for me to regain my focus so that I could answer, “The work of a dancer is never done. If anybody knows that, it’s you.” 
 
    For a second, Knox was quiet, staring off into space long enough for me to question my comment in my head. But just as I was coming to the conclusion that nothing about what I said had been offensive, he was snapping out of it to add, “I’ve actually been workin’ on finding a better balance. Dance will always be my world, but it’s not really my life anymore. I mean, I still do it because I’m good at it and it pays the bills, but… I’m gettin’ old, man.”  
 
    The laugh slipped before I could contain it as I brushed him off to say, “You are not old.” 
 
    But he held on to his sentiments, his smile half-hearted when he replied, “I’ve been in the game for a long time.” 
 
    “That’s true. But you aren’t old. You still got it,” I told him with a reassuring smile. 
 
    Though he didn’t quite match it, even when he agreed, “Maybe I do. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want more out of life. You know, settle down. Have a little family of my own and shit.” 
 
    “A family? Yeah right. You are not trying to be anyone’s family man,” I suggested with another laugh. Though once again, Knox didn’t match it meaning… shit, he’s serious about this.  
 
    Nothing about Knox had ever, ever struck me as a family man. He was always on the go, always chasing the next level in his career while keeping whatever woman - or women - on the side to fulfill his needs. But those needs, those desires never seemed to include settling down and having a family. At least until now when he stared me down and admitted, “For the right woman, I am.” 
 
    “Well I’m just sure she’s out there, waiting and ready to pop out some little dancing ass babies for you,” I insisted, trying to joke my way through how uncomfortable the air around us suddenly felt as I turned around and made my way to the door.  
 
    But there was no escaping Knox’s bubble once he stepped behind me, close enough for me to feel the heat he naturally radiated, close enough for me to smell the mixture of sweat and cologne on his skin when he said, “Nah, I don’t think she’s there quite yet. But maybe one day she will be.” 
 
    Everything about the moment screamed dangerous territory. Every thought that came to mind seemed even more ridiculous than the last. But no matter how crazy the butterflies were going in my stomach as I tried to form an articulate response, the only thing that came out of my mouth when I pulled at the door knob was, “Yeah. Maybe one day.” 
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    “Surprise!” 
 
    I watched, and laughed to myself as Amerie turned to leave the room she had just entered while Miranda wrapped an arm around her shoulder to stop her. I could only imagine the rush of adrenaline pouring through her as a group of her closest friends, colleagues, and family members all wished her a happy birthday. And even though I secretly wished this celebration could’ve just been between the two of us, it felt good to see the genuine smile on Amerie’s face as she dished out hugs and cheek kisses to all of her peoples.  
 
    Hopefully she was saving the real kisses for me. 
 
    “Just wait your turn, bruh…” I thought to myself as she finally headed our way, her smile growing wider at the sight of Blaise which probably would’ve made me jealous if I didn’t already understand the dynamics of their relationship. But since I did, I didn’t mind when she wrapped him into a hug so tight that I was ready to catch the pieces he would surely combust into.  
 
    “How’d you know about this and come all this way without me finding out?” was her first question the second she let him go, putting her hands on her hips as she waited for an explanation.  
 
    Blaise could only shrug as he told her, “It’s called a surprise party for a reason, sis. Happy Birthday.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she gushed before turning my way and releasing a content sigh.  
 
    If it wasn’t paired with a smile, I might’ve been confused on where we stood. But since it was, I dug in my pocket and pulled out the gift I had thankfully been able to pick up on my way to the venue just before the jewelry shop closed. 
 
    “Happy Birthday babe,” I told her as I handed her the long, rectangular box sealed with a bow.  
 
    Well… tried to hand it to her.  
 
    But for whatever reason, she wouldn’t take it out of my hand, instead choosing to just stare at it as I held it out to her.  
 
    “You really didn’t have to get me anything, Knox,” she said, her voice low as if birthday gifts were really that out of the ordinary.  
 
    And maybe they were for us. Maybe I had done too much, maybe I was pressing too hard. But considering the pretty penny I had already spent to have the gift customized, it was too late to turn back now.  
 
    So this time I practically shoved it in her hands when I insisted, “But I did get you somethin’. So take it, Ri.” 
 
    She released another sigh, this one much heavier than the last as she finally took the box from my hands. And I watched with anticipation as she took her sweet time undoing the bow before peeking up at me once more as if to double down on her, “You really didn’t have to do this” statement. But instead of accepting the nonverbal message, I sent one of my own when I gave her a little wink that forced her to bring her eyes back to the box as she finally popped it open. 
 
    The short gasp of air she took in let me know I had done a good job on the 18 karat yellow gold bracelet accented with a single ballerina slipper as the charm. And when she flipped the charm to read the message engraved on the back side, one she had reminded me of just a few nights back, I thought she was about to burst into tears.  
 
    But instead of crying, she laughed her way through it when she read out loud, “The work of a dancer is never done, huh?” 
 
    “If anybody knows that, it’s you babe,” I told her with a smile, using the same words she had used on me before adding, “Here. Let me put it on you.” 
 
    She matched my smile as she handed the box back to me. And I made quick work of removing it from the holder, giving the empty box to Blaise so that I could use both hands to clasp the bracelet against her wrist.  
 
    “Thank you, Knox. It’s... beautiful,” Amerie said, her eyes glued to the bracelet as she gave it a little jiggle.  
 
    And while I probably should’ve been playing it cool for the sake of our company, I couldn’t help myself in replying, “A beautiful bracelet for the most beautiful woman I know.” 
 
    The smile she wore in response made my admission worth any trouble it would potentially cause. But before she could actually reply, Miranda came and grabbed her by the arm as she said, “Amerie, you gotta come look at this cake!” 
 
    Even though Miranda was already dragging her away, Amerie still peeked back to offer me another smile before disappearing into the crowd. And to no surprise, Blaise wasted no time asking, “Yo… what the hell is up with you two?” 
 
    “We’re cool,” I answered with a shrug, snagging one of the flutes of champagne from the server and downing it in a few easy gulps.  
 
    But no matter how much or how fast I drank, I could still feel Blaise’s skeptical eye on me when he replied, “Nah, y’all ain’t cool. Y’all are better than cool. I haven’t seen Amerie be that sweet with you in years.” 
 
    “So? What’s your point?” I asked, trying not to give away too much.  
 
    Even if Blaise was one of the closest people to the both of us, I still wasn’t sure how much Amerie wanted him to know. And truth be told, I really didn’t know what any of it meant.  
 
    Still, Blaise didn’t give me much of a choice to keep things discreet when he flat out asked, “You had sex with her, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Man, chill with that. You know these mics pick up everything,” I whispered, peeking around to thankfully find the camera crew focused completely on Amerie meaning no matter what audio they might’ve picked up, it more than likely wouldn’t appear on the show since they didn’t capture the visual to match.  
 
    But the dynamics of the show clearly meant nothing to Blaise as he pressed, “So… is that a yes or a no?” 
 
    Instead of answering his question, I grabbed another flute of champagne, taking a few short sips before offering, “This champagne is really hittin’ the spot.”  
 
    “I knew it!” Blaise shouted, clapping his hands together as if he had just solved a damn cold case.  
 
    And even though he had been right all along, I was still quick to remind him the same way I had to remind myself, “But… that doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Of course, Blaise was quick to brush me off. “Nigga, yeah right. If Amerie let you… do that, then it definitely means something.” 
 
    “It means she wanted it and she got it. That’s it,” I reasoned with a shrug, still trying to play it down. 
 
    But Blaise read right through my actions, read right through my words when he asked, “Is that what you’re telling yourself? That it was only… that? So you won’t catch feelings like the last time?” 
 
    Again, I shrugged. “Nah, that’s just what it is until Amerie shows interest in anything beyond it. You know I don’t know how this shit works, Blaise. Just gotta follow her lead and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Or, you can take matters into your own hands and prove you’re actually worth a damn now that you’re all old and washed up,” he teased with a little bump to my shoulder.  
 
    With anyone else, I might’ve been legitimately offended. But since it was Blaise, I had no problem teasing back, “Bruh, ain’t nothin’ washed up about me. Just because your ass is husband of the year and shit doesn’t mean I gotta be too.” 
 
    “Soon to be husband,” he corrected before continuing, “But anyway, I’m happy to see this. To see y’all like this. It’s been a long time coming, man.” 
 
    While I wished I could’ve been as confident about it all as he seemed to be, I still knew there was a lot I had to do to prove myself when it came to gaining Amerie’s trust back. So instead of jumping on the happy train with him, I simply replied, “Yeah, whatever. We’ll see what happens.” 
 
    “Don’t see. Act. Let her know you’re serious about her this time. That you’re not gonna fuck it up again,” Blaise insisted as if it was really that easy. And maybe it was. Maybe I was overcomplicating things by downplaying my own feelings.  
 
    But regardless of how I felt, I also knew how she felt when I told Blaise, “Nah, man. I told you she’s chillin’. And she’s already said she doesn’t want that to be a part of the show so I gotta wait til’ the cameras are gone to make any real moves.” 
 
    “Or, you could just… give the viewers a little tease. Go dance with her or somethin’. That’s innocent enough, right?” 
 
    I played the idea over in my head as I reasoned out loud, “They did say they wanted to get as many shots of us together as possible. And we’re both dancers, so why wouldn’t we dance together?” 
 
    Blaise put a hand to my shoulder as he agreed, “Exactly. But you better hurry up before ol’ boy gets to her. He’s been eying her since she showed up.”  
 
    The confident grin fell from my lips as I peeked towards the same direction Blaise was already looking to find his evaluation completely accurate. R&B ass Liam was eying Amerie like she was the last burger on the grill as he approached her from behind. And I watched intently as he took her hand, giving her a spin to check her out before pulling her in for a hug; a hug that had his hands landing a little too low on her back the same way he had done after their performance.  
 
    Once I saw him leading her out to the space reserved for dancing, I knew I had to make my move before it was too late. But I also knew any old ordinary dancing wouldn’t be enough to actually steal Amerie’s attention.  
 
    I had to do something special.  
 
    So instead of heading towards her, I headed towards the DJ booth, asking for him to play a particular song before finding Miranda and letting her know about my real birthday plan for Amerie that had her way more excited than I expected her to be. And considering it had been on my mind long before I even knew Amerie and I would be on such good terms, I felt excited as well.  
 
    While I went to grab a chair, Miranda went to grab her sister, hardly bothered by the confused look on Liam’s face as she pulled her away. In fact, Amerie seemed the most bothered of the two, her face pulled into a scowl as she tried to make sense of what could’ve possibly been as urgent as Miranda was making it. But I had a feeling she wouldn’t be as bothered once she realized what was going on. In fact, I planned to make sure of it as I cleared a space in the crowd to make room from the chair that Miranda was bringing her sister to; the chair I’d be using to get revenge for everything Amerie had done to me that night in the studio. 
 
    The second she recognized the signs, she tried to sneak away. But Miranda caught her once again, setting her in the chair just as the DJ began to play So Anxious by Ginuwine, a song I knew Amerie loved considering how many times she had rode me cowgirl style to it in the past. But since that wasn’t exactly an option at the moment, I planned to give her the next best thing as I took off the suit jacket I was wearing and gently tossed it at her, taking my time to roll up my sleeves as she waited anxiously for what was next to come. 
 
    “Fuck her up, bro!” I heard Elijah shout from behind, eliciting a roar of laughs from the crowd surrounding us as the smile on Amerie’s face grew even wider. And while I was glad to see her being a good sport about it all, I also knew I was going to do everything in my power to make her regret this being a public affair.  
 
    Once the first verse came around, I wasted no time going to work, obviously catching Amerie off-guard considering the way she immediately covered her face with her hands the second I made even the slightest move towards her. And since there was no way in hell I was going to let her off that easily, I straddled her seat so that I could pull her hands away, running them down my chest before letting them fall to the crotch of my pants.  
 
    “Oh?” she asked with a seductive grin before I moved away from her, doing a mixed combination of pelvic thrusts and body rolls for the crowd’s amusement before gliding my way back to her on my hands and knees.  
 
    If we were alone, the fact that she was wearing a dress would’ve been severely taken advantage of. But since there was no missing the fact that multiple people in the audience had their phones out recording the whole ordeal, I decided to crack her legs open just enough for me to see she wasn’t wearing any panties before grinding between them as if to give her a preview of what would surely be coming later that night if left up to me.  
 
    She giggled as I did my best Magic Mike impression while I heard my brother yell from the crowd, “Somebody give this man some dollar bills!”  
 
    And low and behold, it didn’t take long for a few to be sprinkled on top of us as I held onto the back of Amerie’s chair while I grinded against her lap in sync with the bass of the song. My face hovered over hers as she tilted her head back to meet my eyes, her bottom lip pulled between her teeth when she reminded me, “Everyone is watching us, Knox.” 
 
    “You know I’m the last person to give a damn about that,” I told her as I moved my face to the crook of her neck, brushing my lips against her skin as if it really was just the two of us in the room. And I really wished it was only us two once I heard Amerie moan in response before she quickly tried to cover it up with a cough. 
 
    “Too much for you?” I asked with a grin as I moved away, finishing the song with a sequence of random choreography I remembered from old shows as the DJ mixed in a new song. And once the song was completely switched over, I helped Amerie out of her chair, leaning in to give her a little kiss on the cheek before whispering in her ear, “That was only the beginning, babe. I’m far from finished with you.” 
 
    While I fully expected Amerie to say something snippy in response to put me back in my place, the provocative expression on her face spoke volumes, letting me know birthday cake was clearly not the only thing on tonight’s menu. But unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do about it in the moment since Amerie was immediately pulled away, forced to mix and mingle with some of the other guests for the sake of the network since they were the ones who had paid for the party.  
 
    Still, no matter who she was talking to, she still managed to keep an eye on me. And I only knew that because I was instinctively keeping an eye on her too. Even when the whole crowd was serenading her with the birthday song, her eyes still somehow found mine as she nodded towards the exit and mouthed, “Bathroom,” making my eyes go wide with interest, especially once she followed it up with a wink to confirm that she had said what I thought she did.  
 
    With anyone else, I might’ve thought I was imagining things. But since I knew Amerie, knew what she enjoyed, and knew how high spontaneous sex landed on that list, I followed the one-word instruction to a tee; finding the only private bathroom located down the hall from the main party room and waiting for what had always been used as her signature knock while also being sure to turn off my mic set.  
 
    When the pattern of knocks finally came, my heart damn near leaped out of my chest as I went to unlock the door and stepped behind it, giving just enough room for Amerie to slide inside without anyone being able to see me. And when she closed and locked the door behind her, I was surprised to find a piece of birthday cake in her hand. 
 
    “Thought you might want some,” she said with a sneaky grin, digging her hand into the frosting and sucking it from each of her fingers.  
 
    “I know you didn’t send me down here for cake, Ri. So what’s up? Why you got me in here huh, birthday girl?” I asked teasingly, stepping to her and wrapping my arms around her waist as she tilted her head back to meet my eyes.  
 
    “You know exactly why I have you in here, Knox,” she replied, taking another stab at the frosting before demanding, “Take off your pants.” 
 
    “Oh, so you think you got it like that?” I asked as I stepped back, already working on my belt as I watched her pinch a piece of cake between her fingertips and drop it into her mouth.  
 
    And through her chews she replied, “I don’t know. You tell me.” 
 
    As if my pants now being around my ankles weren’t any indication, I was still sure to tell her, “It’s your birthday, babe. You can have whatever you want.” 
 
    “Well what if it wasn’t my birthday? Do I still... got it like that?” she asked, her eyes low as if she had already drunk too many glasses of champagne. 
 
    But since I didn’t recall seeing a single glass in her hand, I didn’t stop her from dropping to a squat in front of me when I looked down at her and replied, “Most def.” 
 
    With one hand, she pulled my dick through the hole of my briefs, marveling as she held it in her hand before going back to her plate of cake that was now resting on the edge of the sink. And I watched in awe as she used a finger to scrape a dollop of frosting off the top, gently spreading it against the tip of my dick before cleaning most of it off with one long swipe of her tongue. 
 
    “Damn, babe. All that sugar is gonna make your teeth fall out,” I told her, tossing my head back as she stroked me in her hand; the sticky combination of frosting and spit creating a surprisingly pleasurable friction.  
 
    And I just about lost it when she replied, “Well having no teeth will definitely make this a lot easier,” before taking my whole dick into her mouth, not even gagging when I felt it hit the back of her throat meaning I had to marry her as soon as possible. Not just because she was sucking me like a damn pro, but also because she had no problem doing the shit in the bathroom at her own birthday party.  
 
    Hell, it honestly felt like it was my birthday as I rested my hand against the back of her head, being sure not to completely ruin her hairstyle since we’d eventually be going back out into the public. But for now, that was the least of my worries as I picked her up from the ground and sat her on top of the sink, pushing her dress over her hips and aligning my dick with her opening before gliding inside with ease. 
 
    She immediately wrapped an arm around my neck to pull herself closer, making me go even deeper as she rested the opposite leg against my shoulder.  
 
    “Flexible ass Amerie,” I thought to myself as I found my rhythm, continuing to drive inside of her as her little pants of pleasure practically forced me to fuck her even harder. 
 
    Her voice was hoarse when she screamed my name as the sink rocked against the concrete wall, surely alerting somebody as to what was going on. But none of that even mattered - nothing in the world mattered - as Amerie began to throb around me on the brink of a well-deserved birthday orgasm.  
 
    Even when she did get hers, that didn’t exactly prompt me to stop. Not because I wanted my own, but because I wanted her to get another, and another, and however many it would take to remind her that this was what she could have all the time if she gave me another chance.  
 
    Was I really so desperate that I was fuckin’ her brains out just for a shot at a real relationship?  
 
    I wasn’t sure.  
 
    But instead of searching for an answer in the moment, I pulled out, painting Amerie’s thigh with my cum as I groaned through my orgasm while Amerie collapsed against the mirror behind her.  
 
    Her breathing was heavy, her clothes were disheveled, and a few pieces of her hair were stuck to her face. But that didn’t stop her from swiping at the mess I had made on her leg with her finger before pulling it into her mouth and groaning in response the same way she had done with the frosting. 
 
    “Man, I missed your freaky ass,” I told her between breaths, reaching to grab a bunch of paper towels so we could clean ourselves up. 
 
    And as I handed a few to her, she replied, “Come on, Knox. That was hardly freaky.” 
 
    “To your standards? No. To the everyone else’s? Freaky as hell,” I insisted with a laugh as she shoved me out of the way so she could hop down from the sink, immediately making herself busy fixing her dress in the mirror.  
 
    “You can love it or leave it. I am who I am,” she offered, almost arrogantly, as she fluffed her hair around in the mirror, returning it to its original style with ease.  
 
    And instead of using my hands to pull my pants back up to where they belonged, I used them to wrap Amerie in an embrace from behind, speaking through the mirror when I told her, “Definitely lovin’ it, babe. Always have, always will.” 
 
    There was a slight hint of a smirk on her face when she pushed her way out of my hold, tossing over her shoulder, “We should… probably get back to the party. I’m sure people are looking for us.” 
 
    “Well is it possible that we can pick this up a little later? Back on Choreographer Lane?” I asked as I worked on the buttons of my shirt that had come undone somewhere down the line. But instead of giving me a definitive answer, Amerie only winked at me before turning to unlock the door and leave. 
 
    I shook my head, feeling sensitive all over as I finished getting dressed. Then I waited five extra minutes, putting enough buffer time in between my exit and Amerie’s before leaving the bathroom, only to find Blaise with his foot propped on the wall, leaning against the space next to the door. 
 
    “Old habits die hard, huh?” he asked as he pushed himself up, shaking his head in disbelief like a disappointed parent.  
 
    Still, I tried to sound nonchalant as I explained, “I mean… it’s her birthday and...” 
 
    He cut me off, putting a hand to my chest to stop my stride when he stated sternly, “Don’t fuck this up, Knox.” 
 
    While I knew his intentions, I couldn’t help but knock his hand away when I defended, “Man, it’s not even my doing. She’s the one who wanted me to meet her in there. She’s the one who… nevermind.” 
 
    Again, he shook his head. “I don’t need the details. Just… be careful, alright?” 
 
    “You need to be tellin’ her that,” I reminded him as we slipped back into the party room, my eyes immediately landing on Amerie as she chatted it up with… Liam?  
 
    A million thoughts ran through my head at the sight. But since I knew jumping to conclusions wouldn’t end well, I instead tried to focus on Blaise as he replied, “I will. But I’m gonna tell you first.”  
 
    I barely heard the end of his sentence, my eyes trained on Amerie as ol’ boy Liam whispered something in her ear that made her flinch. Even from afar, I recognized her offended reaction to whatever he had said before she ditched him for the rest of the partygoers. And while I should’ve been ready to fade his lame ass for coming at her regardless of what he actually said, I was too focused watching Amerie as she looked around the crowd until she locked eyes with me.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows as if to ask, “Everything alright?” And the smile she gave in response let me know, if nothing else, things were better than alright between the two of us. In fact, it was enough for me to feel confident telling Blaise, “I’m followin’ her lead, bruh. And if this is the path she wants to take us down, well… I guess I’m down for the ride.”  
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    I was buzzing - literally buzzing - as I strolled into the studio with my camera crew in tow, ready to put Zalayah through the best rehearsal session of her life. And even if it wasn’t actually the best of her life, it still wouldn’t kill my vibe because… life was good. I was happily a year older after celebrating with my closest people. My phone was ringing off the hook with opportunity after opportunity thanks to the additional buzz from my performance at the awards show with Liam regardless of how much of an asswipe he was. And then there was Knox.  
 
    Knox’s whole existence in my life had become even more complicated. I didn’t know what we were doing, didn’t know what any of it meant. But that also didn’t stop me from continuously putting in orders for his skills like some sort of feen. And boy did he fulfill my request every time, each rendezvous better than the last as if he was deliberately trying to keep me hooked, as if he was trying to set a new high score, as if he was trying to prove the point that I was always exactly where I belonged in the moments we shared.  
 
    But instead of focusing on sorting through the fog of details, I focused on my client as she strolled into the studio a few minutes after me, grinning at whatever she was looking at on her phone. 
 
    “Amerieeeee, why didn’t you tell me you and Knox Riley were a thing?” she asked as she sat her bag down next to the mirror, casually kicking off her shoes while I struggled to keep my face neutral.  
 
    I mean, it was one thing for someone like Blaise to comment. Even Malia since she and Blaise shared the same bed. But how in the world would Zalayah have information about Knox and I? 
 
    Since I didn’t have reasonable answer, I attempted to play it off when I replied, “Uh… because we’re not? We’re just filming the show together.” Even going as far as nodding my head towards the camera crew that was surely picking up the whole conversation.  
 
    Still, Zalayah brushed me off, plopping down onto the floor where I was stretching out when she said, “Girl bye. Have you seen that video from your birthday party that you neglected to invite me to?” 
 
    “First of all, it was a surprise party meaning I wasn’t in charge of the guest list. Second of all, what video?” I asked, cringing inside as I thought about the possibilities. And I was just sure Zalayah was ready to put me out of my misery when she handed me her phone, tapping the screen to press play on the clip that someone had uploaded to Instagram of Knox giving me a lap dance.  
 
    While I probably should’ve been freaking out considering the whole world had access to what I considered a pretty intimate moment, I couldn’t help but smile, even when Zalayah said, “Listen. I don’t know what you did to that man, but I’m gonna need you to teach me your ways, sis. And while you’re at it, you can also teach me that chair dance from that performance you did with Liam. That shit was hot, boo. Like, I’m pretty sure I was a lesbian for a split second. I might’ve even given you my phone number backstage.” 
 
    I bursted with laughter, shaking my head as I popped up from the ground before extending a hand to her and asking, “Why weren’t you at the show anyway?” 
 
    Once she was standing upright, she only shrugged as she answered, “I’ve been attending those events since middle school. They’re old news to me now. Plus, I’m trying to focus more on my craft these days. Focus on the music.” 
 
    “Well I’m sure you’ll be up for the big awards next year with this new album you’ve been working on,” I told her as I headed to the sound system, ready to cue up the potential singles from it she had sent me just a few days prior.  
 
    But my hand was only hovering over the play button when she replied, “Actually, we… scrapped the whole thing.” 
 
    “What? You’re kidding me, right?” I asked, instantly annoyed in my mind since I had already come up with a rough cut of the choreography I planned to teach her.  
 
    But my annoyance somewhat turned to empathy when Zalayah whined, “It just wasn’t me, Amerie. They keep trying to put me back in the popstar box and I’m beyond that. I want something different which means I have to find a sound that actually fits me instead of letting the execs tell me what I can and cannot sing about. You know they wouldn’t even let me say nigga on a track? Like, hello? I’m black as fuck. I say nigga every day. Why can’t I sing it too?” 
 
    I shook my head, chuckling with my hands on my hips as I asked, “Why wouldn’t they let you say it, Z?” 
 
    “Something about how the little white girls who have been following me since I was a teenager won’t appreciate it. But I’m like, fuck them. So what if they get fake offended? They don’t have to come to my shows. They don’t have to buy my albums. It really isn’t for them to begin with,” she explained with a roll of her eyes as if she had reheated the anger from the original conversation. 
 
    And while I understood where she was coming from, I also wanted to remind her, “They do make up a large part of your audience though, Z. Don’t you worry about missing out on that market?” 
 
    Again, she shrugged. “They’ll be replaced with the people who used to write me off for being too Top 40 pop. Mark my word. But anyway, back to you and fine ass Knox.” 
 
    My face scrunched as I repeated, “Fine ass Knox? Isn’t he a little too old for you to be checkin’ for him?” 
 
    With a wave of her hand, Zalayah insisted, “Fine is fine. I don’t care how old you are. And considering the way he was grinding in that video…” 
 
    “Nu uh. You’re like a little, little sister to me meaning I am not interested in hearing about your sex life,” I told her regardless of the fact that she was technically beyond the age of a legal adult.  
 
    Truth be told, she had experienced more in her years than most adults which surely matured her a lot faster than normal. But that didn’t mean I had to actually give her the leverage when she groaned, “Ugh. You sound just like the execs at the label. And I was just sure my mom was gonna pass out when I told her I wanted my album to sound like a modern day The Velvet Rope.” 
 
    “The Velvet Rope? What do you know about that album? Were you even born when that came out?” I asked teasingly, knowing the album was timeless regardless of when Zalayah actually got the chance to hear and understand it.   
 
    And of course Zalayah stood her ground when she shouted, “Yes, I was born!” 
 
    “So you were, what? A few months old?” 
 
    She immediately shook her head as she replied, “Doesn’t matter. That album was everything and then some. And not just the songs, but the tour too. Oh, and you can’t forget the whole backstory. The time period in Janet’s life and how she transformed all of her pain into… nevermind. You ready to dance?” 
 
    While I had picked up on a few of the hints Zalayah had dropped in regards to her deeper connection to that particular album, since she obviously wasn’t interested in talking about it, I agreed, “Yeah. Let’s dance.” 
 
    But I hadn’t even made it to the sound system when I heard her whisper, “Speaking of the damn devil.” Before picking up her voice to give an enthusiastic, “Heyyyy Mr. Riley.” 
 
    Knox’s little chuckle warmed my skin from afar as he replied, “Come on, Zalayah. You ain’t gotta age me like that.” 
 
    “Trust me. I have no problem with your age,” she replied, her voice obviously hinting at some sort of attraction that I had to break up as soon as possible.  
 
    “So! What are you doing by here? Tryna steal my choreography?” I asked teasingly as I approached them, peeking over to Zalayah to dismiss her.  
 
    But she only took a single step back meaning she heard every word of Knox’s innuendo-filled reply. “Nah, I’d rather get somethin’ else from you.” 
 
    “Cameras,” I reminded him with a smile.  
 
    Though I was hardly surprised when he replied with a short, “Don’t care.”  
 
    What used to make me panic and worry only made me laugh as I brushed a hand against his chest and told him, “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “About you,” he added as he caught my hand to give it a little kiss, making me blush instantly.  
 
    “Get a room! Or don’t. I don’t mind watching,” Zalayah said nearby, reminding us we had much more than just the audience who might watch us on television later. And that was enough for Knox to create a little space between us when he finally mentioned what had prompted his visit to begin with.  
 
    “Shep wants us to do dinner tonight,” he tossed out casually, shoving his hands in his pockets as I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Shep wants us to do dinner? Or you want us to do dinner?” I challenged with a smirk, the question flying a little too easily off of my tongue as if I was prepared from him to say only Shep. 
 
    But I was grateful that he saved me from the embarrassment when he answered, “Both. But I came to personally invite you. You know, on my gentleman shit.”  
 
    “Well, we were supposed to be rehearsing until…” 
 
    I didn’t even get to finish my excuse when Zalayah jumped in to say, “She’ll be there! Say, 7 o’clock?” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Knox replied with another one of his little chuckles before turning back to me to say, “I’ll see you then, babe.” 
 
    “See ya.” 
 
    “Yeah, see ya,” Zalayah added with a dainty little wave, watching his every step until he hit the door when she practically collapsed on top of me and groaned, “Jesus. To be a fly on the wall when you two are going at it.” 
 
    “Girl, be quiet. We don’t... go at it,” I insisted as I pulled away from her, making my way back to the sound system and hoping the conversation would end with my denial.  
 
    Of course it didn’t. Though I still wasn’t expecting it to go as far as Zalayah asking, “Oh, so he just dishes it out and you take it like a champ? Because there are definitely some bodily fluids being exchanged between the two of you.” 
 
    Now it was me groaning as I told her, “Ugh, don’t make it sound like that.” 
 
    She shrugged, finding her place in front of the mirror as she replied, “Just stating the facts. Which, while we’re at it, I should probably take this opportunity to also ask, does he fuck as good as he dances?” 
 
    “Zalayah! That is… none of your business,” I attempted to whisper, though there was hardly any use considering my mic had been on since I showed up to the studio with the camera crew.  
 
    Not only had they captured the audio, but also the same visual Zalayah saw with her own eyes when she explained, “He kind of made it my business when he started undressing you with his eyes during what’s supposed to be our private dance rehearsal so…” 
 
    “Anyway. Can we get to it? Or are you too deep in my business to function?” I asked with a roll of my eyes, though I pretty much knew the answer to my question once I saw the way Zalayah pepped up in response. 
 
    “Is that really an option? Cause I certainly have more questions.” 
 
    “Shoot. Clear the air. What is it that you want to know?” I asked as I put a hand over the tiny microphone attachment, muffling whatever audio it would possibly pickup to ensure it wouldn’t come back to haunt me later.  
 
    And I was glad I had acted fast considering the first question out of Zalayah’s mouth was, “Are you two having relations?” 
 
    While my mind automatically went to the exact kind of “relations” we were having, I still tried to keep my face neutral as I shrugged and answered, “Maybe. But it doesn’t matter. Because it’s just… relations.”  
 
    Mentally keeping things in that category was crucial if I expected to save my myself from falling completely into the same trap I had been in before. Though there was really no escaping the confusion since it wasn’t like our involvement was limited to just the bedroom. We were neighbors, we shared meals together frequently enough, we supported each other’s endeavors, not to mention it was all being captured for public viewing meaning we were spending extra, extra time together for the sake of the show. And regardless of how anti-couple I claimed I wanted it to look, I certainly wasn’t helping the cause. 
 
    “Amerie, you’re a terrible liar. I mean, the way you just looked at him. The way he looked at you…” she trailed, her eyes practically twinkling as they drifted off to space. 
 
    But I had no problem bringing her back down to earth so that I could ask, “Looked at me? How did he look at me?” 
 
    Her starry-eyed look remained as she gushed, “Like you were the best thing that ever happened to him; the best thing since sliced bread. Like he was… in love with you.” 
 
    “Oh God, no,” I thought to myself before asking, “Well, shit. How did I look at him?” 
 
    This time, she released a little sigh, taking a moment before answering in a softened tone, “Like you were a little afraid. But you couldn’t help yourself. Which… can’t really blame you there. Knox is fine, but I also know his track record when it comes to women.” 
 
    “How do you even know all of this?” I asked, my heart pounding as I considered the possibilities.  
 
    I mean, even though she was younger than us, as far as the industry was concerned, we were all still on the same playing field. And Zalayah didn’t exactly ease my anxiety when she replied, “When I’m not touring, or recording, or dancing, I’m studying. For my degree in psychology.” 
 
    “No, not that. How do you know his track record? What did you hear?” 
 
    She waved her hand nonchalantly as she replied, “Nothing you don’t already know considering the way he’s obviously blowing your back out now. But I guess a few of my background dancers thought a few good dick downs equated to an actual relationship, and we all know that’s far from realistic.” 
 
    “Right. Completely unrealistic,” I agreed as if those weren’t the exact thoughts I was currently battling with; almost the exact confusion that had gotten me embarrassed before. And since there was no way I was going down that path with Zalayah of all people, I decided to change the subject when I added, “But uh… I didn’t know you were in school.” 
 
    “Yeah. It looks a lot different with my lifestyle since I’m not on an actual campus. But what I’ve learned so far has been super beneficial, especially when it comes to holding my own in the boardroom. Reading right through the bullshit day after day and the execs don’t even realize it,” she replied with a proud snap of her fingers.  
 
    While I was grateful that she had actually taken the bait, I was also proud to hear she was holding her own as I told her, “Well I can always appreciate that. Now let’s get to work before you really pick up too much.” 
 
    Again, she waved her hand as she headed towards the mirror. “Oh, I’ve already done my preliminary evaluation of the two of you. But I’ll let you figure out the rest on your own. Maybe even at that little dinner he invited you to. You know, on his gentleman shit.” 
 
    “See. Your little ass is too nosy,” I replied with a little chuckle as I made my way towards the sound system.  
 
    Still, from behind me, I heard her insist, “Don’t even worry about it, Amerie. I mean, I’ll sing at the wedding free of charge.” 
 
    I laughed again, pressing play as I repeated, “Wedding? Now you’re really out of your damn mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, you say that now. Just make sure I don’t get snubbed for the invitation like I did with the birthday party.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure when the nerves decided to show up, but there was no ignoring how sweaty my palm felt when I balled it into a fist so that I could knock on Knox’s door. Then I stepped back, peeking off the porch at the neighborhood that had slowly but surely began to feel like home until the sound of the door opening brought my attention back to… damn, why does he always have to look so good? 
 
    I swallowed hard, pushing my hands into the pockets of my jean jacket and trying to sound as casual as possible when I said, “Hey. You ready to go?” 
 
    But instead of answering my question, Knox only pulled the door open a little wider, making room for me to step inside as he finally replied, “Ri, I told you I was on my gentleman shit today. I was supposed to come to your door with roses and all.” 
 
    “Roses? Okay, who are you and what did you do with Knox Riley?” I asked with a little laugh as I followed him upstairs towards his bedroom. Not because we were going to do anything there, but because he still had to finish getting dressed. 
 
    And on the way, he tossed over his shoulder, “It’s still me, babe. Just a better, more mature version.” 
 
    “Interesting…” I trailed, thinking about the history Zalayah had brought up just earlier that day; a history that didn’t exactly paint him as mature.  
 
    Still, I wasn’t expecting him to probe, “Interestin’ how?” 
 
    I shrugged, plopping down on the edge of his bed as he continued towards his closet, forcing me to speak a little louder when I answered, “I guess I never pegged you as a flowers kind of guy. Kind of like I never pegged you as a family man. I don’t know. Maybe you really have grown up a little bit.” 
 
    When he finally reappeared, a dressier shirt than usual draped around his shoulders, he replied with a simple, “Gotta be better to attract what I want.”  
 
    Then, as he stood in front of the mirror and worked on the buttons he asked, “So… is it workin’?” 
 
    “Is it working?” I repeated, keeping my eyes trained on my feet as they dangled just above the floor.  
 
    But my feet quickly turned into our feet as he stepped in front of me and said, “Yeah. Are you... more attracted to me?” 
 
    Instead of peeking up to meet his eyes that I knew would cost me my dignity, I turned my face to the side as I started, “I mean…” 
 
    “Damn, it’s like that?” he asked, shaking his head as he made his way back towards the mirror.  
 
    And as I watched him put his watch on, I found the courage to ask, “Why are you putting me on the spot like this, Knox?” 
 
    He didn’t turn back around, instead speaking to me through the mirror when he replied, “No better time than the present to get my question answered. So tell me truth. Are you?” 
 
    “Am I what?” 
 
    He shook his head again, this time pairing it with one of his little chuckles as he said, “Quit playin’ foolish, babe. Or is that just a defense mechanism so you don’t have to give me the real? I mean, you already told me you want a nigga, but your actions been tellin’ me you only want what I carry in my pants. And I ain’t talkin’ ‘bout my wallet.” 
 
    For whatever reason, I immediately became defensive, standing up from the bed and stepping to him so that I could counter, “That’s not true. We’re just... getting to know each other again; getting to know these updated versions. And I want to take my time.” 
 
    “Take your time gettin’ to know me while also gettin’ beyond reacquainted with my dick. Yeah, aight,” he replied with a sarcastic roll of his eyes as he blew past me towards the door.  
 
    And as I practically chased after him down the stairs, I reasoned, “Knox, it’s not even like that. That’s just how it played out. I mean, I’ll keep my pussy to myself if that’s what it takes to prove my point.” 
 
    I already knew how ridiculous I probably sounded and it was clear Knox agreed as he laughed instantly, making it to the bottom of the staircase before turning around to stop me on the last step above him. “You and I both know that’s a lie. Not to mention completely unnecessary. I guess I just… I really wanna get it right this time, Ri. Even if it’s nothin’ more than the time we have left filmin’.” 
 
    “So what are you trying to say, Knox?” I asked, my voice just above a whisper as I made the mistake of looking directly into his eyes.  
 
    While they weren’t exactly the windows to his soul, the genuine energy in them was surely convincing when he replied, “I mean, a relationship seems like a stretch. I haven’t earned that no matter how good I’ve been droppin’ it off in those drawers.” 
 
    “Knox!” I screeched, smacking a hand against his chest as I laughed through the embarrassment.  
 
    And his face was completely amused when he asked, “Am I lyin’ though?” 
 
    I wished I could’ve actually told a believable lie as I gnawed at my lip. But the truth was, out of the whole situation, the fact that Knox hadn’t missed a beat when it came to sex was probably the only thing I had fully come to terms with. So instead of telling a story, I simply looked down at my feet and replied with a short and honest, “No.”  
 
    Knox didn’t let my eyes stay low, lifting my face by the chin so that my eyes were level with his when he confessed, “I just… I want you, Ri. In whatever capacity I can get you. And we can keep it all off-camera since you ain’t ready to claim a nigga on some official shit.” 
 
    I laughed again, reaching to brush a hand against his cheek as I teased, “Awww, sounds like someone’s feelings are a little hurt.” 
 
    “Hell yeah they are. But that’s alright. I’ll wait for that part. As for the other shit…” he trailed, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me against him.  
 
    My hands rested on his shoulders as I made a weak effort at pushing him away regardless of how good it felt to be in his strong arms. “Knox, stop. The camera crew is already waiting for us at the restaurant.” 
 
    My legitimate reasoning meant nothing to him as his face hovered my neck when he said, “Fuck them. They’re the only thing standing in the way of me pursuin’ you even harder,” before landing a thick, full kiss against my neck that made me melt into him.  
 
    But even through my immediate moans, I was sure to remind him, “They’re also the only reason I’m around for you to… shit… do that. You should probably be… thanking them.” 
 
    While we were getting along better than ever these days, there was no way in hell I would’ve willingly been around Knox otherwise, even if that meant missing out on whatever was now developing between us. Hell, maybe I should’ve been the one thanking them for providing me the opportunity to see beyond the past; to experience the liberation in forgiveness.  
 
    I felt lighter than ever now that I was no longer carrying the burden of being scorned. And it was clear Knox was going above and beyond to make it worth my while when he lifted me from the ground with ease and offered, “Nah, I’d rather show you my appreciation instead.” 
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    I couldn’t stop looking at her. 
 
    We were supposed to be reviewing the rough cuts of the first couple of episodes of Choreographer Lane, supposed to be taking notes on things we wanted to edit or change, supposed to be making sure we approved of the overall feel of the show they had created. But my eyes were trained on Amerie as she stared intently at the projector screen, watching the scene of the two of us sharing a moment in the studio.  
 
    While it had been easy for her to deny our chemistry initially, it was clear the dance floor served as a weak spot for Amerie as she easily succumbed to the natural vibe we had together when we danced. It was as if that was only time she had allowed herself to be free, the only time she had allowed herself to entertain the idea of an us.  
 
    Thankfully, things had changed since then as she peeked back at me with a knowing smile before turning her attention back to the screen. And I could only smile to myself as the episode cut to the next scene of the two of us sharing an obviously staged dinner considering the perfect ass lighting and the generic ass conversation we were having. But I could remember that night like it was yesterday since it was the same night that I had introduced Amerie to Kim, though that part wasn’t captured on camera.  
 
    Even though Amerie hadn’t been completely understanding when it came to my therapy, it felt good to at least be able to share the truth with somebody, especially since it would soon be public information. In fact, I had already prepared myself mentally for the many opportunities that were sure to come my way in regards to being something like the poster boy for the shit. But if that meant more people getting the help they needed, I was down for the ride. And I assumed I’d be supported in that endeavor as I watched the show cut to the next scene of Amerie in the studio on the phone with Blaise.  
 
    For the first time, I actually paid attention, thinking I may get some insight on how Amerie felt about us early on. And while the conversation was about me, it wasn’t exactly what I expected to hear. In fact, it was nothing more than Amerie sharing my business as if it was her own in the same condescending tone she had used when I first told her about it.  
 
    Before I could react, Amerie interjected, “I told that stupid ass cameraman to cut this!”  
 
    But the footage kept playing; the longer they talked, the more upset I became. I mean, it was one thing for me to share my situation on my own terms, in my own way. But for Amerie to take what I told her, to take my vulnerability and share it like fuckin’ common gossip was… 
 
    “Turn this shit off,” I snapped, my heart pounding through my chest as I stood up from the table to leave the room. Though Amerie’s dainty hand around my forearm attempted to stop me in my tracks. 
 
    Still, I snatched away, heading for the door with Amerie right on my heels. “Knox, wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear.” 
 
    “I thought I could trust you, Ri,” I tossed over my shoulder as I jabbed at the button for the elevator, desperate to get some fresh air.  
 
    But even when it arrived, Amerie climbed on right behind me, clouding my space as she yelled, “You can trust me! I was just… talking to Blaise. He’s your friend. What’s wrong with him knowing?” 
 
    “Don’t you think I would’ve told him myself if I wanted him to know?” I asked through clenched teeth, squeezing my hands into fists as I tried to survive the elevator ride to the lobby without cursing her ass out.  
 
    And Amerie certainly wasn’t making anything easier when she replied with a careless, “I mean… yeah, but… you said you were going to record your sessions with Kim for the show. That you were ready to liberate.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I was right in her face, stabbing myself in the chest to emphasize, “I said I was gonna record my sessions. I was gonna liberate. I was gonna do things on my own accord, to the beat of my own drum. But nah, you wanna put my shit out there for me and let people pre-judge me the same way you are obviously still doin’ right now.” 
 
    “But Knox, I…” she tried, though my anger allowed me to quickly cut her off.  
 
    “But Knox nothin’. That shit was foul, Ri. I mean, you literally have no idea how important this is to me. You have no idea how long it took me to even find the courage to walk into that first appointment. Yet you felt comfortable sharin’ my shit? On camera at that? You don’t even know why I fuckin’ go to the therapy!” 
 
    “Knox, listen...” she said, putting a hand to my chest in an obvious effort to ease the tension. 
 
    But that shit meant nothing to me as I smacked her hand away, pushing past her and pressing the emergency stop button so that I could tell her, “Nah, you listen. You wanna share my business, right? You think you know what you’re talking about, right? Well did you know I go to therapy because my fuckin’ father shot my mother for no real reason other than his ego? His little feelings were hurt cause she cheated on him even though he had been cheatin’ on her for longer than I had even been alive. And...” 
 
    “Knox…” she whined in an attempt to cut me off, already overwhelmed with the boatload of information as if I wasn’t the one who had actually carried the burden for my whole life.  
 
    Night after night that shit ate at me. Night after night I tried to make sense of it, wondering how my father could’ve been so selfish. And even now as an adult it still wasn’t completely clear, though that didn’t stop me from continuing on, “Nope. You wanted my business, so you’re gonna get all of that shit because guess what happened next? He shot himself. That coward not only took my mother from us, but he couldn’t even stand to live with the consequences. And guess who had the privilege of findin’ the two of them layin’ in a mix of their blood? You guessed it. Me. So now fucked up ass Knox gets to go through the rest of his life tryna make sense of whatever love is supposed to be when I really feel like fuck love. Love is painful. Love is toxic. Love can… get you fuckin’ killed.”  
 
    Strangely enough, standing in front of Amerie as I sucked up the mucus that had begun to form in my nose and swiping back at the single tear that had somehow slipped along the way felt more liberating than any of my therapy sessions with Kim. Even though she had taken advantage of my vulnerability and was only able to respond now by standing back in shock with a hand over her mouth, there was no ignoring the reasons why I felt comfortable sharing so much with Amerie in the first place. Because truth be told, how I handled the situation with her had been the kick-starter to this whole chase for answers, had created this need for understanding.  
 
    While my actions aligned with everything I knew about love at the time, my mind constantly drifted to everything I wanted to know, everything I wanted to experience, the wounds I didn’t even realize were healing in Amerie’s presence before I made the stupid decision to pick at the scabs.  
 
    And even though I had already apologized and given her a surface level rationalization, I still felt the need to explain, “You really wanna know why I hurt you way back when? Because you felt like love, Amerie. What we shared felt like the closest thing to love to me. But love was… it was supposed to be wrong. It was wrong.  So instead of givin’ you all of this, instead of pourin’ my fuckin’ heart out to you like I am now, I played your ass so that I wouldn’t have to face the truth.” 
 
    That admission was what made Amerie break as she choked back tears. And even though it stabbed at me to see her cry, I needed her to hear what I had to say. I needed her to hear the truth.  
 
    So I took her hand, chewing at the inside of my cheek before I continued, “I loved you, Amerie. You can say whatever you want about our time together, but I loved you. I still love you, and therapy has taught me to live in my truth regardless of the factors I have no control over. But considering what you did, it’s clear I really don’t have any control over how you feel about me. And I suppose it’s my fault for not believin’ you when you said you didn’t care about me in the first place. Don’t worry though, I get it now.”  
 
    “Knox…” she cracked the second I let her hand go, her voice hoarse as if she had been screaming on the inside. But I couldn’t turn back, my focus completely on getting the elevator doors to open so that I could escape this suffocating air.  
 
    When they finally did crack open, I made the mistake of peeking back to find Amerie’s make-up slightly smeared by the tears she had shed only further solidifying what I thought all along.  
 
    Love really does hurt.  
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    I took the long way home on purpose, giving me plenty of time to cool off before being faced with the aftermath of everything that had happened. But just when I thought I had reached a place peaceful enough to pull into the driveway, I received a call from Blaise that only allowed the original feelings to resurface.  
 
    Still, since I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions about the call, I tried to keep my voice neutral when I clicked the speakerphone and answered, “Sup, bro?” 
 
    To no surprise, his voice wasn’t nearly as calm as mine when he repeated, “Sup, bro? That’s all you got, man? Amerie called me bawling her fuckin’ eyes out and all you got is sup bro?” 
 
    I shook my head, resting it against the steering wheel and releasing a heavy sigh as I imagined what Blaise was probably thinking when he got the call. I could pretty much assume he thought I had fucked her over again, could pretty much assume he was ready to rip into me for doing exactly what he asked me not to from the jump. But truth be told, the blame was really on her this time. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to say, Blaise. I mean, it is what it is at this point. I said all I needed to say,” I explained as I replayed the scene over in my head as if I hadn’t already done it a million times on my extended drive home.  
 
    But each word was still fresh, each additional piece of information I shared still held the same fire, and each tear I watched her shed in response still cut me deep. And while I was already feeling a little regretful for walking away, Blaise only rubbed it in when he asked, “Did you ever think maybe she had something to say too? I mean, do you really believe that shit you said to her? Really believe she doesn’t care about you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I fired back, “Care about me enough to put my business out there? Yeah, that’s real lovin’ of her, bruh.”  
 
    “You’re saying that like she put that shit on a billboard or somethin’. We were talking about Malia maybe needing some counseling after this stuff with her mom and she mentioned you which, I really don’t know why I heard the shit from her first to begin with.” 
 
    Even though Blaise knew a surface level version of my past, the depths that I had shared with Amerie were enough for me to reason, “It’s personal, Blaise. But shit, I’m pretty sure she already told you everything now.” 
 
    “Actually, she didn’t. She couldn’t stop talking about how much she cares about you, and how she can’t figure out how to make you understand now that you’ve already decided otherwise in your mind.” 
 
    “I didn’t decide otherwise. She proved otherwise when she went runnin’ her mouth to you about some shit that wasn’t hers to share to begin with,” I corrected, mad that he was so obviously standing up for her instead of seeing things from my perspective.  
 
    I mean, I could only imagine how he would feel if Amerie went around telling his business. Then again, Blaise had lived a fairly uncomplicated life. There wasn’t much about him that wasn’t considered “normal” compared to me who had a past filled with everything but. 
 
    Still, regardless of our differences, Blaise continued to see things simplistically when he offered, “So she fucked up. We all fuck up. I mean, if anyone is familiar with the concept, it’s you.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “It means exactly what it implies. You fucked up. She forgave you. Now she fucked up and the ball is in your court. So what are you gonna do?” he asked as if our infractions were even remotely the same.  
 
    And while I had no idea who had truly done “worse”, I still had no problem telling him, “It’s not that simple, Blaise.” 
 
    “But it is, Knox. Especially when you care about someone the way you claim to care about her. I mean, it wasn’t like her intentions were malicious.” 
 
    “Just because that wasn’t her intention doesn’t mean it doesn’t fuck with me just as much,” I admitted, knowing that was the only explanation behind my madness.  
 
    To have shared something so personal with her and have her turn around and share it with Blaise - share it with the world- was… damning in my opinion. Though it was clear Blaise didn’t exactly see it my way, only frustrating me even more when he replied, “Alright, fine. Feel the way you feel. I’m not choosing sides in this shit.” 
 
    “Well it sure seems that way. I mean, you said she got the next vote of confidence automatically, right? Well you proved your point, bruh. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    Instead of listening to his attempt at saving face, I ended the call, tossing my phone into the passenger seat before resting my head against the headrest. I was hoping a conversation with Blaise would make me feel better about it all, would bring me some clarity. But it only made things more complicated to the point that I had to close my eyes in an effort to relieve the throbbing in my temples. 
 
    Unfortunately, my moment of silence didn’t last long as the sound of someone knocking against my window startled me to the point of irritation once I realized who it was. 
 
    “Yo, why you sittin’ in your car like this on some horror movie shit? Come in the house, Knox,” Elijah yelled, his voice slightly muffled from the window between us.  
 
    I leaned a little closer to it, hoping that may help him hear me clearly when I replied, “Nah, I forgot I have an… appointment. With Kim.” 
 
    “Appointment with Kim? But it’s Friday. Don’t you see her on Tuesdays?” he asked with a confused expression on his face. One that didn’t surprise me since he was absolutely right.  
 
    But since I wasn’t interested in explaining to him why I needed to pay her an emergency visit, I opted for a lie when I told him, “Yeah, but we had to... reschedule. I’ll be back later.”  
 
    Elijah waited for me to turn the car on before signaling for me to roll down the window so that he wouldn’t have to yell, “Aight. Well do you and Amerie wanna do dinner with me and Miranda? She gets in town a little later tonight.” 
 
    Now that he could see my face and hear me clearly, I tried to keep my voice level and my face plain when I answered, “Uh… nah. Y’all go ahead without me. I’ll probably just pick somethin’ up on my way back.” 
 
    But it was clear I hadn’t done a good job as Eli leaned into the window, taking a closer look at me before asking, “Hey man, you aight? Something seems off about you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I mean, I am fine. It’s just… it’s just one of those days I guess,” I replied with a heavy sigh.  
 
    One that was enough for Elijah to offer me sympathy when he asked, “We all have ‘em, don’t we?” Watching me nod before he smacked his hand against the car door and continued, “Well aight. Tell Kim’s fine ass I said what’s up. And that the dinner invitation I gave her the last time I saw her is still valid.” 
 
    “Nigga, didn’t you just say you’re goin’ to dinner with Miranda?”  
 
    He shrugged, stepping away from the car as he asked, “What’s your point? I mean, she’s only here for a couple of days. I still gotta keep my options open for the rest of the calendar month.” 
 
    I shook my head at his poor logic, finding it all too familiar. “Yeah, aight man. Just don’t be out here hurtin’ women. Whatever you do, don’t be that guy.” 
 
    What I thought was sound advice only made Elijah laugh before he replied, “First of all, she’s the one who hurt me with that shit she pulled at the awards show, so now I’m just staying in my lane. Second of all, what’s with this whole anti-playboy shit? You forget that was your whole persona up until… a few weeks ago? Don’t act like you’re all reformed now just because Amerie is back. You’re still the same nigga who taught me everything I know.” 
 
    My eyes tightened along with my jaw and my fists as I played his words over and over again, feeling overwhelmed as I opened the car door and stepped out. And even though it was obvious Elijah was intimidated by my approach, he didn’t back down as I got right in his face to ask, “That’s what you think, huh? That I can’t change? That I can’t grow the fuck up and settle down with one woman? Who you think I am? Pops?” 
 
    I shoved him in the chest, making him stumble back as the fear in his eyes finally decided to show up. And he held his hands up as he reasoned, “I didn’t mean it like that. Relax.” 
 
    “So what did you mean then, huh? Make it clear for me you bitch ass nigga,” I snarled, the anger inside of me boiling over yet again as I stared down at him and waited for his explanation. 
 
    And he was sure to create space between us when he started, “Yo, chill. I wasn’t... calling you Pops, man. I was just saying that everything I learned about dealing with women, I learned from the two of you. Obviously I wasn’t gonna follow in his footsteps, but… I trusted yours. And maybe I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    Instead of allowing his words to be the gut punch they should’ve been, I turned around and headed back to the car, knowing I didn’t have to deal with his shit. But he didn’t make it easy for me when he yelled, “Running away has never solved your problems, Knox! You and I both know that.” 
 
    He was right. 
 
    Running away did nothing but delay having to deal with the mess later. But in the moment, running away felt like the only viable option, especially since I knew I had a safe place to go. And even if it didn’t make sense to Elijah in the moment, that didn’t stop me from getting in the car and driving straight to Kim’s office.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Amerie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Being in his home felt completely sobering. But unfortunately, I had no choice since we still had one week left of filming. And since I didn’t have the option of righting my wrongs with Knox considering he had decided to spend his final week with the camera crews following him up the coast as he taught dance classes, the only true outlet I had was in the studio. Though even that felt different now that I didn’t have my favorite dance partner by my side.  
 
    Every time I thought about what Knox had shared in the elevator, tears began to well up in my eyes. How a child could experience something so traumatic and have his perspective of love be screwed up long before he even had a chance to experience it for himself. How a man could mosey through adulthood avoiding what most considered a precious entity all because of his father’s poor decisions. And while there was no way in the world I would ever give Knox a pass for how he treated our situation, I also knew it would’ve been foolish for me to ignore how much sense it made.  
 
    I mean, how could I really expect him to get it right with me when love had been the cause of the most painful thing in his life? Why would anyone want to love after that?  
 
    Then again, he did love. He admittedly loved me through his own reservations even if he didn’t know what to do with it. He still loved me even after I had betrayed his trust. And that only made me love him even more in return regardless of how much I had tried to train myself to think otherwise. But there was no escaping the way he made feel, no escaping the butterflies I got in my stomach just thinking about him, no escaping the desire to be… his.  
 
    Because that’s what it all boiled down to. I wanted to be with Knox the same way he once wanted to be with me.  
 
    But not anymore.  
 
    Now the possibilities would only be a figment of my imagination since he no longer wanted anything to do with me as proven by his urgent teaching tour. Considering it hadn’t been on the original shooting schedule for the show, I could assume he had done it all to avoid dealing with me. And while the old me wanted to say fuck him for taking the easy way out, the me that knew Knox better than I ever had before, the me that cared deeply for Knox, didn’t allow for it.  
 
    So instead, I danced.  
 
    Song after song, I channeled every emotion I felt about the situation - good and bad - into my moves until I was completely drenched in sweat. And even then, I simply changed clothes so that I could go at it again, dancing longer than the camera crew was interested in filming. But I wasn’t dancing for them, or for the viewers, or for anybody other than myself. Because even though dance was my profession, the money I made from it was purely a bonus.  
 
    Dancing was really about my sanity.  
 
    Though it was clear my commitment appeared anything but sane when Miranda showed up to the studio in a fury and asked, “Amerie, are you crazy? You’re gonna fuck around and hurt yourself dancing all day like this. What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I snapped, returning to the sound system to find a new playlist to dance to. 
 
    But before I could press play, Miranda blocked my hand and scolded, “You are not fine. You’ve been down here since before the sun came up and the sun has been gone for hours now. I mean, have you even eaten anything today?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” I told her with a roll of my eyes, though my stomach decided to out me when it growled in response to my lie.  
 
    And while I pretended to ignore it, Miranda only shook her head as she said, “You need to get something in your system. If nothing else, it’ll give you the fuel you need to keep on dancing through whatever the hell is going on with you.” 
 
    “Nothing is going on with me, Miranda. Dance is what I do. It’s who I am. How can me dancing all day possibly look out of the ordinary?” I asked, trying to normalize the ache in my muscles, the blisters growing on my feet, and my second set of saturated clothes.  
 
    Still, the only thing that mattered to Miranda when she stepped to me was, “Your face is stained with dried up tears, sis. Something is definitely up.” 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I moved away from her, scrubbing at my cheeks in the mirror as if that would change her opinion. 
 
    But instead of chastising me about it, she held up a doggie bag I hadn’t even realized she was holding in the mirror, offering it as a peace treaty. And I could only offer a half-hearted smile in return as she plopped down on the floor and patted the space next to her.  
 
    She was already busy pulling out the food by the time I joined her, handing me a Styrofoam box as she tossed out, “So tell me. Whose nappy ass tracks will little sister be yanking from the scalp?” 
 
    “He doesn’t wear tracks. He… dances to them,” I muttered as I cracked open the box and found it halfway filled with chicken fried rice, my mouth watering instantly at the sight.  
 
    I wanted to dig right in, but my appetite receded when Miranda groaned, “Oh God. This has something to do with Knox? How can you be crying over Knox and he’s not even here?” 
 
    I picked around at the food, pushing the chicken chunks into a pile as I chose my words carefully. “Before he left, we… we got into it. And it was ugly. Really ugly. And even though I want to be mad at him, I’m only mad at myself which is an incredibly shitty place to be in.” 
 
    “Well… what did you do? I mean, Knox is cool as hell. I didn’t even know he was capable of getting mad. Wait! Actually, I take that back. When I went to dinner with Elijah the night I got in town, he was upset because Knox had gone off on him about something. He didn’t tell me what though. Just that he was really, really mad.”  
 
    My head dropped instantly as I admitted, “That was the same day we got into it.” 
 
    While I didn’t know Knox’s anger towards me had developed into anger towards everybody, I still felt bad that Elijah had to catch the wrath that I had caused. But Miranda didn’t exactly let me sulk in regret when she asked, “Well, are you gonna tell me what happened? Or you just gonna eat my food?” 
 
    “I... can’t. I mean, the reason we got into it was because I shared his personal business, even though it was only with Blaise. And maybe on camera,” I whispered before finally shoving a bite of food into my mouth.  
 
    But my aggressive chews weren’t enough to drown out Miranda repeating, “On camera? You were spilling tea on camera, Amerie? Come on. You know better than that.” 
 
    Even though I had already acknowledged how wrong it was, I still defended, “I told them to delete the footage! And Knox told me he was going to go on camera and share the same thing so… I didn’t think it was a big deal.” 
 
    I took another full bite, chewing through my guilt and hoping my little sister would at least consider my point of view. But the second I glanced over to see the look on her face, I could tell she wasn’t falling for my avoidance tactic when she asked, “If you trusted me with some big, exclusive news, would you be mad if I shared it before you did?” 
 
    That was easy to brush off since I knew, “I would never share exclusive news with you. You have a big ass mouth.” 
 
    “Stay focused, Amerie!” she screamed, making me sit up a little straighter as I really gave her question some thought. 
 
    Without a doubt in my mind, I answered, “Well, yeah. Of course I’d be mad.” 
 
    “So now you know why Knox was mad,” she replied as if her conclusion was anything new. 
 
    “I already knew why he was mad. And I apologized. But it didn’t really fix anything. Hell, it honestly seemed like it made things worse,” I admitted as I took another bite of the food, finding it a little harder to swallow now that the feelings from the elevator were resurfacing yet again.  
 
    And it must’ve been obvious to Miranda as well as she wrapped a loving arm around my shoulder, pulling me into a half-hug as she assured me, “The hard part is over with, Amerie. Now you start the healing. Well… unless he avoids you the way you did to him.” 
 
    For whatever reason, I chuckled at that, feeling confident when I told her, “He can’t avoid me. We still have show stuff to do together, clips to review, reasons to be around each other. And he lives right next door. I mean, he has to come home eventually, right?” 
 
    By the time the question actually left my tongue, my confidence had completely dwindled. And Miranda didn’t exactly make it any better when she asked, “Before you move out this weekend? It’s not guaranteed. But like you said, y’all still have stuff to do and if he really cares about you like I think he does, he’ll come around.” 
 
    I pulled away from her, picking around at the food again as I told her, “You’ve always been on his side. It’s kinda annoying.”  
 
    This time, it was her brushing me off when she insisted, “Girl, I am not on his side. I just know what’s good for you. And these past few weeks have been the happiest I’ve seen you in a really, really long time.”  
 
    She was right.  
 
    Ever since I had gotten over my reservations when it came to being around Knox, everything had been… perfect. We were having fun together, getting to know each other, reconnecting in a way that was truly long overdue. And once the sex was reintroduced... 
 
    “Yeah, until now,” I muttered, dropping my fork into the box since my appetite had once again gone missing.  
 
    Still, my sister didn’t let my pity party last long, taking the food from me before offering me a hand up from the ground. And through her grunt to pull me up, she said, “Just because an encore is called for doesn’t guarantee it’ll be pretty, Amerie. But that also doesn’t mean you should just let it go to waste. You still have to finish out the performance.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, dusting off the back of my sweatpants as I processed her logic. And while I knew there was a lot of truth in her words, I couldn’t help myself in teasing, “Okay. I want my shallow ass little sister back.” 
 
    “You do? Cause I need you to take a couple Snaps of me breaking it down in this exclusive ass studio while we still have access,” she said, following it up with the most dramatized twerk I had ever seen and making me burst with laughter. 
 
    “Miranda, you haven’t danced since mama caught you kissing on your instructor back in middle school,” I reminded her, shaking my head at the memory since for whatever reason, Mama had decided to ground us both over the incident even though we were in different classes.  
 
    And leave it to my sister to still be defending her innocence all of these years later as she reasoned, “First of all, he was a high school volunteer which… I was only a year shy of being his prey anyway. And second of all, he was fine as hell. Mama was just being a hater, per usual.” 
 
    “Anyway! Give me your phone so I can hurry up and get your little Snaps,” I told her with a wave of my hand.  
 
    “You’re not gonna be in it? I wanna brag to my fans about my bomb ass, dancing ass big sister,” she said, emphasizing her words with a dramatic series of pops in her back, making me laugh yet again.  
 
    Since Miranda was clearly making an effort to make me feel better, I figured I could return the favor as I took a peek at myself in the mirror, fluffing my sweated out hair around.  “So you’re gonna wait until I get all greasy in the face from eating that Chinese food to put me on your Snapchat? You play too much.” 
 
    “We’ll just throw a little filter over it. It’ll be fine,” she insisted as she tapped away at the screen of her phone before putting it in front of her face and adding, “Guess who’s in the dance studio with her favorite sister? Say Hey Amerie.”  
 
    I turned around and plastered on a pleasant smile as I gave a little wave, holding it until Miranda pulled her phone down which meant she had gotten the footage she needed. And after pressing upload, she handed the phone to me and said, “Put on somethin’ hot. I’m tryna get casted for someone’s music video off of this shit.” 
 
    “You do realize I do casting for music videos, right?” I asked as I made my way to the sound system, scrolling through the options before turning on a foolproof playlist; Favorite Beyoncé songs.  
 
    And the second Crazy in Love began to blare from the speakers, Miranda rolled her eyes as she rattled, “I know. I know. You do it all. Best choreographer in the game. Everybody loves you. Blah, blah blah.” 
 
    “Must’ve picked up that hater trait from your mama,” I told her with a laugh as I held the phone out in front of me. 
 
    And while I made myself busy using the front camera to take pictures with all of the silly little filters before uploading one I found cute enough to share with Miranda’s audience, she fired back, “She was your mama first. Now get me on the uh-oh’s.”  
 
    I tapped the screen to flip the camera around, recording my sister as she halfway-danced, halfway-flirted her way through the ten seconds of footage I caught. And once I brought the phone down, she practically snatched it from my hand so she could watch it. Then watch it again. And again. And one more time before she actually pressed upload.  
 
    But what I assumed would be her bragging about how good she looked in the video was actually directed at me when she said, “Girl, my Snapchat is going nuts with people talking about you! And look who was first.” 
 
    She turned the screen my way to show me the, “Who is that?” message which matched my thoughts to a tee considering I didn’t recognize the name nor the tiny thumbnail of profile picture she tried to show me. And once she realized my only reaction was no reaction at all, she groaned before clicking over to his Snapchat story and explaining, “Remember Steven’s friend that I was telling you about? He’s fine, right?” 
 
    As I watched the series of pictures and videos play on the screen, I came to the conclusion that he was indeed fine. But just as quickly, I also decided he was a little too into himself and a little too pressed to show off his lifestyle; both tokens of his immaturity which allowed me to reply, “He’s cute. If that’s what you’re into.” 
 
    “Come on, Amerie. I know you’re all heart eyes and wet panties for Knox, but you can still admit a nigga is fine when you see a fine nigga,” she insisted as she held the screen to freeze on a picture of him shirtless as he laid poolside on whatever overpriced vacation he had already been showing off.  
 
    His abs were definitely poppin’, and the lip pulled seductively between his perfect ass teeth was a nice touch. But still, I maintained my original stance. “Like I said, he’s cute.” 
 
    “Cute enough for me to give him your number that he just asked for?” 
 
    My face scrunched instantly as I cocked my head back in disbelief. “My number? He literally knows nothing about me. Why would he ask for my number?” 
 
    She was already busy typing away on her screen when she answered, “Cause your greasy-faced ass was looking all extra adorable on my Snap.” 
 
    “Shut up!” I yelled, laughing as I shoved her in the arm.  
 
    But even through the little stumble, her phone remained perfectly positioned for her to continue typing. Though when she peeked up at me with a mischievous grin, I instantly became concerned.  
 
    “Well, I just sent it to him so don’t be mad at me,” she announced casually as if I had given her permission, or even shown a tiny bit of interest.  
 
    “Miranda, why would you give that stranger my number?” I asked, probably not as mad as I should’ve been. But I suppose my feelings about life in general had drained me to the point of not being able to give much energy to less important things. 
 
    It would be nothing to block his ass on first contact. 
 
    Still, my sister tried to reason herself right when she answered, “Just in case you don’t get your man back. I mean, you’ll be back home pretty soon. No better time to at least introduce yourself to a new friend.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, snagging the box of Chinese food in hopes of being in the mood to finish it later as I tossed over my shoulder, “I’m going upstairs to take a long, hot bath. Then I’m gonna crawl under the covers, eat this food, and watch some TV until I fall asleep. Maybe I’ll be lucky enough to wake up in six days when it’s time for me to get my regular life back.” 
 
    I knew how pitiful I sounded; so pitiful that I barely recognized myself which meant getting back to regular life on the East coast was crucial. But I hadn’t even made it to the threshold of the door when I heard Miranda yell, “That might get your regular life back, but staying in bed is definitely not how you get your man back, RiRi!”  
 
    “Mind your business, MiMi!” I shouted in return before making my way to the staircase, climbing them two by two until I made it to the foyer that led me to the set of the stairs that would take me to my room.  
 
    Or… not my room. Knox’s room. Because this was Knox’s space even if he didn’t ever stay here. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get back to my own shit.” I thought to myself, though even that wasn’t exactly true. I had gotten used to the neighborhood, had gotten used to the twenty-four-hour dance studio, had gotten used to the extra-large bathtub with the whirlpool jets. 
 
    Truth be told, I’d probably miss that the most.  
 
    But since I was still here for now, I took complete advantage as I found the perfect temperature for my water before leaving it to run as I went to the kitchen to grab a glass of wine and a few cheese cubes to hold me over since I still hadn’t really eaten anything more than a few bits of Chinese food. And by the time I made it back upstairs, I had just enough time to get undressed before the tub would spill over. Though when I climbed in, a little water did end up splashing onto the floor. 
 
    I soaked long enough to shrivel, the jets working wonders against my aching muscles for a full hour before I called it good. And when I climbed out, my limbs felt like noodles after practically being numbed from the vibrations, leaving me just enough strength to get to the bed; a place I planned on staying at least until the cameramen came bugging me the next day.  
 
    But it was the thoughts of the cameramen that reminded me I still had footage to review since it hadn’t all been done the day of our initial meeting. So instead of grabbing the remote, I grabbed my iPad, tapping through my email to find the link to the files that Shep had sent over. And once the first set of clips downloaded, a still shot of a smiling Knox as he watched a group of dancers perform for him as the cover photo, I quickly realized this was probably a bad idea. But that didn’t stop me from pressing play as I got a glimpse of what Knox was up to when we weren’t filming together.  
 
    While I fully expected to see him flirting with some of the women dancers the same way he’d always do in the past, my heart literally swooned as I watched him get hyped up over a younger boy performing what looked like a freestyle routine. Knox was cheering him on up until the boy’s final move when Knox swooped him up in a hug and called him the champ. And when he put him down, he gave him a little tap to the chest and insisted that he’d be taking his job in no time which made the boy’s crooked smile grow even wider.  
 
    And it made my smile grow wider too.  
 
    The more footage I watched, the deeper I sank into the sheets, comforted by the fact that regardless of whatever would end up happening between us in the long run, I had done the right thing by letting Knox back into my life. He wasn’t a completely different person, but there was definitely proof of his growth. And no matter how much the footage had been trimmed down to show the most interesting stuff and fit into the time constraints of the show, I was happy to discover there were no signs of him engaging in the behavior that had caused our fall out in the first place. 
 
    In fact, the only person shown even remotely catching his eye was me. And while I had initially been totally against things being portrayed that way, had initially been against being presented as what could be perceived as a romantic pair, it didn’t take long for me to decide that I didn’t want to edit or change a thing.  
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    The moving truck caught me off-guard. 
 
    When I pulled up to the house after being gone for a week, it was honestly the last thing I expected to see. But it made sense regardless of how I felt about Amerie leaving, though I could imagine her feelings being the exact opposite.  
 
    The show was done which meant she no longer had to deal with me.  
 
    Her wish was finally granted. 
 
    I hadn’t talked to her since we got into it in the elevator. But after talking through the situation with Kim, apologizing and talking through it with Blaise, and then having some time to think about it on my own while I immersed myself in dance, I realized I wasn’t as mad at Amerie as I made myself out to be. In fact, I was madder at myself than anything, especially after getting into it with Elijah and discovering the true root cause to all of my madness. 
 
    My pops.  
 
    While I always knew I couldn’t blame him for my actions, I also could no longer ignore his influence. And even if I wasn’t running around on my wife the way he had done, I was still running around, I was still hurting people, I was still detaching myself from making real connections which were all traits I had inherited from him no matter how much I had tried to separate myself from his existence. But now that I fully recognized the issue, it was up to me to change the discourse. And even though I had already been taking steps towards doing just that, it was time to turn the page and really get over the hump. 
 
    Starting with Amerie.  
 
    Since the movers were going in and out, the door was already open. Though I still rang the doorbell as more of a warning than anything before I stepped inside. And as I heard footsteps coming down the stairs, paired with a woman’s voice yelling, “It’s open” my heart began to pound in my chest as I prepared to see her again. 
 
    But it wasn’t her.   
 
    Regardless of how much the two looked alike, it didn’t take more than a second for me to recognize it was only Miranda. And she wasn’t happy to see me. 
 
    “You have a lot of nerve showing up here, Knox,” she snapped, tossing her waist-length ponytail over her shoulder as she sized me up.  
 
    Instead of getting wrapped up in her attitude towards me, I stayed focused on my original plans when I asked, “Yo, is Amerie here? I need to talk to her.” 
 
    Miranda rolled her eyes, shifting her weight to one leg and crossing her arms over her chest when she answered, “She’s not. Though even if she was, I still would’ve told you no.” 
 
    “Do you know when she’ll be back?” I asked, peeking back out of the front door thinking maybe she’d be pulling back up from wherever she had ran off too soon.  
 
    But as I looked both ways up and down the street, I heard Miranda release a heavy sigh before she finally answered, “She’s not... coming back, Knox. She flew home once her last filming day was over. Had some business to take care of.” 
 
    “Damnit,” I huffed, my mind immediately going into overdrive as I considered my next steps.  
 
    Though my processing was completely interrupted when Miranda shoved me in the back and yelled, “I was rooting for you! I know what Amerie did was wrong, but damn. A whole week? No contact? Don’t you think that’s a little excessive?” 
 
    “I had to get my shit together, man. And I was workin’. I was busy,” I told her in an attempt to justify the timing.  
 
    Still, that didn’t stop her from challenging, “Too busy to hear Amerie out?” 
 
    “Look. The whole reason I came over here was to right this shit. So you gonna help me make that happen or you just gonna stay on my neck about it?” I asked, hoping that would save me from having to really explain myself. And when she didn’t look completely convinced, I stepped to her, putting a hand to her shoulder as I encouraged, “Come on, Miranda. You said you were rootin’ for me, right? You know I’m good money.” 
 
    She turned her head towards my hand with a scowl on her face before turning back to me and correcting, “You aight.” Making me chuckle as she continued, “Nah, if I didn’t see it for myself, I would’ve already kicked you in the nuts by now. But if I help you out, you better not fuck it up, Knox.” 
 
    “Sounds all too familiar,” I thought to myself as I assured her, “I promise you I won’t.” 
 
    I could tell she was still toying with the idea in her mind, twisting her lips and diverting her eyes until she let out a groan. “Well… I know she usually reserves Wednesdays for the office unless she has something really important going on. So if you’re willing to make the trip - which, you better be willing to make the trip - I’ll tell her assistant to let you through. Say 10 o’clock sharp?” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I replied confidently, pulling out my phone so that I could book a flight immediately even though it was only Sunday. 
 
    And as I typed away at my travel app, I heard Miranda say, “Oh, and Knox?” 
 
    I peeked up from my phone as if to ask, “Yeah?” finding Miranda’s expression completely softened when she offered, “She’s not as upset with you as you may think she is. Don’t let her fool you into thinking otherwise. I know she’s good at that.” 
 
    I nodded to agree, knowing Amerie had tried that shit on me a few times before I told Miranda, “Thank you. I appreciate this, for real.”  
 
    And as I pulled her into a quick hug before turning to leave, she rattled, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever, nigga. Just don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    I shook my head, grinning as I made my way back to my house while I scrolled through my flight options before bumping right into Elijah who was on his way out of the door. I hadn’t talked to him since we got into the argument that set everything off a week ago. And according to the expression on his face, he was just as tense now as he had been back then.  
 
    Still, I tried to play it cool when I asked, “Yo. You straight?” 
 
    He shrugged, shoving his hands in the pocket of his hoody as he fired back, “Do I have a choice? This shit ain’t nothin’ new with you, man.”  
 
    “Look. I know I was trippin’. My bad,” I admitted, trying to resolve the situation as soon as possible.  
 
    But regardless of how much I wanted bygones to be bygones, it was clear Elijah wasn’t interested as he snapped, “It’s always your bad, Knox. Like I said, this shit ain’t nothin’ new.” 
 
    He blew past me towards the driveway, bumping me in the shoulder on his way out. And while any other time the action probably would’ve started a whole unrelated fight, I pushed that to the back of my mind so I could tell him, “I’m for real, bruh. I shouldn’t have flipped out on you like that. I was just… havin’ a bad day.” 
 
    My admission was enough to at least get him to stop walking. Though when he turned around, the scowl on his face told me it still wasn’t over.  
 
    Truth be told, I couldn’t blame him. A bad day – a bad moment – wasn’t a valid excuse for going off on the closest person to me, just like it wasn’t a valid reason to have avoided Amerie for a full week. And as if Elijah could read my mind, he asked, “So when you’re having a bad day, you suddenly forget who I am? What we’ve been through together? I ain’t no bitch ass nigga, Knox. I’m your brother. The only one you got.” 
 
    I held my hands up defensively as I added, “Which is why I said my bad. I’m sorry. You know I’m workin’ on it though, man.”  
 
    I hated sounding like I was using my therapy as a crutch, but it was the truth. I wasn’t perfect. I would never be perfect. But I was actively making strides towards improving myself.  
 
    Thankfully Elijah agreed, offering a half-hearted smile when he replied, “Yeah, that’s the only thing saving me from knockin’ your ass out.” 
 
    “So you’re really not mad at me then?”  
 
    The chuckle he let out didn’t match the hand he pushed against my chest, making me stumble back as he answered, “Hell yeah, I’m mad at you. Well… I was mad at you. Right now I’m just being shady to make a point that I ain’t gonna be too many more bitch ass niggas.” 
 
    “Nah, you’ll always be my little nigga though,” I told him as I wrapped an arm around his neck, scrubbing the top of his head with my knuckles the same way I’d do when we were kids. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” he muttered with another laugh, pulling away before he asked, “Where you headed off to?” Gesturing towards my phone that still had the travel app open. 
 
     I resumed making the arrangements, typing away at the screen as I answered, “East coast. Gotta get Amerie back.” 
 
    “Get her back? I thought y’all were cool.” 
 
    “We were until we got into it,” I replied, replaying the situation over in my head along with the multiple ways I could’ve handled it differently.  
 
    But my thoughts and solutions weren’t enough to stop Eli from teasing, “So you were just going to war with niggas left and right, huh? No wonder you were so pressed.” 
 
    “Yeah. But just like I’m here makin’ it right with you, I’m gonna head out there and make it right with her,” I told him confidently, knowing being sure of myself was the only way this whole thing would work.  
 
    And I needed it to work. I needed Amerie back in my life. I needed the opportunity to experience her fully. I needed to express what I knew all along, and what Elijah also knew when he asked, “You really love her, huh?” 
 
    I didn’t even have to think twice when I answered, “With everything I have. That’s my babe, man. Always has been. Even when she wasn’t fuckin’ with me like that.” 
 
    Elijah nodded to agree, putting a supportive hand to my shoulder that pulled my eyes from the screen to him. “I wasn’t sure if you were gonna be able to pull it off. You know, actually get her to give you a chance. But I’m glad you did, bro. And I hope it all works out for the two of you.” 
 
    While it felt great to at least have my right hand man back on my side, I knew it was truly a toss-up when it came to Amerie. But I still tried to remain as positive as he was when I told him, “Yeah. I hope so too.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    The first time I had shown up to Amerie’s office months ago, I was completely confident, completely sure of myself, completely in control of the situation. But this go-round, I felt the exact opposite.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how Amerie was going to react to me, wasn’t sure what Miranda had shared to get me the meeting in the first place. Still, I tried to keep calm as I approached the receptionist’s desk and said, “Hey. I’m here to see Amerie.” 
 
    The girl seemed to pep up a little in her seat, her smile widening when she gushed, “Knox Riley, right?”  
 
    “That’d be me,” I answered with a polite smile of my own, hoping it didn’t insinuate anything more.  
 
    The last thing I wanted her to think was that I was open to flirting with her. And that’s how I really knew Amerie had turned me out. Something I wouldn’t have even cared to consider before was now the first thing on my mind whenever I came in contact with any woman, no matter how normal or casual the environment was. And I worried I’d be having to set the record straight when the girl leaned into her desk and insisted that I do the same. 
 
    But I didn’t, instead staying in my original spot as I told her, “Look. I’m just here to meet with Amerie. That’s it.”  
 
    To my surprise, the girl’s face scrunched with confusion when she nodded and said, “I know. Miranda told me you were coming to surprise her which was why I was trying to keep our voices down.” 
 
    “So she really has no idea I’m comin’?” I asked, my nerves doubling in size as I considered how Amerie might react to me just popping up on her. Then again, she probably would’ve avoided the office - avoided me - on purpose if she knew I was coming the same way she had done before. 
 
    As if on cue, Amerie came out of her office, her head down as she typed away on her phone and asked, “Draya, do you know what happened to my… Knox?” 
 
    My grin turned crooked as I checked her out, appreciating her dressed down look of distressed jeans, a white v-neck, and a pair of sandal heels. Her hair was perfectly styled as if she had just gone to the shop that morning. And her little pop of color had changed to midnight blue.   
 
    She looked good as hell. 
 
    “Hey Ri. You uh… got a minute?” I asked, shoving my hands into the pockets of my khakis that I had worn just for her.  
 
    I could tell she appreciated my look as much as I appreciated hers, but she still brushed me off to answer, “Not really. I have a 10 o’clock appointment.” 
 
    I smirked, shaking my head as Draya interjected, “He is your 10 o’clock appointment. Surprise!”  
 
    Amerie’s eyes went wide then tightened into a scowl as she directed a death stare at the both of us before turning to go back to her office. And while the attitude didn’t surprise me at all, - in fact, I had pretty much prepared for it with the warning for Miranda - I could tell Draya was shook as she stammered, “Uh… well…. not the reaction I was expecting. But I... suppose you can still head on in.” 
 
    I tapped the desk on my way past it, offering another smile as a “Thank you” before I stepped into Amerie’s office to find her already back at her desk, already back immersed in her work, and quite obviously trying to avoid giving me her undivided attention. 
 
     So I didn’t press it, instead making myself comfortable in the chair opposite of hers before asking, “How you feelin’ now that the show is over with? Wasn’t so bad, huh?” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t,” she replied shortly, keeping her eyes trained on her computer screen as she typed away at whatever she was working on.  
 
    Still, my determination didn’t waver as I admitted, “It looks so basic back at the house now without all of your shit in it.” 
 
    After Miranda had gotten the last of Amerie’s things packed up and onto the moving truck, she asked that I do a walkthrough to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything important. And while I wasn’t sure how important she found the batteries in the nightstand to be, I couldn’t help but hold onto the panties she had left right next to them just in case this little meeting didn’t go so well. 
 
    But really, it wasn’t even about Amerie’s material things. The house felt basic without her energy, without her spirit. It felt basic without her laughs echoing off the high ceilings and the bass of her music bumping through the walls of the studio late into the night. It felt basic without the scent of her perfume lingering upstairs and the smell of her microwaved takeout lingering in the kitchen. 
 
    It felt basic without her.  
 
    I felt basic without her. 
 
    “Basic as in nice and tidy?” Amerie finally countered, pressing a dramatic enter on the keyboard with her pointer finger before turning her attention to me.  
 
    And I took full advantage of having her eyes when I explained, “Basic as in… plain. Cold. Empty. You brought life to it. And now it’s gone.”  
 
    I was hoping she caught on to the deeper meaning behind my words; hoping she recognized that the house was really only a metaphor for me, for my heart. And it seemed as if she did, her expression softening when she replied, “Well, maybe you’ll have to move somebody else in there. Get the life back.”  
 
    “But what if I don’t want anybody else? What if I want… you?” 
 
    She sighed, pushing her chair back from the desk and standing up before joining me on the other side for what I expected to be a reuniting. But instead of landing in my lap, she only leaned against her desk, crossing her arms as she scolded, “I thought we were in this together, but you ran Knox. You went off on me and you ran without even giving me a chance to explain myself. What was I supposed to think? How was I supposed to feel?”  
 
    I shook my head, dropping it into my hands as I replied, “I know, I know. And that wasn’t smart. I’m a fool who still doesn’t know how to deal with his fuckin’ feelings. So instead of handlin’ my shit like a grown man, I spazz, and I run, and I expect people to just figure shit out on their own. But I’m workin’ on it. I know I’m not perfect, and I’m sorry, and…” 
 
    Her hand against my shoulder prompted me to stop rambling before she moved it away, using it to slowly lift my head from my hands. “Hey. Don’t be so hard on yourself. We all make mistakes, right? I mean, I couldn’t hold water and you couldn’t… hold your emotions about it. There’s still a now what left to uncover.” 
 
    My eyebrow piqued as I repeated, “A now what? You mean, you’re really not mad at me?”  
 
    She moved her hand from my chin to my cheek, brushing it against my skin when she asked, “Mad at you for being mad at me? That’s a little twisted don’t you think?” 
 
    “From you? Not in the slightest,” I said with a little chuckle, making her smile and making me hopeful. 
 
    And she held that smile, continuing to graze my cheek with her thumb as she admitted, “I know I may not have been the most… understanding, maybe even a little insensitive, when it came to the whole therapy thing. But I really am glad you’re getting the help you need, even if I don’t understand how any of that shit works.” 
 
    “Here. Let me show you,” I insisted, pulling my phone from my pocket before patting my lap for her to sit down. And I was grateful that she actually went with it, allowing me to drape an arm around her waist so that I could hold the phone in front of her as I worked to pull up the footage Shep had sent me just a day earlier. 
 
    “This is for the show?” she asked the second it came up on the screen, surely recognizing the watermark that ensured the footage would be somewhat protected.  
 
    And as I gave her the phone to hold, I answered, “It won’t air until closer towards the end of the season.” 
 
    She turned in my lap so that she could see my face when she asked, “How’d you get the final cut before me?” 
 
    “I told them not to show you. Wanted to do it on my own terms,” I told her with a smirk.  
 
    One that made her head cock to the side as she challenged, “Do I detect a little shade, Knox Riley?” 
 
    I chuckled, brushing a thumb against her chin as I replied, “I could never shade you, sunshine.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, though there was no missing the blush in her cheeks as she positioned the phone in front of her and pressed play. Then she watched in complete silence as my counseling session with Kim unfolded.  
 
    As usual, Kim was sitting in her leather chair with her notepad in her lap as I sat in the loveseat next to it, trying my best to ignore the camera crew. But I knew how important it was for the public to see me in this space. And not only see me in this space, but recognize that it wasn’t as intimidating as people made it out to be, even though I didn’t plan to let things go to personal for the sake of my privacy.  
 
    Still, I acted as if it was a normal session when Kim started, “So, Knox. I know in the past we’ve talked at length about your childhood, the unfortunate situation between your parents and how that played a role more significant than you originally believed in terms of how you’ve dealt with different connections in your life up until this point. So now that you’ve had time to sit with this new level of understanding, do you feel as if anything has changed for you? 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not... afraid anymore. Before, I was afraid to love, afraid of connecting, afraid of ending up like them one way or another. But that’s all changed. Now I feel… free. Like I can love and be loved. And even if it doesn’t work out, it’s not the end of the world. Of course, I want it to work out. But I understand the possibilities of it not. And I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “When you speak of wanting it to work out, are you referring to the woman you’ve been trying to reconnect with?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, she knew me before I started seeing you, before I reached this level of clarity. And even though I’m still workin’ out the kinks, she has already recognized and shown appreciation for my growth. So I guess that makes me feel good.” 
 
    “You guess?” 
 
    “I mean, it does. It makes me feel real good. I just hope that I’m doing enough for her to take me seriously.” 
 
    “Because you really want it to work out?” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “But like you said earlier, you understand the possibilities of it not. So instead of spending time worrying about if it’s enough, I suggest you consider investing that time in simply enjoying what’s happening between the two of you. Take in her appreciation for your growth and use it as fuel to keep going; to keep making strides towards a better you.” 
 
    “Is it really that simple, Kim?” 
 
    “It’s as simple as you make it, Knox.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s why I pay you right. To simplify my life for me?” 
 
    “What you take from this is ultimately up to you. I’m just here to listen and help you figure out what works best for you.”  
 
    The screen cut to the next scene. Though it didn’t play for long as Amerie almost immediately pressed the button to pause it before turning to me with glossed over eyes and asking, “You were talking about me?” 
 
    I smacked my teeth. “Who else would I be talkin’ about, babe? Of course I was talkin’ about you,” I told her, tightening the arm I had draped around her waist to pull her in closer. 
 
    She sank into my hold, resting her head against my shoulder as she said, “I’m proud of you, Knox.” 
 
    “For what?”  
 
    She adjusted in my hold, placing a hand against my chest as she answered, “For being brave enough to do this. For opening up like this to the world. It couldn’t have been as easy as you made it look.” 
 
    I shrugged, thinking back on it and quickly coming to the conclusion that compared to finding myself and then finding her again, talking on camera had really been a piece of cake. So as I landed a quick kiss to her forehead, I took a page from her book when I asked, “Can’t let ‘em see you sweat, right?” Making her giggle as I continued, “I’m good now though, Ri. I’m here, and I’m good, and I’m not goin’ anywhere anytime soon unless you really, really want me to.”  
 
    “You know I don’t,” she replied with a smile before meeting my lips with a kiss.  
 
    Then a second.  
 
    Then a third that included enough tongue for me to ask, “Is this part of the now what package you were talkin’ about earlier?”  
 
    “Knox, I have work to do,” she said as she made an attempt at crawling out of my lap as if she wasn’t the one who had started it in the first place. 
 
    And since she had been the shit-starter, I had no problem pulling her back down when I insisted, “So do I. Work that consists of making up for lost time. I’ve missed you like crazy, woman.”  
 
    “Would you believe me if I told you that I missed you too?” she asked as she adjusted so that instead of just sitting on my lap, she was now straddling it.  
 
    The new position along with the heat coming through the seat of her jeans gave me enough leverage to answer, “I mean… I don’t know. Might have to show me, babe.”  
 
    But as she leaned in for another kiss ready to do just that, the phone in her pocket vibrated between us. Her face hovered in front of mine as she grunted with annoyance before she pulled it out and took a peek at the screen. And since it was right in my face, I couldn’t help but do the same.  
 
    “Damn, Ri. A nigga goes ghost for a week and you already got new niggas hittin’ your line?” I asked teasingly, knowing whoever ol’ boy was who had texted her was hardly competition. 
 
    And Amerie only made that fact even more solid when she tossed her phone to the side and groaned, “Ugh, that’s just one of Miranda’s little friends. I don’t even know why she gave him my number.” 
 
    I tightened my grip on her denim-covered ass cheeks, reminding her without words that it was all mine as I told her, “Yo, your sister likes to play both sides. You know she’s the one who hooked me up with this meeting.” 
 
    While it didn’t surprise me that Miranda was trying to hook her sister up with someone else when I wasn’t around, I also made a note in the back of my mind to watch her sneaky ass as I listened to Amerie reply, “Well I’ll be sure to send her a thank you card,” bringing my full attention back to the real situation at hand when she wrapped her arms around my neck and added, “Now let me show you how much I missed you, Mr. Riley.” 
 
    The kiss she gave me reminded me of all the reasons I had fallen in love with her in the first place. It was as sweet as her, as gentle as she could be, while also still holding a powerful force. The same powerful force she’d tap into whenever she’d wreak havoc on a dance floor.  
 
    Because that’s what had really drawn me to Amerie. 
 
    Her ability to captivate an audience - captivate me - so effortlessly with her dancing. Her ability to steal the show with what I knew were years of technical training, though she still managed to make it her own. Her ability to capitalize on every opportunity she was given by always giving one-hundred percent.  
 
    Was it fate when she showed up for that audition? 
 
    I would never know.  
 
    But for now, I was solely focused on making good on my second chance at loving her the best way I knew how.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue. 
 
    Choreographer Lane Premiere Party. 
 
      
 
    Amerie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lights were hot and bright, but my smile remained intact as Knox and I walked the red carpet at the premiere party for Choreographer Lane. We had spent the past few weeks together doing promotion for the show; going on various daytime talk shows, doing spreads and interviews for different magazines, even going to talk on some of the more popular radio shows. And though the whole experience probably should’ve been exhausting, I felt better than ever since any downtime we had was spent making up for every second of lost time and then some. 
 
    While we spent plenty of it in the bedroom - and pretty much any secluded space with enough room the both of us could fit - some of the best times had actually been spent outside of the bedroom as we learned more and more about each other. I had even been able to sit in on a few of his FaceTime therapy sessions, taking Kim’s number for myself just in case I ever needed it. 
 
    And maybe one day I’d get there.  
 
    But for now, my focus was on the microphone in front of me as I tried to remember the generic answer we had been trained to give whenever someone asked for spoilers about the show. 
 
    I gave my friendliest smile as I told the reporter, “The viewers will just have to wait and see for themselves. I think the wait will be worth it. Don’t you think, Knox?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he agreed with a smirk, his eyes trained on my cleavage as if no one would notice.  
 
    But I noticed.  
 
    And my nipples noticed; standing at full attention under his gaze as if it was their moment to shine.  
 
    Thankfully the reporter was able to distract Knox, taking the spotlight away from them when she asked, “What was your favorite part about working with Amerie?” 
 
    This time, it was me smirking as I turned his way, watching closely as he gave the answer to a question we surprisingly hadn’t gotten before. And I couldn’t help but blush as I listened to him reply, “Everything Amerie does, whether she’s performing on the biggest stage, or teaching a small group, or even just freestyling in the studio by her damn self, you can’t help but to respect her commitment to the craft. It’s admirable. She’s really impressive.” 
 
    The reporter snatched the microphone back as she gushed, “It sounds to me like the two of you have established quite the relationship.” 
 
    Again, I smirked, shaking my head since this was a question we had gotten a few times over. And considering we both had our rehearsed ass answers that gave nothing away, I decided to let Knox give his usual spill. “See, what people don’t know is that Amerie and I have ran in the same circle for quite some time now. We’ve always had love and respect for each other’s artistry. The only difference now is, it’s all on TV.” 
 
    “Will dances between the two of you be the only thing unfolding on TV? Or is there more to the story?” The reporter asked before sticking the microphone back into Knox’s face. 
 
    And with his charm on full tilt, he shrugged as he answered, “You know, that’s a good question. I guess you’ll have to tune in.” Offering her a little thank you before escorting me towards the next set of cameras. 
 
    His hand was at the small of my back as he asked through smiling teeth, “How’d I do?” 
 
    “You did great. Nice cover,” I replied, taking a moment to adjust my bang before resuming my pose.  
 
    “I’m still tearin’ that ass up tonight,” he whispered near my ear, making me laugh and surely creating the cutest photo op.  
 
    But I didn’t mind the speculation, especially considering, “If you didn’t, I’d have to disown you.”  
 
    “Damn, it’s like that?” he asked, his face in a regular smile as if he hadn’t said anything at all.  
 
    And this time, it was me whispering near his ear, “You’re lucky we have obligations. Otherwise it would’ve already been handled.” 
 
    “Gotdamn, I love your ass.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mr. Riley,” I told him with a wink before stepping away from him for a set of requested solo pictures.  
 
    But the second we reunited for the last set of cameras, he was sure to ask, “Did I hear that right? Or are you just frontin’ for the cameras?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh considering, “They can’t even hear me, silly. And besides, I’m technically doing the opposite. Frontin’ like I don’t really want your ass when I already have you.” 
 
    “So what’s up then? You finally ready to claim a nigga on some official shit? Cause you know I don’t give a damn about these cameras or this show. That check has already cleared now,” he offered as he wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me flush against his side as I rested a hand against his chest.  
 
    The pose brought me close enough to challenge, “You got it then, boss. Make your move if you’re really about that.” 
 
    Since I was really only teasing, Knox’s hand against my cheek caught me completely off guard as he brought his lips to mine; not only setting the cameras on fire, but setting me on fire as I moaned into his mouth against the sounds of the media shouting, “Amerie! Knox! Knox! Amerie!” 
 
    It wasn’t until he pulled away that I was able to acknowledge, “Look what you did.” 
 
    “Kissed my woman in public? I don’t see the problem,” he replied with a little shrug, smirking as he peeked past me towards our crowd of friends - Blaise, Malia, and Mackenzie. Zalayah and her mom-ager. Miranda and Elijah with dates of their own. - who were all cheering us on. 
 
    And he was right.  
 
    In fact, everything was right as he landed another kiss that made the cameras go crazy once again. But like him, I was no longer worried about what anyone else would think. My focus was completely on the moment, completely on enjoying the feel of Knox’s fingers as they dug into my ass to pull me even closer and deepen our kiss for the world to see.  
 
    Regardless of how much I had initially tried to fight it, there was no escaping what had always been for me, even when Knox didn’t quite know how to deliver. But when he pulled away, looking down at me and whispering another, “I love you” against my lips, I quickly realized that giving him a second chance to figure it out was totally worth it.  
 
    He had grown, we had grown, to love, and respect, and trust each other like any other normal couple would. And if there was any encore in the world I’d ever want to be a part of, loving and being loved by Knox was definitely it.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Enjoyed this book? 
 
    Please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads! 
 
      
 
    To stay up-to-date with all of Alexandra Warren’s happenings including samples and excerpts, visit actuallyitsalexandra.com or like her Facebook page! 
 
      
 
    Also, be sure to check out the An Encore for Love playlist on Spotify! 
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