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    Zalayah 
 
    I was in love. 
 
    Not with a person, but with a sound as I leaned against the balcony of The Black Market listening to the latest track from an up-and-coming artist named Grayson, better known as Gray. While his lyrics were dope, his delivery on point too, I couldn’t help but close my eyes as the mellow bass roared through my chest, practically setting my soul on fire.  
 
    The arrangement wasn’t complicated, the instruments used easy for a musician with a trained ear like me to pick out. But it was its simplicity that made it special, setting the perfect mood, giving the perfect vibe without overshadowing Gray’s talent.  
 
    Exactly what I was hoping to do with my next album. 
 
    Against the advice from the label, this album would be my first time writing every single song by myself. It would be my first time having a real hand in the production. And it would be my first time going outside of the box I had been in since I was a teenager.  
 
    While it had been fun as a kid to be presented as the quirky, colorful, girly-girl with enough of a voice to sound good on any pop beat the label could get their hands on, I knew I had completely outgrown that scene. I no longer related to the teenage world, no longer had any inclination of what they were even on in high school or college since I had never attended either in a traditional sense. I could only pretend to relate to what they were going through, could only pretend that I was experiencing the same growing pains as I entered adulthood. 
 
    But I wasn’t. That wasn’t my truth. Hell, that had never been my truth. And now it was time to create a new image which included a new look, a new vibe, and most importantly, a new sound.  
 
    I hadn’t brought my whole team to The Black Market with me since I didn’t want to cause a huge scene, only a bodyguard and my assistant. But that in combination with my plain jane incognito look was all I needed to get from the balcony to backstage so that I could chat with Gray.  
 
    I watched from afar as my assistant grabbed him by the arm the second he walked off the stage, whispering in his ear before his face lit up, surely in response to her name drop. And I plastered on a smile the second he approached, his arms extended as he stammered, “Yo… you’re… it’s really…” 
 
    My cheeks flushed with heat as I adjusted my hat, looking around to make sure people didn’t notice the exchange when I told him, “Oh my God. Don’t embarrass me. I just wanted to… compliment you. I like your sound. And your bars were fire. But if you don’t mind me asking, who is your producer?” 
 
    He tossed a hand over his shoulder as he answered, “My brother Gabe back there. He’s the truth. Probably the only producer I’ll ever work with.” 
 
    I nodded, appreciating his loyalty as I peeked past him to find two guys in a discussion, unsure of which one he had referenced. And since I couldn’t figure it out, I asked, “Would you mind, introducing us?” 
 
    “No doubt, Zalayah,” he replied with a smile before yelling over his shoulder, “Yo, Gabe! Come here right quick!” 
 
    I watched intently as one of the guys - Gabe - excused himself, his hood hanging just slightly off the back of his head as he shoved his hands in his pockets and headed our way. The closer he got, the sillier I felt for being so underdressed since… Gabe was fine as hell. Smooth, chocolate skin, nice athletic build, cushy full lips curved into a grin as Gray said, “Somebody wants to meet you.”  
 
    I wasted no time extending my hand as I said, “Hi. I’m…” 
 
    “I know who you are,” he interjected, his expression turning more and more standoffish the longer he looked at me. 
 
    Still, I tried to remain cool, awkwardly dropping my hand back down to my side when I replied, “Oh. Uh… I was just telling Gray that I really liked his sound, and he told me you were the producer. Is that something you do full-time?” 
 
    He turned his head to the side, releasing a heavy sigh before turning back to ask, “Why you wanna know?”  
 
    “Well I’m looking for a new sound myself. You know, something fresh and…” 
 
    Again, he interjected, “So, what? Those mega-producers ain’t cuttin’ it for you anymore, superstar? Or you just out here tryna do some community service by hangin’ where the real niggas be at?” 
 
    My face scrunched as I snapped my head back and repeated, “Community service? I really, really liked the tracks I heard, Gabe. Your name is Gabe, right?” 
 
    “Gabriel,” he corrected with another heavy sigh as if the question had irritated him. 
 
    In fact, everything about me seemed to irritate him as he looked past me instead of at me, hinting that he was ready for our conversation to be over. But I was on a mission, and I wasn’t about to let his rude ass distract me from the ultimate goal. 
 
    So I kept my voice as sweet as I could when I said, “Well Gabriel, I think you’re a talented producer, a talented musician. And I’d love to get you in the studio to see if we could maybe… put together a track or two.” 
 
    “Not interested,” he replied shortly, almost dismissively as he looked past me once again. 
 
    I turned around to see what had caught his eye - of course it was a girl - before turning back to say, “Not interested? Do you know who I am? What I could do for your career?”  
 
    To my surprise, it was that that garnered his attention, his smirk annoyingly attractive when he finally gave me his eyes and replied, “There it is. I knew there had to be a real person under all that sweet shit you pretend to be on.” 
 
    “And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I snapped, unable to take his arrogance any longer.  
 
    I wasn’t used to people challenging me, wasn’t used to any conversation even getting to this point since most people would’ve jumped at the opportunity to work with me. But it was clear Gabriel was on a completely different soundwave than most when he let out an astonished, “Wow. The little pop princess says ‘fuck’ too? Learn somethin’ new every day.” 
 
    My instinct was to throw every “fuck” in the book at him just for his obvious attempt to poke at my character. But instead, I took a deep breath to regain my focus when I told him, “Look. I don’t know… how we got here. But I would really appreciate it if you could lay a couple tracks for me.” 
 
    “And like I told you before, I’m not interested. Thanks, but no thanks,” he said, turning to walk away.  
 
    But I caught him by the arm, catching up to him to ask, “Why not?”  
 
    He glanced down at my hand that was still attached to his arm, shaking his head before he looked at me and answered, “I don’t need your handout, superstar. This music shit is just for fun. Save my boys some money instead of wasting it on weak ass industry niggas like you do.”  
 
    “So that’s what this is about? Money? My label will compensate you thoroughly even if we don’t use the songs,” I explained, trying to ignore the sting of his little attack.  
 
    But he was sure to let his intentions be known when he gently removed my hand and replied, “Yeah? Does your label even know you down here scouting people out? Or did they just send you on a mission to find some new shit to copy before it blows up?” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling the most defensive since our short conversation began. I mean, it was one thing for him to take little pokes at my persona. And in a way, he was right; I wasn’t always the super sweet chick my team had made me out to be for public consumption. But for him to take a full-blown stab at the work I had put in to stay afloat, that was a low blow.  
 
    “Copy? I don’t copy anybody. My music is all original,” I told him, knowing if there was one thing I made sure of, it was that.  
 
    Still, Gabriel found a way to stab at me once again when he replied, “Yeah, originally designed for radio play. Originally made for any artist with even a little bit of range. Originally created by someone who can probably sing ten times better than you do.” 
 
    That was the final straw.  
 
    I could take criticism on the persona I was already preparing to revamp. I could take criticism of the label since that really had nothing to do with me. But criticism on my vocal ability? That wasn’t happening.  
 
    So I held nothing back when I snapped, “You know what? I don’t even know why I wasted this much time with your SoundCloud ass anyway.”  
 
    “Hatin’ on SoundCloud like you aren’t down here tryna recruit a bunch of SoundCloud niggas. Yeah aight, superstar. You got it,” he replied sarcastically, his laugh annoying me even more since I knew he was right. 
 
     But it wasn’t my fault that some of the most talented musicians just hadn’t gotten their opportunity to make it big yet, meaning they were stuck with the task of promoting their music on their own. It wasn’t my fault that some of the people who were far more talented than what was played on the radio hadn’t gotten picked up by a label, meaning it would cost an arm and a leg to get even one spin on the radio outside of local hour. It wasn’t my fault that my career had popped early on and had remained that way for the last eight years, saving me from having to deal with the likes of SoundCloud. 
 
    Okay, maybe I was a little responsible for that. 
 
    Still, I released a heavy sigh, regaining my composure once again to ask, “Is there somewhere I can actually listen to your beats without you being around to talk shit?”   
 
    His smile was full, his perfectly white teeth envy-worthy when he suggested, “How about I just give you my SoundCloud link? Or is that too low budget for you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, pulling my phone out of my pocket and clicking on the app so that I could ask, “What’s your screenname?” 
 
    But again, he only laughed. “I don’t really have a SoundCloud. I told you, this shits just fun for me. I ain’t tryna be in the industry. I know all too well that shit ain’t all it’s cracked up to be, so I’m good on that.”  
 
    There was an obvious disdain for the music business in his tone, though it didn’t make sense considering how disinterested he originally claimed to be. But I also knew there was a lot of truth to his statement. On the outside, the glitz and glam of it all probably looked like a dream to most. But from the inside, I knew it was a lot of work, a lot of tongue-biting and side-eying, a lot of… selling little parts of yourself - little parts of your soul - to satisfy others who really only saw you for the money you could make them.  
 
    I had been a willing participant in that game for most of my career, had played the naive little singer who foolishly believed in the label executives to have my best interest at heart no matter how suspect their moves seemed to be. But the second I became privy to everything happening around me, became privy to the snakes I was feeding with every note I sang and every tour I sold out, I knew it was up to me to shake things up if I really expected to save myself from being like every other artist who only got hung out to dry; starting with finding an exclusive producer for my next album.  
 
    So this time, I decided to completely change my approach, stepping up to Gabriel and running a hand across his chest as I bit my lip to ask, “Not even… for me?” 
 
    His grin was crooked and his laugh was shaky, which I thought was a good sign until he replied, “Wow. You really doin’ this, huh? Is this how you got to the top too?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Gabriel,” I snarled, pulling my hand away and storming towards where my bodyguard and assistant were waiting.  
 
    But I didn’t get far enough to miss Gabriel asking, “You tryin’, right?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, refusing to turn around and defend myself since I was completely embarrassed. It wasn’t even like me to put myself out there in that way, especially to a stranger. But I suppose I was so desperate for what seemed to be exactly what I was looking for, I was willing to go above and beyond the usual. Though I instantly regretted it when I heard Gabriel call after me, “Nice to meet you, superstar. Hope you don’t get your shoes too sticky on the way out!”  
 
    And I could only mutter to myself, “Ugh, never again,” before telling my crew, “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “Zalayah Rose! Where have you been?! I’ve been calling you non-stop, calling Kelly non-stop. You have some serious explaining to do.” 
 
    My first reaction was to laugh until I realized her concern was actually legit. So as I finished my text message to my choreographer Amerie to reschedule our morning rehearsal for the afternoon, I attempted to ease her worries when I answered, “I just went out for a little bit, Erin. That’s it.” 
 
    Her face twisted when she repeated, “Erin? Oh, you have a lot of nerve coming in here at this time of night calling me by my first name like you’ve lost your damn mind.” 
 
    This time, I really had to laugh. “I haven’t lost anything, mommy dearest. I just went down to The Black Market to check out a new artist I’ve been following. That’s it.” 
 
    Checking out Grayson had really been my plan after coming across his music on the explore page on Instagram, but getting into it with his brother was what had remained on my mind the whole ride home. I wasn’t sure why he was so determined to get under my skin, wasn’t sure why he was so pressed to call me out on my success. And while it shouldn’t have even mattered considering he was technically a nobody in the grand scheme of things, I was still… bothered.  
 
    But while my mind was busy trying to make sense of it all, my mother’s concerns were completely different when she asked, “The Black Market? Dear God. Please tell me you took security with you.” 
 
    I shook my head at her ignorance, checking my phone for Amerie’s reply as I told my mom, “First of all, just because the place is on the other side of town doesn’t mean it’s bad. Second of all, I took X. So stop worrying so much.” 
 
    “That actually works better. Noon cool?” - Amerie 
 
    “Wasn’t expecting your reply tonight. Knox must be up putting in work. ;)” - Z 
 
    I smiled as I pressed send, already imagining Amerie freaking out whenever she read it as I listened to my mom rant, “Well I am gonna worry because your ass has dance rehearsal in five hours, a flight in eight hours, a photoshoot in fourteen hours, and your hair smells like smoke.” 
 
    My lip was pulled between my teeth as I purposely avoided her eyes when I said, “Actually, I just rescheduled that dance rehearsal for noon so...” 
 
    “Damnit, Zalayah! That’ll ruin our whole schedule!” she shouted, making my shoulders jump the same way they’d always do whenever she raised her voice at me.  
 
    But instead of crumbling under the pressure of her disappointment the way I used to do when I was a teenager, I told her, “Relax, relax. I’m sure there’s a flight that’ll still get us there on time. And besides, the extra time will give my hair a chance to air out. But wait… what are you doing here anyway? I’m pretty sure I bought you a house for a reason.” 
 
    She immediately jabbed a finger my way. “Little girl, don’t you go there with me. I’ve worked my ass off to keep you on the right track.” 
 
    I nodded to agree, wrapping an arm around her shoulder as I told her, “I know, I know. Which is exactly why you have to trust that I’m still there. I haven’t suddenly derailed.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that, Little Miss. Scrap-My-Album?” she asked, peeking over at me with a stale look.  
 
    While the question made me tense up, I was quick to remind her, “We’ve gone over this a thousand times, mom. That music wasn’t me. That was… them. And I can’t do them anymore. It’s time for me to really prove I have what it takes to break the mold.” 
 
    She released a heavy sigh, her eyes tired as if she really had been worried about my well-being when she said, “You know I support whatever you choose to do, Z. But if you go a night without answering your phone one more gotdamn time, I swear to God I will have this whole operation burning to the ground.” 
 
    “Damn, Mama. The whole thing? Burning?” I asked, my laugh thankfully giving way to her smile.  
 
    She ran her hand across my cheek, examining my face as she repeated, “Burning, baby girl. I’m talkin’ Angela Bassett in Waiting to Exhale style. Fire and fashion.” 
 
    “If you’re gonna be going to jail for arson, you might as well look good doing it, right?” I asked, laughing to myself as I turned my head to dodge her attempt to wipe my face with her spit-covered finger. “Ugh, Mama. That’s nasty.” 
 
    “Girl, we share DNA. Now come here. Whatever it is has been there for a while too. All crusty…” she said, scrubbing near the corner of my mouth with the pad of her thumb.  
 
    And while it was already plenty for me to even allow her to do it, I couldn’t help but groan as I remembered, “Oh God. I got into it with him with a crusty face…” 
 
    “Him? Who is him?” she asked, her face pulled tight as she examined my face again to see if she had taken care of the problem.  
 
    I tried my best to play it off, avoiding her eyes as I said, “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    But my avoidance meant nothing to my mother as she gently grabbed my chin, forcing me to look at her when she clarified, “You said you got into it with him. Did this him have you down at The Black Market too?” 
 
    Again, I played it off, my smile as convincing as I could make it when I told her, “You’re hearing things, woman. I didn’t say anything like that.” 
 
    Thankfully she accepted it, leaving me to head down the hallway towards a guest bedroom that she had basically transformed into her own as she said, “If you say so, little girl. Just know, even if you don’t tell me now, I’ll be finding out sooner than you think.”  
 
    “There’s nothing to find out. I swear,” I shouted after her, hoping that was actually the truth.  
 
    I mean, sure I wanted to work with Gabriel on music. And since my mother was also my manager, that meant if he was to actually take me up on the offer, they’d be meeting eventually.  But that wasn’t where my concern truly lied. It was the fact that regardless of his rejection, I still found myself physically attracted to him. I was still thinking about how strong his chest felt under my touch, was still thinking about his lips curled into that sexy ass grin even if it had only been to ridicule me, was already brainstorming new ways to approach him about my offer so that, if nothing else, I could see him again. 
 
    As if my mother could read my traitorous thoughts, she released an intentionally loud, “Mmmhmmmm…” just as Amerie’s reply came in.  
 
    “Oh my God! None of your business… (you know he is lol).” - Amerie 
 
    I smiled to myself, thinking about how much I admired her relationship as I typed out a response that really put a particular person on my mind. But since I also knew how ridiculous that was, I pressed send on my message before I’d have to deal with the guilt.  
 
    “Jealous. Have fun for the both of us. See you tomorrow.” - Z 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    “Why you over there frownin’, G? What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    Grayson’s question was one I honestly had for myself, trying to make sense of the attitude I had been carrying since we made it back to my apartment after leaving The Black Market. I was happy for him; happy his performance had gone well and happy he was getting the praise he deserved according to his phone that had been buzzing ever since with people telling him how good he was. I was happy to see people rocking to my beats - my babies - even if music wasn’t something I was really interested in pursuing.  
 
    And that’s when it hit me. 
 
    While I was happy the beats had been a part of my brother’s success tonight, I wasn’t happy that they had garnered the attention of… her. So my attitude was full-fledged when I finally answered, “Not shit. Just tryna figure out why the fuck you even brought me over there to talk to ol’ girl.”  
 
    His face scrunched instantly when he asked, “Nigga, what you mean? She’s a fuckin’ superstar. Why wouldn’t you wanna talk to her? Hell, I should be the one mad that you ran her off before I could even get a picture with her fine ass.”  
 
    “She ain’t even all that fine,” I told him, rolling my eyes as I reminded myself of what she looked like in person compared to the person from the videos. Flawless hickory brown skin that was surely covered in pounds of makeup, gorgeous almond-shaped eyes that obviously had contacts considering how perfectly their shade matched her skin, cute little nose that had probably gone through a few rounds of plastic surgery. 
 
    So, yeah. Maybe she was cute. But it was all invalid as far as I was concerned.  
 
    Still, none of that seemed to matter to Grayson as he reasoned, “G… come on now. She’s bae as fuck and you know it.” 
 
    “She’s aight,” I replied, mostly to get him off my neck about it. 
 
    Though that only seemed to move his focus elsewhere when he asked, “Why you trip on her like that anyway? I would’ve thought you’d be hyped to do some music with a real artist.” 
 
    I jabbed a finger his way as I told him, “You’re a real artist. Not her. She’s a fuckin’... fraud or somethin’. Hand-picked by the industry to blow up even though it’s chicks out here way more talented than her.” 
 
    While my mind instantly went to my ex-girlfriend Shy who had performed just before Grayson got on the stage, he only brushed me off with a wave of his hand. “Man, you on one. Zalayah’s vocals are crazy. And she can dance too. She’s the real deal.” 
 
    I shook my head, finding his claims just as ridiculous as he apparently found mine when I told him, “We must have different standards then, cause shorty’s vocals are basic as hell.” 
 
    He looked at me like I had just insulted his mother - our mother -, his face tight as he continued to defend, “Bruh, your ears must be clogged or somethin’ cause ain’t no way we’ve listened to the same Zalayah.” 
 
    I shrugged, tapping my fingers against the keyboard Grayson had talked me into buying as I hummed a new melody. I could already hear the whole song clearly in my head, already knew what instruments to bring in, already knew what kind of voice I wanted to hear over it. And while I knew it was one that was more fitting for a singer like Zalayah than a rapper like Grayson, that didn’t stop me from telling him, “I’ve heard her songs more than I’ve ever cared to hear them. She’s basic.”   
 
    It was clear he still wasn’t as convinced as I was as he clicked around on his phone before suggesting, “Man, listen to this.” 
 
    Naturally, I rolled my eyes again, shaking my head with annoyance as I tried to figure out why he was on her team so heavy. But it made sense once I heard a voice that sounded like an improved, more impressive version of the little pop princess’s. She was hitting notes that didn’t even compare to the ones on her mainstream songs while simultaneously playing a few simple chords on the guitar. Nothing too complicated, but still a tough feat considering how much heart she was singing with.  
 
    And I… I got chills.  
 
    “She doesn’t sound like that on the radio,” I told him as I took a closer look at his phone, immediately noticing that the video was uploaded to a YouTube page with a screenname that didn’t directly identify her. In fact, the whole page seemed to be a secret, each video with only a few thousand views compared to the millions of views on her artist page ran by the record label.  
 
    “That’s because they probably play with her voice in production. Do too much mixing and mastering to try and fit that popstar trend, which is exactly why you need to take the offer. Showcase your talent, and shit on all them niggas making the big bucks.” 
 
    He made it sound simple, but I knew the task was a lot more complicated than that. So I had no problem turning him down the same way I had done her. “Nah, I’m good on that. I already told you, I’ll do shit for you, do shit for a few of the homies. But that’s it. The music business ain’t for me.” 
 
    I expected a real response, something to try and convince me to change my mind. But instead, Grayson just clicked over to the next video, letting Zalayah’s voice fill in the silence between us as if that would prove his point better than any verbal rebuttal he could come up with. She was singing a cover of Solange’s Cranes in the Sky as she played the drums section of the arrangement. And I would’ve been lying if I didn’t admit how impressive it was, that she was both able to sing a song with such a unique pitch and play yet another instrument.  
 
    Once the song ended, Grayson gave me a look as if to ask, “Now are you interested?” And while his presentation was a little persuading, I still managed to fight against the temptation. “So the girl can actually sing. That still doesn’t mean I wanna work with her, and it damn sure doesn’t mean I wanna be in the industry.” 
 
    He smacked his teeth, wearing a look of disbelief as he took a shot straight at my gut when he said, “Man, you gotta stop lettin’ mom’s experience with the music biz reign over yours. Just because she got chewed up and spit out doesn’t mean the same thing will happen to you, G.” 
 
    I couldn’t even help the anger that immediately boiled over when I snapped, “Do you know who did it to her? My father. Not yours. Mine. Got a couple hit records out of her, got her high out of her mind, and got her pregnant with me just to leave her ass in the dirt with a few pennies to rub together while his ass is sittin’ in mansions still collecting checks that should have her name on them. So yeah, I’ll never be interested in that shit.” 
 
    It was a story Grayson knew well, a story I had shared with him the second he started showing interest in music, secretly hoping that would deter him. But I shouldn’t have been surprised when he decided to take up rapping since our mother had always kept us immersed in the classics despite how her career had turned out. 
 
    Still, regardless of how I felt about the industry, regardless of how I felt about doing music in general, that didn’t stop optimistic ass Grayson from continuing, “But you have the ear, bro. You got the skills, you got the ear, and she wants you. Zalayah got to me just to get to you.” 
 
    “Well she should’ve stayed at you cause coming to me was a waste of time,” I told him with another shrug.  
 
    A shrug that only encouraged him to tease, “Yeah, with your SoundCloud ass,” laughing as he headed towards the kitchen.  
 
    I shook my head as another one of Zalayah’s videos began to play, this one a cover of Location by Khalid, though she had changed the pitch to better fit her voice. And she sounded beautiful; like an angel, or some shit. But I was mostly blown away by how much her voice on these little recordings completely contradicted the voice I heard on the radio day after day. This one had range, and depth, and… soul. This one was powerful, something I could actually fuck with and probably make sound even better.  
 
    “Nah, fuck that…” I thought to myself as I picked up my own phone, looking her up on Instagram to see if any of these little clips had been shared there. But the only thing I found were pictures that easily backed up Grayson’s claims that Zalayah was bae as fuck. Some of the photos were obviously taken by professional photographers at whatever event she had attended where she was all glammed up, but others were just… her; raw, and real, and fuckin’ gorgeous.  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to decide I preferred her dressed down look, though it all looked pretty high-fashion on her. But I tried to click out of her profile as fast as I could once I felt Grayson over my shoulder. “Wow. So the one who claims he wants nothing to do with the pop princess is also stalking her Instagram? How does that work?” 
 
    While I knew he was only teasing me, I still felt the need to explain, “I was just checking to see if any of those videos you showed me were on her page.” 
 
    He laughed, easily calling my bluff. “That picture of her half-naked on vacation in The Maldives has nothing to do with those damn videos. Just face it. She’s bad.” 
 
    I shrugged as I admitted, “So she’s bad. What’s your point?” 
 
    “And she can sing too, huh?” 
 
    “She’s better than I thought, yeah,” I answered with a nod.  
 
    Grayson dusted his hands off, his smirk arrogant when he said, “Welp. I rest my case. Now get off of my bed so I can go to sleep.”  
 
    I stood up from the pull-out couch, helping him take the cushions off as I asked, “When you gonna get your own spot, man? Can’t sleep on my couch forever.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep on your couch until you get off your ass about taking that offer. If not for you, at least for me.” 
 
    My face scrunched as I repeated, “At least for you? What does me taking her offer have to do with you?” 
 
    He smacked his teeth as if I had asked a stupid question before he listed, “A way in, a foot in the door, a ‘hey, I think my little brother would be a great feature for this song’.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “For real?” he asked, sounding surprised by what had honestly surprised me too.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how I had gone from totally against it to even halfway considering it so fast. But I chucked it up to it being more about Gray than myself when I told him, “Yeah, for real. Only for you though.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask for, bruh,” he said, his tired look giving way to a giddy smile that meant he probably wouldn’t be going to sleep anytime soon; too excited about the possibility to go to sleep anytime soon. And I wasn’t sure if sleep would come easy for me either as I grabbed my headphones from the coffee table before heading towards the bedroom. 
 
    The second I closed the door behind me, I plugged the headphones into my phone, going straight for my YouTube app to look up Zalayah’s secret profile, hoping to find something to prove my original point of her being mediocre. But the only thing I found was a video of her doing choreography to Teyana Taylor’s Broken-Hearted Girl.  
 
    I could assume she wasn’t in the dance studio by herself since someone had to be recording, but that didn’t stop her from dancing like no one was watching. In fact, it seemed like she was dancing through something, as if she related to the words in a special way. I was immediately captivated by her every move, trying to make sense of how I had so easily talked down on her talent. Then again, it made sense once I remembered this video was uploaded to the YouTube profile that was obviously the world’s best kept secret, completely different than the PG-13 moves she usually did in her videos. While those videos lent themselves to her youthful popstar image, these were all grown-up, all woman, all… sexy. Her voice, her moves, damn… no wonder Gray had spoken so highly of her.  
 
    My face was so deep in the phone that I didn’t even realize he had come in the room until he said, “Yeah, I had to watch that one a few times myself.” 
 
    I fumbled the phone, trying to pause it as I started, “I was just…” 
 
    But he had no problem cutting me off, holding up his hand to say, “You ain’t gotta explain what’s already understood. And trust me, I get it.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “Somebody’s at the door, G!” 
 
    I had just stepped out of the shower when I heard Grayson calling out to me about the door as if he wasn’t capable of answering it himself. I knew he was probably playing NBA 2K online which meant he didn’t want to deal with an interruption. But his game wasn’t enough to stop me from shouting back, “Answer it!” 
 
    “Nigga, this ain’t my crib!”  
 
    I wrapped my towel around my waist, shaking my head as I shouted back, “That sure doesn’t stop you from eating all the food like it’s your crib!”  
 
    His little laugh in response was clear as day, along with the creak of the couch meaning he had actually gotten up to answer it. I had no idea who the visitor could be, but my guess was Shy since she steady found herself coming through even though she was never invited. And I suppose it was partially my fault since it wasn’t like I had ever denied her entry to my crib nor my bedroom. Either way, I was curious enough to go check things out, stopping by my room to grab a pair of basketball shorts to throw on before finally approaching the living room.  
 
    “Grayson, who was that at the… what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    I watched intently as Zalayah climbed up from the couch looking like a damn goddess, her smile annoyingly pleasant when she said, “Gabriel. Hi. Again. Uh… you can go put on some clothes first if you want. So we can chat.” 
 
    Instead of focusing on her like I wanted to, especially after watching every single one of her videos for the third night straight, I turned my attention to my brother and asked, “Man, why you lettin’ strangers in my crib?” 
 
    Of course I wasn’t really mad at my brother for letting Zalayah in. I was just… startled, as if she had grown straight from the dreams I had had about her the night before. But since I didn’t want to dream about her, had no business dreaming about her, I directed the anger for myself towards my brother. Though he only threw my words back at me when he replied, “You’re the one who told me to answer the door. And I’m pretty sure she’s no stranger, especially considering the crowd she had to squeeze through to get in here.” 
 
    It wasn’t until that moment that I noticed the roar of people all shouting her name from outside in the hallway while she stood completely still, her smile intact as she waited for me to really acknowledge what she had supposedly came by for. But I could hardly look her in the eye after the trips I had been taking down Zalayah Lane night after night. It felt as if I knew too much without knowing her at all, like I had invaded her privacy even though she had technically shared it all on a public platform. But she hadn’t yet shared that side of her with the world which meant she probably didn’t expect me to know about it either.  
 
    So I acted like I didn’t, instead choosing to address the random assortment of knocks and bumps against the walls from her admirers when I asked, “Yo, why you bringing all that shit my way?” 
 
    She shrugged, smirking when she answered, “It kinda comes with the territory. But I just wanted to see if you… changed your mind. About producing a couple tracks for me. I know it has only been a couple of days, but…  I guess I’m just really anxious about this.”  
 
    “How’d you even find me?” I asked, crossing my arms over my bare chest and enjoying the glimpse of her squirming in response to my natural flex. 
 
     But she quickly returned to normal, tossing a hand over her shoulder towards the couch as she explained, “I reached out to Gray and he gave me your address. I figured an in-person visit would let you know how serious I am about this.” 
 
    I tossed a side eye my brother’s way, only to find him already back engrossed in his video game as he shouted, “And one!” into the headset he was wearing to talk shit to his online opponent. But his ears being occupied gave me the perfect opportunity to tease Zalayah as I stepped to her to say, “So the little pop princess is tracking down my brother to get to me. You must’ve been serious about that fuck you.” 
 
    Instead of squirming under my gaze like I expected her to, she only rolled her eyes, taking a step back to create some space between us as her expression hardened meaning she was really here to talk business. And even though I had already told her I wasn’t interested, it was clear she wasn’t taking “No” for an answer.  
 
    “Look. It was a mistake for me to come at you like that, but you don’t have to worry about it happening ever again. I just want to make some music with you. That’s it. I even brought you a contract laying out all the details. If you sign, it means we’ll do two songs together. You’ll get paid a standard hourly rate for your services along with access to the beats to share wherever you promote yourself without having to worry about copyright issues or anything like that. If we end up using the songs for the album, you’ll get a three-percent record royalty. And as an additional bonus, you’ll also get twenty hours’ worth of free studio time to use for whatever projects you’re working on independently. I added that clause myself as a gift from me to you,” she said with a smile and nod as if she was really proud of the gesture. 
 
    She handed over the packet of papers, and I was already busy flipping through them when I asked, “Did you actually read this contract? Or are you just going off the word of those shady ass people at your record label?” 
 
    I was surprised to hear her laugh at what I expected to be taken as an insult when she assured, “I read it myself. It’s legit.” 
 
    As I continued flipping through the pages, my quick glances found nothing out of the ordinary, though I also knew people trying to get over on you usually made things look ordinary as hell so that you wouldn’t notice any red flags. But once I made it to the last page and saw the signature already stamped onto the dotted line next to where I was also expected to sign, my stomach turned.  
 
    “I’m good,” I told her, practically stuffing the papers back into her hands.  
 
    But she didn’t accept them, pushing them back my way as she pleaded, “Just think about it. Please.” 
 
    “Zalayah, look. On some real shit, I’m flattered you went through all this trouble, but I’m really not trying to do this music thing like that,” I explained in the same way I had done the first time she asked, though this time the message came out a lot softer than before.  
 
    And I suppose since I had handled it gently, she responded with the same energy, her voice subdued when she replied, “I understand. But keep the contract just in case you do become interested. And here’s my assistant’s card, but I wrote my number on the back so you can get in touch right away if you somehow come to a new conclusion.” 
 
    I accepted the card she had extended my way, pinching it between my fingertips as I took a closer look at it; more importantly at the number she had scribbled onto the back. And while I was a little caught off-guard by how forthcoming she was being with her personal information, I couldn’t help but ask, “How you know I won’t sell this to the tabloids for a quick buck?” 
 
    Again, what I expected to make her at least flinch only earned a laugh. “I can always change my number, just like you can always change your mind,” she replied with a wink before heading for the door, giving it some customary knock that prompted the guy I recognized as her bodyguard to open it from the outside. Then I watched as he wrapped an arm around her shoulder, guiding her out past the crowd of cell phones trying to snap a picture of her as she kept her head down.  
 
    It was honestly fascinating to watch how quickly the crowd scattered in the direction she had left, completely deserting my front door. But I still wasn’t quite alone as my brother reached over my shoulder for the card and shouted, “Let me get that!” 
 
    Instead of using the force I wanted to on him, I used it to slam the door, locking it as I told him, “I should sock your ass for letting her in in the first place.” 
 
    He smacked his teeth as he returned to the couch and picked up his controller. “You act like she was a Jehovah’s Witness or somethin’. And it wasn’t like I could just leave her out there. I mean, you saw how the neighborhood swarmed her ass once word got out that she was here of all places.” 
 
    While I knew he was right, I also knew the amount of people that had shown up wasn’t exactly my problem. In fact, I had problems of my own once I heard a knock on the door, recognizing it well enough to open it blindly even after the hysteria of Zalayah’s presence. But that was also what had prompted Shy’s visit as she snapped, “What the fuck was she doing around here? And coming into your place at that?” 
 
    I scrubbed a hand across the top of my head, blowing out a heavy breath. “Shy, what do you want?” 
 
    “I want to know why you have fuckin’ Zalayah coming in and out of your apartment like the shit is normal,” she replied with a roll of her neck as she crossed her arms over her chest and waited for an explanation. 
 
    An explanation I chose to fabricate when I told her, “She came to see Grayson. She saw him perform at The Black Market the other night and now she wants him on a track.” 
 
    The lie had rolled off my tongue so easily that I almost believed it myself, though it was clear Grayson didn’t approve as he shook his head in response. And luckily Shy wasn’t paying him any mind as she grumbled, “Yeah, that better be all she wants. You know her career should’ve been mine, right? She’s not even that good.” 
 
    I released another heavy breath, this time rubbing a hand against the back of my neck. “Know all about it, Shy. Now if you don’t need anything else, I’d like to finish getting dressed.” 
 
    Her eyes immediately lit up as she pulled her lip between her teeth, her whole mood appearing to change when she asked, “Can I come?” 
 
    “It’s a free country. You can do what you want,” I replied, though it really didn’t match how I felt on the inside. Truth be told, I was more interested in reviewing the contract Zalayah had left than fucking around with Shy. But when she slowly grazed her palm against my dick, easily bringing it to life, it was clear my thoughts were no longer in control of the situation.  
 
    The contract - Zalayah - would just have to wait.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    I was exhausted. 
 
    Red-eye flight, morning talk show appearance, vocal lessons, return flight, dance rehearsal, and now the quarterly dinner meeting with the record label.  
 
    Yeah, I was definitely exhausted.   
 
    I honestly wasn’t sure why they still invited me to these things knowing how much I hated them, but I suppose it wouldn’t have been a good look for me to be absent without a real excuse. And even still, my mom had to drag me from the bed I had snuck in after my post-rehearsal shower to make sure that I attended.  
 
    As a hint towards my disinterest, I was purposely dressed down in distressed jeans and a t-shirt with everyone else dressed to the nines in their designer power suits and dresses. Well, everyone except for Gavin, also known as G. Griffey, the only other money-making artist in the room. He was a rapper who was new to the label, added to the roster as a result of my label buying his out. And while we hadn’t spoken much since the video we shot together a few years back as a rocky test run for my new image, it still felt great to have a young, familiar face in the room. Though it was clear the attention was all on me when Nigel, the CEO, asked, “So Zalayah, any idea when you’ll be ready to get back in the studio? A couple of producers have already sent me new tracks for you to check out.” 
 
    I used my fork to pick around the salad I had ordered, trying my best not to roll my eyes when I answered, “I have my own producer. I told you that before.” 
 
    Even if Gabriel hadn’t gotten back to me quite yet, or shown any true interest in the offer, there was no way I was going to get tied up in someone of the label’s choosing. Because regardless of the hit records we had made together in the past, there was no doubt in my mind that the producers they picked would subtly try to steer me away from the new sound I was going for through a little mixing and mastering. But Gabriel’s reluctance didn’t exactly help my cause when Nigel followed up by asking, “Well, where is he?” 
 
    “He’s still… reviewing that contract you gave me a few days ago. He said he’d... get back to me, us, soon,” I stammered, hoping my white lie would eventually turn into the truth.  
 
    And it was clear Nigel wasn’t exactly pleased with my answer as he dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a napkin before he replied, “Well I sure hope ‘soon’ means in the next couple of days, Zalayah. That’s all we have before we really need to get going. Your album is already late as is.” 
 
    “It’ll be worth the wait. I promise,” I told him with the smile that usually managed to ease his tension. Though I wasn’t sure if it still held the same power as instead of acknowledging it with a smile of his own, he continued the conversation down the table.  
 
    “G. Griffey, what do you have coming up next? How’s little Griff?” 
 
    Gavin leaned back in his chair, his grin turning crooked when he replied, “The baby is great, Reagan is great, and the tour starts next Tuesday. They’re both coming with me.” 
 
    “Tour life isn’t really the place for a child, Gavin. Especially a baby,” one of the other execs quickly chimed in.  
 
    And I watched in awe as G. Griffey only shrugged, staring the man down across the table as he stood his ground. “Like I said, they’re coming with me.” 
 
    I could tell the boldness had caught the man off-guard, his face turning beet red as he agreed, “O…. kay. So we have your tour, a Zalayah release this Spring…” 
 
    “Err… Summer.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked, challenging me the same way he had done to Gavin.  
 
    But I suppose I was feeling inspired by my new labelmate, his actions giving me an extra boost of confidence when I clarified, “Summer. The release will more than likely be this Summer.” 
 
    There was a collective sigh around the table as Nigel smacked a hand against his forehead, clearly displeased with the news. But I was hardly bothered by his irritation, knowing if nothing else, the extra time would allow me to deliver an album I could actually be proud of; an album that would make him a whole lot of money if he played his cards right.  
 
    “Zalayah, your album was already done. And not only was it done, it was supposed to be a Winter release. We can’t continue wasting resources on you just for you to abuse them,” another exec added, earning a bunch of nods from the other money-hungry nerds who surrounded him.  
 
    In the past, I probably would’ve taken his comment to heart. But today, I had no problem putting him back in his place when I reminded him, “I haven’t wasted anything. I told you guys I didn’t want to do another pop bop album, yet you all took it upon yourselves to make me record that anyway. So if anything, you guys wasted resources you could’ve saved if you would’ve just listened to me in the first place. I found a producer, I found the exact vibe I want, and now it’s time for you to fall back and watch me work my magic.” 
 
    “Yeah, let little homie work her magic. She knows what she’s doing,” G. Griffey chimed in, his support surprising the hell out of me while also making me feel empowered in my stance. But once again, it was clear Nigel was done dealing with me until further notice, moving onto the next artist just as my phone vibrated against the table.  
 
    Since it wasn’t unusual for anyone to be on their phones during this particular meeting considering the music business never stopped, I checked it immediately to find a text notification from a number I didn’t have saved in my contacts. And once I unlocked it to actually read what whoever had sent, I felt myself panic a little as I read it a few times over.  
 
    “I’m ready for you.” - Unknown 
 
    The message was so vague, but that didn’t stop my heart from pounding as I tried to process its real meaning. There weren’t a lot of people who had my phone number. In fact, most people didn’t have my phone number, screened by my assistant long before they could even get to me. But since I had just recently given my number to someone in particular, my guess was that it was him. 
 
    But he was ready for me?  
 
    In what sense?  
 
    Was he ready to take the deal? Ready to get in the studio now that he had finally come to his senses about an offer he shouldn’t have refused in the first place? Or was he just ready to turn me down the same way he had done before? 
 
    Thinking about it so deeply didn’t make any sense since I hadn’t even confirmed who it was. And since there was no use in conducting a conversation without doing so, my response reflected that.  
 
    “Who is this?” - Z 
 
    I halfway listened as Nigel talked logistics with a new artist, Mallory, who I could assume would be taking my place on the pop realm. She was blonde, and pale, and… moldable. And she was young, reminding me a little of myself when I first made the move to the West Coast without anything more than a few songs that had hit the Top 200 charts. But at the time, I was determined, and hungry, and nothing was going to stand in the way of getting to the top, until I got there and realized it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.  
 
    Sure, I was making the money and had made quite a name for myself. But I wasn’t singing what I wanted to, I wasn’t dressing how I wanted to, I wasn’t expanding my brand in ways that I wanted to. And I wasn’t having fun anymore. What was supposed to be the time of my life had me dreading getting up in the morning, forced to plaster on a smile through it all.  
 
    Thankfully, that was all getting ready to change according to the latest text I had received. 
 
    “Who do you think it is? I’m ready to get in the studio. Let’s make a deal.” - Unknown 
 
    I smiled to myself, saving his number in my contacts. Then I did a quick scan of the table, finding all eyes still on Mallory before I sent another reply.  
 
    “Officially? Send me a pic of the signed contract. I’m meeting with the label right now.” - Z 
 
    While I was already giddy from his verbal commitment, I knew the business well enough to know if it wasn’t on paper then it held no real weight. Still, that didn’t stop Gabriel from assuming his little message was enough according to his latest response.  
 
    “Just take my word for now, superstar. I’m in. When we getting started?” - Gabriel 
 
    “As soon as you get me that contract back. So… tomorrow?” - Z 
 
    I could already hear my mother yelling at me for tinkering with our airtight schedule yet again. But I knew the sooner I could get in the studio with him, the sooner I could put some new music out which was truly more important than anything on the itinerary. And it was clear new music was even more of an urgent matter as I watched Mallory stand up from the table and clear her throat before belting her off-brand ass acapella version of Ariana Grande’s Side to Side.  
 
    My ears felt like they were bleeding as I directed my attention back to my phone to read Gabriel’s text. 
 
    “Yo, you serious? Just like that?” - Gabriel 
 
    “I mean, if you’re not too busy…” - Z 
 
    All the execs at the table applauded - wait, why are they applauding for that trash? - knocking me from my trance as I peeked over to find G. Griffey’s face just as twisted as mine. Clearly we were the only two level-headed people at the table. But instead of wasting my attention on them as they laid out the details for her recording and promotional schedule, I went back to my phone.  
 
    “Nah. Well I have to work until 5, but I’m free after that.” - Gabriel 
 
    “Great. You want me to send a car to pick you up?” - Z 
 
    I could pretty much assume Gabriel had a car of his own. But since I wanted to make sure I handled him the same way I would handle any other person I worked with, I knew that also meant extending him the same luxuries. 
 
    “Sure. Why not. I mean, you already hacked my address. The least you could do is use it the right way.” - Gabriel 
 
    His response was oozing with sarcasm, making me giggle as the dinner meeting was finally called to a close. I shook hands with all the relevant people before stopping by G. Griffey to give him a quick hug. And as I made my way to the car waiting for me with X and Kelly in tow, I stopped just short of the door to send Gabriel a final reply that would officially stamp my new beginning. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow.” – Z 
 
      
 
    & 
 
    Livid was an understatement. 
 
    I should’ve known better than to think of Gabriel as a true professional considering our interactions had been everything but. But I still didn’t think he’d be so inconsiderate to not even shoot me a text to let me know he’d be late to our first studio session, making the driver wait at his apartment for almost an hour before he decided he was ready. My schedule was tight, including the midnight workout I had planned with my trainer and the dance rehearsal I had scheduled with Amerie before dawn. But apparently that meant nothing to Gabriel as he strolled into the studio doors reeking of weed. 
 
    “He blew me off to get high?” I thought to myself while standing up to ask, “What took you so long? I’ve been waiting for you for over an hour, and this studio time doesn’t pay for itself.” 
 
    He shrugged, adjusting the hood on his head as he continued past me towards the area designated for recording. I could tell he was already doing a mental study of the different equipment, running his fingertips along the mixing board as he finally replied, “Some shit came up. But I already got a couple arrangements done in my head, so that should save us some time. Just gotta put ‘em on wax and let you do your thing.” 
 
    While I could appreciate that he had at least came a little prepared, that still wasn’t enough for my anger to subside. So I had no problem jabbing a finger his way when I scolded, “No shit is more important than this shit. And if you’re really gonna do this, I need you to get it right on all cylinders. That includes punctuality.”  
 
    “I got you, superstar. Won’t happen again,” he replied nonchalantly, digging in the middle pocket of his hoody to pull out his half-folded and slightly crumbled contract.  
 
    My face twisted as I watched him toss the papers on the table behind us like it was a stack of fast food napkins and not the ticket making all of this happen. But since there was only so much energy I could put towards arguing without overexerting myself, I said, “Good. Now let’s get to it.”  
 
    He immediately made himself comfortable in one of the rolling chairs, twisting and turning a bunch of different knobs on the control surface as if he had been in here a million times before sliding his chair closer to the MIDI Controller to begin constructing a beat with the virtual instruments. And I watched in awe as he effortlessly began to tap away at the different sounds, bobbing his head to the tempo he was creating before stopping to peek over his shoulder at me.  
 
    His fingertips were still resting on the keys, the few instruments he had already added to the baseline of the beat playing repeatedly in the background as he calmly stated, “I can’t work like this.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked, his heavy gaze making me a little uncomfortable as I was reminded of just how fine he was now that I wasn’t as blinded by my anger. His matching hoody and sweatpants fit just enough to be considered athletic casual without looking as if he was really getting ready to go to the gym. And according to the hint of a hairline sticking out of the front of his hood and his freshly-lined facial hair, he had just recently made a trip to the barbershop. 
 
    I guess if he was going to be late, the least he could do was look good doing it. But that was the last thing on his mind as he smirked before answering, “With you all over my shoulder like this. Don’t you have some lyrics you need to be writing or somethin’?” 
 
    “I can’t write lyrics until I have at least the foundation of a beat,” I told him, catching the faint sounds of the one he was creating and already thinking about what one-liners I had stashed in the notes app on my phone that I could pull together to make a quick couple of verses.  
 
    It was a habit of mine whenever I felt inspired to jot down lyrics on the go, though none of them were actually connected since there was no way I was going to waste my heartfelt words on mainstream pop beats. But as I watched Gabriel turn around and put enough touches on the beat to give me something to work with, I decided there was no time like the present to finally put them to use.  
 
    “Well that was quick,” I told him, pulling up a chair next to his as he grabbed a pair of headphones for me to use while he continued constructing the beat on the other side of the recording station. 
 
    And as I made myself comfortable in the chair, kicking off my tennis shoes so that I could tuck my feet under me, I listened to him explain, “I need you workin’, superstar. We ain’t got all night, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess not,” I answered with a shrug, taking the headphones he had extended my way and sliding them halfway over my ears before pulling my phone from my purse to get to work like he had suggested.  
 
    As I scrolled through my notes, glancing at the collection that was bigger than I remembered and trying to decide what direction I wanted to take with this particular beat, I could feel Gabriel watching me the same way I had been watching him. Though instead of being over my shoulder, he was staring straight at me, not even bothering to hide his creepiness the way I had. But his heavy gaze didn’t exactly feel creepy. In fact, it made me squirm a little in my seat until I finally snapped, “What?” 
 
    “You look nice today,” he answered with a sexy little grin before turning his attention back to the control surface, quick enough to miss me rolling my eyes in response.  
 
    “Is that supposed to be a joke?” I asked, glancing down at the solid black t-shirt dress I had on, made even more basic by the fact that I had left all my jewelry at home.  
 
    “Nah. You look… comfortable. And comfortable is a good look on you, Zalayah.” 
 
    I cringed when he said my name, thinking of all the times it had been shouted at me on my way in and out of the various buildings I had visited throughout the day by the fans and paparazzi trying to get my attention. Of course I loved my name. But having a real name that doubled as a stage name came with a different level of irritation whenever it was used in private spaces. So instead of letting it be a lingering issue, I asked Gabriel, “Can you… not call me that? Just call me Z or somethin’.” 
 
    He chuckled, the short glimpse of his perfect smile giving me butterflies as he replied, “Z reminds me of this big ass nigga who dunked on me back in high school. Gotta pick somethin’ else, little mama.”  
 
    “How about Rose?”  
 
    “Rose? Where’d that come from?” he asked, continuing to bob his head to the beat as he tested out a few different keyboard arrangements to add.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why I felt so comfortable sharing personal information with someone who was still mostly a stranger. But since it was probably available on my Wikipedia page, I quickly explained, “It’s my middle name. Zalayah Rose.” 
 
    He nodded as he repeated, “Rose. Rose. I can rock with that, Rose.” And the little smile he gave in addition had me fighting my own grin as I turned my attention back to my phone, trying to hide the fact that I was blushing at his intonation as if I hadn’t been mad at him just a few moments before. 
 
    Not a good sign.  
 
    Still, I tried not to be bothered by it too much, instead starting a new note with the one lyric I felt was worthy of creating a whole song around. 
 
    “Your love… baby, your love is the best. I don’t know if I can handle… but I still want you to put me to the test…” 
 
    I was face deep in my phone, typing away as the lyrics flowed effortlessly from my brain through my fingertips against the keyboard and guitar combination. But my typing came to a halt once I caught Gabriel pulling his phone from his pocket out of my peripheral, rolling his eyes before pressing the button to answer it.  
 
    The beat was still thumping in my ears, but I did my best to make my eavesdropping not look so obvious as I gently slid one of the headphones off just as he said, “Nah, I’m in the studio.” And since I couldn’t hear the responses on the other end, I had to make sense of the one-sided conversation I was given, though some parts played themselves out a lot more thoroughly than others.  
 
    “Don’t worry about all that.” 
 
    “I know my car is parked at the apartment. A car service picked me up.”  
 
    “I don’t know what time I’ll be back, Shy. I’ll hit you when I get home.”   
 
    “Aren’t you always ready to fuck?”  
 
    “Yeah, aight.” 
 
    The second he ended the call was the same second I blurted, “Was that your girlfriend?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have even been listening, shouldn’t have even cared about an answer. And according to the scowl he wore in response, it was clear I had overstepped. But to my surprise, it washed away just as quickly, his expression turning more neutral when he replied, “Used to be.” 
 
    “Used to be? Sounds like you two are still pretty acquainted.” 
 
    “What’s it to you?” he fired back, the scowl returning as he challenged me to explain. But I didn’t have an explanation, other than me being nosy for reasons I definitely wasn’t going to admit. 
 
    So I didn’t, instead offering a little shrug as I avoided his eyes when I answered, “Uh… nothing. I was just asking, commenting.” 
 
    “Well that’s not necessary, Rose,” he said with the same intonation he had used before, a half-hearted smirk growing on his face in response to my blushing as he nodded towards my phone and asked, “You about done?” 
 
    I glanced down at it, scrolling back through the lyrics for the first time since creating the rough draft. And considering they were still relatively fresh in my mind, I told him, “I can be.” 
 
    “Are you? Or are you not?” he asked, his eyebrow raised as he stared me down.   
 
    And the pressure of his gaze alone was enough for me to rush out, “Yes. I’m done. I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    I left the headphones on the control surface before heading towards the recording booth. But Gabriel’s hand against my forearm stopped me in my tracks, prompting me to look down at him when he insisted, “Nah, you gotta have your mind right. Can’t go into the booth all hostile and shit.” 
 
    “I’m good. Seriously,” I said with a nod, knowing if nothing else, I was going to handle my business. And he thankfully let me go, though his face didn’t look too convinced as he settled deeper into his chair while I made myself comfortable in the booth, taking a deep breath before sliding the headphones over my ears and getting in position in front of the microphone. 
 
    Even though I had already committed most of the lyrics to memory from my first skim-through, I put my phone on the music stand just in case I forgot a line or two. And once the beat began to play in my ears, the additional tweaks Gabriel had made bringing it even more to life, I quickly got lost in the vibe as I closed my eyes and belted the first verse.  
 
    Well… that was my intention until the beat stopped out of nowhere, my eyes immediately snapping back open as I gave him a look that asked what was wrong. He leaned into the control surface, pressing the button for the speaker to say, “The only reason I agreed to do this is because of FlowerChild347. So if she’s not gonna show up in the booth tonight, then I’m taking my ass back home.” 
 
    “How do you even know about that page?” I asked, wondering just how much of it he had even seen.  
 
    It was a private YouTube page that I had only been managing for the last few months; a test run of sorts for the artist I wanted to be as opposed to the artist I had been presented as for the greater portion of my career. And even though only a few hundred loyal fans had exclusive access to it, their preliminary excitement about my new image was what helped to boost my confidence, giving me the push I needed to move forward with pursuing this album.  
 
    Clearly someone had broken code and shared it with Gabriel, but he didn’t give me much insight on who did it when he finally answered, “I have my ways. Now give me her. Not that same ass popstar bullshit you’ve been on.” 
 
    I should’ve been offended, but I knew he was right. If I really wanted to be different, I had to give different. I had to embody everything I claimed I wanted to be while also letting go of the shit I used to be able to get away with knowing whatever producer I was working with would polish it to perfection later. It was time to really prove myself, as an artist, as a vocalist, and most importantly, as a grown ass woman.  
 
    So I signaled that I was ready to try it again with a nod just as the beat began to play through the headphones, letting the sexy vibe Gabriel had created get me in the mood as I swayed against the melody before using every bit of the vocal training I had been receiving to attack the first verse. But I quickly realized I was overdoing it when my voice cracked as I tried to hit one of the higher notes without any real warm-up; a rookie mistake even though I was far from a rookie. 
 
    This time it was me stopping the recording, holding up my hand as I told him, “I know, I know. I missed the note. Run it again, please.” 
 
    I expected the music to start back from the top, but the only thing I heard was Gabriel asking, “Yo, have you ever really been in love before? Or you just frontin’ tryna sing about the shit?”  
 
    “I’m trying alright,” I whined unintentionally, more frustrated with myself than anything for coming off like such an amateur and surely sounding exactly like the non-singing popstar he originally believed me to be.  
 
    But to my surprise, he was the one offering what seemed to be words of encouragement when he replied, “Don’t try. Do. Never thought I’d be saying this shit, but you’re better than this.” 
 
    I was grateful to hear that he actually saw something in me beyond his initial claims, but I was also growing even more concerned about proving him right. Either way, I knew I had to focus up if I expected to really get the job done. So I gave my shoulders a shake before pulling them back high and proud, then I closed my eyes as the music finally began to play again in my ears. But almost as quickly as the first time, the music came to an abrupt stop along with Gabriel muttering through the speaker, “Yeah, you definitely haven’t been fucked right...” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped, yanking the headphones from my ears as I became even more frustrated.  
 
    Instead of staying on the outside of the booth, Gabriel stood up from his chair to join me on the inside and reply, “It means what I just said. You’re singing about love, and sex, and… the shit doesn’t even sound right coming from you. I think you’re bluffin’.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, crossing my arms over my chest as I explained, “I’m not faking anything. I’m just… uncomfortable.” 
 
    His face scrunched in disbelief. “Uncomfortable? Why are you uncomfortable? You’ve done way too many albums to suddenly be uncomfortable in the studio, Zalayah.” 
 
    “But this particular space is new for me. The only remotely sexy song I have is the one from the video I did with G. Griffey. And that was like, two years ago.” 
 
    Back then, switching up my sound was just a lofty idea that I got the opportunity to test run, which thinking back on it was probably just a move by the record label to get me to stop asking to do it. And their strategy had worked, the song doing well, but not as well as my previous releases which meant I needed to stick to the original script. But after releasing another album under the “popstar”-guise, it didn’t take long for me to realize that it was bigger than just the numbers. It was about me; being able to really be myself, do what I love, and sing about my actual life, not the life that had been nipped and tucked to perfection for public consumption. Though according to the questionable look on Gabriel’s face, I wasn’t quite doing that either.  
 
    “Is that the vibe you’re going for though? Sexy?” he asked, cocking his head to the side as he studied me while waiting for an answer.  
 
    I shrugged, gnawing at my lip as I replied, “I mean, the beat you made… it lends itself to it quite well. So yeah, that’s what I’m going for.” 
 
    He nodded as if my half-hearted explanation really made sense to him before reaching out and giving my wrist a slight tug to bring me towards him. Then he wrapped me in a quick embrace from behind, one I didn’t fight off right away because it felt so good to be in his arms. They were stronger than they looked under the weight of his hoody, the increased pressure making me gasp before I finally worked up the good sense to ask, “What are you doing?” 
 
    His voice was smoother than usual as he leaned in to whisper against my ear, “Close your eyes and sing that first verse for me again, Rose.”  
 
    I smiled at his emphasis, quickly deciding I had nothing to lose in following his request. And it certainly helped that whatever cologne he had used in an attempt to cover up the smell of his marijuana-stained clothes smelled good as hell, making me relax in his hold even more as I closed my eyes and did exactly what he had asked.  
 
    I could feel his fingertips as they left my waist and slowly glided up my stomach with every additional word I crooned, my core squeezing tightly in response to his touch as I tried to stay focused on the lyrics. And I could feel his mouth as it hovered around my neck without actually connecting to my skin, the closeness making my heart race as I attempted to process what any of this actually meant. But I knew for sure that his actions were at least energizing my vocals until he pulled away halfway through the verse and asked, “Now did you hear how that sounded differently than the way you were singing it before?” 
 
    For whatever reason, I suddenly felt embarrassed, wrapping myself in a solo embrace as I considered his question. There was certainly a lot more… passion in my vocals. And it was clear I had actually made the lyrics believable according to the look of approval on Gabriel’s face. But I couldn’t really stand to look at him now that he had already discovered just how easy it was to get me fired up.  
 
    So I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible, avoiding his eyes when I answered, “Uh… yeah. I mean, I guess.” 
 
    My obvious discomfort only made him laugh. “Wow, superstar. You’re really in here blushin’ like a virgin from a little hug.” 
 
    A little hug.  
 
    That’s all it was. At least, that’s all it was supposed to be. But leave it to me to get so wrapped up in the feel of his body against mine, to get so wrapped up in his gentle touch, to get so wrapped up in the… “I’m not a virgin!” 
 
    “You’re also not very experienced. But that’s alright. We’ll make it work. Even if it means I gotta keep giving you a proper warm-up,” he replied with a wink before turning to leave the recording booth.  
 
    My insides turned to butterflies as I headed back to the music stand, sliding the headphones over my ears so that I could tell him, “No way. I mean…. maybe. But only for the sake of the song. Not anything else.” 
 
    He clicked the button for the speaker, his little smirk still intact when he said, “I hear you, Rose. I’m gonna run it back, and I want you to sing it like you just did, aight?” 
 
    Instead of answering with words I really didn’t have, I only nodded as I closed my eyes and waited for the melody Gabriel had created from scratch to play once again. And this time, instead of trying to develop a new fantasy in my head for everything I was singing about, one developed on its own, giving me chills as I watched the shirtless Gabe I remembered from his apartment do things to me far beyond the simple touching he had done to get me to sing with the fervor I was singing with now.  
 
    I almost couldn’t believe how vivid my imagination was, but I was also grateful for its existence as I made my way through the first verse error-free, putting forth all the extra… energy Gabriel had created inside of me as I continued singing through the hook. But before I could make it to the chorus, the music came to a stop, replaced with Gabriel saying, “You killed that, Rose. That was perfect. Absolutely perfect.” 
 
    “Thanks to you…” I thought to myself as I offered him a simple smile of appreciation that he matched before he said, “We’ll go back and add some ad-libs in later, but let’s move on to the chorus. Cool?” 
 
    I nodded, adjusting the headphones on my ears as I prepared myself for what was next to come while also keeping my eyes trained on him. And he caught my gaze, giving another little wink that made me blush before his attention went to his phone. I watched intently as his eyes widened at whatever had come up on the screen before his face turned into more of an impressed grin as he tilted the phone a few different ways. Then he licked his lips, typing out a reply that was apparently important enough to keep me waiting. And even if it wasn’t, that was how I was going to interpret it, giving me good reason to stay in my lane.  
 
    Allowing him to give me the sensual energy I needed to sing my heart out was one thing. But allowing him to take away energy that could be used for singing by wasting it on interest in him wasn’t even an option. 
 
    I had to stay focused, even if that meant nipping my little crush right in the bud.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    My mind was all over the place. 
 
    While I should’ve been focused on Shy as she rode my dick like her life depended on it, my thoughts were torn between her and Zalayah as I played our time spent together in the studio over and over again in my head. It hadn’t taken long at all for her to grow on me, both as an artist and as a human being. Because even though there was a crowd of paparazzi waiting to catch a single glimpse of her car leaving the studio in the middle of the night and even though she had one of the most recognizable names in the game, she was as down to earth as they came. 
 
    And that was attractive as hell. 
 
    Physically touching her hadn’t been a part of my plans coming into the studio, and truth be told, I was more annoyed than anything that she required it just to be able to sing the way I knew she was capable of. But once I did, everything about it felt… natural, easy, normal as hell. And while I had to play it down in the moment, I knew there was nothing “little” about holding her in an embrace while she blessed me with her vocals. A blessing that wasn’t even close to being neutralized as I watched Shy’s ass bounce against my pelvis while she let out all sorts of pornstar-worthy screams.  
 
    “Shit! I’m about to cum!”  
 
    “Thank God,” I thought to myself, grabbing her hips and thrusting harder to expedite the process until she collapsed in front of me.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure why I was still doing this shit with her, wasn’t sure why I had even hit her up to come over after I was done in the studio knowing good and well we had broken up for a reason. But I suppose the nudes she had sent me while I was recording with Zalayah had blinded my judgment, putting me in the sticky situation of kicking her out so I could get a good night’s rest before going back into the studio the next day to put some finishing touches on the first song we had recorded and begin working on the second.  
 
    “That was…” she started, dramatically gasping through her words, though I quickly cut her off.  
 
    “Amazing? Wonderful? Better than that nigga you cheated on me with?”  
 
    My reminder prompted her to climb off of me, taking the blanket with her as she clenched it against her chest and leaned against the headboard. “Gabe, come on. I thought we were passed that.” 
 
    “Just because I’m fuckin’ you every now and then doesn’t mean anything, Shy,” I replied as I stood up from the bed so that I could get rid of the condom that hadn’t even been filled.  
 
    What a waste. 
 
    The bed squeaked under the shift of her weight once she decided to follow me, making me roll my eyes as I listened to her reason, “But it should. I mean, I’ve apologized a million times in more ways than one.” 
 
    “Only because you found out that nigga wasn’t worth the mistake you made. That still doesn’t erase what you did. In fact, it only makes it worse. You fucked us up for no good reason.” 
 
    While the relationship between Shy and I had always been a little complicated with the constant drama, trust issues, and insecurities, finding out she had cheated on me with some dude that was supposedly going to “manage” her and get her singing career to take off had been the final straw for me. I had seen the guy around The Black Market a few times, had even dapped him up on a few occasions because he had also been in talks with my little brother. But after stumbling across a few text exchanges between him and Shy on her phone, and then digging a little deeper to find out she had actually been fucking him behind my back, there was no way in hell I could unsee it. And it certainly didn’t help that she’d always brag about all this work and studio time he supposedly had lined up for her, only for her to be in the same exact spot of her career that she had always been.  
 
    When I finally confronted her about it, her tears ran like waterfalls. And even though I was the hurt one, it still made me feel bad to see her cry because, well, I loved her. So while we had technically broken up, we still stayed in touch, I still let her come around, and we still did… this.  
 
    “I’m trying to fix things between us, Gabe. Why do you think I’m here?” she asked, her voice softened as she rested her hands against my chest.  
 
    But I knocked them away, blowing past her to gather my clothes as I suggested, “To fuck your way back into my life?” 
 
    “That’s a little harsh,” she huffed as she followed me once again, this time crossing her arms over her chest as she watched me put on the basketball shorts I’d be sleeping in.  
 
    And since I had her undivided attention, I was sure to double down when I said, “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “You say that like you’re not... enjoying me fuckin’ my way back into your life,” she replied as she wrapped her arms around my waist from behind and tugged at my waistband.  
 
    Any other time, the simple act might’ve been just enough for me to play along with. But tonight, I wasn’t in the mood. In fact, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever been in the mood for her again. So as I made my way out of her hold, gently peeling her hands away, I told her, “Nah, I’m saying it like this is the last time I’m doing this with you. Shit ain’t even cool, man. It’s time for me to move on.”  
 
    “Move on? With who? Zalayah?” she snapped, making my face scrunch instantly as I tried to figure out where the hell that had even came from.  
 
    Of course she had been around the day Zalayah stopped by to offer the contract, so maybe she was just throwing her name out there hoping it would get my attention. But for her to already be accusing me of moving on with her of all people was just… ridiculous. 
 
    “Yo, chill. You don’t even know what you’re talking about,” I told her as I yanked my t-shirt over my head, leaving her in the bedroom to get herself dressed so she could get out. 
 
    But instead of doing that, she only followed me down the hallway with the blanket still pressed to her chest as she insisted, “I know exactly what I’m talking about. I called Grayson because I was gonna surprise you down at the studio, and he told me he wasn’t with you. That you were with her. And now all of a sudden you wanna move on? You must think I’m stupid.” 
 
    “I ain’t gotta be insulting your intelligence just to tell you you’re wrong when you are. Ain’t nobody even checkin’ for her like that,” I replied, though in the back of my mind, I knew it wasn’t the full truth. I mean, I technically wasn’t checking for her quite yet. But I definitely… noticed her in ways I hadn’t before. She was fine as hell, sweet as hell, and... 
 
    “You better not be checkin’ for that talentless bitch,” Shy snarled, her face pulled into a tight scowl as she crossed her arms over her chest again while I dug in the fridge for a bottled water. 
 
    Since it was clear just the thought of Zalayah was enough to get under her skin, I took advantage of that fact when I replied, “She’s actually pretty good.” 
 
    “She’s not better than me! And besides, what are you doing in the studio with her anyway? I thought you didn’t want to be in the music industry?” 
 
    Even though Shy and I had stayed on especially rocky terrain towards the end of our relationship, there were times in the beginning when things were smooth enough for me to actually fall in love with her; one of those times being when we’d talk about the music career she’d do anything for – obviously - and the one I wanted nothing to do with. Not that I didn’t support her interest, there was nothing I could’ve done to deter that. But when she discovered my talent, she pushed me into admitting why I would never be in the music business. And now, even with those same reasons still existing, I had clearly broken my own rules.  
 
    Why? I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. But that didn’t stop me from shrugging as I made my way back to the bedroom and tossed over my shoulder, “I don’t. I’m just… doing a couple songs, making some easy money.”
“Well, easy money better be the only compensation you’re receiving,” she challenged from behind, stopping in the doorway as if she was waiting for me to confirm she had nothing to worry about. But I didn’t owe that to her anymore. It was no longer my responsibility to make her feel more secure in our relationship because there was no relationship to be secure about, no matter how much she thought otherwise.  
 
    So I painted that picture as clear as I could when I replied, “What’s it to you? Ain’t like you’re still my girl.” 
 
    What I thought would offend her only made her smirk, sashaying over to where I was standing and resting her hands against my chest as she gushed, “I’ll always be your girl. Just like this will always be your pussy.” 
 
    I released a laugh of disbelief, my head cocking to the side and my eyes tightening as I reminded her, “Shit wasn’t even mine when it was supposed to be, so why would I believe you now?”  
 
    Once again, my words did nothing to knock her off kilter as she ran her hands from my chest back to the waistband she had teased before. “I can make you a believer, Gabe. Just sit back and let me do all the work.”  
 
    In the blink of an eye, she had already dropped to her knees in front of me. And even though my dick leaped to attention in response, I used the right head to tell her, “Actually, I’m good. I got shit to do in the morning.” 
 
    But of course Shy wasn’t deterred, continuing to yank at my shorts as she replied, “Tomorrow is Friday. You don’t work on Fridays.” 
 
    “Did I say it was work?” 
 
    Her hands finally froze in place as she peeked up at me, putting two and two together enough to snap, “Her. You’re spending time with her, aren’t you? She’s your ‘shit to do’?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” I told her as plainly as I could, though my nonchalance only prompted her to pop up from the ground in a fury.  
 
    “Oh, it’s definitely my business! How can I make up for my mistake when you aren’t even trying, Gabe?!” 
 
    I hated how mad the question made me, hated that she still had the ability to get me so upset. But there was no way I could let her attempt at playing the victim slide when I fired back, “Not even trying? I was always trying, Shy! Trying to do right by you, trying to support you, trying to give you everything you needed and more. You had me. We weren’t perfect, but we were good. And you blew it with some random ass nigga for reasons I will never understand. So you can keep doing all this trying shit if you want to, but I’m not wasting my energy on something that’s dead to me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t dead to you when you were fuckin’ me ten minutes ago!” she challenged as if that was somehow going to change the course of the discussion, as if somehow the reminder of us having sex would be the key that unlocked everything I was apparently missing. 
 
    But it really only added to the fact that I had to stop doing this with her as I shook my head and explained, “Never said you were dead to me. But a relationship between us? That shits six feet under.” 
 
    I was happy to see she had finally gotten the picture as she began snatching her clothes up in a frenzy, pulling her dress over her head as she rattled, “Whatever. I’m out of here. I don’t have to take this shit.” 
 
    “Glad you noticed,” I replied with a smirk as I handed her the panties she was looking for.  
 
    She immediately yanked them out of my hand, stuffing them into her purse as she screeched, “You’re such an asshole!”  
 
    “That works too.” 
 
    She continued her pursuit of the door, and I followed behind her with intentions on locking it after she left as she continued her rant. “I can’t stand your black ass!” 
 
    “Made apparent by your lack of respect for our relationship. Proof is in the pudding, Shy. You ain’t gotta explain what you already made clear as day,” I replied with another arrogant smirk. 
 
    And while I was under the impression that I had finally succeeded at what should’ve been done long ago, she was sure to make it sting when she turned around, her smirk matching mine when she agreed, “You’re right. I don’t. And you know what? I’m glad I did it.” 
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “Good morn… what’s the matter with you?” 
 
    Zalayah strolled into the studio chipper as hell, her Starbucks cup in her hand and her purse in the crook of her elbow as she used that hand to pull a pair of sunglasses from her face. I, on the other hand, was everything but as I tapped against the control surface and tried to prevent myself from yawning.  
 
    After getting into it with Shy, I fully expected to be able to sleep even better with the weight of her lifted off my shoulders. But her parting words had practically equated to an extra boulder being added, giving me plenty to stay awake and think about even though I knew she had said it just to be petty.  
 
    But then again, was she really glad she did it?  
 
    Was she really happy about fuckin’ me over?  
 
    Had I really been that naive about it all? 
 
    Since the answers to those questions didn’t come easily, and definitely didn’t come without me growing more upset, I avoided thinking about it all, instead choosing to focus on the music I’d be expected to deliver today. So as I pulled the headphones from my ears, resting them around my neck, I told Zalayah, “Nothin’. I’m just a little tired.” 
 
    She tossed her purse onto the couch behind us, keeping her Starbucks cup with her as she plopped down into the chair next to mine and started vibing to the faint sounds of the beat I had already put together playing from my headphones. And while it was clear she was taking an early liking to it, she was still sure to confirm, “That beat for me? You’re done already?” 
 
    “Yeah, just about. I put together most of it at home, so I only had to replicate it on this system when they let me in,” I explained, grateful the security guard had remembered my face from the night before and given me early access.  
 
    “I’m impressed that you were on time. Hell, you even beat me here,” she said with a genuine smile. 
 
    A smile I could only halfway match when I replied, “I told you it wouldn’t happen again.” Before following it up by asking, “You wanna hear it from the top?” 
 
    “Of course,” she answered, taking a short sip from her cup as I pulled the headphones from around my neck to give to her. And once she had them comfortably on her ears, I turned a few knobs to adjust the volume to a more acceptable level and pressed the button to restart the beat. 
 
    Her face was focused as she slowly began to bob her head the longer she listened. And even though she had only listened to a portion of it, she let her approval been known when she unknowingly yelled, “This is dope as hell! Is that a sample from something? Or you made that back beat yourself?” 
 
    “I made it myself,” I answered, though I wasn’t sure how well she had heard me since she still had the headphones on. 
 
    When she pulled them off, her voice was back to normal as she said, “It’s perfect. I already know exactly what I want the song to be about too.” 
 
    “Yeah? What?” I asked, curious to see how she would transform the beat to make it her own. 
 
    But it felt like the air had been sucked out of the room when she answered, “Temptation. You know, maybe you’re in a relationship or something, but there’s someone else catching your eye, and you just…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” she asked, her face twisted with a confusion I unfortunately couldn’t explain to her without sounding like a scrub. 
 
    So instead I offered her a different vision when I said, “I mean, I don’t know if you should waste this beat on that… concept. I was thinking something more… raunchy, dirty. You know, one of those songs you don’t want your mama to hear you singing. Think Partition by Beyoncé. Or Maniac by Jhene Aiko. Something that really taps into your sexual side while also taking advantage of that 808 bass, turning it into more of a party record for the ladies. One of those songs y’all like listening to when you’re getting ready to go out with your girls.”  
 
    I was grateful when she nodded to agree, “I could see that.” Before pulling the headphones back over one of her ears and instructing, “Run it back for me.” 
 
    I reached onto the control surface to start the song from the top, watching as she mumbled through a few word combinations to herself before flowing out loud, “I don’t really wanna love, but I wanna fuck… Got me actin’ up, like I don’t really give a fuck. But you not enough, I need a man that’s gonna give it up. Really give it up, givin’ me too much, shit you actin’ tough...”  
 
    “Oh shit, pop princess got a little flow on her,” I teased with a laugh as Zalayah pulled the headphones from her ears and handed them back to me wearing a grin.  
 
    Then she took a quick sip of her drink before rolling her chair towards the couch to grab her purse as she offered, “You know they used to call me Queen Z back in the day.” 
 
    “I feel like I remember that shit. You were all over YouTube, huh?” I asked, turning my chair her way as I watched her dig through her purse and pull out her phone.  
 
    And her grin was full blown as she tapped against the screen while she replied, “Something like that.” Before peeking up to ask, “Hey, you think Grayson would be interested in being on a song with me?” 
 
    I shrugged, turning back towards the control surface to tweak the volume levels on a few of the instruments as I answered, “I don’t see why he wouldn’t be.”  
 
    “Is he busy today?” 
 
    “Why? You’re not thinking about putting him on this song, are you?” I asked, turning back around to see her eyes trained on the screen of her phone, though this time she was holding it out in front of her to take a series of selfies.  
 
    She didn’t bother stopping her mini-photoshoot to answer, “I don’t see why not.”  
 
    “Nah, Zalayah. You gotta do this one on your own. Make your mark. Let the people know you ain’t no blushin’ ass virgin anymore,” I told her teasingly, hardly surprised when she moved her phone from in front of her face to serve me a death stare.  
 
    “Shut up! I’m just thinking… this will be one of the songs I present to the execs. It’s make or break. I wanna make sure I get it right.”  
 
    I could see the insecurity in her eyes as if she was already imagining their disapproval. And while I understood she was under a lot of pressure to deliver, I also knew that she had what it took to really make it happen. So I abandoned my chair to join her by the couch and assure, “It’ll be fine, Rose. Don’t worry. You got this. I mean, you’ll be flowing more than you’ll be singing anyway. If nothing else, that’ll save you from embarrassing yourself.” 
 
    She tossed a hand my way, shoving me in the shoulder with a smirk as she said, “You can be a real asshole, you know that?” 
 
    I shrugged, this time fully matching her smirk when I replied, “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    She returned to her little photoshoot which I now realized was Snapchat as she scrolled through the different filters and tossed out, “You’re lucky you’re handsome, otherwise it wouldn’t fly.” 
 
    “So my looks give me special privileges around here?” I asked, leaning into the view of the camera and earning myself a freshly-polished face with a flower crown filter.  
 
    Zalayah was quick to snap the picture, giggling as she uploaded it to her Snapchat story with the caption, “Studio Vibes” as she replied, “Are you kidding me? Your looks give you special privileges everywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Now get to writing, superstar. We don’t have all day,” I reminded her as I went back to my chair in front of the control surface, creating much needed space as I tried not to read too much into her words. 
 
    But she closed the distance between us when she slid her chair back my way and asked, “You have important plans or something?” 
 
    “Nah. Just not trying to spend this beautiful sunny day holed up in this dark ass studio,” I said, though I really meant I wasn’t trying to spend the day holed up in the studio with her.  
 
    Not that there was anything wrong with her. But the more I was around her, the more I noticed things about her that I had no business noticing, like the cute ass double dimple in her right cheek when she smiled and replied, “Me neither. So stop talking so I can focus.” 
 
    She crossed her legs under her in the chair the same way she had done the day before, then she picked up the headphones and slid them halfway over her ears as she typed what I could assume were lyrics on her phone. And for whatever reason, I couldn’t stop looking at her, my list of observations growing to include the way she sucked on the middle of her lip while she wrote and the way her nose wrinkled whenever the words stopped flowing at her fingertips.  
 
    But apparently I was staring too hard as she peeked up from her phone to ask, “What?” 
 
    I cleared my throat, trying to find the words that wouldn’t make me sound like I was creeping on her. But nothing sounded as good as the truth when I started, “I uh… I’m glad I took you up on this offer.” 
 
    She seemed surprised, dropping her phone to her lap as she asked, “Really? Why so?” 
 
    “I guess it’s not as bad as I thought it would be. You’re actually… nice. And talented. Really fuckin’ talented.” 
 
    “So you really thought I was just some talentless bitch before now?” she challenged, though I could tell she was only teasing by the smirk that quickly grew on her face. 
 
    And since it was clear she was joking, I decided to do the same when I replied, “Not those exact terms, but…” 
 
    She gave me another little shove, the two of us laughing together as she said, “Well I’m glad I could change your mind, Gabe. Can I call you Gabe now? Are we cool like that?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re cool like that,” I told her with a nod as she reached across to give my hand a squeeze. But then it stayed there, and we stayed in this space, and her eyes began to zero in on mine as the air changed to something much more… intimate.  
 
    Her thumb grazed my skin as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, peeking down at our connection before peeking back up to find me a little closer than I had been. It was almost like she was drawing me in, gently tugging at the puppet strings connected to my body as she slowly began to meet me halfway.  
 
    And then my phone vibrated. 
 
    Zalayah immediately dropped my hand and I closed my eyes, releasing a heavy sigh and trying to decide if whatever had my phone buzzing was a blessing to save me from making a mistake, or a curse for interrupting what felt like a special moment. But I quickly decided it was the latter once I read the text message.  
 
    “I miss you. I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean it. I love you.” - Shy 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    The vibe was perfect, my lyrics were on point, and the beat had me ready to start twerkin’ in the middle of the studio. But the only thing I could think about when Gabriel played the song back for the hundredth time was, “My mom is gonna lose her shit over this song.” 
 
    The relationship between my mom and I was… complicated. I loved her to death, and of course she loved me. We had been through everything together, just the two of us, so our bond was sealed as tight as it could be by default. But being both my mother and my manager while also only being sixteen years older than me came with both pros and cons.  
 
    Half of the time, she was more like a big sister than a mother, wanting to share clothes and having a lot of the same interests as me. But whenever I got too comfortable in that assumption, she’d always be sure to crack the whip and remind me who was really boss. So yeah, we had gone through some of the typical teenage struggles in the past, we had battled over ticky-tack stuff involving my career, and we had even come close to going to blows when my mouth got a little slicker than she liked. But at the end of the day, she was still my mother and I owed her… everything, including her opinion on my latest conquest, though it was clear Gabriel didn’t see it the same way.  
 
    He was still busy bobbing his head along to his masterpiece as he insisted, “You’re grown, Rose. I can assume you didn’t just up and guess all of this stuff you sang about.” 
 
    That was yet another complicated relationship in my life; myself and sex, myself and men in general. While most people believed being an “it girl” in the industry meant you could have any guy you wanted, weeding out the ones who were actually interested in me and the ones who were more interested in my stature practically cut the list in half. And then that half was cut into another half between the guys who were decent human beings and the ones who actually lived the fast life they rapped or sang about. 
 
    Except for Liam. 
 
    Liam teetered the line between decent and edgy, and with a budding singing career of his own at the time, he understood the demands of my career better than anyone. Exchanging numbers at an after party quickly turned into FaceTime calls and texts in between obligations, which eventually turned into flying out to see each other whenever we could. We fell hard, and fast, and it honestly seemed like the perfect arrangement until Liam started feeling himself a little too much. The person who had once been as humble as they came had transformed into an arrogant superstar overnight, touring the country on the merit of one hit song and using our relationship - me -  as a talking point whenever he could.  
 
    He was talented, no doubt. But being “Zalayah’s boyfriend” had catapulted him into real stardom to the point that he was able to drop me and stand on his own. In fact, I’m pretty sure the fact that he was now the hottest eligible bachelor after our break-up made him even more popular. But I wasn’t bothered by that as much as I probably should’ve been. Even though we didn’t end on the best of terms, I still cared about him enough to be happy for his success. And truth be told, I had more important things, mainly my own career, to worry about. But when he started doing interviews that one way or another aired out our dirty laundry, that’s when I became offended.  
 
    At first, it was simply him being his naturally charismatic self and indirectly answering questions about whether or not he had taken my virginity.  
 
    He had.  
 
    Then it turned into him answering questions about who had the best sex out of the different entertainers he had been linked to.  
 
    Apparently, there was nothing like being a girl’s first. 
 
    Then it developed even further when people began to press him with questions about whether I was some sort of animal in the bedroom, or was I as sweet and gentle as my songs made me out to be. His answer usually had something to do with how great I was in bed while also noting that he proudly taught me a few things which I knew played into his brand as the R&B sex symbol. But it also exploited me in ways I hadn’t expected to be considering, well, it was the truth.  
 
    At the time, I trusted Liam with my naiveté. And since it was in my nature to be the best at whatever I did, learning how to be an exceptional lover had quickly become a priority. So each time we went at it was partly sexual and partly educational as I absorbed the details of my own sexuality while also picking up on the various ways to please him. It was fun to try new things, to explore each other’s bodies beyond the realms that I was taught in my independent study human growth classes. But I didn’t think that exploration would come back to haunt me in the form of promotional interviews for his music. I didn’t expect to end up dodging questions about it left and right for a month straight when trying to promote my own innocent ass album. And I certainly didn’t expect it to bring about a whole new fan base that was solely interested in me for the things Liam had spoken about, leaving all sorts of inappropriate comments on my Instagram pictures and constantly sending unsolicited pictures of their dicks to my direct messages on Twitter. 
 
    Thankfully, things were getting ready to change. Instead of being forced to play into the virtuous persona, I could finally own the other side of me. I’d finally be able to speak about sex as freely as he had. And I could even talk about the way those early experiences with him made me irresistible to the handful of people who came after him even though they had all signed non-disclosure agreements that meant they couldn’t even talk about it themselves.  
 
    But considering Gabriel wasn’t quite clued into any of that, I simply shrugged, gnawing on my lip as I admitted, “Some of it.” 
 
    “Well I think she’ll be proud. Her daughter is officially a certified fre…” 
 
    I held up my hand to cut him off, closing my eyes as I whined, “Stop. I’m not ready to think about it yet.” 
 
    “Well you better get ready. This song is gonna be all over the airwaves. Edited, but still all over,” he insisted as he pressed the button to play it back with a smile on his face. A smile that had been nowhere in sight when I first showed up to the studio, but now couldn’t hide if it wanted to. 
 
    Am I responsible for that? 
 
    In my mind, I knew I was supposed to be nipping my little crush in the bud. But at the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder where Gabriel fell in my spectrum of halves. I mean, he had made it crystal clear that he wasn’t interested in my stature since the moment I met him. But as far as general interest in me? That was still a cloudy subject considering what felt like a real connection between us even though it was interrupted by his phone going off. And he wasn’t an industry guy, not in the traditional sense at least. Yet he also hadn’t proven himself to be a true “good guy” either.  
 
    Maybe he was more of a Liam, one who teetered the line between categories until one eventually stood out from the rest. Or maybe he didn’t fall into any category at all which meant I’d be putting my psychology studies to use to figure him out. 
 
    Just the thought had an idea spilling from my lips before I could really think it through. “Hey. You said you didn’t have plans. Would you wanna… maybe… go to lunch with me, or something?” 
 
    Going to lunch seemed like the perfect casual setting for me to get to know a little more about him - a.k.a. collect my research - a task I could hide under the guise of us getting more comfortable with each other since we’d surely be doing more work together in the future.  
 
    He seemed surprised by my offer, his head snapping back as he repeated, “Go to lunch? People like you don’t get to just, go to lunch.” 
 
    I shrugged, locking my hands on top of my lap as I explained, “Backdoor entrance, private room at the restaurant, maximum security. No matter how famous you may think I am, I still have to eat.” 
 
    “Yeah, with your label folks, or your manager, or some magazine doing an interview. Not with regular ass niggas like me,” he said with a deep chuckle that went straight between my thighs. 
 
    In fact, I was forced to squeeze them together so that I could tell him, “I wouldn’t have asked you if I didn’t wanna eat with a regular ass nigga like you.” 
 
    “So now I’m regular?” he challenged, staring me down with a raised eyebrow that rivaled Dwayne Johnson’s when he was only known as The Rock. 
 
    With that on my mind, I could only laugh as I defended, “You said it first!” 
 
    Thankfully his gaze broke, returning to the easygoing smile he had already been driving me crazy with. “I’m just messin’ with you, Rose. I guess I can go eat with you or whatever. Now that you done worked me to death trying to get these songs together for you.” 
 
    “We made it happen though. Good teamwork. Perfect chemistry,” I told him, not even realizing the weight of my words until Gabriel turned my way wearing an expression that was far from friendly.  
 
    It was… sexy; making my heart thump a little harder as he licked his lips before agreeing, “Yeah. Perfect.”  
 
    The thick, suffocating air was back as he continued to stare at me long beyond the point of a normal peek. And while I wished I could’ve acted on the impulse to stick my tongue down his throat, I chose to clear my own instead when I turned away and said, “So! What do you have a taste for?” 
 
    “You.”
“I’m sorry, what was that?” 
 
    What I expected to be the explanation I was honestly dying to hear, one that matched the look he had just given me moments ago, was only a clarification of letter-sounds I must’ve selectively missed in my dirty mind when he repeated, “I said, barbecue. You know, some ribs or somethin’.” 
 
    My lust instantly turned to disgust, my face scrunching as I told him, “Yuck. I don’t eat pork. Or beef. And you shouldn’t either.”  
 
    “What about chicken?” 
 
    “Eh… occasionally,” I answered with a shrug.  
 
    And apparently my lack of interest in his suggestions had him flustered as he turned my way to ask, “Well, what do you eat then?”  
 
    I shrugged again, twiddling my fingers as I told him, “Salad. Fish. More salad. More fish.” 
 
    “Aww come on, superstar. You gotta live a little. Ain’t nothin’ like a piece of white bread slathered in barbecue sauce,” he said with a look that showed his obvious appreciation for what, to me, sounded like a struggle meal. 
 
    But since I didn’t want to play the bougie card, I played the honesty one when I replied, “I don’t really eat much bread. Especially not white bread.” 
 
    The more money I made, the more people I was able to hire to keep my body in check, which included the nutritionist that had cut most carbs from my diet. But it was clear Gabriel wasn’t interested in playing by the same set of rules when he insisted, “Well you are today.” 
 
    I played with the idea in my head, quickly chucking it up to a necessary sacrifice for being able to spend more time with him. I mean, for my research. “I guess a little taste won’t hurt. But that’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “According to that song you just made, you’re tryna do more than just ‘little tastes’ these days,” he said teasingly, earning himself a shove in the shoulder that made his chair roll away. 
 
    My cheeks were flushed with heat as I reasoned, “It’s just a song, Gabe.”  
 
    He scooted his chair back my way, getting close enough to change my breathing pattern when he asked, “So you don’t really want your nigga to use his tongue to lick you up and down like an ice cream cone in the sun? That’s what you said in the song, right?” 
 
    Instead of looking at him, I kept my eyes trained on my lap. “That’s what I said, yes. But that also has nothing to do with what I taste in everyday life.” 
 
    “So you just take and don’t give, Rose? That’s a little selfish, don’t you think?” 
 
    Truth be told, my sex life had always been the other way around. I gave, I pleased, I purposely made my skills addictive. And maybe it was Liam’s selfishness that played into that, making it all seem more necessary than my own satisfaction. But there was a different kind of satisfaction in watching a man’s toes curl in response to your tongue, a different kind of ego stroke that came with making a man growl from his gut in response to your exceptional thigh stamina when riding his dick. There was a special sense of pride in having control over if and when a man came. 
 
    I could only imagine what it was like to have a partner even equally as determined as me. Then again, I suppose it was up to me to set the standard, to make the rules. Just like I was taking control of my music, of my career, it was time to let that energy flood over into all aspects of my life.  
 
    So instead of feeling shy about the conversation, I owned it when I finally answered, “A taste of this is a privilege. If anything, it’d be selfish for me to keep it to myself.”  
 
    Gabriel looked more impressed than anything, his lips pursed as he nodded and said, “I can fuck with that. Matter of fact, write that down in your little phone diary. That’s definitely going on a track.” 
 
    His approval made me giggle as I followed his directions, typing away on my phone as I told him, “I guess we’ll see if there will be anymore tracks in a couple of days. But for now, let’s go celebrate with some… white bread.”  
 
    & 
 
    “Slow down, Rose. It’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    I was sure my face was covered in barbecue sauce, but that was the last thing on my mind as I slopped up the leftover sauce from my piece of chicken with the already soggy white bread and shoved it in my mouth like it was the best meal God had ever created. And in the moment, it truly was the best meal God had ever created as I told Gabe, “I haven’t had food like this in years. Forgot how good it was.”  
 
    “Obviously,” he said with a chuckle as he calmly devoured his ribs. Ribs that smelled and looked heavenly enough to tempt me to go against my own foodie rules and ask for a taste. 
 
    But considering how much of a pig I was already being, I held back, finally wiping my face with a moist toilette as I asked, “How do you stay in shape eating food like this all the time? I’m already thinking about how many miles I’ll have to run before this photoshoot I have next week.” 
 
    Even though I worked out with my trainer four times a week and trained with my choreographer Amerie three times a week now that she was spending more time on the West Coast, I knew there wasn’t enough exercise in the world to out train a bad diet. But of course, Gabriel wasn’t nearly as fazed as he insisted, “This little meal is not gonna make or break your body, little mama. Trust me. But to answer your question, I only work out every once in a while. So I guess I just have a fast metabolism.” 
 
    “Lucky ass,” I muttered as I took a long swig of my sweet tea, another delicacy I hadn’t indulged in in far too long.  
 
    In fact, I was already thinking about what kind of healthy alternative version I could craft later when Gabe interrupted my thoughts to ask, “So tell me, is it all it’s cracked up to be?” 
 
    “Is what all it’s cracked up to be?” 
 
    I watched as he pulled the napkin from his lap, scrubbing at the corners of his mouth while he explained, “You know, the fast life, being the mega-superstar, dining in private rooms to avoid the paparazzi and fans. Is it really worth it?” 
 
    “I mean, I guess. It’s fine,” I answered with a shrug as I took another long sip from my straw, long enough to hear the bubbly slurp of my glass being emptied. And it wasn’t long before it was already being exchanged for a fresh glass, a short smile given the server’s way being enough to show my appreciation.  
 
    Gabriel seemed caught off-guard by the urgent attention, something I didn’t necessarily expect, but had definitely grown used to. Still, that wasn’t enough proof to stop him from insisting, “You didn’t sound too sure about that.” 
 
    I could only release a heavy sigh, trying to find the words to explain the real pros and cons of what was truly a rare circumstance. Fifteen minutes of fame was unique, but there was nothing that measured up to being a spectacle of the public eye for almost a decade. There was nothing that compared to beginning an adult career, making adult decisions, as a pre-teen. And there was no explanation other than true dedication and maybe a dose of insanity for being able to actually keep that career afloat.  
 
    Since Gabe didn’t strike me as a bullshitter, I decided to give him the truthful answer he was looking for when I started, “It’s just, I’ve sacrificed a lot to get here. Regular friendships and relationships, regular life milestones like high school graduation and prom, the regularity of being able to take the dog for a walk down the street even though I don’t own a dog. I’ve been up since 4 A.M. and I didn’t get to bed until 2 A.M.. So is it worth it? Depends on when you’re asking.” 
 
    “How about right now?” 
 
    “Well, I’m exhausted, my body is aching in weird places, and my mother is blowing up my phone as we speak because I skipped out on some random, last-minute, scheduled appearance to eat lunch with you. But I’m finally doing some music I can actually be proud of. So right now, yeah, I’d say it’s worth it.”  
 
    “Skipping shit just to grab a bite with me? Should I feel special?” he asked with a hand against his chest and a smirk I wanted to etch into my memory. 
 
    But I also couldn’t help myself in knocking it right off his face when I held my glass in front of my lips and nonchalantly answered, “Not really. I mean, I would’ve ate regardless. You just happened to be around for me to invite.” 
 
    He immediately let out an astonished, “Wow. So it’s like that?” Making me laugh loud enough to draw the attention of my main bodyguard X who was taking a short break to devour his own plate of food.  
 
    Many plates of food. 
 
    “You’re kinda sensitive, Gabe,” I teased as I watched him peel back the wrapper on his slice of pecan pie that instantly made me jealous since I couldn’t have one of my own.  
 
    And as he sectioned off a small piece with his fork to take a bite, he muttered, “Says the girl who was all ‘fuck you, Gabriel’ when I told her the music she didn’t even like herself was trash.” 
 
    “I can say it! You can’t. That’s like someone talking shit about Grayson versus you talking shit about Grayson. It’s just different,” I replied, hoping my explanation made sense considering I didn’t really have a sibling of my own to know if the comparison rang true.  
 
    But my play on associations wasn’t the focus I thought it’d be when Gabriel took another bite of his pie and asked, “So what made you show up to my crib even after I dogged you?” 
 
    Now that was a good question, especially since I had sworn off ever putting myself in the position to be embarrassed the way I had been that night at The Black Market. But I suppose I was so attracted to him - his skills - that nothing was going to stand in the way of making things happen. So as I reached across the table to steal a bite of his pie with my fork, I told him, “For one, I’m not as sensitive as you meaning I can take a few jabs and still get back up. For two, I do what I have to do to get what I want.” 
 
    “And you wanted me?” he asked, leaning up from his seat to take the bite from my fork, savoring it in a way that was unreasonably erotic as my hand continued to hover over the table. It felt as if I was suddenly frozen in place, stuck on stupid as he closed his eyes and released a groan of appreciation for the flavors that I was back to missing out on. Groans that definitely had me “wanting him” in ways that weren’t even realistic. 
 
    But before I could get too lost in the moment, I brought things back to reality when I quickly reached down to snag a new bite and clarified, “I wanted your sound. The way it captured me that night, I had to find out who was behind it.” 
 
    “And then you had to get me on your team?” he asked, finally opening his eyes back up to discover the missing piece that I was already shoving into my mouth.  
 
    While my groans weren’t nearly as soul-stirring as his had been, I could tell they got his attention by the way he licked his lips when, through my chews, I replied, “Exactly.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad I was worth the trouble,” he said with a smirk as he stabbed at the final piece of pie. But instead of shoving it into his own mouth, he extended it my way with a nod that insisted I could have it.  
 
    He’s already giving me the last piece of food?  
 
    I tried not to overthink it as I slowly leaned into the table, fully prepared to enjoy the bite that featured the most crust, my favorite part. But just as my lips were getting ready to wrap around the tip of the fork, Gabriel snatched it away and slipped it between his lips, overemphasizing his chews to purposely annoy me. 
 
    “Asshole,” I whispered as I fell back into my seat, my insult prompting him to dramatically lick each of his fingers as I watched in envy. And once he was done putting on a show, I checked my face in the camera on my phone as I told him, “You being worth the trouble is yet to be determined. Still gotta run it by the big bosses. You’re coming to the meeting next week, right?” 
 
    The question seemed to make him uncomfortable, his eyes shifting and his smirk falling from his lips. “Uh… nah. That’s your thing. I just make the beats.”
I dropped my phone from in front of my face, hoping to catch his eyes when I insisted, “Come on, Gabe. I wanna be able to introduce the mastermind behind my future album to the people who will be writing the checks.” 
 
    I thought a little stroke of his ego would be just the thing to convince him. But it only seemed to increase the sternness of his answer when he snapped, “I said no, aight?” 
 
    His sudden attitude made me grow one of my own, rolling my eyes and returning to my phone for a second look at my face as I told him, “Fine. Just make sure you tell your girlfriend you’ll be expecting a call that day, cause I will definitely be blowing your phone up with the good news.” 
 
    “I don’t have a girlfriend,” he muttered, his voice low and his eyes tight as if the mention had annoyed him even more.  
 
    While that should’ve been enough for me to drop the subject, I couldn’t help myself in pressing, “Well, your ‘used to’ girlfriend. You know, the one whose texts you keep checking under the table but not responding to. Which one of y'all are in the hot seat?” 
 
    It wasn’t that I was bothered by Gabriel being involved with someone, nor was I bothered by him checking his phone since I had done the same a few times throughout our lunch. But there was something about the uncertainty of his love life while he was also so openly flirting with me that had me prodding for an explanation. 
 
    An explanation that he obviously wasn’t interested in giving when he only replied, “That’s none of your business, Zalayah.” 
 
    “So it must be you who messed up then. What’d you do, Gabe? Come home too late the other night? Leave the toilet seat up on your way out this morning? Cheat on her?” I asked, hoping his answer would give me more reason to stop being interested in him. 
 
    But my interest was only amplified when he finally replied, “Actually, since you wanna be so damn nosey, she’s the one who cheated on me.” 
 
    “Oh wow. I… I’m sorry to hear that,” was the only response I could muster without turning the conversation into twenty-one questions. But naturally, there was still a list computing in my head. 
 
    Someone really cheated on your fine ass? 
 
    How’d you find out? 
 
    Are you heartbroken? 
 
    And if so, can I mend your broken heart, bae? 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by his nonchalant shrug when he replied, “Don’t be. It is what it is.”  
 
    It is what it is.  
 
    Was it really that simple?  
 
    Or was that just a defense mechanism he used so that he wouldn’t have to deal with his real emotions about the situation?  
 
    I mean, getting cheated on was a terrible feeling no matter who did it, when it happened, how it happened. Then again, that couldn’t have been the full truth for Gabe and his ex considering, “The other night, in the studio, you two are still…”  
 
    “Not anymore,” he clarified, his eyes tight as if he was daring me to say any more about it. 
 
    But the only thing I could say now that I had apparently gotten it all wrong was, “Oh.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s all you got, superstar? I finally gave you an inch and now you only wanna take a centimeter? Or maybe we should flip the script and talk about your love life since you’re so curious about my shit,” he insisted, turning the spotlight my way as if he expected me to be as forthcoming as he had been. 
 
    And while I honestly wished I would’ve had something recent to share, the truth was, “I don’t have a love life. Discussion over.” 
 
    The smirk returned, though it was one filled with more disbelief than anything when he said, “That sounds boring as hell, Rose.” 
 
    “Well I’d rather be boring than be out here getting cheated on,” I fired back defensively, though I really had nothing to be defensive about because, well, it was boring as hell.  
 
    Being so invested in my career left little time for anything outside of it, including relationships. And after dealing with the drama of Liam, anything more than a little tune-up down below seemed like way too much work. But I knew if I could guarantee the work would actually be worth a damn, I’d be more than willing to make it happen. Yet all of that still didn’t make it right for me to use Gabe’s honesty about his experience against him.  
 
    So just as quickly as I had snapped at him, I was offering an apology, my tone softened when I told him, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that, I just…” 
 
    “It’s all good. I can take a jab every once in a while too.” 
 
    I nodded, happy to hear he wasn’t as offended as he could’ve been, but also not really convinced once I realized how thick the air between us still remained after the fact. But instead of becoming consumed by it, I decided to clear it out when I changed the subject to a topic more neutral.  
 
    “So tell me, what made you start doing music if you really had no desire to make it big?”  
 
    There was nothing light or easy about the question, but it was far too relevant not to ask. And considering how talented Gabriel was, I was dying to make sense of his disinterest in the music business, though I knew I had my own qualms about it.  
 
    I worried I wouldn’t get my question answered when he released a heavy sigh, clasping his hands in front of him on the table before peeking up at me with eyes that weren’t as hardened as I thought they’d be. And then a more thorough explanation than I was expecting began to pour from his lips. “My mother was a singer. Had a major deal and everything, couple hit records. So she’d always keep music on around the house and shit like that. Eventually I started picking up on a few things, different instruments and what not. Then my brother became interested in rapping, so I taught myself how to make real beats, invested in some equipment, and here we are.” 
 
    “Wait. You said your mother had a few hit records. What was her name?” 
 
    “Constella,” he answered as if he was just tossing out any old name.  
 
    But for me, the name lit a fangirl fire as I shouted, “Get the fuck out of here!” Catching the attention of X before lowering my voice to ask, “Your mom is really Constella? Thee Constella? I sang one of her songs at my very first talent competition.” 
 
    I remembered it like it was yesterday, getting on that stage in front of a mix of my peers, their parents, and talent scouts at the performing arts elementary school I was enrolled in and belting out her hit song, “Galaxy Love” as if my seven-year-old self had any idea what I was singing about. But I suppose I sounded good enough to land a series of commercials and acting roles that propelled me into the singing career I had today, making it all worth it.  
 
    Still, Gabriel seemed surprised that I even knew who he was talking about when he said, “No shit? That’s wild. I mean, her music is… old.” 
 
    “When music is good, it doesn’t age. And that debut album of hers still gets played every now and then. But then again, that’s the only thing of hers I could ever find growing up. Why’d she stop making music?” I asked, hoping I’d get some juicy inside scoop like an episode of Unsung.  
 
    But I only got a withdrawn Gabriel as he fell back against his seat, gnawing at his lip before he finally peeked up at me and answered, “She got pregnant with me.” 
 
    “So you’re to blame for us never being blessed with a sophomore album from Constella? I think I might hate you a little bit now,” I told him teasingly, hoping to lighten the mood.  
 
    And it seemed to work just slightly, his expression softening as he explained, “Nah, I’m not the only thing to blame. I mean, she had some other issues going on around the same time, and he… the label dropped her because of it. So if anything, you can blame them.” 
 
    “Is that why you didn’t wanna be in the industry? Because of how they treated your mother?” 
 
    “Amongst other things, yeah,” he answered with a shrug. 
 
    But regardless of his nonchalance, I couldn’t help but smile when I told him, “You know that makes me feel special, right? That you went against your own reservations about the music business to help me out?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. I mean, I would’ve made the beats regardless. You just happened to be around to sing on them,” he replied with a smirk and a wink that made my heart jump.  
 
    And while I knew it was in my best interest to wait until later to really process my feelings about it, I was sure to take a moment to compliment him on his comeback, nodding with a smirk of my own as I told him, “Well played, Gabe. Well played.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    I was nervous and I wasn’t even there. 
 
    I knew today was the day Zalayah would put the fate of her new album in the hands of the executives at the record label. And while I shouldn’t have cared either way considering my job was done and the check had already cleared, after getting to know her a little better and hearing her motivation behind this particular project, I wanted to see her win. I wanted to see her happy with her career. And hell, I honestly wanted to get back in the studio with her so we could create some more magic.  
 
    While I had never been interested in a real career in music, something about the aura Zalayah and I had manifested in the studio was honestly addictive. She was a hard worker, she knew her shit, and she wasn’t above a little critique even though it was coming from someone like me with far less experience. But she trusted my opinion, valued it even, and a mutual respect for each other had blossomed because of it.  
 
    Truth be told, a mutual respect wasn’t the only thing that had blossomed between us. I was… attracted to her, I liked her, found everything about her dope as hell including her determination to take a money-making career in a different, more fulfilling direction when the easy thing to do would’ve been to follow the money. But the fact that she was willing to sacrifice that for something she believed in was… admirable, completely voiding the shallow opinion I initially had about her. In fact, my opinion about her had done a complete 180, turning me into just as much of a fan as Grayson claimed to be.  
 
    But I wondered if he still had me beat when he was hit with the same epiphany he had randomly been announcing for the past week. “Can’t believe my nigga was on the Snap looking comfortable as hell in the studio with my Woman Crush Everyday.” 
 
    “Woman Crush Everyday?” I repeated, clicking a combination of buttons on my controller that made me dunk on the video game we were playing, putting me up two points with ten seconds left on the clock.  
 
    And as Grayson kept his attention focused on the screen, bringing the ball up the court for a final shot, he answered, “Every damn day. Wednesday ain’t enough for her fine ass.”  
 
    “Yeah, you right about that,” I muttered more to myself than him as the buzzer went off simultaneously with the ball bouncing off the rim.  
 
    “Damnit,” he hissed as he tossed his controller on the table before he continued, “Well I’m glad to see you finally get it. I was starting to worry about your eyesight, G.”  
 
    I gave him a pat on the shoulder that was more about rubbing in my victory than anything when I insisted, “Nothing to worry about, bruh. Little mama is fine, talented as hell, everything you said she was and more.” 
 
    “And more? What do you know that I don’t? You holdin’ out on me, G?” 
 
    I shook my head, knowing there was no way in hell I was giving Grayson the information he was trying to get. Considering he hadn’t even been able to keep the work I was putting in at the studio a secret from Shy, I could only imagine how he would react if he had any idea how I was feeling about Zalayah. So instead, I played it down when I told him, “Nah. I just… she’s cool peoples.”  
 
    “Cool peoples? You got a crush on her, don’t you?” he challenged with a smirk as if he already knew the answer to his question. And since I couldn’t have him being so sure of his little theory, I was quick to brush him off.  
 
    “Man, I ain’t a damn twelve-year-old. I just said she’s cool. Cooler than I expected her to be,” I admitted honestly.   
 
    Still, that wasn’t enough to convince Grayson as he brushed me off to say, “She flower-crowned you and you don’t even like Snapchat. You must really have a crush on her.”  
 
    “What does a damn filter have to do with anything? It was just a silly picture,” I told him, once again trying to play it down. 
 
    But I didn’t stand a chance once he reminded me, “Yeah, a silly picture that had the whole internet asking who you were.” 
 
    It was honestly a little insane that one feature on Zalayah’s Snapchat had the public going crazy with questions and assumptions.  
 
    What does she mean by “studio vibes”?  
 
    Is that code for something else? 
 
    Is he some new, exclusive rapper she was collaborating with?  
 
    Is that her new man?  
 
    It took less than twenty-four hours for the internet to create a whole profile on me, from the high school I attended thanks to old classmates who recognized me to my day job at the community center which linked me to my boss Reagan. And being linked to Reagan automatically meant being linked to her husband G. Griffey, bringing my alleged ties to the music industry full circle.  
 
    “So it hit a couple gossip blogs cause they didn’t have shit else to talk about. What’s new?” I asked with a shrug. 
 
    But my nonchalance only seemed to amp Grayson up when he replied, “What’s new is you acting all cool and casual about the biggest opportunity of your life! You did not one, but two songs with Zalayah. That’s a producer’s dream come true.” 
 
    “But I don’t have producer dreams, Gray. I was just… doing her a favor, doing you a favor,” I reminded him, knowing his request had played at least a small role in my decision even if I had turned down Zalayah’s offer to include him on the song.  
 
    While he didn’t know all of those exact details, my response seemed to chill him out as he finally took my word enough to reply, “Whatever you say, nigga. Just know, you’re probably gonna have a lot of industry cats hot that you snuck in and stole an opportunity from up under them.” 
 
    “They had their opportunity. Zalayah just wasn’t feeling it. She was feeling me,” I said, not even realizing the weight of my words until I watched the silly little smirk grow on Grayson’s face. 
 
    “Oh, so now she was feeling you? Is that the ‘something more’ you were talking about?” 
 
    “Nah. I mean, we maybe flirted a little bit, and she asked a lot of questions. But that was really it.”  
 
    Once again, I had tried my best to play it down. And once again, my efforts proved themselves useless as Grayson shouted, “Nigga! You got the finest chick in the game tryna get to know you and you’re here at the crib playing video games with me? Man, you’re trippin’!” 
 
    “It wasn’t even like that. She was just… curious. Hella curious. Asked about moms and shit,” I explained, though I hadn’t really taken the time to think through it all myself.  
 
    I mean, I suppose her questioning could’ve been tied to her genuine interest in me. Or she could’ve just been happy as hell to be quizzing somebody on their shit instead of always being on the other side of the table. Either way, I didn’t dwell on it long as Grayson’s focus switched to ask, “You tell her the truth?” 
 
    “As much as I could, yeah. She’s actually a fan believe it or not.” 
 
    It still tripped me out that someone as big, and as young, as Zalayah could be a fan of the music my mother had made long before I even existed. But it made me feel good to hear someone speak so complimentary of her compared to all the nasty stories that still lingered surrounding my mother’s downfall. To them, she was just the typical artist gone wrong; the drugs and the fast life catching up to her before she could really bloom. They’d still play her music, they’d still sing along, but they had no respect for the shit she had gone through after the fact; the shit she had survived after the fact.  
 
    “Yo, you should bring her to meet Moms. I’m sure it would really lift her spirits,” Grayson suggested as he followed me into the kitchen where I grabbed a can of soda for myself before tossing one his way.  
 
    And as I cracked mine open, I told him, “Maybe one day. Depends on how this meeting goes.”  
 
    Truth be told, it was about more than just the meeting going well. Bringing a woman to meet my mom, even under the guise of her being a fan, was bound to create some level of hype that I wasn’t quite ready to deal with. And while I loved my mother to death, she wasn’t exactly the most reasonable person when it came to her requests for grandchildren. 
 
    “My baby boys are too grown for me now. I need some replacements,” was the way she usually phrased it. But I knew she really meant, “Give me a child to spoil rotten,” regardless of the fact that my bank account wasn’t even in a place to spoil my damn self. And if there were two things I had sworn off, it was bringing a child into the world with the wrong person and bringing a child into the world without being financially stable enough to provide for it. Though depending on how well Zalayah’s meeting went, I knew I could be looking at a paycheck worth ten times more than the already impressive one I had just received.  
 
    So instead of letting the uncertainty linger, I grabbed my phone to shoot her a text. 
 
    “How’d it go, Rose? Good news?” - Gabe 
 
    I didn’t expect a reply to come soon since she was such a busy woman. But to my surprise, I could see she was already typing before I even got a chance to put my phone down.  
 
    “Eh… not really. Nothing to worry about though. It’s already handled.” - Rose 
 
    “It’s already handled?” I thought to myself as my fingers hovered over the screen, trying to decide which part of the text I wanted to address.  
 
    Why wasn’t there good news? 
 
    What happened? 
 
    How is it handled? 
 
    Are you alright? 
 
    Before I could ask any of those questions, I was distracted by Grayson saying, “Yo, is this the song y’all did together? This beat is fuckin’ fire, G!” 
 
    I snapped my head his way, my ears immediately recognizing the faint sounds of one of the songs Zalayah and I had made together coming from the speaker on his phone. And while I was glad to have his instant approval, I was also concerned because, “How the hell did you get that?” 
 
    He shrugged, walking my way to show me his screen as he replied, “Shits all over Twitter. Somebody must’ve gotten ahold of the file and leaked it.” 
 
    I immediately noticed Zalayah, both song titles, and SoundCloud were the top trending topics, blowing my mind but also trippin’ me out considering there was no way someone should’ve been able to access the songs. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    I grabbed his phone to take a closer look at the SoundCloud link and realized the profile had the same top secret screenname Zalayah used for her YouTube channel.  
 
    FlowerChild347 
 
    “I know exactly how this got out,” I told him, releasing a sigh of relief as I continued to skim through the tweets of Zalayah’s fans already claiming them as their favorite songs by her and sharing their favorite one-liners.  
 
    @KelWats: Zalayah went IN on these new tracks. Can’t wait to play ‘em at The Max.  
 
    @TianaTheBarber: Zalayah’s always been my girl. This new music though… *creep emoji eyes* 
 
    @NovaScopedYa: “Got me actin’ up, like I don’t really give a fuck,” is my mood for Summer ‘17.  
 
    @LaynasWorld: My edges are GONE, y’all. Thanks a lot, Zalayah.  
 
    @EliWorldWide: Zalayah’s out here tryna ruin y’all summer with an unplanned pregnancy from this new music. #StayWoke 
 
    I couldn’t help but shake my head with a laugh as I handed Grayson his phone back to grab my own so that I could finally send her a reply.  
 
    “So now you’re a SoundCloud artist? What’s that all about?” - Gabe 
 
    For all the fussing we had done about using the platform, it was ironic as hell that she had decided to release her music on it. Then again, it made complete sense once I read her response. 
 
    “Sometimes you gotta make ‘em hear you, even when they don’t wanna listen.” - Rose  
 
    Even through text, I could feel her energy, could feel how serious she was about taking this next step in her career. And I honestly couldn’t have been happier for her, though I wasn’t exactly sure what her releasing the tracks on her own really meant. I also didn’t imagine her label being very happy about it.  
 
    “So now that you’ve pissed them off, are you going independent or what?” - Gabe 
 
    “Nigga. I’m about to get so much pussy off this song. Tell Zalayah to let me get on the remix,” Grayson announced as he pressed repeat on the slower track we had done together. The track that I had to physically… coach her through, though now that it was mixed and mastered it sounded even more perfect. 
 
    So why wasn’t there good news? 
 
    Instead of responding to Grayson, I only shook my head at him as I read Zalayah’s latest text. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t have to. Once they see the reaction I’m already getting online, they’ll be all over it. They may be stupid, but they aren’t THAT stupid.” - Rose 
 
    Yet another reason why I wasn’t very fond of the industry. 
 
    Instead of following the real talent and focusing on the growth and longevity of the artists they already had signed, it was all about the money, all about what they could market, all about cashing in on the latest hype, the next best thing. A&Rs were constantly signing people just to make money off one hot single and then dropping the artist before they even got a chance to release a full album. And while it was truly a disgusting practice, it was clear that instead of falling victim to the usual, Zalayah was blazing her own trail and proving that she was there to stay.  
 
    “Proud of you, superstar.” - Gabe 
 
    “How proud? Celebration proud? With pecan pie? ;)” - Rose 
 
    I smiled to myself, trying not to be too flattered by her invitation, especially under the watchful eye of Grayson. The last thing I needed was to give him more ammunition for his little theories. So I kept my expression as neutral as I could when I sent a reply. 
 
    “You’re definitely too busy for regular ass niggas like me now.” - Gabe 
 
    “No such thing. I’ll send a car for you in an hour. Cool?” - Rose 
 
    I pulled the corner of my lip between my teeth, weighing my options though there was really only one that made sense. And while I knew I’d be doing some explaining to Grayson whenever the car arrived, that wasn’t enough to stop me from accepting the offer. 
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “Gabe! Hey. Welcome to my crib.” 
 
    I tried my best not to look as in awe as I felt when I stepped into the foyer of the home Zalayah could’ve housed a whole football team in. It was huge as hell - ridiculously big - especially since I could pretty much assume she was the only one who lived there. And while my first concern was for her safety, the property massive enough to have someone living clear on the other side without her even noticing, the fact that I could feel Big X lurking without seeing him let me know she was in good hands.  
 
    When the driver had announced it as the destination instead of the barbecue spot with the bomb ass pecan pie like I expected it to be, I almost wanted to tell him to take me back home. Going to her house was very… personal, intimate, the exact space I should’ve been avoiding being stuck in. But now it was too late as I took a closer look at the collection of blown-up magazine covers and pictures that covered the walls, all from different phases of her career. 
 
    There were pictures from her days as a cute commercial kid, pictures of her as the kid-spokesperson for different food companies, pictures from when she first came onto the scene as a teenage popstar, and then more recent pictures of her physically transforming into an adult while still being presented as “young”; the mold she was currently trying to break out of.  
 
    “This one is my favorite. It was the last time I actually got to style myself,” she said as she pointed out a picture I hadn’t made it to yet.  
 
    But now that I was taking a closer look, I realized, “Zalayah, you’re like thirteen in this picture. You haven’t dressed yourself since?” 
 
    She giggled, crossing her arms over her chest as she replied, “Dressed? Yes. Styled for a photoshoot? No. But I’ve already been thinking about the aesthetic I want for my album cover, and that’ll be all me.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised at all to hear that as I followed her into the living room that was decked in all-white, making me shake my head in disbelief as I teased, “So you’re really ballin’ like this, huh? Splurging on all-white cause you got the money to replace shit when it gets stained up?” 
 
    “Gotta spend those checks somewhere, right?” she tossed over her shoulder as she continued past the living room into the kitchen that was just as modern and pristine as everything else. Then she made herself busy digging in the fridge as she asked, “You hungry?” 
 
    “Not for salad and fish,” I muttered as I made myself comfortable on one of the barstools at the center island, cautious about even resting my elbows on it since it was so shiny and clean.  
 
    Her face was relaxed into an easy smile when she turned around to say, “I actually ordered a pizza. Can you believe it?” 
 
    “Damn, what happened to the nutrition goody two shoes? Turned you out with a little barbecue and now you goin' all out?” I asked with a smirk as she climbed onto the stool next to mine.  
 
    Then she rested her elbow comfortably on the island, putting her head against the fist she had created when she replied, “Celebrations call for exceptions.” 
 
    I hated how quickly I got caught up in just… staring at her, appreciating how good she looked in her Ivy Park sweatshirt with the sweatpants to match and her hair pulled into a bun at the top of her head. But to me, this was Zalayah at her best, free of the heavy makeup that only enhanced how fine she was naturally and the heels that I knew had to be killing her feet. In fact, she wasn’t wearing any shoes at all, her toenails perfectly polished in white as they dangled just above the ground.  
 
    And I wasn’t the only one staring, Zalayah’s lips just slightly parted as she studied my face like it was some sacred work of art. Or maybe she wasn’t staring, instead seeing right through me beyond the layers she had already managed to pull back without even realizing it. The soft R&B playing from the speakers throughout the house in the background probably had us looking straight out of a black cinema movie scene. But since that was far from the case - at least, it was supposed to be far from the case - I decided to break the moment when I said, “So tell me more about this meeting.” 
 
    The mention made Zalayah’s expression twist with annoyance when she sat up straight to gush, “Oh my God, Gabe. It was so fuckin’ awkward. I played song one, the slower one, and the room was dead silent. Then I played song two, the party track, and you would’ve thought I was playing the soundtrack of Hell the way they reacted. ‘You can’t sing about things like this. We can’t market this. You’re gonna commit career suicide with this song’. Going on and on about everything that was wrong with it. Nigel, the CEO of the label, he didn’t even say anything. He just got up and left the room.” 
 
    “Of course Nigel was the one to disapprove,” I thought to myself as I told her, “Wow. That’s… that’s crazy.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. So on the way to another meeting I said fuck it and decided I was going to release the songs anyway. You know, make them understand. And I mean, gatekeepers are overrated as hell to be honest. But I made my little SoundCloud account, uploaded the songs, anonymously emailed the links to a few music blogs and that was all it took,” she explained, glancing at her fingernails with a proud arrogance. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but hype her up when I muttered, “Bad ass.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault they didn’t want to listen. So now I’ll be renegotiating the terms for this album since they wanted to play tough. Make them pay for their idiotic mistake of thinking they knew best.” 
 
    I nodded, finding her need to stick it to the record label attractive as hell when I told her, “Boss shit. I feel you, superstar.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure you get paid well too when we do the album. Might as well milk them for every penny since they do the same thing to my talent,” she insisted as she abandoned her seat to answer the ringing doorbell.  
 
    Though she didn’t make it very far when X came out of nowhere, his baritone Barry White-deep when he said, “I got it, Z. Not tryna have to strangle the pizza man for coming at you crazy.”  
 
    “O… kay,” she replied with a little laugh, spinning on her heels to come back to her seat. Then she leaned into the island top to ask, “What were we talking about again?” 
 
    “My pay. But uh… about your album…” 
 
    “What about it?” she asked eagerly, her eyes brimmed with an excitement that I hated to ruin.  
 
    But there was no better time than the present to tell her, “I’ve actually decided that... I’m good on that industry shit. They’re a little too faulty for me.” 
 
    I had never liked the music business, had never liked the record label, had never been a fan of Nigel in particular. And after hearing about how her meeting had gone, hearing the way they had come at her as if she wasn’t their star - their cash cow - I knew working with them would be like working with the devil himself. Thankfully Zalayah knew how to checkmate them, but there was no way in hell I could sign myself over to do an album under their label. There was no way in hell I could make them money, even if it meant sacrificing my own.  
 
    I could tell when my words had finally hit her, her face softening with a hint of sadness when she said, “Wait. So you’re not going to do my album now?” 
 
    “I don’t hang where I’m not wanted. And it’s obvious your label wants nothing to do with this new movement you’re tryna have me be a part of,” I explained as best as I could without completely outing myself. And I was grateful for X breaking the weight of the moment when he slipped into the kitchen to drop the pizzas on the counter.  
 
    But once he was gone, it was as if Zalayah knew exactly how to tug at my heartstrings when she stammered, “I… I can’t do it without you, Gabe.” 
 
    I put my hand on top of the one she had rested against the countertop, giving it a squeeze as I insisted, “You’ll be fine, Zalayah. With all those mega-producers they got on speed dial, I’m sure they can cook something up for you.”  
 
    She glanced at my hand that was still covering hers before peeking back at me with eyes that looked on the verge of tears when she said, “But I want you, Gabe. I need… you.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    It wasn’t my intention to upset her; didn’t think I really meant that much to her creative process to do so. But the seriousness of what she had said was apparent in the way she gnawed at her lip while waiting for me to change my mind.  
 
    But I… couldn’t change my mind. I had to stay strong and go with my gut. I had to… mmmm.  
 
    Zalayah’s kiss was perfectly gentle, her lips soft and light as she moved her hand from under mine to put it against my cheek and deepen our kiss. Her eyes were closed, and eventually mine did too as she slipped her tongue between the threshold of my lips. And while I should’ve been pulling away, should’ve been ending this before things could go too far, I couldn’t help but stand up so that I could get even closer to her, positioning myself between her legs as she wrapped her arms around my neck to keep me there. 
 
    The music was quickly drowned out by the crashing of our lips and tongues, our kisses becoming more and more intense the longer we went until Zalayah pulled away to ask, “Should we take this upstairs?” 
 
    My mind said no, but my head nodded to agree. And when she hopped down from her stool to take my hand, I knew there was no turning back.  
 
    Her hold on me was light, linked by the fingers as she dragged me up the stairs. Then she peeked back at me wearing a sexy smirk, one I couldn’t help but match before leading me down the hallway towards her bedroom that was just as white and immaculate as the living room.  
 
    She kept her fingers linked with mine all the way to the bed where she encouraged me to sit with an extra tug. Then she climbed onto my lap, straddling it as she wrapped her arms around my neck the same way she had done downstairs. But this time, instead of kissing me, she just… looked at me, pulling her lip between her teeth before she admitted, “You are so damn fine.”  
 
    While compliments about my looks usually didn’t do much for me, I couldn’t help but smirk when I replied, “Yeah? You’re not too bad yourself, superstar.” 
 
    And even though I considered my words a compliment, Zalayah still snapped her head back as she repeated, “Not too bad? Oh, we’re definitely getting ready to change that shit.” 
 
    I laughed as I grabbed two greedy handfuls of her ass. “I’m just messin’ with you. You’re gorgeous as fuck. Shit, they voted you Hottest Entertainer two years in a row. I shouldn’t even have to tell you.”  
 
    To no surprise, she brushed me off, grinding slowly against my lap as she said, “I don’t care what the random people who actually have time to vote on those silly internet polls think.” 
 
    “Well I think the same thing they do. You’re beautiful, baby. Absolutely stunning.” 
 
    That seemed to be the compliment she was looking for, her eyes twinkling as she leaned in to rest her forehead against mine; the position allowing me to see right through the celebrity, right through what everyone usually thought about her, myself included, and right into the soul I couldn’t help but be drawn to. When she kissed me again, it felt like we had already done it a million times before, slow and tender as if we had all the time in the world when we really had no time at all. 
 
    But time quickly became an afterthought when she shoved me against the shoulders just hard enough for me to fall onto my back, pulling her sweatshirt over her head to unveil the lacy black bra she wore. My hands immediately went to her obliques, her skin smooth to the touch as I glided them from her sides to her breasts that weren’t exceptionally large but still enough to fill my hands.  
 
    “And you call me a virgin. Grab ‘em like you mean it, Gabe,” she insisted with a smirk as she rested her hands against my chest, waiting for me to make my move. But instead of letting her coach me up, even teasingly, I decided to take over, lifting her just enough to flip her onto her back so that I was in control.  
 
    Her hands immediately went to my shoulders, her nails digging deeper and deeper into my skin as I ran my lips from her cleavage down to her belly button, landing a series of kisses and nibbles until I made it to the waistband of her sweatpants. Then I peeked up at her with a smirk before I gave them a tug, her abdomen flexing as she lifted her hips to make it easier for me to remove them. 
 
    “Well, well, well. Look who’s blushin’ now,” I teased as I grabbed her leg by the ankle, resting it against my shoulder as I landed more kisses against her calf that was perfectly-defined from years of training.  
 
    She watched me with hooded eyes as she replied, “That’s cause you’re looking at me like… I don’t know. Like you wanna bite me or somethin’.” 
 
    “I do,” I told her with a dead serious expression as I did just that right against her inner thigh before soothing it with a kiss, making her gasp as I matched it with another on the opposite leg, even closer to my ultimate destination. And when I peeked up at her again to find her eyes already closed in ecstasy, I knew it was time to really drive her wild.  
 
    I landed a full kiss through the seat of her panties that were already saturated before pushing them out of the way to find the prettiest pussy I had ever seen, if there was such a thing. But I knew I could look at hers, explore hers, taste hers all day long as I dove face first, flicking my tongue against her heat as she bucked into my face and forced me to grab her by her hips to keep her in place. 
 
    Her hands were back at my shoulders, her nails doing damage that only made me go harder as I lapped up all her juices like a thirsty dog in the summertime. But she tasted so damn good, and sounded even more beautiful than she did on any of her songs when she moaned, “Fuckkk Gabe.”  
 
    I kept one hand at her waist as I used the other to work on the button of my jeans, kicking them off towards the end of the bed before climbing back up for more of her perfectly gentle kisses, made even sweeter by her flavor still on my lips. And it was almost as if she was just as addicted to her taste as I was, greedily accepting my tongue into her mouth as she wrapped her legs around my waist to hold me closer before pulling her face away just enough to whisper, “I want you inside of me. Now.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” was the first thing I asked, even though her answer seemed obvious as hell. But I knew going there would be something we could never undo, a place neither one of us would ever forget, and I wanted to make sure she was ready for that. 
 
    It took her a moment before she nodded her head yes, moving from under me to dig into her nightstand to grab a condom. But instead of handing it to me to put on, she did the honors herself, yanking at my briefs to free my erection before sliding the protection on with one slow stroke. Then she licked her lips, straddling my lap and sinking down onto my dick as she hissed, “Shitttt…” 
 
    My hands went to her waist as a guide she didn’t really need as she pressed her fingers into my chest, grinding up and down with precision as if she had already found her spot. And while I tried to focus on not coming too quick since she felt even better than I had imagined, I couldn’t help but get lost in the faces she made each time she took me in deeper and deeper, exhibiting the perfect pleasurable pain being created with each and every stroke as I gripped her waist tighter and met each of her grinds with an upward thrust of my own. 
 
    Her whimpers quickly became hoarse as she moaned, “I… shit... I’m about to…” 
 
    But the second she collapsed on top of me, I heard someone yell, “Zalayah! Zalayah, get your ass down here!”  
 
    “Oh fuck,” I whispered, the cum that was on the tip of my dick ready to explode immediately beginning to seep back down as Zalayah’s body went stiff in my hold.  
 
    “Shit. It’s my mom. We gotta get up,” she whispered near my ear before climbing off me to gather her clothes, slipping into her sweat suit with ease as I grabbed my briefs and jeans, happy those were the only things I had removed.  
 
    But as I climbed into them, I could feel Zalayah watching me, a teasing smirk on her face when she asked, “Keepin’ the condom as a souvenir, or what?  
 
    I peeked down to find it still wrapped around my halfway-hard dick, shaking my head as I snatched it off to toss into the trash just as Zalayah’s mom yelled, “Don’t make me have to come find you!”  
 
    What I expected to have Zalayah panicking only made her laugh as she waited for me to finish getting dressed, stopping me just short of the door for another quick kiss before we headed for the stairs. And once we made it back to the main level, we found her mother - who was almost as fine as she was - waiting in the kitchen with her arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her face.  
 
    Zalayah was all charm as she said, “Mama. Hey. This is… Gabriel, the producer I worked with. Gabriel, this is Erin, my mom-ager.” 
 
    The scowl was lost just slightly as she extended her hand my way. “Gabriel. It’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard great things, including those incredible beats you put together for my daughter. You’re really talented. And really handsome.”  
 
    I gave a short nod, hoping my handsome didn’t include her daughter’s juices dried up on my face as I told her, “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Now back to you, young lady. What is that pizza doing in there on the counter?” she asked, the scowl quickly returning as she waited for an explanation. 
 
    An explanation that Zalayah only shrugged her way through when she answered, “Uh…. I was hungry?” 
 
    “You were hungry? The fridge is stocked with all of your meals for the week, snacks included. Being hungry is not an excuse,” Erin scolded, wearing the role of mom-ager well considering I couldn’t tell which side was actually getting on Zalayah’s case. 
 
    But regardless of that, I attempted to lessen her punishment when I suggested, “I ordered it, ma’am. It’s my pizza.” 
 
    Erin immediately snapped her eyes my way. “Gabriel, I was just starting to like you. Don’t ruin it by trying to stick up for her sneaky ass.” 
 
    “Damn, how does she know?” I thought to myself as I pleaded, “I’m serious. She was going to have a slice. Only one though. The rest was all for me.” 
 
    I could see Zalayah smiling next to me out of my peripheral while her mother looked her way instead of at me when she replied, “Yeah, it better be.” 
 
    And before things could get even more awkward, I broke the silence to say, “I’m… gonna get going. Let me know what steps we have to take next for the album.” 
 
    Zalayah seemed surprised by my announcement, turning my way with wide eyes to ask, “So you’re back on?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have been. I was supposed to be standing firm, going with my gut and avoiding working with the label at all costs. But just that easily, my plans had been altered, allowing me to answer, “Couldn’t say no if I wanted to.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    I watched in envy as my mother dangled a piece of pizza over her mouth to catch the stringy cheese before taking a full bite, being extra dramatic in savoring it as she moaned about how good it tasted. It wasn’t even fair that she was rubbing the fact that I couldn’t have any right in my face. But I suppose that was my punishment for ordering it in the first place, knowing good and well it wasn’t a part of my meal plan, especially with the barbecue I had consumed just a few days before. 
 
    My envy quickly turned to uneasiness when, through her chews, my mother blurted, “Did you at least use a condom?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, pretending I didn’t hear her as I avoided her eyes by munching on the perfectly-portioned apples and peanut butter snack my nutritionist had left for me.  
 
    But it was clear my mother wasn’t letting me off easy when she insisted, “You heard me loud and clear, Zalayah Rose. Did you use a condom?” 
 
    My face scrunched as, instead of answering her question, I fired back one of my own. “Why do you assume I had sex with him? I could’ve just been … showing him the equipment I have in the studio upstairs.”  
 
    She quickly brushed me off, tossing her leftover pizza crust onto a plate. “Girl, please. I could smell it on the both of you. Y’all aren’t slick. Now answer my question.” 
 
    “I… I mean, we…” I stammered, not exactly ready to admit anything I didn’t absolutely have to. 
 
    But she didn’t even let me get anything substantial out before she was already following up with another question. “Did he sign a NDA?” 
 
    “Mama...” I groaned, rolling my eyes at what was really none of her business.  
 
    Still, she made it seem as if it was when she replied, “What? Just because you didn’t think things through during the act doesn’t mean I won’t. I have an artist to protect. But more importantly, I have a daughter to protect. So do we need to go run and grab a Plan B, or what?” 
 
    While I could appreciate her concern, I still shook my head as I finally answered, “We used a condom, Erin. And we didn’t even… finish. I mean, I did. But he… You get the point.” 
 
    “So I got here right on time then,” she said as she grabbed another slice of pizza. 
 
    And as I reached over the counter to grab one for myself, quickly deciding any repercussions were worth it, I muttered, “In the rudest way possible…” 
 
    My mother’s face was pulled into a scowl, but I suppose her letting me have the pizza was a way to neutralize her scolding, her voice softened when she said, “Look, Zalayah. I know you’re grown, so I’m not gonna pretend like I don’t get it. But you have to be careful, sweetheart. You can’t just go… fuckin’ around with any ol’ random dude just because he’s fine.” 
 
    My slice of pizza was already halfway devoured by the time I defended, “He’s not random. We’ve been… getting to know each other for a while now.”  
 
    I wasn’t really sure if “for a while” was the correct amount of time since I technically hadn’t known Gabe for more than a few weeks. But it felt like we had known each other forever, our souls connecting through the music we created and our minds connecting with each conversation we shared, no matter how heated. And now we had added yet another, equally important connection to that list. 
 
    “Since that night at The Black Market, right? That’s the “him” you’ve been preying on?” she asked, catching me completely off-guard, though I refused to show it. 
 
    So instead I challenged, “How do you even know that?” 
 
    Her attitude was annoyingly arrogant as she swiped her hand in the air when she said, “Girl, I’ve got eyes all over this country watching you.” 
 
    “No. You just have the closest set of eyes wrapped around your finger so he’s willing to give you reports on my whereabouts. He must not know who signs those checks he gets for protecting me.” 
 
    “I do. And it’s going to stay that way until I can trust you to be more responsible,” she replied, making me grow more annoyed considering it wasn’t like she was signing over her own money, even if I had put her in charge of my finances.  
 
    But since I knew having an attitude with her wouldn’t really solve anything, I tried to take a more easygoing approach when I said, “Look, Mama. I know you’re all extra over-protective because of what happened to you, but I’m well past that age. I mean, if I was just any normal person, I would be like, a college graduate by now which means I would’ve already spent years without your watchful eye. Hell, I could be married with multiple kids by now. And let’s be real, if I were to turn up pregnant, I have more than the means necessary to take care of a child.” 
 
    “Yeah, for now. But what happens when you slip into postpartum depression and can’t work for months? What happens when you can’t get your body back into performance shape? What happens when you have a baby daddy you didn’t even know for very long trying to get hundreds of thousands of dollars in child support from you?” 
 
    My laugh was one of disbelief, finding her scenarios just as ridiculous as this whole conversation. “Jesus Christ, you need to keep your head out of the tabloids.” 
 
    She only shook her head, her face completely serious when she replied, “You never know, Zalayah. And you have to consider all things.” 
 
    “You didn’t consider all things and we still turned out alright, didn’t we?” I challenged, thinking maybe that reminder would ease the tension. 
 
    But it only seemed to make things even worse when she snapped, “You have no idea the sacrifices I’ve had to make to get us here. No idea how many nights I went to sleep hungry so that I’d be able to afford your audition fees, no idea how many asses I’ve had to kiss to get in the door. So I’ll be damned if you throw that all away over some… guy.”  
 
    “He’s not just some guy!” I yelled, surprising myself with how defensive I had become. But it was the truth. Gabriel wasn’t just some guy. He saw the real me, he valued the real me, and he had quickly become one of my closest friends even if he didn’t know it. But the fact that we could share conversations beyond my next record, the fact that he was interested in getting to know the me that other people usually didn’t even care to access, the fact that he treated me so… normal was too refreshing to consider him just some guy.  
 
    Of course, my mother had to take that to the furthest extent when she replied, “So, what? You’re in love now? And he loves you too, right? Or is he just in love with what you can do for him? Don’t be so damn naive, Z.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes, reaching for another slice of pizza as an immediate stress reliever as I told her, “Whatever. You don’t even know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    But before I could bring it to my lips, she knocked it out of my hand and insisted, “I know exactly what I’m talking about. This is the same road you went down with Liam, and you see how that turned out. He used you to climb to the top and then stepped on your head for the final step.” 
 
    “That was him. This is… this is different,” I replied, trying to shake off the nagging thought that she might actually be right. 
 
    “She can’t be right,” I repeated over and over in my head as I listened to her reply, “You say that now. But give it another few weeks and you’ll see exactly what I’m talking about.”  
 
    I snapped my eyes at her, grabbing the pizza she had made me drop and taking a greedy bite before she could do anything about it. Then, through my chews, I asked, “Why are you so determined for this to go wrong? Matter of fact, why are you even here?”  
 
    “I’m here because my daughter needed someone to save her from herself,” she replied confidently as she tossed the leftover half of the pizza into the trash.  
 
    And while I wanted to be mad about it, I was more mad at the fact that, “X called you to come cockblock?” 
 
    She shrugged. “If that’s how you wanna interpret it, sure.” 
 
    I wasn’t nearly as nonchalant as she was when I replied, “Well tell him he can interpret that his ass is fired. I’ll clear my schedule for tomorrow so I can find a new hire. Someone who isn’t tied to you.”  
 
    My mother immediately brushed me off, not taking me anywhere near as serious as I was according to the grin on her face when she said, “Zalayah, don’t be ridiculous. Xavier is like family to us. He’s been with us forever.” 
 
    While that was partially true, I quickly corrected, “No, he’s been with you forever, which is exactly why he does your dirty work with no questions asked. Leave it to Erin to use her most prized resource between her thighs to get her way. Typical.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, my cheek was burning hot from the sting of my mother’s palm going across my face when she snapped, “Don’t you ever talk to me that way!” 
 
    I refused to give her the satisfaction of real tears no matter how quickly they were welling up in my eyes. And just before they could slip out, I turned away from her, holding my hand against my cheek as I told her, “You can go now.”  
 
    Her apology came almost immediately as she put a hand to my shoulder, her voice already cracking with emotion when she said, “Zalayah, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…” 
 
    “I said, you can go now,” I repeated a little more sternly than before, shrugging her hand off my shoulder as I went to the freezer for an ice pack. 
 
    I was already putting it to my cheek, blowing past her towards the stairs with plans of crawling into bed and going straight to sleep. But she was right on my heels, the guilt obviously too much for her to handle as she said, “Just let me see it. Let me make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Nothing they can’t fix with a little make-up, right?” I replied sarcastically as I went to the bathroom to check the damage in the mirror, grateful to find my cheek just slightly tinted in red. 
 
    “Zalayah, please. I’m sorry,” my mother continued to plead behind me, only making me angrier as I thought about why she had smacked me in the first place. And now that there was no good reason for me to hold back, I fired an attack on her that may not have been physical, but was definitely intended to hurt. 
 
    “Well you know what? I’m sorry for ruining your life with my early entry into your world. I’m sorry for being a constant reminder of the biggest mistake you ever made in sleeping with the guy you probably couldn’t pick out of a line-up as my father. And I’m sorry for being talented enough to fund an incredible lifestyle for the both of us despite that fact. Now if you don’t have anything else, you can get out of my house. And take your little fake ass security boy toy with you.” 
 
    I blew past her out of the bathroom, but once again she was right on my heels when her only reply was, “Zalayah, I’m not leaving you here without security.” 
 
    Sure, it might’ve been silly to be in the house unguarded. I knew how crazy people, my fans, could be even with all the security in the neighborhood. But I could no longer tolerate being in this space, could no longer tolerate breathing the same air as her; as them. And since she wasn’t interested in taking my original orders, I suggested, “Well how about you two stay, and I’ll leave.” 
 
    I immediately made myself busy sifting through my closet for a comfy pair of shoes, deciding on a pair of Nike slides before grabbing a cap to throw over my mess of a hair. But it wasn’t until I grabbed my purse to head downstairs that my mother took me seriously enough to ask, “Zalayah, where are you going?! Are you crazy? You could get hurt!” 
 
    “More hurt than my own mother slapping me in the fuckin’ face? I find that hard to believe,” I told her with a roll of my eyes, not even breaking stride until I made it to my Rose Gold Mercedes G-Wagon parked in the circle driveway.  
 
    And even when I was already in the car, I could hear her through the window as she stammered, “Zalayah, watch your… Zalayah, wait… Zalayah!” 
 
    I skirted down the driveway, not wasting the energy to peek back even though I could still hear my mother shouting unintelligibly in the distance. My adrenaline was pumping like I had just finished a concert, and the tears I had been holding onto were finally seeping out as I drove down the private access road that led to my house before bypassing the neighborhood security with a wave. And it wasn’t until then that I realized I had no real destination.  
 
    Of course I could go to a hotel, but that practically guaranteed a swarm of paparazzi that I wasn’t equipped to deal with now that I was getting rid of X. And I couldn’t hide out at my assistant Kelly’s place since she was out of the country on one of the few vacations she was actually able to take with our busy schedule, leaving me with only two more options. I could go to the studio with claims of desperately needing to lay a track that had come to me on the fly, or I could go to… him.  
 
    Before I could change my mind, I pulled over into a shopping center parking lot, scrolling through my texts for his address and then copying that into my GPS. And in no time at all, I was flying down the freeway towards his apartment, hoping he’d actually be there to let me in before anyone else noticed me. 
 
    When I finally made it to his building, I kept my head down and my cap pulled low over my eyes, giving a short nod to every neighbor I passed so that I wouldn’t look too suspicious before I made it to his door. And I didn’t fully lift my head until he pulled his door open, a look of confusion on his face when he said, “Zalayah, what are you… are you crying? What happened to your face?” 
 
    I practically collapsed into his arms, desperate for the comfort as I started, “My mother. She…” 
 
    He held me against his chest with one arm and used the other to close the door, cutting me off to ask, “She, what? What’s going on?” 
 
    But before I could even begin to explain, I heard a woman’s voice behind us ask, “Gabe, what’s taking you so… oh. Hello.” 
 
    I immediately went stiff in his arms, peeking past him to find a girl who looked incredibly familiar, though there was nothing other than Gabriel’s familiarity with her that rang a bell when it came to her half-naked frame. He let out an annoyed groan as if he was upset about being caught red-handed. But she wasn’t bothered at all, arrogantly crossing her arms over her chest with a smirk as she waited for me to respond, though the only thing I could say as I pulled away from Gabe was, “Oh my God. She was… she was right about you.” 
 
    I felt foolish as hell as I thought about my mother’s warning, thought about the fight I had put up when it came to him being so different than the rest. But since Gabriel had no knowledge of that conversation, he asked, “Who was right about me? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re just using me like he did. You’re just… fuck. I gotta get out of here,” I said more to myself than him as I turned to leave, embarrassed as I thought about how dumb I probably looked showing up to his place unannounced.  
 
    But just like my mother had been, he was right on my heels when he said, “Zalayah, wait.” Going as far as catching me by the arm in the middle of the hallway to pull me back so that he could explain, “Shy was just… she was waiting at my door drunk as hell when I got back from your crib. That’s the only reason why I let her in. I ain’t wanna see her get hurt tryna drive home drunk or some stupid shit like that. But I swear to God we didn’t do anything. Hell, I honestly thought she was passed out back there until she came out here without her damn clothes on. But I know she only did that to get at you. She’s petty like that.” 
 
    I didn’t understand why the girl would have any beef with me considering I didn’t really know who she was besides the hint of familiarity in her face, but my real concern was, “Are you fuckin’ her?” 
 
    He immediately responded, “No! I told you we were done. I’m off that.” 
 
    “Yet she’s still parading around your apartment half-naked right after you didn’t get your fuckin’ rocks off with me. Do you really think I’m that stupid?” I asked, my face twisted into a scowl as it all began to click for me.  
 
    Shy was the “used to” girlfriend, the one who he was still having sex with even after she had cheated on him. She was the girl who had his attention that night at The Black Market which explained why her face looked so familiar. She was the one who he’d been avoiding texts from the other day even though she obviously still had her ways considering he had opened his home to her. And now she was the girl who had staked her claim by coming out to size me up.  
 
    While I was busy putting two-and-two together in my mind, Gabe was still defending, “Of course I don’t think you’re stupid. But I don’t have a reason to lie to you, Rose.” 
 
    “You have the same reasons that everyone else has, Gabriel! But you know what? Just like I don’t have to take her bullshit, I don’t have to take yours. Should’ve known you were too good to be true,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes as I stormed away, grateful that he lived on the first floor meaning I could avoid waiting for an elevator or exhausting myself on multiple flights of stairs. 
 
    But even out on the sidewalk, he tried to stop me when he pleaded, “Rose, just wait a minute! Damn. Where are you going?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to care now!” I yelled back, drawing the attention of a few passersby as I climbed into my truck and skirted off the same way I had done back home. But I hadn’t even made it down the street by the time my phone was beginning to vibrate in my lap with his call.  
 
    “Fuck you, Gabe,” I spewed, keeping my hands locked on the steering wheel as I let it buzz over and over again, a mix of calls from both him and my mother creating a consistent flow until I finally decided to toss it in the backseat.  
 
    Once again, I found myself without a destination. Once again, I found myself… lonely as hell as I evaluated my options and realized the only thing close to a friend that I had left was my damn choreographer Amerie. But since I didn’t really have much of a choice, I made my way to the house she had just recently moved back into with her boyfriend.  
 
    In fact, it was him who answered the door, obviously a little startled by my appearance when he said, “Zalayah. Hey. Uh… come on in, babe.” 
 
    “Is Amerie here? I need to talk to her,” I asked the second I stepped inside, peeking around for any signs of her. 
 
    Knox tossed a hand towards the staircase as he answered, “She’s in the shower. I’ll tell her you’re here. Go ahead and make yourself at home.” 
 
    I gave him a short nod of thanks as he climbed the stairs two-by-two, leaving me to make myself comfortable. But my nerves only allowed me to pace back and forth in the hallway until Amerie finally emerged from upstairs, her hair still damp from the shower when she asked, “Baby girl, what’s the matter with you? Knox said you were down here all red eyes and runny nose.” 
 
    “He wasn’t lying,” I muttered, swiping at the latest batch of tears that had started up, making Amerie’s concern grow even stronger as she took my hand and led me to the living room.  
 
    Then she sat me on the couch, keeping my hand in hers as she instructed, “Start from the top.” 
 
    So much had happened in such a short span of time that the top seemed like days ago instead of hours. But I still remembered exactly what had jump-started the whole disaster, instantly making me feel regretful when I started, “Well… I fucked my producer. My mom found out and claimed that he was using me before she slapped the shit out of me for basically calling her a ho. So I left her at my house and went to said producer’s apartment for... comfort, I guess. But I only found him with his ex-girlfriend which basically confirmed my mom’s suspicions. And now I’m here.” 
 
    To have given a mouthful, I was surprised when all Amerie had to say was, “Wow. That’s… quite a night. Are you okay?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m as okay as I look. So nah, I’m not.” 
 
    She gripped my hand a little tighter, leaning in to say, “Tell me what I can do to help.” 
 
    I honestly wasn’t even sure what I needed, wasn’t sure where to start in figuring that out. But since I knew going back home while my mother was probably still lurking around wasn’t an option, I decided to ask, “Can I just… hide out here for the night? Or maybe a couple nights? I just need to get my mind right before I have to start this search for a new bodyguard, a new manager, and a new producer for my album.” 
 
    Amerie’s eyes went wide when she repeated, “A new bodyguard, manager, and producer?” 
 
    While I knew it was a tall task, it was my only choice since, “My mom has been fuckin’ my bodyguard for years. So everything I do, he reports back to her which means I gotta find somebody who’s not a pussy-whipped snitch. Said mom also being my manager is no longer an option; consider it a conflict of interest. Then I already told you about my producer. Mixing business and pleasure was a big mistake.” 
 
    Of all the things on that list, I knew finding a new producer would probably be the hardest. Managers were everywhere, even those with the expertise to handle a career of my caliber. Finding a new head for my security team was as simple as having Kelly vet a few different candidates when she made it back from her vacation. But replacing Gabe, recreating the vibe we had already perfected in preparation for a full album, that was almost impossible.  
 
    Still, while I was already thinking about the process, Amerie was stuck on my explanation when she replied, “Yeah, I could’ve told you about mixing business and pleasure. Except, well, I guess it eventually worked out for me.” 
 
    Her easy smile about her own situation helped to ease some of my tension. But I knew it wouldn’t be completely removed until I had confirmation that she’d take me in temporarily. And while I felt silly as hell for even having to avoid my own damn house, that didn’t stop me from asking, “So can I stay? Please? I mean, I can sleep right here on this couch if I have to. I just… I can’t go back there right now. Not yet.” 
 
    “Of course you can stay, Z. There’s a few extra bedrooms upstairs. Knox and I will just go next door to Elijah’s so you can have some privacy while you sort things out.” 
 
    I cracked a half-hearted smile, silently thanking her as she wrapped an arm around my shoulder to ask, “Now what am I supposed to tell your mom when she starts calling around to look for you?” 
 
    “Just tell her you haven’t seen me. I’ll deal with her when I’m ready.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    “You know you fucked up, right?” 
 
    I shook my head at my brother, hardly surprised that that was the only conclusion he had come up with after I had laid out the whole situation since, well, it was the truth. Even if I hadn’t technically done anything wrong, I knew everything about Shy being half-dressed in my place looked wrong as hell, especially considering how much she tried to rub it in Zalayah’s face. But after chewing Shy out for doing that shit and blowing up Zalayah’s phone to try to get her to understand, I was still left in the same state of confusion. 
 
    “Women say they want the truth. Then when you give it to them, they don’t even believe you. So what’s the point?” I asked him as I focused on the screen, playing him in NBA 2K to ease some stress though I could hardly focus.  
 
    And that was made even more apparent when Grayson got a wide-open lay-up as he replied, “I mean, would you have believed you? If you went to her spot and a nigga walked out with his dick swinging all over the place, how would you feel?” 
 
    “I’d be pissed,” I answered almost immediately, though I really didn’t have any claims over who Zalayah involved herself with. But I suppose after our little… rendezvous, I assumed that was a sign of us growing closer.  
 
    “Which was probably why she was so upset,” I thought to myself, solving my own confusion while Grayson teased, “But he was drunk, Gabe. She didn’t want him to drive home drunk, Gabe.” 
 
    I brushed him off, focusing on the game as I hit a three-pointer while telling him, “Call that nigga an Uber. Shit, she always wanna send a car my way. She can send him in one too.” 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head as he replied, “That’s not the point, foo. You know you would’ve been uncomfortable as hell and you wouldn’t have taken that bullshit explanation even if it was the truth. I mean, Shy was right in her face as living proof. Your words automatically became invalid.” 
 
    “Well that doesn’t make it fair,” I reasoned, trying to get my brother at least a little on my side. 
 
    But I quickly found out that wasn’t happening when he shouted, “Life isn’t fair, my nigga! Yet here we are, living the shit day after day anyway, steady tryna make lemonade out of lemons even if we don’t like lemonade. I mean, me personally, I’m more of a fruit punch guy. But I’ll still whip some lemonade up when life calls for it. So that’s what you gotta do. Make your lemonade, G.” 
 
    As strangely profound as I found my little brother’s advice, it only made me feel worse since, “I tried. But now my calls are going straight to voicemail, my texts all got left on read, and I couldn’t even get into her neighborhood cause of all the tight ass security they got over that way. I’m fresh out of options, Gray.”  
 
    “What about the album?” he asked, tapping against his controller to block my shot.  
 
    And as I grunted about his move, I asked, “What about it? I mean, after yesterday, I can pretty much assume there is no more album. Not with me, at least.”  
 
    I knew it was impossible for anyone to recreate what Zalayah and I had managed to put together. And with two of the songs that would surely be featured on the album already out, I had a hard time believing someone would be able to make any beats even remotely cohesive with the vibe we had set. But I also knew how determined she was at everything she did, even if that meant excluding me so that she could move forward accordingly. 
 
    Of course, Grayson saw things in a completely different light when he asked, “She went through all that trouble to get you to work with her and you really think she’s gonna drop you over some shit with Shy? Zalayah might be upset, but I doubt she’s gonna ruin her new direction over your stupidity.” 
 
    “Well even if she doesn’t, the comradery we had is probably long gone now,” I explained, thinking about just how quickly the tables continued to turn for us.  
 
    I mean, I hadn’t been too hot on her from the beginning, but she had quickly and effortlessly managed to work her way onto my good side. We had a connection that was undeniable, both in the studio and outside of it which naturally led us into a more physical realm. And now we were at a place where she wouldn’t even take my calls and had stormed out of my apartment with intentions of never speaking to me again.  
 
    It was all a mess. But it was clear Grayson wasn’t convinced it would actually stay that way as he simply replied, “Lemonade, G. Lemonade.”  
 
    I paused the game, tossing my controller onto the table before falling back against the couch and releasing a heavy sigh. “I’m glad you can see the shit so positively cause it’s really fuckin’ with my head right now.” 
 
    He peeked back my way with a half-hearted smile, and I was surprised to hear him be a little empathetic when he said, “Damn. You really like her like that, huh?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing that was the only reason any of this really bothered me. If she was just any other girl, I wouldn’t have cared how she felt, wouldn’t have cared to even attempt to chase her down. But knowing she had come to me in a time of need and that I had let her down in that moment really messed with me.  
 
    I could only hope that I wasn’t the only person she could turn to. But considering the issue was with her mother, I knew that chopped at least the top option from her list. And then there was the host of associates from the industry that I could assume she didn’t trust with information so personal meaning… damn, I really fucked this up. 
 
    As if Grayson could read my mind, he offered, “If it’s supposed to be, it will be. And if not, I guess you’re stuck chasing tail with me down at The Black Market.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes as I reminded him, “The last time I chased tail with you down at The Black Market, I ended up with Shy. And we see how that turned out.” 
 
    The thought alone had me annoyed, but it only made Grayson’s smile grow wider as he suggested, “So maybe you don’t have to chase tail. But I still think you should come out with me. Take some stress off so you can really get this shit figured out.”  
 
    While I knew a real stress reliever was exactly what I needed, I couldn’t help but turn down his offer. “I’m not in the mood for The Black Market, Gray. Too many familiar faces.” 
 
    “Well how about The Max? It’s a little drive, but they got the baddest bartenders in the whole state,” he announced as if the shit was advertised as a tagline on the outside of their building.  
 
    But thinking of that place only made me laugh since, “They got the feistiest bartenders too. Last time I went there, one of them got into a fight with a customer.”  
 
    Grayson joined in on my laugh as he said, “I remember that. She used to be my favorite one too with her fine ass. But she doesn’t even work there anymore. She’s all over the small screen now.” 
 
    I sat with the offer a few moments longer and realized there weren’t many cons for me to use as a scapegoat other than just being in my feelings. And since it wasn’t really an option to stay that way, I finally accepted the invitation, telling Grayson, “Well I guess if I can guarantee I won’t be running into fisticuffs, I can roll with you.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “See. I told you this was a good idea.” 
 
    I couldn’t have agreed more with my brother since I was actually having a good time now that I had gotten a few drinks in my system, the liquor numbing me to the point of being able to actually enjoy everything going on around me including the ass grinding against my quads. She was a twin, her other half keeping my brother occupied as he held his drink in the air and sang along to That’s What I Like by Bruno Mars, sounding more like a Making the Band reject than anything. But his singing was just a reflection of him enjoying himself, because that’s what we were here to do. And not even his half-assed vocals were going to ruin that. 
 
    My eyes were trained on my twin as she dropped down to the ground in front of me, bouncing her ass up and down before popping back up to grind right against my dick. We had been at it for three songs straight which pretty much guaranteed I’d at least be buying her a drink for her time, but that was as far as our interactions would go since there was no way in hell I was adding anyone extra to the mess I already had going on.  
 
    “That’s not what you’re here for, G,” I coached in my head, trying to remind myself that the goal was to relieve some stress, not add any more to it. But the stress still managed to show its ass up once Bruno Mars was mixed and switched out for Zalayah’s song. The party song we had done together. The song that almost instantly sobered me up while making the crowd go crazy. 
 
    “Yo! They’re playing your shit in the club already, G! My brother is famous!” Grayson shouted over the beat - my beat - as he wrapped his arms around his twin and grinded against the bass I had intentionally added for moments like this. But what should’ve been a proud moment only made me feel somber since the song could easily be the last one we’d ever do together. 
 
    I tried to shake off the thoughts, instead choosing to focus on the girl dancing in front of me instead of the one who had been invading my thoughts since storming out of my place a few days ago. But that was practically impossible once I heard the DJ announce, “We got Ms. Zalayah herself in the building tonight! Shoutout to you, baby!”  
 
    I peeked up just in time to see him nodding towards the VIP section, my eyes naturally following the trail until I found Zalayah standing on a table singing along to her own song. She seemed… fine, happy even, as she used her hand like a rapper would do to emphasize every word she sang in the face of some guy below her before stumbling into him.  
 
    Shit, is she drunk? 
 
    Her hands were resting against his shoulders as she swayed her hips down to the ground, or the table, until she was eye level with him. Then she moved her hands from his shoulders to each side of his face as if… is she about to kiss this nigga? 
 
    I could feel myself growing more and more angry with every second that ticked by, the closer she got, the dumber I felt for really thinking there was something special going on between us. Then again, I couldn’t be mad since I was the one whose actions with Shy had unfortunately said otherwise.  
 
    Thankfully, before their lips could connect, she was pulled away by one of the ladies nearby who helped her down from the table. But she didn’t get far before the guy caught her by the wrist in an attempt to pull her back, giving her an offer she looked ready to accept until the lady tugged at her arm once again, guiding her back to a different booth in the VIP area.  
 
    “So you’re a producer?” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    I snapped out of my surveillance on Zalayah to find the twin turned around, now with her arms wrapped around my waist. And I only halfway heard her when she replied, “Your brother said you’re a producer. That you produced this song. I’ve been trying to get into the music business, and…” 
 
    I watched intently as the same guy from before leaned over the booth to slip something into Zalayah’s hand that she popped into her mouth like candy, washing it down with a cup of liquor that I had a feeling wasn’t even hers before giving her upper body an enthusiastic shake. And since I could pretty much assume what she had taken wasn’t candy, I stopped the twin mid-spill to say, “Hold that thought for me.” Heading in their direction with no real plan, but enough instinct to know something was off.  
 
    Getting into VIP was a lot easier than it should’ve been. But I suppose the main guard was so occupied with the ladies trying to finesse their way into the area that he had easily missed me slipping past him. And after making my way past the sections littered with an assortment of musicians, social media personalities, and ball players, I found Zalayah dancing against the booth in a world of her own with a smile on her face. 
 
    Well, until she peeked up at me. 
 
    The smile was quickly replaced with a scowl when she turned her head, waving a hand in my direction as she shouted, “Ugh! Somebody get this nigga a drink! He’s way too uptight. Already killing my vibe.” 
 
    While I wanted to be offended, I ignored the urge so that I could stay focused enough to ask, “Zalayah, how much have you had to drink?” 
 
    She shrugged, closing her eyes and zoning out to the music as if she was trying to dismiss me. But for whatever reason, I felt inclined to press the issue, getting even closer to her to make myself clear when I demanded, “Answer my question, Rose. And what the fuck did you just take?” 
 
    Again, she shrugged, this time waving a hand behind her as she answered, “I don’t know. Elijah gave it to me.”  
 
    I shook my head in annoyance at her nonchalance, biting the inside of my cheek as I tried to figure out my next move, tried to figure out why I had taken on this role of protector in the first place. I mean, she obviously still wanted nothing to do with me. Yet here I was, grabbing her hand as I told her, “Zalayah, we need to get you home before that shit really hits you.” 
 
    To no surprise, she immediately snatched away. “Nigga, you ain’t my damn daddy. Shit, I don’t even know who he is so maybe you are. I mean, you were definitely zaddy the other night,” she gushed, licking her lips as she ran her hand along the zipper of my jeans.  
 
    If we were on better terms, the motion might’ve done something for me. But in this particular moment, especially with her being in the condition that she was, I could only scold, “Stop, Rose. You’re drunk. And high. And shit, this isn’t a good look. You need to get out of here before any more people see you like this.” 
 
    I could only imagine how many Instagram and Snapchat videos of Zalayah dancing on the table were already going around, videos that outlets like TMZ and The Shade Room would snatch up and share in the blink of an eye. But that possibility meant nothing to Zalayah as she shouted back, “I’m not going anywhere! Did you hear that? They were playing my shit. That’s a sign that I’m supposed to be here.” 
 
    “Who are you even here with? Who’s looking out for you? Where’s X?” I asked, glancing around the space to find the bouncers for the VIP area as the only visible security.  
 
    As Zalayah continued to sway to the music, she slurred, “I’m goooood. I’m here with Elijah. He’s my friend.” Pointing in his direction before putting a hand on the shoulder of the girl next to her to add, “And she’s my friend too. Wait, what’s your name again?” 
 
    “I’m Hope. Remember?” she replied with a smirk as if she found Zalayah’s behavior more amusing than anything, meaning she wasn’t a real friend at all. But I suppose the fact that Zalayah couldn’t even remember her name should’ve been the first clue.  
 
    Still, she acted as if they were lifelong buddies when she repeated, “Yeah, Hope. She used to work here, but now she’s a doctor. We’re celebrating.” 
 
    “Lawyer, babe. Lawyer,” Hope corrected with another smirk as Zalayah leaned into her for support.  
 
    “Same difference,” she replied just as the song switched to something more up tempo, making her screech in excitement as she went into her own little world once again.  
 
    She made an attempt to climb back onto the table, but Hope and I both caught her by the arm as I asked, “Do you know how much she had to drink?” 
 
    “Maybe three mixed drinks. Oh, and a couple shots. Dark and light,” she answered with a clarity that meant she hadn’t consumed even half of what Zalayah had. 
 
    But now that I had an idea of just how much damage was done, I shook my head as I muttered, “Damn, so she’s really fucked up.” Before I followed it up by asking, “Did y’all come together, or...?” 
 
    This time, she was the one shaking her head. “No, she really did come with that guy over there. He’s the one who invited me into their section. But I didn’t come up here intending to play babysitter all night.”  
 
    As if she had spoken him up, he headed our way, also notably not as drunk as Zalayah was when he asked, “Yo, is there an issue, my guy?” 
 
    I immediately sized him up. And from the looks of things, I decided he wasn’t really equipped to handle any problems with me when I finally answered, “Actually there is, bruh. You’re supposed to be here with her, watching her, and you’re not.” 
 
    What I expected to be a challenge only came out as an arrogant laugh before he replied, “First of all, I’m not here to watch anybody. Zalayah is grown, she can do what she wants. And second of all, we’re just here to have a good time, man. No harm in that.” 
 
    “Maybe for you, but definitely for her. She has a career, an image to protect,” I reasoned as if I was her damn spokesman instead of her disowned… producer.  
 
    But Elijah threw me a curveball when he suggested, “Or maybe this is the image she wants. Maybe this is the real her. I mean, you heard her new music, right?” 
 
    “I produced it.” 
 
    He seemed surprised by that fact, snapping his head back to say, “Oh, word? Dope beats, bro. Congrats.”  
 
    Then he extended his hand for a shake that I couldn’t accept if I wanted to because, “This shit ain’t cool, man. You need to get her home.” 
 
    He used the hand he had extended my way to brush me off when he insisted, “She’ll be aight. Nothing a little sleep and Pedialyte can’t solve in the morning. Ain’t that right, Z?” 
 
    By the time we both looked her way, her eyes were already drifting off as if she was getting ready to pass out. And that seemed to be the alarm ol’ boy needed as he groaned, “Fuck. Time to go.”  
 
    Hope noticed as well, shaking her head as she said, “We can take her out the back. Just… cover her head with this jacket or somethin’.” 
 
    Elijah immediately sprang into action, tossing one of Zalayah’s arms over his shoulder as I took the jacket from Hope and draped it over the back of her head, giving her enough room to see. Well... if her eyes were even still open. Then I followed closely behind them, providing a light support against her back as we led her from the VIP area to a back exit where a car was already waiting.  
 
    Hope held the door open as I helped Elijah slip Zalayah’s mostly limp body into the backseat. And once we had her in securely, he closed the door, breathing a sigh of relief when he said, “Whew. That was close.” 
 
    I was torn between wanting to slap his ass for letting things get this out of control and wanting to be mad at her for even putting herself in this position to begin with. But once I realized neither one of those were really my business, especially now, I gave him a little pat on his shoulder as I told him, “Just get her home safely, man. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    He seemed uncomfortable by my change in energy, nodding slowly as he agreed, “For sure, man. Thanks for the help.” 
 
     I tossed a short, “Yup” over my shoulder as I made my way back inside, giving Hope her jacket before I made my way through the crowd to find my brother. And once I found him sandwiched between both twins, it hit me that coming out had been a bad idea after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    “What the fuck, Elijah! Y’all were supposed to just go out and have a few drinks to knock the edge off. Not get passed out wasted.” 
 
    “I don’t know if the alcohol alone did it, Ri. It might’ve been the uh… the party pill.” 
 
    “The party pill? You gave her a molly? I could kill your dumb ass!” 
 
    My eyes were still closed, but I could hear the argument happening on my behalf as I shifted against whatever surface I was laying on to relieve the pressure in my neck. I wasn’t sure how I had ended up this way, wasn’t even sure where I was. But one thing was for certain when I croaked, “Y’all know I can hear y’all, right?” 
 
    I slowly peeled my eyes open to find both Amerie and Elijah standing near the edge of the bed, though Amerie was the one who seemed most relieved when she sighed, “My God. You’re awake.”  
 
    Elijah, Knox’s younger brother, stepped up towards where I was laying, running his coarse hand against my forehead with a half-hearted smile as he said, “My bad, Z. I didn’t think a little dose would have you tweakin’ so quickly like that. I just knew you were stressed out and I wanted to help you chill.” 
 
    “Well, I’m definitely chillin’ now,” I groaned, squinting my eyes against the new light seeping into the room now that Elijah had changed location.  
 
    He chuckled, only making my head throb even harder as he continued, “Thankfully your homeboy was around to help me get you out of there before shit got real rough.” 
 
    “My homeboy?” I asked, beyond confused since I knew that list didn’t really extend beyond him and his brother Knox. And even Eli was a little questionable now.  
 
    But he seemed confident when he answered, “Yeah, he said he was your new producer.” 
 
    “My new producer? Gabriel was there?” I asked, an instant chill running down my spine as I thought about being in the same room as him for the first time since storming out of his apartment with no recollection of how it had even gone.  
 
    Did I act as upset as I once was about him getting back with his ex-girlfriend? 
 
    Did I cause a scene, cussing him out like the situation was still fresh?  
 
    Was I all over him like none of that had even happened?  
 
    While I panicked at the possibilities, things came together for Amerie as she asked, “Gabriel? He’s the one you…” 
 
    “Fuck. This is bad,” I groaned as I pulled the cover over my head to block out the light, though I really wanted to block out everything.  
 
    And as if things could get any worse, I heard an incredibly familiar voice shouting from a distance, “Zalayah! Zalayah, baby are you okay?!” 
 
    I pushed the covers back, popping up a little too quickly and making myself dizzy when I asked, “You called my mom?!” 
 
    Amerie’s face became extra expressive when she whisper-yelled, “You could’ve died, Z! Of course I called your mom!” 
 
    Before I could respond with anything more than a roll of my eyes, the door flew open with my mother dressed to the nines, breathing a sigh of relief once she laid eyes on me. “There you are. Oh my God. You had me worried sick!”  
 
    It was clear she wasn’t as worried as her antics claimed to be considering she had the time to put together a flawless ensemble before coming over to check on me. So as I slipped deeper into the covers, I also downplayed her dramatics when I told her, “I’m fine, Erin. Relax.” 
 
    She made her way to the edge of the bed, Elijah practically jumping out of the way to make room for her as she scolded, “Zalayah, what were you thinking? Mixing drugs and alcohol? That’s so unlike you!” 
 
    “Are you sure? Would you even know? Maybe X was giving you bad intel all along,” I replied with another sarcastic roll of my eyes. 
 
    But my mom wasn’t here for my attitude, her face stern when she said, “Now is not the time for that, Zalayah. You could’ve really gotten hurt. I mean, what if Elijah wasn’t there to get you back here safely?” 
 
    I sat up a little straighter, feeling defensive when I snapped, “But he’s the one who… never mind.” 
 
    There was no good reason to throw Elijah under the bus since he truly had gotten me back safely. And it technically wasn’t his fault that I had put myself in that predicament even if he had been the supplier. I mean, it wasn’t like he had forced the thing down my throat. But I suppose I was so desperate for the relief, so desperate to take my mind off all of the struggles I was currently being faced with, I was willing to do anything to make it all go away temporarily. 
 
    “We need to get as many fluids in you as possible. Have you thrown up yet? Or do we need to induce it? I can call the doctor and get him over here to…” 
 
    I held my hand up to cut my mother off. “I told you, I’m fine. I went a little overboard, but I’m alright now. Lesson learned.” 
 
    She didn’t seem convinced, crossing her arms over her chest to study me for a moment before she said, “Amerie. Elijah. Can you… give us a minute?” 
 
    They both seemed ecstatic to escape, Amerie replying, “Absolutely. Take your time. We’ll be downstairs.” Before knocking Elijah upside the head on their way out.  
 
    Once the door was shut behind them, my mother wasted no time making herself comfortable at the foot of the bed, her expression surprisingly empathetic which prompted me to brace myself for what was to come. “Zalayah, look. I know you were upset about me… putting my hands on you. I shouldn’t have done that. That was wrong of me. I apologized. But that alone doesn’t fully explain you going so out of bounds like this. What’s really going on with you, sweetheart?”  
 
    My eyes were tight when I challenged, “Why do you think something is wrong? How do you know I wasn’t just, being a normal twenty-something? I mean, you were my age once, right? You know what it’s like.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, dropping her head as she replied, “I actually don’t know what it’s like. When I was your age, I already had a school-age child who was on the road to fame. I could never do things like that.” 
 
    For whatever reason, her honest response tugged at me, making me want to be closer to her after not being around her for days. So I climbed from under the covers to join her at the foot of the bed, our thighs smashed against each other as I chose my words carefully. “Well maybe… maybe, that’s part of the problem. You’ve lived my dream with me for so long that you haven’t really taken time for yourself, to figure out your own lane, to have some fun. And I can’t say you resent me for that, but… maybe that’s part of why you get so upset when I do something you don’t approve of. Maybe that’s why we… clash the way we do.” 
 
    She peeked over my way, her smile half-hearted when she insisted, “I’m your mother. You’re my daughter. My only child. Clashes are normal.” 
 
    “Are they though? Or are they a result of you trying to do too much by playing mother, father, and manager? It’s like you get mad enough for all three,” I told her with an awkward laugh, releasing a heavy sigh as I decided there was no better time than now to deliver make or break news. I wasn’t sure how she’d react, but nothing was going to stop me from continuing, “I’ll always be your baby girl. But I think, maybe we should… part ways as far as my career is concerned. Maybe that’ll help to ease some of the tension that always seems to linger between us.” 
 
    It felt as if I was holding my breath, the silence thick as I waited for her to respond. And my breath stayed that way even when she asked, “Little girl, are you firing me?” 
 
    I shrugged, gnawing on my lip and focusing on my hands in my lap. “Sure. I mean, if that’s how you wanna phrase it...” 
 
    “Well you know I’m getting lawyers involved, right?” she asked, earning my eyes as I peeked over at her in disbelief. But her serious expression quickly cracked into a smile when she added, “I’m kidding. I mean, I’m definitely collecting that last paycheck. But I respect your decision. Yes, you’ll always be my baby girl, but you’re an adult now. You don’t need me hovering over your every move anymore. You deserve to be able to make your own mistakes without me coming down on you so tough. And maybe it is time for me to find some real business of my own.” 
 
    “Yeah, so you don’t have to go around having sex with my security behind my back,” I told her teasingly, rocking into her to bump shoulders.  
 
    But I wished I hadn’t teased her once she got me back by saying, “Mama gotta have a life too, right?”  
 
    “Ewwww,” I groaned, laughing as I fell back against the bed. And once my mother turned to find my eyes, she wasted no time addressing the other pink elephant in the room. 
 
    “Now seriously, tell me what’s going on with you, Z.” 
 
    I released another sigh, gazing at the ceiling as if I was searching there for an explanation. But the only one that made sense was, “I guess I just… got a little overwhelmed. Getting into it with you, getting into it with Gabriel, not really having anywhere to turn to, the pressure of delivering on this album now that I’ve officially gone out on a limb. It all just kind of, caught up to me.” 
 
    Her face scrunched with confusion when she asked, “Wait, getting into it with Gabriel? What happened? You guys looked pretty happy to me a few days ago.” 
 
    This time, I closed my eyes. “We were. Until we weren’t.” 
 
    “But what about your album? Is he still going to be your producer?” she asked, supplying the questions that had already been lingering in my head for days.  
 
    I could only shrug, keeping my eyes closed as I answered, “I don’t know. I mean, when everything was still fresh, I didn’t want him to be. But now that I’m back in my right mind, I really don’t think I can do it without him.” 
 
    It almost didn’t seem fair that I’d be forced to work with someone I wasn’t sure I could even stand to look at after finding him with Shy. Though if Elijah was telling the truth about the night before, I had technically already been there, done that. But to add whatever had gone down between us at the club to the mix of a mess we had already created at his apartment - and even before then - was definitely not the best foundation for a working relationship, especially one as important as this one. 
 
    My mother gave me a little pat to my thigh, prompting me to open my eyes. And once she had my attention, she said, “It sounds to me like it’s time for you to be a professional and handle your business, Z. If you want him to do it, then you’ll have to put whatever happened between you two to the side and get it done. You can’t let personal feelings get in the way of greatness. And baby, when I tell you this new direction you’re taking is truly something special...”  
 
    “You really think so, Mama?” I asked as I sat back up next to her.  
 
    She wrapped her arm around my shoulder, pulling me into her as she said, “I know it, pretty girl.” Then she gave me a gentle kiss on my forehead before she continued, “Now I know Amerie loves you, but I’m sure she’s ready to get her home back which means we should probably get you back to your own.” 
 
    I giggled, knowing she was right, but also well aware of yet another bind I was currently in when I replied, “What about security? I haven’t had a chance to get anyone lined up just yet, and Kelly won’t be back from vacation for another few days.” 
 
    “Well since you haven’t exactly given X a pink slip yourself, he’s still available. At least until we get a chance to vet a replacement,” she said, giving me an offer I really couldn’t refuse if I wanted to. 
 
    So I nodded as I told her, “That’s fine. I mean, I won’t be doing much for you to snoop your way into anyway.” 
 
    She let out a short giggle herself before she assured, “You don’t have to worry about that anymore, Z.” 
 
    “You promise?” I asked, pulling my head back to meet her eyes for real confirmation. 
 
    I could tell putting her on the spot to commit to her word had made her a little uncomfortable as she twisted her lips and diverted her eyes. “I promise I... won’t be in your business beyond normal mom stuff that I discover on my own. Fair?” she asked, her eyebrows raised as she waited for me to agree to her terms.  
 
    But the truth was, I wouldn’t have had it any other way as I nodded to agree, cracking a genuine smile when I told her, “Fair.” 
 
    & 
 
    “Well… what did you think of him?” 
 
    I fell back into my chair simultaneously with Kelly making her way back into the room after escorting the latest candidate for my new manager out of the building. We had been at it for hours, listening to people give the same little spill and make the same guarantees as the person before them. And while it was honestly all beginning to blur together, I knew exactly what had stood out to me about the last guy. 
 
    “He was kind of, I don’t know. Stuffy. Like, I trust that he knows the business and has the connections necessary to elevate me to greater heights. But I don’t think... our energies mesh well enough for him to be in charge of important decisions regarding my career.” 
 
    While I was trying my best to keep an open mind about a process that was so incredibly new to me, I just didn’t think the poindexter Caucasian man in his mid-forties understood me nor my image in a way that made me comfortable. Though according to Kelly, my ignorance was showing when she explained, “He’s not actually in charge, Z. He just… manages. You know, talks to the people you don’t have the time to. Keeps certain things in line so you don’t even have to think about them. Advises you on those important decisions, and then speaks on your behalf regarding whatever you decide on.”   
 
    “See, that! I don’t trust him to do that the way I would want him to. Like, he’d have his own agenda, or something. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just being paranoid,” I said with a heavy sigh, quickly deciding I was in on over my head for even taking this on. 
 
    “Or maybe you just want everyone to be how your mother was,” Kelly insisted as she organized the notes we had taken on each candidate into a folder, though they all probably belonged in the trash. 
 
    I nodded slowly as I agreed, “That’s probably true too. But you know what? I gotta figure this out, so go ahead and send the next person in.”  
 
    She gave me a short smile as she made her way back to the door, leaning out of it to invite the next candidate into the room. And once he emerged, there was a familiarity to him that had me taking a quick peek at his file to figure out where I knew him from.  
 
    My answer was clear as day once I saw the only other artist he currently had on his roster, the single name listed giving me comfort as I extended my hand his way. 
 
    “Caleb, right?” I asked, using the quick reminder typed in a wacky bold font at the top of his resume.  
 
    He clasped my hand in both of his, his smile full of charm when he said, “Zalayah. It’s a pleasure.” 
 
    I fell back into my chair on the opposite side of the table, waiting for Kelly to join us as I asked teasingly, “Does Gavin… G. Griffey know you’re here? I’m not trying to start any in-house label drama around here if I end up stealing you from him.”  
 
    His answer surprised me, a single eyebrow piqued when he replied, “Actually, he’s the one who sent me. Said you’re shopping around for a new manager. And well, I think I may be the guy for you. I mean, you’ve seen what I’ve done with his career, right?”  
 
    While I could appreciate his confidence along with his completely casual vibe, it was Kelly who was remaining levelheaded as she chimed in, “Not to be rude, but Zalayah has been around a little longer than he has meaning she has quite a bit more to manage. And right now, a little more at stake.”  
 
    He nodded, his lips tight as he interlocked his fingers on top of the table. “I respect it. But I also know none of those suit-and-tied clowns in the lobby right now understand Zalayah’s brand the way that I do,” he replied before turning his attention my way to ask, “You remember when your people came to us to do that video a few years back? People didn’t get it back then, didn’t understand this new wave you were going for back then, but I did. And I’m ready to really bring that to life for you. Full force.”  
 
    I wanted to jump up and down at the mere prospect of having someone I didn’t have to explain my vision to. And since we were relatively close in age, and interests according to the direction he had taken G. Griffey’s career in, it was clear he didn’t just understand the business side, but had a view of the market from the consumer perspective as well which played a big role in decision-making. 
 
    I tried not to get too ahead of myself, keeping my composure and my face neutral when I asked, “Will you be able to dedicate the time necessary to both G. Griffey and myself? I mean, we’re both pretty high-caliber artists. But he’s on tour right now and you’re here with me which means one of us is getting the short end of the stick.” 
 
    His confident smile returned as he leaned into the table to reply, “There’s this new invention called technology, meaning I can do this meeting with you, make it to his show tonight, and be back to start making arrangements for your next moves first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Once again, I tried to hold back my excitement, Kelly helping to neutralize it when she insisted, “You sound pretty confident about this, Caleb. Almost too confident.” 
 
    He ran his tongue across his teeth, serving my assistant eyes that had me wanting to join them in the bedroom when he said, “I’ve never wrote a check I couldn’t cash, Ms. Kelly. Now let me take your girl to the next level.” Turning his attention my way to add, “I mean, I’d hate for you to fall second fiddle around here to that Mallory chick, but I have a feeling they’re about to try you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at just the thought, nodding as I quietly agreed, “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    There wasn’t anything about Mallory that intimidated me. She couldn’t sing better than me, couldn’t dance better than me, couldn’t do… anything better than me. But I also knew that once the label decided they wanted to make a star out of someone, they would do just about anything to make it happen, even if that meant taking money away from their investment in me to put towards her career.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was part of Caleb’s ploy to get me to hire him by tapping into my annoyance with that whole situation. But it surely seemed to be working the longer it sat with me, my eyes tight by the time he finally asked, “So, what do you say? You ready to let me move and shake for you, or what?”  
 
    “Absolutely. Let’s do it,” I answered immediately, catching a glare from Kelly for being so impulsive. But everything about Caleb felt right, and genuine, and… relatable; exactly what I was looking for, exactly what I needed to get back on track.  
 
    He stood up to shake my hand and then Kelly’s, holding onto it a little longer than he had mine. But Kelly didn’t seem to notice, continuing through the protocol we had set for if we found someone we wanted to hire. She went over what to expect next, when to expect it, and got the necessary contact information for his lawyer group before sending him on his way. Then she made herself busy giving the smoothest dismissal she could come up with to the few candidates left in the waiting area before coming back to join me, clearly exhausted according to the way she plopped down into her chair.  
 
    I was so happy to have her back, so happy to have her helping me through this even if I had made the final decision without her. But my mind wasn’t even on the fact that I had checked a big task off my to-do list when I gushed, “He was so into you.” 
 
    She brushed me off, sitting up a little straighter in her chair. “Girl, bye. Ain’t nobody checkin’ for that man, especially now since you done went ahead and given him the green light to be your manager. I don’t mix business and pleasure, unlike someone I know,” she teased, making me roll my eyes.  
 
    “Ha-Ha-Ha. Very funny,” I replied sarcastically, though just the mention reminded me, “We uh… we kinda need to handle that next actually.” 
 
    “You mean, you need to handle that next,” she corrected with a little chuckle before resting her forehead on the edge of the table.  
 
    But her exhaustion from the day wasn’t enough to stop me from whining, “Come on, Kelly. You’re my assistant. So I need you to... assist.”  
 
    It had been a little over a week since my not-so-memorable run-in with Gabriel at The Max. But considering he hadn’t even followed up on my condition after supposedly helping Elijah get me into the car, I could assume he was past the point of caring about me in any fashion beyond the music that was still on hold. The music I needed off hold as soon as possible if I really wanted to stick it to the record label.  
 
    Kelly released a heavy sigh, peeling her head from the table before suggesting, “Just send his contract to do the album through certified mail with a deadline of when you need it returned. If he’s still willing to work with you, he’ll get in touch. If he’s not, then he won’t.” 
 
    While the whole thing sounded like some weird adult version of the yes-no-maybe checkbox game people used to play back at my specialty elementary school, its simplicity was enough for me to reply, “That’s… actually pretty genius. I won’t have to talk to him, won’t have to see him, won’t have to beg. And the arrangements will be handled in a professional manner, so that’ll prove I’m all business before we even have to get back into the studio together.”  
 
    “Yeah. What you said,” Kelly added with a wave of her hand as if I had thought it through even more than she had. But I knew her method was golden, which meant we had to put it into action as soon as possible.  
 
    And even though she was clearly worn out from our full day of interviews, I had no choice but to drag her out of her chair when I said, “Get up, Kelz. We have work to do.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Zalayah had accused me of using her, had accused me of still fuckin’ around with Shy, hadn’t talked to me since our run-in at The Max that she probably couldn’t even remember considering how gone she was at the time, and now she wanted me to do her album? 
 
    When I signed for the parcel with the record label’s world-famous tiger logo spread across the envelope, I expected it to be some sort of exit package for the work I had put in on the first two songs since I more than likely wouldn’t be returning to the studio. But now that I had skimmed through the thick packet of papers more than once, I realized this was Zalayah the artist doing what she had to do to get what she wanted. Doing what she had to do to get me to work for her so that she could continue forward with the original plans for her album, even if that meant sacrificing her feelings - good and bad - towards me.  
 
    Naturally, I wondered what process she had went through to get to this point. If she really believed I was using her, why would she willingly put me in the position to continue doing it? If she really believed I was still messing around with Shy, why would she be so open to going back into what had become an intimate space for us in the studio?  
 
    Maybe now that some time had passed, she realized she had been wrong all along. Or maybe she had just… moved on from whatever connection we had established, deciding it was best to keep things professional which meant there was really no point for me to agree to do it since I was never interested in doing the label’s work from the jump. I had only agreed to do the first couple of songs for my own selfish interests in her after discovering how talented she actually was along with my commitment to helping my brother advance his career. Then of course, new reasons had bloomed the more I got to know her which only made me want to help her out in any way I could, even if that meant continuing to do the album. But now that she was practically guaranteeing all of that would be null and void with a strict focus on the music and the music only, it seemed… pointless.  
 
    I was getting ready to crumble the new contract up and throw it into the trash when there was a knock on the door that interrupted me. So instead, I sat it on the table before making my way to the door and pulling it open to find my favorite girl on the other side. 
 
    “Mama, what you doin’ around here? I thought you only came out of the house for church and groceries,” I teased as I pulled her into a quick hug, the familiar scent of wildflowers that she carried with her everywhere she went immediately comforting me.  
 
    But there was nothing comforting about the side eye she threw my way when she replied, “I also come out of the house when my first born takes too long to come see about his mother. And now I see why.” 
 
    I stepped to the side to let her in, closing the door behind her as I asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    She took a quick peek back my way, her face scrunched as she put a gentle hand against my cheek. “You look… stressed. And this apartment is a disaster, my goodness.”  
 
    While I hadn’t gotten a chance to prep my apartment in the way I usually would when I knew guests were coming by - as in, throwing everything into a closet to deal with later - this time around, I had the perfect scapegoat. “Blame that on your baby boy. This is his version of straightening up.” 
 
    “Well apparently I didn’t teach him a thing,” she said with a wave of her hand, picking at the random assortment of snack wrappers on the couch to make herself some room to sit. And once she finally got comfortable, she wasted no time asking, “Now tell me what’s going on with you? I can see it in your eyes that something just ain’t right.” 
 
    I made myself cozy on the loveseat opposite of hers, spreading my arms across the back of the couch as I told her, “Mama, I’m good. Just work stuff, I guess.” 
 
    “Kids driving you crazy down at the center?” she asked with no knowledge of the other work I had been putting in down at the studio, though it wasn’t the music that had me stressed.  
 
    It was her.  
 
    All her. 
 
    But since my mother wasn’t hip to all that, I stayed on the path she had already created when I answered, “Always. I swear we weren’t anywhere near as bad as they are these days.” 
 
    She immediately brushed me off. “Oh, please. Y’all were worse. You just didn’t have all of the cell phones and social media to keep a record of it like they do now.” 
 
    “That’s probably true. How have you been feeling though? You aight?” I asked, taking a better look at her to check for the tell-all signs that something was up. 
 
    While my mother had been mostly stable health wise as of late, I could never forget the times in the past when she’d relapse on her drug habits, when she’d fall into a deep depression over what happened with her career, when she’d drink herself unconscious to avoid dealing with the demons. But today, she only smiled, leaning forward to give me a pat on the knee when she answered, “I’m always alright, baby. I still don’t know why you two boys choose to worry about me so much.” 
 
    I leaned forward to join her, taking her hand as I insisted, “Because we love you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Love me so much that you’ve been hiding this music thing you got going on from me?” she asked, her eyebrow piqued as she watched me go stiff, the reaction enough for her to continue, “Mmhmm. I recognized that logo from a mile away.” 
 
    Just the thought of bringing back bad memories for her made me panic as I told her, “If you don’t want me to do it, I won’t.” 
 
    But once again, her face only scrunched with confusion. “Now why in the world would I not want you to do it? You’ve been gifted in music since the day you were born.” 
 
    “I know, but… after all you went through, I just thought…” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have thought about me at all, Gabriel. This is your life, your opportunity. What I had was what I had, and it will always be what it was. But you have a talent that can’t be taught. There’s no good reason for you to hold back on putting it to good use.” 
 
    “Even if it’s under Nigel’s label?” I asked, knowing his involvement was part of why I thought she’d be against me doing it.  
 
    But she only nodded, her voice calm when she repeated, “Even if it’s under Nigel’s label. Hell, especially under his label. Might as well follow in your mother’s old sparkly footsteps. Just make sure you keep your nose clean while you’re at it.” 
 
    I immediately jumped to her defense when I insisted, “That wasn’t your fault. I mean, he shouldn’t have…” 
 
    “It was my fault. I did it, I continued to do it, and in the end, it cost me everything. But you know what it also did? It gave me you. And you? You saved my life. My first child. My handsome son. My little hit-maker,” she replied with an extra squeeze of my hand.  
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head as I told her, “I don’t know about all that.” 
 
    She dropped my hand as she stood up from the couch, putting a hand on her hip to challenge, “Oh yeah? Let me hear what you’ve been working on then. I’ll decide for myself.” 
 
    I peeked up from my seat as if to ask, “You serious?”. And her face remained intact, letting me know she absolutely was. So I made my way from the couch to our little makeshift studio area, firing up the system to play the last thing that I had worked on which was Zalayah’s song that I, for whatever reason, couldn’t stop making little tweaks to even though she had already released it. 
 
    My mother almost immediately caught her groove, bobbing her head as she asked, “Who is this singing? Baby girl can blow.” 
 
    “That’s Zalayah,” I answered as nonchalantly as possible, not wanting to hint at any involvement that would surely make her go wild with questions.  
 
    But my mother’s compliments made it a little harder to keep it together when she added, “I knew she could sing, but I didn’t know she could sing like this. Reminds me of myself when I was in my prime. Singing about a love I thought I knew and all.”  
 
    “Yeah, she’s really talented. And beautiful,” I quietly added on. 
 
    Though it was clear my mother had heard me, snapping her head back to repeat, “Beautiful? Sounds like someone has a little crush brewing.” 
 
    I shook my head, mad at myself for even mentioning it. But now that it was out, there was no way my mother wasn’t going to get to the bottom of it. So instead of trying to cover my ass, I told her, “I wouldn’t say all that. She’s just...  I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
    “Yeah, we usually don’t when we first feel for somebody. It just kind of… exists; sits on our chest, runs through our mind at all the wrong times, weighs on our shoulders until we either find the words to act on it or it fades away.” 
 
    My lips tightened before I released a heavy sigh, knowing she had hit the nail right on the head. While it should’ve been easy for me to write Zalayah off, I just couldn’t shake her. Even that night at The Max, I had felt drawn to her enough to go see about her regardless of how she felt about me in return. And now that she was trying to get me back on the album... 
 
    “I think I’d rather if it faded away.” 
 
    My mother immediately wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me in tightly as she gushed, “Aww, don’t say that. You could be blocking your blessings. And you know I don’t play that shit.” 
 
    “Mama!” I shouted, caught off-guard by her use of what she considered a “heavy” cuss word.  
 
    But she acted unfazed, shrugging when she replied, “What? I’m just sayin’. If you’re gonna play the game of life, at least play by the rules. And who sets those rules?” 
 
    “The Man above,” I answered with a smirk.  
 
    “That’s right,” she said with a proud smile before continuing to explain, “So if He’s telling you you need to do this music, work with this particular artist, work under this particular label, then that’s just what it is. You hear me?” 
 
    I nodded, matching her smile as I agreed, “Yes ma’am. I got you.” 
 
    “Now give me somethin’ to flow to.” 
 
    I almost choked at that, turning to see her whole face when I asked, “Excuse me?” 
 
    But she was completely serious, waving her hand towards the sound system as she said, “You heard me. Put me a beat on, or make me a fresh one. It’s time for Constella to get her groove back.”  
 
    I bursted with laughter, shaking my head as I dialed up something I had started working on for Zalayah before things came to a halt between us. And maybe that was my fault. Maybe I had gotten too ahead of myself, gotten too comfortable with what was happening, gotten too invested in what could be developing outside of the music. 
 
    But now, if she wanted to go down the professional route, then, well, I was going to keep it professional too. 
 
    & 
 
    I got to the studio right on time, hoping to avoid spending even an extra second in the space that was bound to be toxic for as long as the album would take. But since I knew it was only as toxic as we made it, I tried to sound as normal as possible when I approached Zalayah and asked, “What up? You ready to work?” 
 
    She seemed startled by my presence as if she wasn’t expecting me, her eyes drinking me in before she let out an audible gulp. But she quickly recovered, sitting up a little straighter in her chair as she stammered, “Uh… yeah. Of… of course. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Instead of focusing on her the way I was tempted to after not seeing her in what felt like forever, I made myself comfortable in my usual chair and got straight to work. But it only took a few minutes for me to realize that that process wasn’t going to be as easy for her, her eyes practically glued to the side of my face as if she was recommitting it to memory.  
 
    “You know I can’t work like that, Zalayah,” I stated sternly without looking at her, knowing it would’ve been a self-served punishment to do so since I wasn’t in a position to show my true appreciation.  
 
    She shook herself out of her trance, standing up so that she could reach across the mixing board when she answered, “I’m sorry. I mean, I wasn’t doing it on purpose. I just thought this arrangement might sound better with a little bit of… this.” 
 
    I would’ve been lying if I said the two horns she had added wasn’t a good choice. In fact, they provided a perfect funk feel to what would’ve otherwise been an ordinary R&B beat. But since I didn’t want to give her the wrong idea by having some overly-impressed, emotional reaction, I only shrugged when I said, “That’ll work.”  
 
    She went back to her seat, clearly satisfied with her contribution, though she still continued to study me from a distance. And I suppose since I wasn’t giving her the same attention in return, she decided to force some engagement by asking, “So, how have you been?” 
 
    “Good,” I answered shortly as I vibed to the music, hoping she’d catch the hint that I wasn’t interested in a conversation. 
 
    But she didn’t, continuing to ask, “And Grayson?” 
 
    I pressed pause on the system, turning her way to tell her, “Look, Zalayah. You ain’t gotta pretend with me. You ain’t gotta small talk me up. You ain’t gotta serve me the nice girl persona. It’s cool. I’m good. I’m just here to work.” 
 
    She held her hands up, breathing out an, “O… kay. Fine.” Before continuing to say, "But let me at least tell you thank you. For agreeing to do this. And for… a few weeks back, when you helped Elijah.” 
 
    While I was surprised to hear she even knew I had been a part of the situation, thinking back on it only annoyed me since, “You should probably get some better friends.” 
 
    “Or just friends in general,” she muttered, casting her eyes down to her hands as she twiddled them together while gnawing at the corner of her lip, her words reminding me of some of our earlier conversations about how her career had hindered her ability to make friends.  
 
    It was tempting as hell to go back down that same route, but I didn’t imagine it ending with anything other than me being sucked right back into her aura. So instead, I decided to soften the blow by changing the subject back to where it should’ve been from the beginning. “You got some lyrics that’ll work with this beat?” 
 
    Her eyes brightened just slightly when she answered, “Yeah, I think so.” Pulling her phone from her purse and taking a few swipes across the screen before insisting, “Play it again and let me know what you think.” 
 
    I was surprised she was even interested in my opinion. But in the spirit of keeping things as professional as they were already supposed to be, I followed her instructions to a tee, pressing the button to restart what I had of the beat so far from the top. Then I watched as she got in the zone, bobbing her head to the rhythm before starting her first verse. 
 
    “Baby you’re the bomb and you don’t even know. You make me explode in and out, and yet I can’t let it show. The way my heart is beatin’ for you, yeah there ain’t nothin’ slow. The fireworks ‘bout to go off, so come and stand in the glow… or something like that.” 
 
    While I was tasked with giving my opinion, I couldn’t help but first ask, “What’s that all about?”  
 
    There was something about the lyrics that felt very… personal, very familiar. And that fact seemed even more apparent when she explained, “You know when you first meet someone and the chemistry is just… electric. So you try to play it off, act like you don’t feel the sparks, avoid all the signs no matter how obvious until it all sort of, blows up in your face. Like dynamite.”  
 
    I nodded, trying to ignore the extra throbbing in my chest when I replied, “Yeah. I… I got you.”  
 
    “So it’s good? You think it goes? Or should I save it for something else?” she asked, leaning forward in her chair to find my eyes.  
 
    But I refused to meet hers, knowing how quickly I’d get lost in them when I answered, “Nah. I think it’s perfect. I mean, it should work. We’ll see what it sounds like from the booth.” 
 
    “Okay. Well how about this for a chorus?” she asked, waiting for the beat to come back around when she sang, “I’m ready, I’m ready, I want to go off. So baby let me, just let me, let me go off. I say, I’m ready, I’m ready, it’s time to go off. So baby let me, just set me, go ‘head set me off.”  
 
    This time I couldn’t help but turn her way when I said, “Yo, I can’t even fake. That shits fire. No pun intended.” 
 
    Of course, the vibrations from her little grin went straight to my chest when she answered, “I’m glad you think so.”  
 
    It was as if the air in the room suddenly went still as we both took in everything we had missed about each other during the time that had passed. And even though I shouldn’t have been looking at her in that way, I couldn’t help but gaze at the lips I desperately wanted to kiss, the lips that had led to a much greater time back at her crib when things between us couldn’t have been better. But just like that was only a moment, this was too, Zalayah being the first to snap out of it when she suggested, “So! Should we go ahead and record?” 
 
    And while I wished we could’ve instead capitalized on the chemistry that was already beginning to simmer between us, I knew it was in my best interest to answer, “Yeah. Let’s make it happen.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    I was exhausted, though it wasn’t the work - the songwriting, the composing, the singing, the ad-libbing, the redo’s, the mixing and mastering, the other usual shit outside of music - that had me beat. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    Only him.  
 
    Being around him, sharing his air, sharing this space, recreating the vibe that had truly came back stronger than ever without acting on the impulses that came along with that vibe. 
 
    Gabriel was being a complete professional, keeping his head down and his attention focused on the music we had been creating for the past week. And while I should’ve appreciated that he had been able to push our short history to the side for the sake of business, I was annoyed that he didn’t seem as fazed by my presence as I was by his. I was annoyed that he could be so professional while it took all my strength for me to keep my hands to myself. I was annoyed that he no longer seemed… attracted to me, even though my heart could barely beat a normal tempo around him. 
 
    I suppose it was my fault considering that was the tone I had purposely set from the beginning by sending his contract in the mail. But now that even more time had passed, now that I no longer cared about his involvement with his crazy ex-girlfriend, now that it was clear to me that his feelings for me had always been legit, I just wanted things to be normal again. 
 
    I wanted my friend back. 
 
    He was face deep in the control surface, his face pulled tight as he studied the baseline of the latest arrangement he had just put together, one with a lot of bass but a slow tempo, making it incredibly sexy. And while I was already giddy just thinking about putting my vocals over it, I also couldn’t wait to perform to it, to put together concert production for it, to dance to it. 
 
    Since only one of those was possible without lyrics, I did just that, climbing out of my chair and dancing around in the open space behind us. I was all grinds and slow whines as if Amerie had already taught me the choreography, using my reflection from the window of the booth to watch myself. But apparently I wasn’t the only one as Gabe pulled his head up, tossing over his shoulder, “Yo, Zalayah. I need you to settle down for me so I can focus.”  
 
    I didn’t stop dancing, rolling my hips as I replied, “Nigga, I’m behind you. Mind your business and you’ll be able to focus.” 
 
    To my surprise, he actually chuckled at my teasing, shaking his head as he said, “You know good and damn well your reflection is coming through the window. So chill out, little mama.” 
 
    While I should’ve taken his word and let him keep his attention on his work, I made an impulsive decision to spin his chair around, holding onto the armrests for support as I brushed my ass against his thighs and insisted, “Or you can just... focus on me.”  
 
    I couldn’t see his eyes since my back was towards him, but I could still feel them on me when he let out another chuckle. “Rose, quit playin’. We don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Oh, so I get to be Rose again when I’m shaking my ass on you?” I tossed over my shoulder, not even needing an answer since it wouldn’t matter. This was what I wanted to do, this was how I felt, this was where I wanted to be, this was what I… needed.  
 
    And the answer he gave really didn’t even apply anyway when he said, “I didn’t ask for all that.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to. But for the record, it’s on the house,” I told him, turning around to straddle his lap as I started freestyling lyrics that I hoped I’d actually be able to remember later. But they flowed so effortlessly, so easily, so… realistically as I watched Gabriel’s reaction to me; as I felt Gabriel’s reaction to me.  
 
    “With your hands all on my body, boy I can’t even think. I want you hard, I want you fast, over the edge of the sink. Take me here, take me there, ooh baby I want it all. You got me screaming, yelling, scratching with my ass on the wall. Keep me here or flip me ‘round, baby it’s your decision. Spread my legs, make it wet, eat me good in this kitchen...”  
 
    “Well damn. That’s how you doin’ it?” he asked, his lips twisted into the sexy smirk that I missed.  
 
    And as I continued to grind against his lap, I answered, “No, that’s how you’re going to do it.” 
 
    He shook his head, closing his eyes the second my lips went to his neck. But his groans didn’t match his words when he said, “Zalayah, stop.” 
 
    “Do you mean it?” I asked right against his ear, pulling it between my teeth and giving it a tug.  
 
    “I do. I mean, I should,” he answered as he took two greedy handfuls of my ass, once again contradicting his words.  
 
    Since he seemed to be so back and forth, I pulled away, bringing my face in front of his to ask, “But…” 
 
    He took a moment to study me, his eyes tight and his lips just slightly parted before he finally answered, “But you’re so damn sexy.” 
 
    His response practically lit a fire under me as I immediately yanked the t-shirt I was wearing over my head, tossing it to the side as I confessed, “I missed you.” 
 
    “You left me,” he countered, his mouth going straight to my breasts as he landed urgent kisses against my cleavage.  
 
    “You were with her,” I reminded him, wrapping my arms around his neck to push him even deeper.  
 
    But he pulled away just enough to meet my eyes when he corrected, “I wasn’t with her. You assumed. Didn’t wanna hear me out.” 
 
    My gut told me he was telling the truth. But even if he wasn’t, it was too late to pretend to care now, especially since, “I’m better than her anyway.” 
 
    “It was never a competition,” he replied right against my chest, punctuating each of his words with a kiss. 
 
    While I was barely keeping it together, I still found the strength to clarify, “Well if it was, I’d win.” 
 
    Something about my words made him go still as he peeked up at me once again, this time his face completely serious. “I’d never make you compete for my attention, Rose. If I’m giving it, you’re getting it all. I don’t play that halfway shit.” 
 
    Somehow his response made my heart bloom, my panties wetter, and my lips turn into a sly grin all at once. “I like the sound of that, Gabe. Even though you did make me feel stupid that day.” 
 
    “Maybe you are a little bit,” he replied with a grin of his own as he leaned in for a kiss that I dodged.  
 
    “Nigga…” 
 
    His laugh vibrated from his chest to mine. “I’m just fuckin’ with you, Rose. You’re not stupid. But it was a little silly for you to think that I’d be using you when I didn’t wanna do this shit in the first place. Hell, if anything, you’re using me,” he said, giving my ass an extra squeeze and bringing my mind back to why we were in this position in the first place.  
 
    And since I didn’t want it to be the only position, I smirked when I wrapped my arms a little tighter around his neck and said, “Well let me use you, Gabe. Can I… use you?”  
 
    He didn’t answer with words, only gave me that sexy ass smirk as he leaned in to meet his lips with mine, his kisses soft and sweet as if he was trying to savor each one. And while it felt incredible to be handled so gently by someone so strong, I wasn’t interested in that this go-round.  
 
    I wanted it rough, hard, fast. 
 
    I wanted to mark him up and be marked up.  
 
    I wanted it exactly how I had sung about. 
 
    So instead of letting him set the pace, I started a new one, increasing the intensity of our kisses until he finally joined in. And once he did, it was as if I had awakened a whole new beast, his thick fingers digging into my skin as he sucked and nibbled on my bottom lip, setting my whole world on fire. He held me around the waist with one arm as he stood up from the chair, setting me on top of the control surface so that he could remove his jeans and underwear while I did the same. But mine were barely off my ankle by the time he was dragging me to the edge and gliding inside of me with one swift stroke.  
 
    “Gotdamn. You feel so good,” he hissed, his strokes hard and steady as he tossed one of my legs over his shoulder, making him go even deeper. And I could hardly breathe, let alone think long enough to do anything but scream, the switches and knobs digging into my back only adding to the pleasurable pain.  
 
    But we didn’t stay there long as he brought me back down to my feet, flipping me around and wrapping his arms around my waist to bend me over just slightly before he took me from behind. And just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, he slipped a hand between my legs to play with my clit while he drove deeper inside of me, my knees feeling weaker and weaker the longer he went. But I knew I had to stand strong if I wanted to feel this forever, so I tightened my grip on the edge of the control surface, throwing it back to meet each of his strokes with one of my own. 
 
    “Shit, Rose. You better quit,” he advised, though I knew he meant the exact opposite.  
 
    So I did the exact opposite, covering his hand with my own as I guided it to the perfect spot, causing my eyes to roll to the back of my head as he groaned, “You’re about to fuck around and make me cum.”  
 
    “Don’t. Not… not yet,” I stammered, feeling myself on the verge of my own release. And somehow we ended up going in sync, his guttural roars clashing with my screams of pleasure as I felt the warmth of his seed splash against my ass when he pulled out reminding me that we hadn’t used a condom.  
 
    But I barely got a chance to process that lapse in judgment when Gabriel announced, “I’m pretty sure you fucked up the beat, Rose. I hadn’t saved the file yet.” 
 
    My eyes flashed down to the control surface as I immediately noticed the way all the switches were in different places than they had been originally, meaning not only had the volume levels been disrupted, but lots of instruments could’ve been either added or subtracted. And while that could’ve easily been considered a crisis as far as this particular track was concerned, I was way too high from the moment to be fazed. 
 
    “Was it worth it?” I asked, finally turning around to see his face that was relaxed in a way I had never seen before. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but smirk when I thought, “I did that”, while he answered, “That’s yet to be determined.” 
 
    Instead of challenging him on that, I made my way to the studio bathroom nearby to clean up, admiring my own relaxed face in the mirror as I asked, “So… are we cool now?” 
 
    “Was that what that was all about? So we’d be cool again?” he asked once he joined me, grabbing a handful of paper towels to wipe himself clean while I did the same. 
 
    “I mean, I really just wanted some dick, but I think it worked as a great two-for-one,” I joked while he cleaned off the spots of my ass that I must’ve missed, though my response made him peek at me through the mirror almost instantly.  
 
    His eyebrow was piqued, but his grin was full blown when he asked, “When’d you get so witty?”  
 
    “When I realized how much it makes you smile. And I love it when you smile like that,” I answered through the mirror, making his smile grow even wider as he wrapped his arms around my waist from behind.  
 
    With his dick pressed into my back, he landed a kiss against the crook of my neck that almost had me ready to start things from the top when he added, “And I love it when you sing about freaky shit. So can a nigga get a cameo in the video or what?” 
 
    His interest alone made me laugh as I shook my head, turning my head to meet his lips for a kiss before I answered, “You can get whatever you want, Gabe. Right after we get this beat back.” 
 
    “Well let’s get to it then. And this time, keep your hands to yourself.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “First and foremost, how’s the new album coming?” 
 
    I tried my best to keep my pleasant smile intact, knowing this particular journalist wouldn’t shy away from including details of my body language in the write-up interview he was doing on me when I gushed, “It’s coming along great. I hope to have an official release date for you all in the next couple weeks.”  
 
    Truth be told, the album was going better than great. Gabriel and I had been working around the clock - well, around his clock since he still worked his regular job during the day - to get it done, our recording sessions as of late including just as much touching and teasing as actual music. But it was the balance that kept us sharp, kept us at our best, and provided me the exact material I needed to keep the lyrics flowing. The lyrics that already had people taking according to the latest question from the interviewer.  
 
    “Now we hear you’re taking a new direction with this particular body of work. Were the two songs leaked on SoundCloud a teaser for what’s to come?”  
 
    Once again, I sold the body language, acting as if I was really sad about the music no one besides Gabriel and Kelly knew I had released on my own when I answered, “It was truly… unfortunate that the songs were leaked before I got a chance to debut them to the world myself. But I can confirm that yes, they are definitely a teaser for what’s to come.” 
 
    “Are they also a little clue as to what’s been going on with your love life? Maybe tapping into what Liam has talked about in the past…” 
 
    “Don’t answer that,” Caleb snapped nearby, reminding me that he was even there.  
 
    He had definitely been holding up his end of the bargain, doing an incredible job balancing both my and G. Griffey’s careers. Hell, even my own mother had to compliment him on his skills, though I knew part of that could be attributed to how much she was enjoying her free time. But I also knew my mother probably would’ve snapped at the journalist the same way Caleb had, even as he gave an innocent shrug of his shoulders when he started, “It’s just a…” 
 
    “Zalayah, don’t answer that,” Caleb repeated, this time a little more sternly.  
 
    But I brushed him off, holding my smile as I told him, “It’s fine, Caleb.” Before turning my attention back to the journalist to answer, “I don’t think it was appropriate for Liam to speak on any parts of our relationship, so I’m not going to do the same. But I can say with confidence that the woman you’ll hear on this album is grown as hell meaning she is free to sing about things that grown-ups do.”  
 
    “A huge part of your usual demographic is teenage girls. Are you at all worried that you may be encouraging them to have sex before they’re ready through your music?” the journalist asked, almost causing me to lose my cool since… what the fuck.  
 
    And I could tell Caleb was fed up once again as he prepared to interject before I answered, “Not at all. If someone views me as their role model, I’m honored. And I do believe there are things about me, about my career, that even the youngest of girls can look up to. But I’m also not anyone’s parent. So it’s not up to me to supplement the sexual education they should be getting at school and at home.” 
 
    “Well as a role model, are you prepared to take on any new initiatives promoting healthy sex practices? Maybe involving yourself in different organizations tackling teen pregnancy rates, or even throwing your support behind a place like Planned Parenthood?” 
 
    “Not at this time,” Caleb answered for me, though the journalist still looked at me for confirmation.  
 
    While the easy thing to do would’ve been to move on from the question now that Caleb had provided a leeway, I couldn’t help but answer, “I was a Planned Parenthood baby. They’ll always have my support.” 
 
    The journalist’s eyebrow piqued when he clarified, “A Planned Parenthood baby, as in your mother went there prepared to abort her pregnancy?” 
 
    I released a heavy sigh, realizing I had talked myself far too deep into the topic to back out now. So instead, I chose my words carefully while also being as transparent as possible when I explained, “My mother was sixteen when she got pregnant with me. Planned Parenthood gave her options, resources, and support that she wouldn’t have otherwise had. Was abortion an option? Sure. But that’s only a small percentage of what they do, and it’s unfortunate that more people don’t take the time to learn that; don’t take the time to understand that even “superstars” like me have benefitted from their services.”  
 
    The journalist nodded, his face pulled into a grin as if he had struck gold with that answer. And after asking a few more quick-fire, this-or-that style questions, we called it good, Caleb taking the time afterwards to discuss the business-related things as I distracted myself with my phone, somehow ending up on Instagram.  
 
    While I enjoyed catching up with the people I actually followed on my timeline, I was always drawn to the Explore page which allowed me to see a larger variety of pictures I wouldn’t otherwise see. But the last person I expected to see as I scrolled through the pictures that were supposed to be random was the familiar face of Gabe who prided himself on being more of a scroller than someone who posted the same selfie day after day.  
 
    The picture wasn’t posted to his account according to the screenname. And once I clicked the profile, I was hardly surprised to find who it belonged to; the same person who had been listing Gabe as her Man Crush Monday for weeks now, along with an assortment of Throwback Thursday pictures of them as a couple. 
 
    I would’ve been lying if I didn’t admit they had been an attractive pair once upon a time. But the more I looked through the pictures that Shy had posted of herself, the more I wondered what it was that had attracted Gabriel to her in the first place, every single caption talking about all the haters she had and bragging about the designer brands she wore that supposedly no one else could afford. Things that weren’t anything more than a drop in the bucket for me, though you’d never see me bragging about it on the internet.  
 
    While Shy was gorgeous on the outside, something about her energy, her spirit - even through pictures - said otherwise, making me surprised that it had only been her cheating that made Gabriel break up with her. Or maybe that hadn’t been the only reason. Maybe he thought he could change her - fix her -, tolerate her long enough for her to see the light. Or maybe I was just giving him too much credit. Either way, I knew I wasn’t going to skip out on an opportunity to tease him as I screenshotted the picture before pairing it with a text.  
 
    “Man Crush Monday for the fifth week in a row, huh? How lucky.” - Rose 
 
    “Yo. WTF. I blocked her, so I didn’t even see that.” - Gabe 
 
    I shook my head at his response, ready to clarify that I wasn’t upset about the picture when Caleb interrupted my thoughts once he approached me. “They want to put you on the cover.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, peeking up from my phone as I watched him plop down in the chair opposite of mine, his expression making me nervous since it wasn’t as ecstatic as the news should’ve made him. But his extended silence made me realize, “There’s a catch, isn’t there?” 
 
    He released a heavy sigh, leaning forward in his seat to explain, “They want to do a nude shoot. Top only, hands over the nipples, hair blowing in the wind. The whole nine.” 
 
    “I think… that’ll be dope. Give them my word,” I answered, excited about the opportunity to recreate the famous Rolling Stone magazine cover done by my idol Janet Jackson.  
 
    In fact, everything about my career revamp felt like hers. Going from the sweet little popstar to the sex symbol with racy lyrics in her early twenties. Catching people off-guard with a sexy new wave and then punching them in the gut with it with this particular magazine cover. The only difference now was that I would have to deal with the backlash on social media; not that it was anything new to me since I had grown up in the age of having your phone on you at all times. But I also knew I had to be sure in my decision. I had to be confident in the image I was presenting. I had to be ready for the picture to be shared a million times over, and to be publicly evaluated by a bunch of strangers who all thought their opinion was the most relevant.   
 
    It was clear Caleb wasn’t thinking as impulsively as I was when he asked, “You sure? I mean, this is a pretty big deal. And I know we really want to portray the newly-discovered sex appeal, but we also don’t want to go too overboard.” 
 
    While I could appreciate his managerial concern, I was sure to clarify, “First of all, my sex appeal is not newly-discovered, it’s newly-presented. Second of all, it’s all about ownership. If I own who I am, people have no choice but to respect it.” 
 
    He nodded proudly as he agreed, “Well alright, boss lady. It’s your world.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” I told him with a wink before checking my phone to see that Gabriel had sent another text.  
 
    “Rose, you cool? I promise I ain’t know nothin’ about those pictures.” - Gabe 
 
    His concern was adorable, but I couldn’t help myself in continuing to tease him with worry when I replied, “I wanna see you. So we can talk. Face-to-face. Meet me at the studio in thirty?” - Rose  
 
    I knew my text probably had him huffing and puffing, upset that I wasn’t taking his word by implying we needed to discuss things in person even though I was only kidding. But according to his immediate reply, he was ready to face the music regardless, letting me know just how committed he was to ensuring we wouldn’t get back off-track when he said, “I’ll be there.” - Gabe 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    I was annoyed with the conversation and it hadn’t even happened yet. I couldn’t believe Shy was still putting up this front for social media that we were a thing, even though we had been broken up for months now. And I couldn’t believe that not only had Zalayah found out about it, but she was also feeling a way enough to confront me about it.  
 
    I understood that her trust issues surrounding that whole situation were completely valid, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t irritated by it since I knew it was far from the truth. But according to the smile she wore when she pranced into the studio, I had apparently interpreted her need to talk all wrong.  
 
    “What’s up, superstar? How’d your interview go?” I asked, pulling her into a quick hug that she paired with a kiss to the corner of my mouth before using her finger to scrub at the lipstick stain she must’ve left.  
 
    Then she leaned against the ledge space next to where I had been sitting, crossing her arms over her chest as she answered, “It was… interesting. I can almost guarantee the headline is going to be something along the lines of, ‘Zalayah, The Abortion Advocate’, but it is what it is. I can handle the heat.”  
 
    “Little mama bouta have the protestors lit outside of her shows,” I teased with a laugh as I plopped down into my chair, though my comments only made her roll her eyes as I tugged at her wrist until she collapsed into my lap. And as she made herself comfortable, resting the back of her head against my shoulder, I told her, “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    She pulled her head away to ask, “How can you protect me if you’re too busy protecting yourself from your crazy ass ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    Now I was the one rolling my eyes. “She’s not really ‘bout shit. You know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know that, but I suppose I can only take your word for it,” she replied as she crawled even deeper into my hold, her new position allowing me to land a kiss to her forehead and then a second before I made sure she didn’t really have an issue with that whole situation. 
 
    “So what’d you wanna talk to me about? Or were you just getting my heartrate up for nothin’?” I asked, watching as she adjusted away from me once again to pull out her phone. And what I thought might be the Instagram posts that she had already made a point of turned out to be a news article talking about all of Janet Jackson’s best magazine covers.  
 
    She scrolled through the pictures before turning her phone my way to ask, “What do you think about this magazine cover?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s hot. Classic. Effortlessly sexy without being like… porn or some shit. Not that there’s anything wrong with porn, but...”  
 
    “I’m gonna do it,” she blurted out, intently watching me for a reaction. 
 
    But I didn’t have one other than, “You’re gonna do what?” 
 
    “This shoot. The interview I did today, that magazine wants to put me on the cover. Exactly like this.” 
 
    I took a second peek at the picture, trying to imagine Zalayah in Janet’s position as I said, “Oh wow. That’s…” 
 
    She cut me off, holding up her hand to say, “Don’t try to talk me out of it. I wasn’t asking for your approval, I was only asking for your opinion.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, shaking my head as I insisted, “Relax, relax. I was gonna say that’s great. Exciting. I’m proud of you and I can’t wait to jack off to the whole spread with the bathroom door locked like every other nigga in the country.”  
 
    She smacked a hand across my chest as she screeched, “Ew! I don’t wanna think about… you don’t even have to...” 
 
    “I’m just messin’ with you, Rose. I know you’ll look good as hell though,” I told her confidently, helping her calm down some, though she almost immediately popped back up with another idea.  
 
    “You wanna come with me? To the photoshoot? Having a familiar face around might make me a little more comfortable.”  
 
    “If that’s what you want,” I answered with a shrug, surprised that it was me of all people that she wanted to invite for comfort.  
 
    Then again, I shouldn’t have been surprised since I had been helping her relax since day one. And it was almost as if she had read my mind, remembering the memory as clearly as I did when she smirked and said, “Yeah. It’s what I want.” 
 
    “I got you. But now that you done dragged me down here, we should probably put in some work, huh?” I asked, spinning us around in the chair so that we were facing the control surface. 
 
    But instead of agreeing, she only groaned, “Ugh. Do we have to? I just wanna… take a break. Hang out with you, talk to you, chill with you...”  
 
    “What is this? Our little secret hideout or some shit?” I asked teasingly, giving her an extra squeeze to pull her closer.  
 
    She shrugged, giggling as she replied, “I guess you could say that. I mean, we don’t have to stay here though, if you don’t want to. We don’t even have to do this. We can work.” 
 
    This time it was me shrugging. “Nah, it’s cool. I don’t mind chillin’ with you.” 
 
    Instead of just resting her head back against my shoulder like I expected her to, she stood up from the seat, taking me with her and leading us to the couch. Then she insisted that I lay down so that she could snuggle up against me, adjusting her weight on top of me until her head was against my chest and her leg was tossed over my waist.  
 
    Almost instinctively, I wrapped my arms around her to hold her in place without being too overbearing. It was very… intimate without necessarily being sexual, though if she wanted it to be sexual, I was always down to take it there. But that didn’t seem to be the case as we settled into a comfortable silence, our breathing going in sync as she repetitively ran the hand that wasn’t tucked under her across my cheek.  
 
    “I like you, Gabe,” she practically whispered against my chin, continuing her soothing strokes with her palm.  
 
    I peeked down at her, finding her eyes so that I could tell her, “Yeah? I like you too, Rose.” 
 
    She released a content sigh, though her words didn’t exactly match it when she started, “I wish we could just... be a normal couple. I mean, I know we aren’t a couple, but like… if we could do stuff that normal couples do. You know, go to the movies, go to the mall, have car sex in the darkest section of the park.” 
 
    “Freaky ass,” I thought to myself with a grin as I told her, “We can do all that and more as long as you’re ready to see the headlines about it the next day.”  
 
    She shifted her body once again, propping her head up with her elbow as she stared out towards the room instead of at me. I could tell she had gone into deep thought about something, but before I could ask her about it, she explained, “Sometimes I wish I wasn’t a headline. I wish I was just a normal citizen without this big name and identity to live up to. I wish nobody cared about what I did, or who I did it with, or why I did it at all. I wish I could just… have the fun I’m supposed to be having at this age, and live a regular ass millennial life.” 
 
    While I wasn’t sure where the desire to be regular was coming from, I had no problem putting things back in perspective for her. “Zalayah, you’ve built an empire, and now you’re getting ready to take that to the next level. Don’t ever wish that away on the account of being normal. Trust me, normal doesn’t mean issue-free. You’ll just find new, normal people issues. Like… not being able to pay your bills on time, or dealing with annoying ass family members.”  
 
    Instead of taking my word, she only shrugged as she replied, “I could just sing on the street for tips to make ends meet. And then I could move clear across the country so I only have to deal with family members on the holidays. Problems solved.”  
 
    I could appreciate her hypothetical resilience, but that wasn’t enough to stop me from driving my point home. So as I ran a hand through her hair before resting it at the nape of her neck, I reminded her of the mantra my mother had always told me. “Everything happens for a reason Rose, including your career. And now seems like a better time than any to embrace that.”  
 
    That seemed to do the trick, her lips finally twisting into a grin as she adjusted again so that she was now straddling my lap. My hands went straight to her thighs that had become even more exposed with the rise of the shorts she was wearing, my fingertips gliding against her skin as she insisted, “I guess if I didn’t have this career, I would’ve never met your mean ass. So I guess that’s worth something.” 
 
    “You really think I’m that mean?” 
 
    She laughed as if the question was ridiculous. “You’re an asshole, Gabe. Seriously. But then there’s other side of you that’s just… I don’t know. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    “Been there before,” I muttered more to myself than her. 
 
    Though considering we were the only two in the room, it was clear that she had heard me enough to ask, “Yeah? With your ex?” 
 
    “No. With you.” 
 
    “With me?” she asked, her head snapping back as if that really surprised her.  
 
    But I tried to play it down as I explained, “Yeah. I was talking to my mom about you and…” 
 
    I couldn’t even finish before she interrupted to say, “Holy shit. You were talking to your mom about me? Your mom knows who I am?” 
 
    Now it was me laughing. “Yeah, Rose. It ain’t that damn shocking. But anyway, I was trying to explain how I felt about you, and I… couldn’t. But I knew it existed. And at the time I didn’t want it to exist, but it happened anyway. You happened anyway.” 
 
    “Well everything happens for a reason, right? Isn’t that what you said?” she asked teasingly, running her hands across the front of my t-shirt until they landed at my shoulders. 
 
     I wasn’t even sure if she realized the new position almost put her breasts right in my face, but she didn’t seem to care either way as she stared down at me with a look of adoration that had my heart pounding so hard I wondered if she could feel it. 
 
    Of course she could feel it.  
 
    She felt me, saw right through me, even when I didn’t want to admit it. But she had been able to break right through the wall I had put up against her from the very beginning, as if she had the cheat code and could just walk through a door instead. And the crazy part was, I no longer minded. Whatever was happening between us was obviously out of my control, so there was no use in still trying to fight it. Because yeah, we might not have been an official couple with the titles, but the feelings were there.  
 
    The feelings were real. 
 
    So as I tightened my grip on her thighs, I finally answered, “That is what I said. And it happened. And if you keep moving around against my dick like that, it’s really about to happen right here on this couch.”  
 
    “Is that a threat or a promise?” she asked as she started grinding against me; slow and sensual, but still enough to get a rise out of me.  
 
    And now that it was clear she wanted to play around, I met her grinds with thrusts of my own when I answered, “It’s more of a prediction.”  
 
    The adorable smile she gave in response went straight to my chest, making my heart flutter in a way only she knew how to do. But it was all worth it once she replied, “I knew I liked you for a reason.”  
 
    & 
 
    I couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    Seeing Zalayah in her element in the studio was one thing. But seeing Zalayah in her element in front of the camera with all eyes on her was a completely different experience.  
 
    She was sexy, she was confident, and she bossed up like no other, letting everyone from the makeup and hair crew to the photographer know exactly what she wanted without being a super diva about it. And even though she was probably the youngest person in the room, she was met with a level of respect that people seemed to enjoy meeting. And not even in a, “Kiss her ass because she’s the star and I don’t want to lose my job” kind of way. But in a genuine, “I respect her hustle, so I’m going to do my best for her” kind of way, which was honestly refreshing as hell since I expected the exact opposite. Then again, I shouldn’t have really been surprised since everything about Zalayah had turned out to be the opposite of what I initially thought about her. 
 
    I was standing in the background with her manager, Caleb, who I had only met a few times in passing. But we were both watching in awe as Zalayah flirted with the camera, keeping her hands over her pasty-covered nipples as the photographer snapped a series of at least thirty frames.  
 
    “So you’re the boyfriend now, right?” he asked seemingly out of nowhere, keeping his eyes trained on Zalayah as the makeup lady slipped in to powder her nose and the hair lady made a few adjustments to the natural curls she wore.  
 
    While I wasn’t sure what had even prompted him to ask, I had no problem denying it when I replied, “Nah, not really. We’re just kickin’ it.”  
 
    He laughed, shaking his head as he slipped his hands in his pockets before peeking over at me to say, “Producers don’t typically get invited to photoshoots, my nigga. You can keep it real with me.” 
 
    “We’re just kickin’ it, for real. She’s cool peoples,” I answered with a little shrug, trying my best to simplify what I knew was much more. But I wasn’t sure how much Zalayah wanted other people to know, wasn’t sure if she wanted her manager in particular to know about us, and I wasn’t going to step over that line if I didn’t have to. 
 
    Of course, Caleb wasn’t making things any easier when he pressed, “My guy, I see the way you’ve been lookin’ at her. You ain’t gotta lie to kick it.” 
 
    But again, I shrugged. “I was looking at her just like everybody else in here, including you.”  
 
    He smacked his teeth as if he already knew my reason was really just an excuse, letting off another laugh before he said, “She’s my client. It’s my job to look after her.” 
 
    “Well she’s mine too,” I replied, hoping that was enough to make the point that I wasn’t give him any extra information. And I thought it had worked, us falling back into a comfortable silence as we watched the photographer snap another, longer series of pictures.  
 
    But even through the loud clicking from the lights flashing, I heard Caleb clear as day when he said, “I think I might go ahead and shoot my shot. See what’s good with her.” 
 
    “Nigga, I’ll beat your…”  
 
    I caught myself once I realized he had only been joking, purposely setting me up to get a reaction when he held his hands up to say, “See. It’s not the same.” And once he saw me shaking my head in response, he put a hand to my shoulder and continued, “You like her, bruh. I think it’s dope. And I mean, spending all that time together in the studio, it was really only a matter of time. But she’s a sweet girl, man. A gem. Don’t mess that up, aight?” 
 
    Once again, I found myself trying to figure out where any of this was coming from. But instead of asking, I only nodded as I told him, “I got it, bruh. Don’t even trip.” 
 
    He pulled his hand away to ask, “Oh, you got it now? Just a second ago, you weren’t even trying to claim her.”  
 
    “Because we’re not like that. I mean, we are. But it’s not at a place of titles and shit. It just… is what it is. No pressure, just a mutual understanding,” I replied, trying to put into words what truly couldn’t be explained. 
 
    Thankfully Caleb didn’t press me for anything more, nodding as he repeated, “A mutual understanding. I feel that.” And before I could change the subject to take the spotlight off me, Zalayah brought it on in a different way when she waved in my direction to get my attention before inviting me onto the set.  
 
    My approach was slow, captivated by how everyone was still in motion even though the actual shoot had come to a pause. And once I made it over to her, I tried not to get too distracted by her mostly-nude upper body. Well… until she asked for it.   
 
    “Wanna hold my boobs?” 
 
    “All day, every day,” I answered teasingly before taking an appreciative peek.  
 
    But she brought my eyes back to her face when she said, “No, silly. For the shoot. You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to, I understand. But I really, really want you to. You know, to give it the full Janet effect.”  
 
    My lips twisted as I lifted my hands, examining them in a way I had never cared to do before. “I mean, my knuckles are kinda ashy, but…” 
 
    Her laugh cut me off. “They have plenty of lotion, fool. Matter of fact…” she trailed, waving a hand to get the attention of her makeup artist so that she could bring me a bottle. And instead of letting me apply it on my own, Zalayah rubbed it in herself, taking time to give my hands a mini-massage as if she didn’t have a hoard of people waiting to resume the photoshoot. But in that moment, they didn’t seem to matter. She was completely focused on me, completely focused on making sure I was comfortable when she asked, “You’re sure you wanna do it, right? No pressure, babe.” 
 
    My eyebrow piqued when I repeated, “Babe?” 
 
    “Gabe. I said Gabe,” she corrected with a grin before instructing me to sit behind where she was standing. Then she grabbed my hands and placed them exactly where she wanted them, giving me two perfect handfuls of her breasts before telling the photographer, “We’re ready now.”  
 
    No one seemed as fazed by my presence as I felt for being in this position. In fact, everyone loved the idea, cheering Zalayah on and letting off a round of applause once the photographer captured what he claimed as the “Money Shot”.  
 
    Zalayah’s assistant, Kelly, immediately brought her a jacket to cover up with once we were done. And Caleb joined us as well, typing away on his phone as he told her, “I sent your mom the behind the scenes shots she asked for. And you have a little over an hour before you’re due at the fitting for your gown for that gala coming up, which looking at the traffic, you probably should’ve left twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Damnit. Let me go find the rest of my clothes,” she replied, leaning over to give me a quick kiss on the cheek and a whispered, “Thank you, babe” before following Kelly towards her dressing room. 
 
    And once she was out of earshot, Caleb wasted no time teasing, “Looks like you’re in a little deeper than a mutual understanding, bruh.” 
 
    While it would’ve been easy to play it off and act like it was nothing, something about Zalayah’s easygoing energy made me feel confident, made me feel… secure. Even if we weren’t anything official and even if it was only temporary, she was making the most of it, and there was no good reason for me to not do the same.  
 
    So this time, instead of talking it down like usual, I smiled proudly when I replied, “You know what? You might just be right.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    “Would it weird you out if I cried right now? Cause I can feel it coming.” 
 
    My lips were trembling as I pulled the top one between my teeth, trying not to burst into tears as we played the album back for what had to be the hundredth time. So many long nights dreaming about this day, so many long nights in the studio working towards this day, and it was finally done; the tracks ordered then mixed and mastered after picking apart each and every detail, ready to deliver to the label who knew better than to make any major edits.  
 
    I couldn’t have been any happier, and Gabe felt it too, his grin full blown as he said, “Do what you gotta do, Rose. There’s plenty of tissues around here.” 
 
    One single tear slipped out with permission, though I only swiped it away with my hand as I gushed, “It’s just so fuckin’ perfect. I can’t believe we really pulled this off.” 
 
    “You killed it, little mama. Congratulations,” Gabriel offered, leaning over from his seat on the couch to land a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    A kiss that forced me to correct, “We did it.” Earning myself one of his gorgeous smiles, though it quickly turned into a scowl once I suggested, “We should celebrate.” 
 
    “Hell nah. Last time I saw you with some liquor in your system, it wasn’t a good look,” he said, though the memory only made me roll my eyes since there was really no memory for me to put together. 
 
    But since I knew his insistence was the truth, I shook it off as I said, “Not like that. Let’s… go somewhere. Get out of this city. Hell, we can get out of this country if you want to.” 
 
    “And not be able to get back in because your president be on that fuck shit? Hell, you can’t even fly without getting your ass beat by the damn airline these days.”  
 
    I smacked my teeth, trying to hold back my laugh as I told him, “I fly all the time and have never had any issues.” 
 
    But he quickly countered, “Yeah, because you’re you. The same rules don’t apply to everyone else.”  
 
    “How about a road trip then?” I suggested, random destinations within a reasonable radius already flooding my brain as I considered which one would be the most peaceful, the most secluded.  
 
    And Gabriel seemed legitimately intrigued by the idea, his eyebrow piqued when he asked, “Yeah? Where we going? Up the coast?” 
 
    “Let’s go to the Hoover Dam.”  
 
    He snapped his head back, his face scrunching with confusion when he repeated, “The Hoover Dam? There’s nothing to do out there, but just… look.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to do. Be one with nature,” I said as I crossed my legs and closed my eyes in the middle of the living room floor, pinching my fingers together in my best meditation pose.  
 
    But my moment of zen was immediately interrupted by Gabe laughing me off. “Zalayah, you’re a city girl. Hell, you were born and raised in the most popular city in the world before you came out here to the west coast. Don’t act like you wanna be Ms. Tree-Hugger now.” 
 
    My eyes snapped open as I clarified, “I don’t have to hug them. I just wanna… see them on the drive. And take lots of cool pictures for Instagram. And stay in some shoddy ass motel where no one will recognize me.”  
 
    This time, his laugh was one of disbelief when he shook his head and said, “Now you’re really trippin’.”  
 
    “Come on. What are you? Afraid or something?” 
 
    He nodded, continuing to laugh at me when he replied, “Yeah, afraid of you talking this good game now and then wasting my time driving somewhere you don’t really wanna be.” 
 
    Instead of agreeing with him and cancelling my idea, I crawled up onto his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck as I told him, “As long as you’re there, I’ll be perfectly fine.” And that was the truth. In fact, I was most looking forward to spending an extended period of time with Gabriel that didn’t include work, or music, or… anything other than being in each other’s aura and creating a memory we could both hold onto.  
 
    My physical persuasion seemed to be working as he gripped my thighs, licking his lips when he asked, “You really wanna go?” 
 
    “I really wanna go. And I don’t want to tell anyone where we’re going. I just want to… get away. I mean, I know everything already going on in my life is only going to be amplified by a thousand once this album drops, so I want to take this last opportunity to just… be.” 
 
    He studied me for a moment before his lips finally transformed into the sexy smirk I was waiting on. “If that’s what you want, Rose. But you gotta promise me one thing?” 
 
    I was already prepared to give him just about anything to make this happen when I asked, “What’s that?”  
 
    “When this shit blows up like I know it will, don’t forget about the little people like me, aight?”  
 
    The genuineness in his expression made me blush, flattered that he’d even be worried about such a thing. But since it was clear he was serious in his request, I was sure to clarify, “I could never forget you, Gabe. I mean, for one, your ass better not be going anywhere anytime soon. And for two, you’ve done more for me in these past few months than anyone besides my mother has done for me in years. I’m forever indebted to you.” 
 
    “Well how you gonna start paying me back, huh?” he asked teasingly, leaning forward to meet my lips for a kiss.  
 
    “I’m gonna start... by taking you on a road trip,” I answered, punctuating my response with a kiss of my own.  
 
    “And then?” he asked, gripping my thighs a little tighter to let me know exactly what was on his mind. 
 
    I had no problem playing along, enjoying the feel of his lips when they landed against my neck as I told him, “And then I’m gonna fuck you like a prostitute in our shoddy ass motel, like Jay-Z rapped about.”  
 
    “So that’s what you’re on? Some On The Run, Jay-Z and Beyoncé shit?” he asked with a little chuckle right against my skin before covering it up with another kiss.  
 
    “Maybe…” I said with a giggle of my own. 
 
    A giggle that earned me a hard smack on the ass, making me laugh even harder as he insisted, “You better get your fine ass upstairs and get to packing then. Sounds like we got some driving to do.”  
 
    While I was glad that he had accepted my proposal, my mind was elsewhere the longer I sat on his lap, his dick steadily growing against his jeans giving me an even better idea. “How about we get upstairs and take care of this first? And then we can come up with an actual strategy to skip town without anyone noticing?” 
 
    Instead of answering with words, he lifted us from the couch with ease, my legs instinctively wrapping around his waist as he carried us up the stairs. And once we made it to the bedroom, he made it clear that he was determined to make me the happiest girl in the world by giving me everything I had asked for and more.  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “Yo, you’re the worst road trip partner in history.” 
 
    My eyes were slow to peel open as I took in my surroundings that looked nothing like the California hills and busy freeways that I was used to. In fact, it was the exact opposite, only a few cars in the otherwise desolate parking lot outside of the motel that looked straight out of a horror flick.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t even realize how tired I was,” I told him, stretching in my seat as the dust in my brain began to settle once I realized where we were.  
 
    And Gabriel only doubled down on my realization when he replied, “We made it, Rose. Shoddy ass motel and all.” 
 
    He tossed a ring of keys my way, my reflexes allowing me to catch them. Though once they were in my hand, it only confused me since, “What are these for?” 
 
    “I already got us checked in. Our room is up there,” he answered, leaning over the steering wheel to point through the windshield towards the second level of doors, the only sign of life being a guy who looked like a truck driver resting on the balcony smoking a cigarette. 
 
    I tried to shake off the reluctance Gabriel had already expected me to have as I peeked back down at the keys and asked, “They really have actual keys? These look like they belong to someone’s haunted antique home.”  
 
    “This is what you said you wanted, Rose,” he reminded me, his tone half-amused and half-annoyed as if he expected me to change my mind. And maybe if I had been awake during the drive, I would’ve been able to change my mind. 
 
    But now that we were already here, now that the room keys were already in my hand, now that we were only a short drive away from our intended destination, I decided to brush off my uneasiness, coaching myself up as I repeated, “This is what I said I wanted. Right. And I mean, I guess we won’t be here much anyway since we’ll be out… exploring and stuff. Let me just go in and change my clothes.” 
 
    He gave me a pat to the thigh as he insisted, “You don’t need to change, Rose. You’re already givin’ off all types of sexy stranded mountain girl vibes, so you’ll fit right in.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, peeking down at the floral print leggings that didn’t at all match with the hoodie I must’ve borrowed from Gabe mid-drive and the only pair of tennis shoes I had packed in my suitcase. But since I wasn’t quite ready to deal with the crisis that was surely waiting on me on the other side of the motel door, I replied, “Whatever, asshole. Let’s just head on up to the good stuff.” 
 
    Gabriel wasted no time pulling out of the dirt parking lot, the short drive giving me the opportunity to check out all the beautiful scenery I had missed on the way here; mainly the intricately carved mountains that faded into the distance with winding roads in between them. But there were also people, a lot of people, making me worried that our mission wouldn’t be accomplished without someone recognizing me.  
 
    We pulled into a parking lot that was already filled with cars even though it was still fairly early in the morning. In fact, we had purposely timed the trip so that we’d be able to take it all in before the afternoon crowd showed up. But apparently what we thought was early was actually late as I adjusted my cap low over my eyes, already a little sick to my stomach as I thought about taking this many people on without any security.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Rose. I got you,” Gabriel announced, giving my thigh a reassuring squeeze as if he could read my mind. And somehow his words were comforting enough for me to agree with as I slipped on a pair of sunglasses before climbing out of the car.                
 
    The first thing I noticed was the air. It was different, fresher, a hell of a lot cleaner than the smog I was used to back in Cali. But the sun was shining all the same, reflecting off the river below us and all the beautiful mountains surrounding us.  
 
    “It’s so… massive. So gorgeous,” I said as I rested my elbows against the ledge of the stone bridge, looking out towards the steadily flowing water.  
 
    Instead of joining, Gabriel stayed behind me, observing from a distance as he suggested, “Here. Let me take your picture.” 
 
    “How about we take one together,” I countered, pulling my phone from the pocket of his hoodie and clicking the button for the front-facing camera. Then Gabriel turned us around so that the mountains were our backdrop, wrapping his arms around my waist and leaning forward so that his chin was against my shoulder before I snapped a bunch of pictures.  
 
    He stayed there as I scrolled through each, trying to decide which one I liked best. But the only conclusion I came to was, “Ugh. You’re way finer than me in these. Got me lookin’ all homely while you’re out here on your GQ shit.”  
 
    To no surprise, my annoyance only made him laugh. “You look beautiful, Rose. Quit playin’. Matter of fact, send me that picture so I can put it on my Instagram.” 
 
    I slipped the phone back into my pocket as I shouted, “Hell no! Our first picture together and you really wanna play me like this? You gotta wait ‘til I’m a little done up to show me off, babe. At least for the first time. After that, I don’t care.”  
 
    Gabriel shook his head, brushing me off when he replied, “Zalayah, come on now. Everybody knows you’re fine as hell done up or not. So let me show my girl off on the ‘Gram.” 
 
    “Your girl?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued and my heart racing as he wrapped his arms a little tighter around me.  
 
    And as I sank deeper into his hold, he replied, “I let you drag me up to the Hoover Dam on some random shit, so that must mean I really fuck with you. But I guess you ain’t gotta be my girl…” 
 
    “No! I mean, I wanna be your girl. Just wanna be your girl…” I sang, doing my best Teedra Moses impression as I danced against him, his laugh in response roaring right against my ear.  
 
    “Quit singing like that before somebody recognizes your silly ass,” he said as he turned back towards the dam, his arms straddling my body as we looked out towards the water together. And while I was caught up in its beauty, I was also caught up in the beauty of the moment as Gabe landed a short kiss against my temple.  
 
    “I’ve never done anything like this with anybody. Never wanted to do anything like this with anybody,” I admitted, gnawing at my lip as he pressed his cheek against mine.   
 
    “Me neither. But I’m glad we did. Glad you could be the first.” 
 
    I moved my face so that I could turn to meet his eyes that were filled with nothing but joy, and… love. There was definitely some love there. But before I could acknowledge it, before I got a chance to tell him I felt the same way, our staring was interrupted by someone nearby asking, “Zalayah?” 
 
    “Shit. We gotta go,” I groaned, turning to find the two teenage girls already snapping pictures of me as I gave them a polite wave while Gabriel dragged me towards the car, apparently taking his job as protector to heart.   
 
    But I didn’t get far enough to miss them yelling, “Zalayah, wait! Zalayah, can I have your autograph?!” causing even more of a scene that others quickly caught on to.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, there was a circle of people surrounding the car trying to sneak pictures through Gabe’s windows that were thankfully tinted. And he seemed determined to run somebody over as he started backing out of the parking spot anyway, forcing them to move out of our way until we cleared the parking lot. 
 
    “Damn, girl. Can’t take your famous ass anywhere,” he joked as we made our way back towards the motel. And while I wanted to be annoyed, I could only smile as I thought about how sweet of a memory we had created even if it had been cut short.  
 
    Then again, it technically wasn’t over as we pulled in front of the motel. Though Gabriel still wasn’t convinced I was really down, turning my way to ask, “You sure you wanna stay here? We don’t have to. I mean, I think you got your point across.”  
 
    Instead of replying with words, I got out of the car, climbing the flimsy wire stairs two-by-two until I landed right in front of Room 202. Then I released a nervous breath before pulling out the regular set of keys, giving the knob an extra wiggle to get it to work before pushing the door open to find… a standard motel room.  
 
    Double bed against the wall with two nightstands flanking, lamps with shades that were past needing to be replaced, an old-timer television that still carried a booty on the back resting on a dresser. Everything about the room felt very ordinary, and Gabriel seemed surprised by that once he joined me with our bags, leaning against the door frame as I plopped down onto the bed and told him, “It’s actually not that bad. I mean, this bed is like… four-star comfortable. And the bathroom is clean. I’ll be fine. Let’s stay at least for the night.”  
 
    He shook his head in disbelief, closing the door behind him as he agreed, “Whatever you want, Rose.” A statement that was practically music to my ears as I cozied up against the sheets that felt like they had just been replaced. And after dropping our bags off in the corner, Gabriel grabbed the remote from the dresser then kicked off his shoes to join me, resting against the headboard as he flipped through the channels.  
 
    While his eyes were glued to the television, my eyes were glued to his face as I observed him the same way I had done the mountains, each and every intricacy only adding to how handsome he was. And now that I could pair his incredible looks with his incredible generosity, he only grew more handsome, even when his face twisted as he asked, “Why are you lookin’ at me like that?” 
 
    Instead of turning away, I continued to study him, watching intently for his physical reaction when I asked, “Why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Why’d I do what?” he countered, keeping his eyes trained on the television. 
 
    But I moved so that I was blocking his view when I clarified, “Why’d you agree to do those songs with me? Agree to do my album? You were so adamant about not fuckin’ with the music industry, not working for the label, but you did it anyway. Why?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure where the question had come from in the moment, but it had lingered long enough in my mind for me to ask anyway. And I could tell the answer was as complicated as I had imagined the way Gabriel released a heavy sigh before he answered, “I guess it was the stuff I saw on YouTube. I didn’t think much of you as an artist before then, but that showed me otherwise, showed me you were legit. Then your determination to get me to work with you, showing up to my crib and shit. And once we finally got together, it just… flowed. We clicked. You tapped into a desire for music that I didn’t even know I had. And to be real, you tapped into some other shit too.” 
 
    “Like what? Your heart?” I pressed, crossing my legs under me as I waited anxiously to hear his answer. 
 
    And I got exactly what I was looking for when he peeked up at me with that sexy smirk and nodded. “Somethin’ like that.” 
 
    My heart bloomed as I gnawed on my lip, deciding it was the perfect time to reciprocate my feelings as I admitted, “You had exactly what I needed. And the more I discovered just how talented you were, the more I discovered… you. The real you. Not the hard ass, mean ass dude I met back at The Black Market. But the kindhearted, hardworking loverboy who can’t seem to keep his lips to himself whenever I’m around him.” 
 
    “You don’t exactly make it any easier for me,” he replied, lifting from his spot against the headboard to meet me in the middle, pressing me onto my back as he hovered over me looking as if he was ready to do exactly what I had said. But instead of kissing me, he nuzzled his face in my neck as he sang, “Ooooh, who would’ve thought I’d get you…” doing a deeper impression of Daniel Caesar’s, Get You that made burst with laughter as I slapped a hand against his chest. 
 
    “Gabe, what the fuck?! I didn’t know you could sing!” 
 
    He shrugged, his grin crooked as he replied, “Most people don’t. I mean, I don’t do it often. Just on special occasions. Sometimes in the shower.” 
 
    “Well you’re not in the shower right now so…” 
 
    “Special occasion for a special girl,” he finished as he pulled my legs apart to rest between them, somehow managing to keep most of his weight off me as he took a deep inhale of my perfume.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck, closing my eyes as I absorbed the moment of ultimate calmness, ultimate peace, knowing it would only be a moment even when I said, “Let’s just… stay here forever. Just like this.” 
 
    He chuckled against my chest. “Nah, you got some fire to press send on, so we gotta get back. And I still have a job believe it or not.” 
 
    “I can guarantee you’ll be saying goodbye to the community center once the rest of the industry gets hip to your skills. Hell, you’ll probably get too busy to ever work with me again. Go ahead and put me on your waiting list for my next album,” I teased as I moved my hands from his neck to his hair, stroking his waves with the palm of my hand. 
 
    And he seemed to be enjoying it, releasing the slightest groan before he said, “You’re buggin’. Working with you was dope as hell, but I’m not tryna press my luck. I’d rather get back to my old life.” 
 
    “Your old life without me?” I asked, peeking down to find his eyes as I muttered, “And just when I thought I had a friend...” 
 
    He laughed again, propping himself up on his elbow and stroking my cheek as he corrected, “You have more than a friend, Rose. Hell, I just got you as more than a friend. You really think I’m tryna get rid of you already?” 
 
    While his words naturally brought a smile to my face, I couldn’t help but press, “Can you promise me that? Promise you won’t leave me hanging? I mean, stuff is about to get crazy with this album dropping, and I’ll… I’ll need somebody I can count on. Somebody I can trust.” 
 
    I hated the way a lump grew in my throat at the thought alone, knowing just how short the list of “loyal” people in my corner was. But even when compared to that list, Gabriel had proved himself to be a completely different breed, far more invested in me the person than the hype that surrounded me which was exactly what had drawn me to him in the first place. He wasn’t fazed by my status, wasn’t fazed by the fanfare. He only wanted me, Zalayah - Rose -, and according to the earnest expression on his face, that wasn’t changing anytime soon as he replied, “As long as you don’t switch up on me, I promise I will never switch up on you. Can you promise me that? That you won’t go all Hollywood on me when the spotlight gets a little hotter?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I told him, “I’ve never been Holly...” 
 
    But he cut me off before I could even finish. “Zalayah…” 
 
    “Alright, alright fine. I promise I won’t switch up. Now let’s make some good use of this bed before somebody figures out where we are.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    “Man. I can’t believe you’re really smashin’ this. I can’t believe these are your hands! We gotta get these mothafuckas insured. They gotta be worth some money now.”  
 
    I laughed at my little brother as we made our way out of the grocery store with a few copies of Zalayah’s viral magazine cover in hand, three in total after purchasing one for me, one for him, and one for my mother who insisted on getting it signed and framed. It was still amazing to me how quickly the picture had caught fire. And not only had it caught fire, it was doing exactly what Zalayah wanted it to, garnering attention to her new appeal and forcing people to get ready for what was coming on the new album.  
 
    “Bruh, you’re crazy. It’s not even that deep,” I finally replied, shaking my head as I continued down the street while also flipping through the pages until I found the spread featured with the interview she had done. And even though I had already checked out the digital version online, I couldn’t help but skim the words once again just to get the gratifying fullness I felt in my chest every time I read it.  
 
    She was really making it happen, really reaching her ultimate goal of transforming her image, and the finishing touches would be put on once the album dropped at midnight. And while I wasn’t sure what that would all mean for us long term, I was proud of her for going against the grain and defining her own lane. I was proud of her for stepping out of what really wasn’t much of a comfort zone even though it had been treated as such. And I was proud of her for staying grounded and focused through it all regardless of how many barriers we had to overcome during the process.  
 
    There were plenty of reasons why she should’ve moved on from me as her producer, moved on from whatever had been budding between us chemistry-wise, but I was glad she hadn’t. In fact, my mind was already drifting back to our glorious day-and-a-half trip to Nevada when Grayson snapped, “Nigga. Your woman, your hands, have been retweeted over a million times. And that’s just the original post. We gotta create some molds of ‘em or somethin’.”  
 
    My woman.  
 
    Dating Zalayah had never been a part of the plan. I mean, sure she was attractive as hell, but everything about her image had always screamed phony to me. Still, after getting in the studio with her, being able to see her as human, being able to hear her struggles and share in her triumphs, it was easy to fall for her. And not only was she easy to fall for, she was easy to open up to. Even with everything going on in her world, she was legitimately interested in me and my regular ass life, making me feel comfortable as hell around her, making me feel cared about in a way I had never experienced before.  
 
    While I wasn’t sure if I could classify the feeling as anything more than that, I still brushed Grayson off as I told him, “No one even knows they're my hands. I mean, they could be anybody’s hands.” 
 
    “Not after those pictures from y’all cuddling up at the Hoover Dam got out. You’re Zalayah’s best kept secret. Well, I guess not anymore. But you were.” 
 
    “Man, whatever. People can think what they want. I’m just happy this cover came out so well, and I’m happy the album is over and done with so I can get back to regularly scheduled programming.” 
 
    The words felt good coming off my lips, but I knew they were far from the truth. There was no such thing as regularly scheduled programming now that I had officially been tagged as Zalayah’s new boyfriend and would soon also be acknowledged as her producer. The wave of new followers on all my social media accounts had already poured in by the thousands, the shallow interests from girls who wouldn’t have otherwise looked my way were already trying to get me to respond to their DMs, and I was already bracing myself for the different up-and-coming artists who would be sending me links to their music with hopes that I’d be able to work with them.  
 
    And maybe I would. 
 
    Maybe I could find my lane with new, up-and-coming artists instead of falling in line with everyone in the industry and chasing the superstars with big budgets. Maybe I could keep the joy I had found in doing music by keeping things low-key. Maybe I could just… continue to do it as a side hustle while keeping my day job at the community center so that my livelihood wouldn’t be dependent on it. 
 
    It sounded great, but also felt perfectly unrealistic as Grayson shook his head, bringing the attention back to himself when he said, “I can’t believe you won’t let me get a sneak peek listen. Been your brother for over twenty years, and now you wanna start keeping stuff from me?” 
 
    I gave him a pat on the shoulder, smiling as I insisted, “You’ll hear it tonight at the album release party. That’s soon enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, if you say so,” he replied with a roll of his eyes, stopping mid-stride to ask, “Yo, is that nigga over there taking pictures of you?” 
 
    Now it was me rolling my eyes before I peeked in the direction he was already looking and asked, “Why would somebody be taking pictures of me, Gray?” 
 
    He shrugged, flexing his chest as if he was trying to make himself look good when he answered, “Shit, you’re famous now. You got the hottest chick in the game wearing your chain. All that shit Zalayah sang about in those two songs she dropped, you’re living that now.” 
 
    I shook my head, trying to ignore the fact that it definitely looked as if the guy was taking pictures of us from across the street. Then again, this was California. There could’ve easily been someone famous around us who he was trying to sneak and capture. But Grayson still seemed convinced of his theory when he announced, “Bruh, look. He’s practically walking with us now. That’s gotta be paparazzi.” 
 
    Instead of paying him any real mind, I continued down the street, pulling out my phone to shoot Zalayah text.  
 
    “Your road trippin’ ass got the paparazzi out here in my business.” - Gabe 
 
    I knew she was busy getting all glammed up for the event later, so I wasn’t expecting a response anytime soon. But it only took a few more steps down the street for one to come. 
 
    “Ugh. So annoying, right? I’m sorry. :( ”- Rose 
 
    “It’s all good. Can’t wait to see you tonight. So excited for you.” - Gabe 
 
    While I was already dreading being in a room full of the people from the record label who I knew were phony as hell, there was nothing that would’ve stopped me from being there to celebrate with her. And it helped that my brother would be joining me, even though he was currently focused on shit like, “Man, I’m about to go over there and pull a Kanye. Knock that camera right out of his hand for catching me out here without a fresh haircut.”  
 
    I bursted with laughter, shaking my head at him while also reading Zalayah’s latest text.  
 
    “I already feel like I’m going to throw up. So glad you’re coming.” - Rose 
 
    “Why? So you can throw up on me?” - Gabe 
 
    “Just hold my hair back for me, babe.” - Rose 
 
    I gnawed at my lip, ready to send her a text telling her what else I wanted to do with her hair when someone behind us shouted, “Gabe! Gabe, wait up!”  
 
    It took a minute for the voice to register since I hadn’t heard it in a while, and thankfully so. But that didn’t stop me from having an attitude when I turned around and asked, “What you want, Shy?” 
 
    She twiddled around with her fingers, wasting even more of my time. And just as I was getting ready to walk off, she started, “I saw you and what’s-her-name finally went public.” 
 
    “Not exactly. But you know her name,” I replied sternly, diverting my eyes only to find the guy Grayson assumed was paparazzi even closer to us than he had been before.  
 
    And while Grayson made himself busy trying to pose for the perfect “off-guard” picture, my attention was on Shy who nodded when she said, “Right. Well… congratulations. On the success. You deserve it.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    “And I mean, if the label is ever looking to bring in some new artists, maybe you could…” 
 
    I cut her off, my face twisting as I snapped, “Yo, are you serious right now? You fuck me over, start all this shit with me after the fact, and now you expect me to help you get on? You must be outta your damn mind.” 
 
    “But Gabe…”  
 
    “But Gabe, nothin’. We’re done, Shy. Done. I wish you the best, and maybe once you stop putting so much negative energy out into the world, karma will stop biting you in the ass all the time. But your good fortune is not about to start with me. Or maybe it will,” I told her, peeking down to the magazines in my hand before handing one over to her. “Here. Why don’t you take notes on how a real artist handles their business?” 
 
    I could hear her smacking her teeth as I turned away to continue the walk to the car, even more annoyed when Grayson threw his arm over my shoulder and said, “Wowwww, G. Stuntin’ on your old girl with your new girl in glossy print? That’s some next level player shit.” 
 
    Instead of replying, I only rolled my eyes as I pressed the remote to unlock the car, peeling away from him to head to the driver’s side. But once again, I was interrupted by someone saying, “Excuse me? Excuse me?”  
 
    When I turned around, I found the same guy who had been taking pictures, extending his hand as he continued, “Hi. I was hoping to get a statement on Zalayah’s new album. We’ve just recently learned you’re the person responsible for this new wave she’s on.” 
 
    I shrugged, pulling the car door open as I replied, “I’m not responsible for anything. That’s all her.” 
 
    “You are the executive producer, correct?” he asked, pushing his phone near my mouth to record my response. 
 
    But before I could say anything, Grayson showed up on our side of the car to answer, “He certainly is. And I’m his brother. They call me Gray. You can find my music at w-w-w-dot….” 
 
    “Grayson, let’s go.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Let’s go, Grayson,” I repeated, this time a little more sternly as I got into the car. 
 
    And once my brother climbed into the other side, he whined, “Man, you’re a hater. Gotta steal my shine just cause you’re getting album credits now and shit. What happened to my feature anyway?” 
 
    I pulled out of the parking lot, watching for the guy who was back to snapping pictures as I told him, “It just didn’t fit the flow of the album, bruh.” 
 
    “Or maybe you just had your own agenda all along.” 
 
    Instead of making me upset, his little stab only gave me a much-needed laugh as I told him, “Yo, chill with that.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have none of this shit without me,” he muttered, staring out of the window like a kid who had just gotten a whoopin’. 
 
    But I didn’t let him stay there, reaching over the center console to shove him in the shoulder as I teased, “You done cryin’ yet?” 
 
    He didn’t answer my question, instead turning my way to say, “I better get a deal out of this damn release party tonight or you’ll never hear the last of this, I swear. I’ll take this thing global if I have to. Write a tell-all book about how my big brother used me to get into the music industry he never wanted to be in.” 
 
    Again, I could only laugh as I told him, “Do what you gotta do, bruh. Just don’t embarrass me tonight, aight?” 
 
    His response didn’t sound too convincing, but I knew it was all I going to get. And even though I wasn’t sure what the night would entail myself, I could only hold onto his word when he replied, “Yeah, we’ll see about that.”  
 
    & 
 
    The room was jam-packed, but the star of the show remained clear as day as she mixed and mingled with her guests, smiling her way through a million pictures and a shit ton of small talk. I could only imagine what was going through her head, how fast it had to be spinning as she tried to keep her energy up with everything going on around her. Then again, this was the world she lived in, the world she had mastered over the years, so maybe she wasn’t fazed at all. 
 
    I, on the other hand, was exhausted and I hadn’t even done anything besides shake a few hands of people who Caleb insisted on introducing me to. There were a couple of executives from the label, a couple of audio engineers who had perfected the sound quality of the album, and then a couple of A&R folks who had shown interest in my brother. But none of them were as important as the girl who practically launched herself into my arms the second she made it my way. 
 
    “My God. I can’t wait for this to all be over. We’re getting out of the country whether we can get back in or not,” she said as she snuggled into my chest, flashes going off all around us as each photographer present tried to capture the moment.  
 
    But no matter how much it annoyed me to be treated like some sideshow, I wrapped her in an embrace, leaning in so she could hear me clearly when I told her, “Enjoy this shit, Rose. You earned it.”               
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” she asked with a grin, the stilettos she wore bringing her much closer to my face than usual as she reached up just slightly to give me a kiss that only made the cameras go even crazier. And when she pulled away, her smile was full blown as she peeked past me before she said, “Hey. I wanna introduce you to somebody.” 
 
    I hadn’t even responded by the time she had already grabbed my hand to drag me through the crowd towards the bar area where a man of familiar stature was standing even though I had never seen him in person. My heart pounded through my ears as she gave him a quick tap on the shoulder, prompting him to turn around. And once he did, it felt like I was staring at myself, the general structure of his face so similar to mine that it made me sick.  
 
    Zalayah was back in star of the show mode, her voice syrupy sweet when she started, “Nigel, this is the mastermind behind our next platinum record, Gabriel. Gabriel, this is…” 
 
    “My sperm donor,” I finished for her, staring him dead in his eyes as I tried to hold back the anger that came with it. But now that he was in front of me, now that we were in this space, now that he had the nerve to look confused as if it wasn’t possible for me to even exist, I could feel it already beginning to boil over.               
 
    “Your, what?” Zalayah asked, looking back and forth between us as if she was waiting for a full explanation. 
 
    Nigel was the first to speak, directing his attention towards me instead of her when he said, “Look, man. I don’t know what you’re talking…” 
 
    “Constella,” I stated shortly, cutting him off before he could even get too deep in his lie. 
 
    Still, he acted surprised, his face scrunching as he repeated, “Constella? Stella is your mother?” 
 
    I tried to play it cool, but I could feel Zalayah’s hold on my arm tighten as if she didn’t trust me to do so. And since I didn’t want to completely ruin her day, I kept my voice as level as possible when I answered, “Yeah. Or do you not remember her? I mean, it seems like you just up and forgot she even existed. Forgot she practically built this record label on her back before you left her out to dry.”  
 
    Instead of offering any sort of apology, he only smirked, taking a sip of his drink before he said, “Constella had issues. Lots of ‘em. So I don’t know what stories she might’ve shared with you, but she’s responsible for everything that happened to her. Everything that happened to her career.” 
 
    While I had already gotten the same spill from my mother, I knew it was much deeper than that. And since he wanted to play the blame game, I couldn’t help myself in challenging, “Well what about you? What are you responsible for? You ain’t wanna help her out, but you’re perfectly fine still collecting the checks that could’ve. You ain’t have a problem ignoring those calls when she tried telling you about me, damn sure wasn’t responsible then.” 
 
    It was obvious I wasn’t being as calm as I thought I was when Zalayah tugged at my arm, her voice laced with nerves as she said, “Gabriel, how about we…” 
 
    I cut her off, pulling away as I told her, “Nah. He’s ducked and dodged this shit his whole life.” Before turning my attention to him to ask, “But, what? You can see me now that I’m about to put some money in your pockets? Is that how this shit works?”  
 
    “Gabe, please. Let’s just go...” Zalayah pleaded as she went for my arm once again. 
 
    But this time instead of staying in his place, Nigel sat his drink down and insisted, “Nah, Zalayah. Let the man speak. He’s got so much to say, right? He knows it all because his crackhead-mama told him so.” 
 
    The words were barely off his lips by the time my fist was already crashing into his jaw, the punch enough to draw many eyes from the crowd as he stumbled back into the bar top. But before I could land another, Grayson was catching my arm to hold me back.  
 
    “Yoooo, what the hell is going on over here?! Gabe, what are you… aww shit,” he groaned as he looked at Nigel who still had a hand against his cheek, his face pulled into a sinister smirk as he waved towards the security nearby to escort me out. But instead of letting them get to me to cause even more of a scene, Grayson was already pulling me out of the venue himself, dragging me out of a side door where we ended up in a back alley.  
 
    “I’m good. I’m good. Let me go,” I stated as calmly as I could, shaking him off as I took a look at my hand that was just beginning to throb.  
 
    But the calm didn’t last long once Zalayah bursted through the door after us screaming, “Gabe, what the fuck was that?! Are you out of your mind? You can’t just go around punching people! Especially people with enough money to bury your ass!” 
 
    The thought alone made my anger boil back over as I paced back and forth, though I could only hiss, “Fuck, man. Now you see why I ain’t want nothin’ to do with this shit? Nothin’ to do with these fake ass industry niggas? Nothin’ to do with you?” 
 
    She caught me by the arm, forcing me to stop right in front of her when she asked, “How was I supposed to know Nigel was your father?! Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Cause it didn’t even matter. He’s just another bitch ass nigga who ran away from his responsibilities like a fuckin’ coward. But you know what? I’ve been good without him and I’ll continue to be good without him. Fuck all this shit,” I replied as I finally stepped past her, even though I didn’t have an actual destination other than a few paces forward. I mean, it wasn’t like I could go back into the party like nothing had happened. And I wasn’t sure what Nigel’s move would be, if he’d actually press charges and bury my ass like Zalayah had insisted. 
 
    While I was already thinking about what was next, she was still focused on the situation at hand, releasing a heavy sigh before she said, “I’m… I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    For whatever reason, her apology only made me even more annoyed as I turned around to tell her, “Of course you didn’t know. How would you have known? It’s not like he’s running around telling the world, it’s not like he’s ever owned up to the shit. And besides, you’re too busy running around here shaking hands and kissing babies to have noticed anyway.” 
 
    Her face scrunched instantly as she repeated, “Shaking hands and kissing babies? You come in here handling your daddy issues and causing hysteria on my night, and you really have the nerve to call me out on my shit? I’m just doing my job, Gabe! Something you wouldn’t understand even if it hit you in your stubborn ass head!” 
 
    I wanted to be offended, wanted to fire back a shot of my own since she had obviously taken one at me. But I couldn’t because, well, she was right. No matter how much Nigel had me fucked up, no matter how disrespectful he had been when it came to my mother, it still wasn’t right for me to handle it the way I had at an event so important to her. It wasn’t right to cause a scene and make it about me when it was her night to shine.  
 
    Then again, I was never supposed to be here in the first place. The industry crowd was never supposed to be my lane, had never been my interest. Hell, this was exactly why I had stayed away all along, to avoid this predicament, and now seemed like the perfect time to get back to where I belonged.  
 
    So instead of prolonging the inevitable, I told her, “Your job. Right. Well you know what my job was? To produce your album. And according to the clock, my job is done. So I’m out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    “Zalayah, they’re ready for you.” 
 
    I snapped out of the daze I hadn’t even realized I was in, stepping out of my trailer as I prepared to shoot the music video for my first official single from the album that was already a smash according to the Billboard charts. And while it should’ve been a dream come true to see the album doing so well, to see my risk paying off in such a major way, none of it felt as fulfilling without... him.  
 
    The last time I had saw Gabriel was almost a week ago, the night of the album release party which thankfully hadn’t turned into a complete disaster after his run-in - or one-sided boxing match - with who I now knew was his father. With the help of my mother and Kelly, I had been able to pull it together, return to the party, and smile through it all like nothing had even happened, like I wasn’t missing him. But the truth was, I missed him like crazy. And even now, I was still worried about him, hoping he was alright after being so disrespected by the person who should’ve been the most apologetic. 
 
    I suppose I hadn’t made it any better by rubbing it in his face. I mean, it wasn’t as if I didn’t understand where he was coming from, wasn’t as if I didn’t understand his pain. But to have his pain directed at me was… overwhelming, something I wasn’t equipped to deal with in the heat of the moment. Though now, I wished I would’ve been able to keep my cool as the song - our song - blared through the speakers on set, taking me back to the moments we had shared in the studio before and after creating it.  
 
    We were happy, so damn happy. The vibe was there, the chemistry was flawless, and I had even gotten the opportunity to add my own flare to the arrangement with the impromptu guitar lesson he had given me in the studio, his arms wrapped around me as he guided my fingers to the proper chords as if I didn’t know what I was doing. But I enjoyed being in his arms way too much to tell him otherwise, enjoyed the feel of him pressed against my back and his chin rested in the crook of my neck as if we had been there a million times. In fact, I had already been imagining doing it a million times in the future, confident that there would be more opportunities for us to make beautiful music and much, much more together.  
 
    But now… I wasn’t so sure.   
 
    Through years and years of training, I was able to go through the motions of the video shoot without getting too caught up in my emotions, exhausting myself shot after shot until we had enough footage to call it good for the day. But apparently my convincing performance wasn’t enough to fool my mother considering the first thing she asked once we made it back to the trailer was, “What’s the matter with you, Z?” 
 
    I released a heavy sigh, snuggling up against the couch in the robe that covered up the bodysuit I had filmed in as I replied, “I’m fine, Mama. Just… tired. It’s been a long week, and there’s still so much to do.”  
 
    Between the promotion for the album, the video shoot, the pop-up, one-night-only show I had in a few days, and the world tour that was already in the works, there wasn’t even the thought of a break anywhere in sight. But my mother knew me way too well to believe it was only that, shaking her head as she insisted, “Zalayah, I know when you’re tired from work. I’ve seen you tired from work. This isn’t that. So tell me what’s really going on.”  
 
    A lump caught in my throat before I could speak it out loud and my mom caught on almost immediately, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and pulling me into her chest when she asked, “This is about Gabe, isn’t it?” 
 
    The tears didn’t come, but my chest felt heavy as I admitted, “I think I messed up. I mean, I know I messed up, but he messed up too. And I don’t know what to do about it, even though he hasn’t done anything about it either.” 
 
    “And you’re confident you want to do something about it? You don’t wanna just… let it be?”  
 
    “Mama…” I groaned, shaking my head with annoyance as I sank even deeper into her embrace. 
 
    She landed a comforting kiss on the top of my head as she said, “I’m just asking, Zalayah. Your time is way too valuable to waste on people you aren’t sure about. But since you’re sure, it sounds to me like somebody’s gotta put the pride to the side. Somebody has to be the bigger person and break the silence.” 
 
    “My silence isn’t necessarily on purpose though. I’ve just been so busy with this album release that…” 
 
    She cut me off before I could finish, quick to suggest, “A phone call takes five minutes and a text takes less than a minute, so you can save those excuses.” 
 
    I released another sigh, knowing she was right but finding my own reasons still valid too as I told her, “I don’t think this can be dealt with like that. I need to see him in person. Face-to-face.” 
 
    “Well I know you know where he lives, Z. So what’s stopping you from handling your business?” she asked as if it was really that simple, as if she didn’t understand the high stakes of the situation or the possible outcomes. 
 
    But I had already played them enough times in my head to admit, “I’m... afraid. I mean, what if it’s too late? What if the damage is already done? What if his silence is on purpose and he legitimately wants nothing to do with me?” 
 
    It might’ve sounded like a stretch, but the lack of communication was the proof in the pudding as far as I was concerned. Then again, I hadn’t been in touch myself even though I wasn’t holding onto any bad blood. In fact, it was the complete opposite. I wanted nothing more than to have him back in my life, wanted nothing more than to restore the harmony between us. But I still wasn’t confident that he felt the same way. And somehow the fifty-fifty toss-up felt way better than the potential truth of him already being over me, though it was clear my mother disagreed when she replied, “Trust me, it’s better to know than not. And you can’t carry this forever. You have way too much going on to have a weight like this on your shoulders, baby girl.” 
 
    Again, I knew she was right. But I also knew it couldn’t possibly be as simple as she was making it out to be when I asked, “So I’m supposed to just show up to his apartment and lay it all on the line? Put my heart on the table and deal with whatever he chooses to do with it?” 
 
    Even though I couldn’t see her face, I could feel her nodding as she answered, “Unfortunately, that’s how love works, Z. We aren’t in control of the other person, aren’t in control of their feelings, aren’t in control of their choices. We make ourselves vulnerable and we hope for the best. But no matter what happens, you’ll still live to see another day. I can promise you that.” 
 
    Her words were enough to bring me at least a beat of comfort as I snuggled up against her, closing my eyes as I concluded, “I guess if all else fails, I’ll just pull an Adele and write an award-winning album about my heartbreak.”  
 
    The idea alone made it feel like some sort of twisted win-win situation, though my mother had a better idea when she suggested, “Or you can pull a Beyoncé, go through a crash-course of phases from Lemonade, and have your happily ever after?” 
 
    Even though I had no clue how it would all play out, there was no doubt in my mind that she had a great point. So I nodded, finally cracking a hint of a smile as I agreed, “You’re right. Always be Beyoncé.”  
 
    & 
 
    It felt like déjà vu as I made my way into Gabriel’s apartment building, trying not to cause a scene while also keeping my new bodyguard, Zeus, nearby just in case. With the album still so fresh, it seemed as if fans had been on another level to get to me no matter how well I tried to disguise myself. But Zeus had already proved he could handle the wildest of the bunch, unafraid to do whatever it took to keep me safe. 
 
    I just wished that protection could’ve also extended to my feelings as my hand nervously hovered over the door before I worked up the courage to knock. I didn’t really have a plan for what I was going to do nor a script for what I was going to say. I suppose I was just going to let my heart do the talking and hope it got me the response I was looking for. But things weren’t exactly off to a good start when instead of Gabriel answering the door, it was only Grayson. 
 
    Since I was coming by unannounced, it was clear my presence surprised him, though he quickly shook it off to say, “Zalayah. What’s up? How you been?”  
 
    He pulled the door open to let me inside, giving Zeus a nod of acknowledgment before he closed the door behind us, leaving Zeus to man the door from the outside. And as I did a short peek around the apartment for any sign of his brother, I answered, “I’m… pretty good. And you?” 
 
    “I’ve been great. Ever since your release party, my phone has been pinging non-stop with people trying to put me on. I actually have some meetings lined up next week with a few different A&Rs,” he answered proudly, naturally making me smile as I absorbed his excitement. 
 
    In fact, I could remember that exact excitement, finally accomplishing the ultimate goal of getting the big break, everything still being fresh and new, hearing your song on the radio for the first time only to find out later that only the songwriter and publisher got paid for it.  
 
    But there was no way I was going to ruin that from him. So instead, I held my smile as I replied, “That’s awesome, Gray. Congratulations. We’ll definitely have to collab on something when you’re ready.” 
 
    He nodded to agree. “I know. I wish we could’ve worked something out for this album, but Gabe told me it wouldn’t have fit the flow.” 
 
    His response initially caught me off-guard since Gabe and I had only decided against having Grayson on the initial releases, never even getting to the point of discussing having Gray on the album as a whole. And there were definitely a few places he could’ve fit, even if it was only on a remix version of any particular song. But maybe that was just his way of keeping Gray out of the studio so we could have it all to ourselves, free to explore each other within those parameters before we were ready to show off for the world.  
 
    Just the thought of getting back to that place that we were just breaking the surface on, our first official appearance together being at the album release party, had me over the small talk, ready to get to my real reason for being there. But I still kept things polite when I asked, “Speaking of Gabe, is he around?”  
 
    Grayson shrugged, leaning against the kitchen counter as he answered, “Nah, he’s at work. He should be off in a few hours though if you wanna come back.” 
 
    “Damnit,” I muttered to myself as I tried to figure out my next move. Even though I didn’t have any plan in particular coming into things, I somehow knew just me showing up would be enough. We’d hash it out, kiss and make-up, and then I’d give him front row tickets to my show tomorrow. 
 
    My show tomorrow. 
 
    The idea hit me like a ton of bricks as I immediately dug in my purse for the tickets I had brought with me before extending them to Grayson. “Can you just... make sure he gets these? Tell him I delivered them myself. There should be enough for you and a friend to come too if you want.” 
 
    Grayson looked at the tickets as if they were golden, almost snatching them from my hand as he shouted, “Yo, good lookin’ out! I tried to get tickets online and they were sold out in less than five minutes.” 
 
    “Well these will get you backstage, so make sure you bring someone special. Someone important. Or maybe just someone you want to impress,” I suggested with a little laugh, easing the nerves that had me worried if Gabe would even show up. But as my mother had shared, I could only make myself vulnerable and hope for the best. 
 
    If nothing else, it was clear I’d have at least one familiar face in the audience when Grayson nodded enthusiastically, taking a closer look at the tickets before he replied, “I most definitely will.” 
 
    I gave him a short smile before I turned to leave, though I didn’t get too far when he called after me. “Hey, Zalayah?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, turning back halfway to meet his eyes and finding him only a few steps away. 
 
    He put a gentle hand to my shoulder wearing the kindest expression on his face, one that allowed me to relax just slightly, though it didn’t last long when he said, “Gabe is in love with you. I know he’s being hardheaded as hell about it, but he’s been a wreck around here since that party. He’s been a wreck without you. And while I don’t know what it is that someone as beautiful as you could possibly see in his ugly ass, please don’t give up on him.” 
 
    While it was reassuring to hear Gabe had been just as messed up as me about this whole situation, I couldn’t help but laugh, shaking my head as I explained, “That’s the only reason why I’m here, Gray. That feeling? It’s beyond mutual.” 
 
    He nodded as if he understood exactly what I meant even though Gabe and I had never spoken the actual words. But we didn’t have to say it to know it existed, we didn’t have to say anything to feel each other’s energy whenever we were around each other. The connection had been there long before it had anything to do with love. But now it had everything to do with love, and I was beyond determined to get that back.  
 
    Thankfully, I wasn’t alone in my quest as Grayson guided me to the door while assuring, “I’ll make sure he gets to that show tomorrow even if I have to drag him there myself. I’m not gonna let him mess this up any more than he already has.” 
 
    “We both have our faults. But I’d definitely appreciate that,” I replied with another little laugh as I gave the door my signature knock to let Zeus know I was ready.  
 
    But it was just slightly cracked open when Grayson leaned against the back of it, grinning as he added, “And if y’all can’t work it out, we could always collab on something more than just music.” 
 
    Considering that was almost the exact route I had taken with his brother, there was no way in hell I was even tempted by his slick ass offer. I also wasn’t going to jinx myself by making backup plans no matter how equally handsome Grayson was.  
 
    So instead of giving him any real answer and surely hurting his feelings, I only offered a smile as I tossed over my shoulder, “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gabriel 
 
    Diving into my work at the community center head first had been the only thing keeping me sane, though even that wasn’t really enough to keep my mind from going back to the five things that had been invading my thoughts for the past week.  
 
    Zalayah. 
 
    The party. 
 
    Nigel. 
 
    The fallout. 
 
    RoseGold. 
 
    No matter the order, they all had a way of taking me through a rollercoaster of emotions, feeling excited about the early success of RoseGold, excited for Zalayah, while also feeling regretful that I couldn’t share in the excitement of the album with her since we had gotten into it at the party. Feeling angry at Nigel, enraged by the shit he talked about my mother at the party, while also feeling sad about ruining Zalayah’s big night because of it. Missing Zalayah, wanting her back, while also understanding the volumes her silence spoke.  
 
    There was so much going on in my mind that the only thing I could do was try my best to avoid thinking about any of it. But that method didn’t work so well when it was time for me to go home, especially since the first thing I laid eyes on once I made it inside were tickets to Zalayah’s show laying on the counter.  
 
    I was slow to touch them, taking a moment to appreciate Zalayah’s album cover that was printed as the background of her dripping in rose gold paint. It was unique and sexy without being too over-the-top or strange. In fact, I could remember the exact day she did the shoot because she still had paint caught in random crevices of her body when I recorded with her later that night.   
 
    Obviously recording wasn’t the only thing we had done. 
 
    The memory alone had me releasing a heavy sigh as I finally picked the ticket up, pinching it between my fingers just as Grayson made his way from the back of the apartment. And once he saw what I was doing, he casually tossed out, “Zalayah stopped by to give you those.” 
 
    “She did what?” I asked, my heart racing as I thought about her being in the apartment, thought about her making an effort to be anywhere near me after not speaking to me since the party. 
 
    Still, Grayson remained nonchalant, plopping down on the couch as he explained, “She came through to talk to you, but you weren’t here. Obviously. So she left those for you. Well… for us.” 
 
    “How long ago was she here?” I asked, thinking maybe I could catch her before she got too far away. 
 
    But my immediate idea was crushed when he shrugged. “I don’t know. Couple hours. She wasn’t here long.”  
 
    “Damnit,” I hissed as I thought about the missed opportunity to make amends, thought about how I had apparently read the situation all wrong.  
 
    Even though she hadn’t talked to me directly, her gesture showed she wasn’t completely through with me. And I suppose it didn’t help that I had been silent too, surely giving the wrong signal for how I actually felt. But the truth was, I wanted nothing more than to be back in her good graces, wanted nothing more than to kiss her, hold her, get back to where we were just beginning to flourish as a couple. I wanted to give her more than what she already had of the world and love her the way she deserved to be loved. 
 
    I wanted my Rose. 
 
    The words I wanted to share with her were already flooding my brain as Grayson insisted, “Don’t worry, don’t worry. I held it down for you. Told her how much you loved her and that you’ve been miserable as hell without her.” 
 
    “You did what?” I asked, my face scrunched with irritation as I thought about my brother sharing way more than necessary. 
 
    But he wasn’t fazed, offering another shrug as he replied, “What? It’s the truth. I mean, that’s the only explanation that makes sense. And I’ve seen you hurt over a chick before. But this? This is different.” 
 
    No matter how irritated I was with him, I knew he was right. He had seen me heartbroken recently enough to still know what it looked like. He had watched me go through the progression of getting over somebody, even if that process had been a little different with Shy. But the emptiness I felt without Zalayah didn’t even compare to anything I had felt in the past, letting me know I was in much deeper than any time before. And while that vulnerability left me unsettled, I hoped Grayson could offer me some reassurance when I asked, “Well what did she say?” 
 
    “She said the feeling is mutual. And that was why she was coming by. So you still got a chance, bruh. Don’t fuck it up.”  
 
    My shoulders sank in relief, my optimism growing as I told him, “I got you, Gray.” 
 
    And he only added to my energy when he insisted, “Yeah, you better. Cause you know I’m ready to catch that rebound if you don’t. I’m talking Russell Westbrook needing one more rebound for his triple-double and jumping out the gym. I’ll throw bows and get dirty with it like a future cat lady during the bouquet toss at her homegirl’s wedding. I’ll…” 
 
    “Alright, alright. I hear you, Gray. I won’t mess this up.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    It was the day of the show, and I hadn’t been able to sleep the night before as if I was the one who was going on stage. But that’s how it felt, my heart pounding every time I thought about being in the same room as her for the first time in far too long, thought about watching her do her thing and feeling the energy from the crowd who loved her, thought about how she would respond to seeing me. Nervous didn’t even seem like the appropriate word for the thick layer of anxiety that coated me as I waited in line with Grayson and my mother, surrounded by people who all seemed to be Zalayah’s biggest fan. They wore t-shirts with her face on them, had posters with quotes that they hoped would garner her attention from the stage; one girl even had a fresh tattoo of her favorite lyrics from the new album.  
 
    It was insane to see her star power in live action, to be around people who literally worshipped the ground she walked on. But it also made me feel hopeful as hell since I knew no matter how many people were in the audience, she wanted me to be there. She had personally delivered tickets that would have us front and center where she’d be able to see us. At least those were the ideas I planned on holding onto until she could tell me otherwise herself. And that moment of truth seemed sooner than ever as Caleb spotted us on his way in, waving his hand as he motioned for us to join him.  
 
    We hopped out of line, catching up to him and following him towards an entrance designated for people with VIP status according to the signage. And once we were inside of the building, he took a moment to dap up both Gray and myself before I introduced him to my mother.  
 
    “Caleb, this is my mom. Mama, this is Caleb. Zalayah’s manager.”  
 
    “Constella, right?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued as he extended his hand her way.  
 
    “That’d be me,” she replied, shaking his hand with a smile that was a little too blushed for my liking. 
 
    And that only seemed to grow when Caleb continued, “My mother was a huge fan, so naturally I became one too. She used to make us clean the house to your album every single weekend until it started skipping. And even then, she just went out and bought another copy.” 
 
    My mother laughed like a little schoolgirl, waving a hand his way as she said, “Well you be sure to tell her I appreciate the support.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I get a picture for her? She’d cuss me out if I didn’t,” Caleb asked, already pulling his phone from his pocket and then extending it my way just as my mother agreed.  
 
    In fact, she was already wrapping an arm around his shoulder as she insisted, “Gabe, take the picture for us. And one on my phone too. Just because he’s so handsome.”  
 
    “Mama, does your phone even have a camera on it? That mug is ancient,” Grayson joked beside us, making us all laugh.  
 
    Well, everybody except my mom as she snapped, “Boy, just shut up and take the damn picture.”  
 
    Their smiles were already in place as I took a few pictures on Caleb’s phone, and then a few on my mother’s that was only a step-up from a flip phone which meant the quality was horrible. But that didn’t seem to matter to her as she slipped the phone back into her purse just as Caleb was saying, “The show should be starting soon, so I’ll let y’all get to your seats. But I’ll see y’all after the show?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” Grayson answered with a nod before Caleb took off towards backstage while we made our way out to the auditorium. 
 
    But we hadn’t made it very far when my mother was already asking, “What do you boys think about getting a new stepdaddy? He’s kinda fly, right?” 
 
    My face scrunched instantly as I groaned, “Ugh, Mama. He could be your son. Ain’t nobody tryna hear all that.” 
 
    And my brother backed me up when he added, “Yeah, he already had to punch out your old bae the other night. I don’t think he’s trying to get thrown in jail for punching out another one.”  
 
    Thankfully my mother was already sitting down by the time she processed what Grayson had said, her reaction dramatic as hell when she snapped her head back to ask, “You did what?!” 
 
    I tried my best to play it down when I replied, “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later.”  
 
    But she wasn’t taking that for an answer, continuing to say, “Now I just know I raised you better than to be fighting in public, Gabriel. And who is this old bae he’s talking about? The only old bay I know is the seasoning.” 
 
    Grayson snickered on the opposite side of her as I chose my words carefully. “I uh… I ran into Nigel the other night, at Zalayah’s party. He said something slick about you, and I… handled it.”  
 
    “Well what did he say?” she asked, a concerned expression on her face as if she was trying to make sense of my actions.  
 
    But I immediately brushed it off with a wave of my hand as I told her, “It’s nothin’, Mama. Just know he tried you and I defended your honor in the best way I knew how.”  
 
    “Well I guess I can’t fault you for that,” she replied, leaning over to pinch my cheek just as the lights in the venue went down with perfect timing, eliciting a lull of roars and screams from the crowd.  
 
      The energy in the place was just as electric as expected, everyone on their feet as Zalayah appeared under the spotlight on the stage surrounded by her dancers. Her face was completely serious, a fan in front of the stage blowing her hair back as the crowd continued to scream and chant her name, Grayson included. And once that first beat dropped - my beat dropped - I felt just as captivated as everyone else by her stage presence being as it was my first time at one of her shows. But I also felt a special connection to the music as I watched her sing her heart out to song after song that we had created together, the songs I knew weren’t just lyrics. 
 
    They each told a story, held a memory from our time in the studio, even if that wasn’t what the song was about. But when she belted “your love is the best...”, it took me back to our very first recording session when I had to get her hot and bothered enough to sing convincingly. When she flowed about “actin’ up, like I don’t really give a fuck”, it took me back to the time we actually became friends and had almost shared our first kiss. And when she popped her back while singing about wanting to go off like dynamite, I couldn’t help but vibe to it the same way I had done when she first presented it to me.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one vibing to it, my mother already singing along to the chorus by the time it came back around before pulling me down by the shoulder to yell in my ear, “She’s amazing!” 
 
    I nodded to agree, pulling my eyes back to the stage just as Zalayah smiled while shaking her ass in succession with her dancers, holding onto each other’s shoulder for support as they made it down to the ground and then made their way back up, a move she never would’ve done in the past. In fact, everything about her performance was giving off the exact mood she had been looking for all along, from the stage set-up, to the costumes, to the choreography, and of course, the music. She had made a complete transformation and it was clear her audience was just as excited about it as she was as they sang along to both the new and old songs she performed.  
 
    Whenever she held the mic out to the crowd, there was a fan ready and willing to give it their best shot no matter how terrible they sang. Whenever she intentionally dropped the beat out, they were there to fill in the words, even if it was a whole hook. And whenever her and her dancers went into the dance breaks she used as transitions, the whole audience was there to hype her up with an assortment of cheers from a simple, “Aye” to a whole, “Fuck it up, Z!” 
 
    It was… fascinating, incredible, awe-inspiring; more than enough to have me questioning how I had been missing it all from the beginning. Then again, the Zalayah who was on the stage now wasn’t the same Zalayah from before. She had evolved, come into her own, and had completely taken over her own little special section of my heart.  
 
    I was in love with her, had fallen in love with the person she was on and off the stage, and there was no way in hell I was going to blow that again if given the opportunity. But if these tickets had truly been an indication of how she felt, it seemed as if there was actually a chance for redemption.  
 
    I held onto that until the show was over when we made our way backstage to find her, though I knew there was a lot more than just a simple greeting that needed to be exchanged. And just the thought had my heart going into overdrive, each door we passed making me more and more anxious to see her until we made it to the one with Zeus standing outside of it. He recognized me almost immediately, giving the door a short knock and then opening it to announce I was outside. But before letting me in, a train of familiar faces exited, including Zalayah’s mom who offered me an expression that looked more like a warning than anything as she passed.  
 
    Zeus finally gave me the signal to invite me in. But before I could move, my own mother put a hand on my shoulder and said, “You can do it, son.” as if she had any idea what was going on. And maybe she did; maybe she could just feel the intensity in the air. But now wasn’t the time to ask as I gave her a short nod of thanks before slipping past Zeus into the room. 
 
    I didn’t see Zalayah right away, the room only littered with random costume pieces and candy wrappers as if someone had just raided the snack drawer. But it felt like my heart stopped once she finally emerged from the bathroom, her face already free of the heavy stage makeup she wore and her clothes changed from the bodysuit costume she had been in to a simple t-shirt and jogger pants.  
 
    She looked so refreshed as if she hadn’t just spent the last two hours giving it her all on stage. Then again, this was her lane, her world; she was a champion when it came to this shit and even if I hadn’t fully understood that before, I definitely got it now. I definitely got her now.  
 
    That seemed like a good place to start, though I still kept my distance when I told her, “You were great out there tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thanks for coming,” she replied as she pulled a stray hair behind her ear, peeking up at me with a smile that instantly gave me butterflies. 
 
    I missed that, I missed her. Even now that we were in the same room, I still missed having her close, wanted nothing more than to have her in my arms. But since I didn’t want to press my luck, I continued, “Would’ve been a little rude to turn down the hottest ticket in town, right?”  
 
    She gnawed at her lip, giving the hem of her t-shirt a little tug as she shifted all of her weight to one leg and fired back, “Dealing with your mean ass? Can’t say that I would’ve been surprised.” 
 
    For whatever reason, her snip made me chuckle, earning myself a smirk that I couldn’t help but match while making my way towards her. My steps were slow and steady, but I could tell each one made her concentrate a little harder on her breathing as I told her, “You know, for anybody else, I’d probably agree. But for you? I didn’t even think twice.”  
 
    By the time I made it in front of her, she had crossed her arms over her chest in a defensive stance, her head tilted back just slightly so that she could meet my eyes. And while I wanted to enjoy just looking at her, seeing her beauty live and in color after over a week of missing out, I knew I had no more time to waste. So as I wrapped a gentle arm around her waist, I told her, “I miss you, Rose. I miss my best friend. I miss my girl, my lover. I miss your energy, being around you, working with you, teasing you. I’m just… I’m sorry about the other night. I let the situation, let him, get the best of me but I shouldn’t have. And I don’t know what I gotta do to make it up to you, but I’m willing to do whatever it takes.” 
 
    My heart was throbbing through my ears by the time I finished, and I instantly became worried when she didn’t respond right away, her face blank as she took a moment to just stare at me the way I had wanted to stare at her. But eventually a hint of a smile returned to her face as she released her arms, allowing me to pull her in closer as she replied, “Well… showing up here is a good start.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, wrapping her even tighter and taking a greedy whiff of her fresh, flowery scent.  
 
    She nodded as she put her arms around my neck and answered, “When I first saw you out in the audience, I almost tripped over my feet. I mean, my heart was already pumping with extra adrenaline from the crowd. But knowing you had shown up, having you out there watching me… that had me on another level.” 
 
    I brushed her off, landing a quick kiss to her forehead as I insisted, “Nah, that was all you, Rose. I was just being a fan.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, letting out a quiet giggle. “You’ve never been my fan, Gabe. You hated me, remember?” 
 
    While it was amazing how much my impression of her had changed from the beginning, I had no problem admitting, “Well I’m your biggest fan now. I’m talking number one, president of the fan club type shit. I’m talking, “I’ll be your groupie baby, cause you are my superstar...” type shit.”  
 
    This time, her laugh was much louder as she smacked a hand across my chest and screeched, “Oh, whatever!”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh along with her. But once we both simmered down, I was sure to make myself clear when I looked her in the eyes and told her, “I’m serious though, Zalayah. I… I love you. I’m in love with you. And I don’t know how I let this shit happen, but I’m not running away from it anymore. I’m not gonna fuck this up, not for anybody.”  
 
    Between the shit with Nigel, the shit with the label in general, interviewers and bloggers who had their nose in everything, and even Shy who didn’t seem as if she wanted to fully disappear anytime soon, I knew there would always be something or someone trying to get in our way. But I was willing to take it all on and more if that meant having her back in my life; the complete package that was Zalayah Rose whose smile alone made my chest tight when she whispered, “I love you too, Gabe.” 
 
    I pulled her in even tighter, surely squeezing the life out of her petite frame as I landed another kiss on her forehead before she tilted her head back so that I could reach her lips. But since I knew we both had people waiting on us, I pulled my lips away so that I wouldn’t get too caught up, though while I still had her close, I was sure to ask, “So we’re good?” 
 
    “No. But you said you’d do whatever it takes, right?” she asked, her eyes already twinkling with mischief as she waited for me to answer.  
 
    “Absolutely, baby. Whatever you want,” I replied, knowing I wasn’t in the position to turn her down about anything quite yet. 
 
    Though I still wasn’t sure where she was going with it when she continued, “And that was Constella I saw you sitting by, right?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, she’s waiting outside of the door right now.” 
 
    “Oh my God! You’ve got to introduce me!” she squealed, though it came out as more of a demand as she grabbed two handfuls of my shirt.  
 
    And while it was entertaining as hell to see her so hyped up about meeting my mother, I couldn’t help but tease, “Damn. I wish you got that excited to see me.” 
 
    Her expression quickly turned seductive as she licked her lips, leaning into me to gush, “Oh, you have no idea how excited I am to see you, babe. And I have just enough energy left to show you how much later on.” 
 
    “You serious?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as she pulled her lip between her teeth the same way I noticed she did whenever she was performing one of her freakier songs. In fact, there were a few times during the show that I had to take my eyes off her to regain my composure since there was nothing appropriate about having a hard dick around my mom.  
 
    But even now, that seemed to be the least of Zalayah’s worries when she ran a hand across my zipper and replied, “So serious. But you have to introduce me to Constella first.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I told her, sneaking another kiss and then wrapping my arm around her shoulder to lead her out of the dressing room. And once we found my mother resting against the wall by herself while Grayson was nearby spitting game to one of the dancers, I cleared my throat to get her attention before I announced, “Mama, I got somebody I want you to meet.” 
 
    My mother’s eyes were already glowing with excitement when I continued, “This is international superstar, Billboard chart-topping, reigning Hottest Entertainer, and my incredibly talented girlfriend, Zalayah. Zalayah, this is my mother, Constella.” 
 
    While Zalayah was under my arm blushing hard as hell from my intentionally extra introduction, my mother snapped her head back to ask, “Wait a minute… where are my titles?!” Making us all laugh as she quickly added, “I’m just playin’.” Then she turned her attention to Zalayah to say, “Girl, you did your thang out there tonight. Had me ready to get back in the studio just so I can throw something together to perform to. Do that little dance you and the girls were doing.” 
 
    I just knew my mother was going to break her back trying to mimic Zalayah’s choreography. And of course, Zalayah couldn’t help but laugh when she replied, “Well when you’re ready, I have the perfect producer to recommend you. He can be a little stubborn, but he’s the best in the land; the best I’ve ever worked with. He’s the most talented musician, and he just so happens to be my incredible boyfriend.” 
 
    Hearing her share that we were officially back on track had me grinning from ear-to-ear, though my mother had no problem taking a stab at my inflated ego. “I think I might’ve heard of him. And I guess he’s alright.” 
 
    Once again, Zalayah was full of giggles as I held a hand to my chest as if she had really offended me. “Wow, Mama. It’s like that?” 
 
    “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. You’re pretty great. But of course you are. Look who your mama is,” she replied with a wink before telling Zalayah, “It was a pleasure to meet you, sweetheart. Congratulations on the album, on the show tonight, on all your success. And I know you’re a busy girl, but if you have any down time… say nine-ish months or so…” 
 
    “Mama, chill!” I yelled just as Zalayah’s eyes went wide once she realized what my mother was hinting at. 
 
    But Constella surely wasn’t one to back down, shrugging as she insisted, “Gotta speak things into existence, right?” 
 
    “Maybe one day, but definitely not to-day. I still have to prove myself worthy,” I told her, knowing that was exactly what I planned to do moving forward. 
 
    Zalayah had already shown she was willing to give me an opportunity to grow, an opportunity to learn and love, an opportunity to evolve in the same way she had. And even though my evolution was more personal than professional, I knew as long as I had her on my side, everything would be just fine.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    epilogue. 
 
    Zalayah 
 
    The mood was perfect, the setting phenomenal, and the ring… my goodness, the ring. It seemed to look even better under the stage lights as I dabbed at the tear that threatened to ruin my makeup. 
 
    It was our last stop on the RoseGold World Tour; the international wing that landed us in a sold-out arena in the most romantic city in the world, Paris. And there was plenty of love in the air as Knox lifted Amerie into a hug after she had accepted his surprise onstage proposal in the middle of my set; one he had been nervously yet meticulously planning for the last few weeks, though it had clearly paid off according to the stream of tears rushing down Amerie’s face as she gave me a quick hug and Knox did the same before he and the other dancers escorted her from the stage.  
 
    I tried my best to regain my composure, clearing the lump in my throat before I told the crowd, “Give it up for two of the best choreographers to ever do it!”  
 
    The packed audience roared with excitement the same way they had been doing all night, a sound that still gave me goosebumps to this day. And as I made myself comfortable on the single stool that had been waiting for me in the middle of the stage, I decided to take a moment to speak from the heart, knowing the personal element was something that always went over well with the fans. 
 
    On this night in particular, the message practically wrote itself for me as I shared, “Love is… it’s such a beautiful thing, right? I mean, to find someone who just… gets it; someone who gets you. Someone who loves you, flaws and all. Am I right, ladies?” 
 
    This time, the response was a little more high-pitched as the ladies let it be known that they agreed with me, making me giggle into the mic as I used a small towel to dab at the sweat I had worked up from dancing. The energy was already electric throughout the building, and I was prepared for that to grow even thicker when I asked, “Can I tell y’all a secret? Just between me and you?” 
 
    While the clash of enthusiastic responses and cheers for me to go on had the noise on another level, it only made my smile grow wider when I blushed as if it was my first time admitting, “I’m in love.”  
 
    Even though I couldn’t hear any words in particular, I could tell my news wasn’t news at all when I stood up from the stool and asked, “Oh, y’all already know? It’s not a secret anymore? Not even across the seas? Well damn. Is it alright if I... bring him on out then?” 
 
    Convincing Gabriel to take a hiatus from his job at the community center to come on tour with me was probably the most begging I had ever done in my life. But after talking to Reagan, his boss, and having her explain to him that she completely understood his extended absence, he had finally taken me up on the offer, making the tour that much sweeter. In fact, everything was sweeter with Gabe around, his energy alone giving me the perfect balance, especially on the days where I didn’t have to perform and we could just… be.   
 
    He was the perfect travel partner, letting me talk him into going on adventures he wouldn’t have otherwise dreamed about. And even though we had only joked around about me bringing him on stage to play while I sang along, with tonight being the last show and with the crowd already going wild with excitement about having him join me, I decided to wave an inviting hand in his direction, urging him to come on.  
 
    For a second he seemed against it, but I suppose the roar from the crowd was enough to encourage him as Grayson - my opening act - quickly slung the guitar with a mic attached over his brother’s shoulder before giving him a little push onto the stage. His steps were slow yet confident, his eyes trained directly on me as if he wasn’t walking in front of thousands of people all screaming in response to his presence. And once he finally made it over to me, I couldn’t help but smile as I spoke right into the mic, “Hey baby.”  
 
    I didn’t think the crowd could get any louder, but those two words seemed to really set them off as I continued, “You alright? You enjoying the show?”  
 
    He nodded, leaning in to whisper an answer in my ear that certainly wasn’t appropriate for everyone to hear. And even though he had kept quiet with the actual words, he still let the general content be known to the world as he landed a hot kiss in the crook of my neck that made me gush, “Not in front of all these people, baby.”  
 
    There was an assortment of laughs and aww’s from the crowd as the stage crew subtly brought another stool in behind us so that we could make ourselves comfortable as I asked into the mic, “So what’s up? You gonna play a little somethin’ for me?”  
 
    Obviously, the crowd let it be known that that was exactly what they wanted to hear, more phones appearing in the air from the rows of people that I could actually see just as Gabriel began to play the simple chords of a song we both loved; Lost Without U by Robin Thicke.  
 
    I immediately began to vibe along to it on my stool, rolling my neck and closing my eyes as I told him through the mic, “Ooh, that’s nice. Keep it just like that.” Waiting for the beat to come back around before I belted my own especially seasoned version of the chorus that featured all sorts of extra high notes and vocal runs just for the hell of it. And while I knew all the eyes of the audience were on me, along with all the eyes from the various cameras pointed my way, I could only feel his as they danced along my skin while I sang my way through the first verse.  
 
    But this time when the chorus came around, I decided to open my eyes, singing it to him and meaning every single word. I could’ve sworn he was blushing, though the stage lighting in combination with the lights from the crowd didn’t do me too many favors. But even if he wasn’t, I could tell he was enjoying himself, his grin wide as he put his own little sauce on the beat and slowed it down in a way that encouraged me to get even fancier with my rendition, making it that much more enjoyable.  
 
    Things couldn’t have been any more perfect up until he played the final note, the two of us taking a second to smile lovingly at each other as the crowd went nuts around us. Then he pushed his guitar behind him, standing up to pull me into a hug before sealing the deal with one his perfectly gentle kisses; an image I knew would be viral in no time.  
 
    But in that moment, none of that seemed to matter. Because while Gabriel and I had been on a rollercoaster ride from the very beginning, we had finally reached a place of peace, a place of serenity, a place where we could really flourish and give each other the love that we both deserved regardless of everything going on around us. And even if things hadn’t been perfect, I knew there wasn’t a harmony in the world sweeter than that.  
 
      
 
    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 Heated Harmonies playlist on Spotify! 
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