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   Reagan
 
   Of all days…
 
   I sat in the coffee shop just staring at the screen of my laptop that held nothing but a blank document; unless you counted my cover page for something. I was supposed to be starting the first draft of my grant proposal for the community center that had somehow gone from a volunteer position to a full-time job, but my fingers thought it’d be a better idea to just rest on the keyboard like ten lazy puppies instead of actually pump out some words. And now that lack of activity had my eyes on him.
 
   Him.
 
   Fuckin’ him of all people, who knew my moves, knew I’d be here, and brought her.
 
   His fiancé. 
 
   The fiancé I had no idea about until she was blowing my phone up at ridiculous hours trying to find her man. I’m sure I sounded silly as I told her she had the wrong number, that I didn’t know who she was talking about before hanging up in her face for the simple fact that her voice was way too loud. But when I looked through his phone - something I had always sworn off doing - and saw their damn engagement pictures as the screensaver, that was all it took. 
 
   When Michael and I first started dating, it was completely casual. A few texts here and there, a few dinners, a few trips to the movies. But once I decided we were ready to take that next step to the more physical realm of things, our time spent together became more frequent because well… the sex was everything. 
 
   Michael used his Johns Hopkins-trained hands in ways I had never ever experienced, probably part of the reason why I could ignore the signs of being the side chick. But after the fall-out, the shit was honestly clear as day. The dinners missed because of emergency surgeries on his off-days, the late night phone calls with a hushed tone because his nieces and nephews were supposedly over, the….
 
   Shit, they’re coming my way.
 
   I focused intently on the screen as I tried to come up with some words, but ended up typing “the the the” over and over again just so my eyes would remain in their rightful place. And just when I thought I may be in the clear, they stopped right at the edge of my table. 
 
   I didn’t look at either of them until Michael said, “Reagan. Long time, no see. This is my fiancé, Alicia. Alicia, this is Reagan. We used to volunteer at the community center together.” 
 
   That was another thing that had drawn me to Michael; the fact that he was so damn good with the kids. They loved when Dr. Parker came to visit, bringing medical supplies for them to practice with and old cadaver body parts for them to examine. When he asked for my number, it was really a no-brainer. I mean, he was fine as hell; grown man fine with a bald head by choice and just a hint of a goatee on his face. Think Boris Kodjoe dressed as your OB-GYN.
 
   Yeah, you’d give him your number too.
 
   But Michael wasn’t an OB-GYN, not by profession at least. Though he certainly knew his way around my…
 
   “Alicia, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Michael always spoke very highly of you.” 
 
   Or not at all, but whatever…
 
   I wasn’t exactly in the mood for avoidable-drama. 
 
   “I wish I could say the same about you, Ms. Reagan. But I’m sure you’re an amazing person if you spend time down at that community center. Those kids are pretty rough around the edges.” From the outside looking in, I could imagine someone thinking my kids weren’t the easiest to manage. But to me, they were simply trying to find their way; most of them coming from broken homes that weren’t exactly up to code as far as living was concerned. It honestly amazed me how resilient some of them were, so much so that I had now dedicated my life to helping them succeed. 
 
   “Rough around the edges, sure. But so are diamonds before they’re crafted into beautiful engagement rings like the one you’re wearing.” No lie, her ring was blindingly-gorgeous; sparkling perfectly in the light coming through the glass window. 
 
   She smiled politely as if she was thanking me for the compliment. Then she turned to Michael, putting a dainty hand on his bicep to tell him, “I’m gonna run to the bathroom. I’m sure Ms. Reagan won’t mind keeping you company for a little while.” Following it up by tossing one of those pageant girl chuckles in my direction.
 
   Of course the woman is perfect.
 
   Her hair was laid, her nails had no sign of wear-and-tear, and her body looked like Michael had crafted it himself one nip-and-tuck at a time. But he wasn’t a plastic surgeon either. Though the way he knew how to mold my body, you’d surely think otherwise. 
 
   “Sure. No problem at all. It’ll be good to catch-up with an old… friend.” I tried to make my grin as practiced and polite as hers, but there was hardly any use. And her future husband knew exactly why as he sat his triflin’ ass across from me at the table like he actually belonged anywhere near me. I honestly hated how good he looked in his sweatpants and white tee, a ball cap pulled low over his eyes that were downright mystifying. But I played it cool, acted like his presence didn’t bother me one bit, because it… didn’t.
 
   “So what’s up? You still mad at me, baby?”
 
   Okay, maybe I was a little bothered. That baby always did something to me; more than my lower limbs were ready for. 
 
   Thank God I’m sitting down. 
 
   “Michael, your fiancé - the fiancé I now know about - is probably in there with her panties around her ankles and you’re worried about if I’m mad at you? I see Johns Hopkins forgot to teach your ass some common sense.” 
 
   Even hidden by the brim of his hat, I could feel his eyes narrowing in on me as he said, “Baby, don’t be that way. I promise I was gonna tell you when the time was right. Things with us just moved so fast that I never got the chance to break it to her that I didn’t want her anymore. That I… wanted you.”
 
   “And yet here you are. Strolling into my spot and introducing her as your fiancé. After the fact. So don’t try to sell me some bullshit, Michael. I really don’t need it.” 
 
   My eyes went back to the oh-so-important document I was supposed to be working on, but that still wasn’t enough for him to get the picture. He swiped a hand down his goatee, releasing a heavy breath before he leaned into the table to profess, “It’s not bullshit, baby. I... this shit isn’t easy for me. I’ve… missed you. I’ve missed you a lot.” 
 
   I was really trying my hardest not to laugh in his face. Like… did he really think I of all people was gonna fall for these damn script-worthy lines?
 
   He must think he’s Boris Kodjoe for real…
 
   “You know, for as many brains as you’ve worked on in your day, you’d think maybe some of the tissues would’ve rubbed off on you. Or splashed in your face on accident. Or maybe snuck through your protective wear…” 
 
   “You ready to order, hun? I think I’m gonna go with the skinny latte. You know what they say; all that whip is no good for the hips,” Alicia chimed in upon her return with the most awkward laugh, cutting me off at what was probably a good time as far as my mouth was concerned. I honestly could’ve gone in on his ass all day. 
 
   The softened features of his face that he thought were working to win me over quickly turned chipper as he popped up from his seat, adjusting his hat as he added, “Yeah, we should probably get going. It was good to see you though, Reagan. I think I may stop into the center some time next week; catch up with the kids. It’s been awhile.”
 
   My smile was syrupy sweet as I emphasized, “I’m sure they will love to see you, Dr. Parker.” 
 
   Alicia looked flattered, tucking herself against his waist and smiling proudly while I shot the ball back into Michael’s court with my eyes. “Well it was certainly a pleasure to meet you, Reagan. Keep up the good work with the kiddos!” 
 
   I almost felt bad for the pageant beauty, forced to act like things were peachy keen between her and Michael when I’d already heard how turnt up she could get when shit got real. 
 
   But that didn’t stop me from sending them off with a purposely petty, “I sure will, Mrs. Parker.”
 
   &
 
   “Reagan, come on. After the day you’ve had, you deserve to let loose. So come have a drink or three with me.” 
 
   It never surprised me when my best friend/line sister/everything in between called me with a proposition to hit the town. To her, I was the boring bitch. Always at work, always thinking about the kids and the center, always not doing anything. But I enjoyed my job, my solitude, my… nothingness.
 
   “Leilani, I’m tired. And you should be too. I know those people at the school have been working you like a house slave.” I was proud of my girl for the work she was doing in the admissions department at our alma mater, Lynstone University. But according to her daily complaints about her co-workers who just, “Didn’t get it”, I knew they were getting their money’s worth out of her. 
 
   “Girl, you know they have, but that’s beside the point. I need the break and so do you. So get your ass out of those week-old sweatpants and get down to The Black Market. I hear they even have some performances tonight.”
 
   My head began to pound on its own. I loved that The Black Market gave up-and-comers an opportunity to perform from time to time. But more often than not, it was someone who desperately needed to rethink their career choice. 
 
   “What kind of performances? Spoken word? Singers? Improv comedy?”
 
   I could already hear the hint of amusement in Leilani’s voice. So even without the words, I knew she was saying some bullshit when she answered, “Umm…. I’m not exactly sure.” See? Bullshit. “But I bet if you meet me down there like you’re supposed to, you’ll find out for yourself.”
 
   “Leilani, I don’t wanna go. Not tonight,” I whined, as I snuggled even further under my favorite throw blanket on the couch. 
 
   “I’m not asking if you want to, Reagan. I’m telling you I’ll see you soon.” 
 
   Ugh,this bitch’s persistence gets on my nerves.
 
   Lord, if we hadn’t crossed those burning sands together...
 
   “Fine, Lei. I’ll be down in like… a couple hours.” A couple hours would be just enough time for her to have fun without me and realize I really didn’t need to be there after all so I could back out at the last minute without her complaining. 
 
   “A couple hours? You know I’m not falling for that trick.” Damnit! “I’ll be by your place in like 30 minutes.”
 
   “30 minutes? That’s not even enough time for me to do something to this head of mine.”
 
   She smacked her teeth right in the phone as she called my bluff. “Reagan, you know you have good hair. Splash some water and conditioner on that shit, pull it to the side with one of those fancy little clips you’ve already splurged on, and it’ll be just fine.”
 
   I hated that she knew me so well. But I suppose being on-line together for 10 weeks, 3 days, 4 hours, 43 minutes, and 9 seconds exactly will do that to you; even many years after the fact.
 
   “Whatever, Leilani. I’ll be ready in like… an hour or somethin’.” I was already dreading finding something to wear. The Black Market wasn’t exactly a fancy place, but it was still the place to be on a Friday night which meant eye candy was always on the scene.
 
   The least I could do was be ready for that.  
 
   “Well I’ll still be there in 30, just in case you try to pull the ol’ “My bad, I fell asleep and didn’t hear my phone” trick. You aren’t getting out of this one that easy, sista.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
   “Ayo, G. We’re gonna be late if you don’t bring your ass on!” 
 
   I only partially heard Caleb through my headphones as I bobbed my head, tryna jot down a few more lines for the track he had sent me earlier in the day. I had already written down a solid sixteen bars by the time I made it back to our crib, but I had a little trouble catchin’ my groove again after visiting my mom in the hospital. She seemed to be in good spirits, doing the best she had been in recent days since her triple bypass surgery. But they still wanted to keep a close eye on her just to make sure the surgery was a complete success. 
 
   “G, come on bro. You’re supposed to be hittin’ the stage at 10:30 and it’s already 9:45!” 
 
   Shit.
 
   I yanked my headphones off, tossing them on my bed before leaving the room to find Caleb waiting in the kitchen. We had been boys since the beginning, through middle school, high school and even college until we dropped out together and started pursuing music full time. In fact, Caleb was actually the one that had encouraged me to start making songs after he found my notebook of verses back in high school. At the time, we were too young to take it serious, only rappin’ at the lunch table and shit like that. But now that Caleb had invested in some real equipment to make beats and record with, there was really nothing holding us back. 
 
   “Damn, man. You know AC will be buggin’ if we’re even a second late for show time. What were you in there doing anyway? Rubbin’ one out so you can last longer with a groupie tonight?” 
 
   I gave him a little shove, laughing as we headed out of the apartment we shared. It wasn’t a penthouse, but it wasn’t exactly a shit hole either. And it would certainly do until we could make some real money from our music. 
 
   “I was puttin’ down some bars to that shit you sent me earlier. Beat is fire, bro,” I told him as we piled into his car. It wasn’t a Benz, but it wasn’t a bucket either. So again, it would do. 
 
   “I got two more for you when you’re ready. I didn’t wanna send you all that shit at once or you would’ve never made it out of that room for real.” 
 
   Of course Caleb had more beats. Ever since he got the equipment, he had been pumpin’ out beats like a project chick pumped out kids. But I appreciated it, cause the more beats he had, the more opportunities I had to keep our fan base growing. Sure we may have been far off from making it big, but the local audience that rocked with us was big enough to make it feel like we were closer than we thought.
 
   “Good lookin’ out, bro. But hey, let me see that aux cord so I can listen to this beat a little more on the ride over.” I didn’t know what it was about this particular track that had me so attached, but I couldn’t stop listening to it. 
 
   Not until I completed the song at least. 
 
   Caleb dug the cord out of his center console, tossing it to me as he said, “You need to be listening to the tracks you’re performing tonight. I already got word from Shy that The Black Market is packed to capacity. The last thing we need happening is you forgetting the words cause you’re too worried about your new shit.” 
 
   That was the other reason I fucked with Caleb. He was the logical one of us two, always speaking the real shit I needed to hear.
 
   “If I forget the words, I’ll just stick the mic out to the crowd and let them do the work for me. They’ll be screamin’ that shit anyway.” 
 
   Having an audience of people rap my lyrics and sing my hooks almost felt as good as getting head. Endless, sloppy head from a girl with no gag reflex. I’ll probably bust a nut right on stage the first time I have a major venue full of people flowin’ with me.
 
   But for now, The Black Market would have to do. 
 
   &
 
   “Yo, this shit is lit!” 
 
   Caleb had to yell for me to hear him as we looked out to the crowd that was waiting for us to hit the stage. The place, which was usually filled with tables and chairs for dining, was packed from wall-to-wall, standing room only other than the bar seating near the back. I knew for a fact that everyone there wasn’t only a fan of ours since we were the third of three different acts for the night. But it still felt good to perform for a packed house. And to be real, I was confident that I could make a fan out of anybody. 
 
   The emcee for the night announced that we’d be hitting the stage in ten minutes, so that was Caleb’s cue to set up his DJ equipment which was really just a matter of him hooking up his laptop to the system of turntables they already had available. But now that he was gone, it was time to get my head right. 
 
   I was nervous. 
 
   Wait… nah, that’s not right.               
 
   I was anxious.
 
   Anxious to hit the stage, anxious to showcase my talent, anxious to perform with my bro and hear the crowd rocking with our music. While writing music had always come easy to me, performing that shit on stage was something that I had to actually work hard at mastering. It wasn’t like I had stage fright or anything like that. It was just something about having so many sets of eyes on me all at once that forced me to either rise to the occasion or clam up. And I’d been to The Black Market on nights like this before, so I knew very well how tough it could be to win over the crowd sometimes. 
 
   But these were my people. Maybe not all of ‘em, but enough of ‘em to ride with me even if I were to fumble over lyrics or trip over my own feet. And even if that wasn’t truly the case, I forced myself to believe it as I came out onto the stage. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
                 
 
   “Coming to the stage. Our hometown favorite. Give it up for G. Griffey!” 
 
   What a stupid ass name...
 
   I never understood why rappers couldn’t just go by their mama-given names, instead choosing to come up with dumb shit like G. Griffey. 
 
   Ugh. 
 
   The bass hit me dead in my chest, forcing me to put a hand over it. I still didn’t understand why Leilani was so pressed to get close to the stage as if either one of our washed-up asses knew who these young dudes were. I mean, you could tell they were young by the demographics of the crowd that surrounded us, most of ‘em being college kids. And since both of us were a solid three years removed, I knew we had no business being there, let alone being at the front of the stage. 
 
   “When I say G, ya’ll say Griffey. G...”
 
   “Griffey!”
 
   “G…”
 
   “Griffey!”
 
   I looked over to Leilani who was all chanting along, hands in the air, eyes wide as she watched the performer on stage. I finally decided to take a peek myself and… damn. 
 
   G. Griffey had it goin’ on.
 
   His skin was maybe a shade or two darker than mine, but still qualified him for the lite-brite category. His hazel-green eyes twinkled under the lights from the stage, so much so that I wondered if they were colored contacts. And his lips were perfectly full, curling as he spit his lyrics to the crowd’s enjoyment. 
 
   No wonder Leilani’s ass wanted to get close to the stage.
 
   I certainly couldn’t blame her now.
 
   I mean, the way he commanded the stage was damn near hypnotizing. Before I knew it, I was singing along to the chorus that thankfully wasn’t about selling drugs, or shooting somebody though by this point I would’ve probably been singing along to that too.
 
   G. Griffey did a few more tracks that everyone in the building seemed to know before he quote-unquote, “slowed it down for the ladies”, eliciting all types of screams and squeals. The bass was still heavy, but the tempo was slow as he rapped a song about a bunch of freaky shit I could hardly stand to listen to. Not because I was offended, but because I was painfully turned on as his raspy voice flowed about eatin’ it up and beatin’ it up and, “not trickin’ but treatin’ it up.”
 
   Surely his raps weren’t all talk.
 
   I mean, everything else he rapped about had sounded realistic, so why would these songs be any different? 
 
   And it wasn’t only his words that were hypnotizing, it was his mannerisms; the way he used his massive hands to emphasize the point of caressing a woman’s shape and licking his lips to emphasize how much he enjoyed devouring a woman from top to bottom. 
 
   Damn, this dude is a problem.
 
   His final song was a duet with a girl that had performed earlier in the night named Shy. She was a pretty good singer, more pop-style R&B than soul. And this track wasn’t any different, a pretty upbeat song about love. 
 
   G. Griffey stepped back as Shy belted the first verse and chorus before he stepped up to her to deliver the second verse. He had his arm wrapped around her waist as he looked down on her and rapped lyrics about doing her wrong, but making it right and how even if it didn’t last forever, he’d make it worth it for the night. Shy was all in, seductive smiles and caressing as she grinded her way down his body with the mic still in her hand as she belted the chorus once again.
 
   It was a cute song, made even cuter by their obvious chemistry.
 
   But being completely honest, I was a little jealous. 
 
   And that was stupid. 
 
   I mean, what did I really have to be jealous about? I didn’t even know this dude and I was already attracted to him enough to be jealous of his little songstress?
 
   Oh my God, I even called her “little” like a petty bitch.
 
   Thankfully the performance came to an end before I could get even worse.
 
   “Reagan, wasn’t he super dope?” Leilani’s voice knocked me out of the trance that had my eyes still fixated on the stage as if the pair was still there.
 
   “Yeah, he was pretty good,” I answered honestly. Regardless of my bias coming into The Black Market, I was leaving impressed with G. Griffey’s skills. He wasn’t the typical auto-tune, just yelling over a beat type of rapper. He had actual, relatable flow that made it obvious why everyone, including myself, enjoyed him so much. 
 
   “See! I told you, you would have fun! And to think your ass was gonna stay home and watch a Snapped marathon all night.” 
 
   Little did she know, I still planned on doing that at some point this weekend. But right now, I was actually glad that I had came out with her after all. Even if it meant going home with wet panties and an earache.
 
   &
 
   I couldn’t sleep.
 
   It was Sunday night and I knew my ass had to be up in a few hours for work, but my mind was racing with a bunch of irrelevant shit; starting with G. Griffey. 
 
   After the show, I had gone home and for lack of better terms, social-media stalked him. I found his Instagram, Twitter, Facebook Fan Page, Facebook Personal Page, and most importantly, links to his music. I even went as far as downloading one of his mixtapes to my phone and had listened to it during my Sunday morning jog, then a second time while I was cleaning my apartment. 
 
   I really shouldn’t have been surprised when his voice played over and over in my head; random punchline after random punchline that gave me chills as I processed its rawness. But then I’d think about him performing with the singer girl, and get a little attitude. 
 
   I didn’t even like rappers; had practically dated everything but one on purpose. So I wasn’t sure what it was about this particular one that made him keep coming to mind. 
 
   But he did.
 
   And now here I was, 66 weeks into his Instagram feed at two in the morning. 
 
   How pathetic.
 
   I flashed back to my own Instagram profile, admiring the picture of Leilani and I from the night of the show. I had a bunch of followers, mostly sorors from around the country and associates from college, so I wasn’t surprised that the picture had amassed 236 likes. What I was surprised by though, was when I scrolled through and saw a new “like” from the username I had been staring at for the last fifteen minutes. 
 
   @GGriff23
 
   I panicked.
 
   My first thought was that I had “liked” a picture of his from fuckin’ 50 weeks ago on accident like a creeper, so that’s how he found me. My second thought was, “Oh shit! He liked my picture, so now we go together.” 
 
   The top of my screen flashed with another notification.
 
   Lookin’ good, ladies. Thanks for your support at The Black Market. -G. Griffey. 
 
   My quick high was blown.
 
   He didn’t even know which one I was, and had left a generic ass comment all because I had hashtagged #TheBlackMarket.
 
   That was enough for me to calm down and take my ass to sleep. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   I tapped my pen on the steering wheel as I tried to figure out what tempo I wanted my flow to follow. Caleb had just sent the latest instrumental he created to my phone at the same time I was supposed to be meeting with the organization I’d be completing fifty community service hours with. 
 
   Fifty.
 
   All over some fuckin’ weed.
 
   I was grateful they hadn’t locked me up for it which was quite honestly what I thought was gonna happen when they pulled me over. Either that or they were gonna take advantage of my color. But the officer only wrote me a citation, which sent me to court, which resulted in this bullshit ass community service. 
 
   Whatever.
 
   I jotted a couple lyrics down in my phone before I hopped out of my whip and strolled into the building. There were kids everywhere, all shapes and sizes, roaming freely. And even though there were hella people in motion, everything still felt at peace, felt under control, felt…
 
   “Tyson Lamar Dickson! If you don’t slow your behind down in these hallways!” 
 
   I peeked up just in time to see a little dude no older than eight look back to where the voice had come from, yelling in return, “Sorry, Ms. Reagan!” before taking off in a fast-paced walk. I shook my head, laughing until I realized the name he had used. 
 
   Ms. Reagan?
 
   I pulled the letter from my probation officer out of my pocket and sure enough, whoever Reagan was, was who I’d be reporting to.
 
   Now it was my turn to follow where the voice had come from, turning around and walking to where I assumed she must’ve been. It took a few doors before I found the one with her name plastered on the outside of it. 
 
   Reagan Charles.
 
   Then I knocked lightly before I ducked into her office, the frame of the door being too low for me to fit standing straight up. 
 
   “Hey, how you doin’? I’m Gavin,” I announced even though I could assume she heard my knocking. But her eyes remained on her computer screen, her glasses sitting right on the edge of her nose as she continued to type. 
 
   Uh… okay?
 
   The silence was too thick for me to be cool with so I added, “I’m supposed to be meeting with you. 10 o’clock.”
 
   She sighed, pulling her glasses from her face but still not looking at me as she replied, “And it’s 10:07. Which means your late. Which means I should report your ass already.” 
 
   Damn, she’s cold as hell.
 
   I held my hands up, already desperate to defend myself. A call to my P.O on the first day was the worst look possible. 
 
   “Chill, Miss. It’s only a few minutes. You ain’t gotta do all that.” 
 
   She stood up, finally giving me her eyes as her lips parted to say something, but nothing came out. In fact, it felt like the whole room had gone still as her eyes went wide with shock, then squinted with confusion. And I did the same, squinting right back at her though I couldn’t figure out where I recognized her from right away. But considering how good she looked, I really didn’t care where I knew her from.
 
   I wanted to get to know her. 
 
   I mean, she wasn’t like big ass, big titties, face full of makeup fine. She was more like cute little shape, big brown doe eyes, smooth beige skin, pouty lips fine. 
 
   Normal girl, ‘bout her business fine.
 
   The type of fine that was more intriguing to me than any supermodel because it was so simplistic yet incredibly endearing. 
 
   Since she was still looking at me with the weirdest expression and I wasn’t one to let curiosity brew, I asked, “Do I know you from somewhere?”
 
   She ripped her eyes away from me, shoving her glasses back on as she said, “No.” 
 
   I still wasn’t convinced. 
 
   Something about her face stood out to me, though the sleek bun and glasses she was sportin’ threw me for a loop. “Are you sure we haven’t met before? Maybe at a show or somethin’?” 
 
   She sat back down in her chair, fixing her eyes back on the computer screen as she asked, “A show? What are you? A magician?”
 
   I laughed as I answered, “Nah, I’m an artist.” 
 
   “Well the only type of artists I know that are summoned to community service hours are con-artists, so I’d use that title lightly around here if I were you.” 
 
   I had a strong feeling there was a lot more to her little attitude than my seven minutes, but it certainly wasn’t my place to ask. So I took the cue of her lingering silence to sit down in the chair opposite of her.
 
   Her eyes remained on the computer, but she spoke simultaneously with her keystrokes. “According to your file here, you got caught up with some weed. Care to tell me what happened?” 
 
   I slouched back in the chair as I quickly played the story over in my head before telling it out loud. “Me and a couple friends had plans to celebrate by indulging in a little. I had the plug so I picked it up. Got pulled over on the way back to my crib.” I still wasn’t exactly sure what the officer had pulled me over for in the first place, but it was too late to ask those kinds of questions now.
 
   “So you were picking up weed to celebrate. What exactly were you celebrating?”
 
   “A song I made… we made… got played on the radio for the first time.” The exact moment I heard my voice blaring through the car speakers was still fresh in my head. Even though the song had only got a play during the local music hour, it was still a dream come true to ride to my own shit.
 
   “So you’re a what… rapper or something?”
 
   “I told you, I’m an artist.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Right. Well I hope you understand that the kids we serve here are incredibly impressionable, meaning all that weed and whatever other illegal activities you may... or may not rap about in your songs gets left outside of these doors. Understood?”
 
   I nodded my head yes. 
 
   “Now there’s a few things I need you to…” her voice trailed off while her eyes went wide at whoever had entered her office. She stood up abruptly, smoothing out the bottom of her dress as she rounded her desk. I turned around to see who had stolen her attention and to no surprise, it was some suave ass mothafucka. 
 
   Reagan was fine as hell, even though she looked mean more often than not in the short amount of time we had spent together. But there was still no missing the pretty. And this mothafucka certainly matched her pretty.
 
   From the looks of things, I could assume she was sweatin’ ol’ boy as her whole demeanor seemed to change right before my eyes. Though I couldn’t exactly tell if she was happy to see him or so pissed off at him that she was forcing herself to play it cool instead of going off. 
 
   “Hey Reagan. I was just…” He peeked over at me, changing the route of his statement. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I had caught you at a bad time.” 
 
   “That’s usually what happens when people show up uninvited.”
 
   Oh shit.
 
   She’s definitely pissed off at him.
 
   I sat back in my chair amused as I watched the drama unfold. 
 
   “Reagan, I told you I was coming by the center this week when I saw you the other day.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest, cocking her head to the side to hit him with another blow. “Which has nothing to do with you being in my office right now, Michael. As you can see you’re interrupting something important.”
 
   “Oh, what is this? Another one of your charity cases?”
 
   Wait… hold on.
 
   I’m a charity case?
 
   “No. Actually he’s my… boyfriend.”
 
   Boyfriend?
 
   Reagan peeked over to me with a smile, the first smile I had seen from her since I’d been here. But her eyes read totally different, pleading with me to go along with what she had said.
 
   So I did.
 
   I stood up to my full height which was a few inches taller than baldy, wrapping my arm around Reagan’s shoulder as I told him, “Listen, man. I’m not sure who you are or why you’re here or why you’re so… put together. But Reagan’s obviously not feelin’ you anymore.”
 
   “Because she’s what? Feelin’ you? I hardly believe that shit.” He brushed me off with a laugh like I was just some clown, adding fuel to my acting flame. Surprisingly, Reagan remained quiet, probably unsure of how to make her point.
 
   So I did it for her. 
 
   I leaned down, using my free hand to tilt her chin up before I gave her a kiss. And not just a peck, I’m talking tongues and groans and a whole bunch of other shit I didn’t really know I was capable of until I tasted her lips. I pulled away, skeptical of how she had taken the whole thing and she actually looked satisfied, her eyes still partially closed as if she was savoring the moment.
 
   “Still don’t believe me?” I asked him with the biggest grin I could come up with, though I was still confused about the whole situation myself. 
 
   And of course he was pissed, fumes damn near coming from his ears as he said, “Oh, it’s like that, Reagan?”
 
   She sighed, her body getting even closer to mine as she said, “Michael, you can either leave or I can let him kick your ass. But either way, we are through. Beyond through.” 
 
   My ears perked at the whole “kick his ass” thing. I mean, sure I could throw blows with the best of ‘em. But I damn sure wasn’t about to fight some nigga over a girl that wasn’t even really mine. 
 
   Luckily I didn’t have to as baldy took the cue, tossing out, “Fine then, Reagan. Be that way.” before turning to leave. But he only got a few steps away before he stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
   “Oh, by the way.” He turned around wearing this deranged ass smirk as he continued, “Alicia wanted me to give this to you.” 
 
   I watched closely as he reached into his coat pocket and thankfully pulled out a pearly white envelope as opposed to a gun, handing it to me instead of Reagan. 
 
   His grin was cocky as hell as he told her, “I’ll be sure to mark you down for a plus one.” Then he walked out for good. 
 
   Once he was completely out of sight, she snatched away from me while also snatching the envelope from my hand and ripping it open to pull out whatever invitation was inside. And after reading the contents a few times over, she threw them on her desk.
 
   I could only sit there, unsure of what to say. I had picked up a few context clues along the way, but…, “Who’s Alicia?”
 
   Reagan’s eyes were tight as she answered through clenched teeth, “Alicia is Michael’s fiancé.” 
 
   “Fiancé? Yo… he was in here gettin’ tough with you and he’s engaged? What type of shit are ya’ll on around here?” The situation was way deeper than I thought. I mean, I honestly just found it fun to do a little improv, and I did get a bomb ass kiss out of it. But I certainly would’ve stayed in my rightful place if I knew the plot was this thick. 
 
   Reagan only sighed, initially appearing overwhelmed herself. But it quickly turned into a scowl as she said, “You know, this is really none of your damn business.” 
 
   “Oh… that’s funny. Cause it certainly seems like my business… girlfriend.”
 
   She only rolled her eyes in response to my teasing, shuffling papers around on her desk as she tossed out, “Don’t you have a girlfriend of your own, G. Griffey?”
 
   “Nah, I don’t have a… wait a minute. G. Griffey?” 
 
   Her eyes went wide again once she realized she was busted. She did know me; at least that side of me. But I still couldn’t put my…, “The show. You were at the show this weekend at The Black Market with your friend. Front row.” 
 
   That’s where I recognized her from. Her hair was a lot different then, wild curls swept to one side of her head. And she wasn’t wearing the glasses that night either, though they did give her the whole sexy-teacher vibe. But I could remember watching her go from unimpressed to singing along like everyone else by the end of the show, up until I did my final number with Shy.
 
   Shy. 
 
   “You thought Shy was my girlfriend, huh?” 
 
   She looked embarrassed as she nodded her head yes, refusing to give me her eyes. 
 
   “But if you thought I had a girlfriend, why would you claim me in front of ol’ boy?”
 
   I could tell she was frustrated as she answered, “It was a spur of the moment thing! I… I had to do something and you were just the innocent bystander. And I certainly didn’t expect you to kiss me.”
 
   “Well you sure didn’t seem to mind that a possibly taken man was kissin’ you. Is that your thing or somethin’? Messin’ with taken men?”
 
   She stood up, slamming her hands down on top of the desk and leaning over it to fire back, “Fuck you, Gavin… G. Griffey… whatever the hell your name is.” 
 
   I bent down, putting my own hands on the desk and meeting her in the middle to tease, “Fuck me? Damn, a nigga can’t even get a steak dinner before he’s expected to give up the dick?” 
 
   She held my gaze for a few long moments. But before I could get her to crack a smile, she fell back into her seat. “Look, I appreciate you coming to my rescue. But if you tell even one person about this, I’ll have your P.O. on speed dial.” 
 
   Now I couldn’t help but really laugh. I wasn’t sure who Reagan thought she was, but her bite size ass wasn’t scaring me one bit. 
 
   Not anymore, at least.
 
   “You’re on a roll here, Ms. Reagan. First it’s none of my business and now you’re threatening me? You must’ve forgotten that you’re the one who needs me.”
 
   She smacked the back of her teeth, clearly disgusted as she said, “Need you? I don’t need you for a gotdamn thing.”
 
   “Ah, that’s where you’re wrong. You do need me; as a plus one. I mean, you can’t just show up to whatever it is that he invited you to with some random dude now that he’s seen me or you’ll really look desperate trying to make your point. And on the contrary, if you don’t show up, it may look a little suspicious to ol’ wifey Alicia. But I mean… it’s your call. I can totally just mind my own business and let you...”
 
   She let out an annoyed growl, but came to her senses enough to cut me off. “Fine. If you be my plus one to the wedding, I won’t call your P.O.”
 
   Wedding?
 
   Damn, this dude is a straight savage. 
 
   I mean, I was thinking something more along the lines of a surprise birthday party; not a whole wedding. 
 
   But now that I knew the severity of the situation, I told her, “No. If I’m your plus one, you’ll never call my P.O. And you’ll let me leave early the days I have to do shows but still sign off on full credit for my time.” I certainly deserved a lot more than just a single saved call for going through with this shit. 
 
   But Reagan wasn’t making things any easier, her face twisted as she said, “I would never.”
 
   “Oh, but you will. I mean, unless you wanna go to the wedding by yourself…”
 
   Just the thought of it had her annoyed enough to agree. “Ugh! Fine, Gavin. But don’t you dare ask me for anything else. And you better be on time everyday from here on out.”
 
   I smiled, falling back into my chair as I tossed out, “Sure thing, sweetheart.” 
 
   “Don’t do that.”
“What? I’m just practicing, baby cakes.”
 
   Her threatening tone was back as she started “Gavin, I will…”
 
   But I quickly cut her off. “Alright, alright. Enough with the threats. How about you cool off for a minute while I give myself a tour of this place. Then we can discuss all the shit we were supposed to before ol’ boy came in here startin’ trouble.” 
 
   For a second she looked ready to challenge the idea. But she must’ve realized how much sense it made as she nodded and said, “Meet me back here in twenty.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   I wanted to scream, but it wouldn’t come out over the lump in my throat. 
 
   I closed the door to my office and turned off all the lights before I plopped down on the floor, not giving a damn about my lace underwear being exposed as I perched my legs up so that I could rest my elbows on my knees.
 
   This shit was a mess.
 
   Between Michael... and Gavin…
 
   I clenched just thinking his name.
 
   Gavin was… unexpected.
 
   I knew I had a meeting with some guy about doing community service, but I hardly expected him to be… him. The guy that I had fangirl’d all in my panties over up until the point where I was driving to work listening to his mixtape once again. But now that I knew him, and had talked to him, and had discovered how much of a loser he was to have gotten caught with weed, I was over him.
 
   But he is sexy as hell.
 
   I shook my head though I really should’ve been shaking my coochie for speaking out of turn. It was her that was reacting to his dominance. Even Michael - with all his stature and degrees and arrogance - was a little intimidated when Gavin stood up and staked his claim on me; staked his claim like we had been working on the moment for weeks.
 
   Why the hell did that turn me on? 
 
   I didn’t even know this dude. But when his hand was against my waist as his tongue was exploring mine, it awakened something different, something foreign, something…
 
   *Knock, Knock, Knock*
 
   “Yo, Reagan? Can I come back now?” His voice boomed through the faux wood door of my office, instantly giving me goosebumps. 
 
   I shot up from the floor, fixing my dress before I flipped the light switch back on so that I could check my face for any signs of weakness in the mirror. Then I took a deep breath and pulled the door open, forcing myself to face him straight up once again. 
 
   “Yeah. Come on in.” 
 
   His smile was crooked as he ducked into my office and found his original seat on the opposite side of my desk. I took a peek outside of the door just to make sure things were still running accordingly at the center before shutting it behind us. 
 
   “Yo, those kids are crazy. Little dude already tried to play me one-on-one for my shoes and we don’t wear anywhere near the same size.” 
 
   That I had to smile at, already having a few good guesses at who he was talking about. If nothing else, my kids certainly knew how to hustle. 
 
   “Well… do you still have your shoes?”
 
   He looked borderline offended when he answered, “Hell yeah. I wasn’t about to let that scrub beat me. He was pretty good though. Had a nice little shot on ‘em. Mad potential.” 
 
   The center definitely had a few talented athletes, but we always stressed how important it was to be good at more than just a sport. I’d watched too many people growing up rely on sports to make it out of the hood only to be destroyed when they didn’t make it past high school athletics. They were the same people that were still relying on the stories from their high school glory days to feel successful even though we were incredibly far removed. I mean, our ten-year class reunion was only a short few years away, so there should’ve been new accomplishments to replace the old ones by now.
 
   But nope.
 
   Same ol’ tired stories, same ol’ “remember whens”, same ol’...
 
   “Reagan? Did you hear me?”
 
   “Oh! Yeah… sorry. But anyway, I’m sure the kids will enjoy having you around. Even if you aren’t exactly a stand-up citizen.” Though weed was a tolerable-offense for me personally, it still wasn’t a good look for anyone to have something on their record regardless of how frivolous the crime was. 
 
   Gavin stroked the stubble on his face with a smirk as he replied, “I’m a stand-up citizen. I just happen to live in a city that still finds God’s gift to the ground illegal. Well, finds it illegal when they find it on a nigga like me.”
 
   He cannot be serious...
 
   “A nigga like you? I know you aren’t turning your obvious mistake into a race issue.”
 
   He looked amused, slouching further back in his chair. “Reagan, you look like a smart woman. Got your own little office and shit, so you obviously have your shit together enough to recognize a petty police move when you see one.” 
 
   Of course I knew the city’s crackdown on marijuana was a major waste of tax dollars. But the law was the law regardless of what either one of us thought about it. 
 
   “While I am thoroughly trained in the criminal justice system, I still recognize wrong as wrong. If you didn’t have weed, you wouldn’t be in this situation.”
 
   He brushed me off, standing up to say, “Yo, whatever. Are we done here? Or are you just gonna scold me to death like I’m one of the kids?”
 
   “Well if you didn’t behave like one of the kids, maybe I wouldn’t treat you like one.”
 
   Damn, there’s that smile again.
 
   “Reagan, regardless of how we’re meeting, you and I both know I’m no one’s child other than God himself.” 
 
   His eyes challenged me to say something back while also swirling around the various shades of greenish-brown they held. So I retracted - I had to retract -, but not without tossing out, “Hmph, I’m sure he’s frowning down on you as we speak.”
 
   “Or maybe, he’s frowning down on you for sleepin’ with a taken man.”
 
   I froze.
 
   The fuckin’ nerve of this dude...
 
   “Look, I don’t care about that stupid deal we made. If this is how it’s gonna be, I just won’t go to that stupid wedding.” I mean, I had already made plans of crying myself into a bucket of ice cream before I found out I was invited. 
 
   I watched as Gavin rounded the desk, invading all of my personal space with his incredible height as he said, “Oh please, Reagan. I may have just met you, but I already peep your type. You wanna know. You have to know. What kind of dress she’s wearing, what foods are being served, what song they’re gonna have their first dance to. You wanna hear the vows just so you can let the thoughts fly of how ol’ boy ain’t shit to your friends later. You may not like the way he invited you, but I can tell you’re already thinking of ways to stunt on his wife at her own damn wedding.” 
 
   I shot my eyes down to my feet, gnawing at my bottom lip as I tried to figure out a way to deny his claims. “And don’t deny it, Reagan. It’s written all over your face. The same way the victory of me kissing you in front of him was written all over your face.”
 
   Damn, he must be a mindreading rapper.
 
   I mean, the kiss felt good for more reasons than just sticking it to Michael. But that additional fact certainly made it even more exhilarating, though Gavin didn’t need to know all of that. 
 
   So instead of giving him some long-winded explanation, I simply told him, “Fine. Deal still stands.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   I rapped what I had of the song I was working on one more time in the car before I went into the crib after my first little stint of community service. My time spent there was on my mind somethin’ heavy; starting with Reagan.
 
   She went from fine as fuck, to mean as fuck, to crazy as fuck, back to mean as fuck, all while still being fine as fuck. But just like many of the girls in high positions like her, on they shit like her, doing it big to be so young like her, she had a bad attitude cause of fuck boys like Michael; the picture perfect nigga with the double life. 
 
   Damn, I could write a book about that shit.
 
   Reagan seemed smart as hell, so I had a hard time believing she really didn’t know ol’ boy was engaged. And clearly Reagan was still the secret if Michael’s fiancé was willingly giving her an invitation to their wedding.
 
   But how did Michael’s fiancé know Reagan without Reagan knowing about her before she hooked up with Michael?
 
   I really shouldn’t have cared either way.
 
   I had already gotten a kiss, a one-up on my supervisor, and what was practically a ticket to one night of free food and drinks with a fine ass woman out of it. I certainly had nothing to complain about.
 
   But I was... bothered.
 
   I was bothered because I still couldn’t figure out why Reagan was hiding the fact that she knew who I was. I mean, most of the staff I had engaged with at the center throughout the day knew who I was, so it hardly seemed possible for her to be out of the loop. 
 
   But maybe she was.
 
   Maybe Little Miss Reagan was so distant from everyone else’s real world that she couldn’t possibly fathom anything beyond her four corners. Her ass had probably gotten dragged to my show against her will and only pretended to enjoy it so her friend wouldn’t call her out on her sour ass attitude. She probably…
 
   Damn, why are you sweatin’ her so hard?
 
   I was grateful to see Caleb in the living room posing as the perfect distraction.
 
   “What’s good, bro? What are you workin’ on?” I asked, as I plopped down next to him on the couch. 
 
   He peeked over at me from his laptop, pulling his headphones from his ears to answer, “Same shit, different day. You feelin’ that one I sent you earlier?”
 
   “Hell yeah. I already got a couple verses down for it. Really just need a hook.”
 
   His eyes lit up as he said, “Maybe we should get Shy in on it. The crowd loved seeing ya’ll together like that.” 
 
   Though I knew he was right, it didn’t sit well with me that Reagan thought Shy and I were a couple from that shit. No shade to Shy, but she wasn’t at all my type. And though we could definitely pull off the whole Nelly and Kelly Rowland thing, I didn’t exactly wanna make a habit of it. 
 
   “Nah, I think I might do this one myself. Get my little Trey Songz on.”
 
   Caleb cackled as he said, “More like Trey Wrongz. You know good and well your ass can’t sing the damn Happy Birthday song on key, let alone sing on an actual track.”
 
   “But you can make me sound good with a little mixing and mastering, right?” 
 
   He laughed again. “I can make you not sound like a dying goat, yeah.”
 
   I shrugged. “That’ll work. You know it doesn’t take much for people to sing-a-long to shit these days. I just need a dope beat, which we have, a catchy hook, which I’ll get, and the verses will speak for themselves.”
 
   &
 
   Not this shit again….
 
   I strolled into the hospital, the workers already familiar enough with me that I didn’t have to stop and check-in at the desk. One of my mama’s nurses had called to let me know that she was refusing to eat again which meant I had to swoop in and try to talk some sense into her. Not that she listened to me half of the time anyway, but it was at least worth a try. 
 
   I knocked on the door of Room 304 softly before I peeked in and saw Mama in a peaceful sleep; almost too peaceful. Thankfully the steadily-beeping monitors told the story that she was actually sleeping as opposed to other “still” predicaments. 
 
   I walked over to the bed, stroking her forehead as I stared down on her. Even with all the tubes and IVs attached to her, she was still a beautiful woman. Her skin, though a little paler than usual, was a fair shade of caramel similar to mine. And her hair was pulled up in a high salt-and-pepper ponytail to accommodate her sleeping on her back. The only real sign of her age besides her hair were the slight bags under her eyes, though I had a feeling they were mostly a result of her being in the hospital where she couldn’t maintain the beauty regimen she had been using for my whole twenty-five years of life. 
 
   Her eyes were still closed as she spoke with a hoarse voice, “Baby, you’re gonna rub my edges raw with those rough hands of yours.” 
 
   I laughed as I replied, “Mama, I wouldn’t have to rub you at all if you were in here eating like you’re supposed to. You know the more hard-headed you are, the longer you have to stay.” 
 
   Of course she still wasn’t moved as she fired back, “Baby, I’d rather eat cardboard and toilet paper than the stuff they’re tryna feed me in here. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think they were tryna kill me instead of keep me alive.”
 
   “Mama, don’t talk like that. I know the food isn’t like what you’re use to, but you have to eat so you can get your strength back.” 
 
   She sighed, adjusting a little against her pillow with her eyes still closed. “You know, son. I don’t know if I want my strength back. I’ve lived a full life, produced a precious soul in you. My work here on Earth is done.” 
 
   I took her hand, stroking it with my thumb as I told her, “Mama, quit it. I’m serious.” 
 
   She finally opened her eyes, smiling once they landed on me. “I’m serious too, baby. I’m not gonna be here forever and it doesn’t make me feel any better that you’re still… alone. I mean, who’s gonna take care of you if I don’t wake up tomorrow, or the next day, or a week from now?” 
 
   Though my mama didn’t exactly take care of me now, she was definitely a pillar in all of my accomplishments. From the beginning, it had been just me and her. And even though she often worked two jobs, and couldn’t always give me a mega-Christmas growing up, her support with each of my endeavors was unmatched. Even with my music, she was my biggest supporter though she didn’t exactly approve of what I rapped about half of the time. But she still managed to put my less than holy mouth aside just so she could show me love. 
 
   “Mama, stop. You’re not going anywhere and I’m not alone.”
 
   There was a long pause as she used the remote to adjust the bed so that she was sitting up. Then she put on a shell of a smile to ask, “Did I hear that right? My baby has a little girlfriend now?” 
 
   Shit.
 
   That wasn’t what I had meant at all. But now that I had her hopes up, I didn’t wanna disappoint her. 
 
   So I answered as honestly as I could, “Uh... yeah. Somethin’ like that.” I mean, if I was already Reagan’s pretend boyfriend for an actual event, surely she could be my pretend girlfriend in spirit. 
 
   “Well why haven’t I met her yet?”
 
   Because I just did a couple days ago...
 
   “You… haven’t been the best lately, Mama. I didn’t wanna disturb you with my nonsense.”
 
   She brushed me off. “Oh please, Gavin. My future daughter-in-law is not nonsense. She may be responsible for carrying on the Griffin namesake one day.” 
 
   I almost choked at that one. 
 
   Daughter-in-law? 
 
   Griffin namesake? 
 
   Mama was taking this shit way too far, way too fast. 
 
   “Mama, we just started… dating. It’s still new.” Hell, to be quite honest it was beyond new.
 
   Non-existently new. 
 
   “Well just the fact that you’re claiming her is enough for me. Bring her by here one day. Sooner than later just in case I….”
 
   “Mama….”
 
   She looked the happiest I had seen her in days, even giving a little laugh as she said, “Okay. Okay. Just bring her by when you get a chance.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
                 
 
   “Reagan. Can I speak to you for a minute?”
 
   I sighed as I invited Gavin into my office with a wave of my hand, not bothering to take my eyes off of my computer. I had been successfully avoiding him all week, always scheduling meetings and activities during the hours I knew he’d be completing his community service. 
 
   It really wasn’t that I didn’t wanna see him, per se. I mean, it was always a pleasure to my eyes. I was just… embarrassed.
 
   Embarrassed that I had really thought of him as some stupid, unattainable crush. Embarrassed that he had been present during the whole thing with Michael. Embarrassed that he now had the power to blackmail me into giving him special privileges when the only special privilege I really wanted to give his fine ass was an invitation into my panties.
 
   Okay, that’s really embarrassing.
 
   “What’s going on, Gavin? Is it something with the kids?” 
 
   He settled into the seat opposite of mine at my desk as he said, “Nah. I just… I kinda need a little favor.” 
 
   I finally gave him my eyes and my breath hitched the second they locked with his. There were no windows in my office, only an overhead light. But I swear even that hit his eyes in just the right spot to give them the perfect, hypnotizing glow. And he knew they were hypnotizing, sharpening them as he licked his lips now that he had my undivided attention.
 
   I’m pretty sure I was salivating by the time I was finally able to respond, “Didn’t I tell your ass not to ask me for anything else like… ever?” 
 
   He seemed a little withdrawn as he answered, “Yeah I know, but… this is kinda important.” 
 
   His change in mood had me ready to give him the world to make him feel better. 
 
   Just that easy.
 
   What the fuck, Reagan?
 
   I falsified my attitude as I asked, “What? You have a show you need me to sign off on? Fine. Done.”
 
   He shook his head. “Nah, Reagan. Not a show. I need you to come somewhere with me tomorrow. As my girlfriend.”
 
   My heart leaped. 
 
   Of course I knew the whole boyfriend/girlfriend shit was just a “deal”. But what do you do when a fine ass guy refers to you as his girlfriend?
 
   You get wet instantly, that’s what you do.
 
   “As your girlfriend? Gavin, that shit is a one-time thing specifically for the wedding which I hope you’ve already purchased a suit for considering its next weekend.” I still couldn’t believe I was voluntarily attending the wedding, but Gavin was right. I had way too many questions that I needed answered; starting with Alicia’s dress. 
 
   “I have a suit, girl. Don’t trip. But I need you to come with me to uh… visit my mom.”
 
   My brain was officially all fucked up. 
 
   One side was giddy with the idea of meeting the woman responsible for creating this fine specimen of man. But the other, more sensible side was like…, “Your mom? Gavin, you do realize I’m not really your girlfriend, right? Why in the hell do you want me to come with you to visit your mom?”
 
   He slouched back in his chair as he explained, “I accidentally said something to her about not being alone, and she took it and ran with it.”
 
   “That’s not my fault. You could’ve easily corrected yourself.”
 
   He sighed, stroking his stubble as he said, “Reagan, I don’t know what kinda household you were raised in, but ain’t no correctin’ Mama. Even in a hospital bed, she would still try and slap the shit out of me.” 
 
   “Well you should’ve taken the hit.”
 
   “Reagan, come on now. It’s just a little visit. Thirty minutes tops. And you don’t even have to say anything; just smile and look cute like you always do.”
 
   Why was my stupid ass blushing from that?
 
   Probably cause your pussy is springing a leak...
 
   “Why is your mother in the hospital?” I asked, more so to get control of myself than anything. 
 
   “She had a major heart surgery. They expect her to survive, but they’re still monitoring her closely. She’s a pessimist by nature, so she’s been talking about death a lot and she wants to know that someone will be there to… I don’t know; look out for me I guess.” 
 
   Sure thing, Daddy.
 
   I mean…, “Understandable. I guess I can go since you’re doing me a favor in return. But this makes us even. No more special privileges. No more blackmailing. No more...” 
 
   He cut me off with that crooked smile of his. “I got you, sweetheart.” And I swear I swooned myself into a coma as he stood up and walked out of my office. 
 
   This wasn’t normal… at all.
 
   I mean, sure I thought highly of Michael when we first met. And I definitely saw him as hubby potential before I found out he was in the process of becoming someone else’s hubby. But what I felt for Gavin - the crush that was less schoolgirl and more grown, horny woman - had me trippin’. 
 
   So instead of trying to figure things out in the moment, I dove right back into my work. 
 
   &
 
   “Damn, girl. You sleep here too?” 
 
   I heard the voice, but I assumed it was just a part of my dream. They had been vivid lately, almost always featuring him as my co-star. I was thrilled that he had arrived yet again, so much so that my hand was already gliding to my thighs for some fun.
 
   “Reagan, wake up.” 
 
   My head jolted from my desk the second I felt the vibrations of his voice and realized it wasn’t a dream at all. Sure I was sleep, but I wasn’t alone. And I had almost…
 
   Oh my God.
 
   My skin was flushed as I avoided eye contact so I could ask, “What do you want, Gavin? Why are you still here? It’s late.” 
 
   I peeked at the clock and saw it was well after 8 PM. On a normal day, the center closed at 8. But often times, staff would stay late to straighten things up for the next day. And since I really didn’t have anything to rush home to, I often stayed even later than them. 
 
   He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck as he explained, “I wanted to squeeze in some extra hours today because I need to leave early on Friday. I have another gig in the city. Hopefully that’s okay with you.”
 
   “Uh yeah… that’s fine. Works for me!” I said, hoping that would be enough to get rid of him. 
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   “Do you always do this? You know… sleep in your office? I mean, I’m sure you have a bed at home that’s a lot more comfortable than this office chair.”
 
   I’m sure you’d like to know...
 
   I released my hair from the bun I had worn it in all day, giving my curls a shake to relieve some tension as I answered, “I was just taking a power nap so that I can get some more work done tonight. Unfortunately, the center doesn’t run itself.” 
 
   He nodded his head as he said, “I get it. But I promise you the same stuff you’re slavin’ over tonight will be here when you come back in the morning. Go home, Reagan. You look exhausted.”
 
   I instantly caught an attitude. “Is that your way of saying I look like shit?”
 
   He laughed, leaning against my desk to answer, “Nah, girl. You still look sexy, especially when that hand was on your thigh.” 
 
   “Shut up!” I yelled, swatting a hand at him that he easily dodged. 
 
   His laughing continued as he stroked his facial hair. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your… personal time though. I can step out for a few minutes if you need to finish,” he said, pointing back to the door with a teasing grin.
 
   I put my hands up to surrender. “Alright, alright. Jokes on me. Are you done now?”
 
   “Nah, I was actually coming in here to see if you wanted to grab a bite to eat with me. A nigga is starvin’ and I figured you might be too. And it would probably be wise to get to know each other a little bit before my mama starts questioning you tomorrow.”
 
   “Questioning me? I thought you said all I have to do is smile and look cute?” Having to answer questions took things to a whole new level. 
 
   “Well, yeah. But she’s still a mom. She’s gonna have questions, Reagan.” 
 
   “Like what kind of questions?”
 
   “You know, the usual. What you do, what your parents do, what’s your intentions with her son.”
 
   “My intentions? My intentions are to make sure his ass completes his community service hours so he doesn’t go to jail.”
 
   He leaned over to put a hand to his forehead, shaking his head as he said, “Wrong answer, Reagan. You gotta say somethin’ cute like, “I really like your son and I wanna see where it goes.” Or, “We’re taking it slow right now, but I’m hopeful about the future.” You know, something that says she can trust you with me.”
 
   “How about, “Oh yes, Mrs. G Griffey. Trust me with your son even though we’re both lying to your face.”?” I couldn’t believe I had already agreed to this shit. 
 
   He cocked his head to the side, eying me with his crooked little smile as he said, “You sure had no problem lying to your boy toy Michael.” 
 
   “Look... for your information, Michael and I had been dating for a whole six months before I found out about his fiancé. I met her one time after we had already ended things and I’m assuming she invited me to the wedding under the impression that Michael and I were good friends.”
 
   “Well, why didn’t you tell her otherwise?”
 
   “She already knew he was cheating on her. She didn’t know it was me exactly, but she knew. And since she knew and didn’t have enough of a problem with it to end things with him, reminding her of their issues was pointless. She deserves her happily ever after regardless.” 
 
   I watched as he digested my statement before he finally responded, “Ya’ll women are weird as hell. But anyway, you wanna go eat or what?” 
 
   The invitation was incredibly tempting, especially since the real reason I was so tired was because I hadn’t eaten anything all day. But I couldn’t subject myself to the torture of spending more time with Gavin. I could only see him so many more times before I’d be forced to pounce on him. 
 
   “I really need to stay here and get some work done, Gavin. I appreciate the offer though.”
 
   He sighed, leaning a little further into my immediate vision to say, “Reagan, it’ll be here tomorrow, I promise you. So come on. You can ride with me.”
 
   A smile grew to my face the further I got absorbed in his eyes, and his lips, and his…
 
   “How do I know you aren’t gonna abduct me or something? I mean, once a criminal, always a criminal.”
 
   He laughed instantly, taking my hand in his as he replied, “You and I both know I’m not a criminal. I got caught up on some stupid shit, but I’m already paying my debt to society. Now come on, sweetheart. Let’s go eat.” 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
                 
 
   “G. Griffey!”
 
   “Yo, you killed it the other night!”
 
   “When’s your next show?”
 
   I don’t know why I thought it was a good idea to bring Reagan to The Black Market, knowing a bulk of the people that had came to the show would also be here on a regular Wednesday. During the week, it was more of a lounge-style restaurant and it had the best food of any in town. But I was sure Reagan wouldn’t appreciate all the fanfare. 
 
   I peeked over to her to make sure she was alright as we made our way to an open table. And she actually looked content, not excited but also not completely over the experience as she slid into one side of the booth and I slid into the other.
 
   “You good, Reagan?” I asked, as she began perusing the menu. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. I guess I just didn’t realize how popular you were around here. But I should’ve known. I mean, I saw how hard the crowd rocked with you that night.”
 
   “So what’d you think of the show anyway?” I usually only got reviews from people who had already heard of me and loved my music enough to show up. But knowing that Reagan’s opinion was completely unbiased, I was interested to see what she had to say. 
 
   She kept her eyes on the menu as she answered, “Ummm… you were good. I enjoyed myself.”
 
   “And the music?”
 
   That got her full blown attention, her eyes appearing to light up as she answered, “It’s… dope. It has a different sound to it than what we have available on the market right now. I just hope some major label doesn’t snatch you up and force you to change your sound to be more mainstream. I prefer you how you are.” 
 
   My chest swelled. 
 
   Sure, it wasn’t the first time that someone had mentioned record labels and mainstream to me. But coming from Reagan, it felt… different. Like she actually believed in me and my music for what it was; all bullshit and hype aside. 
 
   Still, I couldn’t help teasing, “Oh, you prefer me huh?” 
 
   She tossed a hand at me across the table. “Not like that! I meant, I prefer your sound as is.” 
 
   I smiled, nodding at her as a waitress finally came through to take our drink orders. I wasn’t surprised at all when Reagan ordered a whiskey sour; the perfect match for her usual attitude, though at this particular moment she was being super chill. 
 
   Surprisingly chill.
 
   A chill that I could get use to. 
 
   Now you gotta chill, bro. 
 
   I wasn’t usually one to talk about myself, but I was way too curious about Reagan’s perspective to let the questions only swirl in my head. It wasn’t often that a girl could get past my looks or local fame to have a normal conversation with me, so I had to take advantage of the opportunity.
 
   “So you’ve listened to me outside of the show?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “Well then how do you know you prefer my sound if you only heard it in the context of a performance? Music sounds a lot different live than it does on a track.” The bass from live performances was what often gave the crowd energy, even if the lyrics weren’t on point. In fact, the lyrics were usually a little drowned out because of the bass.
 
   Reagan sighed, giving the cutest little smirk as she said, “Okay, maybe I listened to a few songs.” 
 
   Now I was concerned. 
 
   “A few songs? So it must not have really been that dope if you didn’t listen to the whole mixtape.”
 
   She grunted, rolling her eyes as she admitted, “Fine. I did listen to the whole mixtape. A few times. All the time. You’re good at what you do, Gavin.”
 
   I smiled for more reasons than one, tossing back, “That’s not the only thing I’m good at, Reagan.” 
 
   I watched her eyes go wide. But before she could respond, a familiar face was stopping by our table right next to the waitress who was delivering our drinks. 
 
   “Gavin Griffin.” 
 
   I tried to hide my irritation, turning to the outside of the booth to respond, “Shy, what’s up? How you doin’?”
 
   Her smile was slick, an attempt at seductive, as she purred, “Wonderful now that I’ve run into you. Did Caleb tell you about my little proposition?” 
 
   Of course, she had preyed on Caleb to get something out of me. He was definitely the easier of us two to manipulate. 
 
   “Nah, I haven’t talked to him yet.”
 
   “Well when you do, let me know what you think. I’m almost positive you won’t be able to turn it down.” 
 
   And I was almost positive that I would just because it was her. In fact, I didn’t even plan on asking Caleb about it if he didn’t bring it up to me on his own. And he knew how I felt about Shy, so I could pretty much assume he’d do the smart thing of keeping whatever it was to himself.
 
   “Uh… okay. I’ll let you know,” I told her just so she would move along. 
 
   Thankfully she did, running a hand through her waist-length weave and tossing it over her shoulder before giving me a little wave as she strolled away. And I watched her, the switch of her hips the only thing she really had going for herself in my eyes. 
 
   But before the booty could hypnotize me, Reagan’s voice cut me from my thoughts. “You know… I know you said she’s not your girlfriend, but you guys obviously have feelings for each other.”
 
   I was actually a little offended as I corrected her, “Nah, she has feelings for me. I’m not checkin’ for Shy like that.” 
 
   Reagan laughed instantly, sweet and short as shetook a sip of her drink. “And why not? You guys could get your Jay-Z and Beyoncé on. It’d be cute.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at the fact that I’d heard that more than a dozen times. And just like every other time, I had no problem explaining, “Shy’s not my type. She’s too… superficial. Already acts like we’ve made it, all entitled to success when really we have to work ten times harder to stay relevant. Don’t get me wrong, Shy can sing. But so can the girls at church, so can the girls in those little YouTube clips, so can the girls on the damn street. If you let her tell it, The Black Market is fuckin’ Madison Square Garden when we both know that’s hardly the case.” 
 
   I would’ve kept going, but Reagan held her hands up to stop me. “O… kay, Gavin. I get it. No need to get all riled up. If the bitch wants to be a local legend, let her do it. You have bigger fish to fry.” 
 
   My eyebrow piqued with amusement. “Oh, now she’s a bitch huh? I wonder where that came from...”
 
   Reagan’s cute little smirk returned as she took a sip of her drink before answering, “That’s your unacknowledged fake girlfriend talking. I mean, who does she think she is rollin’ up on you like that when you’re clearly on a fake date.” 
 
   Now I really had to laugh. “A fake date? Quit playin’, Reagan. You’re actin’ like you wouldn’t have let me take you out if our circumstances were different.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t have.”
 
   “Just like you don’t know who I am and have never listened to my music outside of the show, right?” I had already busted Reagan out enough times to know there was probably still quite a bit she was hiding from me. But it was cool that she wasn’t into blowing up my ego like most.
 
   In fact, she did everything she could to do the exact opposite, adding to my point when she said, “You’re so full of shit, Gavin.”
 
   “Nah, that’s all you, Reagan. I’m just tryna keep up.”
 
   &
 
   Our plates had long been emptied, but we were still in the booth chattin’ and tossin’ back drinks like old friends. Reagan had a different air about her when her hair was down and the top couple buttons of her blouse were undone. She was… goofy, and brash, and sexy. Even sexier than she was all put together in her office. And that switch-up made her all the more intriguing. 
 
   “So we met where, again?”
 
   I smiled as I reminded her for the fourth time, “We met at my show, Reagan. Which is partially true so you shouldn’t have a hard time remembering that.”
 
   “Oh yeah. You held my hand in the crowd while you rapped that nasty ass verse and that was enough for me to find you and fuck you backstage after your show, right?” The twinkle in her eyes wasn’t enough for me to figure out if she was teasing, or she was drunk, or she was… 
 
   “What?! I mean, damn…. Shit, I wish!” I said with a laugh that I hardly recognized. “But no, I saw you in the crowd and found you after the show. Asked you out and the rest is history.”
 
   She took another sip of her drink, smiling as she asked, “And we’ve been dating for how long?”
 
   “A couple months. Two, maybe three. All casual though so she doesn’t think I was hiding you from her. She was already trippin’ cause she hadn’t met you yet; callin’ you her daughter-in-law and shit. Talkin’ about grandkids.”
 
   “Grandkids? Do we need to go rent a baby too?”
 
   I busted out laughin’, mainly because of the serious expression on Reagan’s face. “Nah, sweetheart. It’s not that deep. And where the hell do you rent babies from anyway?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know. Pose as a babysitter for a few hours, I guess.” 
 
   “And you say I’m the criminal.”
 
   “That’s not being a criminal. That’s using your resources,” she quickly replied without a budge as if she had already done it a time before. 
 
   “Frame it how you need to, Reagan. But we met at the show, we’ve been at it for a few months; what else do we need to cover?” 
 
   She thought for a moment, taking another sip of her drink. “Umm… future plans. Is marriage on the radar?” 
 
   Her eyes were twinkling again, causing me to smile wide as I answered, “We’re seeing where it goes. Taking it slow. Having fun.”
 
   She nodded to show her understanding. “Cool. Having fun, taking it slow, I can do that. This will be a piece of cake. Wedding cake. Pink champagne wedding cake.” Now her eyes were drifting off to space.
 
   So I brought her back down to earth by asking, “Do women really think about marriage that much or is it just the big, overpriced wedding that ya’ll fawn over?” 
 
   She casted her eyes downward, thinking it over for a minute before eventually answering, “Honestly… the wedding. Most women wanna be a princess for the day, have the wedding of her dreams with the bomb ass photos, and the perfectly-fitting dress no matter how many pizzas and tacos she devoured out of stress in the weeks leading up to it.”
 
   “But what about you?” I wasn’t trying to be nosey, but Reagan’s apparent open-book mentality for the night had me eager to get all my questions answered while I had the chance. 
 
   “Me? I’d be happy going to the courthouse.”
 
   I laughed before I could contain it. “Yeah fuckin’ right. That’s definitely bullshit.”
 
   She only shrugged as she said, “If he’s the guy for me, it doesn’t matter how we officially unite as one. I just want him. The right him.”
 
   “And you thought Michael was the right him?”
 
   She nodded, stealing another sip from her drink before she answered, “I did. He was… perfect. Great job, great with kids, fine as hell, amazing dick…”
 
   “TMI, Reagan.”
 
   “What? It’s a redeeming quality. But anyway, Michael was… he was the man of my dreams. And he wanted me. Little ol’ Reagan from the humblest of beginnings had grown up and snagged herself a doctor. I thought God was finally rewarding me for puttin’ up with so many ‘ain’t shits’ over the years. But nope, he had only tossed me another lesson.” 
 
   I don’t know what came over me, but the urge to touch her swept me up before I could pull back. It was only a gentle grasp of her hand, but that small connection was enough to send a current through me so thick that it almost scared me. 
 
   But I was me. 
 
   A regular nigga on the come up in the music industry, playing the role of boyfriend to help Reagan save face. And now she was doing the same for me; willingly doing the same for me. And even if she was just returning the favor, the fact that she was helping me out still meant a lot to me.  
 
   So I grazed her hand with my thumb as I told her, “Maybe God is showing you a bunch of ‘ain’t shits’ so the right him will be clear as day when the time comes.”
 
   And instead of pulling away, she smiled genuinely as she replied, “Maybe you’re right. But for now, let’s just get through this visit with your mom tomorrow.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   “I can’t do this! I don’t wanna go! You can’t make me!”
 
   If anyone was around to hear us, they’d probably think Gavin was trying to abduct me when really we were just walking hand-in-hand into the hospital. The second we pulled up, a wave of nerves and guilt amongst other things rushed over me; so much so that Gavin had to practically drag me through the parking lot. 
 
   He leaned down to the side to whisper near my ear, “Reagan, you gotta chill, girl. I told you it’ll be fine. Just trust me.”
 
   “Trust you? I don’t even know you.” I whisper-yelled back. 
 
   His voice was low as he stepped in front of me, tilting my chin up with his hand as he said, “Yes you do. I’m your boyfriend. We’ve been dating for a few months. Remember, sweetheart?” His eyes were squinted as he challenged me to say something back. But really I couldn’t say anything back - negative or positive - because I always got lost in his eyes when he did that.
 
   Oh my God, does he already know his secret weapon against me?
 
   He grabbed my shoulders to calm me down as he coached, “You can do this, Reagan. I’ll be there with you every step of the way. Just do as least talking as possible and you’ll be fine.”
 
   “I don’t know how to not talk when I’m nervous, Gavin. Once my mouth gets going, it just never seems to stop.”
 
   He sighed, licking his lips as he leaned right back into my ear to say, “Reagan, now is not the time to be makin’ a nigga horny talkin’ about that mouth of yours.” 
 
   My first reaction was to melt right there outside of the hospital doors. But I went with my second, which was punching him in the shoulder as I whisper-yelled, “Oh my God! You pervert. We’re going to see your mother!” 
 
   He laughed, holding his arm as he tossed back, “That’s what I’m sayin’!” 
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest, my lips pouty as he continued, “But seriously Reagan. Just relax, okay? Can you do that… for me?”
 
   I sighed, not answering with words but instead snatching his hand and strolling through the hospital doors. He took the lead, guiding us to the elevator and up to floor 3. We stepped off looking the part, Gavin’s hand against the small of my back as we caught side-eyes from the women at the nurses’ station. 
 
   I leaned in and whispered, “Are they always like that?”
 
   To which he quickly answered, “Nah, they’re usually throwing me their phone numbers. I guess you crushed their dreams with your existence, sweetheart.”
 
   We stepped to the door of room 304, but before I let him take us inside I tossed out, “Well for the record, they can have you.”
 
   He only laughed, pulling me inside with a goofy smile. “Nah, you ain’t gettin’ rid of... Hey Mama!” 
 
   My eyes landed on a woman who hardly looked like she just had surgery. In fact, I was starting to think Gavin may had been embellishing about it being something as severe as heart surgery cause she was walking around that room like it was nobody’s business. 
 
   “Baby! There you are. And here she is. It’s so good to finally meet you, Reagan.” She pulled me into a hug that I awkwardly returned, too surprised that she had actually addressed me by name. 
 
   I was hoping she couldn’t feel my heart beating through my chest as I said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well… Ms. Griffin.”
 
   She brushed me off with a wave of her frail hand. “Oh please. Call me Mama.” I didn’t even know the woman’s first name and I was already upgrading to “Mama”. 
 
   Lord, this is too much.
 
   “Mama, Reagan has to get back down to the center soon, so we can’t be here too long.” 
 
   Geez, we’re already telling stories?
 
   She brushed Gavin off with a hand the same way she had done to me. “Oh hush up, baby. I’ve been talking to you for the last twenty-five years. I wanna talk to Reagan. Matter of fact, can you excuse us, Gavin? I’d like to have a word with her alone.”
 
   “Alone?” Gavin and I asked simultaneously. I was just sure my heart was gonna commit suicide at any minute from the pressure. 
 
   Ms. Griffin smiled wide, new creases coming to her face as she said, “Oh my goodness, you guys are even thinking the same. But yes, I wanna talk to Reagan alone. That’s not a crime, is it?” 
 
   She was talking to Gavin but her eyes were on me, forcing me to answer, “Umm… no. Of course not.” 
 
   She shot her eyes over to Gavin, giving him the look that only a mother could send. And almost too naturally, he leaned in, giving me a quick kiss on my temple before he graciously bowed out of the room with a, “I’ll be back.” 
 
   I’ll be there with you every step of the way, my ass. 
 
   Once Gavin was completely gone, she wasted no time digging in. “So Reagan, tell me a little about yourself. Gavin has been keeping all the fine details of you such a secret.”
 
   I’m sure he has... 
 
   She was busy getting herself settled back into the hospital bed, so I answered quickly, “Umm…. there’s really not much to tell, Ms. Griffin.” I still wasn’t quite comfortable with the whole “Mama” thing. 
 
   “Oh, come on. My son hardly ever brings women to meet me, so I’m assuming you must be something special. So what is it? How’d you guys meet?”
 
   Aw shit, here we go….
 
   “We met… we met at one of his shows. He saw me in the audience and right after the show he tracked me down.” It was kind of funny how the stories we had came up with sounded like a dream come true under different circumstances. I mean, him tracking me down in the crowd would’ve certainly been a lot more fun than just social-media stalking him that night of the show. 
 
   “So you’re a groupie?” 
 
   I choked on my non-existent drink. Ms. Griffin was clearly coming from blood. 
 
   I tried to remain calm as I explained, “Oh no. It was actually the first time I had ever heard his music. Your son is a really talented musician.” 
 
   She wasn’t moved by my words at all. “Save the flattery for him. I’d prefer to know your intentions.”
 
   Damn, Gavin really knows his Mama. 
 
   I had never been so grateful for a pre-meeting rehearsal in my life as I answered, “We’re just… taking it slow. Having some fun. Seeing where things go.” 
 
   Her eyebrow piqued, similar to the way her son’s did when he was amused. “Seeing where things go huh? And where do you want things to go? Do you see a future with my son?”
 
   My answer came from a different place; an honest place. “Possibly. He’s a… really good guy.” Regardless of how we had come together and the shit show we were trying to pull off now, Gavin was actually panning out to be a good person. 
 
   Great person.
 
   Fine ass person. 
 
   She finally gave me a smile as she said, “I like you, Reagan. You’re pretty, seem smart, and you aren’t in here half-naked like some of the other floozys I know that try to hang around Gavin. I just want to make sure my son isn’t getting involved with someone who’s only using him. It’s so hard to tell these days, you know?” 
 
   And that’s when the guilt settled in. I mean, sure I wasn’t using her son for his money or stature. But I was using him for something.
 
   He’s using you too, Reagan. 
 
   “Oh absolutely,” I piped out in an airy, high-pitched tone I hardly recognized. 
 
   “And my Gavin spoke extremely highly of you, so I can tell you mean a lot to him.”
 
   Wait… what?
 
   “He did? I mean… yeah, we… we mean a lot to each other.”
 
   Before I could really digest what his mother had said, Gavin came back into the room. 
 
   “Alright, alright. Enough girl talk. Felt like a damn press conference out there with all those nurses asking questions about my girl here.” 
 
   His girl?
 
   He smiled at me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder to pull me in closer. And just that little motion made me feel… protected. As if I could tackle any question his mother tossed my way and we could really pull this whole thing off. 
 
   “Well since you’re back, let’s talk about these grandkids ya’ll need to get working on.” 
 
   &
 
   “See. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
 
   I thought it over and even though Gavin’s mom had hit me with some heat, the visit wasn’t the worst thing in the world. In fact, once Gavin came back, she was actually a really nice woman who clearly had her son’s best interest at heart. 
 
   “Bad? Yes. So bad? No.”
 
   We were in his car headed back to the center so that I could get my own car and head home. It was a Friday night, so I was more than excited to not have any plans beyond catching up on the shows I had recorded on my DVR and drinking a bottle of wine. But something about Gavin’s company suddenly had me wishing I wasn’t gonna be doing it alone. 
 
   “What’d she say to you when I left?”
 
   “Exactly what you said she’d say to me. She also said something about you speaking highly of me. What’s up with that? We’re not really supposed to like each other ya know,” I teased. 
 
   “Well surprisingly enough, I actually do kind of like you. I mean, if you weren’t my fake girlfriend and supervisor, I’d spit game to you in a quickness.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes, looking out the window so he wouldn’t see me blushing. “I don’t know if I should accept the compliment or punch you in the face. Maybe I’ll do both.”
 
   He let out a laugh as he asked, “Why you always gotta hit a nigga? I’m just sayin’. You’re not as bad as I thought. You’re actually… cool. Not the uptight chick I imagined you to be outside of the center.” 
 
   I leaned over the middle console, taking a peek at his face. “So you want me to punch you in the left jaw or right? I can’t tell which one is your good side.”
 
   He leaned forward against the steering wheel to look past me so that he could check his side view mirror, laughing even harder. “Chill, Reagan. I’m tryna compliment you here.”
 
   “Yeah by saying, “You’re such a brutal bitch at work, but once you get a couple drinks in you, I’d smash.” Thanks, Gavin. I’m so flattered.” 
 
   His smile was crooked as he used the hand that wasn’t on the steering wheel to stroke his stubble. “Nah, I’d smash regardless of your attitude.” 
 
   The punch was gone before I could stop it, landing on his arm instead of his perfect ass face that I could never intentionally harm. But he only laughed at me as he always seemed to do, adding, “What? I would. Knock the kinks out. Ease the tension. Probably all you need.” 
 
   “Probably all I need? So your dick is just supposed to be, what? Some kind of magic cure-all for my stress at work?”
 
   He smirked as he pulled into the parking lot right next to my car. “You know… I never thought about it that way. But you might be on to somethin’. Maybe I should get it patented. Sell it on infomercials.” 
 
   Now it was me laughing as I climbed out of his truck, tossing over my shoulder, “You’re such a piece of shit.”
 
   He smiled proudly as he corrected me, “No, I’m your piece of shit… girlfriend.” 
 
   Even though he was just teasing, I still swooned. Thankfully the driver’s side door to my car was there to catch me as I worked to unlock it. 
 
   I was just getting ready to climb in when he called out to me through the window. “Hey Reagan.” 
 
   I turned around to see him scrunched down in his seat so that I could actually see his face as he said, “Thank you for doing this for me. I really do appreciate it.” 
 
   Was there really anything I wouldn’t do for him when he had his eyes locked on mine? 
 
   I mean seriously, he could’ve been like, “Hey Reagan, come fuck me in the backseat real quick” and I probably would’ve done it without thinking twice. 
 
   But instead of dreaming, I simply replied, “Just make sure you return the favor with double the enthusiasm next week.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   “Man, I should slap the shit out of you. This is the opportunity of a lifetime, G. A lifetime! And you’re tryna skip out to go to a fuckin’ wedding? Fuck is wrong with you, man?”
 
   I knew there was no explaining this shit to Caleb, so I didn’t even try. Of course he saw me passing up a meeting with some record label execs who were potentially looking to sign us, to go to a wedding as the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. But I had a… responsibility, especially now that Reagan had already done a huge favor for me. 
 
   I grabbed a slice of pizza from the box we were sharing before I settled in next to him at the kitchen island. 
 
   “Can’t we reschedule with them or somethin’? There’s gotta be a way for me to pull off both.” The actual wedding wasn’t until 6 PM with cocktail hour starting at 5. But with the meeting being clear on the other side of town at 4:30 PM, it was hardly possible for me to do both as they were. 
 
   Caleb grabbed a slice of his own as he answered, “I mean, maybe if we can somehow get the meeting moved up. But even that’s a stretch. You know how stingy these people are with their time.” 
 
   “Well if they really wanna sign me, they’ll work around my schedule. Otherwise it’s just not meant to be.” 
 
   Caleb’s head flew back as he looked at me with tight eyes and a scowl. “Bro, are you crazy? You’re actin’ like labels are just lined up outside of our door or somethin’. We need this, G. I need this.”
 
   I knew how much my success meant to Caleb since he was my right hand man, my temporary manager, my producer, my DJ, my everything. A payday for me was really a payday for us. 
 
   “I hear you, bro. I’ll give them a call and work something out, but I gotta go to this wedding. It’s important to me.” There was no way I could let Reagan down. 
 
   We grubbed on a few more bites before Caleb randomly tossed out, “Does this have something to do with that girl Shy saw you at The Black Market with?” 
 
   I froze; my pizza in midair as it hovered in front of my mouth while he continued, “Yeah she told me you were smiling in some girl’s face the other night. I didn’t believe her at first, figured she was just on some jealous shit. But now I can tell there’s clearly somethin’ going on with you. Somethin’ different.” 
 
   I definitely felt different now that Reagan and I were having what felt like real fun with each other. But that still didn’t mean it was Shy’s place to share what she saw just because it wasn’t her. 
 
   Reagan was right about her being a bi….
 
   “Listen, Caleb. I don’t know what Shy told you, or why she decided to run to you with it, but there’s nothing going on with me. I grabbed a bite to eat with my supervisor, but that was it. Now are we gonna get this shit with the label figured out or what?”
 
   He sighed, swiping a hand down his face as he answered, “Yeah, man. We’ll get it taken care of. But you do realize I’m gonna find out the truth sooner or later, right?” 
 
   “The truth? The truth about what?”
 
   It was the first smile he’d given me since I broke the news about the wedding when he said, “You and this little supervisor of yours. I asked Shy was she cute and she smacked her teeth when she answered no. So I know that really means she’s fine as hell.” 
 
   Fine as hell was turning out to be an understatement. 
 
   Reagan was fuckin’ royalty. 
 
   The more time we spent together, the more I realized just how much of a hidden gem she really was. And I was grateful that I had found her before some other trash ass nigga could snatch her up even if we were still technically role-playing. 
 
   But that was the last thing Caleb needed to hear, so I nonchalantly tossed out, “So. What’s your point?”
 
   “My point is, this chick obviously has you wide open. And though I’m a little offended that I had to hear about her from the streets, that part of things I can handle. It’s you being off your A-game that I’m not settling with.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure why Caleb was taking this shit so far, but I had no problem bringing him back down to Earth. “Bro, nobody is off of anything. We’ll still have the meeting, we’ll still get signed, and we’ll still make our dreams come true. Now quit trippin’ so we can get this shit handled.”
 
   &
 
   “Reagan?”
 
   She peeked up from her computer wearing her sexy work-only glasses and actually gave me a smile. 
 
   Shit, I can’t do this.
 
   After going back and forth with the label about rescheduling our meeting, the best they could give us was 30 minutes earlier than the original scheduled time. And since I wasn’t exactly sure how long these types of meetings usually lasted, I had to break the news to Reagan that I’d probably be late to the wedding at best. 
 
   I rubbed a hand along the back of my neck as I tossed out, “Hey. I umm… I have some news for you.”
 
   “Actually, I have something for you first.” 
 
   I watched as she bent down to pull her purse from one of the drawers of her desk, sitting it on top of a hoard of papers. Then she sifted through it for a minute before tossing me a gift-wrapped box. 
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   She gave me a little smirk as she answered, “If I was gonna tell you what it was, I wouldn’t have wasted the time or money getting it gift-wrapped. Now open it.” 
 
   I peeked over to her with a smirk of my own, always getting a kick out of her sassy ass mouth, before yanking the wrapping paper off of the box. Then I pulled the top off and saw a… 
 
   “What is this?” At first glance, it looked like a fancy silk headscarf similar to the ones Mama liked to wear. 
 
   “It’s a pocket square, Gavin. Matches the fabric of the dress I’m wearing to the wedding. Gotta look the part, right?” 
 
   Shit, I have to do this.
 
   “Uh… yeah. Look, about the wedding…”
 
   Before I could finish, she cut me off. “What do you think about me wearing my hair straight? I have a hair appointment early Saturday morning, but I haven’t decided if I want her to do some curly up-do, or get it flat-ironed. Maybe I’ll get a rod-set.” 
 
   “Reagan, I’m sure you’ll look fine either way.”
 
   She brushed me off, standing up to pace the confines of her office. “I don’t wanna look fine, I wanna look the best. I wanna… shit on everybody; bridal party, attendees, hell, even the damn servers. I want people to be like, “Who is that and why isn’t he marrying her instead?”” By the time she finished, her chest was visibly heaving up and down and her face was flushed red from getting fired up. 
 
   I walked over to her, wanting to pull her into a hug, but instead settling for simply stroking her cheek with my thumb. “This really means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” 
 
   She sighed, giving me her eyes that looked on the verge of tears. “I just… I need it to make sense to me, Gavin. I need my questions answered. I need this… closure. But I know I’m not strong enough to face it alone. That’s why I’m glad you’re coming with me.” 
 
   Shit, I definitely can’t do this.
 
   Only for Reagan would I find myself legitimately trying to figure out a way to make the meeting and still be on time for the wedding. And regardless of what that meant for us in the long run, she deserved it. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   My dress was hung up on the door with jewelry and shoes to match below it. The ensemble had come together perfectly with the help of Leilani who had thankfully talked me out of a few tempting dresses that would’ve been too attention-grabbing. In her words, “You want to be noticed for looking good, not for looking like some ho that doesn’t belong.” 
 
   My skin was smooth and waxed in every place the esthetician could find, all twenty of my nails were perfectly polished, and now all I needed was for Serenity to work magic on my mane in the morning to complete my look. I was pretty sure I’d be getting it straightened for the first time in almost a year which meant it’d be the first time Michael would see it too. 
 
   They’re gonna regret inviting me to this shit.
 
   I laughed to myself like a damn maniac as I headed to the living room, opting to watch some TV since I was too hyped to go to bed. The pickings were slim for something entertaining, so I settled on Kardashian reruns while I looked on my phone for something more interesting. I bounced between Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram for at least ten minutes before I took a break, just to do it all over again. But the second time through, I noticed a particular someone had uploaded a new picture. And not just any picture, but a damn thirst trap. I mean, that was the only reasonable explanation for the shirtless black and white-filtered pic from his bed with the caption, “I hate sleepin’ alone…”. 
 
   I scrolled through the comments and of course it was a bunch of girls fawning over how they wanted to join him. Strangely enough, I wasn’t jealous at all though I could assume that had something to do with the fact that he wasn’t really my boyfriend. But I actually found it funny how he could get the girlies all riled up with one little picture; so much so that I decided to join in the fun.
 
   @RegularAssReagan: @GGriff23 Pull the camera back so we know it’s real… ;P
 
   Before I could exit out of the app, I saw there was a notification. 
 
   @GGriff23: @RegularAssReagan Only for you, sweetheart. ;P
 
   Oh shit.
 
   Things between Gavin and I had been completely situation-based, but him acknowledging our little arrangement on a public platform took things to a whole different level. Before I knew it, I was getting a bunch of new followers - men and women alike - that I could assume were his fans. I thought about deleting the comment to calm the brewing hysteria, but there was hardly any use.
 
   People could think what they wanted to think. 
 
   I tossed my phone on the couch, giving my full attention to the TV until there was a knock on my door. I wasn’t expecting anyone, so I legitimately had no idea who it could be. And when I peeked through the peephole, it was the absolute last person I expected.
 
   “Michael, what the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
   He stumbled his way into my apartment before I could stop him. I peeked into the hall to make sure he was alone before I finally shut the door, not bothering to lock it since I didn’t plan on his visit being any longer than an explanation.
 
   He sounded exhausted when he finally answered, “Reagan, I’m making a mistake. It’s you that I should be marrying. Not Alicia.” 
 
   It was hilarious to me that at some point I had thought the same thing. I thought I was supposed to be the one getting pre-wedding jitters and rehearsing my vows. But now that he was the one crawling to me the night before his wedding, I busted out laughing.
 
   “Seriously, Michael. What are you doing here? I mean, what do you expect to get out of this? Some pussy or somethin’?” That had to be the only reason he had shown up. One last hit before he was stuck with bougie ass Alicia who probably didn’t even know how to give decent head. 
 
   He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me close enough to catch a whiff of Jack Daniel’s Honey on his breath. 
 
   Ahh that’s what this is about.
 
   “No, Reagan. I just want you. I’ve always wanted you, baby.”
 
   I surprised myself when the word “baby” didn’t even make me budge. I suppose I had already gotten so use to being “sweetheart” that “baby” had officially been shelved for good. 
 
   “Yet here we are. You sneaking away to be with me the night before your fuckin’ wedding, the same way you apparently snuck away to be with me for six months straight. Do you even have a heart by this point? Matter of fact, you probably donated that shit to a patient in need. Still gotta hold up the image, right?”
 
   I thought the insult would be enough for him to give up, but it wasn’t. In fact, he dropped to his knees and started begging. “Reagan, I’m sorry baby. I’ll do anything.”
 
   “Anything?” I asked, reeling him right in. And when he nodded his head eagerly in response, I licked my lips before giving him a few instructions. “This is what I need you to do. Go home, or to your hotel, or wherever else they accept your kind, get some sleep, and wake up ready to give Alicia the world because she’s the only one prepared to tolerate your bullshit. I don’t want you anymore, Michael. I’m good.” 
 
   His face went from hopeful to a scowl as he stood up and adjusted his clothes. “I know this doesn’t have something to do with that little nigga from the center. He can’t take care of you like I can, baby.”
 
   The nerve of this fool...
 
   “First of all, you and I both know there is nothing little about him. Second of all, why are you so concerned about what he does for me? It’s not like you’re doing anything for me other than giving me a headache.”
 
   That must’ve been the trigger line I was aiming for as Michael felt the need to spit out, “Fuck it then, Reagan. If that’s how you wanna be; fine. The pussy wasn’t that good anyway.”
 
   Now that I really had to laugh at as I opened the door to let him out. “Yet again, here you are. The night before your wedding. Trying to get it and professing your love. Makes perfect sense. Have a good night, Michael.”
 
   &
 
   I’m gonna kill his ass.
 
   In fact, I was already thinking of my weapon of choice. Maybe I would just run his tall ass over with my car. Or maybe I would reel him in with a hug and shank his ass like they do in jail. Or maybe… maybe I’d just invite him over for dinner and poison him; after I fucked him. There was no way I was gonna let him die without seeing what the dick was like first.
 
   I checked my watch and while most of the crowd from cocktail hour had already made their way into the main room where the wedding ceremony was being held, I was holding onto dwindling hope that Gavin hadn’t stood me up. Originally we were going to ride to the wedding together, but he apparently had something important come up that required him to meet me here instead. 
 
   And now I was stuck.
 
   I mean, sure I could’ve gone inside and found a seat for the both of us. But how awkward would that have been? Me being here was already awkward enough, even though I surprisingly knew more people than I imagined I would considering Michael and I didn’t really run in the same circles. But during cocktail hour, I had discovered that Alicia was a sorority girl - not my soror, but a sorority girl -, which meant some of the same people that I’d see at different Greek events around the city were also in attendance. 
 
   I checked my watch again then peeked at the door just in time to see Gavin strolling in lookin’ fine on the highest levels of the spectrum. I mean… damn. I knew I looked good, but Gavin was on some other shit. His haircut was fresh and his suit was perfectly tailored to his frame; a shade of gray that only he could pull off with the navy pocket square I had given him. Hell, you’d think he was the one trying to stunt on everyone instead of me. 
 
   Cut it out, Reagan. 
 
   You’re mad at him.
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” I whisper-yelled as he snatched me up by the hand and dragged me towards the main room. 
 
   “Tell you later, sweetheart. We don’t wanna miss the ceremony now, do we?” 
 
   Of course he was all chipper and sweet while I was already on the verge of a breakdown. I could hear the music beginning for the procession of bridesmaids and groomsmen and knew he was right. But I was gonna get my answers sooner than later.
 
   For now, I was just grateful that he had showed up. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   I gotta hit that tonight.
 
   That’s all I could think about as I watched Reagan join the rest of the reception attendees in a line dance. The dress, the heels, the hair, the makeup; it was all on point. And even though I knew it was a very calculated move to look the way she did, I was pretty sure I appreciated it more than any other nigga in the room; especially Michael’s bitch ass.
 
   Reagan had gotten a little emotional during the ceremony, holding onto my arm as the couple delivered their vows. But now that she had survived the “I Do’s”, she was the light and airy Reagan I had grown to… like. 
 
   I liked her. 
 
   And it had nothing to do with our exchange of favors. In fact, it had everything to do with the real exchange of favors I preferred; the kind that involved mouths and hands in sensitive places. 
 
   The only thing holding me back was the fact that I wasn’t sure how she really felt about me. I mean, there was definitely something there and whatever it was kept our act afloat. But it was still an act that we were keeping up for an audience regardless of how either one of us felt about it. I would just have to push my real feelings to the side and focus on the task at hand… for now. 
 
   Since we were still technically boyfriend and girlfriend for the night, I got up from my seat to join Reagan on the dance floor. The song had changed over to something slow, so I wrapped my arms around her waist from behind before anyone else could approach her. I couldn’t see her face, but I could tell she was happy I was there as she sunk into my hold. We rocked back and forth for a little while before I decided to strike up a conversation. 
 
   “How you holdin’ up, Reagan? You good?”
 
   “Better now that you’re here. It sucks to see him frontin’ for all these people knowing his ass showed up to my apartment last night trying to get me back.”
 
   “Wait a minute… he did what?” 
 
   She only sighed, shaking her head to confirm that I had heard her right. 
 
   “I can’t believe you ever fucked with him like that, Reagan. You deserve so much better than that scrub.”
 
   I could hear the smile in her voice as she said, “Well at least I’m getting better for the night, huh?” 
 
   Now it was me with the goofy little smile, as I tossed my head back in disbelief at her compliment while she continued, “But seriously though. Thank you for doing this, Gavin. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.”
 
   My chest bloomed as I told her, “I got your back, Reagan.” And I meant that shit. It wasn’t often that I found women who I felt like I could genuinely be myself with. But with Reagan, shit just felt… right.
 
   So putting all the bullshit and favors to the side, I leaned into her ear and asked, “What time is Cinderella planning on running away from me tonight?” 
 
   She giggled as she tossed over her shoulder, “Really, Gavin? Cinderella? I hardly see myself as some homely girl who got prettied up for a night just to find her… oh shit. I am kind of like Cinderella!”
 
   I laughed with her, pulling her against me a little tighter as I corrected her, “You’re not homely, sweetheart. You always look beautiful. And I don’t think I qualify to be anyone’s Prince Charming.”
 
   “But you are my Prince Charming, Gavin. Coming in here and stealing the eyes of every woman in the building. I even saw Alicia sneaking a couple looks at you.” 
 
   I turned her around so that I could see her face and sure enough, she was wearing a smile even bigger than what I expected as I wrapped my arms around her waist from our new position. I hardly recognized the giddiness I felt as I said, “Well I guess it’s a good thing that I’m only here for the eyes of my girlfriend, huh?”
 
   Her tone was teasing as she said, “You know… I’m starting to wonder if you just like calling me that.”
 
   I shrugged. “Just gettin’ it all out of my system since this is the last night I’ll be able to use it.” 
 
   If I was being honest with myself, I had gotten more than comfortable with the idea of Reagan being mine for real. But I’d be damned if I made the first move just to get a workplace-Reagan response, though in this moment I had a hard time believing that would be the case. 
 
   “Well considering your hands are already on my ass, I’m under the impression that there’s a little more you need to get out of your system.”
 
   I smiled, continuing our little sway as I told her, “So I like the way your ass feels. What’s the big deal?”
 
   She shrugged, licking her lips before answering, “Doesn’t sound like a big deal to me at all… boyfriend.”
 
   I laughed, my neck straining as I leaned down to meet her face. “Ohhh, so when I talk about your ass, I get to be boyfriend?”
 
   She shrugged again, getting on her tippy toes so that her lips hovered right against my ear. “I mean, this is our last night as a couple. What better way to end things?” 
 
   &
 
   “Shit! Fuck! Ah! Fuck!”
 
   The straight hair was finally coming in handy as I gave it a tug, pulling Reagan’s head back so that I could kiss her neck while I crashed into her from behind. I had followed her to her apartment after the wedding for what was supposed to be a coffee and conversation nightcap. But low and behold, the coffee never got made and the only conversation that was happening was between our bodies. 
 
   I hadn’t even made it out of my dress clothes, my shirt unbuttoned and hanging on my shoulders as Reagan reached back, taking a handful of my thigh to push me in deeper. I wasn’t even sure how all of me was fitting inside of her. But not only was it fitting, she was taking it all and begging for more with sweet little whimpers of pleasure. 
 
   “Fuck, Reagan.” 
 
   I had to calculate my strokes as I already felt myself on the verge of a release. I wasn’t even sure how long we had been at it, but the fact that she wasn’t letting up let me know I still had a lot of work to do to prove my point. 
 
   I pulled out, flipping her over and diving face first into her pussy like a starved maniac. She tasted like candy - pink starburst, my favorite - so I had no problem licking and sucking like her pearl was the last one in the pack. 
 
   “Gavin…” 
 
   The way she sighed my name in ecstasy made me wanna put that shit on a track just so I could listen to it on repeat. 
 
   And that’s how I knew I was addicted.
 
   The way she tasted, the way she felt, the sounds she made; I didn’t want any of it to go away. I didn’t want it to be temporary or fake. I wanted that shit to be forever.
 
   But it wasn’t.
 
   We had a deal and tonight was the end. 
 
   So as she squirmed against my tongue, I was determined to make sure she’d never forget it. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   I woke up more satisfied than I had been in my whole life. But the bed, which had never been filled on a consistent basis, suddenly felt empty because…
 
   He left.
 
   He fucked, and we cuddled. But before I woke up, he was already gone. 
 
   I suppose I shouldn’t have had any expectations since the deal was technically off once the clock struck midnight. But it still hurt a little to know that I hadn’t meant as much to him as I thought. 
 
   Things just felt so… perfect between us. We had fun together, danced together, laughed together, and had now even shared an amazing night of… fuckin’. But I suppose that was all a part of the roles we were playing; him as the sweet ass boyfriend and me as the doting girlfriend.
 
   Why did I agree to that shit?
 
   I should’ve known my feelings would for whatever reason decide to get themselves involved though they didn’t belong anywhere near Gavin. Regardless of what had brought us together, we were still so different. I mean, I was a career woman and he was an up-and-coming rapper. That shit just didn’t mix. 
 
   Well… it did.
 
   It could.
 
   But the fact that he had left without even leaving a note on the nightstand told me I had really been imagining the possibilities. 
 
   And it was all my fault for ever believing otherwise. 
 
   &
 
   “Earth to fuckin’ Reagan. My goodness, I feel like I’m talking to a wall.” 
 
   I couldn’t pay Leilani any attention as my eyes were fixed on Gavin who was across the bar all in some random girl’s face. I didn’t even know what I was doing at the bar on a Thursday night, but I immediately regretted it the second my eyes landed on him being the charming rapper that he was. 
 
   I had successfully avoided him all week long at the center, especially since I knew it was the last week he had to report for his community service hours. But of course, even with all my planning and tiptoeing around, I had still managed to run into him though I was pretty sure he hadn’t seen me quite yet. 
 
   Maybe I could escape before he did.
 
   “Reagan, what the hell is wrong with you? Why are you looking like that?” 
 
   I finally snapped out of it enough to respond, “I don’t feel good, Lei. I think I’m gonna head home.” 
 
   As if Leilani could get anymore of an attitude with me, she turned it up a notch, smacking her teeth as she said, “Head home? But we just got here. And you haven’t been out with me in weeks.”
 
   “I know, Lei. I’m sorry. It’s just, my stomach is all over the place.” Which was the God-honest truth. Seeing girls fawn over Gavin was one thing. But seeing him actually look interested in someone else literally made me sick, especially considering the night we had shared after the wedding. 
 
   But it was just a moment, a lapse in judgment, a memory I could hold onto though it wasn’t exactly in my best interest to do so. I sighed just thinking about it, excusing myself before I could burst into tears.
 
   “Stupid… stupid… stupid…” I whispered aloud as I cut through the crowd towards the neon sign that read Restrooms. But the second my hand landed on the door to push, I heard my name being called from behind me. 
 
   “Reagan?”
 
   Fuck.
 
   I took a deep breath before I whipped around, looking as chipper as I could to say, “Gavin. Hey. What’s up?”
 
   He served me one of his world famous crooked smiles that suddenly looked even more impressive now that I knew exactly what his mouth could do. “Nothin’ much. Just hangin’ out with some friends. You?”
 
   “Uh… same. Exact same.” 
 
   I stepped out of the way so that another woman could enter the restroom, but quickly recognized that was a mistake as it placed me perfectly between Gavin and the wall. He wasn’t saying anything, just looking at me like I was some impressive piece of artwork. And as much as I wanted to say something slick, something smart, something just to get the upper hand, I couldn’t because my senses were overloaded with his scent; the scent that was still lingering on my pillows almost a whole week later. 
 
   His voice was soft as he put a hand to my cheek, giving it a little stroke while he eyed me intensely. “I missed you this week, sweetheart. I stopped by your office a couple times, but you weren’t ever there. I was starting to think you were hiding from me.” 
 
   I wanted to pull away, wanted to get out of this… space. But the slight graze of his fingertip against my skin felt way too good to pass up on. 
 
   “Hiding from you? Why would I do that?”
 
   He shrugged, pulling his hand away from my face and shoving it in his pocket. “I don’t know. I just… I don’t want things to be weird between us now that we’re no longer doing each other a favor. Like maybe we could be friends or somethin’.”
 
   You would’ve thought someone had come and tackled me off guard the way the wind was suddenly knocked out of me. Nothing – literally nothing - could’ve prepared me for this. I mean, obviously it was the logical thing to do. But I didn’t wanna be logical about this. I wanted to be free and fun and… 
 
   “Friends? I mean… yeah. Friends. Of course. I’ll umm… see you around.” I had to get away before I released all of my true feelings, turning around to head to the bathroom once again. But like the first time, him calling out to me stopped me before I could escape. 
 
   “Reagan, wait.”
 
   “What, Gavin?” I asked with an attitude that looked to surprise him just as much as it surprised me. 
 
   “I uhh… I never got to tell you why I was late to the wedding.” I was really hoping everything about that night could just go away already. I mean, it was the only way I’d be able to move on. 
 
   So I faced him straight up, brushing off the need for any further conversation. “That’s not important anymore, Gavin. You came. We had fun. We made it look good. And now we move on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
   “Sign here. And here. Initials here. And one more time here. Date here. And print your name here.” 
 
   I followed the instructions of the label’s attorney, signing and printing and dating my way through my first real contract. I still couldn’t believe it was happening; the day I had been looking forward to for way longer than I was willing to admit. But as I put my pen down on the conference room length table and shook hands with the various executives, I knew it was real.
 
   The grind, the mixtapes, the #FourBarFriday raps on Instagram; it was all finally paying off.  I sighed with a smile, trying to take it all in. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of something missing as I looked around and saw Caleb as the only familiar face to share the moment with. Mama was still in the hospital though she had made a complete 180 as far as her health was concerned. And I suppose the next person in line would’ve been my…. friend, Reagan. But she didn’t even know any of this existed because she had refused to hear me out. 
 
   I could tell something was different about her when I ran into her at the bar the other night. And to be honest, it made complete sense to me.
 
   Well… it didn’t make sense to me.
 
   We didn’t make sense to me.
 
   But her confusion made sense to me because I felt the exact same way. Even calling her a friend felt weird coming out of my mouth because she felt like so much more than that, especially after the incredible night we had spent together after the wedding. In fact, it was that night that had taken the confusion to a new height. I mean, sure we called ourselves playing the roles of boyfriend and girlfriend. But nothing about that night was fake, or forced, or a show for an audience of people. It was just us - two twenty-somethings - letting our bodies do the talking that our mouths couldn’t do any justice.  
 
   Not with words, at least. 
 
   And now I couldn’t get it off of my mind. 
 
   I couldn’t get her off of my mind. 
 
   Even seeing her at the bar had me ready to push her into the bathroom, lock the door, and pick up where we had left off. Then take her home, talk it out, and come to a better conclusion because that was the real crazy part; the fact that it wasn’t solely about the sex. 
 
   I missed her company, her smile when she actually gave me one, the banter we could share back and forth. Hell, I even missed her insults. 
 
   And that’s how I knew I was in trouble. 
 
   It was the biggest day of my fuckin’ life and all I could think about was how I wished she was there to share it with me, even if her version of sharing meant sluggin’ me in the arm to congratulate me. 
 
   &
 
   “To G. Griffey for signing his first contract!” 
 
   I crashed glasses with Caleb and a few others as we drank to my accomplishments. The energy was on ten as the whole Black Market celebrated the night with me. You would’ve thought everybody had made it, everybody had signed a contract, with the way people were so hyped. But in the back of my head, I knew the contract was only the first step on a long, winding road. There was still a ton of work I had to do before I’d see any money, make any music, go on any tours. There was a lot of people that had to get paid for me to gain any traction in the industry. And of course those checks were signed well before I got my cut. 
 
   Even Caleb would get paid before I did since he was technically my manager. 
 
   But I didn’t mind because there was no doubt in my head that I’d be successful enough for all of us to get paid and get paid well. I just wished I had more people around me that I could trust before all that shit happened. Cause sure, everybody was in my section right now, poppin’ bottles with me right now, being all proud of me right now. But a lot of the same people were the ones who secretly doubted my ability, hadn’t been there for the grind, and had no interest in spending a dime on my mixtapes even though them shits were free. 
 
   The snakes had big smiles as they peeped an opportunity to come up with me, but I knew better. In fact, Mama had warned me about this moment when I’d get on and everybody else would try to tag along which was part of the reason why she had pressed me so hard about finding a woman to look out for me. 
 
   And I thought I had one.
 
   I did have one.
 
   And even if I was the one to suggest we could be friends, she had still technically agreed to it. Now I was just gonna have to convince her to actually go along with it until I could make her mine for real. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   @GGriff23 liked your photo.
 
   @GGriff23 liked your photo.
 
   @GGriff23 liked your photo.
 
   I smiled at my phone as it vibrated with notification after notification, though they were all exactly the same. 
 
   @GGriff23 liked your photo.
 
   @GGriff23 liked your photo.
 
   What the hell is he doing?
 
   By the time I opened my actual Instagram app, I had a full 23 new likes from Gavin plus a few comments on different photos.
 
   @GGriff23: You tryna be #Baé or what?
 
   @GGriff23: What’s a nigga gotta do to get #BaéPrivileges though?
 
   @GGriff23: Fuck it. You #Baé now. ;P
 
   I literally laughed out loud, falling back onto my bed like a damn teenage girl. It was just some stupid likes and some stupid comments. But why the hell was my heart fluttering like he had asked me out on an actual date or somethin’?
 
   I hadn’t even talked to Gavin since the night I ran into him at the bar. But according to his Instagram, he had just recently signed his first recording contract.  
 
   Proud was an understatement.  
 
   I mean, if anyone deserved a record deal, it was definitely him. Even if I hadn’t been there from the beginning, he had captured me as a fan with his unique talent; so much so that I still hadn’t taken his mixtape out of the rotation of CDs in my car. It honestly seemed long overdue that someone else actually acknowledged his skills, but I suppose there was no time like the present. 
 
   I scrolled a little further and saw he had also posted the only picture we had taken together at the wedding. It was selfie style, our faces smashed together as he crossed his eyes and I stuck my tongue out. The caption was a simple hashtag; “#GrownAssKids.”
 
   All I could do was stare. 
 
   We looked so damn good together; happy and carefree being “grown ass kids”. 
 
   Why couldn’t this all be real?
 
   Since Gavin decided to be playful on my Instagram, I decided to have a little fun on his too. I mean, if I couldn’t have the real him, the least I could do was go along with the fake stuff that he was still laying out for the public. 
 
   @RegularAssReagan: @GGriff23 #BaéGriffey ???  ;P
 
   My phone was still in my hand when a reply comment came in. 
 
   @GGriff23: @RegularAssReagan LOL That’s all you, sweetheart. My #BaéGriffey.
 
   I hated the way I blushed instantly. I mean, how was it even possible that we could do all this shit so fluently, my feelings could feel completely authentic, and it still be deemed fake?
 
   Hardly possible.
 
   Since I had already deleted his phone number from my contacts, I shot him a DM that may have been a little influenced by the glasses of wine I had while watching Scandal reruns, though I didn’t care either way. 
 
   @RegularAssReagan: Hey. You busy tonight?
 
   I wasn’t even sure why I asked or what I had in mind. I just needed to… talk to him, be in his aura, be there as his friend, or fake girlfriend, or hell, real girlfriend.
 
   The dynamics were a non-factor.
 
   @GGriff23: Nope. Just waiting for you. For a fuckin’ week straight lol. 
 
   @GGriff23: What’s up though? Can you come through? I miss my friend. ;(
 
   My cheeks were already hurting from grinning so hard as I thought of a clever reply.
 
   @RegularAssReagan: Your friend? Is that code for something? ;)
 
   Because if it is, I certainly miss my friend too...
 
   @GGriff23: LOL maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t. Freaky ass. 
 
   @GGriff23: I’ll text you my address. Can’t wait to see you, sweetheart.
 
   &
 
   “Fuck, I missed you,” he growled against my lips as I wrapped my legs even tighter around his waist. 
 
   I hadn’t been in Gavin’s apartment for more than a minute before my jacket was yanked off of my shoulders, my shirt was pulled over my head and tossed to the ground, and my skirt was scrunched against my waist as I sat on top of the kitchen island with Gavin between my thighs. The only thing that separated us was my underwear and his basketball shorts which I knew I could probably maneuver off with a quick tug. But I wasn’t sure if that was the right move. I didn’t even know if me being here was the right move. Surely reminding myself of the sex would only add to the confusion I already felt, though it seemed like there was no confusion at all on Gavin’s end as he landed kisses along my neckline. 
 
   “Gavin, what are we doing?” I asked between short, whimpery breaths, my arms wrapped around his neck as he moved his kisses from my neckline down to my chest. He didn’t bother answering, just reached back to unsnap my bra, though the click sounded ten times louder than usual.
 
   “Yo, G. What’s up with all these… oh shit!” 
 
   I froze, lifting my hands to catch my strapless bra just as it was falling away from my body. With wide eyes, I turned my attention to where the voice had come from and found a guy who looked way too enthused about my presence. And Gavin wasn’t moving at all, just looking at his friend as if he was trying to send him some special code.
 
   “My bad, G. I didn’t know you were having company. I’ll uh… be back. Tomorrow, maybe?” 
 
   Gavin leaned forward to shield me with his own body as he tossed back, “Yeah, man. I’ll text you.” 
 
   The guy laughed in response before he leaned to the side to find my face. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I haven’t heard much, but I can tell you’re a good influence.” 
 
   I was way too embarrassed to say anything back, so I just smiled instead as he turned around and left the apartment. 
 
   Once I heard the click of the door, Gavin went back to work like nothing had ever happened. And as much as I wanted to pretend to believe the same, my mood was completely shot. It was as if the guy showing up had somehow brought me back to the reality of the situation. The fact that things between Gavin and I had become completely impulsive, out of control, undefined. 
 
   And that, I wasn’t okay with. 
 
   So I put my hands on Gavin’s chest, pushing him away before hopping down to the floor.
 
   “Reagan, what’s the matter?” he asked as he followed me while I made my way around the room, snatching up my discarded clothes.
 
   “What’s the matter? Your friend, someone I don’t even know, just saw me half-naked. Nothing about that seems strange to you?”
 
   He shrugged. “Strange? Nah, not really. I mean, it’s not the first time.” 
 
   I yanked my shirt over my head, not even caring that my ponytail was completely destroyed as I tossed back, “Oh, so this is just some reoccurring thing for you? That makes me feel so much better.”
 
   He sighed. “Nah, Reagan. Not like that. I meant I’ve walked in on him too. That kind of shit happens when you have roommates.”
 
   Though I knew there was plenty of truth to his statement, I wanted no parts of it. In fact, now that the liquid courage had worn off, I wanted nothing more than to pretend like I had never shown up at all. I felt like an idiot as I reevaluated how easily we had gotten to this point. How we hadn’t even talked, but I had no problem allowing him to refresh my memory with his touch. How I was giddy over fuckin’ likes and comments as if social media was any realer than our fake ass relationship. 
 
   “Whatever, Gavin. I don’t know what I was thinking coming over here tonight.”
 
   I was halfway to the door when he snatched me by the wrist to turn me around. My breath hitched as I went face-to-face with his intricately-carved chest, his raspy voice encasing me as he said, “I know exactly what you were thinking, sweetheart. You were thinking how impossible it is for us to have the chemistry we do and not act on it, how silly it was for us to be leaving off as friends when we’re obviously much more. You were thinking that this shit can’t possibly be as fake as we made it out to be. That we’re real. It’s real.” 
 
   I felt myself on the verge of tears as I digested the fact that my exact thoughts had come out of his mouth. And though I knew all of it was true, the fact still remained that…, “None of that means anything, Gavin. We’re in two totally different places. It could never work.”
 
   “Reagan, we can make it work. I mean, if we could make a fake relationship work, how much harder could a real one be?”
 
    
 
   
              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Real Her
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   a few months later…
 
   Gavin
 
   “Reagan, just come with me. It’ll only be a couple of days.” 
 
   I had my girl on speakerphone as I tossed a few different outfits in my suitcase. The last minute calls to perform somewhere were becoming even more frequent now that I had signed a deal; this one in particular being a birthday bash for Bryson Harris, one of the top basketball players in the league. I didn’t mind dropping everything and flying out to wherever I needed to be, no questions asked. But of course, since I liked it, Reagan hated it. 
 
   “Sorry, babe. Some of us have real jobs. You know… stuff we can’t just leave at the drop of a dime.” 
 
   I laughed, imagining her slouched back in her office chair with her feet on top of a stack of papers on her desk, but wearing a smile just because it was me on the phone. She no longer fought the urge to feel good around me, to be happy with me, to just let me be with her on some real shit. And that made me feel good, knowing I had actually won her over. 
 
   “You’re actin’ like the kids are gonna burn the center down if you aren’t there.”
 
   “They will! You’ve met them, you’ve interacted with them; so you know how they can get. I just… maybe next time. Okay?” 
 
   Though I was honestly a little disappointed, I still answered, “Yeah. Next time, sweetheart. Can I at least see you before I go?”
 
   She sighed, one I could tell she was smirking with. “You know where I’ll be, Gavin.”
 
   “Alright. I’ma drop by before I leave. Go ahead and take your panties off now so we don’t have to waste any time.”
 
   Her laugh, infectious and warm, made my heart swell as she tossed out, “I’ll see you when you get here.” before hanging up the phone. 
 
   This shit was new for me; having a woman that literally just made me feel good about… everything. I mean, even though she had turned down my offer to join me on the trip, I still felt good from just hearing her voice, hearing her laugh, hearing her joke about the kids. And that alone had me looking forward to showing up to her office with a bouquet of flowers and her favorite greasy foods just to see her smile. I mean, even the fact that instead of hanging on to my coattail, she was still at work doing what she loved and serving the community put her a notch above any other woman I had ever dealt with; though I certainly could’ve taken care of the both of us by now.
 
   And I wanted to take care of the both of us. Reagan deserved the fuckin’ world. But it wasn’t like her to sit back and let me lead the way. She had her own shit goin’, so she didn’t really need me at all. And that was something I admired the most. 
 
   I packed a couple pair of shoes, grabbed my bag of toiletries that Reagan had forced me to keep for times like this, and jetted out so that I could make the few stops I needed to before I went to the center. The second I stepped inside, I was bombarded with hugs and cheers from the kids who I had honestly grown to love. Now that I had “made it”, they were happy to see me for different reasons. But the love still felt all the same.
 
   “Aye Mr. Gavin, when you gon’ make a song with Drake?”
 
   I laughed, giving little Tyson a scrub on the top of his head as I told him, “As soon as Drake calls me and asks. Now where’s Ms. Reagan?” The kids didn’t exactly know we were a “thing” now. But since we were both adults, I suppose me asking for her didn’t seem completely out of the ordinary. 
 
   “She’s in the gym. I think she’s playin’ basketball.” 
 
   Reagan playing basketball?
 
   This I gotta see...
 
   I made it through the crowd of kids to the gym where Reagan was indeed playing basketball with a group of kids; shoes off since she had worn heels that day. The sleeves of her blouse were rolled up as she shot an air-ball, making everybody laugh. 
 
   “Dang, Ms. Reagan! You were WAY off!” I teased. Her eyes flashed over to me, a smile blooming before it turned to more of a smirk. 
 
   “Oh, you think you can do better, Mr. Gavin?” She asked, grabbing the ball and giving it a few dribbles. 
 
   “Better than that, yeah,” I answered as I sat the flowers and food down on the bleachers before I stuck my hands out so that she could pass me the ball. And before I knew it, the kids were already chanting my name.
 
   “Griffey! Griffey! Griffey!” 
 
   Reagan cocked her head to the side, her hands on her hips as she waited for me to take my shot. So I took a few dribbles, lining the ball up and releasing it. And I bricked.
 
   “Aw man! You weak, Mr. Gavin! I wanna be on Ms. Reagan’s team!”
 
   Reagan laughed as she got the rebound, giving the ball to one of the kids she had already been playing with. “Okay. Okay. I’m gonna go meet with Mr. Gavin for a few. Tyson, you wanna take my spot?” Tyson’s little face lit up instantly as he joined his peers while I grabbed the flowers and food and followed Reagan back to her office. 
 
   Once we made it inside, the door to her office shut and locked, I put my gifts down and picked her up from behind, causing her to squeal.
 
   “Ewww, Gavin. I’m all sweaty! I probably stink.”
 
   I put her down, but didn’t let her go as I leaned over to give her a kiss on the cheek. “You really think I care about that? I mean… what do you think happens when we have sex all damn night?”
 
   She smacked her teeth, trying to get away though there was hardly any use. “I don’t sweat during sex! I… perspire. I glaze.” 
 
   I took a nibble at her ear and she groaned instantly. “Mmm… you glaze, alright. Glaze all over my….”
 
   “SO! What’d you bring me to eat? You know I haven’t eaten all day.” 
 
   I laughed at her quick change of subject as I finally let her go so that she could fix her hair and clothes in the mirror. 
 
   “The usual. Philly Cheesesteak and fries. Gotta fatten you up so nobody will steal you while I’m gone,” I answered teasingly as I pulled the food from the bag, setting it on her desk while she finished up.
 
   “Oh, that’s what this is about?! And I thought you were bringing me food because you liked me.”
 
   “Actually, I lov…. do like you. I brought you food cause I like you… even when you stink.”
 
   “Oh my God! I don’t really stink, do I?” She asked as she plopped down in her office chair, lifting her arm to check with a few sniffs of her armpit before digging into her sandwich. 
 
   “Chill, Reagan. You know I’m just messin’ with you. Go ahead and eat. I gotta catch up with Caleb and Shy anyway.” 
 
   Reagan stopped chewing mid-bite, peeking up to ask, “Shy? She’s going too?”
 
   “Yeah. She’s singing the Happy Birthday song and then she’ll probably perform a song or two with me.” 
 
   Her whole demeanor appeared withdrawn as she sipped from her water bottle through a straw, being bougie for no reason. “Oh… I… I didn’t know that.” 
 
   I knew exactly where the change had come from, so I quickly reassured her, “Don’t trip, sweetheart. You know I can’t stand her ass.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean she can’t stand you. She’s probably at home packing cute panties as we speak.” 
 
   Reagan wasn’t exactly the jealous type, but there had always been something about Shy that made her uncomfortable. And I couldn’t blame her; Shy certainly had a way of inserting herself in places she didn’t necessarily belong. 
 
   But I didn’t want to leave Reagan uneasy, so I quickly suggested, “Well maybe you should go home and pack some cute panties too, though I’d prefer you without any at all.”
 
   She took a huge bite of her sandwich, grease running down her chin as she said, “Nah. I trust you, Gavin. Just watch your back. She seems like the crazy type.”
 
   “And you’re what? The non-crazy type?”
 
   She swiped her face with the back of her hand, getting grease all over it as she answered through chews, “No, I’m crazy. But I’m more like… stab your ass if you cheat on me, crazy. Not… wait in the middle of your bed naked even though I wasn’t invited, crazy.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh as I told her, “Well for the record, you’re always invited to wait in the middle of my bed naked.”
 
   She smirked, nodding her head. “Good to know. Now you better get going before they leave you.”
 
   I walked over to her side of the desk, spinning her chair around so that I could squat down in front of her. “How are they gonna leave me and I’m the talent, sweetheart?”
 
   She leaned back in her chair, hooking her legs on my shoulders as she replied, “Oh yeah. My bad. I forgot you were actually good at something other than gettin’ on my nerves.”
 
   “Even your insults turn me on,” I teased, as I stuck my face right between her thighs. 
 
   She put her hand on top of my head, tilting it back so that she could see my eyes. “Quit playin’, Gavin. You know the kids are probably right outside of the door listening to all of this.”
 
   “Well, I guess it’s time to give them a little lesson in the birds and the bees.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
                 
 
   I tossed and turned in bed as I thought about Gavin on his trip with Caleb and Shy. I knew it was just business, something he had to do for the sake of his career. But I couldn’t shake the feeling of Shy being up to no good. In fact, I knew she was up to no good. Even though I didn’t follow her on Instagram, I still had access to her profile since it wasn’t private and had already seen the selfie she posted with the three of them clearly in one of their hotel rooms. I could already imagine Caleb calling it a night early and leaving the two alone, perfect timing for Shy to make her move. And that had me way too fired up to go to sleep.
 
   It was Friday night - well, early Saturday morning - and I was already thinking about making the couple hour drive to where they were performing. If nothing else, I’d make it just in time for the party, though I wasn’t sure if I’d even be able to get in considering it was Bryson Harris’s birthday party. I could pretty much assume it required some type of golden ticket for entry; a golden ticket I had no way of getting.
 
   I sighed, trying to come up with a better plan. Or maybe I shouldn’t have been coming up with a plan at all, instead staying my ass at home and trusting my boyfriend to do the right thing.
 
   Yeah right.
 
   I hopped out of bed and headed straight to the closet, quickly assessing the fact that I didn’t have anything that would fit the part of belonging at a celebrity’s birthday party. And I took that as a sign; a sign that I needed to chill out. 
 
   I climbed back into bed, just laying under the cover and staring at the ceiling. I had already gotten use to Gavin sleeping over, so it was no surprise that I couldn’t fall asleep without his body heat. 
 
   Cause he’s probably heatin’ up Shy’s sheets…
 
   “That’s it!”
 
   I threw the cover back and went back to the closet, digging under the lowest rack to pull out a duffle bag. Then I yanked down a few dresses, a few tops, and a few pairs of jeans, tossing them in the bag before I went and grabbed a few neutral pairs of shoes. There wasn’t enough time to give my outfits any real thought. 
 
   I went to the bathroom and grabbed my bag of pre-packed toiletries that matched the kit I had bought for Gavin, pausing to laugh at how much he hated using his. 
 
   “Reagan, I got normal-sized shit. What do I need these little baby versions for?”
 
   Surely they had come in handy for this particular trip.
 
   I smiled to myself as I tossed it on top of my clothes, thinking of just how good I had it with Gavin. I mean, I was still getting use to his fame and him being busy more often than not. But other than that, he was sexy, funny, considerate, patient, and had just enough street in him without being employed on anyone’s corner.
 
   And he had made it. Like really, truly made it; living the dream and working on his debut album while already doing pretty major shows along the way. Dating him was the most thrill I had ever experienced in my life though it certainly came with things that I wouldn’t exactly consider perks. Like social media groupies, and calls at all times of the day and night, and fans in weird places, and random interruptions during the only “private” time we could really get. 
 
   Oh… and Shy.
 
   The media wanted them to be a couple so bad, forcing them together even when Gavin denied the claims on every platform he could. But it made sense since Shy was becoming almost as popular as he was, though she hadn’t signed with a record label just yet.
 
   I couldn’t lie, their performance chemistry certainly made things questionable. But what could I really expect? Him to look… turned off? He had already explained to me on countless occasions that it was all an act for performances only. 
 
   So why are you up at 3 in the morning with a bag packed, ready to hit the road?
 
   “Probably because my ass is crazy,” I answered myself out loud. 
 
   I plopped down on the edge of the bed, giving myself a chance to give the trip some real thought. I mean, sure he had already invited me himself. And even though I had turned him down, that didn’t exactly mean the invitation was null and void. 
 
   Or did it?
 
   Maybe I should just ask if it’s still okay.
 
   I flopped to the other side of the bed and grabbed my phone off of the nightstand, preparing to send him a text and ask. But the devil bitch on my shoulder quickly intervened, “Nu uh, girl. Just show up on his ass.” 
 
   And I’d be damned if her couple of words weren’t exactly the encouragement I needed to do just that. 
 
   &
 
   I stood in line, giving my dress an upward tug since my boobs weren’t exactly doing their job of holding it up on their own. The dress was a last minute desperate decision after spending way too much of the day in the mall, afraid at every turn that I’d get caught by Gavin before I could actually surprise him. Even though he wasn’t much of a shopper on his own, he was known for bringing back little gifts for me from each of his shows. Sometimes a purse, or a pair of shoes, or a pair of… sweatpants.
 
   What can I say? 
 
   The guy definitely knew my taste.
 
   The line inched forward and I peeked around the couple in front of me to see how much longer I’d be waiting. To my surprise, the party was open to the public, so all I had to do was show up and wait with the others. But considering how long the line was, it was still a 50/50 chance that I would actually make it inside before they reached capacity. 
 
   All of a sudden there was an uproar in the crowd as a dark SUV pulled up right in front of the entrance. I watched closely as the driver jogged around the back of the truck to open the door for the special guest.
 
   G. Griffey.
 
   Yeah, he was definitely G. Griffey tonight; completely looking the part of a rapper with his fitted cap low over his eyes and a gaudy chain that I hated with a passion. I had already reminded him a few hundred times over how many children he could feed at the center with the kind of money he spent on that stupid chain. But he claimed it was the one thing he always wanted growing up, so I was forced to accept it. Thankfully, he only wore it to things like this instead of just walking around my apartment naked with it on or something stupid like that.
 
   Okay, so maybe he did that too.
 
   I smiled proudly from afar as he stopped to sign things for a few fans. But my smile was short-lived as Shy followed right behind him, wrapping her arm around his waist so fans could take pictures of the two of them.
 
   This bitch.
 
   I laughed to myself as Gavin looked down on her with confusion before giving an unenthusiastic smile for the fans. Then he yanked away to catch up with Caleb who was hanging in the background. 
 
   Good job, babe. 
 
   Once Gavin was inside, the line continued to move until I was right at the front. I was glad that he had already made his way inside so I wouldn’t risk getting caught. But more importantly, I was glad to see he was keeping Shy in her place. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   “Yo, G. Are you ready?”
 
   I flashed my eyes up to Caleb, giving him a nod before I finished off my text to Reagan. 
 
   About to hit the stage. Miss you already, sweetheart. Text you when I’m done. - Gavin 
 
   I was tempted to send another one, something along the lines of how much I loved her. But I hadn’t said it in person yet, so I refused to let the first time be over text. I tossed my phone in my bag before I was too tempted, then followed Caleb and Shy past a bunch of the other dressing rooms that were backstage.
 
   I was first up, performing a couple of songs including the two with Shy. And then there were a couple of bigger names that would be performing after me. I vowed to get there one day; be the headliner instead of the opening act. But I knew it was only a matter of time before I’d be getting those calls. For now, I just appreciated any call at all. 
 
   I peeked from backstage out to the crowd and saw the venue was packed with people from top to bottom, though the top was reserved specifically for Bryson and his guests. Of course it was lined with celebrities, from fellow players to models to actors and everything in between. But there was someone in particular that stood out to me. 
 
   From afar, the girl looked like she could be Reagan’s twin; same body type, same skin tone, same hair. I mean, it was literally like a spitting image of her, though I knew it wasn’t my girl considering she was laughing it up all in some baller’s face. Reagan wasn’t the type to be that impressed by anyone, and she certainly wasn’t the type to be hangin’ in anyone’s VIP section tryna get chose. 
 
   And what the hell would Reagan even be doing here?
 
   “Bro, you’re trippin’,” I thought to myself with a laugh, excited to call and tell Reagan about her twin as soon as I got off the stage. Then I listened as Caleb hyped me up before I came out from the back, causing an uproar. 
 
   The crowd rapped every song with me word for word, even the ones with Shy where she tried her best to use the only time I let her touch me to her advantage. I mean, was grinding down my whole body with her hand gliding down the middle really necessary? 
 
   Yeah, it got a reaction from the crowd. But it also did nothing but build speculation about what was far from the truth. I knew Shy wanted me, she had made that clear on more than one occasion. But at the same time, I had always been honest with her that I wasn’t interested; even more so now that Reagan and I were really giving things a go. 
 
   I was positive that the footage would go viral in no time at all and there was nothing I could do to stop that. But in the back of my head, I knew I would have to at least warn Reagan about it first. 
 
   &
 
   My calls went unanswered.
 
   My texts went unreturned.
 
   And now, I was starting to get worried. 
 
   I had tried to get in touch with Reagan as soon as we were done performing, but she hadn’t responded to anything, making me wonder if she had already saw the footage and gotten pissy because of it. She acted like she understood whenever I found myself explaining my interactions with Shy, but that certainly didn’t mean she ever liked it. I could honestly already see her now, watching the short clip on loop with fire in her eyes, followed by all five foot three inches of her gettin’ hyped up to tell me off. And I would take that shit, always amused by her little ass going back and forth about nothin’ at all. It was honestly sexy watching her get herself all riled up just so I could calm her down with my truth and fuck all that extra energy out of her. 
 
   I was low-key looking forward to it.
 
   Now if only I can get her to call me back…
 
   “G, let’s head up to VIP. They’re gettin’ ready to do a toast to Bryson.” 
 
   I stared at my phone for a few more seconds before I shoved it in my pocket and followed Caleb to VIP. A crowd had already formed around Bryson, everyone with a shot glass in their hand. I snagged a glass from one of the waitresses’ trays, handing it to Caleb before reaching back to grab another. Then I listened in as Bryson’s girl gave a toast, followed by his little brother, and then one of his teammates; the one that had been hanging with Reagan’s twin. 
 
   Speaking of which…
 
   I looked around the crowd to see if I could get a better look at her. I mean, from far away she looked just like Reagan, but maybe she looked different up close. 
 
   My eyes scanned the faces of everyone with a shot glass in their hand, but none of them even looked remotely like Reagan. So I shrugged, clinking glasses with a few of the people around me before tossing the shot back. 
 
   And just as I went to set the now empty glass on a cocktail table nearby, I heard a little voice behind me say, “Surprise, babe.”
 
   I froze, turning around to find my girl looking radiant in a dress I certainly wouldn’t have approved of if it was for anyone’s eyes other than my own. 
 
   But it was. 
 
   And she was here.
 
   Though I wasn’t exactly sure how she had pulled the whole thing off, it didn’t matter as I wrapped her up in a hug that lifted her off of her feet, following it up with a long, lingering kiss like I hadn’t seen her in weeks instead of days. 
 
   “Damn, maybe I should surprise you more often,” she teased, wiping her lips. 
 
   I held her around the waist, giving her another quick kiss to her forehead before I asked, “What the hell are you doing here, sweetheart? You came all this way by yourself? I’ve been callin’ and textin’ you.” I could hardly contain my excitement enough to stop talking. 
 
   And I could tell she was excited too, all smiles as she replied, “I know. But if I would’ve answered any of it, that would’ve ruined the surprise.”
 
   I nodded my head to agree with her. “How long have you been here?”
 
   She shrugged, taking a sip of the drink I hadn’t even noticed in her hand. “Since the beginning really. I saw you perform, though I really could’ve done without the peepshow from Shy. I mean, does the girl have any respect? I certainly have no problem giving her a few lessons.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at her reaction that was honestly a lot milder than I expected. “Chill, Reagan. You know how that shit goes.” 
 
   “Yeah, and I know that shit won’t go if she keeps at it.” 
 
   I laughed even harder as I took her free hand and lead her through the crowd to the bar so I could get a drink of my own. As we waited for my drink, we chatted a little more about her trip, the performance, and how she had managed to get in VIP of all places until someone interrupted with a, “Yo, G. Griffey. This you?” 
 
   I turned in my bar stool to see it was the same nigga that had been talking to Reagan’s twin. But when I took a second look at Reagan’s dress and realized it was the same one the “twin” had been wearing, things suddenly clicked for me.
 
   I stood up to make my point, though since he was a ball player we were about the same height. “Yeah, this is me.”
 
   He held his hands up, a little smirk on his face as he said, “My bad. I didn’t know.” 
 
   Then he turned to Reagan, looking her up and down before he licked his lips and added, “You better be careful, baby. Don’t wanna get yourself in trouble.” 
 
   And Reagan didn’t say anything, just watched with nervous eyes as he walked away. 
 
   It wasn’t in me to react with a hothead, especially in front of the crowd around us. So as calmly as I could, I asked her, “Care to tell me what that shit was about?”
 
   For the first time in a long time, I saw a little flash of panic in her eyes as she said, “I uh… we were just talking, Gavin. It was nothing really.”
 
   My eyebrow piqued as I watched her get even more uncomfortable. “You sure about that? I mean… you wouldn’t get in trouble over nothin’, would you?”
 
   She sighed, almost defeatedly as she answered, “Seriously, Gavin. It wasn’t like that. I told him I was a fan and he kinda… took that and ran with it. He got a little flirty, but I got away before anything happened.” 
 
   I wanted to believe her, but I had saw too much of it with my own eyes even if I didn’t know it was really her at the time. And she was definitely enjoying herself, giving just as much as she was taking. 
 
   “Reagan, just be real with me. I’m not the type of nigga to get jealous over some stupid shit.” I was sure this was her first time around celebrities which meant she had probably really gotten caught off guard by someone of his caliber coming at her like that; though I certainly wasn’t here to make any excuses for her falling for his bullshit. She was definitely smarter than that.
 
   “Gavin, I… I may have laughed a little too hard at his jokes. But I’m not interested in him. I came all this way for you.” 
 
   Or maybe you came all this way to use me for your real agenda...
 
   I shook off those foreign thoughts as I searched her face to see if she was telling the truth. And since everything looked genuine, I tried my best not to be bothered; especially considering how much shit she had to put up with on a daily from some of my crazy fans shooting their shot. Even if I didn’t engage - never, ever engaged -, I could only imagine how she felt about me receiving nudes from random numbers and social media profiles at any given time of the day. A little harmless flirting was nothing compared to that shit.
 
   So I sat back down, taking her hands in mine as I told her, “Just be careful, Reagan. I know you probably don’t know how these niggas operate, but they’re all full of shit. Don’t fall for it.”
 
   She nodded, a clear sincerity in her eyes as she replied, “I got it, Gavin. I’m sorry.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   So the trip wasn’t completely ruined by my lapse in judgment, though I should’ve saw the signs. The grazes of the arm, the unnecessary closeness, the hand ever-so-gently against my waist as we chatted about his season; it all rang “flirty” now that I could think back on it. But in the moment, I was just having fun, enjoying the party, enjoying talking to one of my favorite basketball players in the league. And I mean, a girl didn’t miraculously end up in VIP with a bunch of celebrities all the time. But I guess that should’ve been the first sign; the fact that he had found me in the crowd and invited me up. 
 
   Stupid… stupid… stu….
 
   “Reagan, what you over there thinkin’ bout?” 
 
   I peeked up from my spot on the bed to a freshly-showered Gavin, water pellets still scattered along his skin as he used a small towel to scrub the water from his hair. He called himself “growing it out”, but I knew I only had a few more days of tolerance left in me before I’d be cutting a chunk of it in his sleep that would force him to have to cut it all off. 
 
   “Right now, I’m thinking about how badly I want to cut your hair.” 
 
   He laughed, dropping the towel that was around his waist to the floor and crawling into bed like his still damp body was no big deal. And it wasn’t the moment my senses were refreshed with the smell of his soap that I had grown to love almost as much as his cologne. 
 
   He was already kissing along my neck as he said, “You sure don’t seem to mind it when you’re yankin’ my shit and tellin’ me to fuck you harder.”
 
   I shrugged, my eyes already slanted closed as he slid a hand between my thighs, bypassing my panties to find his real destination. “Only thing it’s good for, really.” 
 
   His laugh rumbled against my skin as he kissed his way under the cover, though I could still hear him when he asked, “You sure about that? What about when I’m eatin’ this juicy ass pussy of yours and hittin’ the spot with my tongue? How do you manage to keep me in place?”
 
   His kisses along my inner thigh made it hard for me to focus on giving an answer, but somehow I still piped out, “I uh… dig my hands in your hair.”
 
   “Mmhmm. Gonna miss that if I cut it, aren’t you?” 
 
   “The mouth will still be the… mmmm…” He certainly knew how to shut me up. 
 
   It was crazy to me that people really believed Gavin’s voice was the most talent his mouth could produce when I knew oh-so-well how his oral skills certainly gave his lyrics a run for their money. I suppose they were one in the same, a manipulation of his lips and tongue to get a reaction.
 
   And shit, I was already ready to react. 
 
   But before I could, Gavin climbed from under the covers to give me a kiss; a filthy ass kiss that he knew I secretly hated, but had learned to embrace all because he found it sexy.
 
   Real relationships are all about compromise, right? 
 
   He was all smiles as he proudly licked my excess off of his lips. “See how good you taste? No wonder you had ballers chasin’ after your fine ass tonight.”
 
   “Gavin, I…”
 
   He cut me off. “Shh… I’m good, sweetheart. Not even trippin’.” 
 
   “I’m just… I’m sorry.” And I really meant it. I was honestly grateful that instead of flippin’ out, he had managed to, “put me up on game” as he affectionately called it. It was like he had stepped outside of the boyfriend role to be more of a male best friend. 
 
   But he was certainly back to boyfriend now as he leaned back against the headboard with his hands behind his head and said, “Show me.”
 
   “Show you? Show you what?”
 
   He served me one of his crooked smiles as he answered, “How sorry you are. Ain’t that what ya’ll women do when ya’ll feel like ya’ll might’ve fucked up a little? Give a fuckin’ apology?”
 
   My initial reaction was to side eye him, but I quickly realized how right he was. And I mean, what better way to say sorry than a win for the both of us? 
 
   So instead of wasting time getting unreasonably testy, I climbed on his lap and gave him the best fuckin’ apology of his life. 
 
   &
 
   “Yo Baé Griffey, what you think of this?” 
 
   My eyes were still closed as Gavin rattled off a couple of bars that sounded good on first listen, but I still asked him to repeat. We were still in the city and I really wasn’t in a rush to make the road trip back home. But I knew it would be better than the drive up since Gavin was coming with me instead of flying back with Caleb and Shy. 
 
   “I said… “I’ve been really tryna fight it, but I guess it’s time to own it…. I just want you to know that my love is bigger than the moment…. I’ve been dreamin’, tryna figure how to tell you how I feel… But I should probably start by tellin’ you it’s real.” Is that cool?”
 
   I sat up, pulling the covers with me as I digested his words.  
 
   They were… heavy; unusually heavy. 
 
   So heavy that I started to wonder…
 
   “I like it. It’s… cute. Let me guess; you’re gonna put Shy on the chorus?” 
 
   I wasn’t intentionally being salty, but it had clearly come off that way as he laughed when he answered, “Nah, I was actually gonna do this one myself. Been takin’ vocal lessons and shit.”
 
   Now I was the one laughing. “Vocal lessons? Since when?” 
 
   “Since I signed a deal that can pay for that shit. This actually might be my first single from the album.” 
 
   I thought about the little snippet he had shared. And even though I honestly wanted to swoon, I told him, “It sounds… worthy. I guess.”
 
   “You guess?”
 
   “I mean… you may wanna hit them with something a little harder, grittier…”
 
   He sighed, standing up from the bed to pace back and forth. I watched with concerned eyes since it wasn’t like Gavin to get riled up about… anything really. But when he finally spoke, his frustrations began to make sense.
 
   “I can’t write hard and gritty lyrics when I feel fuckin’... fuzzy and warm.”
 
   “Fuzzy and warm? What’s that all about?”
 
   He stopped dead in his tracks, turning towards the bed and looking me dead in my eyes to confess, “You, Reagan. It’s about you.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say…”
 
   In a few long strides he was back to the bed, sitting on the edge right against my hip and taking my hand in his. “I don’t need you to say anything, sweetheart. I just want you to know, understand, that I… fucks with you; like for real.” 
 
   My heart pounded as I looked into his eyes and read further into what he was saying, though I couldn’t help but tease, “Oh you fucks with me, huh? Is that like, rapper code for something?” 
 
   He shrugged, plastering on the crooked smile that I loved so much. “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.”
 
   Now it was me who was smiling, hard and uncontrollably, as I took his face in my hands to pull him closer. “Well for the record, I fucks with you too.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
                 
 
   “So they want me to write a verse for her new single?”
 
   Caleb’s eyes were locked on his phone as we sat outside of the studio. I hadn’t been back home for more than a few hours before I was already being shipped off to somewhere new; this time to the recording studio that was thankfully only a short flight away. We had arrived at my recording session a little early, so while I was busy scrolling through Instagram, he was busy reading emails. 
 
   He glided his finger through the lengthy message a little more before he finally answered, “Well… not exactly.”
 
   That got my full attention.
 
   When Caleb mentioned that Zalayah’s camp had reached out to him for us to do some work together, I wasn’t completely surprised. She was one of those young superstars who was beginning the transition from little teenage Pop&B diva to sexy songstress; something that could easily make or break her career. And since I was still in the “young” category as far as the industry was concerned, it made sense that we would link up eventually, though I still didn’t understand exactly how.
 
   “But you said they want me to be in the video…”
 
   He shrugged, finally giving me his eyes as he explained, “Well, yeah. As more of an… actor. The male lead. The star.”
 
   Wait… what?
 
   I did my best to keep my composure as I replied, “There’s a billion starving actors out in LA that could do this shit. Why does she want me?” I mean, I could pretty much assume why she wanted me. But Zalayah was… young, regardless of her actual age being considered “legal”. 
 
   “She’s hot right now, G. And you were her first choice, so her camp reached out. Now you don’t have to do it, but you’ll be missin’ out on a shitload of money, good publicity, and an opportunity normal dudes like me dream about.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes as I tried to think of my best friend as something other than a pervert. “Yeah, cause normal dudes like you ain’t got shit to look forward to at home. Reagan will kill me if I do this shit.” Even if she was understanding about the whole Shy-deal, the last thing I needed was to be getting mixed up with someone else; someone even more popular. 
 
   Caleb had the nerve to laugh as he said, “Nah, Reagan will be a very happy woman when you take her on a vacation to some private island with all the money you’ll make from doing it. It’s just acting, G. It’s not like you’ll really be stickin’ your dick in her.”
 
   I sighed, falling back against my seat. “But just the fact that you even have to say that shit let’s me know I’ll be doing the closest thing to it.” I could already see it now, some cheesy ass video with her dancing all on me… or worse.
 
   “Look, G. You want me to be your manager, so let me manage. This opportunity is golden, man. We can’t skip out on this.”
 
   Sure used that we so conveniently… 
 
   “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one that actually has to do it.”
 
   That got him fired up, causing him to scoot to the edge of his seat and yell, “Well if she would’ve asked me to do it, I would’ve done the shit for free! But she asked you, and she’s gonna pay you good for it. So you can either say yeah so I can email them back or you can say no so I can email them back. Either way, they need an answer by the end of the day.”
 
   I clicked the screen of my phone on to check the time and realized it was our turn to hit the studio. So I stood up and told Caleb, “Let me just… get through this session first, then I’ll make a decision.”
 
   He stood up too, clear disbelief on his face as he replied, “Bro, just go ahead and call Reagan. I know that’s what you really mean.” 
 
   Of course I had already considered consulting with her about it, but I still didn’t like how he had brought it up as if…, “You sayin’ that like she runs me or somethin’.”
 
   “She does! Everything is, Reagan will do this, Reagan will think that, Reagan will kill me if I do anything she doesn’t approve of. Get a grip, man. This is a business move that doesn’t have shit to do with Reagan. And if she doesn’t like it, oh well. She’ll get over it.” 
 
   I knew Caleb didn’t have a real problem with Reagan. Hell, he had grown to love her almost as much as I did. But being on the managerial side of things often changed his perspective. 
 
   “Again, easy for you to say considering you aren’t the one that has to deal with her. That’s my woman, man. And I respect the fuck outta our relationship, so I expect you to do the same.” 
 
   We stopped just short of the studio door to finish our conversation. “Bro, I get it. I promise you I do. But sometimes you gotta separate real life from career life to see the bigger picture. And big picture wise, you’d be an idiot to pass this up.” 
 
   I thought it over for a quick moment and realized Caleb was right. It was one stupid music video. All I had to do was play a role for a few takes and collect a check. And even if Reagan didn’t necessarily approve of me interacting with another woman regardless of the obvious circumstances, it really wasn’t up to her. 
 
   I had to do what was right for me. 
 
    
 
   &
 
   “Yo, G. Let’s take...” 
 
   I peeled the headphones from my ears and hung them on the mic stand before Caleb could even finish his sentence. We had been at it for hours, my voice raspy from rappin’ everything from heavy bass strip club songs to sweet and sexy love songs. But I was in the zone, desperate to get some music out before people were already moving on to someone else, someone new, someone deserving of the next 15 minutes. 
 
   The music industry moved on from one artist to the next at a rapid pace making it even harder for up-and-comers like me to stay relevant. Not that I would go down without leaving my mark first. But I knew nothing was really guaranteed, so I had to act like it; even if that meant staying in the studio all damn night.
 
   I stepped out of the soundproof room to the one designed for engineering, falling onto a couch and closing my eyes so I could regroup. Caleb was next to me, closer to the edge of the couch so that he could reach the coffee table and roll up a blunt. With all that was going on with my career, I had resorted back to smoking to alleviate some of the stress. But it was crazy to me how now that I had at least a little bit of stature, weed suddenly became no big deal when not that long ago, I had gotten bumped up for having it. But I guess if that wouldn’t have happened then I would’ve never met Reagan, so it was worth the trouble.
 
   Speaking of Reagan…
 
   I pulled my phone from my pocket and saw she had sent me a text a few hours earlier.
 
   Hey you. Hope you’re killin’ it in the studio. If you need help with some lyrics or somethin’, just let me know. I got you. ;) - Baè Griffey 
 
   I tossed my head back with a laugh, imagining my girl goin’ gangsta in the studio before I texted back: LOL. You’re so silly, sweetheart. I appreciate the offer, but I got this on lock. Hopefully I’ll be done soon. You still up? - G. Griffey
 
   Caleb lit the blunt before handing it to me to take a couple puffs. With it in one hand and my phone in the other, I read her reply. 
 
   You know I am. It’s really a shame that I can’t go to sleep without you here now, as if I haven’t done it for my whole life. - Baé Griffey
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was the effects of the weed or the effects of Reagan, but I felt giddy as hell as I typed out: That’s what happens when you fuck with a nigga like me. ;) - G. Griffey
 
   LOL whatever! I’m gonna *try* to go to sleep. The key is in it’s usual place. - Baé Griffey
 
   I’ll be there as soon as I can - G. Griffey 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   The sun was shining right on my face as I stirred from my sleep. Thankfully, I had set my alarm long before I had actually gotten tired because I didn’t remember falling asleep at all. In fact, I hadn’t expected to go to sleep until Gavin showed up which I was just now realizing never happened.
 
   Well that’s strange.
 
   I reached over to the nightstand to check my phone and there were no messages or missed calls; not from him at least. There was only a text from Leilani about grabbing drinks after work that I planned on ignoring until she actually called me out on it. These days, I was staying home for new reasons.
 
   New reasons that have some explaining to do....
 
   I skipped out of my text conversation with Leilani to go to the one from the night before with Gavin, making sure I hadn’t only dreamt of our plans for him to come by when he got back in town from the studio.
 
   But nope.
 
   It was real.
 
   I thought about shooting him a new text to make sure he was okay, but I didn’t wanna be clingy about it. If he hadn’t come over, I was sure it was for good reason. Or maybe it had just… slipped his mind. I mean, he did have a ton of shit going on. I couldn’t really expect him to spend the night every night. 
 
   I got out of bed and began my morning routine as normal, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had gone wrong. So instead of giving him a panicky phone call, I decided to shoot that text after all. 
 
   Hey Gavin. Missed you last night. I hope everything is okay. - Reagan
 
   I grabbed a banana and my pre-made smoothie to distract me from my phone since I honestly wanted to just sit there and stare at it until he responded. But if I would’ve really done that, I would’ve damn near had to call in sick for work as a response didn’t come for hours later. 
 
   I’m good, Reagan. Thanks for checking. - G 
 
   My eyes were squinted as I read the text over and over again, trying to figure out if I was just imagining it’s vagueness. It was almost like someone else had sent it considering it didn’t exactly give me Gavin-vibes.
 
   And since when is he just “G”? 
 
   Instead of responding, I tossed my phone in my purse and locked it in the desk cabinet drawer. If he wanted to be focused on his career, then I was gonna do the same. 
 
   &
 
   I decided to take Leilani up on her offer; anything to distract me from the fact that I basically hadn’t talked to Gavin all day. Of course there were days that I heard from him less than others. But he had always made it a point to check in with me at least a few times throughout the day no matter how busy he got.
 
   “Maybe he’s in some top secret illuminati-initiation meeting or somethin’,” Leilani tossed out randomly as if she could read my mind. 
 
   I gave her a side-eye as my phone buzzed on the table. My heart jumped as I snatched it up quickly, but I was incredibly disappointed when it was just an Instagram notification. 
 
   @GGriff23 tagged you in a photo.
 
   My first reaction was, “Oh, so he can be on Instagram, but not send me a text?” But I held off on seeing that through until I could actually see what the picture was. I opened my Instagram app and was surprised when it was a picture of me and only me; a picture that I had sent him personally before deciding to make the trip up to see him perform at the birthday party. 
 
   Good thing I have clothes on in this one...
 
   The caption read: Missin’ this woman like crazy! Hate being away from her, but grateful that she gets it... #WomanCrushEveryday #BaéGriffey
 
   There were a ton of girls in the comments swooning in my honor. And as much as I wanted to be flattered, an Instagram post wasn’t the solution to my problem. 
 
   “Well… is it him?” I had almost forgotten Leilani was there. But instead of answering her question with words, I slid my phone across the table so she could see the post for herself. 
 
   I watched her eyes light up as she read it over. “Awwwww, Reagan. This is the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen!”
 
   I shrugged, unimpressed. “Yeah, it’s nice. I guess.”
 
   “Why aren’t you happy about it?”
 
   “It’s social media, Lei. He could’ve just said this shit to me instead of announcing it to the whole world.” Even if he had just sent me that same exact message personally, I would’ve been happier about it.
 
   “But he did, Reagan. He let everyone know that you’re the girl on his mind even in the midst of his budding career. Don’t be so hard on him, girl. He’s trying.” 
 
   I knew there was some truth to Leilani’s words though they didn’t exactly make me feel better. “This isn’t about him trying for everyone else, this is about him trying for me. I mean, the fact that I’ve already been going with the flow as much as I have is plenty. The least he could do is get in touch.” 
 
   Leilani sighed, nodding her head to agree while still assuring me, “I’m sure he will, Reagan. Just be patient. And understanding. Everything will be fine.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Reagan was leaning against the frame of her apartment door looking even better than I remembered. I hadn’t seen her in days, only the occasional pictures and FaceTime calls. But seeing her up close, live and in color, had a nigga ready to write an apology song 90s R&B style. 
 
   She wasn’t quite smiling, but she wasn’t frowning either as she brushed it off. “No need. I get it. You’re busy. I’m second. And I have to be okay with that.” 
 
   She started to turn around, but instead of following her, I grabbed her by the wrist to stop her. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be okay with that cause you’re not second.”
 
   Her face scrunched as she asked, “Third?”
 
   “Reagan…”
 
   “What? I’m trying to talk myself out of chewin’ your ass out over this.” 
 
   That’s honestly what I had expected long before we even got to this point, so I had no problem telling her, “It’s okay. I deserve it. Let me have it, sweetheart.” 
 
   She sighed, looking past me as she whispered, “Gavin, I’m really taming the beast right now. Let me do this.”
 
   “Nope. I wanna hear it,” I challenged, as I crossed my arms over my chest. Sure, it may have sounded dumb for me to ask her to rip into my ass. But I knew letting her have her moment was the only way we’d make it past this situation. 
 
   She looked around me again as if she was expecting a neighbor to walk past. But since no one was around but us, she finally let loose, stabbing a finger in my chest as she said, “If you ever do that shit to me again, I promise I will lose your number, block you, get a restraining order, all of that and more. Hell, I’ll change my name and relocate if you don’t take me serious. Because that shit? No. Can’t do it. Not gonna do it. I am no one’s second, or third, or…”
 
   I cut her off, grabbing her by the shoulders as I said, “I hear you, Reagan. I’m sorry.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes as if she didn’t believe me. “Sorry is a word, Gavin. I require action. Real action. Not Instagram love letters, but in my face, or in my ears, or…”
 
   I cut her off again. “What about in your pussy?”
 
   Her eyes went wide as she whisper-yelled, “No! Women give fuckin’ apologies; men use fuckin’ as a weapon to blind women from their bullshit. That’s why we have so many illegitimate children now!”
 
   I smiled at her, the one I knew she couldn’t resist, as I joked, “Hey. I’m technically an illegitimate child if that’s the standards we’re using. 
 
   She finally yanked away from me as she tossed out, “Whatever, Gavin.” 
 
   Though I could kind of joke about it now that we were face-to-face, I still didn’t want any bad air between us. I knew I had fucked up, and even though it wasn’t solely my fault, I had no problem taking the blame. 
 
   So I confidently wrapped her in an embrace and told her, “Seriously though, sweetheart. You’re a priority to me, my top priority, and I didn’t mean to make you feel otherwise.” 
 
   “So don’t.” 
 
   “Noted. Now can I come inside already?” 
 
   Her eyes were on everything but me as she answered with a shrug, “I don’t know. I may have your replacement in there waiting for me to come back to bed.”
 
   I stared at her for a minute and could thankfully see a hint of a smile beginning to surface, so I jokingly fired back, “My replacement? Damn, it’s like that?”
 
   The smile finally made its way to her lips - the first one she had given me all day - and I was grateful for it even if it was a result of her teasing me. “Nah, I’m just messin’ with you. Now come inside and… give me an illegitimate child or somethin’. I mean, it’s the least you could do for all the trouble you’ve caused.” 
 
   I smiled proudly as I replied, “My pleasure.”
 
   &
 
   “Is this like a… “want to” or a “have to”? Cause if it’s a want to, I’m definitely holding you hostage.” 
 
   Reagan still being naked in bed was certainly a hard bargain to compete with, but Caleb would kill me if I missed my plane out to the video shoot. He had already rearranged my flight twice so I could spend the weekend making it up to Reagan, though the way she had her leg perched up making her booty look a little plumper had me considering a third. 
 
   I sighed as I continued getting dressed. “Unfortunately, it’s a “have to”. I mean, unless I can just quit my job and live off of your community center checks.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, blowing out a sigh of her own. “Hell, I can hardly live off those checks.” 
 
   “You need some money, Reagan? Why didn’t you just ask?” I knew Reagan was the definition of Ms. Independent, but I still wasn’t okay with the idea of her struggling for no reason. 
 
   If I had it, we had it.
 
   But of course she brushed me off, climbing from the bed and heading to the bathroom. “No, Gavin. I don’t need your money. I’m fine. Perfectly fine.”
 
   Yes, you are...
 
   I followed her, admiring her from behind, as I said, “I’m serious, sweetheart. Anything you need, I got you.” 
 
   She turned around just short of the door, teasing me with her still mostly naked frame as she tossed back, “I need you to stay your ass here; that’s what I need. But I get it. I’m sec….”
 
   I cut her off before she could even hop back on the bullshit wagon. “Reagan, quit playin’. We already went over this. And I’ll be back in a couple days anyway. You’ll hardly have enough time to miss me.”
 
   “I already miss you and you’re still here,” she whined. 
 
   I could hardly stand to look at her as I felt myself getting put right back under the spell that had kept me here this long. “Sweetheart, don’t make this even harder on me.”
 
   She put a hand to my chest, gliding her fingers along the buttons of my shirt. “I’m not doing it on purpose, Gavin. I just… wish we were normal sometimes.”
 
   “We could be if you’d just come with me.” I had already asked her on multiple occasions to join me on the journey full-time, but she continuously turned it down. 
 
   Sometimes it was about the kids, sometimes it was about the lifestyle, and this time it was about…, “Still wouldn’t be normal. You’d be working and I’d be… what would I even do with all that free time?” 
 
   I could think of a million ways she could spend her time, but my first suggestion was easily, “Spend all this money I’m making. It’s a win-win for the both of us.”
 
   Any other girl would’ve jumped at the opportunity, but I knew my Reagan wasn’t any other girl. She was analytical, a realist, a firecracker.
 
   My firecracker.
 
   She finally continued her pursuit of the bathroom, stopping at the mirror to check her neck for love bites that had no way of hiding on her bright skin. And I helped her check, knowing there were a couple of places that I couldn’t resist myself in tasting.
 
   “First of all, you don’t even have an album out yet so I know you aren’t making that damn much. Second of all, I don’t know if I really wanna see that side of you. I prefer the real you, not the celebrity one.” 
 
   “They’re one in the same,” I assured her, as I lifted her hair to check the back of her neck.
 
   “But they’re not. When you become G. Griffey, you’re all… roughneck sex symbol, and arrogant, and whatever else rappers do. But when you’re Gavin, you’re nice, and considerate, and… normal.” 
 
   I turned her around, smashing her against the bathroom counter as I replied, “Just like when you’re Reagan, you’re sexy, and silly, and fun to be around. And when you’re Ms. Reagan, you’re tough, and arrogant, and whatever else boss ladies do. But you know what? Maybe it’s not about me being the real me. Maybe it’s about you being the real you.” 
 
   “The real me? What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   I had become well-versed on both sides of Reagan. And though I could appreciate them both for different reasons, I knew there were chapters of her story that were unnecessarily being cut out. 
 
   So as I lifted her onto the counter and settled in between her thighs, I explained, “I just know there’s gotta be more to you than slavin’ at that community center all day and night. You’re still young, Reagan. You should be having fun; not letting the prime of your life pass you by.”
 
   Her arms were around my neck as she fired back, “And you think by coming on this… adventure with you, somehow I’ll be doing just that?”
 
   “I know it, sweetheart. I mean, at least you’ll be with me. That’s gotta be worth something, right?”
 
   “Eh… maybe,” she teased. 
 
   “Reagan, just give it a chance. If you don’t like it, I’m sure the community center will take you back with open arms. But if you do like it, you might as well start picking out wedding dresses or somethin’.”
 
   “Wedding dresses?”
 
   “Yeah, wedding dresses. Cause if you can hang, I definitely gotta marry your ass.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   I can’t keep up.
 
   That’s all I could think about as I sat in the studio with Gavin at three in the morning on a Tuesday, struggling to keep my eyes open. By now, I would’ve long been showered and in bed. And even if I couldn’t sleep, my body would’ve at least been some level of calm. But in the studio, the music was too loud, the haze from the smoke was too thick, and the company was too active.
 
   It didn’t make sense to me how we had been up since five in the morning running around town between photoshoots, and interviews, and meetings with the label. Yet Gavin still managed to have enough energy to record songs; enthusiastically record songs. He was all in, eyes closed as he rapped the lyrics of a song I’d vaguely heard him practicing earlier in the car between activities. But at the time, my eyes were closed as I tried to take advantage of the short stint of peace and quiet. 
 
   As I looked around, I was grateful that instead of completely quitting my job, I had used my couple of weeks of vacation time to give things a test run. Of course there were some enjoyable moments, and it was cool to see what Gavin did on a daily basis. But more often than not, it felt like work, even for me as I tagged along. I guess since I was present, Gavin felt the need to include me in stuff I honestly wanted no parts of like visions for his pending tour, and outfit choices for his upcoming events. I could appreciate him valuing my opinion, but I was more than fine being in the background of the operations; even now as he called out to me from the recording booth.
 
   “Reagan, how’d that sound? Should I do it over?”
 
   I hadn’t even been paying close enough attention to answer honestly, so instead I just gave him a thumbs up. And apparently that wasn’t good enough as he asked Caleb to run it back. 
 
   I readjusted in my spot on the couch, my arm being my saving grace in holding my head up when some random girl came and settled in next to me. I tried my best to ignore her, but she took it upon herself to start a conversation anyway.
 
   “You must be super proud of him. I mean, he’s really making shit happen.”
 
   “Yeah. Very proud.” Maybe by being short with her, she’d take the hint in leaving me alone.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   “You know… it’s fascinating to me how loyal he is to you. I mean, I’m around these guys quite a bit, so I’ve seen them all do their share of dirt. But not Gavin. Gavin keeps a clean record. Squeaky clean.”
 
   I nodded as I told her, “Good to know.”
 
   There was a silence between us for awhile, so much so that I had become hopeful that she was actually gonna leave me alone.
 
   But that hope was short-lived as she tossed out, “What’s your secret? How do you keep his attention? I mean, clearly it’s not your looks.”
 
   This bitch…
 
   Sure I wasn’t looking like a beauty queen after a 22-hour day, but who did? And the environment at studio was completely casual, this random broad being the only one dressed up while the rest of us had on t-shirts and jeans. 
 
   So I held back my attitude, instead giving her a sarcastic smirk as I explained, “I suppose it’s my honesty. I’m not hiding behind a head full of weave, a truckload of makeup, and a sheet of silicone injections. My life mission is not to please Gavin, it’s to be his woman, to be supportive, all while still being myself. I don’t need a trick to keep his attention. I do it naturally.” 
 
   And just when I felt like I had served this bitch, she gave a little laugh and said, “No, really… what’s your secret?”
 
   I cocked my head to the side, trying to figure out if she was serious. And when she didn’t budge, I knew it was time to excuse myself. I wasn’t in the hall for more than a minute before Gavin came out with a concerned look on his face.
 
   “What’s the matter, Reagan? Is everything okay?”
 
   I had my back against the wall and my eyes closed as I answered, “I’m just… tired. And when I’m tired, I get cranky. And when I get cranky, I’m tempted to slap some sense into clueless bitches like that girl in the engineering room.”
 
   Gavin had the nerve to laugh, peeling me from the wall and pulling me into a hug. “Reagan, chill. I know Ciara isn’t the smartest chick in the bunch, but that’s Caleb’s little… friend. So I can’t exactly get rid of her.” 
 
   “You don’t have to get rid of her, Gavin. Just tell her to leave me alone. If she wants to keep all of her teeth, that is.”
 
   He laughed again even though I was dead ass serious. “Damn, sweetheart. She’s bothering you that much?”
 
   I pulled away from him so that I could see his face when I answered, “She basically asked me how do I manage to be some ugly bitch and still keep your attention.”
 
   Gavin’s face scrunched as he replied with more confusion than anything, “Ugly? You and I both know you’re far from ugly, Reagan.”
 
   “But I’m not some 34-24-36 model either.”
 
   “And that’s exactly why I love you. I don’t want some stupid ass model. I want you. The girl that instead of trying to impress me at every turn, is forcing me to impress her. To be on my shit for her. To do better for her. And besides, you’re way sexier than any model I’ve ever seen.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You’re supposed to say that, Gavin.”
 
   His tone turned serious as he tilted my chin up so that I was forced to meet his eyes. “Well it’s the truth, sweetheart. I love you. All of you. Exactly how you are. Now let me go wrap up in the studio real quick and then we can head to the hotel. Deal?”
 
   “Deal,” I answered with a nod. 
 
   I only let him get a few steps away before I called out to him. And when he turned around, I let out a satisfied sigh before I told him for the very first time, “I love you too.” 
 
   &
 
   “Reagan, wake up. We gotta get goin’.”
 
   It honestly felt like I had just fallen asleep as Gavin literally shook me awake. And when I finally rolled over and peeked at the clock with one eye open, I realized it was true; that I had only been asleep for a little over two hours. 
 
   “Gavin, you have got to be shittin’ me. There’s no way I’m getting out of this bed already,” I whined as I grabbed the comforter and pulled it over my head. 
 
   But the darkness didn’t last long as he pulled it right back. “Reagan, I gotta be at the studio in an hour and I know if you don’t get up now, there’s no way you’ll be ready by then.” 
 
   Through squinty eyes I suggested, “Just give me 10 more minutes. I’ll save time on the backend by throwing my hair in a ponytail.”
 
   “Nah, Reagan. I need you to look your best today. A few of the label’s execs are planning on dropping by the studio, so everything has to be on point. You included.” 
 
   Something about the way he said it lit a fire under me that forced me to sit up. “Are you trying to say I don’t look on point with a ponytail? Cause if that’s the case, I’ll just stay here at the hotel, or fly home, or...”
 
   He cut me off. “No, Reagan. That’s not what I’m saying at all. I just need you to have some of that… “shit on everybody” energy you had the way you did for the wedding.”
 
   “But I’m not trying to impress anybody.”
 
   “Wait. So you went out of your way to impress a nigga that didn’t want you, but won’t do me a favor by gettin’ just a little put together?” 
 
   I wanted to be offended, but he actually had a point. I mean, even though Michael kinda wanted me, I had certainly made it a point to shit on him and his wife at the wedding. But that fact wasn’t enough to stop me from firing back, “Oh, so now I’m not put together?” 
 
   He let out an exhausted sigh, holding his hands up with his eyes closed before finally replying through clenched teeth, “Reagan… I don’t need this shit today. You wanna wear a ponytail? Fine. I don’t care.” 
 
   I pulled the covers back and climbed out of bed just so I could get in his face and tell him, “You give up too easily.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The power struggle. You gave up after like… a few exchanges. Way too easily.”
 
   He let out a laugh that was more edgy than friendly, swiping his face before he asked, “What you want me to do? Slap you upside your head and force you to flat iron it? I got more important shit to worry about than your hair, Reagan.”
 
   “Oh. But just a minute ago, my hair was the most important thing about me.”
 
   He sighed a, “Fuck, Reagan. I’m not in the mood to go back and forth with you, alright? Just... do what you gotta do and meet me downstairs in the lobby.” Then he left the room without even a peek back. 
 
   I was stunned, giving the hem of my t-shirt a tug as I tried to reason myself right.
 
   But I wasn’t.
 
   It was a simple request and I had been difficult about it for no reason other than the fact that I was crabby about running off of a couple hours of sleep. There was definitely an honest conversation that needed to be had about this whole… lifestyle switch. 
 
   But right now, my focus was on shittin’ on people in Gavin’s honor. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   “Hey. You ready to go?”
 
   I peeked up from my phone to a girl I hardly recognized. I mean, of course I recognized her, but I hadn’t seen her like this in… damn, since the wedding. 
 
   Reagan looked good.
 
   Too damn good.
 
   So damn good that it would’ve really been in my best interest to leave her here instead of bringing her around a crowd of thirsty ass niggas at the studio. 
 
   But it wasn’t only about the look. It was the fact that she had actually listened to my request, even if it did come with a bunch of useless bickering. I usually didn’t even engage in that shit, but the impending visit from my bosses in the studio had me all shook up. I knew I had been on point as far as the album was coming. But having them listening in as I worked had me… anxious; though my heart was now racing for new reasons as I looked at my girl. 
 
   I had to gain my composure before I stood up to join her. “Yeah, I’m ready.” 
 
   She smiled as if she could read my feelings before she led the way outside to the car. Caleb was already inside, on his phone as usual. But once he heard the door open, that got his attention… and held his attention as he gave Reagan a shameless onceover.
 
   “Damn, Reagan. You look… great,” he pushed out as he flashed his eyes back to me, checking to see if I was offended. I gave him a nod to let him know he was good as I helped Reagan into the backseat. 
 
   “Thanks, Caleb. Just trying to look the part,” she tossed out as she buckled her seatbelt. 
 
   I couldn’t tell if she being sarcastic or not, so I quickly assured her, “Sweetheart, I would’ve been fine with the ponytail. I told you that already. You look good regardless.” In all honesty, I preferred Reagan with messy hair, wearing sweatpants and one of my t-shirts. Not that I didn’t appreciate her getting all dolled up, but I didn’t want that to get twisted into me preferring this over the real, everyday her. 
 
   “No, I know. But this isn’t about looking good regardless; this is about doing you a favor. I mean, we’ve been doing them since the beginning. Why stop now?”
 
   Even though Caleb didn’t know the full meaning of what she was talking about, he still managed to chime in, “Ewww, man. I’m not tryna hear about ya’ll doin’ each other favors. I’ve already heard plenty of that shit back at the crib.” 
 
   We both laughed as I leaned over to Reagan and whispered, “We good?” 
 
   She nodded her head, giving me a goofy smile as she answered, “For now.” 
 
   &
 
   I shook hands with each of the execs one-by-one, wishing them well as I sent them on their way. The past couple hours had been gruesome as I was forced to find a renewed source of energy to deliver each of the tracks I had worked on in the past few weeks. Thankfully they were impressed enough to only have a few questions, mainly about how soon I could finish the album so they could begin working on a promotional tour. And while the news of that was exciting, it was also exhausting. I had been busting my ass for what honestly already felt like forever, and according to them this was only the beginning. So I’d just have to suck it up. 
 
   The second the elevator door closed, it felt like a weight had been lifted off of my shoulders. But it was put right back on as Caleb jumped on my shoulder and said, “Bro, you killed that! Them execs were beside themselves listenin’ to you flow.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d be beside myself too if I saw a cash cow rappin’ live.” I knew that was the real reason they were so in tune. My skills were their opportunity to cash in and though I couldn’t blame them, that part of the deal would never not be hard to swallow.
 
   My exhaustion must’ve been clear as Caleb suggested, “Look, how about you take a break, chill out with Reagan for a minute, and then we’ll get back to it in about an hour or so? I have some phone calls to make and Zalayah’s camp is supposed to be sending me the final cut of the video.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes, knowing that wasn’t exactly good news. While the video shoot hadn’t been as racy as I imagined it to be, there were still some shots that I had a feeling Reagan wouldn’t be too pleased with. And even though I had already warned her about it, seeing it for herself was surely gonna reopen the wound. 
 
   Still, I took Caleb’s advice and headed back into the engineering room to find Reagan already sleep on the couch. I was honestly impressed that she had managed to stay awake during the whole visit, but I suppose that was part of the favor. The favor that I’d have to return in a major way. 
 
   Instead of waking her completely, I sat down next to her and pulled her into my chest. She shuffled a little bit before she found a comfortable spot, sighing herself further against my body. 
 
   Suddenly everything felt at peace.
 
   I wasn’t worried about the album, or the label, or the video. I was in the moment with her - the real her -, the one that I had met by chance and fallen in love with by choice. The one that had stole my heart with every witty remark she spewed my way. The one that didn’t always make a whole lot of sense, but made herself believe otherwise just because she was strong-minded. The one that I could listen to rattle on and on about shit I really didn’t care about, but made myself care about just because it was important to her. 
 
   I gave her a lingering kiss to her forehead, hoping that was enough to transfer my feelings to her subconscious before I dozed off to sleep right with her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   “I’ve never been happier to be home in my life.” 
 
   Gavin laughed even though I was dead serious as we strolled into my apartment together. I didn’t even have enough strength to carry my own suitcase and apparently he didn’t either as he dragged it down the hall to my bedroom. I plopped down on the couch, suddenly grateful for it’s overused feel that reminded me of home. 
 
   Because this was home.
 
   Not the road, or the hotels, or the studio.
 
   This was where I belonged. 
 
   And I wasn’t sure how Gavin would take that. 
 
   We still hadn’t talked about if I was going to quit my job, but I knew my answer was a strong no. While I had enjoyed being around Gavin more than I had been since he had gotten signed, I missed my normal everyday routine including working at the center. I missed having a purpose bigger than myself in working with the kids. I missed… sleeping in the same bed every night. 
 
   So when Gavin joined me on the couch, I knew I had to get that off of my chest before it exploded. But he didn’t make things any easier as he wrapped an arm around my shoulder, pulling me into what also felt like home against his chest. 
 
   We sat in a comfortable silence for a few moments before Gavin said, “Spill it, Reagan.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I know something is on your mind. So spill it.”
 
   I released a deep breath, trying to figure out how to explain myself. “Gavin, I just…”
 
   He cut me off before I could even put it nicely. “You’re not about that life.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “My lifestyle. It’s not for you. I already got that figured out. But what I haven’t figured out is how we can make it work with you here and me… everywhere else. I mean, we tried that shit already and I’m obviously no good at it.” It only took me a couple of seconds to digest his words before I was flying from his chest onto my feet.
 
   “Wait a minute. Are you breaking up with me?”
 
   You would’ve thought I told a corny joke with how amused he looked when he finally answered, “What? I mean… no, Reagan. I’m not breakin’ up with you. I’m just… stating the obvious.”
 
   “The obvious that we can’t work with me here and you… everywhere else. Got it.”
 
   Before I could begin to pace this shit out, Gavin was already on his feet stopping me. “Chill out, sweetheart. I’m just sayin’ we gotta come up with a new plan. I mean, of course I wish I could pack you up and take you with me everywhere I go. But I also know how miserable you were, so I get it. We’ll figure it out one way or another; alright?” 
 
   I refused to give him my eyes, so he used his hand to tilt my chin and do it for me, asking again, “Alright, Reagan?” 
 
   And as I got lost in his eyes the way I always seemed to do, I knew I couldn’t have said no if I wanted to.
 
   &
 
   I never thought I’d be happy about going to work, but I was literally buzzing with excitement as I unlocked the front doors of the center. And that’s how I really knew I was excited; the fact that I was actually the first one to show up, that I was early to work for the first time in… forever. 
 
   I was sure a shitload of work had piled up while I was gone even though the assistant director had thankfully handled some of it. But even that wasn’t enough to deter my enthusiasm. In fact, I was thrilled to dive into paperwork, and see all the kids, and solve problems that had nothing to do with the music industry. 
 
   I unlocked the door to my office, and flipped on the light switch to a pleasant surprise. There was a bouquet of flowers on my desk with a note neatly tucked in the middle. My heart swooned before I could even figure out who they were from, though I had a pretty good feeling about the sender.
 
   They better be from him.
 
   I sat my purse down, taking a full whiff of the arrangement before I yanked the note from the holder.
 
   Though I wish you were with me, I still hope you have a good first day back.
 
   Missin’ you already,
 
   <3 Gavin
 
   I read it over a few times, smiling harder and harder each time as if the message had changed. 
 
   But it hadn’t. 
 
   He hadn’t.
 
   Besides the one little hiccup, he had still managed to stick to his morals, stick to his word, stick to… me. 
 
   And while I had never imagined myself dating a rapper - falling in love with a rapper -, I was proudly eating my words now. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
   I hate this shit.
 
   There was nothing like being in a room full of people, all there on your behalf, and still talking around you like you don’t exist. I mean, sure there were parts of the conversation I didn’t care about, shit they could’ve discussed without my presence. But there were other parts, like the latest topic of conversation, that grinded my gears.
 
   “A spoken-for sex symbol is not marketable.”
 
   “What about Beyoncé? She’s sexy and married.”
 
   “She’s a woman! Men don’t care about there being another man in the picture. Women do. Women get legitimately jealous. Women will stop listening to your music if they know they don’t have a chance with you.”
 
   “That’s bullshit. Women still love Usher and he’s been married, divorced, and married again.”
 
   “Who? Because if we’re talking about the same person, I’d say he’s been forgotten about...”
 
   “Hello? I am right here, ya know. And while I understand the concerns, this discussion isn’t gonna change my relationship status.”
 
   The exec, Wendy I think her name was, sighed as she said, “We understand that, G. And we don’t need it to. We just have to… keep it under wraps. You know, no public sightings, no more Instagram posts…”
 
   I cut her off before she could get ahead of herself. “Ya’ll act like I’m in high school or somethin’. I’m grown as fuck and so is my girl. If anything, ya’ll should be spinning this shit in our favor. You know… healthy black love? Normal black people in a non-dysfunctional relationship?” Everyone in the room looked confused as if the idea had never hit ‘em before. 
 
   Probably hasn’t.
 
   Another exec - maybe Tom… or Tim? Yeah, Tim - spoke for the group. “Look, G. While that’s all fine and dandy, it doesn’t sell records, especially rap records. Women wanna hear you rap songs about how you’re gonna fuck them, not about how you already make love to your… girlfriend.”
 
   I tried my best to stay calm as I replied, “Well whose fault is that? I mean, ya’ll knew what kind of artist ya’ll were signing, right?” 
 
   Wendy held her hands up as she assured, “Of course! And we will do everything we need to to accommodate you. But we’re also realists, Gavin. So while your love is… sweet, we aren’t trying to book cooking shows or spots on Steve Harvey’s couch. We’re trying to sell records. And you want to sell records, right?”
 
   “I highly doubt my relationship status will affect that as much as ya’ll say. But to answer your question, yes I wanna sell records.” 
 
   “Well we need you to do this one thing for us. Just… keep it low-key, alright? It’ll be better for the both of you anyway.” 
 
   Though I knew for a fact Reagan had never been too fond of the spotlight, I also knew she probably wouldn’t be too fond of things being… low-key. Even if she didn’t wanna be known as, “G. Griffey’s girlfriend”, she also didn’t want there to be any confusion that I was in fact off the market; proudly off the market. 
 
   But I also couldn’t let our relationship control every aspect of my career. And while I knew Reagan understood that to some extent, I was already preparing myself for the backlash. 
 
                &
 
   “You know… I was starting to wonder if you forgot you even had a mother. I mean, it’s been so long since you’ve come to see me.” 
 
   I laughed my mama off though I knew she was right. It had been far too long since I saw her in person, even if we had always kept in touch over the phone. I guess between keeping up with my damn self and trying to keep up with Reagan, Mama had unintentionally gotten put on the backburner. But since I wasn’t as worried about her health anymore and she was settled back into the routine of things at home, I felt more at ease about the delayed visit. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Mama. You know stuff has been moving unexpectedly fast.” It had taken multiple schedule changes for me to even sneak off and see her this go-round. Thankfully she understood, even if it came with her calling me out on it. 
 
   “Well don’t you let it pass you by without taking some time to enjoy it all, son. Speaking of which, where’s my Reagan? I haven’t seen her high-yella behind either. She used to come by here before you took her hostage.”
 
   “She did?” Reagan had hardly even mentioned my mom since the time we went to go visit her in the hospital before we were even a thing. So the news of her not only visiting, but visiting her at home, was surprising. 
 
   “Mmhm. Use to bring me an apple pie on every visit too. And how do you think I got all settled in? I mean, since my son was all over the country doing who knows what...” 
 
   I caught her usual dose of shade, but instead decided to address the first part of her answer. “Mama, you know you’re not supposed to be eating even one slice of apple pie, let alone a whole one.”
 
   She waved me off. “Oh hush up, Gavin. What’s the point of being here if I can’t enjoy myself? If that’s the case, you might as well start pickin’ out my headstone now.”
 
   “Mama, don’t start. The doctors say you’re doing better than ever, almost at a full recovery.”
 
   “And I can guarantee you that apple pie had something to do with it. But enough about me, what’s going on with you? Reagan showed me that little video of you performing at someone’s birthday party.” 
 
   I couldn’t believe Reagan had actually showed my mama footage of me rappin’. Not that she hadn’t heard my songs before, but I was sure her seeing me spit less than holy lyrics live came with a bunch of grunts of disapproval. 
 
   But still I answered, “You know, same ‘ol same ‘ol. Had a meeting with the label the other day and they suggested I keep my relationship with Reagan under wraps.”
 
   Mama looked almost as confused about the whole thing as I initially was when she asked, “What? Why?”
 
   “Something about a taken sex symbol not being marketable; that if I wanna sell records, we need to lay low.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Reagan’s gorgeous. They should be wanting to show her off as much as they show your raggedy behind.” 
 
   I was glad someone saw things my way, even if it came with a new dose of shade. But considering the way the execs had reacted to it, you would’ve thought I said somethin’ completely off the wall. 
 
   “That’s what I said, Mama. But I guess that’s not how it works. I don’t know how I’m gonna tell her though.” 
 
   “Reagan’s a sensible girl. She’ll understand. But just because ya’ll are gonna be “laying low” doesn’t mean she should feel like ya’ll are doing it. You keep doing everything you’ve been doing, everything you did to get her in the first place. Don’t let that damn record deal get to your head and to your heart because I can guarantee you those people don’t give a shit about your best interests. All they care about is the money.” 
 
   I nodded my head to agree with her and she continued on, “And Reagan’s a gem. Just the type of girl you need to keep your ass in line. Don’t lose her over a career that may not last forever. Platinum records won’t keep you warm at night, baby.” 
 
   I swear Mama knew exactly what to say, exactly what I needed to hear before I actually talked to Reagan about it. So I took her hand, giving it a squeeze as I assured her, “I got you, Mama. Now where’s the rest of that apple pie hiding?” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “Damn, I thought you’d be happy to see me.” 
 
   I laughed, more embarrassed than anything as I pulled Gavin into my office, shutting and locking the door behind us. I wasn’t sure how many days it had been since I last saw him in person, but anytime away was honestly long enough. My arms were locked around his neck as I gave a little jump so that I could wrap my legs around his waist, hardly caring that I had on a dress. 
 
   His smile was crooked as he locked his hands under my thighs and said, “That’s more like it.” 
 
   I gave him as many kisses as I could before I finally took the time to ask, “Now really. What are you doing here?” 
 
   “I wanted to see you, sweetheart. Worked in a little down time, so I figured I’d use it the best way possible.”
 
   “Who’s to say I have that kind of time?”
 
   “Who’s to say I was talkin’ about that? Nasty ass…” 
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh considering I was caught red handed. In fact, I had already been thinking about optimal positions to at least get my own satisfaction. 
 
   “Well if you aren’t talking about that, then what are you talking about?”
 
   His laugh rumbled against my skin from top to bottom as he replied, “Damn, I can’t come see you without an agenda, huh?”
 
   “I mean you can. But I am at work so…” 
 
   He let me down to my feet and I immediately began adjusting my dress as he said, “I went by Mama’s today. She said you’ve been visiting her. Why didn’t I know about this?”
 
   I shrugged as I answered, “I wasn’t exactly doing it for a gold star. I just figured she could use the company since you’ve been away a lot. I mean, the least we could do is sulk in our sorrows together.” 
 
   He immediately looked concerned, so I quickly flashed him a smile to let him know I was just teasing. I wasn’t exactly sure why I had reached out to Gavin’s mom. I guess it just… seemed like the right thing to do, especially since she was dealing with the recovery alone. Sure she was a tough lady, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t use the company. 
 
   “Well I appreciate it, Reagan. Real shit. Anybody that’s good with Moms is forever good with me.”
 
   “I like the sound of that,” I replied, as I stood on my tippy toes to give him another kiss.
 
   “Now tell me how you managed to catch a break for a change.” It hardly seemed possible for Gavin to be here without at least a steadily-ringing phone. 
 
   He sighed, falling into my chair before allowing me to settle in on his lap. “Had to work it in, move some shit around, piss a bunch of people off.” 
 
   “All that work to come see little ol’ me, huh?” I teased. 
 
   He pulled me closer to his chest, growling in my ear, “All that work for you, sweetheart.”
 
   “You sure you didn’t come here with an agenda?”
 
   His tone changed as he answered, “Well I did. But not that kind.”  
 
   Something about the way he spoke had me concerned. But I tried not to overreact, instead tossing out a simple, “What’s up?”
 
   He sighed again, so naturally I braced myself. “Reagan, this is gonna sound dumb as shit. And for the record, I think its dumb as shit but… the label told me that I have to keep us on the low.”
 
   I sat up so that I could see his face as I asked, “Keep us on the low? What does that even mean?”
 
   His expression was unmistakably serious as he answered, “Like… no public shit whatsoever. Said it’s bad for sales. A spoken-for sex symbol isn’t marketable. Their words.” 
 
   I didn’t want to sound like a crazed idiot by asking more questions though I had a ton.
 
   Who came up with this shit?
 
   You’re actually going along with this shit? 
 
   Are you breaking up with me?
 
   “O… kay,” I pushed out before the other side of me could line jump the sensible one. 
 
   He seemed surprised, his eyes wide as he asked, “Okay?... Like okay, you’re cool?”
 
   “No, not exactly. But if that’s the angle they’re taking with you then I understand.” The last thing I wanted to do was get in the way of his career, even if that meant keeping our relationship under wraps. I mean, other than the occasional Instagram stuff and public outings, we were already pretty quiet. So a few small adjustments certainly weren’t game-changers. I mean, it wasn’t like he was saying he could never see me again or something crazy like that.
 
   He sighed again, this time one of relief as he said, “And here I was, sweating my ass off on the drive over here wondering how you were gonna take this shit. Mama was right about you.”
 
   “Mama? What’d she say about me?” I knew Ms. Griffin was a natural shit talker, so I was prepared for something completely off the wall. 
 
   But Gavin’s smile was a little too giddy for me to take seriously when he answered, “Something along the lines of how I gotta lock yo’ ass down sooner than later.”
 
   I couldn’t help but give a competitively giddy smile in return as I tossed back, “Have I ever told you how smart your mother is?” 
 
   &
 
   “Girl, your man is all over the internet today!” 
 
   I peeked over to Amber, the owner of the nail salon, who was hanging out in a free chair on her phone while waiting for her client to show up as the technicians worked on giving Leilani and I pedicures. 
 
   I knew today was a big day for Gavin as his video with Zalayah was set to drop over the lunch hour. He had already told me over and over again just how “edited” the video would look and honestly, I wasn’t concerned in the first place. Zalayah was still a little ass girl no matter how her camp was trying to twist her image. I mean, anything under 21 classified as “little ass girl” to me. But in my opinion, there was simply nothing grown and sexy about her. 
 
   “What? They’re talking about the video?” I asked, adjusting the settings on the vibrating massage chair as I enjoyed the feel of the technician kneading lotion into my calves with her knuckles. 
 
   Amber’s answer was so delayed that I almost forgot I had even asked her a question. “Uh… not exactly. They’re talking about how cozy those two looked on set. Somebody leaked pictures of him coming out of her dressing room and…”
 
   “Wait what? Let me see.”
 
   I heard the technician let out an annoyed huff causing me to snap my eyes at her. Not that the situation was her fault, but she acted as if she wasn’t getting paid regardless of this little delay. Leilani struggled to lean over the edge of her massage chair to look at Amber’s phone with me. And I didn’t even bother with the words of the article, instead choosing to focus on the pictures. 
 
   There were only two, one of them in a hug and another of her looking adoringly into his eyes while he smiled down on her. And while I tried to find the good, I struggled because…, “They do look cozy.”
 
   I was so prepared for the on-camera stuff that I hadn’t even thought about what could’ve been going on behind the scenes. And now that I knew - along with the rest of the world - how “friendly” they were off-camera, maybe the on-camera stuff wasn’t an act.
 
   Maybe it was real. 
 
   No wonder his ass paid for us to have a spa day today...
 
   He must’ve known I’d need some professionally-induced chill to deal with this shit without killing his ass. 
 
   I mean, all this time I thought the struggle was from balancing our relationship and his career; the requests from his label. Not our relationship, his career, and his budding romance with this… nine-teenager. 
 
   And to think I was worried about Shy’s ass…
 
   Clearly my suspicion was targeted at the wrong person. 
 
   “Reagan?... Reagan, breathe… Reagan!”
 
   “Huh? What? I’m good, Lei. I am… just fine.” 
 
   And I was. 
 
   Being upset right now would’ve been useless. I wanted to save all that energy for the one that deserved it. The one that had me convinced we would work through whatever adversity came with our unique circumstances. The one I had agreed to keep things quiet for. The one that supposedly loved me. 
 
   Amber’s voice was somber as she took her phone back. “I’m sorry. This is supposed to be a relaxing day for you.”
 
   I quickly assured her, “Oh, I’m relaxed. More relaxed than ever. Matter of fact, can we get some more champagne in here? Drinks on Gavin, right?” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   I called myself surprising Reagan again, but I was the only one surprised by the fact that the key wasn’t in its usual place. I don’t know why I hadn’t just kept the key instead of letting her continue to hide it. But I suppose since I was gone more often than not these days, it made sense for her emergency key to stay in its emergency spot.
 
   I knew she was home since her car was in the parking lot, so I gave the door a couple gentle knocks. Since I hadn’t called ahead, it would still technically be a surprise. 
 
   I waved to a few passer-byers, neighbors I had become familiar with over time, before knocking again. She still didn’t answer. 
 
   Hmm... maybe she’s taking a nap.
 
   I pulled out my phone, trying to figure out how to get in touch with her without completely blowing my cover, settling on shooting her a text.
 
   Hey beautiful. What you doin’? - Gavin
 
   I leaned against the wall to get out of the way of the peephole as I waited for a reply. 
 
   Nothin’. Chillin’. - Reagan
 
   I read the text twice and could instantly tell this was Reagan being mad at me, though I wasn’t sure why. I mean, what could I have possibly done in the past forty-eight hours to have fucked somethin’ new up? 
 
   The video.
 
   Even with a warning, I was sure she still felt some type of way about it. But even if she did, I doubted she would be completely ignoring me over it. 
 
   It wasn’t that damn bad. 
 
   Are you purposely ignoring me knockin’ on your door? - Gavin
 
   I was staring at my phone waiting on a reply when she finally decided to open the door. The first thing I noticed was the fact that she was wearing headphones, giving a good explanation for her not answering the door though I wasn’t sure why she had on headphones in the house. And even though she wasn’t looking at me, my eyes were certainly on her cute ass; her hair pulled up into a curly ponytail that sat right on top of her head like a pineapple with a scarf wrapped around it. Her white fluffy socks were pulled up as high as they could go, but still well short of the hem of the oversized t-shirt she was wearing. 
 
   “What are you listenin’ to?” I asked, though I wasn’t even sure if she could hear me.
 
   She peeled the headphones from her ears and stood on her tippy toes to put them on mine. And to my surprise, she was actually listening to me. It was a song from my first mixtape ever, the one that I couldn’t believe was still floating around the web after all this time considering how ancient it felt. But with the new deal came a new source of attention which also brought an onslaught of new fans that were picking up whatever songs of mines they could get their hands on before my official album was released. 
 
   I nodded my head to the verse as if I didn’t know it by heart before I took the headphones off and handed them back to her. 
 
   “Good choice,” I told her with a smile that only made her roll her eyes.
 
   I watched her closely as she switched her way to the kitchen, digging in the cabinet and offering me a bottle of Don Julio. 
 
   I took the bottle, tilting it to the side as I said, “Damn, Reagan. Tequila on a Sunday afternoon?” 
 
   “I think we’ll need it,” she replied as she snatched it back and pulled the cork so that she could take a shot straight from the bottle. 
 
   Okay, somethin’ is definitely wrong.
 
   I snatched the bottle back to prevent her from taking a second shot.
 
   “Fuck is goin’ on with you, Reagan?” Sure my girl was a casual drinker, but more so the type to have a glass of wine or two after work everyday. Not the type to be tossin’ back tequila straight from the bottle. 
 
   “Me? What’s going on with me? How about what’s going on with you?!” She yelled as she poked me in the chest. 
 
   “Yeah, you didn’t think I was gonna find out about your little secret romance, huh?” 
 
   “Yo, what are you talkin’ about?”
 
   Her eyes were already turning red as she pulled the cord of her headphones from the jack of her phone so that she could hand it to me. 
 
   I looked at the screen and immediately noticed, “It’s locked, Reagan.” 
 
   She huffed as she snatched it back, typing in her passcode and scrolling through a few things before handing it to me once again. There were no words, just a picture of me coming out of Zalayah’s dressing room before the video shoot.
 
   Oh shit.
 
   “Yooooo, Reagan. This shit is not what it looks like.”
 
   She poked me again. “Bullshit, Gavin. You two were all over the fuckin’ blogs. They can only make up so much. And these pictures are definitely not Photoshopped.” 
 
   I knew exactly where the pictures had come from so I had no problem explaining, “Look, sweetheart. I was… Zalayah was nervous about the shoot since this was her first time doing somethin’ like this, so I went in there to give her a little pep talk. That’s it.” I still wasn’t sure why I had gotten charged with the task of talking her into the shit as if I wanted to do the video myself. But without Zalayah, no money would’ve been made on the deal which meant the trip would’ve been pointless, and that was the last thing I needed to happen. 
 
   Reagan looked borderline deranged, making me wonder if she had already been drinking before I showed up as she replied, “And you know… as much sense as that makes, as true as that may be, it still doesn’t make me feel any better because I know this isn’t the last time you’ll be wrapped up in something like this. I can deal with you being busy. I can deal with you traveling the world to do music. I can deal with keeping our relationship under wraps. But what I can’t deal with is you being linked to a damn… child.” 
 
   I cringed at that last word though I completely understood her frustration. But still, it was hardly my fault. 
 
   I sat the bottle down on the counter as I tried to find a way to defend myself without getting upset. I mean, only a woman could take something that was completely out of my hands and put it in my hands expecting me to be able to do something about it as if it was ever in my possession to begin with. 
 
   Yeah, I’m confused too. 
 
   “Reagan, there’s literally nothing I can do about that. I mean, that’s a blogger’s job; to dig up shit and make stories out of nothin’.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean I should just have to… deal with it.”
 
   “Well you know what? That shit is a part of me, even if we both don’t like it. So if you want me, you gotta have all of me. But if you don’t… I get it. I can’t force you into this shit, just like I can’t magically make all the speculation of every female I work with go away.” It was a tough reality, but it was the truth. I couldn’t live my life trying to prove my loyalty to her just for her not to believe me anyway. Hell, if that was the case, I really should’ve been out here tryna fuck everything that came my way. 
 
   I watched Reagan as she picked up the bottle, giving the liquid a swirl and taking another shot before tossing out, “Can’t say we didn’t try.” 
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I don’t know what it means, Gavin.”
 
   “Nah, you know exactly what it means, Reagan. You’re really about to throw it all away over this little shit?” I couldn’t believe we were even having this conversation, let alone taking it this far. 
 
   But it all made sense once she yelled back, “It’s not little shit! It’s… It’s big shit!”
 
   Clearly the tequila and whatever else she had been sippin’ on had kicked in. 
 
   I took a step towards her, crowding the little free space she had as I asked, “If this is big shit, then what are you gonna do when bigger shit happens, huh? It’s inevitable, right? Your mind is clearly already made up.”
 
   Her breathing became frantic, her chest heaving up and down as she pushed out, “No it’s not.” 
 
   I wanted to believe her, but something told me not to. Maybe it was the theatrics, maybe it was the faint scent of tequila on her breath, or maybe it was just… her. But regardless of my reasoning, I couldn’t let things go unsaid no matter how much it hurt me to even think about hurting her.
 
   So already feeling a little remorseful, I replied, “Sure sounds like it to me, Reagan. And if that’s how you really feel, then I can’t stop you. But if this is what you want, if I’m what you want, you know where to find me. And if not, I get it. Shit wasn’t real to begin with anyway.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
   Auto-pilot mode was saving me from a complete meltdown.
 
   I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t… do anything other than go through the motions of a typical morning so that I could drag myself out of the door to get to work at a reasonable time. I even forced myself to listen to Gavin’s mixtape on the drive because that had become part of the norm, part of feeling closer to him when he was away.
 
   But now was different.
 
   He wasn’t just away, he was gone.
 
   And it was all my fault. 
 
   Initially I blamed him. He shouldn’t have been talking to Zalayah, he shouldn’t have gotten caught in that picture, he shouldn’t have fucked things up for us. But it didn’t take long - just long enough for me to sober up - to recognize my own contribution to our problem. While Gavin was operating on good intentions, I was practically waiting on an opportunity for him to show me what I already believed to be the “real” him, just so I could justify why we couldn’t possibly work. 
 
   And that feeling, that insecurity, was a personal problem.
 
   Gavin had literally done just about everything in his power to respect our relationship, and all it took was a measly blog post for me to snap, get out of character, put him in the same category as… Michael. 
 
   Was I really that scarred?
 
   Sure the situation with Michael was fucked up, but things with Gavin were nowhere near that. In fact, things with Gavin had been beyond easy-going even when we had to compromise. 
 
   So why was I jumping to unnecessary conclusions? 
 
   Why was I so pressed to have some “ah-ha” moment? 
 
   Why was I pushing away one of the most important people in my life because of my own insecurities?
 
   I got out of the car before I could burst into tears thinking about it all. But of course, the second I walked into the center, my reality hit me once again when little Tyson ran up to me and asked, “Ms. Reagan, when is Mr. Gavin coming back? He said he was gonna teach me how to rap.”
 
   I had to turn away from him to gain my composure before I put a hand on the top of his head and told him, “I’m not sure, honey. But I hope it’s sooner than later.” 
 
   &
 
   “You know, Reagan. I’m actually proud of you.”
 
   I was shaking the ice in my almost empty drink back and forth against the glass as I tried to figure out Leilani’s angle. Being at the bar on a Tuesday night wasn’t exactly deserving of a badge of honor, so I was forced to ask, “Proud of me for what?”
 
   She took a sip of her own drink - water - before she answered with a half-hearted smile, “For… showing your face.”
 
   “Showing my face?” 
 
   “Yeah. You usually get kind of ugly during break-ups, so I didn’t expect you to like… let me see you. But you did. And you’re out. So it must not be that bad.”
 
   I lifted the glass to my mouth so that I could catch an ice cube, sucking the excess liquor off before I pushed it to my cheek and replied, “Nah. Actually it’s so bad that I was forced to show my face so that it wouldn’t get stuck in a permanent frown.” 
 
   Leilani immediately brushed me off with a wave. “Oh whatever, girl. I know you. I’ve seen you. Even with Michael’s triflin’ ass, you were holed up in your apartment for a couple days. So this is different.” 
 
   I could only sigh as I tried to come up with an appropriate homegirl explanation. You know you can never give the full story. 
 
   “It’s easy to hide and sulk when someone else fucked up. But this one… this one is on me.” Coming to terms with my responsibility in this mess didn’t exactly come easy, but it still happened faster than I expected it to. But now there was a new source of pain as if I was punishing myself by being away from him. 
 
   Leilani still wasn’t convinced as she asked with extra attitude, “How? I mean, I saw the pictures. We all saw the pictures. This can’t possibly be your fault.”
 
   I waited a moment to answer so that I could carefully pick my words. “We all saw the pictures, but that doesn’t mean we all saw them the same. My perspective was to see them and automatically jump to the worst conclusion, and obviously that was yours too. But I watched him explain and it made perfect sense, Lei. Like… airtight explanation.” In all honesty, it was actually a little sweet that he had helped Zalayah through her issues. 
 
   Still, Leilani wasn’t with it as she tossed out, “Oh bullshit. That’s how it’s supposed to be, Reagan.”
 
   “Nah, Lei. I know Gavin. I can read Gavin almost as well as he reads my ass. And he was being honest, which is why I think he got upset enough to give me an… ultimatum.”
 
   If I can even call it that...
 
   “Wait a minute. So ya’ll didn’t break up?”
 
   I shook my head as I answered, “Not officially; no.” 
 
   It was as if a light bulb clicked on in Leilani’s head, her eyes wide as she said, “Well no wonder your ass showed up! This isn’t a sulk in my sorrows night for you. More like, help me get my man back, bitch.” 
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh as I replied, “Precisely. I mean, I’m not exactly ready to take that leap yet, but some advice would certainly be nice.” 
 
   Even though Leilani and I were the same age, her expertise in men came from a different place. While I had pretty much casually dated over the years, Leilani was the one that had been in multiple long-term relationships. And while she may have been avoiding them like a plague as of late, she still had more experience than me. 
 
   “Well you know what I always say. If you love something, let it go. If it comes back, it was meant to be.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?”
 
   “If it doesn’t… well… I guess you gotta find a new boomerang.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
                 
 
   “Bro, why don’t you just call her? You’re not even mad anymore.”               
 
   I peeked up from my phone to Caleb who I hadn’t even noticed was there as I was too busy scrolling through Reagan’s Instagram for what had to be the hundredth time. It was the closest I could get to her without giving in, though in all honesty that was exactly what I wanted to do. 
 
   “Nah, man. It’s bigger than that. Ball is in her court.” 
 
   Caleb settled in on the couch next to me, putting a hand to my shoulder as he said, “Women don’t have balls, bro. Shits never in their court.” 
 
   I cracked a little smile - the first in far too long - as I replied, “Well, a change in the game was long overdue.”
 
   I didn’t even feel good about leaving Reagan on the terms that I did. And it wasn’t really my style to be on some argumentative, tough guy shit. But I knew that was the only way I could get it to make sense to Reagan. The fact that I was actually telling the truth, that my career came with a boatload of shit that I couldn’t control, and that regardless of all of that, I really wanted to be with her. It didn’t really even feel like an option for us to be apart as long as we already had, so I was honestly starting to worry myself sick over it.
 
   I mean, what if she really did just… let me go? 
 
   Let us go?
 
   “Nah, seriously though, G. I don’t like how you’ve been moping around the studio and shit. You can hear it in your music too. And you know you got that performance coming up in a couple days. You either gotta get her back or shake her off.” 
 
   “If only it was that easy, bro,” I sighed, as I fell back into the couch. And he sighed right along with me as if he could feel my uneasiness.
 
   We sat in a comfortable silence for awhile until Caleb tossed out, “You really love her, don’t you?” 
 
   I would’ve long been removed from the situation if that wasn’t the case. So I honestly replied, “Only reason why this shit is so hard.” 
 
   I could literally hear the excitement in his voice when he asked, “Well what do you do best when you’re feelin’ some type of way?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. Write a song about it, I guess.” 
 
   “Well… what are you waiting for? Get to writing, G!” he said with a shove that sent me to the arm of the couch. 
 
   I let out a shell of a laugh as I said, “Nah, man. I’m not really in the mood to write some new shit.” Now that we were practically done with the album, only going back through to add in ad-libs, the last thing I wanted to do was come up with new content. 
 
   But Caleb was right. 
 
   Turning my feelings into lyrics had always been a way to relieve my tension. And even if I wrote the shit for my ears only, it would still feel like the perfect dose of medicine to get me through this situation. 
 
   “Aww come on, G. Since when aren’t you in the mood to write? That’s why you got in the game in the first place, right?”
 
   I nodded as I answered, “Yeah, I guess you’re right, man.” 
 
   Then I snagged my phone from my pocket, pulling up my notes app as I told him, “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
   &
 
   I hadn’t been working on the song for more than a half hour when my phone was ringing in my hand, signaling an incoming call from Mama. I had already told her about the little situation between Reagan and I, and to my surprise she had actually taken Reagan’s side. 
 
   “You’re asking a whole lot from that girl. You can’t expect her to get it all right.” 
 
   I braced myself before pressing the green button to answer with a, “Hey Mama.” 
 
   I waited for a response, but didn’t get one. In fact, I could clearly hear her having a conversation with someone in the background as if she had called me by accident. 
 
   But just when I was getting ready to hang up, I heard a familiar voice say, “I don’t know what to do, Ms. Griffin. I mean, I’m doing the right thing by giving him some space, right?”
 
   Reagan?
 
   “Girl, men and space have never been a good combination. If you’re ready to solve the problem, you need to show him.”
 
   “But I thought if you loved something, you’re supposed to let it go. And then if it comes back, it’s meant to be.”
 
   “Hell to the no. If you want something, you go get it. You don’t leave that shit up to chance.”
 
   I smiled to myself as I imagined the only two women I’ve ever loved sharing a bottle of wine and having this conversation. I was honestly impressed that Reagan had even gone to visit my mama after all that had went down between us. But that’s how I knew she was a keeper. And Mama did too, which I was sure explained this “accidental” phone call. She might’ve been able to sneak it past Reagan, but she certainly wasn’t foolin’ me. 
 
   I continued listening in, finding out a lot more information than Mama probably expected me to. But it was just the thing I needed to motivate me to get through the next couple of days. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Reagan
 
    
 
   “Maybe I should just… wait until the next show. In a month or so.”
 
   “Hell no, Reagan. That’s too long. You’re getting on that plane tomorrow and that’s that.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure why I had even invited Leilani over to help me pack knowing she was the last person that would let me get out of this. But after talking to her and then talking to Ms. Griffin, I came to the conclusion that not only did I wanna make things works with Gavin, I was also going to step out of my comfort zone to show him. 
 
   It was so unlike me to actually go after a man, but that’s how I knew Gavin was different. He brought that out of me; that fire, that want, that desire, that... need. 
 
   Even after watching the video on repeat and looking at those damn pictures until my eyes burned thinking maybe I was just being a fool, all I could do was smile, and be proud, and be… anxious. Anxious about making my move, but more importantly, anxious to find out how we would decide to move forward. Of course my mind was already made up, but I wasn’t sure how Gavin felt about the whole thing. I mean, what if the time away only made him realize that I wasn’t who he thought I was? That I wasn’t who he really wanted to be with? 
 
   “Lei, I can’t do this,” I confessed as I fell onto the bed right on top of the pile of clothes we had just pulled from the closet for me to pack. 
 
   And of course, Leilani only rolled her eyes as she stalked over to the bed, pushing some clothes out of the way so that she could sit down next to me. “Not only can you do it, but you will do it, Reagan.”
 
   “Thanks, Coach,” I tossed out sarcastically. 
 
   “Seriously! If he’s that important to you, you’ll do what you gotta do. But if he’s not then…”
 
   I cut her off. “Of course he’s important to me, Lei. Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   She shrugged. “Well it would be obvious if you got your ass up and finished packing.” 
 
   I sighed, closing my eyes as I played different scenarios in my head. I mean, sure he might actually be happy to see me. But he could also brush me off, believing my decision was made by how much time had already passed. It hadn’t exactly been a long time; a little under two weeks exactly. But for people like him, that may have been long enough to move on and find someone new.
 
   Someone new.
 
   “Lei, what if he’s already got a new girl? What if she’s there?! I can’t go.” 
 
   I was on my way to a panic attack when she replied, “Reagan, will you calm your crazy ass down? If he really loves you, he will not have a new girl already. And I’m pretty sure his Mama wouldn’t have been so welcoming the other day if he did.” 
 
   I wish that was enough to convince me, but I was already well-versed on the truth that, “Gavin doesn’t bring his girls home to Mama. Hell, even I was by chance.”
 
   “Or was it? I mean, sure ya’ll were doing some slick shit back then, but you said it yourself; how real it felt. That’s because it was, Reagan. You and Gavin… ya’ll are the real deal.” 
 
   I wanted to give a rebuttal, but I knew she was right. Regardless of the circumstances that had brought us together, regardless of our circumstances now, there was no denying the authenticity of what we felt for each other. It may not have been cookie-cutter perfect. Hell, we might’ve burned the batch more than once. But it was undeniably real, and that was all I could ask for. 
 
   “Leilani, can you at least come with me? It’ll make me feel better if I don’t have to deal with my heartbreak alone.” 
 
   She let out a hideous laugh, wrapping an arm around my shoulder as she assured me, “He’s not gonna break your heart, Reagan. But if me coming along makes you feel better, then I got your back.” 
 
   &
 
   It was a perfect 80 degrees out, but I was still shivering as Leilani and I waited outside of the venue that Gavin was performing. The line was impressively long, wrapped around one corner and down another block, even leaking into the street. Luckily we had arrived just as they were beginning to let people inside, so the line was moving at a reasonable pace.  
 
   “So, what’s your game plan, sis?”
 
   My heart dropped as I whispered, “Shit. I didn’t think that far ahead.” I mean, we had general admission tickets so I suppose we could get reasonably close to the stage. 
 
   But then what?
 
   It wasn’t like we were at The Black Market where I could pull a few strings. This was a real venue, meaning real security, and real barriers. 
 
   “Just tell them you’re his girlfriend. That he’s expecting you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, more annoyed with myself than her as I replied, “We’re not public, Lei. They’ll just laugh in my face if I try to use that line.” 
 
   “Damn. That’s true,” she said as she handed her ID to the bouncer. He scanned it then flashed his eyes up to her with a smile before handing it back to her. But when I handed him mine, his face changed completely as he peeked up at me before turning around to whisper something to his partner.
 
   The partner nodded his head a few times, taking a look at my ID himself before he said, “You two. Come with me.”
 
   “What? Why? I promise you that’s my ID!” I was way too old to still be getting accused of carrying a fake ID.
 
   The guy gave a little smirk as he handed it back to me and said, “I know it’s yours, sista. But I still need ya’ll to come with me.” 
 
   My eyes flashed over to Leilani and she only shrugged, not being any help at all. 
 
   “Did I do something wrong? We both have tickets.” 
 
   I was already pulling them out of my clutch when he began to laugh, holding his hands up to stop me. “Chill, sista. Just come with me, alright?” Then he took off before I could respond. And since Leilani was right behind him like nothing was out of the ordinary, I had no choice but to follow too.
 
   He led us to the side of the building which was more of an alley and I was just sure he had taken us back there to kill us.
 
   “Oh hell no!” I yelled before we could be whisked into complete darkness.
 
   But the dude was as calm as can be as he said, “My sista. Queen. I’m just taking you to the side entrance so you can get backstage easier.”
 
   “Backstage? There must be some kind of mistake. We only have general admission tickets,” Leilani replied for the both of us.  
 
   “I don’t make the rules; I just follow commands. Now go on inside past the first two curtains, make a left, and you’ll find what you need to find.” And then he was gone as if he had just disappeared into the night. Again, I looked to Leilani for answers and she only shrugged before she pulled the door open. And in no time at all, we were ducking through the curtains like we belonged.
 
   “Lei, this is nuts!” I whisper-yelled as I was hit with the heavy velvet sheet she had unexpectedly let go. 
 
   “Girl, shut up and come on,” she tossed back like it was no big deal. 
 
   But it was.
 
   We were literally sneaking backstage even if it came with an unexpected invitation. And being backstage meant facing Gavin sooner than I expected to. 
 
   Shit, I’m gonna be sick.
 
   We made it out of the curtains and turned left. Well, Leilani turned left and I rushed to keep up with her in my heels. She was moving like a woman on a serious mission. 
 
   The left led us to a hallway buzzing with people preparing for the show. I paused, stealing a moment to take it all in; the fact that all of these people were working just to make sure Gavin’s show would go accordingly. 
 
   But before I could get lost in the hustle and bustle, I heard a voice say, “Reagan! You actually made it. G’s been waiting for you. Come on!” 
 
   I had hardly gotten a chance to recognize Caleb, let alone digest his words, before he was already pulling me down the hallway. I peeked back to Leilani and she served me the guiltiest smile that instantly put things in perspective.
 
   She knew.
 
   Somehow, some way she knew what was going on - had a part in orchestrating what was going on - even though I was completely clueless.
 
   “You sneaky bitch,” I mouthed just as she was giving me a dainty little wave. And before I could ask Caleb any questions, he was already dropping me off at Gavin’s door. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gavin
 
    
 
   I was in the mirror working on my stage-presence mannerisms when there was a knock on the door. I had already been interrupted with a bunch of unnecessary shit, so I had a legitimate attitude when I went over to open it. But when I finally saw who was on the other side, all that shit melted away instantly. 
 
   It was her - the real her -, and she looked damn good. 
 
   In all honestly, she could’ve shown up in sweatpants and t-shirt and I would’ve been equally thrilled to see her. But the fact that she was definitely “shittin’ on people” from top to bottom had my damn heart racing. 
 
   Pull it together, bro.
 
   “Hey,” I tossed out casually as I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jeans.
 
   I could tell she was just as nervous as me, her voice a little shaky as she replied, “Hey to you. Can I… come in?”
 
   “Uh… yeah. Of course,” I said as I stepped back so that she could slide inside past me. And even that was a mistake as I got a whiff of her natural scent only partially covered by the perfume she was wearing. The scent that I had been missing like crazy. 
 
   I closed the door, taking a deep breath to gather myself, before I offered her a drink. She initially declined, but quickly retracted with a nervous laugh, “On second thought, I think I will take a drink.”
 
   Perfect.
 
   Something to keep me away from her. 
 
   I walked over to the makeshift bar, putting together the equivalent of a whiskey sour. And the second I turned around to deliver it, her smile was giddy as she said, “You still remember.” 
 
   I refused to match her giddiness, instead offering a more half-hearted grin. “Couldn’t forget, Reagan. How you been?” 
 
   I settled in near her against the vanity counter, struggling to keep my distance. I wasn’t supposed to make this easy for her, but my hands were damn near trembling as I tried to keep them off of her.
 
   “I’ve been… alright. Living, breathing, partially miserable but still making it through. How about you?”
 
   “Same,” I said as I took a swig from my bottle of water. I checked my watch and knew I had a little under a half hour before I was supposed to be hitting the stage, but that honestly came second to this moment.
 
   I watched out of my peripheral as Reagan took a short sip of her drink, biting back the sting before she tossed out, “I’ve missed you.”
 
   I tried to hide my excitement, though in all honesty I wanted nothing more than to take advantage of the time we had left by doing a more… physical reconciliation. But instead I asked, “You have? Why is that?”
 
   Again.
 
   Not making this easy for her. 
 
   “Cause I… I don’t know. I had some time to think about the situation; think about us. And I… overreacted. I should’ve let you tell your side instead of getting wrapped up in what the media was selling, and I suppose I let my own insecurities take reign of the situation and…”
 
   I cut her off, turning to stand in front of her as I said, “I get it, sweetheart. I promise you I do. But I can’t have my woman trippin’ off that silly shit, you know? I need you to trust me.”
 
   “And I do trust you, Gavin. Which is why I’ve missed you because I feel foolish for letting that get to me; foolish for letting that keep us apart.”
 
   I finally smiled - crooked just the way she liked it - as I used my hand to tilt her chin up so that I could look directly into her eyes as I told her, “But you know what, Reagan? You’re here now.”
 
   Her lips formed a smile of their own as I leaned in to give her a kiss, savoring the lingering flavor of lemon juice as I swirled my tongue with hers. She lifted her free hand, landing it on the back of my head to pull me in deeper as I used both of my hands to grab her ass. 
 
   Damn, I missed this.
 
   She was already on her tippy toes, so I lifted her the rest of the way so that she could settle in comfortably on top of the vanity. 
 
   “Gavin, I’m...” 
 
   “Shh… don’t say a word, sweetheart. You showing up tells me everything I need to know.” 
 
   “How’d you know I was coming anyway?”
 
   I shrugged. “A little birdie told me. I wasn’t 100% sure though. Just hopeful as hell, I guess.”
 
   “Hopeful, huh?” She teased as she rubbed a hand through my hair that had gotten significantly longer since the last time she saw me. 
 
   “Yeah, hopeful. But I’m glad they were right cause I missed your ass too.” 
 
   She continued playing in my hair as I landed kisses along her neckline. “You know; I was telling Leilani how devastated I would’ve been if you had moved on. Like… if another girl was back here or somethin’.”
 
   “Another girl? A nigga couldn’t even look at a fat ass with a clear conscious for the last two weeks, let alone think about new prospects.”
 
   She tossed her head back with a laugh as she said, “Oh please! I know you’ve looked at more than a few fat asses in the last two weeks.” 
 
   “Not with a clear conscious, I said. Even though we weren’t on good terms, I still felt guilty as hell. But I guess that’s the kind of shit that comes with being in love, huh?”
 
   She smiled proudly as she replied, “I guess so, G. Griffey. I guess so.” 
 
   &
 
   The show couldn’t have been any more perfect.
 
   The crowd – which was sold out according to Caleb - was rockin’ with me heavy. And my girl was here, vibing even harder than anyone else as she rapped along to every song I performed. From the glimpses I caught of her out of my peripheral, she could’ve honestly came out as my hype man considering how well she knew the words. But I had a surprise for her; a song she wouldn’t know. 
 
   “Can I spit some new shit to ya’ll?”
 
   The crowd went wild as they had been all night. I turned around to Caleb and gave him the signal to which he smiled, cueing up the song I had wrote while Reagan and I were going through it. I must’ve been feeling optimistic as hell when I asked Caleb to download the track just in case Reagan showed up and things actually went well. But as I peeked to the side of the stage and saw her wearing the cutest little inquisitive face, I couldn’t wait for to hear it.
 
   The beat was riding in, so I took the opportunity to talk to the crowd.
 
   “Yo, have ya’ll ever been in love before?... Like real love?... That shit’s crazy, huh?... I mean, I’ve said I love you before, but I ain’t never really been in love. Until now. And let me tell you, that shit ain’t easy. A nigga heart gets involved and that shit just changes the game; changes everything. But when you find that one, that special someone, you gotta rock with ‘em. Through the good, through the bad, through the ugly. Because you never know if you’ll get that shit back again. Now listen….” 
 
   “I’m scared outta my mind as I write this rhyme, cause I don’t know if you’ll ever listen or give us more time. 
 
   We said I love you and we meant it, but that’s not all it takes and I know that shit for fact cause my heart is at stake. 
 
   I want you so bad…. but I gotta feel it too. I would’ve never got this far if I didn’t think it was true. 
 
   But it's you. 
 
   The one that’s probably scared of love, and it's all because a nigga that was clearly a scrub. 
 
   But let me tell you girl, you ain’t gotta worry a bit. Cause when I tell you I love you, I mean that shit.
 
   Don’t you forget.
 
   I done held you down since the beginnin’, and that shit’ll never stop, never miss out on you grinnin’.
 
   Cause we winnin’.
 
   Yeah you got yo’ own shit too and that’s what makes me fall even deeper in love with you. 
 
   But I hope it doesn’t go to waste, I hope that we can make it
 
   …cause if you leave me pretty girl, I don’t think that I can take it.”
 
   The beat rode again as I put a hand to the back of my neck, taking a moment to feel the energy from the crowd before I peeked over to Reagan who was wiping tears out of her eyes.
 
   My hard ass Reagan was actually crying over this shit. 
 
   I was looking at her, but I got on the mic to say, “I love you, Reagan.” And the crowd let out all types of awwww’s, mainly the women who the execs all assumed would hate the idea of me having a girlfriend. But by this point, I could’ve cared less either way.
 
   This music shit was temporary.
 
   But Reagan… 
 
   Reagan was forever. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   epilogue
 
   Reagan
 
   “Tyson, do me a favor and see if Ms. Leilani needs more hot dog buns please. Thank you honey.” 
 
   I had been ripping and running for days trying to get things prepared for this event. The center was hosting a back to school extravaganza which included free food, games, bounce-houses, and free backpacks full of supplies all sponsored by G. Griffey. Since his album had now officially dropped and sales were through the roof - the album going platinum in a matter of weeks - nothing made him happier than being able to not only provide something for the kids, but also perform for them. 
 
   The makeshift stage was already set, but Gavin kept himself busy handing out backpacks and taking pictures with the kids. It was honestly adorable watching him squat and smile for each picture, never showing any signs of fatigue though I shouldn’t have been surprised. After being on tour for weeks, I was sure his stamina had become his greatest asset.
 
   Actually I knew that for a fact.
 
   Since he had been back in town for a couple of days now, I had already been able to test out his stamina over and over and over again. 
 
   But before I could get lost in the blissful memories, Tyson was back to report, “Ms. Reagan, Ms. Leilani said she only got two more packs of hot dog buns.” He even emphasized his point by holding up two fingers.
 
   I cursed in my head before I corrected him, “Ms. Leilani only has two more packs of hot dog buns. But thank you!” 
 
   I was already speed-walking back into the center when Gavin called out to me. “Reagan, you alright?”
 
   I didn’t have time to stop walking as I answered, “Yeah, I’m fine. Just gotta run to the store and grab more buns. We’re almost out.”
 
   He wrapped an arm around my waist, stopping me dead in my tracks as he said, “Nah don’t worry about that. I’ll send my assistant. You stay here so you can see me perform.”
 
   “Oh, your assistant huh? I guess you really are big time now,” I teased as I sank against him, taking in all the comfort I could before I would throw myself back out into the wolves.
 
   “Not yet, but I will be very soon,” he replied with a kiss to my temple. 
 
   “Now come on so I can perform while I still have the energy. These kids are wearing me out.” 
 
   I couldn’t have agreed more as I followed him back outside. Of course a group of kids were waiting by the door, all with pens and scraps of paper for him to sign. So instead of sticking around, I did my rounds to make sure everything was moving smoothly, stopping by Leilani’s food booth first.
 
   “I don’t know, Lei. You helping the kiddies actually looks good on you,” I teased, knowing how much she hated people under 16. 
 
   “You’re lucky this event is only once a year or I would’ve never showed up,” she whispered through her fake smile as she handed a little boy a hot dog and pointed him to the ketchup and mustard stand.
 
   I wrapped an arm around her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Well thank you, sis. You know I appreciate it.”
 
   “No worries. Just know I’ll keep this in mind when I’m sitting in my office sealing thousands of admissions packets,” she replied with a wink. 
 
   I could already imagine the paper cuts as my attention went to the stage where Gavin was getting ready to perform.
 
   “Yo, before we get started I wanna give a shoutout to Ms. Reagan Charles for putting this all together! Reagan, come on up!” 
 
   There was a roaring applause that caused me to blush as I slid through the crowd before climbing the short set of stairs onto the stage. Gavin wrapped an arm around my shoulder and landed a small peck on my head that was innocent enough for the kids’ eyes, but still caused them all to squeal. 
 
   “Now Reagan, while we have you up here, the kids have a special surprise for you. Kids, come on up.” 
 
   I looked around and saw a bunch of the centergoers - Tyson included - climbing the stage carrying blank poster boards. I watched with confusion as they all got into position before Gavin instructed them to turn their signs around.
 
   My eyes first scanned the row of kids - my smiling, boisterous bunch - as they each held beautiful pictures decorated with markers and glitter amongst other supplies we’d surely have to restock soon. Thankfully, we were finally approved for the grant money I had been working on for forever and art studio enhancements were included in the request.
 
   Speaking of requests…
 
   I read the message displayed through the pictures out loud, “Ms. Reagan… will you… marry… Mr. Gavin?” 
 
   Wait what?!
 
   My heart was pounding as Gavin pulled away from me so that he could drop down to one knee.
 
   With the crooked smile that I loved, he pulled a ring box from his pocket and asked, “Well… what do you say, Ms. Reagan?”
 
   My eyes were overflowing with tears as I cupped a hand over my mouth before shaking my head yes. The kids along with everyone else in attendance cheered as he slid the ring onto my finger. Then he stood up and lifted me off of my feet in a hug as I tried to wipe my seemingly never-ending tears with the back of my hand that now felt much heavier with the ring on it.
 
   The ring.
 
   It was even more perfect than anything I could’ve imagined; this was even more perfect than anything I could’ve imagined. 
 
   But it wasn’t about the ring, or the proposal, or the engagement.
 
   It was about him.
 
   The right him.
 
   And while our relationship may have begun under false pretenses, there was certainly no mistaking the real now.  
 
    
 
   The End
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