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The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why.
Mark Twain



Lennon

"ARE you sure you want to do this today?" Jesse asked me as we waited to deboard the plane, tired travelers paying me no mind as they shuffled down the aisles.
I readjusted my cap and sniffled as my eyes filled with tears. "Yes."
"We could just go home and catch our breath—"
"I can't do that, Jesse," I whispered shakily. "I need to go see them—I need to apologize—"
"You have nothing to be sorry for!" Jesse growled under his breath. "They should be saying sorry. Where were they after all that shit happened? On the first plane back to LA. Not supporting their daughter. You think you owe them an apology?"
I swallowed the rising sob and stepped into the aisle, popping the top compartment and grabbing my carry-on.
"I can't lose them, Jesse," I whimpered. "Can you just wait in the car for me? I just need to talk to them."
Jesse threw on his backpack and bit the inside of his cheek. "I'm always going to be here for you, Len. I just don't think you're going to be ready for them. If they couldn't even come back to your hotel room and see you, what do you think rocking up at their door at five in the morning will do?"
I didn't answer my friend, not wanting to apply any logic to the situation I was in right now. Logic wasn't even in the scope of thought. The last forty-eight hours had been the worst I had ever gone through, and my heart pounded as Camila's face flitted through my mind. Her harsh words and how she had just walked out on me jarred me momentarily.
Pain splintered through me, and I gritted my teeth as I moved one foot in front of the other, just focusing on my steps to get me through this next part of my day—getting off the plane and to the car. If I could focus on small things in increments, it would stop me from thinking about anything or anyone else, and I could not bear to think about her.
"Thank you for flying…" I zoned out as the air hostess ushered us off the plane, and we entered the loading bridge, the carpet old and faded and the bright fluorescent lights hurting my head.
"Todd is going to meet us at the gate and take you straight to the car," Jesse told me. "I will grab the bags and then meet you both."
I nodded and jolted when I saw a camera flash around the corner, reflecting off the wall. My feet stalled, and I stopped walking, biting the inside of my mouth as my palms began to sweat.
"I can't walk through all that again," I whimpered to Jesse as my heart pounded. "It was bad enough boarding."
"There's no other way out," he said with a sigh and squeezed my arm. "Head down, hat on, and follow Todd. Put these in." Jesse handed me his earbuds. "They're noise-canceling."
I did as instructed while Jesse synced them to my phone before he navigated to my playlist and hit shuffle. Illicit Affairs by Taylor Swift blasted in my ears, and I shook my head at the irony as Jesse tucked my phone into my bag. Too late to shuffle it again.
Jesse took my hand and began walking me down the hallway, and I held my breath as soon as we rounded the corner, the blinding light of camera flashes still piercing my eyes as I kept my head down, focusing on my feet as they went from carpet to tile. I heard nothing as Jesse handed me off to Todd, and security did their best to keep the vultures back.
Todd used the brunt of his large body to shove his way through, leading me behind him, the gaggle of paparazzi following along with us as Taylor’s mournful voice screamed into my ears in an almost antagonizing way, and I had to hurriedly wipe tears from my ears with my one free hand while I death-gripped Todd's.
I didn't dare look up.
Flash! Flash! Flash!
One foot in front of the other.
Flash! Flash! Flash!
Deep breaths in and out.
The floor switched from tile to pavement, and fresh air hit me, as well as the general LA warmth I had been missing while in New York. Todd guided me a few more steps before approaching a black SUV, and the door popped open.
I quickly got in, and the door shut behind me. I was shrouded in darkness with cool leather under my fingers and frowned.
Who owned this car?
I slipped the earbuds out as Todd climbed in the front passenger seat.
"Ashley," Todd said before I could get a word out. "One of her cars—she uses these when she picks up her bigger clients for workouts. The windows are tinted—they can't see you in here."
I nodded slowly and snapped Jesse's buds into the case.
"Thank you," I croaked, clearing my throat.
I could see Jesse shoving his way through the crowd as he made his way to the car, and Todd hurriedly got out to help him with the bags, loading them in the back. While the trunk door was open, I could hear the shouts of the crowded paparazzi outside, and my heart stopped.
"Lennon—are you and Camila still seeing each other?"
"Did you screw your way to the top too, Lennon?"
"Lennon, why are you hiding sexuality? Do you hate the LGBTQ+ community?"
"I'm praying for you, Lennon! You can fight your demons!"
The trunk slammed shut, and Jesse and Todd rushed to get in the car, the opening and closing doors assaulting my ears before silence shrouded us again. Jesse started the car before honking the horn at anyone who was at risk of being hit, and I closed my eyes tightly, gripping the seat beneath me.
Jesse managed to navigate his way out, and a tiny inch of relief worked through my body.
"Fucking vultures," Todd growled. "They don't have a soul."
"Lennon," Jesse called back to me. "Are you sure you still want to go to your parent's house?"
Todd quirked a brow in surprise. "Really?"
"I need to," I said thickly, clearing my throat. "I can't let this sit and fester. I need to go and speak to them—explain."
"You owe them nothing, Lennon!" Todd groaned loudly. "Listen, Jesse may have to sugarcoat things as your best friend, but I can give you blunt facts. They dumped you as soon as all this came out and didn't even bother checking on you. You owe them nothing!
I shook my head tearfully and clasped my hands together. "I can't lose them. I need to explain."
Todd scoffed under his breath, and Jesse said nothing, but his posture in the driver's seat was tense, and said enough for me, but they didn't understand. I had humiliated my parents right when they had shown me the support I had been craving. They had been shamed on national TV. I had done this to them.
"Just take me there," I pleaded tearfully.
Jesse sighed and said nothing as he continued to drive, and I sat deep in my seat, staring out the window and sniffling back the tears, wiping my nose as it dripped.
My eyes caught on the billboard on the freeway. The blistering pain simmering below the surface roared its way to the top at the sight of the American Superstar billboard lit up, Camila front and center with the judges, those warm eyes and cheeky smile making me ache in a way I thought wasn't possible, and my stomach turned.
"What a fucking mess," I wheezed as I buried my head in my hands. "What have I done?"
"Are you fucking kidding me?" Todd demanded. "Lennon, you have done nothing! What's happened to you is so fucked up on a scale I can't even number. You are a victim here!"
I cried into my hands, my body trembling with adrenaline and pain. I was terrified of facing my parents, but I had to. I had hurt them right when they came around to me being a performer. I could understand why they had fled—their faces had been highlighted on the big screen when my clip had finished playing.
The horror...shame...disgust.
The jeering of the crowds filled my ears again, and my stomach cramped painfully, my fingernails digging into my palms as I clenched my fists, trying to block the memory from my mind. Camila and I...together in front of everyone. Our most intimate moments played out on a national stage, and bile rose in my throat.
"Who would do that?" I cried pitifully. "Who would do that to someone?"
"A sick fucker who hates you," Todd told me firmly before his hand rested on Jesse's trembling shoulder.
"We're being followed," Jesse told us, his voice cracked. "I don't want to lead the paps to your parent’s home, Lennon."
"This nightmare is never going to end," I groaned as I leaned my head back against the seat. "Just go home, Jesse."
"Okay," Jesse clipped. "They already know where we live anyway."
I pulled out my phone and brought up my mother's name.
L- Mom, I'm back in LA. I need to speak to you and dad. Please. I'm sorry.
I looked at all the messages she had left on read and wondered if this would be any different. All I needed was to speak with them, explain what they had seen, and apologize for how they found out. If I could make things right with them, maybe everything else would be okay.
This intense fear of losing my family seared its way through me, and it was easier to focus on the pain of them than the pain of Camila.
By the time we made it to the apartment complex, at least four cars were following us, and a group of photographers gathered on the pavement outside, desperate for a good shot to sell to the press. It only made my anxiety skyrocket as Jesse frustratedly honked his horn as he tried to drive into the gated parking lot.
"Fucking hell!" he growled as he blasted the horn. "I swear to God—"
I screeched in horror at the sound of someone trying to open the car door, thankful for the locks as people bashed against the window. Jesse managed to tear into the complex, the gates slowly closing behind us, and I was glad they sealed us off from view as he pulled into our designated space.
"Christ," Jesse groaned as he rested his head on the wheel. "They have probably scratched the fucking paintwork."
"Ashley knew the risk," Todd promised.
We all took a collective breath and got out of the car, and a sense of home managed to wash over me at the sight of my beat-up car sitting beside us. That small amount of relief managed to break its way through the layers of pain suffocating me, sitting on my lungs with an angry sneer.
All we had to do was get up the stairs, which unfortunately would put us in view, but then we would be inside.
One foot in front of the other, I told myself.
"Drone," Todd groaned, and I looked up in panic.
I had removed my hat, so my knotted locks that had been stuffed into a bun were on full display, along with my smudged makeup. I had showered after the show, but I hadn't had it in me to wash my hair or thoroughly remove makeup. I looked like a fucking trainwreck—and now the drone had it.
Someone got their money shot.
"Don't!" Todd cried as he stopped Jesse from throwing a rock. "The last thing we need is a lawsuit. Let's just get inside."
We struggled our way up the stairs with our cases and bags before we walked along the building to our apartment, the demands of the vultures below us as they followed along the exterior wall of the premises. I kept my face and body angled toward the wall, head down and hat firmly on.
Todd unlocked the doors and shoved me inside first before the bags followed suit. Jesse rushed in, followed by a stressed-out Todd, who slammed the door shut.
Silence engulfed us, and we all stared at each other.
"Christ," Jesse whispered as he ran a hand through his hair.

I stripped off my clothes, dumping the black jeans, shirt, and hoodie on the wash pile. I had gone braless, and I flung my panties onto the pile as well, grimacing at the flatness of my stomach. It was too flat, but I couldn't eat. The thought of putting food in my mouth made my stomach reject it.
I climbed under the water and closed the screen, taking a deep sigh as I boxed myself into the one quiet and safe place I had.
I sat on the floor and let the water pound down on me as I rested my head on my knees while the onslaught of tears tore their way out of me, sobs wracking my body as the last forty-eight hours played on repeat in my mind.
"None of it was real," Camila's voice floated through my mind, and I was pulled back to the hotel room. "Not real real. Now it's over, and we're both going to move on with our lives, alone, and fix this mess we created."
"I am capable of making my own decisions, Lennon. I know my own feelings. None of this is worth anything outside of this hotel room and this show."
"Goodbye, Lennon."
I found myself biting my hand to hold back the loud sobs that wanted to expose me as I thought of Camila retreating. She hadn't even looked back at me. It was as if I was a used toy she was ready to discard and move onto something else, and I was torn between unbearable pain and pure rage at her callousness. Who did she think she was?
None of it had been real? If she thought that, then was she really just some perverse judge who had a thing for anyone in her teaching?
Disgust washed through me.
I thought back on the clips of Camila and me... someone had caught them, and it had to be someone linked to the show with connections, and definitely someone who either had it in for me or had it in for Camila. Those private moments had been given to the world to be used how anyone saw fit, and shame flooded me.
A knock sounded at the bathroom door.
"Len?" Jesse called from the closed door. "Your – your parents are here."
I got to my feet quickly, my head rushing as I shut off the water and pulled a towel around me.
"I'll be out in a minute," I called frantically, hope blossoming in my chest.
I dried off and wrapped my wet, knotted bun in a towel. I pulled on my clothing, some black leggings, and a loose pale green button-up. I used a makeup wipe to hurriedly scrub off as much of the smudged and stained mascara before I realized there wasn't much else I could do until I actually used some soap.
I took a deep breath, opened the bathroom door, stepped into the main living room, and spotted my parents seated on Todd's favorite leather sofa.
My mother looked put together in her pink buttoned blouse and black dress slacks, her hair pinned back elegantly. My father wore his best blue dress shirt and pants, and I wondered why they were so dressed up to come to the apartment.
They both moved their eyes to me, and if I had been expecting some affection, some understanding, or general concern, it wasn't there.
Instead, it was a cold and emotionless void that I looked into.
"We're... gonna step out," Jesse announced. "We'll give you some time."
I nodded at them, watching them leave the apartment, and I wondered where they would go, given the flocks of vultures below us.
My eyes moved back to my parents, and my palms began to sweat as my heart thumped, nerves eating at me from my insides.
"You look nice," I said, perched on the sofa opposite them.
"We have a prayer group today," my father told me stiffly. "We think we're going to need it. We're here – you wanted us here. Speak."
My head began to ache, and tears welled in my eyes.
"I don't want to see any crying," my father scoffed as he got to his feet. "What we saw – you have made some choices that impact all of us, not just you, Mary. Your brother is being accosted at school by rabid people demanding answers to questions he has no idea how to answer. How are any of us supposed to know how to answer."
"You were never meant to find out like that," I uttered as my heart squeezed painfully. "I was going to tell you..."
"Tell us you were engaging in sexual activity with a woman?" my father spat with a shake of his head. "Where did we go wrong? What is this, Mary?"
My hands trembled.
"I'm gay, Dad," I told him, and my mother's sharp intake of breath drew my attention, and her eyes dropped to the floor. "I have always been..."
Dad waved his hand at me dismissively. "You got caught up in the evil of the show and that vile woman responsible for you. This isn't who you are. You are a good girl!"
"Dad," I sighed. "I have been this person since before the show. I have had relationships with women. I have just hidden it from you and Mom."
The silence that pierced the apartment made my head ache as my father paced and my mother sobbed quietly on the sofa.
"Leviticus 18:22 - Do not have sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman; that is detestable." My father rattled off his stored Bible scripture, which I am sure he had coached himself with before coming here. "Leviticus 20:13 - If a man practices homosexuality, having sex with another man as with a woman, both men have committed a detestable act. They must both be put to death, for they are guilty of a capital offense."
"Dad-"
"I thought we fixed this, Mary," my mom whispered as she shook her head. "Uncle Ben – he said you were cured. You had that boyfriend-"
I sucked in a breath and pressed my hand to my head.
"Romans 1:26 - Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural ones. Romans 1:27 In the same way, the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other men and received in themselves the due penalty for their error!" My father came and stood before me. "The Bible is so clear on homosexuality, Mary! You have been raised on the laws of God! You know what you have done is a despicable sin in God's eyes!"
I buried my face in my hands as his words boomed over me, and not a word could be said from my lips. I was too scared to speak, too afraid to tell him I didn't believe in or agree with anything that could be found in a book rewritten over thousands of years to suit the beliefs of men.
I had done all this before, with Uncle Ben that Summer. This hurt more. My own father slamming me with texts he had rehearsed or even been coached on by the church.
"Where is your loyalty, Mary?" my mother croaked. "Do you not care for your family and what you're putting us through?"
Grief clawed its way up my throat.
"I'm sorry," I cried weakly with a shake of my head, my heart squeezing, and my stomach turning. "I'm so sorry."
My father sighed loudly and rubbed his face. "You can fix this, Mary," he told me. "Pastor Andrews has offered to help us through this - to cleanse you of your sin. You can repent and turn to Jesus – you don't need to go down this path of sin."
I blinked dazedly at my parents as my father sat down, his words washing over me.
"What?" I asked blankly.
"Pastor Andrews will take you in," my father explained. "It's all sorted. You just need to pack a bag, and we can take you straight there. He has a program that will help you. We can get you out of this apartment, away from those boys and temptation. You can repent – you can make this right."
"Pack a bag?" I spat in disbelief. "A program? What, do you want me to go to rehab and pray the gay away?"
"Don't talk to your father like that, Mary," my mom gasped as she placed a shaking hand over her mouth.
"This is your only option, Mary," my father said sternly as he got to his feet. "You either come with us and make this right, or that's it. You won't put us through this again."
"Again?" I cried as I got to my feet. "So you knew the first time? When she sent me to that place, and you just let her—"
"It was not my place to handle you," he barked, and my mother jumped in her seat. "Uncle Ben didn't fix this, clearly. Pastor Andrews will. Pack a bag, Mary!"
My chin wobbled, and my teeth clenched together as the true despair of the moment hit me with full force. I didn't have to worry about losing my family – I had already lost them. If he was willing to get me into whatever disgusting program it was he wanted me to go to, then we were truly done.
"I'm never going to be enough for either of you," I whispered, mostly to myself. "No matter what I do, I'm never quite going to hit the mark. I could have won that show, and you still would have found a way to disapprove of me – even if all of this hadn't come out."
"Mary," my mother whimpered with a plea in her tone. "Please. Do the program. Come home with us."
I cleared my throat and did my best to suck in my pain as I got to my feet.
"You both need to leave."
"Mary—"
"You heard her," Jesse's voice came from the front door. "It's time you both left."
My father shook his head with disgust and gestured to my mother to get up.
"Mary," he began, his eyes holding mine before he shook his head. "I have done my part as your father. If you want to head down this path – that's on you. Let's go, Hope."
"We'll pray for you," my mom whispered as she picked up her bag and followed my father. "All of you – we'll pray for you all."
The apartment door closed behind them, and a sudden ragged sound filled the apartment, the noise so horrible I didn't realize it was coming from me until the tightening in my chest had me falling to my knees, my body trembling as I tried to gasp for breath.
Jesse raced toward me, but his words were muffled; it sounded as if he were talking underwater to me, and all I could focus on was trying to breathe again.
"C-c-can't br-breathe-" I gasped as I tried to suck in air, my muscles tensing as pained tears gathered in my eyes.
"Deep breaths," Jesse's voice broke over the ringing in my ears. "She's having a panic attack."
"What do we do?" Todd cried as he stood helplessly before us.
It was all over.
Everything I had worked toward had slipped through my fingers. The show, my sexuality being outed… Camila… what was the point of doing anything anymore? In trying? My family hated me – they didn't want anything to do with me unless I went to fucking gay camp.
Should I have expected anything different?
I saw stars start to cloud my vision, and I grit my teeth and tried to focus on Jesse, who was trying to get me to breathe.
"Lennon," Jesse coached me. "Deep breaths, come on. In… good, good. Out, let it out… good. Okay again, in – there you go and out."
Oxygen slowly found its way back into my lungs, and I collapsed forward onto Jesse, his arms catching me as he held me on our living room floor, gut-wrenching sounds tearing their way from my chest as I broke down in my best friend's arms, his own choked sobs holding back as he comforted me.
What did I have now?
What did I do now?
There was no answer to my despair.



One Month Later



Camila

THE BUSTLING SOUNDS of New York were drowned out by the thick windows of the meeting room we sat in. The polished mahogany wood felt cool under my fingertips as I tapped my heel on the faux wood beneath my feet while waiting to meet the new label head, Scott Myers. He had bought out DSM Masters just after my big scandal, and every meeting I had scheduled with him was constantly pushed back.
Until today.
Nicole was none the wiser about my position within the label now, and if I was being perfectly honest, I didn't care.
They could drop me. What did it matter?
I didn't feel like I had a lick of creativity in my body, so there was no way an album would be on the horizon. I had finished my last world tour almost a year ago, so I was sure I was headed down the road of dormancy for a while, which is where I felt I needed to be anyway.
Lennon's heartbroken face flashed in my mind as it always did – that broken expression she had worn in the hotel room when I had left her. I dug my nails into my palms as I bit the inside of my mouth.
Time was not making this better; it was making it more challenging.
She was on my mind more than anything else, and my fingers itched to message her, to fly to LA and beg for forgiveness. I had come close to messaging her best friend, Jesse, a few times just for an update, but I was borderline terrified of what that update would be.
What if she had met someone?
Moved on with her life like everything was okay?
Worse than that…what if she hadn't?
Her socials had been dead since the competition, her follower count still growing daily, along with the outpouring of support she had...but nothing was posted from her. There were no media messages, no comments on anything, and no updates for future plans.
Had Brandi signed her as agreed?
This is why I did what I did. Had it all been for nothing?
If Jesse was her manager, he needed to start getting Lennon moving again before her support waned off and people moved on to the next drama to come out of reality TV. They still had momentum they could build off here – what was the hold-up?
"Lisa has a few more meetings with you to finish taking her notes, and then the work on the biography will begin," Nicole told me as she closed her laptop. "She thinks she will have your first draft in about a month."
My thoughts drifted to the bubbly, hazel-eyed redhead who had been working with me for the last month, taking notes for my biography and getting it ready to write. So much media speculation surrounded us when we were papped together, making a dash for takeaway coffee seem far more exciting than it was.
My stomach tightened.
Had Lennon seen it? Did she think I had moved on?
"Earth to Camila," Nicole sighed at me as she tapped the table. "Are you awake in there?"
I rubbed my temples and shook my head, looking around the room. "Where is this asshole? We have been here thirty minutes already."
"This asshole is the difference between you having a label back you or having no one," she reminded me tersely.
"I don't give a shit anymore, Nicole," I groaned tiredly. "I do not care. If these idiots drop me, they lose. I have my masters. I owe them nothing. I can't believe I allowed myself to get so wrapped up in pleasing them, doing some big apology tour, and letting them dictate my life. Fuck it—"
"Ah, Miss Bianchi!"
A tall and tanned Greek-looking god entered the room in a crisp white shirt and professional black slacks, his hair neat and manicured, the dark strands standing out against his bronzed skin. I frowned at him as he leaned over the table with an outstretched hand, and I grudgingly shook it before he let go and took a seat across from us.
"Scott Myers," he greeted as he took his seat with a nod at Nicole, who had just about fainted. "I am so sorry I made you wait. I had to bring my daughter into work this morning, and when she found out I was meeting you…I had to lock her in my office."
Nicole laughed politely as she cleared her throat. "Well, thank you for taking the time to meet with us. It has been pushed back quite often…"
"It has been an administration nightmare coming into this place," Scott told us as he poured water. "I think we have finally found our feet. I know the buyout surprised everyone, but I can assure you there are no changes to your contracts or how things were going. Just the ownership of the label."
"Right…" I mumbled as I peered at him carefully.
"So," he said with a clap of his hands. "Camila, your file was the biggest one to get through. Let's dive right into it, shall we?"
I shrugged as a lump settled in my chest.
"The label was going to drop you before I took over. I threatened to back out of the deal if that happened," Scott explained, and confusion settled in place of the anxiety. "This place was run by stuffy old men who couldn't handle a little bit of scandal…scandal that has two of your oldest songs charting again thanks to all the fan videos currently circulating online."
That was true, I thought grimly.
I had secretly indulged in a few of those videos—not that I would ever admit that to anyone. Some of them were very well done, carefully clipped footage of the show to build mine and Lennon's love story.
The fans were obsessed. The haters...were obsessed less artistically. Mostly, it was hateful messages telling me to kill myself and religious groups praying for me and my wayward soul.
"So what are we looking at then?" Nicole asked carefully as her swooning disappeared, and the grumpy manager replaced her.
"We are happy to extend Camila's contract," Scott told us as he sat back in his chair. "We're proposing another five years, two albums, and a tour."
Five years of being their cash cow, I thought tiredly.
"Also," Scott said with a frown, "No more reality TV. They were stupid for making you do that in the first place. You go on those shows when your career is about to die. You have a whole new era in front of you, Camila. I am not here to stifle you – facts are facts; you make this label a lot of money."
"This is more than what we were expecting," Nicole admitted as the swooning began again. "Why are we discussing the contract so early? It doesn't expire until January."
"Scandal goes away," Scott muttered with a wave of his hand. "I have had my fair share of it. Such is life, hm? Obviously, we want to ensure everything is in line before January. Contracts take time to negotiate."
I shook my head. "Yeah, look, I want to think about this. I want to see the entire contract and have my lawyer review it. I let my signature apply to a contract just recently, and it was amazing how much seemed to fly under the radar that I had to partake in."
Nicole shifted next to me uncomfortably.
"Ah, yes," Scott said with a sigh. "American Superstar – that show is a cancer to the music industry. We have settled with them – I am not sure if you have heard? That saga is over and off our doorstep."
"What?" I demanded in surprise. "What do you mean settled? Did they own up to the use of hidden cameras? Falsely stating locations of such cameras and that damn fine print of being allowed to use all footage recorded while filming American Superstar?"
"Like I said, settled. Unfortunately, that lawsuit is not much of your business as the label came under fire for that one, legality-wise, not you. Listen, you're free." Scott got to his feet, indicating the meeting was over. "Think about the offer and get back to me. Just know that with me as your label head, I will not get in your way. Scandal sells. If you want to do a line of coke on the ass of a stripper in the middle of Times Square – do it."
Nicole choked on her sip of water as my eyes bulged.
"Now," Scott said as he got to the door. "What are the chances of my daughter getting a selfie?"

We rode back to the apartment in silence as we mulled over Scott's offer and the fact that I no longer had a lawsuit hanging over my head. How much money did this guy have?
"Well, he was something," Nicole murmured with a low whistle. "He's single, too."
"You would sleep with the label head?" I asked her with a smirk.
"I can think of more inappropriate relationships," she shaded with a glower, and I rolled my eyes.
"How long are you going to be mad at me?" I asked her as I folded my arms. "I have done everything I was told to do. I dumped, quite harshly, the potential love of my life. I haven't attempted to contact her or her friend at all. It happened, Nicole. I can't take it back, but I can't handle your constant frostiness either."
Nicole sighed and glanced out the window. "I think I am just burnt out," she told me quietly. "I haven't had a break since I took you on."
"Then take a vacation," I groaned at her. "Nicole, I have been telling you to take one for years. A real one! All expenses paid, far away. Take some girlfriends or something – do you have friends? You're always with me."
She glared at me. "I have friends!"
"Then go on a holiday with them," I told her earnestly. "Nicole, you're my manager, but I love you like a sister. You've been there for me more than my family, but I don't want you to hate me and your job. I have nothing on my calendar except the biography for the next six months. Step back, let me send you away. Come back and love me again."
"You get up to so much trouble when I'm not around," she whined. "What about your calendar?"
"Don't you have an assistant that manages that?" I asked with a frown.
"Yes, but I still double-check to ensure she does it right and all your events and items are there!"
I rolled my eyes at her. "You are micromanaging. If it makes you feel better, you can remotely log in for one hour a day wherever you are to check on things, but then you have to shut off. Do you hear me?"
Nicole worried her lip between her teeth as her brow creased.
"Nic," I said softly. "I think it's crucial for our professional relationship that you log out of my life for a bit and reset yourself."
"All right," she said as she nodded firmly. "Okay, I'll do it. Four months," she told me.
"Leave it with me," I told her as I made a mental note to plan a good trip for her. "Confirm numbers for me by the end of this week, okay?"
She nodded and tucked a piece of hair behind her ears. "So, what will you do with the label's decision?"
"Five years isn't that long," I mumbled as I inspected my nails. "Two albums – I'm sure I could do that. A tour will suck, I don't love them, but I understand the point. I need to sit on this and just make sure that this is where I want my life to head for another five years. When we get that contract, I want it gone through by multiple sets of teams, okay? Even the slightest thing needs to be highlighted and discussed."
Nicole nodded before sighing and clasping her hands together. "Listen, I have something I need to tell you."
"Mmm?" I mumbled nervously.
"Brandi will contact Lennon this week to offer a deal at her label." Nicole watched my expression carefully, but I allowed no emotion to show. "She wanted to let a lot of the drama and the dust settle, but she says it's time. So, you can expect to see a lot of activity suddenly."
I nodded slowly as I swallowed the lump in my throat. "Right – okay. Did you…when you told Jesse-"
"I did not go into specifics," Nicole told me. "I just said that things were being handled. I didn't even tell him you were parting ways with Lennon."
I cringed at the thought. "He let me into the room and everything…"
"Don't start thinking about it," Nicole said quickly. "You did the right thing. You two continuing together after all that came out…it would not have been received well by the public. Brandi's label needs to sign an artist like Lennon. She will make them the money they need, and they will give Lennon what she wants. A career and the chance to be herself."
"Right," I croaked as a heaviness settled within me. "I am doing the right thing."
I could feel my eyes filling as I stared out the window as we drove through the streets of New York, and I blinked hard, willing the tears away with all my might. Selflessness had never been my strong suit, but I quickly became well-versed in it.
"It's scary," I said, gazing down at my hands.
"What is?" Nicole asked softly.
I sniffed and gritted my teeth as a tear managed to drop, and I hurriedly wiped it away.
It's scary to think that Lennon had been…more. That she had been everything. Fear crept back into my heart out of the carefully locked box I had put it in as I took a shaky breath.
"What if she was it?" I whispered. "I-I will never know. I'll always just be left with what if. How far would we have gone?"
"Cam…" Nicole's voice filled with compassion.
"Have you seen the articles about her?" I demanded. "The constant hounding from the press? The online hate is next level…nothing is coming from her. She's gone completely silent. She hasn't left her apartment since returning from New York."
"This is not your problem, Camila," Nicole told me firmly.
"It is my problem!" I spat as the guilt that had been twisting at my insides rose its head. "I fucking love her, Nic. It wasn't a fling. She was the real deal, and I messed it up. Now I have to pretend that I'm fine. Pretend it was just one of the many Camila screw-ups while I lose probably one of the best people to ever walk into my life."
I didn't want to hear the carefully crafted response Nicole had probably drafted for this exact outburst. I hurriedly slid in my earbuds and hit play on my phone, settling into my carefully crafted sad playlist and letting myself get lost in the darkness.



Lennon

THE CASTING of orange rays through my room let me know another afternoon had passed, and dusk was settling in once more, the world continuing to move on and go about its business while mine had ground to a halt altogether.
The gaggle of photographers and entertainment writers flocked beneath the windows of the apartment block as they desperately hung around for an appearance, a good snapshot of America's Sweetheart fallen from grace, hoping it would emerge long enough to make them a buck.
Well, I wouldn't be doing that again.
One month.
It had been one month since my entire life fell in on itself, and I had been exposed on the national stage. One month since I had been outed, the source, an elusive figure that I had given up chasing. One month since Camila – my chest tightened, and I sucked in a breath, pressing my face into my pillow, agony ripping its way through me.
One whole month since I had lost everything, and time had done nothing to heal those wounds. Instead, it felt like they festered and only became more painful while I lay here, willing myself to get up but finding no will to do so, no matter how deep I dug.
I couldn't face the world outside that apartment door. What world did I even have now?
My parents had gone radio silent on me, not taking any calls or answering my texts. They provided no comfort, no support. I sucked in a sharp breath and sobbed tearlessly. Did I even have any more tears left to cry? It didn't feel like it. All I had were hollow, dry sobs that didn't last very long before I was left with that stark, bleak feeling of numbness.
It was a vicious cycle of emotions that I had been battling since I made it back to LA.
It started with anger.
Anger for having lost my moment to show myself to my parents – to the world – in a way I could control. Embarrassment – the shame when my mind forced me to relive that time on stage…those clips…the sounds. Pain, which I associated mainly with Camila's callous dumping in the hotel room, the emotionless void in her eyes when she looked at me.
Had she really just switched off her feelings like that? Or had it all been a lie, and I was just another casualty in the trail of destruction Camila left wherever she went?
The fan above me spun slowly in a tired circle. My window was cracked open grudgingly to try to circulate some air in here as the evening heat settled in.
I quietly leaned up in bed and looked down below me through the crack in the curtain, sighing at the still heavily crowded sidewalk. They all lingered, cameras wrapped around their necks like nooses and their phones at the ready.
Some smoked together, having a chat and a laugh.
I was just a job to them – an expensive photo they could pawn off while I was still a hot topic.
I flopped back down on my bed and let out a tired sigh.
How long would it take to become irrelevant?
The last few rays of the sun caught on the silver photo frame by my bed, the glint catching my eye, and I squinted at it. My grandfather and I sat in a garden chair together. I must have been eleven when the snap had been taken. A guitar was cradled between us as the camera captured me mid-laugh, my grandfather looking at me with a twinkle in his eye and a cigarette hanging out of the side of his mouth.
Christ, it was days like this when he was missed heavily. He would have had something to say to me – he would have known exactly what I needed to hear. Yet, I couldn't conjure a single thing.
I settled back into my pillows and took a shaky breath, feeling tears gather in the corners of my eyes. I sucked back the cry and clenched my fists in the blankets beneath me.
This whole thing was such a mess, and I couldn't believe any of it had come to pass. I couldn’t fathom that this was my reality. I had spent the first few weeks thinking this whole thing had just been a nightmare, and I would wake up in Camila's arms, back on the American Superstar tour.
My mind drifted to one of the mornings we had together…fuck. It had been the best way to wake up.
Camila's mouth on the back of my neck sent chills down my back, her hand gliding down from the breast she had been playing with, ghosting over my stomach and down between my legs. I gasped softly as her fingers slid into me, and my legs parted as she rolled me onto my back, her thumb on my clit.
Her lips met mine, and I kissed her back just as fervently, my chest aching with my confusing feelings for her.
Her hand moved slowly, and my hips rocked as I shamelessly demanded more from her. She bit down on my lower lip, and I arched into her, her lips leaving mine and ghosting down my jaw, my neck…my chest. I swallowed a gasp when her lips reached each breast, her tongue leaving a hot trail down my stomach…
Moans. Gasps. Private moments leaked, and suddenly, my dream had torn me from a delicious memory and reminded me of hell. Thousands of faces jeered and booed at me, throwing random objects at me on stage.
A fake.
A liar.
A cheat.
"Goodbye, Lennon."
The look on her face when she had turned and left me there in that room…cut me off like a discarded piece of trash she didn't need anymore, a tool that had served its purpose, and she was now done with it.
"Goodbye, Lennon."
"…Lennon."
"Lennon!"
I sucked in a shocked breath as my eyes tore open, and I was met with a dimly lit room, my bedside lamp on, and darkness now meeting my eyes through the crack in the window. My body was slick with sweat, and I was tangled up in my comforter, clutching my pillow as if my life depended on it.
Jesse perched on the edge of my bed, the same look in his eyes he'd had since I got off the stage in New York.
Despair.
Worry.
He stroked my forehead and leaned down to kiss it before sighing heavily and vaulting onto the bed, settling in behind me. He tugged me into his arms and held me close to his chest, allowing me to fall to pieces against him.

"I need to say I’m sorry. This is not the first, and I’m sure it won’t be the last time I apologize for something stupid I have done. As you all know, I entered into an inappropriate relationship with an AS contender. I misused my position as a mentor, and I behaved selfishly. At no time did this relationship favor one contestant. The show's voting system is real, and I did not influence it. It's taken me some time to post this because I have been unsure how to approach it, but it just comes down to apologizing and owning my shit. It's time to move on and heal. Camila."
My stomach twisted at the fresh FLIX post that had popped up on my refreshed feed this morning. My heart had spasmed at the sight of her handle on my screen and the written message from the Notes app on her phone – so on-brand for a celebrity apology. She had gotten the first word outside of all this mess.
Maybe I could have had the first word if I hadn't been practically comatose.
Fuck that, I didn't want the word on anything. I just wanted to disappear. It's time to move on and heal.
So she was just moving on and living her merry life, and I was stuck here, unable to leave my apartment? It wasn't as if I was being dramatic. The moment I let myself entertain the idea of leaving this apartment, my throat closed, and I suddenly forgot how to breathe. The apartment had become the safest place I could be right now.
I heard the front door opening, signaling Jesse and Todd's arrival home from the gym. Keys were dropped onto the counter, shoes were kicked off, and I could hear the crinkling of a takeaway bag.
My stomach growled.
I kicked back the blankets and sat up in bed, peering through the crack of my curtains. There seemed to be fewer reporters today and photographers. Maybe they were finally getting bored. I could hole up in here a lot longer than they could wait for me. They could take only so many snaps of Jesse coming and going.
People didn’t want to hear about the manager.
I pulled up my hair in a large claw clip and adjusted my loose tank top, making sure no boobs had fallen out before I opened the door of my room; the quiet creaking signaled my arrival.
Jesse and Todd looked up from the bag of food, and Jesse hit me with a megawatt smile, clearly relieved to see me venturing from the room.
It wasn't something I did often.
“Hello there, beautiful,” Todd greeted with a grin. “We have bagels and coffee.”
My stomach growled once more, and Jesse shook his head at me, a frown on his face.
“You need to eat more, Lennon,” he told me firmly as he took out the bagels. “You look too skinny. Those pants are hanging off your hips. You're only partially eating any of the food I bring you.”
I shrugged and rubbed my eyes.
“It's just...hard to keep it down.”
“Well, don’t waste my bagels,” Todd warned me, waving one in my face. “These weren't cheap, and the line went down half the block.”
“There's a new bagel store?” I asked tentatively, perching on the edge of a barstool. “What else have I missed out on?”
“Well,” Jesse announced. “While you have been hiding in your cave of shame and doom, Todd and The Wiser got some exciting news.”
I quirked a brow at both of them, and they looked as if they had stopped breathing.
“Yes?” I urged, taking a bagel.
“We’re getting a tour!” Todd blurted out with a clap of his hands. “We're going to have our own tour. West and East coast.”
“Oh my God – Todd, that's so awesome!” Leaping up from my stool, I wrapped my arms around his neck. Todd returned the hug in a bone-crushing hug, and I heaved out air before he released me. “I'm really proud of you guys.”
“We can’t believe it,” he gushed with glee, practically oozing from his pores. “Things are finally happening.”
We settled into a comfortable silence as we worked through our bagels. Jesse gave me a nod of approval when I made it through a whole one before nodding his head at my untouched coffee. I sighed and took a sip, quietly relishing in the feeling of a caffeine hit as I looked at my friends.
It felt like life before the show.
Breakfast together after they had been to the gym – sometimes, they dragged me along with them. Jesse and I would plan new videos to film while Todd would watch obnoxiously loud videos on his phone.
Could life slip back into the groove of how it was before?
THWACK!
“Christ in a bucket, what the fuck was that?” Todd shrieked, whipping his head around.
We all looked toward the front window to find a big brown pile of wet dirt splattered on the glass, slowly sliding down in clumps.
Jesse frowned and set down his coffee, getting to his feet and going to the window. We all shrieked and ducked when another mud pile was flung at the window – even though it hit the glass.
Jesse growled under his breath and stormed over to the window, ripping it open.
“What the fuck?” he demanded before screaming and ducking.
Instead of hitting the glass, a perfectly rolled ball of mud flung its way through the window and landed on Todd's favorite leather sofa, clapping against the leather in a way that had Todd falling to his knees off his barstool, a scream caught in his throat.
“Fuck this!” Jesse growled as he got to his feet, storming over to the counter.
“That has to be a hate crime,” Todd gasped as he glanced down at his prized possession, having managed to make it off the floor.
“Who is throwing shit at the window?” I demanded, too scared to get too close to it.
“Your adoring haters,” Jesse grunted as he picked up my coffee, Todd’s iced latte, and the runny bagel spread.
“Not the latte, Jesse!” Todd cried, but it was too late. Jesse flung the drinks down out the window, and I couldn't help myself. I raced over to the glass to peer down, finding a group of young women and a couple of guys on the pavement below, hurling abuse and holding up signs that had my face on them, either wearing devil horns or covered in rude slurs.
They all screamed and scattered as the drinks went flying down, Jesse whooping in satisfaction as he managed to hit one of them before he slammed the window shut.
I shook my head at the mud pile on Todd’s couch that he had begun cleaning, a look of horror on his face.
“This can’t be happening,” I groaned loudly. “Why is this still happening?”
“People are really hung up on it,” Jesse told me. “It’s picking up speed again online thanks to Camila’s perfectly timed FLIX post of forgiveness.”
Todd dropped the shades, and the daylight was concealed from our view.
“Can we call the police?” Todd demanded.
“We’ve tried that before,” Jesse sighed. “They aren’t trespassing and cleared off before the police even showed up.”
I sat down on the couch and rubbed my eyes. Any appetite I had now vanished as I realized I was still sitting in the fallout of my screw-up, and Jesse and Todd were coping with it too, which was unfair.
“Sorry,” I mumbled as Todd whimpered over his leather.
“It’s not your fault, Len,” Jesse said as he squeezed my shoulder. “It’s those assholes down there—okay?”
“I just wish it would all go away,” I sighed. “I’m exhausted.”
Jesse clapped his hands with a hopeful look, daring a glance at Todd, who gave him a nod.
“I have an idea,” he began. “Something to take our minds off everything...I’ve been working on a melody, but I don’t have any lyrics yet...Do you want to hear it? I mean, maybe we could work on something together?”
My heart hammered in my chest, and my palms began to sweat at the thought of doing anything musically related, so I rose to my feet.
“Maybe later?” I said as lightly as I could. “I didn’t sleep very well. I was going to try and get some.”
A sad smile played on Jesse’s lips, and he nodded. “Sure, babe. Go get some rest.”
“Thanks for the bagels,” I muttered before speed-walking to my room and locking myself inside, taking a calming breath before my eyes caught my blue journal on my bed.
Jesse had a melody...I had half a song written but wasn’t ready for music.
Not yet.
Maybe not ever.

I jolted awake from a clattering down in the street and checked the time on my phone, swallowing the dryness in my throat as I stared at the numbers in front of me.
Three in the morning. The witching hour, my parents would call it. It was a time when evil spirits were more likely to rouse and enter your dreams, trying to control you while you were asleep.
I shivered and kicked my legs over the side of my bed, flicking on the lamp. I could hear the gates to the apartment complex opening, the metal grating loudly in what should have been the stillness of the night. Muffled chuckles and squeals met my ears, and I rechecked my phone, noting it was Sunday morning. People were coming home from a night out – probably the loud girls who lived below us.
I exited my room, opening my door as quietly as possible so I didn't disturb Jesse and Todd. Heading toward the kitchen, I set my phone on the counter before opening the fridge. My stomach growled, but the urge to eat evaded me completely. Grabbing a bottle of water, I popped the lid and took a long drink, relishing in the icy cold chill that ran down my throat and settled the dryness I had woken to.
I jumped in surprise at the sound of Jesse and Todd's bedroom door creaking open, watching as Todd quietly crept out of the room, closing the door just as softly behind him.
"Thought I heard you," he mumbled as he strolled over in his lime green boxer shorts, scratching his bare chest with a yawn. "You've had the same idea as me."
I backed away from the fridge to give him room to open it and find his water.
"Going back to bed," I mumbled, pressing the bottle to my face.
"Hey, Lennon," Todd whispered quickly before I could walk off. "Listen," he sighed, leaning forward on the bench. "What happened to you – it was so messed up. I can't honestly say I would know how I would have reacted if it happened to me."
A lump settled in my throat, and I scratched the back of my neck awkwardly, chewing my lip to cancel out any threatening tears.
"You've been out of it for almost a month," Todd told me. "Jesse has been fielding interviews…trying to find you a booking agent…but they all want to meet you. It's – it's not fair on him to keep him slaving away. If you're looking to pack the whole music thing in, you need to decide so my boyfriend can stop killing himself trying to keep you relevant."
Tears pooled in my eyes, and I was glad for the room's darkness. Guilt clawed its way at my insides, and my nails dug into the palms of my hands.
"If you need to find something to cling onto…something to focus on while you try and bounce yourself back – if you need a reason to go on, then make Jesse the reason." Todd sealed his water bottle, and I could only just make out the regret on his face. "Throw yourself into work and bounce back so hard; Camila will regret ever hearing your name in the first place. Don't let this messed up situation ruin the future you planned, and don't let it ruin Jesse's either. He'd walk across hot coals for you barefoot, Len. Don't take advantage of that."
Todd quietly walked back to his room, and I waited for his door to close softly before I quickly rushed off to my own, trying desperately not to fall apart.
His words were true – I couldn't hide in the safety of the apartment forever. Soon, I would need to face all of this and work out if this was the road I still wanted to try and pursue in life. I guessed the upside now was that I was no longer hiding my sexuality, as brutal as it was having it come out like that.
My family – well, they certainly weren't holding me back anymore. They had made their decision…quite publicly as well.
Pastor Andrews had touched on the suffering of my parents in his recent live broadcast – the suffering of all parents whose children went down wicked roads. They'd held a live prayer group, and the comments had been wild. It was amazing how involved people got in other people's lives for the sake of an old book by dusty old men.
My parents had made their decision, and it tore me in half.
Did I really have the strength to start stitching myself back together?
I caught sight of myself in the mirror, eyeing off the mass of knots in my hair, still unwashed. This wasn't me...it's not who I'm meant to be. I was stronger than this – I could be stronger than this. Whoever had wanted to sabotage me on the stage that night…or Camila...I couldn't let them win. I couldn't let them take everything I wanted away from me.
I grabbed my journal and flipped it open to the page I had recently worked on, ignoring the tear streaks. They had been there long enough now, completely dried, and I had no more tears left to give. I was mostly just a ball of rage at this point, and I had nowhere to direct it – except writing, and most of it was garbage.
Except for what I had written only hours after my parents had dumped me on my ass.
I bit my pen and closed my eyes.
“This is not who I'm meant to be…” I hummed quietly before rolling my eyes and dumping the book. Instead, I picked up my phone and opened FLIX, ignoring my overloaded inbox and scrolling aimlessly, my heart stopping at the news alert that pinged on my phone. Against my better judgment, I opened the link and regretted it.
Camila Bianchi seen with mysterious redhead – has the American Superstar judge moved on from her prodigy?
The headline hit me square in the guts, and I found myself clicking the article before I gave it much thought, my eyes scanning the subheading with a dry mouth.
Is the queen of pop ready to start dating again?
My aching eyes scrolled through the article – not that there was much to read. It was mainly just the writer glossing over what each person was wearing, what they had been up to, and where they could be headed. This was the second article this redhead had appeared in with Camila, and there was still nothing to go on for who she was.
Regretfully, I flicked down to the comments, sucking in a prepared breath for the onslaught of hate I was about to read.
Regan Moore: can't believe she is already out & dating again. How does she even have a career after what she did?
Kelly Simons: it's actually so gross how fast she moves on from people.
Zac Miller: she's out living her best life – has anyone heard from Lennon? Socials been dead since that final night!!!!
I anxiously scrolled back up the article as I looked at the photo of the pretty redhead and Camila walking side by side in New York. Camila’s smile was radiant, and the redhead laughed at something, looking happy, and my insides boiled.
Glad she was so happy with herself.
How much time had I wasted mourning the loss of her when I clearly didn’t even have her in the first place? Everything she said was a lie. Every kiss – every moment we shared was nothing more than the Camila Special of fuckery that followed her wherever she went.
“Throw yourself into work and bounce back so hard; Camila will regret ever hearing your name in the first place. Don’t let this fucked-up situation ruin the future you planned.”
Todd’s earlier words echoed in my ears and suddenly held more weight.
I shook my head and looked back at myself in the mirror, the mess I had let myself become, and I shook my head in disbelief. No more sad bitch – that was done. Lying in here and licking my wounds was not going to help me. I would just have to fake it till I made it, and I would make it.
I would make it so big that everyone who ever screwed me would regret it.
I held onto that newly found resolve and looked around my dump of a room and half-unpacked suitcase.
It was time to clean up.



Camila

"SO," Isabella said over her glass of wine as we stood in my kitchen. "Bullshit aside, how are you feeling?"
I shrugged my shoulders non-committally and gazed at the wine label on the bottle before me.
"That good," Isabella mumbled. "Why can't you just tell her it was all a lie and that you do love her?"
"That's not part of the deal," I growled.
"Well, once the pen is put to paper, can't you screw the deal and tell Lennon how you feel?" Isabella asked. " Brandi can't cancel the deal because you guys get back together. She would be locked into a contract just as much as Lennon."
"The world won't want to see us together, Isabella," I groaned. "Have you not seen the comments online? I'm like some giant pervert."
Isabella rolled her eyes. "Forget the comments, Cam. When have you ever given a damn about what people think?"
"Not giving a damn about what people think is what got me into this mess," I reminded her.
"You don't have much of a mess anymore," Isabella said. "The lawsuit has been settled, and your label still wants to keep you on. Now, you only need to grow a pair and get your girl back. Why are you letting yourself suffer?"
"She's too good for me!" I cried as tears gathered in my eyes. "I was already selfish with her once. I'm not going to do it to her again. She's about to sign with a label and get her career back on track, and she's officially an out and proud queer musician. She should explore that without me holding her back or casting a shadow."
"This is like some bad TV show where I'm screaming at the main characters to just talk," Isabella sighed before taking a long gulp of her wine.
I shook my head and wiped my eyes. "We need to change the subject."
"Fine," Isabella grumbled. "How long are you back in New York for?"
"Not long," I told her. "There's an event in LA for my charity, Pride Oasis. I am there to perform a couple of songs and cut the ribbon to the new crisis center I helped fund. Then I am holing up in my LA apartment until Winter is over."
Isabella pouted. "You don't want to spend Thanksgiving or Christmas with me?"
"Is mom gonna be there?" I asked as I poured another glass.
"Obviously."
"Then no," I spluttered a laugh. "Are you kidding, Is?"
Isabella rolled her eyes and sighed. "Fine."
“Truthfully, I don’t want to live in New York anymore,” I admitted as I looked around. “Or in this apartment. Ever since Helena did what she did in my bathroom…”
“That’s fair.”
“I genuinely enjoyed living in LA,” I told her. “I’m thinking about moving there permanently.”
Isabella shot me a look. “Really, Cam?”
“It’s not because of Le-” I cut myself off and rubbed my face. “It’s not because she lives there. I genuinely liked it in LA. I liked the weather and I liked my apartment. I’ll probably end up buying a house, but that’s long term. I always end up flying there for events. I am tired of New York.”
Isabella bit the inside of her cheek. “I’m not saying anything.”
“Right,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes. “Okay, your turn for the hot seat. Who is that guy commenting on all your FLIX posts?”
“What guy?” Isabella asked airily before taking a sip of her wine.
“Don’t bullshit, Is. Mr. Flame emoji?”
“Is that his name?” Isabella asked with a laugh.
“You admit he exists then.”
“He is literally just a friend,” Isabella defended. “Nothing more than that.”
“So it’s okay to dig through my love life, but we can’t dig through yours?” I asked with a smirk as my sister shifted uncomfortably.
“Well, my love life is down the shitter,” Nicole announced as she sauntered into the kitchen. “So, my little vacation couldn’t have come at a better time.”
“You ready to hear where you’re going?” I asked with a grin.
“Yes!” Nicole whined.
I slid a manila file across the countertop. “There it is. Everything is booked, and there is a credit card in there for your use. Take your friends and go on the holiday of your life.”
“I wish you were my boss,” Isabella muttered as she finished her wine.
“You’re your own boss,” I reminded her.
“Are you ready to be without me for a few months?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I told her. “Remember, only one hour of work per day.”
Nicole’s eye twitched.
“She will break,” Isabella laughed loudly. “She can’t help herself.”
“What if there’s a crisis?” Nicole blurted anxiously. “Like, something huge that I’m not here for?”
“I’ll live,” I told her firmly. “FaceTime exists for a reason. Please, just go and reset. I will be fine on my own for a few months. I’m not doing anything huge while you’re gone.”
Isabella laughed out loud. “Famous last words.”

My movements were slow as my left hand traced up her arm. The skin broke out in goosebumps as it ran over her shoulder, up her neck, and her eyes fluttered closed. Her breathing was heavy with anticipation as I immobilized every thought she was having. My hand remained at the nape of her neck, and I guided her mouth to mine, nearly moaning out loud as our lips met.
She was so soft, so yielding. Her entire body released all the tension it had been holding as our lips molded together, and my hold on her neck tightened slightly, causing a sigh to escape her as she cupped both of my cheeks. She lost any willpower she had been holding back as she took control of the kiss.
Her tongue slipped into my mouth, stroking the burning fire within me as she walked me backward, pushing me up against the walls of the elevator. Her body was pressed firmly against mine, and I could feel my arousal searing through me at the feel of her soft body against me, my nipples hardening almost painfully, and my clit throbbing with need.
It was one of the most passionate kisses of my life. She wasn’t touching me anywhere other than my face, and I felt like I would come apart in her hands as our tongues dueled for dominance, the kiss only growing hotter as our breaths became shorter.
I needed more.
I needed all of her, and judging by her light grinding, so did she.
“Come back to my room,” I breathed into her ear as her lips went to my neck, and I hissed a breath of desire as her teeth raked along my flesh.
Lennon nodded against my neck. “Okay…”
I sucked in a breath as I jolted awake, my heart hammering against my ribcage as I stared at the dark ceiling above me, the early morning New York light streaming through the crack in the curtain.
It felt like she was here or had just been here with me. The memory of her flesh under my hands had my skin tingling as I tried to capture that feeling in my heart and lock it away so I could only take it out when I truly needed it.
Fuck, I missed her.
I rolled over and grabbed my phone, opening up FLIX and loading her profile, praying she had posted something… but there was nothing, as usual. There was complete radio silence from her camp, and I wondered how long she would spend hiding from the world. That only served to make me ache more.
I had done that to her.
I hated these moments.
When I was finally alone with my thoughts, I would truly be sucked down the Lennon Emery rabbit hole, waiting for my DMs to tell me she was there—waiting for a news headline that she had finally been spotted – that she was moving on.
My stomach turned at the continuous sight of nothingness.
“Well, once the pen is put to paper, can’t you screw the deal and tell Lennon how you feel?”
Isabella’s words rang in my ears, and I sighed.
She did have a point.
Once Brandi signed Lennon, it would, at minimum, be a twelve-month contract. I mean, there would be nothing to stop me from begging for forgiveness and trying again…but her life was about to become very full. Brandi signing her would mean an album and a solid year of gigs nationally and internationally.
She wouldn't have time for me and my drama.
My teeth ground together at the thought of her meeting someone else.
That was very much on the table.
My phone alarm suddenly blared in my ears, and I dropped it in fright, shutting it off with a scowl. It had been my final wake-up call. Lisa was due here in an hour to continue taking her notes for the biography, and I ran a hand down my face as I realized what part we were up to today.
We had covered early childhood…now we were moving into my teen years and the climb into fame. We would be covering the start of my body image issues, the beginning of my drug abuse thanks to my darling mother…the eating disorders.
The thought of visiting the past today did not seem appealing, but I knew this book needed to get moving. It was my turn to speak; this would be my best chance. It's not some tacky documentary, just the written word that would explain so much…and more.
By the time Lisa arrived at the apartment with her laptop and coffee, I had managed to make myself presentable and had pushed all thoughts of Lennon from my mind – mostly.
“Alright,” Lisa said as she set up, her Australian accent still not something I was used to. “Obviously, the lead in Blue Crest High kicked everything off for you. Tell me what it was like – the lead-up to getting the role?”
“I mean, I was excited,” I admitted as I settled into the couch. “I wanted the role. I wanted to be center stage – I make no illusions about that. I wanted to be a star, but my mother had big opinions about creating one. How a star should look and behave. Who a star should and shouldn’t date…should and shouldn’t eat. She turned an exciting experience into torture.
“So she played a big part in you getting the role?” Lisa asked.
“She likes to think she did,” I laughed. “If you call starving me for weeks on end and only letting me function on less than six hours of sleep a week while forcing pills down my throat ‘playing a part’’ then yeah, sure, she played a huge part.”
“I didn’t know so much preparation went into an audition for a teenage sitcom.”
I rolled my eyes with a shake of my head. “The main character I was up for, Sofia, was an elite teen gymnast and head cheerleader. I had never so much as tried a handstand. I was being coached and trained for hours a day. Before and after school. I was told I was too chubby, then I was too wide…” I looked down at my thighs. “I was living on maybe four hundred calories a day by that point. The week before the audition, I was on less than two hundred and chewing diet pills like they were candy.”
Lisa shook her head in wonder as she typed.
“I felt so sick the day of the audition,” I remembered as I closed my eyes. “I felt like I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. My head was so sore. I wasn’t allowed any water because she didn’t want any extra weight. I begged and pleaded with her to let me rest – God, the fury she flew into. We were alone in our hotel room in LA. She dragged me out of bed by my ankles when I refused to shower.”
My heart raced as the memory of that fear ran through me once more, and I felt transported back in time to that scared teenage girl all those years ago.
“You ungrateful grassa!” my mother shrieked as she ripped me from the bed.
I hit my head on the bedside table, not ready for the sudden yank out of the bed, and I landed on the floor hard as pain bloomed within my skull. My head swam as my stomach turned, tears pooling in my eyes as I curled into a ball on the floor.
“I don’t want it anymore, mama!” I cried, the begging in my tone being ignored.
“Get in the shower!”
“No!”
“No, she says!” My mother cursed under her breath and stormed into the bathroom. I used the moment to catch my breath as I sat up, rubbing the side of my head as I stared down at the cream carpet beneath me, wishing this hell was over.
The shower was turned on in the bathroom.
My mother stormed out with a horrid look on her face, glaring at her watch before back at me.
“Get in the shower!” she ordered. “We need to be at the audition in one hour.”
“I can’t do it,” I cried as I buried my head in my hands. “I’m exhausted. I feel sick. I feel like I can’t breathe.”
“I’m exhausted. I’m sick,” My mother mocked me with a sneer on her face. “You’re so ungrateful. I have done so much for you to get you to this point, and now you throw it back in my face? You drag me away from your father and your sister. You begged for this audition. Now, here we are, and you say no. You don’t feel well.”
“I don’t,” I croaked. “I’m hungry.”
“Bottomless pit,” my mother growled. “Shower. Now.”
“No!” I growled as I got to my feet. “I won’t do it.”
I took a steadying breath as I removed myself from the memory, not wanting to think about the way she gripped my bony arm and dragged me on the floor to the bathroom before she held me under freezing cold water until I complied and washed myself.
After my shower, she had given me ‘breakfast.’
A pill for energy and a pill to make me feel full.
That audition nearly killed me.
I had to perform one song, perform a gymnastics routine, and read lines with the head casting director. It took about two hours, and I remember walking out to my mother’s car at the end. I remember collapsing in the parking lot afterward. My next memory was waking up in the hospital with my mother crying on the phone at my bedside.
"Grassa," she had croaked with a genuinely warm smile. "We got the part."
"She wasn't even crying because I was in the hospital," I laughed without humor. "She was crying because we got the part."
Nothing else mattered at that moment.
Because my mother was smiling and telling me she loved and was so proud of me.
She let me eat the full hospital meal and the ice cream after.
My poor teenage self accepted that it was all worth it. All the pain and the pills and the back-breaking work if it meant my mother looked at me…like a mother.
Lisa had stopped typing, and I looked over at her. She watched me with a shocked expression on her face.
"I hope you got all that," I told her as I dragged my walls back up. "I'm not repeating it."
"I mean," Lisa sighed and blew out air. "That was just the audition."
"Yep," I told her. "We're only just getting started on the shit that was Blue Crest High. Wait until I tell you all about Murphy."
"Your costar?"
"Mmm," I said with a vacant nod. "But that's not till later. Listen, I won't be in New York for our next meeting."
"Oh?"
"I'm moving back to LA," I told her. "Tonight."
Lisa blinked at me.
"Will you be able to fly out to LA for the rest of this?" I asked her.
"Sure," she answered slowly. "I can do that."
"Great," I said as I got to my feet, desperately trying to hold it together. "Time for you to go then."
"We still have an hour?" Lisa asked with that annoying twang, making everything sound like a question.
I let out a breath of air.
"Lisa, I just told you some really heavy shit. We're done for today."
Lisa took the hint and began packing up her things, and I knew her mind would be rattling with the story I had just given her. If that easily shook her, then God help her as we got deeper into the abuse my mother laid into me. I hoped Nicole hadn't misjudged Lisa. I didn't want this shit watered down in the book.
I wanted it raw and to the point – all the facts for the world to see.
I was tired of making everyone else look good while I bore the consequences. I was tired of being called selfish for taking the things I wanted when I wanted them.
I would be moving back to LA and finding a way back into Lennon's life, somehow. She would start appearing at industry events – the same events I would be invited to. If I couldn't be with her, I could at least be around her…
I could feel myself losing it like I had lost it with Helena.
I didn't want to watch Lennon through a screen or guess what she was doing. I needed to see it with my own eyes.
I needed to see her climb the ladder back to America's Sweetheart, rung by rung.



Lennon

"I NEED TO FIX MY HAIR," I told Jesse over coffee as we stood in the kitchen. The matted knot had become too much for me to bear, and if I were going to make good on my promise of pulling myself out of this depressive hole, then my hair would be the first thing to fix.
"I have someone who can come to the house," Jesse said as he picked up his phone. "You remember Hayley, right?"
My heart flickered at the thought of my hair and makeup artist from the show.
"Really?"
"She said to call her whenever her services were required," Jesse said with a grin. "I have been waiting to fix your hair since you returned."
"Yeah," I mumbled as I touched the dried-out mess. "I didn't have it in me."
"I'm not judging," he said, tapping away at his phone. "I'm just glad you're doing something. Anything is better than nothing."
I nodded and sighed heavily, setting down my mug. "Did you see those photos of Camila…with that girl?"
"I did."
"Do you think they're dating?" I asked hesitantly, a knot forming in my stomach as I waited for his answer.
Jesse shrugged. "Who knows? I can guarantee, though, it's not serious. It's Camila, after all. It's probably just another PR stunt for her to remove the heat from her fans spamming her socials about you."
"Hmm," I murmured with a tap of my nails against the mug before swallowing. "We should talk…about next steps."
"Yes?" Jesse feigned nonchalance, but I knew he was staying calm for my sake. It was like he was approaching a wounded animal, careful not to make any sudden movements in case he scared it off.
"I know that I still want a music career," I told him nervously, my palms sweating as I wondered about the truth of those words. "I don't really know where to go from here…how to flip the narrative."
Jesse breathed a sigh of relief and clasped his hands together.
"Listen," he told me. "I have still been hustling—hard. Without you, I have been out networking and mingling within the industry as best as I can. I have a few ideas on what we could do…and an exciting offer has come my way recently."
I frowned. "Oh?"
"Look," Jesse said. "As your manager, it's my job to shape your brand and look after your career. Right now, you have people either ready to burn you at the stake or wanting to date you. Based on public opinion, it's either Team Camila or Team Lennon."
I rubbed my eyes. "So, what then?"
"Well," Jesse said with a dramatic breath. "I have had Remi Mallard's people slide into my DMs. Remi wants you on the show – a full sixty-minute slot – to interview you."
"Interview me?"
"Remi wants your side of the story," Jesse explained. "She hates Camila. We know this. For her, getting an interview with you to explain your side...it's a big deal. The fans will go wild for it. Camila's fling airing her dirty laundry – no offense – to Camila's arch-enemy?"
I made a face. "This is the part of show business I'm just not interested in."
Jesse nodded in agreement. "I get it, truly...but it's also the part of show business that might help right your ship and get you going again. Plus...an hour of Q&A with Remi Mallard sure as heck beats a FLIX post written from your phone notes."
"Ha!" I scoffed with a shake of my head. Could I deal with the questions and answers? Would I be able to be as honest as I wanted to be, or would I clam up and hide behind lies?
I shook my head at myself. "I don't have anything to lose," I admitted with a shrug. "It'll either work in my favor, or I'll end up right back here. When do they want to do it?"
"Within the next two weeks," Jesse told me. "I have been holding off telling you. I have been sitting on this since our second day back. It would be a live event with a studio audience."
"Live?" I laughed with a shaky breath. "Do you remember what happened to me the last time I did something live?"
Jesse let out a low whistle. "Yeah, but she has assured us, no funny business. She has nothing to gain from humiliating you. We both know from her end that this is just a dig at Camila, which is the end of the story. How about you sit on it? Decide in a couple of days, okay?"
I nodded slowly. "Okay."
"Cool," Jesse murmured. "Now, Haley has just replied. She can be here in an hour."
"Oh!" I jumped in surprise. "That fast? Okay, I need to go shower and get somewhat presentable then."
I slid off the stool and headed toward the bathroom, my mind dancing around the conversation with Jesse and the offer from Remi. Did I want to address the scandal live with the one person Camila despised more than her own mother? It would be a pretty decent "fuck you," and I did need to indirectly fuck her some way.
I needed some vindication here – and maybe that's where I had to start channeling all this hurt that was bottled up inside me.

Haley entered our apartment, wheeling a black suitcase with a flustered expression on her cheeks as she gestured down below us. "How have they not fucked off yet?" she growled as she dumped her bag and shrugged off her ripped denim jacket. "Seriously? I got bored of all this chaos a week after reading it. No offense."
"None taken," I muttered as Jesse peeked from behind the closed shades.
"Jesus," Haley groaned. "Your hair, Lennon. What the fuck?"
"I loved your look so much I couldn't bear to wash it out," I said dryly.
Haley blinked. "That's my – that's from the final show?" she asked in shock. "Seriously?"
"Washing my hair has been the least of my worries," I admitted as I sat on the sofa.
Haley composed herself and hoisted her case onto the table. "Okay, no judgment. If my life was being dug into on TV and my secret relationship was exposed, I probably wouldn't give a fuck about washing my hair either. Does this stool adjust up and down?"
I nodded as she tested it before she dragged it over to the kitchen sink. I watched as she began to go through her bag and pulled out an adjustable hose and head before going back to the seat and connecting it up, completely absorbed in her work. She wore a tight tank top and had gone braless; her legs were encased in tight black jeans, and bright purple combat boots were on her feet.
"You seem different from show Haley," I commented. "You talk more."
"I'm on a clock on the show," Haley grunted as she dug around for combs and brushes. "I don't have time to get too friendly with people. Come sit on this stool."
I did as I was told, trying to ignore the nerves swimming in my stomach about the verdict she would give for my hair.
"I'm going to try and brush this out with conditioner," she told me while she tested the water. "I'll do my best to try to salvage it…"
"Just chop it," I said, surprising Jesse and me, who looked up from his laptop with a raised brow. "The knot is mostly past my shoulders. Just lob my hair."
Haley shut off the water and stared at me. "Really?"
"Are you sure?" Jesse asked nervously. "You love your hair."
"Clearly not enough," I told them as I pointed at the knot. "I don't want to sit here while you try to undo that. It's going to hurt like a bitch, and I'm going to cry because I'm already emotionally fragile. Just cut it off. It will grow back."
"Wow," Haley commented. "You really are going through a breakup. Do you want to dye it red and get some bangs – or haven't you reached that far in your breakdown yet?"
I snorted a genuine laugh and shook my head. "I've missed you."
Haley dismissed my words as I knew she would. Instead, she fastened me in a cape, nearly choking me out, before adjusting the stool so that my head was level with the sink.
"Have you spoken to anyone from the show?" she asked as she began to wet my hair.
"Nope."
"They have been messaging," Jesse cut in. "Lennon stopped checking her DMs, so they message me directly."
"Who is messaging you?" I asked in surprise as I stared at the ceiling above me, the water trickling through my scalp more relaxing than I thought it would be.
"Kylie has been in contact daily," Jesse told me as he came to the kitchen. "Juniper reached out a week ago. William hit me up a few days ago as well – oh, and Matteo, the dancer."
"I thought they would all hate me," I muttered as Haley worked shampoo into my scalp, and my eyes nearly rolled into the back of my head as she raked her nails along the skin, her fingers squeezing my pressure points.
"They're worried," Jesse informed me. "Your socials have been dead. No one's heard from you. They're your friends, Len."
"I didn't…" I trailed off, unsure where I was going to go with my statement.
"Kylie messaged me to let me know they were going to the opening of Midnite tonight," Jesse told me. "It's a new club in West Hollywood. Most of the American Superstar alum are going."
"It would be a great place to show off your new cut," Haley said as she rinsed out the shampoo, and I glanced up at her. "What – are you going to just be a sad hermit for the rest of your life? You have to face the real world soon anyway. May as well do it with a new look."
Unease tingled down my spine as the reality of reclaiming my life crept in. Of course, it would mean leaving the safety of the apartment.
"Press would be everywhere," I murmured anxiously.
"Yeah," Jesse said with a nod. "It would be a great debut back into the world, though. Not like a red carpet event, but still a toe dip back into the public eye."
Haley squeezed the water from my hair before tapping my shoulder to get me back up.
"Jesse, can you move this stool to the middle of the room there? Thanks, I need good light."
I followed Haley and sat down as she directed while she combed through her kit, and my eyes landed on Jesse, who shot me a grin.
"Do you think I should go?" I asked him honestly. "As my manager?"
Jesse pressed his lips together. "As your manager…yes. I think it would be good for you to be out and seen again if reclaiming your career is something you want to do. As your friend, I don't want you to do anything you aren't ready for."
"I think you should do it," Haley said bluntly. "I'm biased, though. I want this new do shown off. Imagine the shock factor. No posts from you online or any indication you're alive, and then suddenly you're seen out on the town with a new look? The fans will froth."
She had a point, I mused. A darker and more buried part of me reminded me that this time tomorrow there would be photos of me all over the internet. There would be no way Camila could miss it.
My motivations for going were stupid, to say the least. All I wanted was for Camila to see a photo of me living my life and looking amazing.
How sad was that?
"Alright," I said quickly.
"Alright?" Jesse asked.
"I'll go," I told him with a racing heart. "It will be good for me to get out…see the others again as well."
Jesse got to his feet, looking startled. "Okay, I need to sort you an outfit – Ava sent me a bag a few weeks ago…"
"Ready?" Haley asked as she snapped the scissors behind me, the knot in her hands.
I made a face and clasped my hands together.
"Do it."

Todd let out a low whistle as I walked into the living room, and my cheeks flushed. I hadn't been allowed a mirror since it had been agreed that I would be going out tonight, so I had no idea what my new hair looked like, only how it felt. It was light, and I could feel it dancing just above my shoulders, which was an odd feeling to get used to after having it long for so many years.
"Damn, Lennon," Jesse gasped. "If you wanted to make a splash tonight, then this outfit is how you do it."
"Can I look at myself yet?" I demanded impatiently, the soft material of the dress Ava had provided tickling my skin as I walked.
"Haley did a good job on your face and your hair," Jesse commented as he wheeled out his floor-length mirror. "She has a skill. Okay, Lennon, close your eyes. Todd, bring her over."
"Really?" I groaned but did as instructed.
Todd took me by the upper arms and gently guided me toward Jesse, and my thick heels clapped along the floor, the material going all the way up to my mid-thigh.
"One…two…three!" Jesse clapped his hands, and I blinked my eyes open, almost dizzy from the shock of the person before me.
My hair had been lobbed and had been tousled to a point where it looked like I had just been fucked to oblivion. I toyed with a few of the end strands in surprise before admiring how the hair had given some maturity to my face; it had changed something.
Haley had kept my makeup to theme tonight, which was clearly seduction—a dark smokey eye with an alluring deep purple lip. My cheekbones were accentuated, and she had contoured in all the right places.
"Fuck," I gasped in surprise, eyeing the black sequined dress that went high at my neck, long on the sleeves and ended just above where my boots rested mid-thigh.
"Yeah," Jesse said with a shake of his head. "Look out LA."

Jesse had done the grunt work to secure us a car service to and from the event, plus a small security detail in case anything got a little hairy. Apparently, these two guys worked with Ashley at the gym and did door work on the side, so I felt mildly safer about being out in public. As we drove down the busy streets of West Hollywood, my palms sweated, and my heart pounded, but I knew I had to see this through.
It was just a huge jump from getting a haircut to going out on the town, and it certainly wasn't how I saw my day ending when I woke up this morning. I just had to roll with it because this would have happened sooner or later. I would have returned to the world; it was just happening faster than I had planned.
"Now you're going to have a lot thrown at you tonight," Jesse told me as he finished his water bottle. "They're going to shout shit at you – probably some horrible stuff too. All you need to do is smile and get through the front door – okay? Don't say anything. If you want to say your piece, save it for Remi."
I nodded stiffly, and the car rounded the corner. I could see the packed club up ahead, roped-off areas for photographers trying to shoot their shots, and a red carpet that led into the chic-looking club, and I took a deep breath as it felt like my fight or flight kicked in.
Could I do this?
"I'll get your door," Jesse told me as he exited once we rolled up to the carpet.
This was it, I thought as I grit my teeth. Suck it in, Lennon.
My door opened, and in one fluid motion, I swept out, landing on the carpet beside Jesse. The crowd's roar rushed past my ears as they realized who I was. Lights from the cameras blinded me as Jesse looped his arm through mine.
"Lennon!"
"Lennon, over here!"
"Who did your hair, Lennon?"
"Lennon! Have you heard from Camila?"
"Lennon, what's it like being publicly outed as a liar?"
"Who else did you sleep with on the show to make it to the top two?"
I held my head high, a smile plastered as Jesse and I swept up the short carpet and toward the double doors where two suited officers stood checking invites. Jesse held out his phone for the QR code, and we were let in with a slight nod.
Once we entered, I let out my breath and relaxed my shoulders, trying to ignore the words thrown at me. I released my death grip on Jesse's hand, and he flexed it with a grin.
"You okay?" he asked me.
"Lennon!" A violent screeching of my name before a flurry of neon-covered limbs engulfed me in a hug as Kylie squeezed me tightly, taking the air from my lungs. "Girl – you look amazing! Your hair? Fuck. How are you? I have missed you so much!"
"Lennon?" Juniper's voice floated up beside us, and the petite blonde shot me a toothy grin. "I love the new do. Please tell me you're officially out of hiding?"
I let out a shaky laugh. "I guess I am…not sure how I feel about it."
"We're excited!" Kylie gushed as she clung to my arm. "You just vanished – we were so worried for you. That being said, if I had shit like that printed about me daily, I would have gone into hiding."
"As well as being exposed on a national stage," Juniper reminded Kylie before gently squeezing my hand. "Hey, good for you for taking some time after all that. It was messed up what happened."
"I'll get us some drinks," Jesse called out.
"We have a table!" Kylie called back. "You'll see William and James."
"How are you feeling?" Juniper asked as she guided us across the marble flooring and into the club. The color scheme was mostly black and white marble with white gold trimmings. The dance floor was a level below us, and I could just make out that we were somewhat on a mezzanine over it.
I turned my attention back to Juniper. "Nervous," I admitted. "Not sure if I'm ready for any of this."
"A bit of liquor will fix that," Kylie promised me as she dragged me over to a table, and I recognized William and James instantly. "Guys, look who's here!"
James and William looked up, grinning as they got to their feet.
"Lennon!" William greeted me as he pulled me in for a hug. "It's good to see you."
"Thanks," I mumbled anxiously before James pulled me in for a bear hug. "James," I greeted with a laugh as he let me go. "Uh, how is everyone?"
"Good!" Juniper squeaked as we sat on the stools around the table they secured. "Really good, actually. James and I secured an opening act gig for Hazel Maya. We go on the US leg of her tour next month. We signed with a label right after our elimination."
"That's amazing," I gushed with genuine happiness. "Guys – I'm so happy for you both."
"I'm singing backup vocals for Diane Lawrence for her ten Vegas shows," Kylie said with a grin. "I'm also in negotiations with a label."
"Wow," I breathed as Jesse returned to the table carrying a tray of shots, setting it down carefully. I looked at William, and he gave me a sheepish grin.
"You know what I'm up to," he said with a shrug. "Should have been you."
"You would be the only person in the world who thinks that," I said with a small laugh. "I don't really want to get into it."
"Shots?" Jesse suggested.
"Shots!" Juniper cheered.

Three shots and two sparkling glasses of wine later, I found myself on the dance floor with Kylie and Juniper, dancing to a song I couldn't name, and it felt good just to be…free. No one had bothered me in the club, whether they knew me or not. I had a few knowing looks, but people mostly minded their business, making being out more bearable. I felt a small piece of pre-show Lennon, and it felt good.
The only difference now was that I had no more secrets. My soul had been laid bare – albeit forcibly, and the more I thought about it, the more sense it made to do Remi's show and publicly clean this mess up. Maybe it would help me move forward and heal. Perhaps it would help me want this life just for me and not just for Jesse.
The urge to pee hit me, and I tapped out of the girls, heading toward the toilets as the soothing buzz of alcohol helped me navigate through the writhing bodies of the dancefloor.
I walked down the small corridor and entered the restroom, taking the only free stall and hurriedly papering the seat. I wasn't in the mood to master a hover in these heels.
Washing my hands, I stared at myself in the mirror, admiring the new cut and the look Haley had created with my makeup. It was better than seeing red eyes and cracked lips in the mirror.
The stall door beside mine opened, and the occupant walked out toward the sink, washing their hands. She wore a black blazer and long black pants, her feet covered by a pair of black loafers. Her short brown hair was quiffed on top, and her eyes met mine in the mirror. I hurriedly looked away and ripped at some paper towel, drying my hands.
She looked familiar.
"Lennon, right?"
I blinked and looked back at her as she came over to get some paper towels.
"Yeah," I murmured. "Sorry – I didn't mean to stare. You look familiar."
"Ah," she said with a grin. "I am an actress – currently on Nights & Days."
"Frankie Miller," I said aloud as I realized who she was. "You changed your hair."
"I wear a wig on the show," Frankie said with a smirk as she folded her arms. "They want me a little more…femme, I guess. I'm surprised to see you out. Didn't you go into hiding after that shitstorm of a show finale?"
I laughed nervously, unsure if I was in a twilight zone. One of my favorite actresses was talking to me in a club bathroom about my national disgrace.
"I've been pressured into living my life again," I told her with a shrug. "I'm trying it on for size."
Frankie eyed me up and down with a smirk on her face. "Well, it looks good on you. Just own it, you know? There's no packing it all away, that's for sure. Plus, it's more fun being out than in. All the hate will blow over anyway. People move on."
"That's what I'm counting on," I breathed.
"Do you wanna get a drink?" Frankie asked me. "I mean, we could keep talking in the toilet…"
I let out a laugh and shook my head. "Yes. Yes, let's get a drink."
My heart thumped as I followed Frankie from the restroom, my mind running a mile a minute as I tried to reason with the position I found myself in. I, Lennon Emery, was following TV star Frankie Miller to the bar for a drink at an exclusive invite-only club in West Hollywood…pinch me.
We climbed the marble staircase to the mezzanine, and I spied Jesse sitting at our table with James and William, all absorbed in conversation. Jesse laughed loudly, and seeing him looking relaxed for a change instead of tense and wound up was a relief.
We landed by the bar, and Frankie turned to me with a grin.
“What do you feel like?”
“Um…” I frowned for a minute. “An Old Fashioned?”
Frankie’s lips curled as she tapped the bar. “One Old Fashioned and a Gin and Tonic, please.”
Frankie leaned against the bar with a sense of power around her, like she was at home and comfortable in her skin. She was impenetrable, and a shot of envy rushed through me at her confidence before I realized she was sizing me up, too. What did she see?
I guess I knew what she could see by the alluring grin on her face and the hooded look in her eyes, but I felt a piece of me retreating. Was I ready for that? I didn’t want to lead her on, but I was not in any headspace to be headed home with anyone except Jesse tonight. Maybe the drink was a bad idea.
“Freedom looks good on you,” Frankie commented, and I was surprised when she leaned out and ran her hand casually down my arm. “This dress is cute. It’s from that Ava girl's shop, right? She does some cute clothes.”
“Oh yeah,” I said with a laugh, trying to feel more confident than I felt. “Ava always sends me stuff, and it's my style.”
“Lennon?”
The voice behind me made my blood run cold, and my arm fell slack, Frankie’s hand dropping away as the dancing light in her eyes vanished, almost darkening at the figure behind me, just as our drinks got placed on the bar.
I was too scared to turn around, but I obviously had to.
Frankie’s eyes shifted to mine for a split second, and my heart pounded as my hands trembled, and my body turned on its own accord, the air nearly knocking out of me at the sight of Camila standing there, her body encased in a tight red dress, plunging at the neckline.
Her hair was natural, the weave she had sported from the show gone. Instead, it was slicked back behind her, probably reaching just below her ears. Her eyes were piercing as they met mine, a whirl of emotions running through them that I couldn’t place.
She looked fucking good, and it infuriated me that even under all my anger, I desired her – that I still wanted her, and I could feel tears of frustration threatening to build.
“H-How are you?” Camila asked carefully, her posse gathered behind her, pretending not to listen. “You – you look good. I didn’t expect you to be here…”
My mouth dried, and I began to sweat. Seeing her was unearthing far too many feelings, and I didn’t know where to settle. I was torn between bursting into tears or throwing a drink in her perfect face – somehow, I couldn't see that ending up a good PR stamp for me, but I was unprepared for the interaction.
I had come out tonight so she could see a good photo of me – I hadn’t come out to see her in the flesh. I thought she lived in New York!
Fuck!
Fuck!
Where was Jesse?
“Lennon-”
It felt like she had branded my skin beneath the dress when she gently held my arm, replacing where Frankie’s had just been, and my entire body seemed to switch on and come back to life, and it only served to fuel my anger even further. “Maybe we can talk-”
“No,” I found myself saying as I found the anger, death gripping it. “No. I’m not doing this with you.”
“Lennon-”
“Listen,” Frankie’s voice floated behind us. “Maybe just give her some space…”
“The time for talking was in the hotel room,” I growled as my cheeks grew hot. “You had your chance to speak to me then. I have – I have nothing more to say to you. Let go of my arm.”
Camila’s eyes widened, and I ignored the flare of pain I saw there, focusing on my rage and wondering where the fuck Jesse was.
“Lennon, please,” Camila pleaded quietly. “I just want to talk.”
“She said no,” Jesse’s voice cut in, and my eyes moved to his as he pulled me from Camila’s grasp. “Car is here. Time to go, okay?”
I nodded frantically, allowing Jesse to pull me away. My desperation to get out of Camila’s snare was far bigger than any awareness I had of anything else right now. Like leaving Frankie at the bar with our drinks. I had no will left in me even to say goodbye – I just needed to get the fuck out of here and away from Camila.
We approached the exit doors, and I was relieved to see most of the paparazzi gone – it was almost two in the morning now. We made it to the car unscathed, and I settled into the seats with a heavy sigh and a thundering heart.
“I’m sorry she got so close, Len,” Jesse told me regretfully. “I didn’t realize she was even in the club until she was behind you.”
“It’s fine, Jesse,” I told him thickly as tears filled my eyes. “It’s fine.”
It wasn’t fucking fine, I thought darkly as I clenched my hands together. I wasn’t fine.



Camila

“SO,” Ashley grunted as she took the force of my punch into her gloved hands. “You saw Lennon last night, hm?”
“Don’t want to talk about it,” I growled as I threw another punch.
It took everything in me not to chase her down out of the club and plead with her, fucking beg on my knees for her forgiveness. My blood had run hot when I saw her at the bar, with Frankie Fucking Miller’s hand on her arm and that look in her eyes. Frankie Miller was the biggest player I had ever encountered; she broke more hearts than I could count.
Lennon shouldn’t be getting mixed up with her.
“It’s all over the internet,” Ashley told me smugly. “Lennon ran
away from you.”
“Thanks for the recap,” I puffed as I stopped punching and began to rip off my gloves. “It’s not like I spent all night reliving it and then watching it online.”
“I don’t know what you expected,” Ashley told me as she set up our next exercise. “Don’t take any of this as me taking sides either. I’m just being honest. Approaching her in that bar on her first night out since the show? Bad move, Cam.”
“I know!” I groaned as I toweled my face. “I know- okay? I couldn’t help myself. I saw her – Jesus, she looked…Then she was with that Frankie bitch-”
“Woah!” Ashley cut me off with a frown. “Come on, Cam. Frankie is a good person. Yes, she’s a good time, not a long-time person, but she’s always upfront about it. It’s not her fault you dumped the second hottest girl in LA.”
I frowned at her words. “Second?”
“Gracie is number one,” Ashley scoffed as if it were a no-brainer. “Now drop and give me thirty.”
I rolled my eyes but did as I was told, working through my push-ups as if they were penance.
“I didn’t want to dump her,” I grunted as anger hit me again. “I had to do it.”
“What do you mean?” Ashley asked as she skipped rope beside me, hardly sounding like she was breaking a sweat.
“I can’t talk about it,” I groaned as I collapsed on my thirtieth, taking a breath. “If it gets out, she doesn’t get what she needs.”
“Well, from how you’re saying it, it sounds like you were forced to break up with her,” Ashley said as she dumped the rope. “So? What is it? Did you actually want to end it with her, or did you break up with her for real?”
I rolled onto my back and stared at the white ceiling above me, a sigh of resignation leaving my lips.
“What I’m about to tell you, doesn’t leave this room.”
Ashley rolled her eyes. “An NDA was literally part of the agreement when you signed with me. None of your dirty secrets have ever left our sessions together. Why would this be any different?”
“Because you’re closer to the situation,” I told her. “Gracie is your partner, and she’s in a band with Todd, who is in a relationship with her manager. You’re linked.”
“Okay, well,” Ashley sat down beside me. “I love hearing gossip – I just stay the fuck out of it and run around with my secrets. What’s the deal?”
I pressed my hands over my face as I sucked in a deep breath, the words teetering on the edge of my lips, desperate to come out and relieve the never-ending pressure that had found its way to living on my chest this last month.
“We came to an agreement once – once shit hit the fan,” I started explaining. “William was crowned the winner. Brandi told me she would sign Lennon to her label and get her career off the ground, but the condition was I had to end things with Lennon and stay away from her.”
Ashley made a face. “That’s a fucked-up condition.”
“It seemed fair at the time.”
“You were in an emotionally charged situation,” Ashley cut in with a laugh. “That’s so fucked up. I didn’t realize the show was so rigged. Why would Brandi swoop in to save the day?”
“I didn’t ask too many questions,” I admitted with a shrug. “I was more relieved that Lennon had a light at the end of a bleak-looking tunnel.”
Ashley was silent for a moment.
“You don’t think that maybe you should have talked to Lennon about it instead of making that decision for her?”
I chewed the inside of my lip as tears threatened. “No, because I know she would have kicked the offer to the dirt and come with me – and I didn’t want to fuck things up any more than I already did for her. She – fuck, she deserves the world, Ashley. She’s one in a million…as a person and performer.”
Ashley let out a low whistle. “You love her.”
A shaky breath passed my lips, and I pressed my hand to my mouth, refusing to crack.
“She loves you too,” Ashley told me firmly. “Based on everything I had heard from Todd when he came to the house for band practice. Lennon has not been fine. Her parents ripped into her and tried to take her to fucking bible camp with Pastor Andrews-”
“What?” I hissed as my spine straightened. “Are you kidding me?”
“Nope,” Ashley said. “First day back home, they showed up at her house and threw bible scriptures at her. Then they told her to come with them – Pastor Andrews had a program to help fix her. It’s so fucked up. She hasn’t heard from them since. Todd said for the first three weeks, she only cried and hid in her room.”
My stomach twisted, and I shook my head.
“Jesse read some of her journal entries while she showered,” Ashley admitted. “He was scared she might…he just wanted to check her headspace. She had been writing letters to you. She never finished them, just writing bits of poems. Jesse thinks they’re songs. She stopped eating and talking to them, really...it was dark.”
"Jesus," I sighed heavily. "What have I done?"
"No use pondering on that," Ashley told me bluntly. "The real question is – do you want to fix it?"
I frowned at her. "How do I possibly fix it?"
Ashley shrugged. "Don't let her sign with Brandi, for one. It'd probably be in the fucking fine print not to date you. So, if you want a chance at winning her back, you should get another label to sign her."
"Brandi hasn't made an offer yet?" I asked in surprise.
"Not that I've heard," Ashley said as she began to stretch. "Everyone comes to me when they get given contracts. My sister is a lawyer – specializes in this industry."
"Oh."
"So...you're telling me you have been in the entertainment industry for half of your life and have no connections?" Ashley said in disbelief. "No other label you know of would want to sign her?"
The wheels in my mind began to turn, and I got to my feet. "I mean – maybe-"
"Good," Ashley told me with a smirk. "Stop moping – it's not a good look on you. If you're serious about Lennon – if you're serious about fixing the fuck up you made, then stop moping. Put your energy into winning her back – and keep her away from Brandi. Bitch sounds toxic as fuck, dictating someone's personal life like that."
"Will you help me?" I blurted out, and Ashley quirked a brow.
"I am a string-puller behind the scenes," Ashley told me firmly. "I don't get into the middle of things."
"This would be behind the scenes," I promised her. "Lennon doesn't have an agent yet, right? I have someone for her. She owes me a big fucking favor. I can set up a meeting."
"Okay, calm down," Ashley told me, and any hope that had started building began to sink. "Fuck – I hate getting involved – ugh! We need to map this out? Okay?"
The hope flared again, and my heart fluttered in my chest. “Let’s do it.”



Lennon

BRANDI SAT in our small apartment looking more out of place than a middle-aged dad at a One Direction concert. She was dressed as if she were about to perform an entire set of music for her concert. She wore a bright pink leather jumpsuit that also seemed to morph into a pair of six-inch boots. Her black hair was slicked back into a high pony, and her makeup looked music video-ready, her bright pink lips distracting me for a moment.
"I'm sure you're curious as to why I am here," she told me with a smile, adjusting herself on Todd's favorite leather day bed, and I watched as his eyes narrowed as the heel of her stiletto almost contacted the base of the bed.
"A little," I admitted as I tried to recenter myself. "I mean, we were waiting on pizza. You were not the person I expected to see at my front door."
Brandi let out a small laugh before her face went serious again.
"Look, I am not thrilled by what happened with American Superstar. Even though you were clearly pinned to win from the beginning, the way it all came down was traumatic for me even to watch, so I can't begin to think what you have been going through." Brandi shook her head and sighed. "You're a grown adult and have to take some of the responsibility, but I am not willing to let it all fall on you. Camila should have known better, and based on her history of giving no fucks, I am not so naïve as to think you were the one to pursue her first."
"I didn't say no," I murmured with a shrug. "The blame is equal."
Brandi made a face and shook her head. "Well, we can agree to disagree, but the fact you were outed on a national stage and then presumably dumped not long after, I understand you've been hiding out. I would have, too."
"You should see her DMs," Jesse cut in from the kitchen, where he and Todd stood to eavesdrop. "I didn't realize there were so many ways to abuse someone for who they are as a person."
"I am sorry that you have had to go through all of this," Brandi told me apologetically. "The price of fame means everyone with a device can have an unfiltered opinion on your life. You need to decide if this world is something you still want to be part of."
I felt my chest tighten with nerves. "Honestly, that's something I have been thinking about a lot lately. How much of my life do I want to be splashed out there for people to pick apart? This experience has been…triggering, I guess, is the word. It's taken me back to some dark times in my life. I don't know if I want to relive that constantly every time I fuck up."
Brandi nodded solemnly. "I know what you mean. I remember when personal photos of mine leaked, I wanted nothing more than to hide away and never show my face again." Brandi got to her feet with a sigh and walked toward the windows. "Then I realized that if I just went quietly, then the people who set out to hurt me won, and I would lose the chance to live my dream every day for the rest of my life."
I swallowed the lump in my throat as I blinked away the sting of tears.
"I think you have a gift, Lennon," Brandi said as she turned to face me with a fierce look in her eyes. "I haven't seen talent like yours in a very long time, and I can't accept it going to waste. My label, Koncept Records, wants to sign you with us. I think you have the potential to be huge, and I am not sitting around waiting for another label to pounce on you."
Surprise ran through me from her words.
"You want to sign me?" I asked in disbelief. "After everything that happened?"
Brandi rolled her eyes. "Scandal lasts an hour until the next juicy topic comes up, Lennon. It's already starting to blow over as it is. If you want the life of a performer, you need to capitalize on the flames you have around you right now. You have a manager here ready to help rebrand this mess," Brandi said as she waved her hand at Jesse. "I can hook you up with an agent. They can book your jobs and get you moving."
My head swam at this sudden turn of events. Did I want to revive the shit storm that was my career? Did I want to spend every waking moment of my life hiding from haters and online articles that sprouted mistruths left, right, and center? Not really...but did I want to lose that euphoria from being on stage with thousands of people cheering my name?
Never.
"I don't know how I'm supposed to come back from all this," I admitted anxiously as I quickly glanced at Jesse. "After everything that happened."
"Well," Brandi said with a sigh. "That is between you and your manager – and your agent. As a label, we know you're going to perform. Have you not seen the news? Three songs from your American Superstar album are charting right now – and those are just covers. People still want to hear from you, Lennon."
"So what is the catch then?" Jesse asked as he came to the living room. "What's in it for you as an established label to sign her?"
"Money," Brandi said bluntly. "I don't release new music, and I certainly don't tour. I won't be resigning with American Superstar next season, so it's time to invest all my time and energy into growing the label, and I feel Lennon is the key to it. I am here to see you succeed, Lennon, not fuck you over."
"Why?" Todd asked from the kitchen. "Why do you want to see her succeed?"
Brandi shook her head. "I know what it's like to have the rug pulled out from under your feet when you were promised the world. I know what it's like not to want to accept who you are, and I certainly know what it's like to come from a religious background and not have your family accept your career choice. I have been in your shoes, Lennon, and I vowed always to help the next person in a situation like mine."
Silence settled over the room as we thought over her words. Brandi slapped an orange package on the table and got her bag from the floor.
"That's the contract," she told us. "Read it over. Have a lawyer read it over – let me know what you want to do by the end of the week. I'll be waiting."
Brandi sauntered to the exit without sparing us a glance, vacating the apartment. The door thudded closed behind her, and I turned my gaze to Jesse in disbelief.
"Did that just happen?" I asked.
"It did, babe," Jesse confirmed as he eyed the orange package. "Thoughts?"
"The universe is trying to tell you something, Len," Todd said ominously as if he were reading my mind. "That world isn't over for you."
"The only person deciding that it is is you," Jesse told me matter-of-factly.
A sudden surge of confidence hit me as I got to my feet, and I nodded at them both. "Okay," I said firmly. "Okay, it's time then. Get a lawyer to read that contract over. Do we have the money to afford that?"
"That's covered," Jesse told me. "Ashley – you know Gracie's partner? Her sister is a lawyer, industry-related. She can read it over and give you her thoughts."
My mind swam with this information. "Is this happening right now?"
"It's happening," Todd called out.
"You know that this means more industry events to attend, though...your chances of running into Camila have jumped – especially since she's decided to return to LA," Jesse told me with a frown. "Can you cope with that? The situation in the club was..."
I ran my hand through my cropped locks. "It wasn't ideal..." Especially the way my body lit up like a damn inferno when she touched me. "I'm obviously going to have to find a way to coexist with her. I know avoiding her is out of the question."
"At least you looked hot as fuck running into your ex," Todd laughed from the kitchen. "Most people get unlucky and run into them looking like they're half dead, so you won that."
"It's true," Jesse agreed. "Plus, the headlines about you are so much more positive than Camila right now. Plus, that video? I can't believe some sneaky bitch was filming all of that. Frankie looked ready to drop Camila, honestly."
"That's because those two have history," Todd said.
"Oh?" I asked, trying to ignore the flicker of jealousy. "How?"
"They go back to Blue Crest High days," Todd told us. "Frankie was just an extra back then, but she started to get a guest spot toward the end of the show. It's rumored they had a secret fling while Camila was still under wraps – basic teenager shit, but Frankie apparently cheated on Camila. It's such old drama."
The apartment settled into silence, and I eyed the contract sitting on the table, my mind flickering back to the night before at the club and running into Camila.
God, what a headfuck.
I thought she was back in New York, not in LA.
"Maybe we can talk..."
What could she possibly have to say to me? "Sorry for luring you into a fling with me and then dumping you on your ass once you got outed on national television." I settled back on the anger instead of the lust I had felt. Anger would be the fastest way for me to get over her, and that's all I wanted to do. Get over her and move on with my life.
"Jesse," I called out, and he looked up. "Agree to the Remi interview."
"Really?" Jesse asked with a lilt of excitement in his voice. "You sure?"
"I'm sure. It's time to clear my name," I said firmly. "Time to clear my name and move on."
"So much is happening here today," Todd mused aloud.
Jesse made a squawk from his chair, and we both looked over. "Oh my God – okay – no one panic, but something wild has just happened."
"What?" I asked as Todd sat up in his chair.
"I have an email from Susanne Stone…the Susanne Stone," Jesse gushed breathlessly. "She wants to set up a meeting…to discuss the opportunity of potentially being your agent."
My eyes widened. "Are you kidding me? When?"
"She's set a calendar invite for the day after tomorrow," Jesse said. "It's not like we have anything booked. Do you want me to accept?"
"It's Susanne Stone – is there any other choice here?" Todd said with a shocked laugh. "Obviously, you're going to have a meeting with her." Todd got to his feet and picked up his keys and his wallet. "I have to go to practice. I'll take this with me?"
Jesse looked at Todd, who held the contract from Brandi. "Yeah, have it looked over, babe. Lennon, I am accepting this meeting with Susanne – is that okay?"
"Yeah," I nodded, trying to remain calm. "Yes. Accept it. Definitely."
"How did you get on Susanne Fucking Stone's radar? No offense, but she stays the fuck away from chaos," Todd mumbled as he ruffled my hair. "Good hook, Lennon."
Todd left the apartment with a flourish, and I glanced at Jesse, who looked at me from his laptop.
"Susanne Fucking Stone," he whispered. "Girl."

Two days later, Jesse and I sat at our reserved table at a restaurant in West Hollywood. The tablecloths looked fancier than the sheets on my bed, and the cutlery glinted dangerously under the sun that streamed through the large windows around us.
If I didn’t feel the part, at least I looked the part. Ava had dressed me in a black blazer dress cinched at the waist with a square zirconia-encrusted belt. The front dipped, and I had taped up my breasts to ensure they stayed in place, but I also filled out this outfit the way it was meant to. My new haircut had been styled by Jesse himself, looking fabulously tousled as I caught a glimpse of myself in the gold-plated mirror across from us.
I set my black clutch on the table alongside my sunglasses, tucking one ankle behind the other, resting my aching feet from the black strappy heels I had been ordered to wear.
“You look amazing, Len,” Jesse told me as he adjusted the collar of his shirt. “Like a real star.”
“Well, you look like a manager,” I smirked. “Do we know when she’s arriving?”
“Twelve sharp,” Jesse said, glancing down at his phone. “We’re a few minutes early. Now, remember, this is just a meet and greet. Get a feel for her and see how you feel. You need to ensure she understands you and doesn’t just book stupid gigs that take you nowhere or pay you peanuts.”
“I’ll trust you to do most of the talking, Jesse,” I said. “All I want to do is get back out there and perform. When did you say The Wiser’s booking agent wanted to meet mine?”
“Next week,” Jesse said. “So, no pressure, but we do need an agent. Like, ASAP.”
“Welcome to Le Bohm,” an attractive brunette said upon her arrival at the table. “My name is Carrie, and I’ll take care of you today. Is your entire party here?”
“Not yet,” Jesse told her with a smile. “Could we just get some table water for now?”
“Of course,” Carrie said with a smile and a nod. “Um…you’re Lennon Emery, right?”
My heart raced in my chest as I made eye contact with Carrie, noting the interaction was about to go in many directions. Flashbacks to having a milkshake thrown at me made my hands clam up, and all I could do was nod nervously.
“I loved you on American Superstar,” she gushed with a smile. “You were fire. You were so much better than everyone else. What they – what that show did to you was so messed up. I’m glad to see you…back out.”
Relief washed over me like cold water.
“Thanks, Carrie,” I told her with a smile. “I’m happy you enjoyed the show.”
“You actually helped my friend…you know, that girl in the mosh pit?” Carrie had now tucked her notebook into her apron. “Charlie. You got her up on stage.”
“Oh,” I gasped in surprise with a glance at Jesse, who wore a smirk on his face. “I remember Charlie. How is she?”
“She’s great,” Carrie said. “She hasn’t stopped talking about that night. If it’s not too much trouble before you go…could the staff get a photo with you? The entire restaurant had bets on the show – we all got really invested in it.”
“That sounds amazing,” Jesse cut in with a grin. “We’ll pop back once we’re done.”
“Oh, thanks!” Carrie laughed with excitement. “Okay – I’ll, uh, go and get your water.”
Carrie dashed off, and I looked at Jesse in surprise.
“Small world or what?” I said with a shake of my head. “Wild.”
“People are still frothing over that moment you pulled that girl up from the crowd,” Jesse told me. “You should have seen the hashtags that night. You trended for a week.”
I shook my head and switched the subject.
“How have the socials been going since the night out?”
"Ah-mazing," Jesse enthused. "Ava said the dress sold out within twenty-four hours. You’re starting to get other designers reaching out. They’re willing to send you a range of clothes. You don’t have an exclusivity deal with Ava, but she does get to dress you for the Vinny Awards but we should definitely start looking at some of these other—"
"Sorry I’m late!" A feminine voice cut Jesse off, and I looked from him to the figure approaching our table. Her red hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the base of her neck, and she held a black leather-bound folder under her arm. "I’m Susanne. It’s great to meet you both finally."
"Lennon," I introduced, shaking her outstretched hand. "This is my manager, Jesse."
With formalities out of the way, Susanne took the last available seat and set down her binder just as Carrie came over with table water and glasses.
"Perfect," Susanne said with a smile. "Carrie, can we please order drinks?"
"Absolutely," Carrie said as she whipped out her notepad. "What are we having?"
"White wine," Susanne told her.
"Same here," Jesse agreed.
I shrugged and said, "Same."
"Fuck it," Susanne laughed. "We’ll get the bottle, Carrie. Just the house white – I enjoyed that last time I was here."
"Sure," Carrie said with a nod. "I’ll be back."
Jesse looked at Susanne. "Is this your go-to restaurant?"
"Always," Susanne told him with a grin. "They do the best seafood marinara. Everything is on me today, so please order anything you want."
Jesse wiggled his brows at me.
"So," Susanne started. "Am I the first agent you’ve met with so far?"
"At the moment," Jesse said with a nod. "Lennon’s only just making her way back into the real world again. We’re keeping all our options open."
"Well, you’re certainly doing it with a splash," Susanne said with a smirk. "New look and everything – good play."
"I couldn’t get the knot out of my hair," I admitted with a shrug. "That’s the only reason I have this cut."
Susanne laughed. "That’s even better. Can I tell you one thing, Lennon? What sells you is your innocence and your honesty. People know they’re dealing with an authentic human being. Or knew, I guess. Public opinion has flickered since the drama a few months back."
"We’re about to turn that around as well," Jesse told Susanne. "We’ve just signed on to do a full-hour segment with Remi Mallard. Lennon records it tomorrow."
Susanne smirked across the table. "Okay, you two know what you’re doing – I like that—delivering a full exposé to the enemy of your ex? Fans are going to eat it up, Lennon. I won’t school you on any of that; how you present yourself is your manager's job. My job, should you take me on as your agent, is to do the boring, hard, bullshit work you don’t need to be doing."
Carrie came over and set down our glasses, filling each one before putting the bottle in an ice bucket. She disappeared with the promise of returning shortly to take our food order.
"Essentially, my responsibility involves arranging tours, concerts, and public appearances. I would handle fee negotiations and contract agreements, secure venue bookings, and opening slots with well-established artists," Susanne leaned across the table on her elbows. "My primary goal is to help you achieve your desired success. In fact...I could have you an in with a band that’s about to tour the country. You would be opening for the West Leg of the tour."
My eyes widened slightly, and Jesse nudged me subtly under the table.
"Who’s the band?" Jesse asked.
Susanne grinned at us. "You will be familiar with them...The Wiser. I have a good friendship with their agent...your name has come up, but obviously, you’re not booking this gig just because you’re friends with the band. You need a fair contract – fair fees. Thanks to my connections, I could get you a good deal here."
Jesse smirked and took a sip of his wine. "Well...let’s talk numbers then, shall we?"

"I am exhausted," Jesse groaned as he stretched out on the sofa. "I can’t believe we signed on the spot. It’s like impulsive buying."
"She said all the right things and seems to know all the right people," I said from the kitchen. "Remember, it was conditional. The agreement is null if she can’t get me the opening act for The Wiser’s tour. Let’s see if she can deliver on all her grand promises."
"Smart one making that condition," Jesse mumbled as he flicked on the TV and whipped out his phone.
I carried two glasses of wine and set them on the table before focusing on the TV.
"Um," Jesse squeaked as he sat upright.
I looked over at him. "What?"
"What the fuck is happening to your luck?" Jesse gasped as his cheeks flushed. "Okay, so a rep from Jaded Labels has reached out directly. They want to book a meeting and discuss signing you to their label."
My eyes widened with surprise. "Are you serious?"
"I’m serious," Jesse assured me as he handed me his phone. "Read it."
I set down my wine glass and read the email with a thumping heart. Things were happening – actually happening. An offer from Brandi’s label, an agent, and now another label seeking me out?
"Oh my God," I found myself squealing. "Jesse – I mean, it’s Jaded Labels – they have some of the most established artists signed with them. We have to meet with them ASAP. We have to give Brandi an answer within the next two days…we would need to get the offer read over and compare it to Brandi’s offer…"
"Breathe," Jesse told me firmly as he took back his phone and placed my wine in my hand. "This is my thing to worry about - not yours. Enjoy your wine and relax. I’ll set up a meeting before we have to respond to Brandi – we will get Ashley’s sister to read this offer over, and we can have everything wrapped up before the week is out, okay?"
"Okay," I wheezed nervously as I settled back into the chair, my mind racing.
How did everything go from being stagnant to alive in such a short window of time?
"You know, if we sign to a label, we’re going to need to crack into writing some songs," Jesse commented as he tapped away at his phone. "They’ll want music out of you. They can’t make money off your American Superstar streams."
My mind floated to my little blue book on my bed and the half-completed song.
"Have you been working on anything?" Jesse asked me casually.
I took a long sip of wine as I thought about the lyrics I had written after the fallout with my parents and the agony I had felt. If I told Jesse about that song, he would want to hear what I had, and I would need to reopen some hastily patched-up wounds if I even thought about singing those words.
"I know you haven’t really played any music since everything went down," Jesse said softly. "I haven’t even heard you hum. Once we start signing with labels, you’ll need to start writing and maybe even feeling things you’ve bottled up. Maybe ripping off the bandaid in private with me will make it easier when it comes down to doing it in front of others."
"Okay," I found myself saying. "I’ve written something."
Jesse set down his wine glass. "Anything you want to share? The keyboard has been kind of lonely."
I looked over to the corner of the room where my keyboard sat in its case on the stand. My blue fender sat off to the side, gathering dust, and I sighed as I got to my feet.
"Let me get my book."
By the time I returned from my room, Jesse had removed the case and plugged the keyboard in, a grin on his face as he clapped his hands together.
"I don’t even know if I have a melody," I muttered as I sat on the cheap bench, the leather peeling, but the cushion was still soft. I flipped open to the page I had been working on, ignoring the ink smudges where tears fell, and my cheeks heated only slightly before I slapped myself mentally.
Jesse was the last person who would judge me.
"Sing acapella," Jesse encouraged me softly as he sat behind me on the sofa.
Nerves bundled up in my stomach, and I laughed breathlessly. "Why the fuck am I so nervous?"
"It’s been a while," Jesse told me supportively. "Here, smash your wine."
Jesse handed me my glass, and I threw the remaining contents back, setting the glass down on the small table beside me and rolling my shoulders. Never in my life had I felt this terrified sitting in front of a piano – hell, I had done this suspended so many feet in the air on the show. Why was it so hard now?
“It’s just me here,” Jesse reminded me gently. “There’s no screaming crowd throwing shit at you tonight. Shake it.”
I breathed and ran my fingers over the keys to warm myself up. I played a couple of random melodies from other songs, feeling small amounts of light creeping under my skin as the familiar joy of playing music slowly took over. I closed my eyes, allowing myself to feel. I reminded myself that music was something I loved.
The melody fell out of my fingertips without a second thought to it. It was soft and delicate; my fingers light on the keys, and I licked my dry lips.
“You say that I chase acceptance,
Wherever I can get it,
Go looking for perfection,
Yeah, I know that I’m not,”
I stopped singing, not filling in the extra words I wanted here. Instead, I closed my eyes and moved into the bridge and the chorus I had written, my fingers moving fluidly against the keys.
“I could touch the moon,
Stand among the stars,
And you’ll still ask me,
Why I’ve not reached Mars…”
The tempo built and became more thunderous as my blood ran hot in my veins, small tears gathering in my eyes.
“Oh, be a good girl,
God girl,
Praying on your knees, girl,
Worship at your feet, girl,
Don’t you ever speak, girl,
Straight girl,
Quiet girl
Won’t you fall in line, girl,
Don’t you start your crying, girl,
We love you when you’re silent, girl,”
I took a breath and prepared for the next vocals, knowing I would have to hit falsetto on my following words as the keys went softer.
“This is not who I’m meant to be,
You can try to put me in boxes,
I’ll still split them at the seams…”
My fingers stopped playing, and my voice died out in the small space of our apartment. My heart pounded, and my hands shook as I glanced up at Jesse, whose eyes shone.
"Holy fuck, Lennon!" Jesse gasped as he gripped my shoulders. "That was amazing! I can hear it on the radio, seriously. I can hear you blasting it out to thousands of people when you open for The Wiser. I felt that song – and I know there will be thousands more people just like us who will, too."
I had to choke down the excitement that crawled into my throat as I hurriedly blinked away tears.
"It’s not finished yet," I told him with a breathy laugh.
"But it will be!" Jesse gushed with another squeeze of my shoulders. "Len, I swear, this is your world. We’re just living in it."
I sucked in a shaky breath and blinked away the forming tears as I pushed down my emotions. Burying them was becoming easier than facing them, and if that’s what I needed to do to try and cope, then it’s what I would stick to. Faking it till I made it – what else could I do anyway?
I had plenty coming up to keep me distracted from the heart-crushing, suffocating pain Camila had wrapped around me, and seeing her had only cut open new wounds on the hastily patched-up ones. I would throw myself into work until I felt nothing. Nothing for my parents, and certainly nothing for Camila.
It was all I could do.



Lennon

I WOKE UP CRYING, and the only reason I knew that was that I had caught myself mid-sob as I tore from my dream and woke up in the dawn-filled room covered in sweat and tears, a cry in my throat as I buried my face into my pillow while trying to choke down the crippling agony that consumed me even in my sleep.
When would the pain fade? Seeing Camila had shaken any confidence I had tried to rebuild, and the combined cold silence of my parents only further served to stoke the growing fire of depression rearing its ugly head.
I wiped the sleep from my eyes and stared at the ceiling, monitoring my breathing as I began futile efforts to calm myself down and shelve the drama for later. I had the Remi interview this morning and needed to be in a clear space for it. Jesse and I had gone over the interview questions, a demand he had made when signing the deal. I was being paid for the interview – an eye-watering figure that had Jesse silently squealing as he reviewed the documents with Ashley’s sister, Hannah. While she was super cute, she was straight with a take-no-bullshit attitude, and I liked her. She had gone over the contract presented by Jaded Labels and found they were mostly similar in terms of what Brandi’s label offered.
So, now it was a case of picking – and I was a little unsure which direction to go. On the one hand, I somewhat knew Brandi, and she had been the first person to reach out with a deal. She had also been the only person from the show who wasn't a contestant to condemn how the show had handled it...but Jaded Labels had a name for itself, and being signed by them...I chewed the inside of my mouth.
Jesse had got word from Savannah that she secured me the opening position for the West leg of The Wiser’s tour, so her role as my agent was confirmed as we agreed. We had meetings filling up fast on the calendar, and I left it to Jesse to take care of – it was easier for me to just focus on the music and not hide in bed with crippling anxiety.
I threw off the covers and rubbed my eyes again, knowing that Haley would be here soon to do my hair and makeup and Ava would be over with outfit choices for the interview.
I needed to present the Lennon they all needed. I could fall apart later.
I showered and left my hair dry as Haley had requested. She said she would wash it if she had to, and I wouldn’t go against her orders. I dried myself and pulled on a white cloth robe, fastening the belt before sliding on a pair of nude underwear.
Making my way from the bathroom, I was midway through putting my hair up in a clip when my phone pinged on the kitchen bench. Ignoring it, I flicked on the coffee just as Jesse’s alarm blared from his bedroom, and I knew he and Todd would be out shortly.
I glanced down at my phone, and my heart stopped beating. A follow request flashed on my screen on the new private account Jesse had made for me. None of my details were on it to let the world know it was me. The profile picture was some AI-generated girl, and the bio told the world I was an art and crafts enthusiast from Ohio. Very few people knew the account, and it was nice to scroll through FLIX again and follow my favorite accounts without being harassed.
Jesse had the login to my official Lennon profile, and he managed it – I wanted nothing to do with it.
My attention drew back to the follow request as the sight of @Frankaaaay sat on my screen. How had Frankie Miller found out about this account? Only select people from American Superstar and the band members from The Wiser had been given it. She would have had to ask around, and my palms sweated.
“Morning, beautiful,” Jesse crooned as he exited the bedroom and headed straight for the coffee. “Sleep well?”
“Yeah,” I lied as I turned my phone upside down. “Pour me one?”
Todd exited the room next, shrugging on a shirt and yawning loudly. “Hey, tour mate,” he greeted me with a grin, ruffling up my hair with his hand. “Coffee, please, babe,” he directed at Jesse.
“You okay, Len?” Jesse asked as he set down my cup.
“Frankie Miller sent me a follow request on my private profile,” I told him truthfully with a frown. “I don’t understand how she got the account in the first place…or why.”
Todd’s brows raised. “Maybe she likes you,” he said over his coffee.
I blanched and shook my head. “No, I don’t want to be liked at all. I want to be left alone to focus on my career.” While continuing to pine in peace over Camila, I added internally.
“No one says you have to marry her,” Jesse said with a laugh. “It wouldn’t be the worst thing to be seen out and about with her, to be honest. Give the media something else to talk about.”
I blinked slowly and was annoyed that my first thought to that statement was, what would Camila think if she saw us together?
“How are you feeling about the interview?” Jesse asked, effectively changing the subject.
“I feel okay,” I murmured. “We know all the questions, and we’ve practiced the answers. I’m sure it will be fine. It will either work in my favor or go in the opposite direction.”
“I don’t see this ending poorly for you at all,” Jesse assured me. “This whole interview is about changing the narrative and making sure the world knows you were a victim here. With the interviews from Kylie and Juniper backing you up, you have nothing to worry about.”
Two sharp raps on the door let us know Haley had arrived, and Todd let her in. Her appearance stunned me at first. She had colored her hair fire engine red with what looked like white streaks, her hair split and braided in two from her scalp down to her back. Her eye makeup was dark and moody, and she wore all black.
“Say nothing,” she growled. “I am going through a thing, and that’s all you get.”
I blinked quickly before nodding. “Coffee?”
Haley worked in silence as she styled my hair. She had decided it was a perfect dirty texture to curl, so I let her work her magic, mainly keeping my eyes shut while thinking of all the different ways this interview could go wrong today. By the time she had moved onto my makeup, I had nearly talked myself out of it, but then Ava showed up with outfits.
“I bet you’re glad that the gawkers have all left,” Ava commented as she unzipped bags. “I couldn’t imagine anything worse than people gathering outside my house.”
“It was exhausting,” I agreed. “Not even Todd’s sofa escaped the carnage.”
“Hmph!” Todd grumbled, still sore over the pile of dirt flung at his prized possession.
“We’re going for a sweet but edgy look today,” Ava told us as she and Jesse looked over the clothes. “The curls are a cute touch—”
“I haven’t finished with them yet,” Haley said in her usual growl. “Her makeup will be neutral.”
“I really like this dress,” Ava commented. “It sits off the shoulders; it will highlight the change in her hair and highlight her naturally slender frame. It’s almost delicate, really.”
“I agree,” Jesse commented. “Jewelry?”
The two went back and forth, and my eyes met Haley’s as she began to line them. I noticed they were red, and her mascara was lightly smudged—as if she had hurriedly fixed it. I resisted the urge to ask if she was okay, knowing she would probably lie anyway and growl at me in return, so I left it.
“All done,” Haley told me a few moments later. “Perfect. I need to leave—I have somewhere to be. You will be great, Lennon. Speak from the heart and speak the truth; the fans will respect it more than bullshit disguised in a clever story, okay?”
I nodded at her. “Okay—thank you.”
“Lennon,” Jesse called. “Come over here and try this dress on.”
I followed my orders and headed over to Ava and Jesse, aware of Haley’s hurried pack up behind us.
The dress was thrust at me, and I took it to my room, removing the robe and stepping into the thick black midi, the dress falling off my shoulders and exposing my collarbones, my hair tickling my neck as I eyed it in the mirror. It wrapped in a V across my chest and clung to my skin, ending mid-shin.
It was professional yet cute and a nod to the change in season as well. It blew my mind that we were nearing the end of fall and heading into winter. It was playing on my mind that it was Thanksgiving next week, and I knew I wouldn’t be welcome at home. They would go to church and then share a meal together—without me.
My heart ached, and I shook my head as I stuffed those feelings back down and exited the bedroom.
Haley had left, I noted.
“That’s the one,” Ava said with a nod. “I knew it would suit you—I made it specifically for you, but I didn’t expect it to look so good on. I would recommend these shoes...” Ava prattled on while Jesse nodded, and I took a deep breath.
I would be sitting in front of a live studio audience filming this thing in just a few short hours, and I almost wanted to hurl. I didn’t know how I would go—all the lights and the sea of faces staring back at me, likely judging me based on the information they had at hand. Would I be transported back to that night on stage in New York?
I grimaced at the memory.
I opened my phone and pulled up FLIX, clicking into Frankie’s profile and flicking through her feed absentmindedly. She was attractive; there was no denying that. She was heavily athletic outside of filming, which showed on her tightly toned body. She was photographed at many events—there always seemed to be a lot going on with her.
I didn’t want to accept her follow request and give her the wrong idea.
I was nowhere near emotionally prepared to date anyone; if that was her intention, I didn’t want to encourage it. I hadn’t missed the hot look in her eyes in the club; I wasn’t a moron.
The remote idea of dating someone had Camila’s face popping back into my mind, and it was infuriating. I couldn’t even touch myself without thinking about our time together, and that was even worse. If I couldn’t even masturbate without thinking about her, how the fuck was I meant to entertain the idea of dipping a toe back into the dating pool?
My finger hovered above the accept button.
“You okay, babe?” Jesse’s voice popped up from over my shoulder, and I gasped in shock, fumbling with my phone before I caught it with a sigh of relief.
“Oh fuck!” I gasped, realizing my finger hit ‘Accept’.
“What?”
I shook my head and swallowed. “Nothing – I’m fine.”
“Okay, well, we need to leave,” he told me as he pulled on his coat. “The studio will want to do lighting checks and run through a few things. Are you ready?”
“As I’ll ever be,” I muttered dryly.
Pushing the thought of Frankie Miller far from my mind, I went to my room to grab my clutch and coat, focusing my thoughts on this upcoming interview, the next step in reclaiming the life I desperately wanted.
This was all that mattered right now; the rest could wait.

“How are you feeling?” Jesse asked me as we waited in the green room after completing our lighting checks. The show had approved my makeup, as I knew they would. Haley knew exactly what products she needed to use to withstand the harsh lights of a stage.
“I’m nervous,” I admitted with a shake of my head. “Do you think Haley is okay?”
“I dunno,” Jesse said. “She seemed really off today. Check in with her later, maybe.”
I nodded and folded my arms as I glanced around the room.
“What’s on your mind?”
I made a face and resisted the urge to rub my face. “Do you think I need to date?”
“Do you think you need to date?” he shot back with a smirk, and I gave him a look. “I think you need to do whatever you need to do to be happy.”
“Is this my friend or manager talking?”
“Friend,” Jesse said with a laugh. “You want a manager's opinion?”
I nodded.
“It wouldn’t hurt to be seen out and about with someone,” he said honestly. “Especially after the interview today. Lennon Emery moves on – it’s bold and will kill the gossip following you from the show. People will have something new to focus on. It doesn’t need to be a real relationship either.”
I looked at him. “Like a PR stunt?”
Jesse shrugged.
“You have already been thinking about this, haven’t you?” I gasped as realization dawned on me. “You gave Frankie my private FLIX.”
“You two had good chemistry in the club,” he told me. “I may or may not have spoken to her manager over drinks and floated the idea…”
“Jesse!”
“You don’t have to do it,” he told me firmly. “It’s just an idea – this is why I am here, remember? You get to be the famous singer, and I craft your image, which needs a coat of paint. You can’t continue to be the shamed contestant, okay? Especially after today. I get that you love Camila still, but she also dumped your ass and moved on with some redhead in a blink of an eye.”
Trust Jesse to give a cold dose of honesty.
“I don’t want to see you still single in a year because you’re holding out for a what if,” he finished firmly. “It’s not right. You have so much to offer, Lennon. I don’t want to see you crippled by your feelings for Camila and stop you from actually getting to date out in the open now that it’s no longer a secret.”
A knock on the green room door silenced us both as a head attached to a headset popped through the gap.
“We’re up, Miss Emery,” the brunette announced. “Let’s get you to the stage, shall we?”
Jesse sighed and approached me, taking both my hands in his and squeezing them. “I love you,” he told me softly. “You’re my best friend. I want you to be happy –to experience the thrill of the ride you’re on, okay? You aren’t locked into anything or anyone. You can just be you, and that’s exactly what you need to do right now. Go out on that stage and be yourself – answer those questions with raw honesty and flip this fucking narrative. I cannot bear to read another sad girl headline, okay?”
I was dragged by the arm away from Jesse before I could respond, and his words echoed through my head as I stumbled down the corridor.

“Welcome, Lennon Emery!”
Remi’s voice echoed around the studio as I began to walk from the wings as instructed, her studio audience clapping on command, the lit-up signs telling them to do so. I would never know if this was a genuine welcome or not.
Remi stood in front of her single-seat sofa dressed in a tight red, long-sleeved midi dress, extra inches of height added to her thanks to her killer heels. Her brown hair cascaded down her back, and her red lips were spread into a wide, TV-perfect smile.
“You look amazing!” she gushed as she embraced me politely, her voice raised over the clapping. “Look at this hair!”
“Thank you,” I said with a breathless laugh before waving to the audience. Their cheers became louder, but I still wasn’t convinced that the prompting wasn’t telling them to make noise.
“Take a seat!” Remi ordered as she gestured to the two-seater sofa behind me, and I settled myself onto the soft, cream-colored material. The cheering settled as Remi sat, and I steeled myself in preparation.
Here we go.
“It’s amazing to have you here, Lennon,” Remi began as she clasped her hands together. “I am such a fan – I was on Team Lennon since your first audition-” Remi was cut off as resounding cheers came from her studio audience, and she laughed loudly. “Obviously, many people in this room are huge fans.”
Some confidence grew within me as I laughed.
“Your journey on American Superstar was probably the most riveting – this season really hit the ball out of the park. You know, you were cut from the show initially when it came to picking the top ten – I could feel your devastation through my TV!” Remi placed a hand over her heart. “I’m sure I wasn’t the only one questioning Camila’s decision to send you home.”
“We love you, Lennon!”
More voices chorused through the audience, and Remi shook her head with a laugh as my cheeks heated.
“Then you came back, you know, and it created a bit of friction with some of the other contestants, right?”
I took my cue and swallowed my nerves. “Yeah, not everyone was thrilled with my return; I think it was made pretty obvious.”
“How did you go navigating that?” Remi asked as she crossed her ankles. “Dropping any pretense, Robin’s diary interviews were aggressive – like she hated you. Do you know why she was so angry?”
“Honestly? No,” I answered truthfully. “It was on my return; she just flicked a switch on me. I could hardly open my mouth around her. She wasn’t the most positive person to be around. I think she was homesick – you know, she left her husband and her kids for the show. I don’t feel like it was all me.”
“I am convinced a lot of it was jealousy,” Remi said. “I mean, everyone knew you were the one to watch since your first audition. In fact, let’s roll a clip here of that audition…”
The stage lights dimmed as the video began to roll on the big screens behind us, and my heart beat wildly at the sight of myself from the very first audition. I stood center stage in that tight black dress and those red suede heels, and I could practically feel those same nerves from that day, the sweating of my palms and the dryness of my mouth.
It felt like eons ago.
The clip had been cut to start playing my song, and I watched in awe as I powered through Elastic Heart by Sia, yearning to go back in time and warn myself…of so many things.
The clip cut off as the audience began to cheer loudly again, and the lights came back on the stage as Remi rubbed her arms.
“Literal chills, girl,” she said with a shiver. “We all witnessed something special the night that went to air.”
“I was so stressed out,” I admitted as I recalled the milkshake incident. “I wasn’t even meant to be wearing that outfit.”
Remi’s brow quirked. “Oh?”
“A fan recognized me backstage from my online videos while I was waiting,” I explained as I recounted the incident. “She was very excited. She tripped and threw her smoothie all over my original outfit.”
The audience gasped in unison as Remi clapped a hand over her mouth in genuine shock.
“No!”
“Yes!” I laughed as I began to relax. “Honestly, I think it was a blessing. The new outfit was so much better. My best friend – my manager, Jesse, he saved the day. Within minutes, he had a new outfit on the way, hand-delivered by the store owner. You know Ava’s?” I slid in the shoutout, determined to get it on air. “She has been dressing me since day one – she really proved herself that day.”
“Your outfits are always fire,” Remi acknowledged. “I won’t lie and say I haven’t checked out your wardrobe tags online. What an insane thing to happen right before you’re due to perform!”
“My flash flashed before my eyes,” I laughed.
“No one would have guessed that would have happened,” Remi said firmly. “When you were on stage, you were so cool and calm. If that were me, I would have been having a meltdown.”
“I was very close to one.”
“So you know, you gave that amazing performance, but you had no family with you that day, right?” Remi asked as she tapped her cards on the arm of the chair.
“Only Jesse,” I murmured, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. “My parents were not thrilled I was doing the show, and I don’t have much to do with my brother.”
“My heart broke when you said no family was back there,” Remi said with a sad pout. “I know a lot of people watching that night felt the same. The posts online – people were horrified that someone with so much talent didn’t have the support of their parents. You had people willing to adopt you.”
A laugh slipped between my lips. “I stayed away from the internet as soon as filming started, so I didn’t see a whole lot.”
“People were insane with the Lennon bug,” Remi assured me as the audience cheered in apparent approval of the statement. “So, you made it through and smashed out the Fire Rounds. What was that like?”
I shook my head as I went back to that day. “It was the most exhausting and emotionally intense day I ever had. We got grouped together, and it was a nightmare. There are so many personalities to work with. I knew we were being judged on how we worked with others, and it was tough to hold it together. I ended up breaking down in the bathroom during a break.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, you know, we had all that drama going on with that girl…Marissa, I think her name was. I just needed to take a breather, so I hid in the toilets.” Resounding chuckles broke out among the audience. “Camila found me in there and told me to pull it together. She told me while they were definitely looking at how we worked with others, we still needed to bring it in our solo sections of the group performance. She just gave me a bit of a reality check.”
“Well, you brought it when you came out to perform,” Remi told me. “Even though Marissa left?”
“Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “By the time I came out, the others had told me she had packed up and left. Decided the show wasn’t for her, so we had to rework the whole thing right before needing to deliver it.”
“Then you made it past the Fire Rounds,” Remi said with a reminiscent sigh. “Then it was up to your mentor to whittle you down to three, correct?”
“That’s right,” I murmured as I tried to ignore the tightening in my chest. “Camila held a karaoke party at her home to try and get to know those of us left. To understand who we were as people, not just performers.”
“What was that night like?” Remi asked with interest.
“Boozey,” I admitted with a laugh. “There was lots of food – lots of alcohol and a lot of karaoke. It was fun just to let our hair down and have a good night with each other.”
Remi nodded.
I paused as my palms sweat, letting Jesse’s words coach me through this next part.
“I was really upset that night,” I admitted as I held my hands together. “My parents had done a family barbecue that day and hadn’t invited me. I retaliated by having my own barbecue with friends, but by the time I got to Camila’s, I had already had a bit to drink and felt like I had a little sunstroke. I wound up in her bathroom, and she was there.”
Remi’s eyes tightened, and I knew we were getting to the parts she wanted to talk about.
“She took care of me,” I said quietly while my chest squeezed. “She got me some water, wet my face with a cloth, and sat me down. She let me unload my emotions – she was just being a good person and mentor. I actually admitted to her that night that I was gay,” I murmured, and the audience stirred a little as the story became juicy.
“Really?” Remi asked in surprise as she set down her cards.
“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, I wanted no secrets or surprises if she took me through to the show, so I thought honesty was the best policy. I knew she would understand; she knew what it was like to be closeted. She talked about some of her experiences – I felt safe. For the first time since joining the show, I felt a small weight off my shoulders. You know, I wasn’t ready to come out then; I wasn’t sure if I ever would be.”
“Why’s that?” Remi asked softly.
“My family and upbringing played a huge part in it,” I murmured. “I knew that once I was out, any chance of a relationship with my family was over, and that’s not something I ever wanted, but they’re very religious. Camila was good about it; she talked me through it and gave me some insights.”
Remi nodded, but the look in her eye told me she wanted more. She didn’t wish Camila to be painted as the saint who let me cry on her shoulder, and I still wasn’t being honest.
“We kissed that night,” I admitted as my skin burned, and the audience murmured as Remi picked up her cards.
“Woah,” she said with her favorite shocked voice.
“Well,” I muttered with a frown. “Camila kissed me, actually. I kissed her back, but she kissed me first.”
Remi shook her head in disbelief. “Then she booted you off the show when it came time to pick the top three? After your revelations and kissing you, she pulled the rug out from under your feet?”
I let out a laugh as the gravity of her words hit me. “Yeah. She likely thought it was for the best – I was a temptation, and she wasn’t allowed to indulge, so she got rid of me.”
“Well,” Remi squeaked as she looked at the camera. “On that note, we’ll take a short break, and then we’ll be back.”
The stage lights dimmed again as the audience cheered, and I looked to Remi as I let out a breath of air, almost slumping in my seat.
“You’re doing really well,” Remi told me with a genuine smile. “Remember, you only need to divulge anything you need to. I want to help fix this for you, Lennon. You don’t owe Camila anything.”
I grimaced inwardly as my stomach twisted in knots.
Remi took a sip of her water. “We’re back soon.”

“So, you made it into the top three, and your surprise arrival was announced,” Remi summarized as we returned to air. “Robin was upset, but who cares – girl is in the top three!”
“It was a really exciting day when I got the call, and it all happened so fast,” I told her, leaving out a few key details, lest I break my contract and tell the show it was all fake. “I had to go to wardrobe and get all my sizes done, and I had to start rehearsing the opening show; it was insane.”
“How did Camila feel about you being back on the show?” Remi asked, and I could feel the intrigue on the live audience's lips. “I mean, she kicked you off after the kiss and your revelation, but then you ended up back on.”
“Look, we were both shocked,” I admitted. “I was mad at her, but we talked. Was there one more kiss? Yes, and I initiated it. After that, we both drew a line in the sand and agreed it would be professional only…obviously that went to hell.”
The audience laughed as Remi sniggered.
“Look, we’ve all been there,” Remi told me. “How long did it take for that to go to hell?”
“The night of the first Live show,” I said with a shake of my head. “Camila and I were talking at the after-party. I questioned her about a girl who had been seen leaving her apartment back in LA. I was jealous, I guess. I couldn’t help it. Outside of everything, I felt something for her.”
“This headline?” Remi asked as it flashed on the screens, and I recognized Aya, the backup dancer.
“Yeah,” I confirmed with a nod. “Camila told me pretty bluntly she used her as a distraction so she could keep her attention off me.”
Well, I thought inwardly, those had not been her exact words.
“I used her to fuck you out of my system.”
I shivered at the memory, practically feeling the warm Vegas air on my skin, the wind of the rooftop, and the burning need I had felt low in my stomach.
“Camila was open with me from that point on,” I told Remi as I uncrossed my legs and instead crossed my ankles. “She said she couldn’t keep pretending, and I felt the same way…I needed to explore whatever it was I felt for her. What I felt for Camila was intoxicating, and I guess looking back on it now you could say it was because of the show's adrenaline, all the excitement – the taboo nature of our feelings.” I waved my hand with a shrug. “All I knew was that I felt the same.”
“So,” Remi asked with interest. “That’s where it all started.”
I nodded nervously and avoided looking at the audience.
“Week one of the Live shows,” Remi said with a shake of her head.
“Yep,” I admitted as I clasped my hands tighter. “I mean, from then on, we both gave up on denying it. We saw each other whenever it was possible without being caught.”
“So the rumors about you getting extra mentor time or extra privileges on the show…”
I rolled my eyes. “Look. I’m going to be bluntly honest here. Any time with Camila that I had outside of filming and scheduled rehearsals was not spent getting singing tips from her, okay? I had the same level of scheduled coaching and mentoring as anyone else. There were no special privileges.”
“So, what happened then?” Remi asked. “You both would have been spending a lot of time together. Was it all just sex? That’s what that video made it look like.”
I sucked in a breath and shook my head. “It wasn’t,” I sighed softly. “It was so much more than this dirty illicit affair, at least it was to me. I can’t speak for Camila.”
“Was it love?” Remi asked, her hold on her cards tight.
Tears gathered in my eyes as the memory of that morning in the hotel room…her soft words, her tender touches as she admitted her feelings to me, and I swallowed the well of emotion threatening to suck me under.
“It was for me,” I murmured, shaking my head. “I feel stupid now, admitting that. It obviously wasn’t like that for her, but I had fallen for her. We had even spoken about how to handle coming out together after the show…there were plans in place…and then New York happened.”
“New York,” Remi whispered softly. “Before we get to New York, I wanted to touch on something else. The show set you and William up to be budding lovers for a moment, only to tear you guys apart in Heartbreak Week with that amazing performance. Was that whole thing a farce?”
“Yeah,” I laughed bluntly. “None of that was real. No one on the show knew my sexuality, and the show used the whole William thing to smooth over that bar fight we were involved in. Both of us became victims of the producers' puppeteering.”
“William has been one of your biggest advocates since the show finished filming,” Remi said. “He’s defended you in every single interview.”
“He’s a good person.”
“So,” Remi said with a shuffle of her cards. “New York – what happened?”
“To this day, I don’t even know,” I answered honestly. “The show went amazing, and I was so excited. I felt like I was riding cloud nine. My family had come for the final show – everything felt like it was falling into place.”
“By this time, you and Camila had been working out a plan to come out together as well, right?”
“That’s right,” I said with a nod, ignoring the pain. “When that clip started playing – I don’t know, it was something from a nightmare. I don’t know how it got there or who made it. All I knew was that I had been exposed as having an affair with my mentor and that I had been outed nationally and in front of my parents.”
“I mean, when you put it all together in a statement like that,” Remi said with a low whistle, and the audience nodded in agreement.
“New York has by far been one of the most emotionally scarring experiences of my life,” I admitted as tears gathered in my eyes, and I blinked them away. “I still don’t feel myself, and I don’t know if I ever will feel like me again.”
Remi looked genuinely sympathetic as she handed me a tissue, and I took it, hurriedly dabbing my eyes and avoiding my eyeliner.
“William went on to win the show,” I explained as I sniffed. “Which, I mean obviously was earned. He is a brilliant performer.”
“What happened with you and Camila?” Remi asked, and the audience leaned in.
I tightened my hands into fists. “Camila broke things off with me the morning after. She had said none of it was real and it was all a big mistake. She had been the last thing I was holding onto…after everything. Then she pulled the rug out from under me, and I…I didn’t know what to make of it. I lost everything in twenty-four hours.”
“Just like that, she dumped you?” Remi asked in shock. “Seriously?”
“Yep.”
My anger began to replace the sadness, and I held onto it. I didn’t want to cry on live TV over her. Not now and not ever.
“It seems like this is a real habit of hers,” Remi said with interest. “That first kiss in the bathroom and then dumping you off the show. Then New York happened, and she dumped you again. She takes what she wants and then runs when it looks too complicated. Never fully invests herself in the cleanup of messes she makes.”
“Well,” I laughed with a shrug. “Camila made it very clear we were done, and I was more invested than she was. She’s moved on. It’s time I start to move on as well.”
“In the spirit of moving on,” Remi said with a broad smile. “What’s next for Lennon Emery?”
My chest fluttered happily.
“I signed with an agent just recently,” I announced, and the audience cheered loudly in response. “I am fielding two offers from two labels wanting to sign me.” More cheering ensued, and I got ready to announce this next bit, the information I had been permitted to release now that contracts had been signed. “I will also be opening for The Wiser’s West Coast leg of their tour.”
The audience kicked off with screams and cheers that could almost rival the noise made at some of the festival shows I had played, and a laugh bubbled on my lips.
“That is amazing to hear,” Remi gushed as she clapped her hands. “I am so happy for you, Lennon. That is great news.”
“I am really excited,” I said with a nod, and I felt the honesty behind my words. “I’m looking forward to closing the door on this part of my life and living more authentically. No more hiding or worrying about what people think. Those days are over.”
“Well,” Remi said as she leaned over to hold my arm. “I want to be the first to congratulate you, and I really can’t wait to watch your career unfold – and just know you have a lot of fans still in your corner. People who support you and love you. Thank you so much for coming on the show today and taking the time to talk to us all.”
“Thank you for having me,” I said with a smile as my body warmed.
“Thank you so much, everyone, for tuning into this hour special,” Remi said down the camera as she shuffled her cards. “You heard the truth here first, folks. This is Remi Mallard.”



Camila

I STARED at the TV as my body froze in place. Commercials were now playing after the Remi interview, and my heart pounded at everything I had just heard. It wasn't as if Lennon had lied about anything that happened. In fact, she omitted a fair bit of information that would have painted me in an even worse picture.
She interviewed with Remi Mallard, of all people.
Remi had asked her questions so specifically that her goal had been achieved: to paint me out as a predator who had forced Lennon into a fling with me. I could only imagine the damn comments that would be flooding online at this very moment, and my heart sank that I didn't have Nicole to turn to right now.
I understood the point of the interview. Lennon was making her comeback and acknowledging everything was better than ignoring it. She made a point by doing it with Remi. She was playing the industry game, and I couldn't get upset at her for that.
What triggered me the most was her belief that our time together had meant nothing.
Sure, I had told her that, but it wasn't true.
It made my stomach churn at the thought of how Lennon saw me. Her reaction in the bar had been...expected, but I hated it. The trust she used to look at me with was gone; in its place was a scowl and a high brick wall protecting herself from me.
Was winning her back even an option? I had made her life harder, not better.
I knew it wasn't long before my glam team would arrive to prepare me for the charity event for Pride Oasis, and I had to shake this funk. I had to bring my best energy tonight. I had songs to perform and people to talk to, and I knew there would be a buzz around the event, thanks to the interview.
It was my job to make it about the charity and not about me.
I showered hurriedly, trying to push Lennon to the back of my mind and get into superstar mode, but it was hard. Focusing on anything other than Lennon these days was becoming harder and harder.
It was the fear, mostly.
I had acknowledged deep down that the way I felt for Lennon was something I hadn't experienced before. Maybe I knew her in another lifetime—those instant connections with people were rare and not easily explained. My time with Lennon had been a breath of fresh air—two puzzle pieces that fit perfectly and completed the gaping hole I had been battling for many years.
Now she was gone, and it was my fault.
The door to my apartment beeped, letting me know someone had entered. Judging by the time, I knew it was Gigi, my fill-in for Nicole while she went on her well-deserved vacation. I sighed, missing my friend and stuffing down the selfish urge to demand her back to me.
It was time to wear my big girl pants and do this alone.

"Are you okay, Miss Bianchi?" Gigi asked as we drove through the streets of LA. Her eyes were earnest as she appraised me with concern.
"I'm fine," I lied smoothly, trying to keep the emotions out of my voice.
The event would be filled with press, and I would have to walk the carpet before we even made it inside. My insides twisted uncomfortably, and all I wanted to do was turn around and go home, to hide and not face the repercussions of Lennon's interview. The questions alone when I had gone to Midnite were callous, so what would I be facing tonight?
"Nicole said that's a common lie," Gigi stated matter-of-factly. "She said if you ever say you're fine, then you definitely are not and could likely be on the edge of a self-destructive moment."
I smirked and shook my head. "She knows me too well."
"You're likely deliberating what you're about to face on the carpet," Gigi continued, "and wondering if it's easier to turn around and go home. Right?"
I shrugged non-committally. There was no need to let the new girl know she was spot on.
"Well," she said smugly, "That would be a really bad idea. People would hate you more than they do already if you did that."
My head whipped to face her in surprise. "Excuse me?"
"You just got torn to shreds on the most popular talk show in the world by your secret/not-so-secret ex. You're still riding the scandal of American Superstar, and you want to turn around and bail on your own charity event for your own community that you have proudly splashed all over your socials?" Gigi shook her head at me with a scoff. "Bad move."
I blinked at her in surprise. I hadn't been expecting honesty from her. She'd up until now been a doting assistant, eager to please.
"I would advise against bailing," Gigi said with a shrug. "That's just my two cents."
"Why stop there?" I grumbled. "Go for the full dollar."
"You need to make a statement that Lisa, your writer, is not your girlfriend," Gigi said, taking my words seriously. "Your fans are pissed at you. They think you have moved on. If I'm being honest, there is a clear Team Lennon and Team Camila right now, and you're losing."
"Does there need to be sides?" I spluttered ignorantly.
Gigi quirked a brow. "Really? You drew the line in the sand when you broke your silence first. That little FLIX post about moving on and healing? No further comment on the matter? Having your photo splashed that you're out and about with a new woman? Then that video of you and Lennon in the club..."
"We're here, Miss Bianchi," my driver Graham told us.
Gigi sprang into action, looking composed as she gathered her clutch and stepped out on the other side of the car, not even sparing me a glance. I wondered where the hell Nicole had found her. She didn't know me, yet she wanted to give opinions after spending only a week with me—in a very minimal capacity!
One of my bodyguards opened my door, and I quickly scooped up my clutch, feeling off-balance and unprepared, thanks to Gigi's pep talk.
Gathering the hem of my gown, I slid out of the car, and my silver-heeled foot hit the red carpet as I dropped the dress and let the shimmering material flow as it was meant to. The dress was an emerald green, floor-length gown accentuated with lace tulle and a detailed V-neck.
"Miss Bianchi!"
My name was shouted from behind the bulbs of flashing lights, and I plastered my show business smile on my face, resisting the urge to turn and bolt as I began my glide down the carpet, halting to pose for photos. Gigi and my bodyguards kept a respectable distance but remained close if needed.
I approached Jeanie Kirkland, the CEO of Pride Oasis, and she gave me a broad grin, her bright pink hair styled into a 1950s pin-up. She wore a bright purple dress, cinched at the waist, her red-rimmed glasses sparkling under the dazzling lights.
"Camila!" she greeted enthusiastically. "It's so great to see you in person after so many meetings on the screen. We have a lot of people excited to see you here tonight."
"It's an honor to be here," I told her, pulling myself into focus.
I had one job to do here tonight: highlight the importance of the crisis center and the impact it could have on the lives of vulnerable LGBTQ+ youths in the city. It was a place where they could come for safety and refuge if they were turfed out of their families. The center would help get them on their feet, provide counseling, and keep them off the street and out of harm from people who would instead exploit them.
"This is Gary Desmond," Jeanie told me as she gestured at a tall man. He had a camera around his neck and a notebook in hand, his white shirt scruffily tucked into his black dress pants, no coat in sight. "He writes for The Smoke. He's followed the establishment of this center since day one and had numerous interviews with some of the already registered residents."
"Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Desmond," I said politely with my best smile.
"The pleasure is all mine, Camila," he grinned. "It's my understanding you bankrolled the bigger parts of this venture. A lot of what's happened here wouldn't be possible without you."
"I don't know about that…"
"Modest," Jeanie said with a laugh. "He's right, Camila. Without your investment and awareness in what we're doing, we wouldn't have half our guests or interest here tonight. Your actions will create a ripple effect and impact many lives."
"When you have a moment tonight, I would love to ask you a few questions," Gary said with a wave of his notepad. "For the story."
"Of course."
"Camila!" A voice from the waiting media cluster called my name. "Do you have any comment on the Lennon and Remi interview that aired today?"
I kept my features schooled, knowing the cameras would be trained on my reaction to his words, and instead, I smiled wildly at Jeanie.
"Is there anyone here tonight you want my attention directed at?" I asked her. "Any particular media outlet?"
Jeanie bit her lip anxiously, looking at the frothing journalists. "You can just go inside...you don't need to face all that…"
"Tonight isn't about me," I told her firmly as I squared my shoulders. "I have had worse moments with the media, and I am sure more will come. Nights like tonight...they don't come around very often." I placed a hand on her shoulder. "Tell me who you need me to talk to."

"The Pride Oasis is something this city has never seen before," Jeanie said confidently into the microphone as she spoke to the room of benefactors and other celebrities I had managed to pull here. "This center will provide support and resources to vulnerable youths, LGBTQ+ or otherwise. Our mission is not to continue to see displaced teenagers on our LA streets anymore, and I know that you all feel the same way."
I stood backstage, listening to her as she commanded the room while trying to relax the nervous jitters I had about performing. I always got nervous before a performance; it didn't matter if it was intimate, like tonight, or a giant arena—the nerves were all the same.
"As you all know, we haven't been able to do this alone," Jeanie's voice continued. "Now, when this person reached out to me on social media and said they wanted to help, I thought it was a scam." Laughter followed her words. "The Camila Bianchi was messaging our little FLIX page, telling us she wanted to help. It was something you couldn't make up."
I shifted uncomfortably in my dress as my heart pounded, trying to focus on the song I would be singing.
"It turned out to be very true, and her generous donation and very generous friends helped get us to where we are tonight," Jeanie said. "This center was born out of the hope of creating a safe place for those who needed it—from my own experience of being out on the streets with nowhere to turn after I came out to my family. Blood, sweat, and tears—a lot of tears—have got us to where we are today, and I would humbly like to thank you all for your contributions and for showing up here tonight. It means more than you know."
Applause followed her words, and I took a deep breath.
"Now, without further ado, I would like to bring to the stage the person who helped get this dream out of a notebook and into reality," Jeanie said with a teary voice. "Would you all please warmly welcome the one, the only, Camila Bianchi!"
I moved onto the stage, clutching my mic in my hand as I waved at the cheering audience who gazed up from their tables, my heart feeling like it was in my throat as I turned to face Jeanie.
"Thank you, Jeanie," I began. "Thank you, everyone, for being here tonight. I took an interest in this crisis center when I first saw it online because I saw the value in creating a safe haven for the vulnerable youth in our community, and there really are not enough of them available. I hope what we have created over the last year will make the impact we want it to."
I paused as the audience applauded.
"Now," I said with a grin. "This does mean continued support from those of you here. Donations don't just stop tonight; if you are truly passionate about what we are doing here, you are welcome to speak to Jeanie about becoming a benefactor."
I glanced over at the piano and couldn't stop my mind from being drawn to thinking about Lennon. Was she aware of what I was doing in town right now? Was she keeping tabs on me the way I kept tabs on her?
"Tonight, I'll sing two songs from my latest album." Cheering cut me off, and I paused as I let them get it out of their system. Even after all these years, I forgot that people were still excited to hear me perform. "I'll be singing 'Who I Am'...I wrote this song while I was going through my own struggles working out my sexuality as a teenager. I buried it in a journal and left it until I decided to record it."
More cheering ensued, and I felt the nerves I had been experiencing float away as I glided over to the piano and hooked my mic up to the stand before taking a seat on the bench.
I played the opening chords to Who I Am, and I was immediately taken back to the distraught teenage girl I had been, clawing at her soul for some insight or truth into who she was.
“They thought I stood so tall,
Balancing on a beam of,
Expectation and illusion,
So, it made sense to fall,
Put me in a box,
Tell me who to be,
But, you just watch out when I finally break free,
If I don’t know who I am,
But, I know who I am,
Why are you telling me who I am?
I’m dancing through this storm,
Fighting to be free,
I know it will be worth it when I can finally be,
Me…”
My fingers glided along the keys as the ballad echoed around the room, and I lost myself in the memories of inspiration for this song, the ache in my chest just as raw as it had been back then.
“The whispers that haunt me,
They’re shackles on my wrists,
But, if I close my ears and my eyes,
I can stumble through the night,
When I wake up,
I’ll be on the other side…
They thought I stood so tall,
Balancing on a beam of,
Expectation and illusion,
So, it made sense to fall,
Put me in a box,
Tell me who to be,
But, you just watch out when I finally break free,
If I don’t know who I am,
But, I know who I am,
Why are you telling me who I am?
I’m dancing through this storm,
Fighting to be free,
I know it will be worth it when I can finally be,
Me’
If I don’t know who I am,
But, I know who I am,
Why are you telling me who I am?
If I don’t know who I am…”

"I'm sorry if I was a little too blunt earlier," Gigi said as we rode back to my apartment. "I just don't think you understand the gravity of the situation you're in at the moment. You're being painted as a predator. You abused a position of power—and you've said nothing."
"What else am I meant to say?" I demanded, annoyed that she was bringing it up. "I know what Lennon and I had, and to me, that's enough."
"Sure," Gigi said. "It's enough for you, but lesbians get a bad rap as it is. All the people against our community will just use you as their new 'I told you so,' and you're not defending us."
Our Community.
I eyed Gigi with interest—my gaydar was off if this chick was gay because I certainly had not picked up on it.
"This interview with Lennon won't help you in the slightest," Gigi continued with a shrug. "It'll help her—and good on her. You abandoned her and left her to deal with the fallout alone. Someone totally green to the music industry who got outed on the national stage, and then you had the nerve actually to approach her in that club."
I glared at her. "I can see you do have a side then."
"I do," she clipped with a bitter tone. "I know what it's like to finally come out and then a second later be dropped by the person who said they would do it with you. I can empathize with her—I could feel her pain when I watched the interview with Remi. She wasn't performing; it was all her, and the people who watched it would know that. Her hard days are over, in my opinion. Yours are only just beginning."
I stared at Gigi, enraged.
"You don't know me," I started carefully. "You have no idea what kind of life I have had or what I have had to do to get to this point. I broke up with Lennon to protect her and to give her a chance at a career. If I had stayed with her, no one would offer her deals. I muddied her name enough."
"Have you told her that?" Gigi asked. "Or did you just cut her off and then try to approach her on her first night out of hiding, thinking it would be okay?"
I scoffed and shook my head. "I don't need to have this conversation with you. Let's get one thing clear: you're my assistant until Nicole gets back - if you even last that long. Keep your head focused on my calendar, and if you can't do that, don't bother coming back tomorrow."
We pulled up inside the apartment complex, and I hurriedly got out, slamming the door behind me and stalking inside, happy to have the last word but hating how much truth had just been shoved down my throat tonight.
Later that night, when I was lying in bed scrolling through the comments section of Remi's interview clips, I realized just how much trouble my brand was in. The fans hated me, and there was an obvious Team Lennon following, especially after today. Reading was exhausting, and I ran my hand down my face as I set down my phone.
Did I want to continue doing this for the rest of my life?
The thought of having to be the subject of ongoing commentary for another, however many years, made me die a little inside, and I found myself wondering why I still did this. Why was I still a public figure? After all, I was only where I was right now because my mother had forced me into the industry at a young age.
I didn't have to keep doing this.
Except I did because I had no idea who I was outside of this world.
I chewed the inside of my mouth as I lay down in bed, clutching a pillow to my chest as I tried to think about my future in the long term. I didn't see myself spending a lifetime making music and touring—eventually, I did want to phase out and live my life in private. I didn't want my life to be commented on forever; I had been having that since I was a child.
The day began to pile up on me, and I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I tried to shake it, but I knew it would follow me into my sleep, and I would bear the brunt of that with a restless night and a trip down trauma lane.
My hand crept to the other side of the bed, sighing darkly at the empty space as I tried to remember what it felt like to have Lennon beside me or curled around me, as she often ended up. The ache in my chest grew twice in size as I clutched the pillow and cried silent tears, weeping in the darkness of the room.
I was so alone in this world—and that wasn't me being dramatic.
I didn't have close friends I could lean on; all I had was Nicole, who was basically paid to be my friend. My sister wasn't always the best person to lean on anyway, given that she didn't fully understand how I had been brought up or the ire I had against my parents.
It was terrifying to realize that I didn't have any real friends.
My whole life, people had only ever hung out with me either due to my fame or for my money. I hadn't built many meaningful friendships with people, and I cut off anyone who tried to get close to me.
I had cut off Lennon, stupidly. There had been ways to get around Brandi's stupid deal, but I had been too terrified to be vulnerable, so I had taken the easy way out. Looking at myself and the pattern of my life, I knew that this was a habit of mine—ducking and running when things got too hard. I sucked in a pained breath, my mind being dragged back to the morning in the hotel room in New York.
Lennon's tear-filled eyes and exhausted expression when she had told me to get help. Even she knew who I was after our short time together. She figured me out and still offered me advice even while I broke her heart.
How the heck was I meant to fix this?
How did I fix myself?



Lennon

"SIGNED, SEALED, AND DELIVERED," Jesse crowed proudly as he walked through the front door, throwing his keys in the bowl and heading into the kitchen. "You have officially accepted Jaded Label's deal and signed the contract to open for The Wiser. Everything is locked in. Social media announcement is set for the day after Thanksgiving."
"It's all happening so fast," I said as I shut my phone, hiding the fact I had been flicking through Camila's socials for over an hour after being sucked into an online article about the charity event she had attended last night.
The squeeze in my chest was still there whenever I thought about her or saw a photo of her, but it wasn't a constant painful thump that I woke up with now. My mind was becoming so preoccupied with everything else in my life that heartbreak had been pushed further back into its box and only reared its ugly head when I was alone and the world was silent.
"I know," Jesse said with a grin. "Enough business talk, though. We have Thanksgiving dinner with the band tomorrow. It's time to relax and enjoy the holiday with our friends before life snowballs for a while."
"I'm absolutely fine with that," I told him. "One last piece of business talk; did you send Brandi the rejection letter?"
"I did," he told me. "I doubt we will hear anything back."
I nodded and sighed as I settled into the silence of the apartment, enjoying my friend's company, thankful he was home. I had started going down the Camila rabbit hole, and the last thing I needed was to unearth something that might hurt me.
"Are you excited to be going on tour?" Jesse asked as he began to pour two drinks in the kitchen.
"I am," I told him. "I just need to prepare my setlist – talk to the label about an album...I want something of my own to perform while I'm on the road."
"Well, a single would definitely be the best place to start," Jesse agreed, carrying over two gin and tonics. "I liked what you were showing me the other night. Have you added anything else to it?"
"A little bit..."
Two hard knocks on the door cut off my following words, and I frowned as Jesse paused with his drink, his straw almost at his lips.
"Are we expecting anyone?" I asked with a frown. "Todd wouldn't knock."
"Maybe they have the wrong apartment," Jesse grumbled as he got up from the couch and walked over to the door, gin in hand. He peeped through the eyehole before wrapping his mouth around the straw, taking a gulp, and twirling on his foot to face me. "Babe, your brother and some girl are at the door."
I choked on my drink. "What?"
"Your brother," Jesse repeated. "Should I open it?"
"Why would he be here?" I spluttered as I got to my feet.
Jesse blinked at me. "I mean, we can open the door and find out. I don't have my crystal ball on hand today."
I shot him a look. "Ha-ha."
Jesse shrugged and said, "Okay."
He opened the door with a flourish, and I spotted my brother and his girlfriend looking nervously at Jesse and then over his shoulder at me.
"What a pleasant surprise," Jesse greeted cordially. "I need to ask a few things before I welcome you in. Are you planning on stuffing a Bible down Lennon's throat today?"
"Uh-" Michael's confusion was cut off as Jesse continued.
"Do you have a list of all the reasons why she's going to hell?" Jesse demanded, and Michael gaped once more at my friend. "Are you going to convince her to sing about Jesus in the big fancy choir?"
"I'm just here to speak to Lennon," Michael said quickly. "I'm not my parents."
"You should have led with that," Jesse muttered dryly as he stepped aside. "Come on in. Can I get you guys a drink?" Jesse waved his glass of gin, the ice clinking inside his glass.
"No," Michael said softly. "We're fine – I just want to speak with Lennon."
"What do you want, Michael?" I asked, immediately feeling defensive at the sight of my brother, the one person in our family who could do no wrong.
Michael edged closer into the apartment, looking out of place as his girlfriend held onto his hand, her eyes darting about as she took in the space.
"I just wanted to check in on you and see how you were," Michael started nervously. "I've been worried about you."
"Really?" I asked with a frown. "Funny way of showing it."
"Lennon," Michael said with a heavy sigh. "I know we've never been that close, but you're still my sister. I still get worried about you. I kept out of your way after everything happened because I knew you were already dealing with a lot. I just wanted you to know that I'm here. I have always been here."
I narrowed my eyes at him. "Okay."
"I know that's hard for you to believe," Michael said as he let go of his girlfriend's hand, "But I know a lot more than you think I do. I know about Uncle Ben's camp and why Mom sent you there. I knew all the rumors at school, and you were dating girls in college. I stayed out of it – it was your business, not mine."
My eyes jumped to Jesse, who sucked on his straw with intrigue before I looked back at my brother. "You keeping tabs on me or something? Feeding back information to my parents to make sure they hate me even more than they do? Makes sense why I never could seem to quite measure up to you."
"Quite the opposite, to be honest," Michael muttered as he ran a hand through his hair. "I've been trying my hardest to keep the heat off you ever since that summer you went away. You might think I was stealing the attention – in a way, that's exactly what I was doing, but I only did it to make your life easier."
I frowned as I tried to wrap my head around his words, turning to my gin for comfort.
"The more Mom and Dad kept their focus on my life, the more they left your life alone," Michael explained as he sat down on the sofa, so I resigned myself to his continued presence. "Mom thought she was so discreet with the whole Kiah Davies situation, but I found out about all of it. I didn't know how to help you."
"It was never your job to help me," I muttered darkly. "Like you said, we've never been close, Michael."
"You're still my little sister," Michael said firmly.
I could hear Jesse in the kitchen preparing another drink while I began draining mine, unsure how to handle Michael's revelation.
"I don't care that you're gay, Lennon," Michael said. "I never have. I want you to be happy, and I know you have already spent a lot of life unhappy. I probably could have done more, and I didn't. Our parents are scary, and they turn their love on and off depending on how much you please or displease them. I'm still working through my own issues with them."
Jesse came over at that moment with a tray of drinks, setting them down with a shake of his head. "Yeah, you guys need alcohol for this conversation."
I shook my head in wonder.
"I always thought you were a big-headed asshole," I said bluntly. "I didn't realize why you were always boasting about yourself."
Michael shrugged, and Hannah squeezed his shoulder reassuringly. "I didn't know what else to do without starting a war. I am sorry, Lennon, for not doing more. I want a relationship with you – you're my sister. I want to be in each other's lives."
"Well," I said with a small laugh. "This wasn't what I expected when I opened the door."
"We tried coming a month or so ago," Hannah piped up nervously. "But the whole place was swarming with press. We held off until everything looked like it was dying down. We didn't want to inflame the situation."
"I appreciate that," I murmured over my glass.
"I like your haircut," Hannah said with a smile. "It suits you. It makes me want to cut my hair, to be honest."
I neglected to mention the only reason I had the cut was because of the soul-crushing depression I had been sucked into. Instead, I smiled as nicely as I could and sipped on my gin as I tried to come to terms with what was playing out in my living room at that moment.
"What are you doing for Thanksgiving tomorrow?" Michael asked me.
"We have dinner with our friends," I said. "Are you at Mom and Dad's?"
Michael nodded and set down his drink. "We have morning mass, then we're going to Mom and Dad's. Hannah’s parents will be there too. We're starting to plan the wedding."
"Oh God," I gasped. "I forgot you two were engaged – have you set a date?"
Michael spent another hour at the apartment, discussing the wedding and school. I told him about the deal with Jaded Labels and opening for The Wiser, and his excitement was so genuine that I promised to get them tickets when we were in town.
After he left, I looked over at Jesse, who gave me a big grin and clapped his hand on my back, saying nothing as he rinsed our glasses and began looking at takeout menus on the fridge.
My heart seemed to heal – a small tear slowly coming back together. I blinked away the random tears that gathered in my eyes, sucked in a breath, and headed over to my keyboard.
There was no need to unpack that.

"Happy Thanksgiving!" Jesse cheered as he proudly entered Ashley and Gracie's home, clutching his bowl of mashed potatoes. He was so proud that he had peeled, boiled, and mashed them on his own that Todd messaged the band and ordered them to make a big deal of it when he arrived.
I hid my smile as everyone began gushing, Ashley taking the potatoes and shooting me a wink before disappearing toward the kitchen. I shrugged off my coat and hung it on the rack, walking further inside and still being taken aback by the expanse of this house and the view of the city from the glass-paneled walls. It blew my mind that I knew people who lived like this – I couldn't ever imagine being able to afford something like this one day.
"Happy Thanksgiving, gorgeous," Gracie said as she pulled me in for a hug. "Loved your interview – you spoke so well!"
"Thank you," I said with a nervous laugh. "I thought I was going to throw up the whole time."
"Live TV will do that to you," Kat commented as she squeezed my hand. "Happy Thanksgiving! I am so excited to tour with you. We will have the best time!"
Genuine excitement built within me, and I beamed at her. "I think I really am looking forward to it. I am a little nervous about being on stage again…"
"Well," Todd said with a sigh. "We promise not to play any clips of you in sexual acts while you sing your set."
"Todd!" Jesse gasped and slapped his boyfriend's arm.
I giggled and said, "That would be a start to your show no one has ever seen."
A smirking Ashley pressed a glass of wine into my hand, and I quirked a brow at her expression.
"Please tell me you've seen the online news circling at the moment," she said at my blank reaction.
I grimaced. "I try and stay offline as much as possible."
"I hadn't quite broken it to her yet," Jesse called as he headed to the living room.
"Broken what to me?" I called back with a frown before Ashley grabbed my arm and began leading me after them. "What else could possibly be circling me now?"
"This," Gracie said as she held her phone in my face.
"Moving on? Lennon Emery and Frankie Miller seen getting close at Midnites!"
I spluttered in surprise. "That was, like, what two weeks ago? How is this just being used now?"
"Probably thanks to your interview," Kat said. "The media will be trolling every last article about you now that they've latched onto you reclaiming your life, you know?"
"People are shipping this," Ashley said with a laugh. "#Frennon is trending right now."
I made a face. "That is a terrible ship name."
"Have you thought about a little PR relationship?" Kat asked seriously. "It could be perfect off the back of the interview."
"We've had this discussion," Jesse said with a defeated sigh. "Lennon isn't into it."
"Why?" Kat asked as she settled onto the sofa. "Frankie is hot."
My cheeks heated, and I sipped my wine to avoid answering. I couldn't quite put my finger on why I wasn't into it. Frankie was attractive, and based on our brief encounter at Midnights, she had been good to talk with – and yes, I did get that flutter of excitement you get when you meet someone new.
I just wasn't sure if I wanted a public relationship – or a relationship at all, PR or otherwise.
I scrolled through my phone as I tried to dissect my feelings, flicking absentmindedly through my feed. A tiny, almost minute part of me didn't want to date because I wanted Camila and me to come back together – there, I said it. There was also a much larger part of me screaming, FUCK THAT, at the idea.
She had used me and dropped me at one of the darkest moments of my life. Was I crazy?
My finger stopped flicking when a live feed dropped onto my screen. Someone was filming inside a cozy-looking restaurant, and the comments section went off. My stomach flipped, and a lump rose in my throat at the sight of Camila sitting in a private booth, the tablecloth white, and a small tealight candle burned inside glass jars.
Her hair was natural, with no sight of extensions or weaves, just short, ending at the middle of her neck, the ends lightly flicked out. She wore a black turtleneck dress and a gold bracelet on one wrist. She looked…my heart struck again, and I gulped my wine.
Opposite her sat a beautiful-looking woman with long, strawberry-blonde hair curled down her back, wearing a pair of black slacks and a silk blouse. I glanced into the comment feed against my better judgment.
@user89768 – wtaf is going on someone plz explain who is this person
@h_coop09 – she clearly does not give a fuk about all the drama rn with her and lennon
@kayla_d – this is just further proof that lennon desveres better. CAMILA U SUCK
@freida878 – noooooo this is killing all my dreams. Lennon and camila are endgame #childofdivorce
"Lennon!" Jesse called, and I snapped out of the feed, locking my phone and staring at him wide-eyed. "Do you need a refill, babe?"
I looked at my empty glass and nodded. "Yes, I need the bathroom."
"Already?" Jesse laughed. "You only had one glass, and you need to break the seal. You're such a baby."
I could feel the fluster building, heat rising to my cheeks as I was torn between anger at what I had witnessed and frustration at myself that the words just came spilling out before I could stop them.
"You know what?" I said aloud. "You should set up a meeting with Frankie's agent. Maybe we should do this fake PR thing."
Those who were in the room eyed each other in surprise, likely curious about my sudden backflip in decision making, but common sense was not my strong suit when I was emotionally strung out and buzzing off a glass of wine.
I used the moment to disappear to the bathroom, desperate to splash water over my face when I washed my hands, but I wore makeup tonight, and this mascara was not waterproof.
I knew I needed to let go of whatever I was holding onto or out for. I needed to end my feelings for Camila once and for all, and this was probably the best way to do it. Be distracted by someone new and maybe, at the same time, send my own big fuck you message to Camila. Date someone she hates and watch it get splashed all over the media – that sounded right.
I could feel an uglier side to me rising – but the hurt does that to people. Reason goes out the window; at least in my case, that's what happens.
If she didn't give a fuck about me, then it was definitely time to stop giving a fuck about her.
The rest of the evening was spent around the dinner table. Wine flowed freely, and the food seemed to keep coming and coming. By the time we made it to dessert, I was bursting and definitely more than buzzed as I eyed the people around me.
Gracie and Ashley were whispering lowly to each other down one end of the table, the look in their eyes telling me everything I needed to know about their conversation. Kat, Todd, and Jesse argued the differences between packet and actual mash. At that moment, I found another hole in my heart slowly filling as I looked around at my chosen family.
I hated the saying, "Blood is thicker than water." It was just something family used against you to try and guilt you back into their fold and doing what they wanted, but it was absolute bullshit. All of them had been there for me in ways my family never had been, and friendships like these didn't come around very often in life – if ever, for some people.
"Why does your face look weird?" Jesse asked me, leaning over to poke it. "You look so deep in thought."
"I am deep in thought," I murmured, opting for a glass of water, not the wine in front of me. "I'm just happy – or happier, I guess."
"Good," Gracie cheered with her glass. "Your life is about to get ten times better than it is now, so you should be happy. You're reclaiming your career, coming out, and about to go on tour with us in a few months!"
"Alright!" Kat shouted as she got to her feet. "It's time – let's all go around the table and say what we are thankful for."
Todd rolled his eyes. "Eww!"
"Shut up," she growled, clipping the back of his head. "I'm going to kick us off. I am thankful for the beautiful Italian man I met at The Halfway last week. He has a firm belief in multiple daily orgasms, and I support that."
There were supportive cheers all around, and then we looked to Todd.
"Okay," he huffed. "I am thankful for my beautiful boyfriend. Seven years in, and he still believes in morning handjobs."
I choked on my water, and Jesse patted my back with a smirk.
"This has taken a very sexual turn, hasn't it?" I laughed.
"I am also thankful for the handjobs," Jesse said with a grin. "Your turn, Lennon."
"Okay," I said with a laugh. "Um, hm. Well, I'm not having any sex. I can't even remember my last orgasm-"
"Booo!" Gracie heckled with a laugh.
"I will go the wholesome route, I guess," I said with a laugh as I waved Gracie off. "Truly, I am thankful for all of you. You have all been there for me, especially over the last six months. Jesse, most of all – you are the other half of my soul. I would be lost without you."
Jesse pouted and slapped my ass. "Don't make me cry."
"That was good," Kat said as I sat down. "I needed some wholesome – we love you too, Lennon. You're family." The table nodded agreeingly, and Jesse squeezed my hand with a soft smile. "Okay, Ash, you're up!"
"Way to steal some of my lines," Ashley said as she rose to her feet, nodding her glass at me. We all laughed. "Listen, it is a night of giving thanks. I don't fully support the holiday as a whole and how it originated, but I do like the idea of taking time out of our lives and taking stock of everything we have to be thankful for."
Ashley set down her glass and picked up Gracie's hand, and the air seemed to shift ever so slightly that Jesse squeezed my arm.
"Gracie, you have been every bit of the person I wished for all those years ago." Ashley's voice was firm and controlled, but there was an undercurrent of fear, and I tensed. Was she…? "From the first moment you tossed a drink in my face at The Halfway, I knew I had to know you, so when you stumbled into my gym for private sessions with Rex, of all people, you best believe I swapped him out and tagged in – and it was the best decision I ever made. You have made my life so much brighter just by being in it. I love you more every day, and I want to keep loving you for the rest of our lives."
"Pinch me," Todd whispered with his hands over his face.
"I want to build a life with you, and I want all that comes with it—the good, the bad, and the ugly—because I know in my heart that no matter what, we will always find our way back to each other. Gracie," Ashley cleared her throat and shuffled through her pockets, and my eyes dropped to her stunned girlfriend's face.
"Oh my God," Gracie whispered with shaky hands as Ashley dropped to a knee beside her chair.
"Please make me the happiest woman ever and do me the honor of becoming my wife?" Ashley's words ended with the pop open of the blue box she held in her hand, and I craned my neck to try to get a look.
"Yes! Yes! Yes!" Gracie cried as she ignored the ring and clamped Ashley's cheeks between her hands, pulling her in for a kiss that probably would have carried into the bedroom if we weren't all present.
"No way!" Todd shrieked as he jumped to his feet.
"This is the best Thanksgiving ever!" Kat cried as she dabbed her eyes. "I can't believe this is happening."
Jesse whistled loudly, and I watched in awe as Ashley secured the ring onto Gracie's shaking finger before the two embraced again. My hands clapped without me making them, my heart racing from the excitement in the room and the vulnerable display of love between them. Deep down, I ached for that same declaration from the one I loved, vowing they had to have me forever.
I didn't allow myself to get swept up in the melancholia that threatened to overcome me, not right now, when I needed to celebrate two important people. I stuffed down the feelings and locked them up, knowing they would find me later when I was alone and vulnerable in the dark, with no defenses to keep them from me.



Lennon

"FANCY SEEING YOU HERE," Frankie said with a casual smirk, and I watched her eyes appraise my approach before she took my hand and brought it to her lips. "You look stunning, Lennon."
Ava had provided a black jumpsuit, the legs flared and not clinging to my skin. The front was cut lower than I typically liked, but she had accessorized with a long pendant necklace, the metal cool against my skin as it dangled between my breasts.
I swallowed my nerves and plastered on a smile as she gave me back my hand, and I noted I was a foot taller than her in my heels.
"Thank you," I said with a smirk, ignoring the heads discreetly turning toward us. "You look really nice. This is cute." I accompanied my words by running my fingers along the lapel of her black blazer before pulling my hand back.
"Can I get you a drink?" she asked, that glint still in her eye, loving every second.
"Yes, please," I said with a nervous lick of my lips. "An old-"
"Old fashioned," Frankie finished for me. "No worries. Our friends are already here in the VIP section. I'll meet you there."
Our friends were a mixture of hers and mine.
Jesse and Frankie's manager, Kiki, had decided that we should first be seen out in a group, so it could look casual and be a natural progression to a solo date. The point to make was we hit it off so well tonight that we wanted to see each other again, and it would make sense in the press. I left the details up to Jesse; I was still too in over my fucking head, but it was too late to back out now.
I was also feeling curious, so sue me.
Considering I had worked at The Halfway for a decent amount of time, I knew where the VIP section was and headed for it out of instinct. We were here for the afternoon session; the air was cool, but the patio heaters were on, and I could see a band preparing to start a set on the stage.
"Lennon!" Jesse cheered as I approached the VIP patio, and a few familiar but unfamiliar faces turned to face me. They mainly were cast members from Frankie's show, along with a few other faces I didn't recognize. The only people who knew this whole thing was a sham were myself, Frankie, Jesse, and Kiki.
I spotted Kat and Todd here as well, both of who had links to the cast and Frankie in some way or the other, so it didn't look like a random situation.
I let out a sigh of relief.
The last thing I wanted was to get caught out in a lie on the public stage – again.
"Here is your drink."
Frankie appeared next to me with my old-fashioned and what looked like scotch on the rocks for her. I checked her out in her chic black blazer, white V-neck shirt, and faded blue jeans, her feet encased in white sneakers. She made casual look expensive, and I couldn't quite work out how she did it – it was probably the confidence she wore like a second layer of skin.
"Thank you," I murmured before I took a sip, allowing the drink to ride my veins and relax me. "I used to work here, you know."
"Oh?" Frankie said as she leaned against the table we stood at. "When?"
I thought about it for a moment.
"Probably five months ago or something," I said with a surprised laugh. "Time flies. It feels like just yesterday."
"Did you perform?" Frankie asked with interest.
I shook my head and took another sip. "I was a waitress. I didn't even work this part of The Halfway."
"Look at you now," Frankie said with a jovial grin. "Sipping an old-fashioned in the VIP section. How far we climb."
I rolled my eyes and playfully knocked her arm.
"So come on," Frankie sighed as she set down her drink. "Lennon, you're gorgeous. Why are you spinning the PR relationship? I'm not against it – I am just surprised you're doing it."
I glanced around us, noting no one was paying us much attention.
"Am I shallow if I say I just want to make her jealous?" I muttered bitterly, surprising myself for having honestly answered Frankie in the first place.
"Nah," Frankie said with a shrug. "Not shallow – human. I'm not judging; I've done it before, too, and fair enough. She's constantly being seen out and about with a new woman; I don't blame you. I wouldn't want to be the victim each time she has someone new on her arm either."
I nodded, feeling a little less bad about myself.
"Well, we can take this as far as you're comfortable," Frankie said casually like she was discussing the weather. "I'm not a relationship girl, though," Frankie warned. "So don't fall in love with me – you don't need two rounds of heartbreak in the same year."
I scoffed at her and rolled my eyes. "I am not in the mood to fall in love, Frankie."
Frankie's eyes flickered up and down my body so quickly that I almost missed it before her eyes met mine, and the unmistakable heat flared in them.
"What are you in the mood for, then?" she asked, moving a little closer, and my airway constricted.
I walked myself right into that one.
"You're cute," she laughed before she tossed back her drink. "I like you, Lennon; we could be really good friends. If you want to add benefits, I won't say no."
"Jesus, Frankie!" I laughed before finishing my drink. "Thank you – for doing it."
Frankie's eyes softened a fraction, and she gently took my hand. "Hey, I know what it's like to be absolutely shattered by someone you love and then watch them walk around like it never happened. Also, the way you got outed was so many levels of messed up. The fact you are actually out and about is something I admire you for. I would have shut down."
"I did shut down," I muttered as I tapped my empty glass. "I still don't know if I'm…" I struggled to find an ending to my words, shaking my head. "I'm just doing my best. I have people relying on me."
Frankie gave me a small grin and squeezed my hand before letting it go. "You got this, boo," she said with a smirk. "Let's get another drink, hm?"
A couple of drinks turned into several, and before long, we were all on the dance floor of The Halfway, swaying to the live band and letting our hair down. Jesse had disappeared to catch up with Midge, our old boss, and see how she was. I was clustered up with Kat, Todd, and Frankie, our bodies moving to the sultry beats playing for us.
Todd and Kat were engaged in some form of dirty dancing, Kat squealing with laughter as she grinded on Todd, who had the perfect pout on his face.
Frankie's hands glided down my sides as I allowed the buzz of the alcohol to sweep away my usual depressive state of mind. I raised my arms above my head with a sigh of relief, enjoying the feel of Frankie's hands on me – enjoying the closeness of another warm body, something I realized I had been missing until now.
The heady beat of the drums and the deep bass sound seemed to thrum its way through my veins as I allowed my arms to come down, wrapping loosely around Frankie's neck as I kept my eyes blissfully shut, riding a relaxing high as I sighed softly.
"You have no idea how amazing you look right now," Frankie muttered, and I could hear the smirk in her voice. "Keep your eyes closed. Someone is filming us. Do you want to give them a show?"
I nodded dazedly – this is why we were here after all, and I trusted Frankie. She wasn't a sleaze – she'd never do anything I didn't want.
Frankie was tall – even in her sneakers against my heels. We were level in height, and without heels, she would be taller than me regardless. I could feel her breath on my face, tinged with the smell of alcohol, but not in an off-putting way – it felt alluring, it made my body warm, and a genuine feeling ran through my body that seemed to snap me alive.
"Don't open your eyes," she warned. "Stay exactly as you are."
Ever so lightly, Frankie's hand cupped the back of my neck, gently massaging the base of my skull before her lips brushed mine – so softly it almost could have been debated whether or not it happened.
But I felt it.
My eyes flashed open as she pulled back, the same old Frankie glint in her eye, and I felt a smile stretching on my face.
"You're good at this," I murmured.
"I'm an actress, boo," she said while brushing any stray hair from my face. "You're not too bad yourself. Come on, let's get some water."
It was easy to see why Frankie had a reputation for being a heartbreaker. She knew what to say and when to say it, and she clearly had a well-worked charm that she used to her advantage.
I liked her, I decided. She had spunk, and she knew who she was – maybe it would be a good thing we would be spending more time together.
We waited at the bar for our waters, Frankie chatting with some of her castmates. Todd was talking to me about something I wasn't really paying much attention to, my mind a daze of static noise and relaxed bliss. It was only when a familiar face popped into my line of sight that I jumped to awareness.
"William!" I exclaimed in surprise, throwing him a one-armed hug. "How are you?"
"I'm good!" he said with a grin as he released me. "How are you?"
"Oh, you know," I said with a laugh and a wave of my hand. "Drunk."
"The best way to be," William said with a chuckle. "It was awesome to see you at Midnights. Are you going to be at the premiere for Not Always?"
"I think Jesse mentioned it," I murmured vaguely. "So, it's likely."
"That would be good," William said. "The lead actress, Jennifer Gwiyn, is hosting the after party, so hopefully you'll be coming to that? Kylie and Junie will be there."
"It should be fun," I commented, rattling my brain for a memory of Jesse mentioning it.
"I saw your interview with Remi Mallard," William said over the music. "You spoke really well – super controlled. All facts. Only emotional toward the end…I just can't believe you were going through all of that and still putting out amazing shows each week."
"Yeah," I laughed awkwardly and took the water from Frankie when it arrived. "It was a wild time. Frankie, this is William. We were on the show together."
"Nice to meet you, William." Frankie shook his hand with a grin before turning back to her friends, and I sipped on my water.
"So," William said with a smirk. "Frankie Miller, hey?"
I rolled my eyes. "Come on, William."
"You should have won the show, you know," William said as he shook his head. "What happened to you was messed up. You were supposed to win."
"Because Belinda rigged it," I scoffed.
William shook his head firmly. "Nah uh. Lennon, your talent only comes around once every couple of decades. You are something else. Without Belinda's nonsense – you would have won. You definitely earned it."
I shrugged and drained my water.
"Don't – don't be too hard on Camila," William suddenly said, and I frowned. "Sometimes people do things because they think it's the right thing to do…even if it isn't…"
I frowned. "What?"
William frowned, likely battling through his own drunken state. "I mean, like, sometimes we do things we don't want to do but are pressured into doing because we think it's the right thing to do, you know?"
"You're not making any sense," I growled, but my heart was pounding due to the mention of Camila's name and William's weird cryptic messaging.
"Lennon!" Madge's familiar husky voice tore into our conversation as she grabbed my arm and pulled me into a hug. "Welcome home, my love. When am I going to get you on that stage, hm?"
Jesse grinned behind her. "Maybe when she's sober, Madge."
"Ah," Madge said with a nod. "Always a good idea. How are you going?"
"Oh, you know," I said with a breathless laugh, still trying to make sense of William's words. "I am getting there."
"A good start!" Madge said firmly with a clap on my back. "Okay, I have to go run this place. Call me if you want some stage time."
"We will!" Jesse said as Madge disappeared into the crowd, and I shook my dizzy head. "Time to call it?" Jesse asked as he slung an arm around my shoulder and bumped fists with William.
"Yes," I groaned tiredly. "I'm done."
We said our goodbyes to our group, Frankie giving me a lingering hug, and William trying to send me messages with his eyes that I couldn't quite work out. I put it down to the fact I was just too drunk and needed to go to sleep, but his words continued to echo within my mind.
"Sometimes we do things we don't want to do but are pressured into doing because we think it's the right thing to do…"

"Oh God," I groaned into my pillow.
My head pounded furiously, and my mouth felt dry. I licked my chapped lips and rolled onto my back, squinting as the morning light cracked through the curtains in my room.
"Wakeup call," Todd groaned as he tapped twice on my door. "You shower first, Lennon. We need to be at Gracie's by eight to start recording."
I sighed heavily and ran a hand down my face as I searched my memory, trying to recollect the events of last night. Thankfully, it all seemed to be there. I hadn't been wasted, definitely drunk, but not drunk enough to have blank spots, and that was always nice.
I smiled softly at the memory of Frankie before I sighed and pulled myself out of bed and toward my door, heading in the direction of the bathroom and locking myself inside.
I took my time in the shower, washing my hair and body, desperate to remove any traces of alcohol and sweat – I always sweat so badly when I drank. I only got out because Jesse pounded on the door, and I growled, flicking off the water and hurriedly toweling off before I wrapped my robe around me.
Jesse and Todd slipped in as I slipped out, and I sighed, heading toward my room and my floordrobe, looking for something to wear.
I opted for a pair of comfortable leggings, a crop top, and an oversized black crewneck sweater with a skeleton head on the front, pink and white flowers spilling out of its mouth. I pulled on some white socks and slipped into my black Docs, roughly brushing my wet hair before shaking it. I would let it air dry, but I applied a smoothing serum to avoid frizziness.
I packed my bag with my music book, anxiously thumbing the journal before slipping it into my bag, stuffing my phone and wallet inside before heading out toward the kitchen for a coffee.
Todd and Jesse finished in the shower, and both pranced to their room, and I grimaced. I knew exactly why they were both so happy. It had been a while since I rode an orgasm high, and after sex with Camila, doing it myself just didn't feel like a good enough option.
My throat constricted at the thought, but it was too late.
Camila's hands reached between us, placing the toy against my clit, before she grabbed my leg and wrapped it over her hip, her other leg moving underneath me. I cried out as the vibration pulsed against me before she ground her own pussy into it, both of us rocking against the device, our breaths coming in short gasps.
My eyes met hers, full of need, full of…Her lips came back to mine, and I kissed her hard as I rocked against her, feeling the wave building – and fuck was it building.
"Oh God," I cried softly against her mouth. "I'm going to come."
"Come," she breathed, her hold on me tightening as she rocked against me, her lips parted with pleasure. "Come for me. Come with me."
Her hand moved between us, and I heard something click before the tempo of the vibrator increased, and I came apart with her, my moans loud as the wave hit me and my body jolted against hers. Camila cried out and buried her face into my neck, pressing against me tight and the second wave of pleasure caught me, and I had to press my face into the mattress to stop my screaming from being heard throughout the hotel.
"You look how I feel," Jesse groaned, breaking the memory and snapping me into reality.
The coffee pot beeped, and I sighed with relief, pouring myself a mug before moving out of Jesse's way so he could get some for himself and Todd.
I rubbed my face and took a gulp before responding. "I feel like shit."
"We drank a lot," he muttered dryly. "I feel very hungover."
"Morning!" Todd chirped happily. "How are my two favorite people in the whole world feeling today?"
Our withering looks answered his question as he smirked, taking his coffee from Jesse and sipping it before sighing contentedly.
"We need to leave," he told us. "We need to record your song for the label and be out by midday, because the band has to record this afternoon."
I nodded blandly, draining my coffee before taking two water bottles from the fridge, stuffing them into my handbag. I snatched a banana out of the fruit bowl and ate it in three bites before I followed the boys out of the apartment and into the cool morning air, feeling a slight chill, but contented it wouldn't really get that much colder this time of the year.
"Can you believe it's like, three weeks till Christmas?" I gushed as we descended the stairs.
"Gross," Jesse groaned. "I have to go home this year."
"I told you we can always fake a virus and go be with my family again," Todd suggested with a shrug. "Mom would love to have us again – you too, Lennon."
I smiled softly and nudged his arm knowing I certainly wouldn't be seeing my family.
Jesse sighed and said nothing as we made it to the car. His relationship with his family was okay, but only if he kept his mouth shut and laughed at their racist, homophobic jokes. None of us could understand why he insisted on a relationship with them, but we didn't push it. Whatever he had to work out with his family was for him to do.
He didn't need us shitting all over it.
I ended up taking two painkillers to stop the headache that was storming its way through my head. I needed to be somewhat pulled together to record this song if we wanted to put it forward as a single option, and I did love the song. It was raw, and it encompassed the entire relationship I had with my parents.
It needed to be good enough to release.
"So," Jesse asked tiredly from the front seat. "How was your first non-official date with Frankie?"
I grinned as I answered, surprising myself. "Good."
"It looked good," Todd said with a snicker. "Please tell me you've been online this morning."
"Nope," I said with a yawn. "I am assuming it's everywhere?"
"You bet," Todd cheered with a toot of his horn. "Camila who? Lennon Emery and Frankie Miller seen dancing at popular LA bar!" Todd laughed aloud as he quoted the headline. "Not gonna lie, that video of you two dancing together, whew. Chemistry with a capital 'C'."
"H&Z headline was even better," Jesse laughed with a yawn. "Lennon Emery and new flame dance the night away!"
I let out a chuckle as I finally enjoyed headlines that were about me.
"New flame?" I laughed.
"Frankie will love that," Jesse snickered.
"Why is it so easy to fool the media?" I asked no one in particular.
"Because they will latch onto anything that's a hot topic," Jesse answered. "They so desperately want to pit you and Camila against each other, so the fact that video got taken at The Halfway last night – whew! Whoever sent that in would have got a decent payday."
"I still feel surprised when I realize that people get paid to find shit out about me," I said with a snort. "Like, what?"
"I wonder how much money I could get if I told them you can burp the alphabet," Jesse mused, and I slapped his arm.
We stopped at a McDonald's on the way, and I got myself a bacon egg muffin with an extra-large coffee, knowing it might revive my soul or make me throw up – either option would break my hangover, and that was fine by me.
By the time we made it to Gracie's, I was feeling a whole lot better, excitement thrumming through my veins as I found myself back in her amazing studio, pulled back into the memory of recording my audition video for American Superstar.
"It's been a while," Jesse murmured as he nudged my arm.
I shook my head with a laugh and said, "So much has happened since I was last in this room."
"How are you feeling, Lennon?" Todd asked as he held his camera at me.
"Why are you filming me, Todd?"
"Content," Jesse shrugged before grasping my shoulders. "Do you reckon we will get a one-take Lennon moment today?"
I shrugged, but a smirk hit my cheeks. "Who knows?"
"Well," Jesse sighed dramatically. "You have the book. I'll be behind the screen, and that piano is for you. Go for it."
"Right into it then," I murmured as I clutched my journal in my hands and made my way over to the beautiful piano, just as much in awe of it as I had been the first time I saw it.
I took a seat on the bench and tried to ignore Todd setting up his tripod, positioning his phone on it before giving me a thumbs-up and darting to the other room where Jesse was waiting, already fiddling with the sound controls.
I played a few riffs on the piano as I warmed up my fingers, humming lightly as I tuned my mind and relaxed my breathing, my eyes running over the completed words on the journal in front of me, trying to ignore the gravity of what would follow next if this single got accepted by the label and made it out there – what my parents would think when they inevitably heard the song.
What Camila would think.
I closed my eyes and shook my head.
"You're one-take Lennon," I reminded myself. "You haven't lost that – just focus."
My fingers began to play the opening keys, and my eyes went back to the words, even though I knew them by heart.
“You say that I chase acceptance
Wherever I can get it
Go looking for perfection
Yeah, I know that I'm not
It's my insecurity
And you use it against me
Your favorite weapon
My fears and my faults…”
I closed my eyes as my fingers began to lightly play, my voice going from chest to head as the next words fell.
“Bending over backwards
Tried to cut myself in half
All this to make you proud
And yet I'm still not good enough…”
I took a breath as my tempo increased, and I moved into the bridge.
“I could touch the moon
Stand among the stars
And you will still ask me
Why I've not reached Mars…”
My tempo increased and became louder as the words pierced me, their truth finding their way out of the box I had put them in, and I had to ignore the tears building in my eyes as I caught the emotion and grasped it, using it to pull me into the chorus.
“Oh be a good girl,
God girl,
Praying on my knees girl,
Worship at your feet girl,
Don't you ever speak girl,
Straight girl,
Quiet girl,
Won't you fall in line girl,
Don't you start your crying girl,
We love you when you're silent girl…”
I took a breath and belted out the final part of the chorus, my vocals raw and husky as the words ripped from my chest.
"This is not who I'm meant to be! You can put me in boxes, but I'll still split them at the seams," I sang, playing my way into verse two and the chorus. The chords pounded in time with my heart as I stared through the tear-stained pages.
“Tell me, do you see the cracks appearing?
Every time you raise your brow
That disappointed scowl
I know it's my fault somehow
Can you see that I am splitting
With every harsh word on your lips
Cruelty behind careful kindness
Somehow it's always me we need to fix…
I could touch the moon
Stand among the stars
And you will still ask me
Why I've not reached Mars…
Oh be a good girl,
God girl,
Praying on my knees girl,
Worship at your feet girl,
Don't you ever speak girl,
Straight girl,
Quiet girl,
Won't you fall in line girl,
Don't you start your crying girl,
We love you when you're silent girl…
This is not who I'm meant to be!
You can put me in boxes, but I'll still split them at the seams," I continued, my hands playing along the piano frantically as we built into the final verse. I controlled my breathing, and the world around me disappeared. It was just me, the piano, and my journal—the safest place on Earth.
“Oh bending over backwards
I cut myself in half
Contortioned all my parts
To try and be just what you ask
Daddy, here's the moon
Ma, I got you the stars
Oh, for the sun is what you asked
You didn't say that, but here we are…”
I took a breath and gentled my playing as I moved from my chest to head voice, and all my vulnerability crept into the final bridge and chorus. I swore I could hear my pounding heart through the microphone as I played.
“I could touch the moon
Stand among the stars
And you will still ask me
Why I've not reached Mars…
Oh be a good girl,
God girl,
Praying on my knees girl,
Worship at your feet girl,
Don't you ever speak girl,
Straight girl,
Quiet girl,
Won't you fall in line girl,
Don't you start your crying girl,
We love you when you're silent girl…
This is not who I'm meant to be!”
The notes trailed off as I stopped playing, and I uttered the final words into the microphone, goosebumps breaking out on my skin.
"You can put me in boxes, but I'll still split them at the seams…"



Camila

"ARE you going to Maggie Kimber's Christmas party?" Ashley asked me as she packed up the circuit in her gym.
I swallowed my water and wiped my face with a towel. "Will Len-"
"Lennon will be there," Ashley told me with a side-eye. "Are you still determined to try and win her back?"
"Heh," I chuckled darkly as I tried to ignore the video of her and Frankie grinding at The Halfway. I had no right to be salty about it – she wasn't mine. It didn't take the sting away, though. "I got the invite. A lot of people are going to be there. People from the show…" I trailed off and made a face.
"She misses you," Ashley said with a sigh. "She signed with Jaded Labels. Brandi doesn't have a hold over her love life anymore."
"She's seeing Frankie Miller," I muttered.
Ashley rolled her eyes. "Please, that's so new it could be over in five seconds."
"What about her interview?" I demanded, my cheeks flushing. "People think I'm a monster."
"You know, caring what people think is what got you in this mess in the first place." Ashley gave me a look and clapped her hands. "Lennon only spoke the truth anyway – at least, the truth you led her to believe."
I shook my head with a sigh. "I mean, I'm going to be at the party. I can't ostracize myself from the industry regardless."
"Good," Ashley said with a smile. "What about the premiere tomorrow for that new movie? Gracie's trying to drag me to the after-party."
"It's in my calendar," I said with a nod. "I'll be there too. Please come –if you're there, I won't die of boredom. I love Jennifer," I said quickly, "We've been friends for years – her parties just draw me to sleep."
"I'll think about it," Ashley grumbled.
"Congratulations, by the way," I said with a smirk. "I can't believe you tied her down – I still remember you in your player days."
Ashley cringed and said, "Sadly, so do I."
"Since it's all over the internet now, I assume you told everyone?" I emphasized the last words; the inflection was not lost on Ashley. "How did her parents take it?"
"Terribly," Ashley sighed, sitting on the rubber mat. "Like, obviously, it was the reaction we were ready for, but it just sucks Gracie has to go through that – even if she knows it's coming. All I can do is sit there and be there for her. If it were me, I would have cut them out long ago."
I clicked my tongue sadly. "It sucks for her. So, they won't be at the wedding?"
"Nope," Ashley sighed. "We love you so much, sweetie, but it goes against everything we stand for and are used to. We can't be there."
"They said that?" I gasped with a grimace. "Gross. I didn't realize they stood against love. Why are they married, then?"
"Divorce would be too expensive," Ashley snorted. "Like I said – all I can do is be there for her. Her decision when it comes to handling her family is hers alone. I would never butt in on that. It just makes me wonder…"
"Yeah?" I asked.
"If my parents were still alive, what would they think of all this?" Ashley said as she gestured at herself. "I mean, I was sixteen when they died, and I was still dating boys. Would they have accepted me? Would they throw themselves into my life or withdraw just enough that they dangled the carrot of hope that they supported me?"
I pressed my lips together with a shrug. "I guess you can only draw a conclusion based on everything you knew about them from that time."
"Even the nicest parents can wig out," Ashley pointed out. "I've seen it with my own eyes. The most supportive and loving families can implode when their sense of reality changes."
"Well," I said with a sigh. "It sounds like a rabbit hole of a thought process, so don't go down it. You'll never get a concrete answer and go nuts."
Ashley nodded in agreement before stretching her muscles.
"Have you seen your mom since your dad died?"
"Nope. I can't – it was hard enough dealing with her when he had the heart attack and the way she acted like everything was okay with us…" I trailed off and shook my head. "Just because Dad died, it doesn't mean she gets a free pass from all the messed-up shit she did to me."
"Do you think you'll ever confront her about it?"
"I don't know," I muttered. "If I can be bothered further traumatizing myself – maybe."
Ashley nodded and got to her feet, helping me up with her. "Wanna get some lunch?"
"Yes," I groaned as my stomach rumbled. "What are you feeling-" My phone buzzed, cutting me off, and I looked at the screen, rolling my eyes as a picture of Gigi flashed on my call screen. Only she would have saved her number with a photo.
"Hey – isn't that the girl you were on a date with the other night?" Ashley asked as we exited the building.
I scoffed and ignored the call. "It wasn't a date – that was Gigi, my assistant, while Nicole is gone. We both got Thanksgiving dinner together because I was alone and sad about being alone, and her plans fell through. The asshole filming me jumped to conclusions – now the headlines have moved on from my ghostwriter to poor Gigi."
"This is not me getting involved at all," Ashley said, airing her disclaimer, "But Lennon freaked out when she saw it. Her entire mood shifted after she vanished to the bathroom. Jessie worked out what had made her so skittish."
"I should feel relieved that she still cares enough, but that just makes me feel like shit."
"Then you need to start trying to win her back!" Ashley said as she slapped my arm. "Start with tomorrow night. Approach her again – try and talk to her."
"We saw how well that went last time," I pointed out.
"She wasn't ready for it," Ashley reminded me. "She'll expect to see you this time, so she will be ready emotionally to face you. It won't be such a shock."
Nerves raced through me, my stomach twisted, and I decided to change the subject.
"So, I have my first session with Dr. Somers in a few days," I said, frowning, picking at fluff stuck to my leggings. "Did you get a dog or something?"
"Yes!" Ashley shrieked with excitement. "Gracie and I have been on this waitlist for, like, two years for the goldendoodles-"
"Hold up, what?"
"It's a poodle cross golden retriever," Ashley explained as we pulled into the parking lot of our favorite diner, Mack's. It was in an obscure location outside West Hollywood, and no one recognized me. "We got accepted for the latest litter a few months back. He came home with us yesterday. Gracie called him Bailey."
"I'm going to need to see a photo," I laughed.
Ashley fished her phone from her pocket, flashing her lock screen at me. Gracie beamed at the camera while she held a small golden-brown puppy in her arms like a baby. His head hung back as he stared in confusion at the camera, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth.
"Okay," I conceded with a grin. "He is adorable."
"He is adorable," Ashley agreed. "Minus the potty training, but we will get there. Now – circling back, Dr. Somers?"
"Ah," I said with a nod. "Yes. The first appointment is in a few days. I hope she's as good as you say she is."
Ashley shrugged and pointed at her head. "She helped me untwist this cesspool and was never judgy or annoying. That was my experience. I was also incredibly open – cards on the table with her made it a lot easier for her to help me. Remember, she is there to help, Cam."
"Yeah," I said lightly as my throat closed over. "Come on, let's get some food."

I was deep into glam the following day when my phone rang in my hands. Venice, my makeup artist, pulled back on the lip liner.
"Do you need to take that?" she asked with a concentrated frown, staring at my lips so intently I would have thought she wanted to kiss me if she wasn't applying liner.
I glanced down and saw Nicole's name flashing across the screen. "One second," I told Venice quickly before answering the call. "Nic! How's your vacation?"
"Ah-mazing!" she gushed loudly down the line, and I could hear thumping music behind her. "I just wanted to call and say heyyyyyy! See how you are…."
I smirked. "Nicole, are you drunk?"
"No!" Nicole snorted, and a giggle followed. "A little bit, but I have had a lot of sun today, and these bottomless margaritas are amazing."
"I'm glad you're having fun," I told her. "You deserve it."
"So do you!" Nicole shrilled. "Have an awesome night at the premiere. If you wanna fuck Gigi, you should."
I frowned. "Fuck Gigi?"
Gigi's head popped up from her laptop in shock.
"Yeah! Didn't you go on a date with her?" Nicole asked loudly. "I saw the video."
"No!" I groaned. "We just had dinner. Neither of us had Thanksgiving plans."
Gigi shook her head and went back to her laptop.
"Oh!" Nicole said, and I could hear a pout in her voice. "Well, have fun tonight! I can't wait to see all the pics! I have to go. They're doing a dance-off."
Nicole ended the call abruptly, and I laughed before setting my phone down and gesturing for Venice to keep going.
"It must suck for you," Gigi said. "You can't even go out for dinner with someone without speculation. I would hate that. I do hate that. I have had to field multiple phone calls from family over the last few days."
"Sorry," I muttered. "I didn't expect people to lose their minds this badly."
"It'll blow over," Gigi said dismissively. "Especially after tonight. All eyes will be on you on the red carpet, and any chance encounter you have with Lennon."
"Of course it will," I muttered lowly as Venice finished.
The once-again consuming feeling of having people peer into my personal life started to eat at me, and I sighed heavily, getting to my feet to get into my dress. We had to leave in twenty minutes to make it on time for my carpet walk, but I found myself wanting to wipe my face off and sit on my couch.
Did I really want to sit through a two-hour movie in an almost ball gown?
I slipped off my robe and eyed the tight shapewear I had stuffed myself into, avoiding looking in the mirror at all costs. The last thing I needed was the memory of my mother's voice shouting "grassa" at me while I got into this thing.
The glam team began to remove the dress from the mannequin and helped me into it, sliding it up my legs, over my thighs, over the swell of my ass, and covering my bust. Danielle pulled up the zipper and fastened the top before she fussed with the off-shoulder sleeves. The gown was covered in sequins, but the interior was lined with silk, and there was no itching – thank God.
Danielle was an up-and-coming designer, and this gown would be her second red carpet debut. She had personally come by to ensure the fit was good, and she circled me critically in her all-black ensemble, hair clipped haphazardly.
"Bring the shoes," she ordered her assistant with a snap of her fingers. "The dress looks great," she told me. "I specifically had you in mind when I designed this. I'm honored again for this opportunity."
"You do great work," I told her honestly.
She took the shoebox and carefully pulled out a pair of black strappy heels. The dress would cover them, but they were still incredibly cute. She set them down for me to step into before she fastened them and straightened the dress.
"You look great," Gigi told me as she walked over in her black gown, the neckline high and the thigh slit just high enough. Her hair was pinned up, and she held a clutch. "I have your phone on me. You won't have a bag. I'll be ten paces behind you if you need it."
"Thanks," I said with a grin. She was almost as good as Nicole – almost.
"We need to go," Gigi ordered. "We have to be on the road in the next five minutes. Otis will get the glam team out and lock up for us."
"Otis?" I asked with a frown.
"My assistant," Gigi explained. "With me doing Nicole's job, I need someone to do what would be my job – which is getting your house vacated while you leave for the show."
I needed to pay more attention to what happened in my life.
"Thanks again, Danielle," I told her with a grin. "I love the dress, and so will the rest of America."
Danielle's cheeks flushed, but she checked herself. "Thank you, Camila."
An hour later, we were rolling through the streets of Hollywood on our way to the Grauman's Chinese Theatre. I was scrolling through my phone to pass the time while we waited in traffic before I found myself typing in Lennon's name and hitting her profile, noting she had uploaded a video reel. I clicked on it before thinking, before letting out a horrified scream.
"Fuck!" Gigi shrieked. "What?"
"She's going to know I saw it!"
"Saw what? Who?"
"Lennon!" I gasped in panic. "I clicked on a reel – it's gonna show that I saw it!"
"Ah," Gigi said with a grimace. "The old stalking of an ex gone wrong – look, we've all done it. You're caught out now – did you at least see the reel?"
I shook my head and thrust my phone at her. "Put that in your clutch, and never let me touch it again."
Gigi slipped my phone into her clutch and snapped it shut with a smirk and a shake of her head.
"It's so refreshing sometimes," she said with a laugh. "I used to be so in awe of you. I thought you were this ultimate, untouchable force. Then I learned you are just a regular human being, like the rest of us. Making poor choices, obsessing over what other people think, and stalking exes you shouldn't have dumped. The illusion of celebrity was quickly shattered for me."
I shrugged and picked at a sequin. "I think people forget that behind all of the façade, there is a real human being with real feelings and emotions. We aren't perfect. I'm supposed to be some untouchable megastar, right? But I'm sitting here fighting the anxiety to turn the car around and go home, so I don't have to bump into Lennon – even though that's all I want to do, is see her."
"I still can't understand why you dumped her if you loved her," Gigi sighed with a shake of her head. "Life is too short not to have the things you love. The people you love."
"It was better for her," I told Gigi honestly. "The shitstorm that surrounded us would have only dragged her down. She wouldn't have had the opportunities she did if we stayed together outside of the show."
Gigi frowned at me. "The opportunities she's had because you put them in her path? Jaded Labels, her agent Susannah…that's all you, Camila. People still didn't want to touch her after the show. You made that happen, and she doesn't even know."
I bit my lip and shrugged.
"Don't you think it's poor form to take that choice away from her?" Gigi pressed. "If you love her so much, and she clearly loved you, why wouldn't you give her the chance to decide? You just took it away from her. You decided for her without it being your decision to make."
"I'm really starting to hate our honesty chats in the back of this car," I grumbled.
"Pulling up to the red carpet," Graham called from the front seat. "Ben, you'll be getting the door for Miss Bianchi. Look alive."
"As soon as the premiere finishes, we have thirty minutes for mingling, and then we need to go to the after-party," Gigi reminded me as the car pulled up. "Right behind you."
Ben opened the door, and I slid out of the car with a broad smile, the blinding white lights of flashing cameras stunning me for half a second before I slipped into the role of celebrity Camila, stepping onto the red carpet and taking the time to control my walk as I tried to see further ahead of me.
The press line wasn't that far ahead of me before I would have my photo taken at the wall where the movie posters were. I had no idea what this movie was about. Nicole had penciled the event into my calendar months ago, but these events came up, and you went to them. You kept your name out there and among the masses.
Although it didn't feel that great to be out among the masses these days, that's for sure.
After what felt like thousands of pictures, I went to where the waiting reporters were, knowing I had a top three to speak with. Jackie from CelebWatch, Inga from Prime, and Dustin from MMB. Gigi had drilled that into me. Anyone else was against the rules, given the smear campaigns that had been run against me by those outlets.
"Camila!" Inga greeted me as I walked over to her. "You are looking lovely. Who are you wearing tonight?"
"This is Danielle Moora," I told her with a well-practiced grin as I showed off the dress. "You look amazing too."
Inga laughed and waved me off. "Please, my dress is off the rack."
"Nothing wrong with that," I told her.
"So, the Prime followers want to know, what's new with Camila Bianchi?" Inga asked as she shot into her planned questions. "American Superstar is well and truly wrapped, and before that, you had just been on a huge international tour. What's in the pipeline now?"
I swallowed the lump in my throat – I had no idea what was in my pipeline. Nicole would murder me if I said something like that, but it was getting to the point these days that I didn't even know if I wanted this life anymore.
"You know what? I'm just really enjoying a brief pause to all the chaos," I found myself saying, and I ran with it. "I've been so busy since the tour that I haven't had a spot to breathe, so it's been nice just to have that time back."
"So true," Inga said with a nod. "You're working on a book, right?"
"That's right!" I affirmed with a grin. "I am working on an autobiographical, and I have been doing a lot of work with a tremendous writer. She's taking the time to listen and ensure my story is captured accurately."
"I'm sure the fans can't wait to read it – myself included!"
The interview with Jackie was almost word for word, and by the time I made it to Dustin, I was ready to get inside and away from the noise and the constant flashing of camera bulbs.
We were halfway through our mini-interview when Dustin dropped his planned question.
"So, are you seeing anyone new?" Dustin asked with a grin. "You have been papped with two different women since the show! Camila Bianchi, sowing her oats."
I resisted the urge to backhand him.
"If you mean the photographs of me getting coffee with the writer or Thanksgiving dinner with my assistant, I hate to break it to you, but it's way off the mark. I am not seeing anybody – I'm not interested in seeing anyone. I'm taking some time out for myself."
"Sure, totally," Dustin agreed as he adjusted his pink bow tie. "What are your thoughts on Lennon Emery's new relationship with Frankie Miller?"
I was unsure if Dustin had timed the question to perfection because, at that moment, Lennon's name could be heard being chanted by the photographers further down behind me on the red carpet. On instinct, I turned to look, catching a glimpse of her emerging from a car, Frankie Miller hot on her heels.
My mouth set into a hard line.
Lennon wore a black gown that clung to every curve of her body. It rode high at the neck, and her blonde hair had been artfully pinned up, looking dreamy and romantic. She shared a small smile with Frankie, who had opted for a black pantsuit, her white shirt unbuttoned daringly low.
I didn't miss how her eyes swept over Lennon, and I could feel jealousy burning through my veins.
"I guess we know how you feel then," Dustin murmured, and I turned back to face him, abuse on my lips, ready to fire.
"That's all we have time for," Gigi said as she took my arm. "Let's move on, Camila."
Gigi guided me away, and I looked at her gratefully as I tried to calm my beating heart. I did my best to take posed photos but couldn't help glancing at Lennon as she further progressed up the red carpet. Frankie Miller was hot on her heels, and I willed her to look my way. I wanted her to know I was here, but she hadn't seen me. She would be made aware once she got to the media line.
I was swept inside before she was.
"Camila!" Ashley greeted me with a broad grin when she spied me inside. "You look great! Love the dress."
I smiled genuinely, nodding at her midnight blue gown. "You look amazing too. I don't often see you outside of gym wear."
"Ugh," she grunted. "I hate it. Give me back my leggings and crop top, thanks."
I laughed at her disgust before we had two more people join us. Gracie sidled up to Ashley, holding two glasses of champagne. She handed her the glass, eying me warily, a slight narrow in her eyes, and I knew she was firmly Team Lennon, but she kept as much of that to herself as she could.
Jesse, however, kept his glare firmly on his face as he sipped his drink.
"Jesse," I greeted with a nod. "Gracie."
Ashley sighed and mouthed 'sorry' at me.
"Congratulations on your engagement," I said to Gracie as I tried to defrost the icy look in her eyes. "I'm really happy for you and Ashley."
Gracie nodded coolly, sipping her wine.
"Listen," Jesse began. "Lennon's going to be inside soon…"
"Okay," Ashley grunted. "That's it – I don't do this stupid drama. Camila is not only a client of mine, she's also a friend of mine, and I have told you all I would not be picking sides in this crap. I'm sure Lennon can handle a five-minute conversation before we go into the premiere."
"She doesn't have much choice now," Gracie muttered over her glass, and Jesse's eyes widened a fraction as he looked over my shoulder.
"Camila Bianchi!" Frankie's voice came from behind me, and I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes as I turned.
"Frankie," I greeted with false enthusiasm before I let my eyes fall directly onto Lennon, who gripped Frankie's hand like it was the only thing keeping her grounded in her spot, and my eyes tightened slightly.
She looked breathtaking up close, and I could smell her familiar perfume from where I stood, and the scent took me back to countless nights in twisted sheets with her, freedom in her expression and the way she moved with me…
Looking at her now, her eyes were guarded, her posture was tense, and her carefree smile was firmly removed from her face, and I felt sick to my stomach at being the cause of that.
"Lennon," I forced myself to speak so I didn't stare stupidly at her. "It's good to see you…you look…"
"Fucking hot," Frankie said with a smirk as she slipped her arm around Lennon's waist, her thumb resting just underneath the swell of Lennon's breast, and I nearly punched her in the face.
Lennon was still yet to speak. She stared at me with a war of emotions in her eyes, her lips only slightly parted, and I wondered where her mind was. A growing red tinge in her cheeks made a swell of hope bloom within me – praying it was lust and not anger.
"Time to go find our seats," Gigi interjected into the tense atmosphere.
I decided at that moment I was undoubtedly going to that after-party. I was going to get Lennon alone, and I would talk to her. I couldn't keep letting this lie live out, tampering with our lives. Once she heard the truth, then she could make a decision – she could choose if she wanted to forgive me or move on.
At least I would have tried – but I couldn't keep living like this. I loved Lennon Emery with every fiber of my being; even walking away from her now had my heart pounding painfully, every nerve in my body demanding I turn back and drop to my knees, pleading for forgiveness.
If she needed me to beg, I fucking would.
All I wanted was her, and it had been stupid and selfish of me to make the decision without letting her choose that hotel room.
I wouldn't make the same mistake twice.



Lennon

"TIME TO HAVE SOME FUN, HEY?" Frankie said with a grin as we walked into the after-party at the lead actress Jennifer Gwyn's home.
"Yes," I said with a firm nod, trying to shake the mood I had fallen into since seeing Camila in the foyer of the Chinese theatre. I hadn't been able to focus on the movie, so I had no idea what had happened or what I clapped for at the end. My mind had been rolling around how good she had looked...and the look in her eyes...
"I am so glad we aren't dating for real," Frankie said with a laugh. "If I were a real prospective date for you, I would be going insane right now."
I blinked at her. "How do you mean?"
"You've been knee-deep in your feelings since before the movie started, right after seeing your ex you held or still hold some pretty serious feelings for. Imagine how insecure I would be feeling right now?" Frankie gave me a wink. "Fake relationship was a smart path for you – least amount of destruction."
"I'm sorry," I sighed sadly. "I'm a shit date."
"It's not a date," Frankie reminded me with a reassuring squeeze. "Come on – we're doing this to boost each other's status. Hopefully, we can form a good friendship from this. You're a cool girl, Lennon. I really like you – to clarify, as a friend. And as a friend, I need to give you some advice."
I pursed my lips and waited.
"If you have unfinished business with a woman, you make sure you finish it before you try a real relationship with someone else," Frankie told me firmly. "If you need to close the door on Camila, but you have things to say or questions to ask, then do it. Otherwise, that door won't ever shut, and you're at risk of hurting someone for real."
I groaned and resisted the urge to rub my face. "Do you think the world believes that we're even a thing? Considering I go mute whenever I have to see or speak to her?"
Frankie shrugged and squeezed my hand. "They will after tonight. One good shot from the paps of you entering my complex will be enough."
We had concocted that it would be good for me to go home with Frankie tonight rather than to my apartment, considering we were being constantly followed. We were never going to come outright and say we were a couple; that was for the media to draw its conclusions on. But going back to her apartment would send a clear message – that I was over Camila and no longer tangled up in that drama, even though it was the furthest thing from the truth.
I downed my champagne in one gulp, and Frankie raised her brows with a smirk on her lips.
"Didn't you tell me white wine makes you a little crazy?"
I shrugged at her, letting a grin slip onto my face. "Maybe I feel like being a little crazy tonight."
Frankie gave me a grin and squeezed my hand.
"There you guys are!" Jesse said with a grin as he pulled up alongside us with Gracie. "So, never been to a celebrity after-party before. What do we do, drink?"
"Mostly," Frankie said. "It's good for networking – especially for me. I'm going to do some mingling. Are you all good?"
I nodded at her directed question, and she gave me a quick squeeze of my hand before she slipped into the crowd. Taking a sip of my champagne, I let my eyes wander around the room we were in. Outside of a party on this scale, it would likely be a sitting room – a fancy one at that, I thought, eyeing the black leather sofas and polished marble flooring.
"How have you been since seeing Camila?" Gracie asked, her lip curling over Camila's name with a sneer.
"I'm fine," I lied, hearing it in my voice and cringed inwardly. "Seriously, I'm good. She's one of Ashley's clients – I should have expected to see her in some capacity..."
"Lennon!" Kylie's gushing voice was followed by a hug that could have almost been classified as assault as she squeezed me from behind before she released me. "It's so good to see you. You look amazing!"
"You too!" I said genuinely, waving my hand at her tight, curve-hugging lime green gown. "You look amazing."
"Thanks! I think Junie and James are here – William too."
"William," I murmured thoughtfully, bringing my glass to my lips, and Jesse quirked a brow. "He said something weird the other night – I ran into him at The Halfway."
"Speaking of The Halfway, those pics of you and Frankie getting cozy are circulating like wildfire!" Kylie slapped my arm. "When do I get to meet this chick?
"What did William say?" Jesse asked me.
I held off answering Kylie and looked to Jesse with a frown, sifting through some mildly drunken memories as I pulled apart the conversation William and I had, trying my hardest not to hold onto images of Camila and failing miserably.
"Um, he..." I tapped my hand to my temple. "That's right – he said-"
"Ladies," Juniper greeted as she joined our circle, joint in one hand and glass of wine in the other. "Lennon – I questioned my entire marriage with James as soon as I saw you in that dress. If singing doesn't work out, you can sure as shit be a model."
"Juniper," I said, feeling a sigh of relief as the general calmness that seemed to follow her melted over the group. "You look beautiful. How are you?"
Juniper waved me off with a long sip of her wine. "I want to hear all about you and your new lover. Frankie Miller?"
"Ah."
I was horrible at faking this relationship, I thought grimly.
Avoiding answering, I waved down the passing waiter and swapped out my empty glass for a full one, relieved that Kylie jumped into the conversation and changed the subject.
"Did you see William at the premiere?" Kylie asked the group, and I deflated at the conversation change, knowing it would only circle back to Camila. "Who was the brunette on his arm?"
"He's seeing someone," Juniper told us knowingly. "Him and James are pretty chummy, so I have the 411. She and William grew up together and reconnected recently at a family BBQ or something. It's all very cute and G-rated."
The conversation continued to flow, and I steadfastly ignored Jesse's eye as my head swam with the memories of my conversation with William the other night, of him telling me not to be too hard on Camila. That sometimes people had to do things even when they didn't want to...I bit the inside of my mouth.
What the fuck did that actually mean?
Did he know something I didn't?
I tipped my head back as I sipped my glass, almost choking at the sight of Camila in my peripherals, her sequin gown catching the light, her head thrown back in a genuine laugh as she spoke to a group of people who I noted were pretty famous – the lead from the movie was standing among them, her eyes trained on Camila, and I felt a tightening in my stomach.
Another waiter passed, and I swapped glasses without thinking.
"You okay?" Jesse asked as he came to stand next to me. "That's glass number three all in the span of an hour."
"I'm thirsty," I told him flatly.
"You seem distracted."
I sucked in a breath as I eyed our social circle, all invested in whatever it was they were talking about. I let out my breath and bit my lip, glancing at Jesse.
"William said something the other night I can't wrap my head around," I admitted to him softly, not wanting to alert the others. "It's really – it's confusing me."
"What did he say?" Jesse asked curiously before he took my arm. "Come with me."
Jesse led me out of the room, and I tried not to look at Camila as we crossed into her line of sight for the briefest of moments. My heart squeezed as I realized her eyes were already on me. The same emotion seemed to dance in them since we had run into each other before the premiere, and I was left with even more confusion as Jesse led me out onto the balcony.
The LA air hit me, taking the heat from the room off me, and I allowed the fresh air to clear my head and the slight fog I was beginning to feel from the champagne. It was starting to get chillier now as we moved into December, and I tried not to let that thought take me into what I was going to face at Christmas with my family – if I even saw them.
"Okay," Jesse said as he pulled out his vape. "Hit me."
"Are you vaping now?" I asked with an eye-roll. "Jesse, even you don't succumb to peer pressure."
"It's a social vape, Lennon," Jesse said with a smirk. "Now, stop deflecting. What did William say that has you all up in knots?"
I winced and shook my head, downing the rest of my champagne.
"Okay!" I said with a huff. "William told me I shouldn't be too hard on Camila."
"Huh?" Jesse asked with confusion. "Is he kidding? The bitch dumped you in a hotel room after your whole world fell apart – thanks to her."
"Yeah," I said, trying not to think about that black spot in my life. "Then he said...sometimes people do things that don't always seem right, but they do it because they have to. I don't know. He was drunk, and I was drunk. I just feel like he was trying to tell me something without telling me something..."
Jesse looked at me thoughtfully. "What did you think he was saying?"
I shook my head and said, "I don't know."
"Yes, you do," Jesse said calmly. "You're torn up. You think something."
I swallowed the lump in my throat, realizing I was on the edge of tearing open a wound I had hastily stitched up, and I didn't know if it was worth ripping it open.
"There you are," Frankie said airily as she approached us on the balcony. "Aren't you cold?"
I shook my head dazedly. "Not really...no. I'm just a bit – you know what, I feel a little drunk."
"Lightweight," Frankie joked with a grin. "Want me to find you some water?"
Before I could answer, the silence of the party inside caught my attention, and I noticed people filing off the balcony and heading toward the living room, and my interest piqued.
"Are they giving a speech?"
"Better go in and find out," Jesse said as he pocketed the vape.
We all began to walk inside, catching the tail end of Jennifer addressing the room.
"...You know, tonight is about celebrating all the talented and beautiful people in our lives," Jennifer said clearly. "Someone here tonight, dear to my heart, has just told me they're working on a new song, and I think it would be amazing if we could all get a preview, hey? What do you guys think?"
"Jen, no!" Camila's voice pierced me as she feigned outrage while the growing crowd cheered for her.
"Come on!" Jennifer demanded. "I have a beautiful piano sitting right there. Everyone wants to hear it. Come on! Cam! Cam! Cam!"
I swallowed the lump in my throat as the room cheered along, and I realized I hadn't seen Camila in a real social setting outside of the show – not properly. These were her friends, people she had met in the industry. She had probably got an invite here as a friend, not like me and the rest of the American Superstar cast, who had been given a load of events to attend over the course of the year.
"Alright!" Camila called loudly. "Shut up. I'll do it. This is not a party song, so it isn't my fault if I kill your mood."
"Enough excuses!" Jennifer ordered.
My hand tightened on my glass as I saw Camila, through the gaps in people's heads, settle down at the piano that had been concealed from my view for the evening. She looked right at home in front of the instrument, and I was drawn back into a fleeting memory of her and me at a piano, not really playing...just lost in each other.
"You okay?" Jesse began to ask, but the piano keys played louder than I thought they would, and the piercing tones only seemed to hold me in place as I stared unblinkingly—only the sound of my thundering heart and the piano filling my ears.
Until her voice joined the haunting melody.
“In a world of feeling small,
She stood there and she feared the fall,
Never good enough,
Her looks,
Her clothes,
Heart holding scars that no one knows...”
Her voice washed over me like a bucket of cold water had been dumped over my head, and I remained unmoving, unable to look away no matter how much it hurt. I was just desperate to hear her and the story she was telling. If this was a new song, the feelings should be current to what she was going through now...
“Shadows cast down on dreams,
Unable to see through those negative beams,
Whispers from those who said she could never rise,
Hidden tears,
Pained cries...”
I swallowed deeply as I tried to suck in my budding emotion, but it was her following words that broke me.
“Then it came, a shining light,
The beacon in the dark of night,
You showed me beauty, love, passion, and trust,
So pure,
So precious,
I threw it in the rain and left it to rust...”
"I need to pee," I found myself muttering to Jesse as I handed him my empty glass. "I'll be back."
"Len," Jesse whispered, careful not to draw attention.
"There's one upstairs," Frankie told me quickly with a small smile, and I hated the pity in her eyes. "No one should be going up there. Turn around, chuck a left, and go up."
I didn't waste a second as I slipped off in the direction Frankie had given me, desperate to escape Camila's haunting words, feeling old wounds threatening to reopen and spill out. If that were going to happen, it certainly wouldn't be here, in a stranger's house, while she played her heart out downstairs.
The piano continued to play downstairs while I stood before the vanity, ordering myself to get it together. Camila would be in my life as long as we were both in the industry, and I couldn't run off to cry in a bathroom every time I saw her or if she decided to entertain a demanding audience with her musical prowess.
Maybe I wouldn't be so messed up about the situation if I could work out what William had been saying to me the other night.
Alluding to.
Was he alluding? Or was I just trying to find something that wasn't there because I couldn't let go?
Would I ever be able to let go?
I sucked in another wounded breath and threw my head back so the tears couldn't fall and fuck up my makeup. I sniffed furiously, lightly dabbing under my eyes with the back of my wrists to catch anything that managed to slip out, and I found myself just becoming furious.
Furious with Camila, myself, and fucking William.
I had been doing fine! I had thrown myself into moving on – I had secured an agent, a label, an opening act in a few months, and I was starting to write an album. The only time I thought about Camila was at night when I had nothing to distract me – but that had been better than the 24/7 obsession, which I had felt myself sliding back into thanks to fucking William.
"Pull it together," I growled at myself.
I turned on the taps and washed my hands, desperate to wet my face, but I would have to settle for a less made-up area to cool the growing heat in my body. Hastily, I dried my hands, remembering I shouldn't technically be up here.
I could save the meltdown for later – until I realized I couldn't because I would be going to Frankie's.
Frustration mixed with fatigue washed over me. This fake relationship shit just seemed a little too much for me now; there was no way I could commit to this thing on a believable level. It just seemed like a total waste of time, and it didn't need to be added to my plate of shit I had to manage.
I flicked off the light and pushed open the door, stepping into the darkness of the plushly carpeted hall. I could hear the party had resumed downstairs, and I did feel a sliver of relief that I had managed to wait Camila and her song out. I didn't need to hear more of it than I already had.
"Oh fuck," Camila sighed as she rounded the corner and caught me in the shadows. "I'm sorry – I know you don't want to see me – be around me...I'm just up here for the toilet. Jen said no one should be up here."
"Fuck me," I groaned with a humorless laugh.
"That kind of got us into a lot of trouble already…" Camila tried to joke, and I'm sure whatever expression she caught on my face in the darkness let her know it didn't pass.
"Are you fucking joking right now?" I demanded harshly as I directed all the pain in my life at her, needing an outlet. "Do you think that's funny?"
"No," Camila backtracked quickly, her eyes widening as she raised her hands. "Lennon, I swear – I'm sorry. I didn't mean-"
"Listen," I cut her off harshly. "I know now that I was just some fling for the road for you – I'm well across that now. To make it fucking clear, that's not what it was for me, and so you'll forgive me if I don't find your jokes funny while I continue to deal with the fallout in the shit show that is my life!"
"Lennon-"
"You know my parents won't even fucking speak to me?" I forged on hotly, feeling the tears build as I scratched at the painful scab on my heart. "They don't answer my texts – I didn't see them for Thanksgiving. They fucking hate me, and they've cut me off. I – I let you into my life. You convinced me that coming out was the right thing to do, and then you just dumped me like a bag of shit as soon as it hit the fan!"
Camila inched closer with her hands up, "Lennon, if you'd just hear me out-"
"I don't know who I am anymore," I croaked painfully with a shake of my head. "I'm going through the motions like a fucking robot, hoping that one day I'll actually feel something again, and it's so fucking infuriating because anything that I can feel just revolves around you!"
"Lennon?" Frankie's voice joined us, and I looked from Camila to Frankie with blurry eyes. "Wanna go home, babe?"
"Yes," I said firmly, clearing my throat and hurriedly dabbing my eyes. "Yeah, I'm ready to go."
"Lennon," Camila said softly as she stepped between me and Frankie, blocking my path. "I'm so sorry."
"Get out of my way!" I growled through gritted teeth.
"Listen," Camila pleaded, and shocks jolted through me when her hands gripped my upper arms. "I'm sorry I hurt you – okay? I will kick myself for the rest of my fucking life for how all that shit went down. It was the stupidest thing I could ever have done. You didn't deserve that. I should have been there-"
"Dude, why the fuck are you saying this sort of shit to her?" Frankie demanded as she shoved Camila a pace back from me, and my arms missed her grip almost instantly. "Do you want to fucking mess with her head more than you already have?"
"Oh fuck off, Frankie!" Camila snapped with narrowed eyes.
"You wanna go?" Frankie asked me, ignoring Camila completely. I clutched her words like a lifeline, feeling myself starting to spiral. I didn't need to say anything – Frankie knew. "Let's go."
"Lennon," Camila whispered as we passed her, and I shook my head, too terrified to hear what she had to say.
I wasn't sure I could handle it.

"This is home," Frankie announced as she led us into her apartment.
The complex she lived in was far more secure than mine, and she had mentioned a few vaguely familiar names from the entertainment industry who also resided in the building. The apartment itself was very Frankie, very rustic-industrial with its high ceilings and exposed beams, giant windows letting in the lights of LA.
"You want a drink?" Frankie asked me as she headed toward the kitchen.
"Sure," I called after her as I stepped further in.
To my right was a staircase with black iron railings leading up to a loft. A dim light came from the space, and I took it as Frankie’s bedroom. A sizeable plush sofa sat proudly in the center of the room, and a giant TV hung between two huge windows. The exposed red brick was set off with large pieces of art, and when I looked closer, I realized they were watercolor paintings of women in the throes of sex.
This entire apartment screamed Frankie, right down to the electric musky smell surrounding the whole space, and I shook my head.
"This whole place looks very New York for LA," I told Frankie as she came over with a glass of wine.
"Ha!" Frankie said with a smirk as she went to sit on the sofa. "I know. I can't help it. I love this look and had to bring a piece of home with me."
"It's nice," I told her as I went to sit down, a heavy sigh escaping my body. "Wow, this couch is comfortable."
"Sometimes I sleep better on this than on my real bed," she told me.
I snorted. "Maybe that's what my problem is."
"You don't sleep?" Frankie asked me carefully.
I sighed and shrugged. "Not much anymore…lately. Ever since it all happened – if I do sleep, I have nightmares that I'm back on stage again, and it's all happening, or I dream about the past…or Camila. Hmm." I laughed anxiously and shook my head. "I can't get solace at night, but being awake is just as unbearable."
Frankie whistled lowly. "One, that's a line for a very sad fucking song, and two, I know that feeling all too well."
"I need to know who broke your heart," I told her.
"Who says anyone broke my heart?" Frankie demanded with a coy grin, but there was a flicker of hesitation in her eyes.
I glanced at her. "Are the rumors true?"
"Which ones?"
"The ones where you were an extra back in the day on Camila's TV show, and you two had a secret fling?"
Frankie chuckled under her breath and shook her head. "No – that's wrong."
I didn't know why, but relief washed through me.
"I was actually hooking up with Camila's co-star," Frankie told me. "You know Anabel Peters? I think she played Margot in the show. Anyway, we were seeing each other for about two seasons. Then, at the start of the final season, I found Camila and her in a storage closet hooking up."
I blanched.
"It's fine," Frankie said with a sigh. "Honestly, I am long over it. It was over ten years ago. It did play a part in me not settling down with people, but I also have, like, a fuckload of childhood trauma that also contributes to that."
"To childhood trauma," I muttered with a laugh as I raised my wine glass. Frankie clinked her glass with mine before she took a sip. I hung my head back and stared at the exposed ceiling with a sigh. "How the fuck do I get over her?"
"I can't answer that, unfortunately," Frankie told me honestly. "I do think you need some closure, though."
"Hm?"
"There's clearly a lot of unfinished business between you. A lot of shit that's been left unsaid, and I don't think that's helping you at all."
She had a point.
"You also need to start having sex again," Frankie told me. "Or just reclaim your own body, at least."
I frowned. "Who says I haven't reclaimed my body?"
"You telling me you've fucked yourself since being with her?" Frankie asked me with a knowing look in her eye. "No, of course you haven't. You've been too depressed. Either you need to start reminding your body it's not bound to Camila, or you need to fuck someone else. Feelings don't have to be involved if that's what you're worried about."
I bit my lip with a frown. "I don't know if I can do that without….I guess without clearing the air with her. For some sick and twisted reason, I just fucking can't do it. I can't even fake date you."
"You did better than you give yourself credit for," Frankie told me with a small smile. "You need answers. Once you have them – see how you feel. I'm down to be a FWB once you're sorted. I will take on the burden of being your first sexual encounter should you need it."
I rolled my eyes at her teasing tone. "How gallant of you."
For the rest of the night, as I lay staring at the ceiling with Frankie snoring softly beside me in bed, her words rolled around in my head. She was right; I did need answers from Camila, and I would continue to struggle to move on with my life if I didn't get them. Her actions in the hotel room that day did not align with her behavior afterward.
Too much was left unsaid, and I needed to stop that before it drove me crazy.
I just needed to work out how.



Camila

WITH MY RIGHT hand between my thighs, I let my fingers circle my throbbing clit, feeling the wave of pleasure slowly building as I clutched at the headboard behind me. My mind locked onto the memory of Lennon's mouth on mine that first time in the hotel room, allowing myself to pretend it was her hand instead that was urging an orgasm out of me.
I came with a silent cry just as my alarm blared beside me, and I grit my teeth in frustration as I withdrew my hand and angrily shut the thing off. My screen reverted to the notifications that had been flashing up, and the number of news headlines with mine and Lennon's names in them was too hard an urge to fight.
"Lennon Emery and Camila Bianchi walk the red carpet…"
I scoffed at that one – it wasn't as if we had walked it together.
All the headlines revolved around the premiere; nothing of Jennifer's after-party would be mentioned. It had been an event for friends and a few select attendees. No press allowed. I didn't have to worry that the song I had been working on would be circulating the internet.
Lennon's reaction had been…I guess it was expected, but still regretful. It did fill me with hope that she still held feelings for me – I just wasn't sure if all those feelings were still focused on pain. My stomach twisted from her outburst in the hallway last night, her admission of her declined relationship with her parents, and the fact that she wasn't even operating as a whole person right now.
Then Frankie fucking Miller showed up.
I bristled and threw back the covers, leaving the bed and heading toward the bathroom. The way she had shoved me away from Lennon…the familiar endearment and offer to get her home. Frankie obviously liked Lennon; the question was just how much she liked her.
I shook my head – I needed to speak to Lennon. Enough was enough.
Her career was secure now that she had signed with Jaded and had her agent. She had a confirmed gig – the rest was in her hands now. The public had forgiven her; surely now I could tell her why the fuck I had made such a stupid decision…truth be told, I couldn't quite work out why I had gone along with it in the first place, given how easy it had been for me to fix everything for her without her knowing.
I hurriedly got ready for the day, knowing I had to leave soon for my first therapy session. To say I was looking forward to it was a lie. I was about as excited for it as someone would get excited for a cervical screening. I was mildly interested in getting her opinion on the Lennon situation, not that I would admit it, but it would be nice to get an impartial opinion.
I got into an all-black tracksuit and slipped on my runners before sliding a black cap over my head. A ping from my phone let me know Graham was waiting for me downstairs. I scooped up my bag and left the apartment. Riding down the elevator, I made a mental note to start seriously considering some real estate – apartment living was okay. Still, I didn't enjoy bumping into my neighbors all that much.
Graham was waiting for me outside with the car, and as I slid inside, I began to feel the first wave of nerves at what I was about to do. How would it play out? Did I just give her a play-by-play of my life story, and she could draw her own conclusions? Had she already done some background research on me? There was plenty on the internet for her to find.
My mouth dried, and I pulled a bottle of water out of the cup holder, uncapping it and taking a sip.
"Can you put the air on, Graham?" I asked as I began to sweat nervously.
Graham said nothing but hit a few buttons on the dash, and a blast of cool air hit me in the face. I settled back into the chair and breathed deeply, whipping out my phone and firing off a text to Nicole.
C - Off to therapy – wish me luck. Or maybe wish her luck, I might mess her up tbf.
There, a little bit of humor so that she wouldn't know I was panicking.
I tapped my hands anxiously on the seat as my mind once again drifted to Lennon, and I glanced back down at my phone, nerves pooling in my stomach as I scooped it up and opened FLIX. I navigated straight to her profile, not surprised to see several uploads from last night, and trying not to throw my phone out the window when I saw a picture of her and Frankie looking close.
I shook my head – I could take a risk now; I was about to walk into therapy. If it went badly, at least I had someone to talk to about it.
I hit the message icon with sweaty palms and licked my dry lips.
C - I need to talk to you – we need to talk.
I bit my lip as my hands shook. Did I say anything else? What else could I even say?
"We're here, Miss Bianchi," Graham told me as he pulled up in front of an apartment block. I squinted at it from the car, with anxiety lacing through my body. Nicole had vetted the woman, and I trusted her judgment – I had just been surprised to find out that her office was also at her home.
I glanced down at my phone and closed my eyes, my thumb hitting the send button before switching to flight mode and getting out of the car.
I walked toward the sealed glass doors and nervously searched the intercom, punching her apartment number and hearing the ring while glancing over my shoulder, ensuring no cameras were lurking. I knew Graham would have done security checks this morning, and he sat calmly in the car waiting for me until I was done.
"Hello?" a voice floated through the speaker.
"Uh, Dr. Newling?" I asked with nerves lacing my tone. "It's Dove Cameron."
Ah, my old alias. Hadn't used her for a while.
The door buzzed, and I sucked in a breath as I went inside and headed toward the lifts, anxiously tapping the number for her floor. I hoped I didn't bump into anyone in the building – I was still a little unsure about the fact I was doing therapy out of someone's apartment building, but I trusted Nicole and knew she wouldn't lead me astray.
I bit my lip and glanced down at my phone. Unable to help myself, I opened FLIX to see if Lennon had at least read the message.
My heart stuttered when I saw she had replied, and I frantically opened the message as the lift doors opened. I mindlessly stumbled out into the hall as her words glared back at me, and I stood there stupidly on the faded grey carpet with my heart in my throat.
L - Don’t ever contact me again.
I could practically hear her angered tones through the black and white text, and I bit my lip to try to hold it together, bouncing on the balls of my feet and getting ready to turn around and get back in the elevator.
A door opened across from me, and a woman who appeared to be in her early forties poked her head out.
“Dove Cameron?” she asked with a slight grin, her brown eyes warm and inviting. “Come inside.”
Too late to bail now, I thought grimly as I stuffed my phone into my pocket and tried to calm my slamming heart. I followed her inside the apartment, surprised to see that screen dividers covered her home, and an open door to my left appeared to be her office. With her verbal order to go left, I did as I was told, stepping into the well-lit room.
A large window took up nearly a whole wall, the curtains wide open, allowing natural light into the space. A two-seater sofa sat against the wall, a warm yellow color, filled with colorful cushions, making it look inviting. A single blue-colored armchair sat opposite, and I assumed that’s where she sat.
A few houseplants were scattered about in corners or on shelves, and a tiny cactus sat next to a box of tissues on the coffee table that separated the sofas. Dr Newling’s accreditations sat in proud frames on the wall, and a few decorative art pieces seemed to tie the room together.
“This wasn’t what I expected,” I found myself saying aloud as I ventured further.
“Oh?” Dr. Newling asked with a laugh. “What did you expect?”
I shrugged and eyed the sofa. “Isn’t there supposed to be some dramatic chair to lay on while I spout all my problems to you?”
“Ah,” Dr. Newling said knowingly. “The old feelings chair – no, I had to get rid of it. Too many of my patients were falling asleep mid-session.”
Patients. Was I a patient now?
“Take a seat,” she told me as she headed over to a mini-fridge, pulled out a glass jug of water and two glasses, and set it down on the wooden tray on the coffee table before she got herself comfortable in her armchair. “Well, Camila,” Dr. Newling said with a smile. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m not sure how much Nicole has told you about me, but I will assume you know nothing. I’m Dr. Georgia Newling. I have been practicing psychology for the last fifteen years since I graduated from Harvard and completed my PhD ten years ago. I worked at The Newman Centre in New York under Dr. Nigel Greene for the first half of my career before moving out to LA and began practicing here.”
I nodded slowly, unsure where she was going.
“This feels like you’re interviewing for a job,” I said slowly, unsure what I was meant to say.
Dr. Newling laughed and leaned forward to pour two glasses of water. “I’m letting you know, Camila, that I am more than qualified to help you work through whatever it is you need to work through. I take confidentiality incredibly seriously; nothing you say will ever leave this room. This is a safe space for you, and if you feel like you’ve had enough of a certain topic, just let me know, and we can stop. Okay? You control what goes on in here.”
I licked my dry lips and took the offered glass, draining it nervously.
“Okay,” I set the glass down and frowned. “So how does this work? Do I start talking? Do I give you a rundown on my life?”
“Start wherever you want,” Dr. Newling told me gently as she picked up her notepad. “You can start with whatever is going on in your life right now that’s giving you a bit of grief, or you can go back to a moment you can’t let go of. Whatever it is.”
I frowned at myself and felt for my phone in my pocket, getting it out and placing it on the table.
“I messed up.”
“What happened?” she asked carefully.
“How much about me do you know? I need to work out how deeply I need to explain this.”
Dr. Newling laughed and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Miss Bianchi, I don’t follow mainstream media. I don’t buy magazines, and I don’t read online articles. All I know about you is that you are a talented singer. I’ve heard you on the radio a few times.”
“I’m not sure if I am offended or relieved,” I found myself joking as some nerves ebbed away. “Well, okay. Here goes. Last year, I was a judge on this reality TV show, American Superstar…have you heard of that?”
“Oh yes,” she said with a nod. “That singing show? I see the adverts sometimes.”
Amazing, I thought to myself.
“Well, anyway, I took up a judging role – I hadn’t even wanted to take it; I was forced to by my label because I had made a series of bad choices, and I was paying off a debt to them so that they wouldn’t cut me off,” I explained and poured myself another glass of water. “Anyway, long story short, there was this contestant…”
It took me until ten minutes before my session was due to end to finish telling her the story. All the while, she remained expressionless as she scribbled into her notepad while I let out verbal diarrhea, relieved to be talking about the experience with somebody I didn’t know for a change. Nicole had her own opinions, and Gigi made her stance loud and clear.
“So you fell in love with Lennon?” Dr. Newling asked with a small smile.
I swallowed and looked at my hands. “I certainly hadn’t planned on it.”
“I don’t think anyone can plan love,” Dr. Newling sighed, her face wistful before she shrugged. “But then it all went to hell when someone leaked your romance on finals night? God, what a horrific experience – and for Lennon, too, not being out at the time. I can only imagine the knots she would be in over that one.”
“Hmm.”
“Did they find out who leaked it?”
I shook my head with an annoyed sigh. “Getting to the bottom of that never happened. The clip came from an outside source, but it had to be someone with interior access. Some of the footage they had was from concealed cameras. I have only deduced that it was someone with a vendetta against me, and Lennon was just collateral or someone who hated Lennon.”
Dr. Newling shook her head and said, “What a terrible thing to do to someone.”
“So, Brandi, one of the other judges, stepped in,” I explained. “She said she would sign Lennon to her label. She had a speech about how it wouldn’t be fair for Lennon to lose everything because of me. The condition of Brandi doing that was that I cease all contact with Lennon and didn’t pursue her further. She said it would hurt Lennon’s chances outside of the show if we stayed together.”
“And you were already feeling terrible by this point that you accepted,” Dr. Newling filled in the gaps. “You blamed yourself for the upheaval in Lennon’s life, and you wanted to protect her. Whether it be from the world or even yourself.”
“Myself?”
Dr. Newling flicked through her sheets of paper before she read out, “Everything I touch turns to shit anyway. You said that about ten minutes ago. I can easily summarize that you thought letting Lennon go and conceding to Brandi’s demands would be safer for Lennon.”
I blinked slowly at her, biting the inside of my lip. “Well, yeah.”
“Unfortunately, though, you took a decision away from a grown woman,” Dr. Newling told me.
“I thought I was doing the right thing,” I defended sharply.
“Of course you did,” Dr. Newling agreed. “You love Lennon, and you wanted to protect her from the media shitstorm she would have faced should she have stayed with you. My question is, was it avoidable either way? From everything you told me, you both were hounded by the media regardless – you can’t even get a coffee with your biopic writer without them looping it back to Lennon. I guess it begs the question, were either of you better off without the other?”
I rubbed my temples.
“I’m trying to win her back.”
“How’s that going for you?”
I scoffed and held up my phone, showing Dr. Newling the one-line message from Lennon.
“About this well.”
“Well, she’s setting a boundary,” Dr. Newling said with a sigh as she leaned back into her chair. “My advice would be to accept her boundaries and do as she asked. The ball is in her court now, and if anything further is initiated, it needs to come from her. You forcing your way into her life isn’t going to heal the pain any faster.”
I rubbed my face, knowing her words were true. I just didn’t want to accept them.
“Okay, that’s us,” Dr. Newling said as she closed her notebook. “I have a lot I want to explore with you, but it is up to you if you want to do this again. We can either book a time now, or you can get your assistant to book it, or not at all. Whatever you want to do.”
I weighed up my options. One therapy session wasn’t going to fix my level of mess up; I knew that. We had barely even begun to scratch the surface of everything.
“I’ll have Gigi check my calendar and book the next appointment,” I said. “I didn’t expect to find you so easy to talk to.”
“You’d be amazed at how easy it is to talk to a stranger,” Dr. Newling told me as she got to her feet. “Keep in mind it might become more difficult the more you see me.”
“Yeah, ditto,” I told her. “I hope you don’t have a faint heart.”
Dr. Newling smiled as she walked me to the door to see me out. “I’ll wait to hear from your assistant. Have a good day, Camila.”
When I stepped into the hall, and the door closed behind me, I sighed in relief, feeling a fraction lighter walking out than I had when I walked in. It had helped to talk about it with someone else and get some insight. She had given me things to think about, and I knew she was right with her opinion of letting Lennon come to me now – if she did.
Jesus, I hoped she did.

I sat in front of the piano that night with my journal and a green tea, playing a few riffs as I thought back on the song I had performed at the party. When Jennifer demanded I play my new song for them, I had been acutely aware the whole thing was about Lennon and that she was present, but I also couldn’t deny that I had wanted her to hear it.
I had wanted her to know the impact she had on my life.
I had slowly been piecing songs together in my spare time of late. Words I had scribbled down over the years were slowly forming songs, and I had already finished five of them. I hadn’t thought I had any music left in me, but this song had started it. The lines had woken me up during the night, and I had raced to scribble them down, and then the scribbling hadn't stopped.
I jumped at the familiar ping of a news alert and clicked on it, the small mention of Lennon’s name taking my attention, my desperation to see what she was up to outweighing the advice from Dr. Newling to turn these notices off.
Lennon Emery seen leaving the apartment of Family Stone star, Frankie Miller.
Among the dazzling lights and beauty on the red carpet, two things stood out at the premiere of Not Always last night. Lennon Emery, in her beautifully designed dress by Ava and her rumored new flame, Frankie Miller. When asked if the two were seeing each other, there was no denying that it was possible…
After the famous crash and burn of her hidden relationship with former American Superstar judge Camila Bianchi, Lennon Emery appeared startled to answer the question: had she moved on?
Judging by our evidence, the proof is clearly in print.
I looked at the numerous shots of Lennon leaving the gated complex in the dress from the night before, a tired expression on her face as she was snapped walking from the gate to the awaiting black SUV. I sighed heavily and turned my phone upside down, resting my elbows on the keys and placing my head into my waiting hands.
This was just like me reaping the rewards of my own shitty choices.
It just hurt more than I was prepared for.
I sniffed and allowed my emotions to take over. I sat in the darkened room of my apartment with a bustling LA below me. My fingers dropped to the keys, and I allowed them to flow on a beat of their own, unsure where I was going with it. I hit record on my phone to see if I got anything good, words spinning around as my heart thumped painfully, trying not to think of Lennon tangled up with Frankie.
“Saw you leaving her apartment,
In the dress from the night before,
Didn’t realize the pain,
That an article would cause,
No, I didn’t…
But you’re not mine anymore…”
My fingers danced across the keys as I let out a vocal riff, a slow, mournful cry as I thought about what would come next.
“Hold on to me,
Every earth-shattering memory,
We were so connected,
Couldn’t be held down by gravity,
But now it’s over…
You’re not mine anymore…”
I launched straight into the second verse, catching my flow as a shot of adrenaline shot through me.
“Stolen glances across the room,
Pounding hearts filled the silence of our tomb,
We sealed our fates, accepted doom,
Never believed it would end so soon,
But now it’s over,
Goodbye, see you, later…”
I stopped playing and hastily picked up my journal as the rest of the words began to flow, hurriedly scribbling them onto the pages, my hands not keeping up with my head. Only I would be able to understand what the heck it was that I had written, and when I set down my pen and took a shaky breath, I realized I had just penned a potential hit.



Lennon

UTTER HUMILIATION. If I could sum up my morning in words, then they would be the ones that I would use because there was no other way to summarize how badly I just fucked up.
I lay in my bed as I stared at the ceiling, ignoring the hourly calls from Frankie as I tried to forget my morning and focus on my journal, but the images kept flashing before my eyes like a bad movie you can't look away from. I groaned as I ran my hand down my face and threw my journal down on the bed.
“Fuck,” I groaned out loud, my voice echoing off the walls.
“Okay, that’s it,” Jesse said as she shoved open my door. “I gave you space all day. What the fuck is going on? Please don’t tell me you’re in love with Frankie.”
I laughed out loud at his conclusion before clapping my hands over my face. “I’m so embarrassed, Jesse.”
“You gotta tell me what’s up, babe,” Jesse sighed as he came to sit on the bed with me. “Frankie has been messaging me all day to check if you’re all good, but she won’t elaborate. I have you in here groaning like someone has shot you. What’s going on?”
I winced and bit my lip. “No judgment?”
Jesse shot me a look. “When have I ever judged you?”
“Is Todd here?” I whispered, ignoring his question.
“No, he’s at practice with the band,” Jesse told me. “It’s just you and me and a new bottle of gin if you think you need a drink to help you out.”
I nodded. “Yes, I need a drink to get through this one.”
“Christ,” Jesse groaned as she got up. “Please don’t tell me you’ve leaked nudes or something.”
“Nudes? What? Jesse, no!” I let out a hysterical laugh as I followed him from the room before falling back into my humiliation cycle. “Oh God, okay. I have made a real dick of myself….fuck!”
“Get this in you,” Jesse ordered, setting a glass before me. “Just down it all. Liquid courage.”
I did as I was told, the gin startling me momentarily before I downed the mixed-in tonic water, placing the glass firmly on the table and wiping my mouth. “Another,” I croaked.
“Coming right up.”
I licked my lips and took a deep breath. “Okay, so I was still feeling torn up about Camila this morning when I woke up. I also had, like, a super fucking hot dream about her last night, so that didn’t help. I was frustrated and mega turned on, like I haven’t felt that turned on since…” I rubbed my eyes. “Look, anyway - okay, so Frankie and I were talking last night about reclaiming my body from Camila…like having sex with someone else….”
Jesse stopped pouring. “Go on?”
I let out a pitiful cry as I slipped into the memory.
“You were moaning in your sleep, Lennon,” Frankie said with a laugh as she rolled onto her side and propped her head on her arm. “That must have been a really good dream. How do I get one of those?”
“I was not moaning,” I groaned with red cheeks, knowing full well I probably had been.
“You wanna tell me about it?” Frankie asked with a cheeky grin and a wriggle of her brows.
“No!”
“Was it about she-who-must-not-be-named?” Frankie pressed, and I hid my face in my hands. “Oh, Lennon! This is why I told you to cleanse your sexual palette. You can’t go around having wet dreams about your ex-girlfriend for the rest of your life.”
I let out a muffled groan.
“Come on,” Frankie said with a laugh as she touched my back. My skin tingled from the contact. “Stop hiding.”
I stayed hidden, unsure about how I felt from the warm imprint of her hand on the exposed skin at the small of my back. She had loaned me a shirt to sleep in, the material having ridden up during the night, and she gave my flesh a small squeeze before her hands went to my ribs, and I squealed in shock as she moved to tickle me.
“Ah!” I squirmed as my hands tore off my face as I tried to shimmy away from her hands. Frankie took the challenge, and with a laugh, she hoisted herself over me, pinning my lower body to the bed while she caught my flailing arms, slamming them above my head and into the pillow, holding them in her vice-like grip.
Why the fuck was she so strong?
I was acutely aware of our position, the fact that I was still very much aroused from my dream, and that Frankie was looking at me with the same heated expression she wore the first time we met at Midnights.
It was fast the way it happened.
Suddenly, her lips were on mine, and I kissed her back. Her lips were soft but not as full as Camila’s. Her hands released mine from their grip as they rested near my head instead, and her tongue slipped into my mouth, and that’s where it all went downhill.
I felt nothing – in fact, the arousal I had woken up with seemed to dry out suddenly. All I could think about was Camila. How it felt when Camila’s thumbs would lightly stroke my breasts when she kissed me, or the way her tongue felt softer and less demanding in my mouth. She would cup my cheeks, kiss my neck, and tug at the lobe of my ear…
My stomach turned, and I gasped into Frankie’s mouth when I felt her hands go to my breasts, and I wrenched my mouth away.
“Stop,” I found myself saying quickly as tears filled my eyes, and the first fragments of shame and embarrassment began to wash over me. “Stop. Stop, stop!”
Frankie immediately got off me, her hands behind her back as she stared at me with wide eyes.
“Lennon – I’m sorry…I misread that really badly-”
My cheeks heated as I climbed out of the bed. “It’s not you, Frankie…I just – I can’t…”
“I should have known better-”
“I kissed you back, Frankie,” I reminded her with a shaky voice, trying to stop picturing Camila’s face as I ripped off the shirt and pulled on my dress. “I need to get home. Can you call me a car?”
“Yeah, of course,” Frankie whispered as she rushed to her phone. I could feel her eyes on me, and I tried my hardest to blink the tears of humiliation away.
How humiliating.
“It’s on its way,” Frankie told me gently. “Lennon, are you okay?”
I couldn’t look at her.
“Lennon,” Frankie tried again, but I took off from that apartment like a bat out of hell.
I peered up at Jesse through tear-filled eyes, and he looked at me with sympathy, his hand on my back as he gave it a gentle rub.
“Okay, so you aren’t ready to date yet,” he said softly. “It’s okay, Lennon.”
“I’m so fucking embarrassed, Jesse,” I cried meekly. “How am I supposed to look her in the eyes again?”
“Frankie is concerned about you, Lennon. I don’t think she is judging you; you know she isn’t like that. She’s a good person.”
“Why did I kiss her back?” I whined as I downed the last of my drink.
“You were surprised,” Jesse said with a shrug. “And maybe it felt good for a fraction of a second, and you wanted to see where it could go. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
I swallowed deeply and said, “I felt like I was cheating on Camila – which is obviously ridiculous. Fuck, saying it out loud is just mortifying. I’m not with her. She’s not mine.”
“Hey,” Jesse said firmly as he grabbed my hand. “You’re allowed to feel your feelings. You’re not over her – it’s fine. You had a deep connection with her, and that kind of shit doesn’t go away overnight. You know, you saw her at the party, and she cornered you in the hallway…William was saying weird shit…obviously, you have a lot on your mind. You haven’t let go.”
“I’m just so embarrassed,” I muttered with a shake of my head. “How am I meant to face Frankie after that?”
“Well, no one says you have to right away.” Jesse poured me another drink and nudged it toward me. “Let it cool down, and then reach out later. You know Frankie’s cool. Don’t get too wrapped up in it, okay?”
I nodded.
“Are you ready for the meeting with Jaded after Christmas?” Jesse asks. “Ten songs.”
“I can’t believe we actually wrote and produced ten songs,” I laughed. “What if they hate it?”
“Then they’ll tell us where we went wrong, and we’ll fix it.”
I looked at my best friend as he scrolled through his phone, cool as a cucumber. That’s what I loved about Jesse; he was consistent. He never lost his mind or panicked the way I did. He was the calm in the storm – I’d be lost without him.

“I’ll miss your face!” Jesse crowed as he pulled me in for a tight hug. “We’ll be back the day before New Year’s Eve. You know there’s still time for you to come with us.”
“I’ll miss you too,” I murmured as he squeezed the air out of my lungs. “I think it’s going to be good for me to have some alone time.”
“Take care, Len,” Todd said, giving me a one-armed hug and a wink. “Enjoy your quiet time in Gracie’s studio. Everything is going to pick up after Christmas. We have a tour to get ready for.”
Excitement at the thought of the tour fluttered through me, and I gave him a grin. “Hopefully, I have an album in time for that – if all goes well.”
After a few more hugs from Jesse, the duo left, and I closed the door behind them, taking in the silence of the apartment. It was the day before Christmas Eve, and nearly everyone I knew had taken off to see family, leaving my social calendar empty – a relief.
My bags were already packed – the heating had blown in the apartment, and Gracie had generously offered that I stay at her house while she and Ashley went on a Christmas trip. I wouldn't turn my nose at living in five-star luxury for a few days. She had even allowed me free access to their music studio to play around.
I set about preparing the apartment for a few days of vacancy. Unplugged anything from the wall except the fridge, ensured all the doors to the rooms were left open, and ensured nothing in the fridge would spoil. After emptying the trash, I washed my hands and glanced at my phone on the bench.
No messages from my mother at all.
Michael had called to wish me a happy holiday and asked if I had heard anything from my mother. I hadn’t, but I knew what they would do for Christmas. They would attend the Christmas Eve service at Holy Revival and the Christmas Day service. They would host a dinner where Michael and his fiancée would attend, and potentially some out-of-town relatives.
I shivered at the image of Uncle Ben at the dinner table.
No thanks.
I scooped up my travel bag and glanced at the apartment before locking up and heading down to my car. I paused to breathe in the chilled air and the silence of the complex—no more nosy paparazzi outside my gate anymore. I had even started returning to my favorite smoothie shack without being ogled.
It had been annoying being photographed leaving Frankie’s apartment. The photo hadn’t been very flattering either, so that also sucked. I threw my bag in the back seat and got in the car. My phone dinged with a news alert, and I frowned, scooping up my phone and groaning loudly at the headline that blasted me.
American Superstar contender tells all. From rigged auditions to fed lines – how much is real?
Robyn smiled angelically at the camera under the subheading, Mom and Singer – how does she do it?
I grit my teeth at the smug look on her face. Robyn had been more than happy to throw me under the bus any chance she got to do an interview, and I was sure this time would be no different. I glanced down at the growing comments section.
Bronwyn Webb: Are people serious? Of course, these shows are rigged.
Gwynn Toplis: if people think reality TV is real by now, then I have no hope for you.
Jan Pilmore: why is this bag still getting airtime? Didn’t she get knocked out in round two?
Dani Hammond: If I don’t get any more Camila and Lennon content, I am unsubscribing.
My phone buzzed in my hand as another headline alerted me.
‘Tis the season: Camila Bianchi seen attending Maggie Kimber’s annual Christmas Party.
I clicked on the attached photo and swallowed at the sight of Camila in a floor-length red gown that clung to her like a second layer of skin. Her natural hair had been slicked back in a wet look, and her eyes seemed to shine as she greeted Maggie at her party. I swallowed and licked my dry lips as my eyes filled with tears.
Would I ever be able to look at that woman again and not feel like I was back in New York having my heart torn out?
I stuffed my phone into the console and started the engine as I tried to gather my thoughts. She had been desperate to talk to me at the party, but I couldn’t. Being close to her would mean opening the box of the emotions I had stuffed down and refused to entertain. I balled my hands into fists on the steering wheel as I tried to catch my breath and ignore the painful tug in my stomach.
To acknowledge her would mean confronting everything else, and that wasn’t a band-aid I felt like ripping.
I sniffed, drove out of the complex, and began the route to Ashley and Gracie’s home. A couple of days of solitude in their resort-style home would be enough to correct my funk. I had a meeting with the label after Christmas to commence talks on the album Jesse and I had produced, and I needed to be in fine form for it. Then, Summer would be here, and I would be on tour with The Wiser.
My thoughts drifted to Frankie as I drove, and I squirmed uncomfortably. I would have to face her soon enough, and it would need to be sooner rather than later. I felt like shit, and she felt like shit – that much was obvious. I just wished I hadn’t been so stupid – so desperate to prove to myself that I was over Camila that I had gone along with that…
I’d had the opportunity to have a good friend in Frankie, and I had gone and fucked it up.
I grunted and flicked on the radio, the silence in the car suddenly deafening, and I clenched the wheel tighter. Maybe a weekend alone with my thoughts wouldn’t be the best idea after all.
“Don’t forget the Alex Stone scandal – a video like that won’t go away any time soon!”
I rolled my eyes at the gossip station and randomly hit the search on my dash as I navigated the streets of West Hollywood.
“Holy Revival will be performing at the New Year's Eve show in New York,” Pastor Andrew’s voice filled my car. “We’re always excited to welcome the New Year with America and share our blessings with this great nation. We can’t wait.”
I blanched and fumbled to the next station, settling as Here Comes the Sun filled the space, and I sighed in relief. Nothing is better than the oldies station to calm your fraying nerves and overactive mind. I continued to Gracie’s home as I promised myself a few days of peace and creation in her studio.
When I drove through the gates and opened the garage with the remote, I was in a gentler mental state and suddenly giddy at the thought of living in their sprawling home for the next few days. I could just imagine making a morning coffee and perching on their balcony, enjoying the view of LA below.
I could hear yapping coming from inside the house as I released the roller door back down, and a light flicked on above me before I could be trapped in darkness. I shook my head in wonder, grabbing my bag and heading toward the door. I jingled the keys and fumbled with the lock before pushing a small dog at my feet inside, yapping excitedly.
“Hello, Bailey,” I greeted warmly at the bundle of fluff as I dumped my bag and closed the door.
Gracie had included Bailey’s care in the conditions of staying, which was fine by me. I eyed the Goldendoodle pup before scooping him up, his mouth instantly going for my face as he wriggled and squirmed in an attempt to assault me with as many licks as possible.
“Well, you are just the cutest damn thing in the world, aren’t you?” I cooed as I sashayed further inside.
The garage entered through the back of the laundry, which took us into a small hall before I went through an arch into the kitchen. The house was still somewhat of a maze to me, but it took my breath away every time I saw it. The wall of windows beckoned me closer, and I sucked in a breath at the view of LA in the distance, the scattered homes in between, and I promised myself a house like this one day.
Bailey squirmed and yipped, and I set him down before I walked back into the kitchen, finding a case of wine on the counter with a note.
“Have fun and be merry!” Gracie’s handwriting was scrawled.
I sighed contentment as I whipped out a bottle of Merlot and sourced a glass from the cabinet.
I could undoubtedly follow those orders.



Lennon

CONSISTENT YAPPING WAS the sound that had dragged me out of my wine-infused slumber. My tongue felt like lead in my mouth, and I licked my lips as I squinted around the guest bedroom I had claimed hours earlier. My head throbbed a little, and I groaned. That would teach me to have wine for dinner.
I patted the bedside table for my phone before I remembered I had left it in the car earlier. I glanced at the digital clock and frowned at the time. Was it one in the morning?
Bailey yapped louder, and I realized he wasn’t in my bedroom.
His bark had an edge, and my palms sweat nervously as I looked around the room, my first thought to search for a weapon. Why else would he be barking?
I picked up a threatening-looking black high-heeled boot, silver spikes edging off the toe and heel, and recognized them as Gracie’s. If I had to shove it through someone's eye, I would get her a new pair.
Bailey’s barks continued, and I crept toward the open door, wishing I hadn’t flicked all the lights off earlier. It sounded like he was in the kitchen, meaning I would need to creep past five other rooms before I could peek into the main living area. I swallowed and clutched the boot as I edged out of the room, glancing around my door first.
There was no one in the hallway.
As I crept down the hall, a light flicked on in the central part of the house, spilling into the hallway entrance, and I held my breath.
“Shh!” a voice hissed. “Bailey, no!”
I frowned – who the fuck was that?
They seemed to know Bailey…which meant they obviously knew Ashley or Gracie. I wished I had my phone right now to find out if Gracie had somehow offered her house to anyone else.
I quickened my pace and clutched the boot as I stormed out of the hallway, ready to throw the object at whoever was intruding.
The next few seconds hit me in slow motion.
Camila whirled on her feet to face me, her eyes immediately going to the boot I had raised above my head. Bailey sprinted over to me. In his haste he slipped on the tiles and went sliding into the Christmas tree. A panicked yelp of horror left him as he got tangled up, and before I could reach him, he tried to sprint, dragging the tree down behind him.
Ornaments went flying, scattering across the marble floors – a few glass ones shattering. I dropped the boot in horror as I scooped up Bailey just as he sprinted by me, and I tore my eyes back to a frozen Camila, who watched the scene unfold with a shocked expression.
My heart pounded in my chest, the tempo seeming to match the racing rhythm of the squirming puppy in my arms, and I cleared my throat from sleep as my headache worsened.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” I found myself growling, my defenses going up. I went to take a step back, and Camila blanched, her arms going out as if to stop me.
“Lennon – don’t!”
A shard of glass went through the back of my foot, and I screeched in pain. Bailey shot out of my arms in terror, disappearing through the house, his yaps following him. Camila rushed over to me, her sneaker-clad feet crushing the debris beneath her, and before I could even blink, she had scooped me up bridal style.
The familiarity of being in her arms made my chest ache, and I nearly choked.
“What the hell are you doing?” I growled as she carried me into the kitchen, depositing me onto the counter. My legs felt cold on the marble, and I was reminded I wasn’t wearing pants.
Camila ignored me as she began opening cupboards, and I glanced down at my bleeding foot, my stomach turning at the sight of half a glass bauble poking out of it.
Camila produced what looked to be a first aid kit from under the sink and walked back over to me, setting the box down on the counter and opening it up.
“I can do it myself!” I growled as I snatched it away from her, searching for some gauze and antiseptic. My heel throbbed painfully, and I sucked in a breath, squeezing my eyes shut.
“Don’t be stupid, Lennon!” Camilla snapped as she slapped my hands out of the box.
“Why are you even here?” I demanded as Camila began lining items up on the bench. “Unless I’m having the weirdest fucking dream about you to date, you shouldn’t be here.”
Camila huffed a breath. “I had nowhere else to go.”
“What the heck is that supposed to mean?” I hissed in frustration.
Camila ignored me and took my ankle in her hand, causing a shocked jolt up my leg, the feel of her soft palm wrapped around the joint making my head dizzy with memories. I jerked my leg free from her, simultaneously smashing it into the back of the cupboard, and I held in the howl of pain that I wanted to let out.
“Lennon – Christ!” Camila groaned as she rubbed her face. “I get that you hate me and everything, but you have a piece of glass wedged into your foot. I need to get it out and look at how deep it is.”
“I’ll rip it out myself.”
“Oh really?” Camila scoffed with an eye-roll. “Well, go on then.”
I peeked down at my foot again, and my head swam, causing me to grip the bench so I didn’t fall off it.
“Lennon,” Camila said more softly. “Just let me do it.”
I avoided staring into her eyes, focusing on a light fixture behind her head as I grit my teeth and manage to say, “Fine.”
Camila sighed and squatted before me, retaking my ankle and inspecting the damage. I hissed as she prodded her fingers around the area but resisted the urge to jerk my foot out of her grasp.
“I’m going to count to three,” Camila told me as she grabbed the glass, and I sucked in a breath of anticipation. “One…”
Instead of three, she ripped it out on two, and I screamed in a combination of shock and pain, feeling the warmth of my blood ooze out of the site, dripping down the back of my heel and onto the floor. My stomach turned, my head swam, and I clutched it with my free hand.
“What the fuck!” I groaned. “You said the count of three – ow!”
Camila applied pressure to the wound with the gauze while sliding her phone out of her back pocket. “Call Dr. Maxwell,” she ordered into the device as she set it on her lap. The sound of ringing met my ears; moments later, a husky voice was heard.
“Camila?”
“Hey, Nick,” Camila said with a tired sigh. “I have a situation – I’ll pay whatever you want, but I need you now.”
“If this were any other woman calling me at this time of night, it would mean something different,” his bored voice drawled. “Text me the address. Shall I bring my bag?”
“Obviously,” Camila grunted.
The call ended, and Camila verbalized the address on her phone. I watched as it was sent off as a text message, the whooshing sound indicating it had been sent. Camila continued to apply pressure to my foot, keeping her eyes on the bleeding appendage.
Annoyance flickered through me at her cool, calm, and collected persona.
“Why are you here?” I asked, my voice surprisingly small.
Camila’s eyes met mine, and the pressure on my foot tightened a fraction.
“There was someone in my apartment,” she told me with a frown. “Like, someone broke into my apartment. Luckily, I had Graham in the house with me. This guy was in my room going through my underwear drawer.”
“What?” I gasped. “Seriously?”
“Seriously,” Camila muttered as she looked back to my foot. “Ashley said I could come here – I could hear Gracie losing her shit over it if it’s any consolation. You have a loyal friend.”
We both sat in silence – I was unsure what to say.
“I thought you would know I was coming,” Camila muttered as she swapped the gauze. “Gracie said she would call you.”
“My phone is still in the car,” I admitted as I rubbed my forehead.
“Ah.”
Camila began wrapping the heel of my foot, her hands moving quickly as she secured the bandage in place before she got to her feet and washed her hands at the sink, pausing for a moment before drying them and turning to face me.
“I’m going to clean this all up before Nick gets here,” she told me. “I also don’t want Bailey stepping on glass.”
I nodded mutely and watched as she moved around the house, clearly having been here often as she seemed to know where everything was. She righted the tree and began doing large sweeps with the broom to catch all the scattered ornaments. She kept them in a pile before gingerly picking out the ones that weren’t broken and putting them on a shelf.
I watched her hit play on the robot vacuum before she crossed the room and returned to the kitchen. She pulled out some spray and a fresh cloth and bent back in front of me to wipe the blood off the floor and counter, her lips pressed into a firm line while she worked.
I watched her as she worked, her words about her intruder running around my mind.
“Is this the first time someone has broken into your house?” I asked her curiously.
“No,” she told me as she wiped up the last traces of blood. “I’ll mop that tomorrow – look, I’ll only be here tonight. I didn’t want to check into a hotel – the last thing I need is a news headline like that, but I won’t stay here. I just needed somewhere to go tonight.”
Camila’s phone pinged before I could answer, and she whipped it out.
“Nick’s here.”
She disappeared to get him, and I rubbed my temples, trying to piece together how I went from having a wine-induced sleep to having Gracie’s psychotic puppy lose its mind and the resulting impaling of my foot.
This was not how my night was meant to go.
Camila being here? I felt like I was in some sort of twilight zone or having one of my ultra-realistic dreams again – I had plenty of those, but this felt different.
The throbbing from my foot let me know it was definitely real.
“…through here.”
Camila’s voice trailed in from the foyer, and the sound of heavy footfalls on the marble pricked my ears to attention before she came back into the room, a tall brunette-haired man following behind her with a tired expression. He wore a grey shirt and loose black sweats, his feet stuffed into a pair of black crocs.
“Lennon, this is Nick,” Camila introduced as Nick approached me, setting his black bag down on the counter with a bland smile. “He’s an intern at Hollywood Med,” she explained quickly. “He was a fully-fledged Doctor in Afghanistan, though.”
“Yes,” Nick sighed tiredly as he crouched before me and took my foot. “I have to relive the glory days of being at the bottom of the food chain.”
“He’s also discreet and makes house calls,” Camila said with a shrug.
“For a price,” he muttered, unwrapping my foot gently. “So, you stood on glass?”
I nodded once. “A Christmas tree bauble.”
Nick inspected my foot, and I kept my eyes on the top of his head to ensure I didn’t look at Camila – I could practically feel her eyes burning a hole into my skull.
“The cut is deep,” he informed us as he stood up. “It’s going to need stitches.”
I blanched. “Seriously? Can’t we just put a band-aid on it or something?”
“I wish it were that simple,” he mumbled with a tired yawn. “Trust me – it needs stitches. I have everything I need to do it here. They will need to come out – probably in about four weeks. You won’t be able to put much weight on it if you want it to heal quickly. I would honestly recommend crutches. You won’t be able to get it wet…”
I zoned out as he droned on as the loss of my independence was listed so casually.
“I’m literally on my own for the next few days,” I interrupted in panic. “How am I not meant to get it wet if I need to shower? I need to walk around…I…”
Nick frowned and looked at Camila. “Aren’t you staying here?”
“Uh…not really.”
“Why are you here then?” he asked with a frown. “Wait, why are you two here together? Is this a secret rendezvous? Didn’t you guys break up at the end of that show?”
“Nick,” Camila ground out. “You signed an NDA.”
He rolled his eyes and began lining up items he needed on the counter. “Camila, I’m not going to blab. I’m just intrigued – and hopeful. But, seriously, you need to rest that foot. If you can be here to help her for the next few days-”
“No,” I cut in harshly. “I’ll be fine on my own.”
“Okay, let’s stitch this foot first,” Nick suggested. “I might get you to lay on the counter for me –lean back. Good. I need to localize the area…”
I peered up and gasped at the sight of the needle in his hand.
“Don’t look,” he advised. “It always looks worse than it is. Do you need Camila to hold your hand?”
I scoffed and crossed my arms over my chest.
“I’m gonna go find Bailey,” Camila muttered, and her retreating footsteps helped me relax a fraction.
Thirty minutes later, I was all stitched up, and a box of pain relief was pushed into my hands along with a card so I could call Nick in four weeks to remove the stitches. Again, I was warned about putting weight on it and ordered to use crutches if I must walk and not get them wet. I grimaced after him as Camila led him to the door and began to hobble to the living room, putting my weight on the front of my foot as I hop/walked over to the sofa and threw myself down.
Bailey raced over and dove on me, his warm puppy breath hitting my face with excitement dancing in his eyes.
“This is your fault,” I grumbled at him as I readjusted myself.
“Here.”
My phone appeared in front of my face as Camila handed it to me, and I took it gingerly, acutely aware we were alone again. I could feel the pain relief Nick had given me starting to kick in, and I closed my eyes softly for a moment before tapping my screen, seeing ten missed calls from Gracie and about thirty 911 messages from her.
At least she had tried to warn me.
Camila’s hand caught my leg and wedged a pillow under my foot, much to my surprise.
“Nick said to keep it elevated.”
I eyed my foot before she walked off to the other end of the sofa and sat down.
“Thanks.”
She grunted in response and whipped out her phone as she began tapping away. I studied her in the muted light. She wore a black tracksuit and oversized hoodie, and her sweats looked comfortable. White socks covered her feet, and a headband swept her hair out of her face. Her eyes looked tired, and her mouth was set into a thin line, and I thought back to her earlier words.
Someone had been in her apartment going through her underwear.
“Do you think it’s the first time someone has been in your place?” I asked her, and she looked over.
“I have no idea,” she said with a sigh. “They’re going through the building footage with the police. I won’t be going back there anyway.”
“Moving back to New York?” I asked, my heart thumping.
Camila glanced at me. “No. I’ve been looking at houses here.”
“Oh.” The flip I felt in my stomach couldn’t mean anything good, and I stomped that out fast.
“Just need more security, it seems,” Camila sighed. “Walking in to see a stranger in my room was so scary. Imagine if I had been alone…if Graham hadn’t been there…”
I bit the inside of my mouth. “That would have been scary. I would have been terrified if that was me.”
“It could be you,” Camila told me seriously. “You don’t live in the world’s safest complex. Why haven’t you moved yet?”
I frowned at her. “Not all of us have random millions in our bank accounts.”
“Didn’t you get an advance from the label when you signed?” Camila asked.
“I mean, yes, but not enough to just get another home,” I told her defensively. “I need that money to get me through until I release the album and get paid for The Wiser tour. I can’t be silly with it.”
Camila was silent for a moment before she spoke, her words careful.
"How did you go for security when – I mean after the show? Surely you had people at the complex…I’m surprised you even stayed there."
"Nope," I told her firmly, pulling my walls up. "I’m not talking to you about that at all."
"Lennon," Camila sighed as she leaned forward onto her elbows. "We need to talk about it."
"No, we don’t," I scoffed as I tried to remain unfazed.
"I’ve been trying to talk to you about what happened."
"I know what happened," I told her as my anger rose. "Shit got too real, and you bailed. I don’t need the recap – the memory is still very fresh. Listen, I’m exhausted – this stuff Nick gave me is strong, and I still think I’m drunk from my wine earlier. I need to sleep. Stay here or don’t stay here – I don’t care. Just stop talking."
I knew I was being a bitch – I was honestly shocked at myself, but she was not what I had been expecting to see or deal with while being here. I was supposed to have a few days to myself over Christmas, and now I was being confronted with Camila, and it’s not like I could run on one leg. Sure, I had wanted answers from her, but now, being faced with that opportunity…it made my stomach turn.
This had to be, by far, my worst Christmas ever.



Camila

LENNON’S soft snores woke me hours later as the sun slowly began to rise and fill the room with light. Ashley had a good view and made the most of it with a wall of windows. I rubbed my eyes tiredly and glanced over at Lennon, who lay on the other side of the sofa, her arm thrown over her eyes as her chest rose and fell steadily.
I looked at her bandaged foot and felt a pang of guilt. She wouldn’t have been so horrified to see me if she had been expecting me. Bailey wouldn’t have lost his mind, and she would never have stood on the ornament.
Bailey lifted his head from the floor when he realized I was awake. His small tongue flopped out of his mouth, and he let out a small yip. I shushed him quickly and got to my feet, gesturing for him to follow me outside. I stepped out onto the deck and could smell the rain in the air. The skies were overcast and loomed heavily overhead as Bailey pottered around the space, lifting his leg on a few potted plants before bounding back with an excited bark. He danced around my feet and clawed at my legs, and I sighed as I bent down and ruffled behind his ears. His soft brown eyes stared into mine adoringly, and I thawed.
“No wonder Gracie wanted you,” I muttered, toying with the silky fur behind his ears. “You’re a little cutie.”
I went back inside with Bailey hot on my heels, and Lennon was still sleeping on the couch. Making my way into the kitchen, I put on a pot of coffee before opening the fridge. Maybe I could smooth things over with a good breakfast and coffee…who knew where her head would be this morning? She was going to be in for a rough few days…I would stay if she wanted me to, but I didn’t see that being the case.
I settled on scrambled eggs for breakfast and cooked, trying not to be too loud. My efforts were futile because my phone started blaring on the bench, and I rushed over to it, spotting Isabella’s name. I quickly swiped to answer.
“Are you okay?” Isabella demanded breathlessly. “I just read your message. Someone was in your apartment?”
“Yep,” I told her quietly, peering into the living room. Lennon’s snores met my ears, and I backed into the kitchen again. “I haven’t heard anything yet from the police.”
“That’s sick, Cam. Where are you now, then?”
“I’m staying at Ashley’s,” I told her, omitting the part where Lennon was also shacked up here for the holidays. “Are you at mom’s?”
“Yep,” Isabella murmured. “Happy Christmas Eve, by the way. What are you going to do?”
I eyed the case of wine on the kitchen counter and the half-drunk glass of wine by the sink. A sticky note was plastered to the box, and I read the scribbled writing.
“Well, I’m going to have fun and be merry, so, yeah."
“Okay, well, I just wanted to check on you,” Isabella sighed, and I could hear her opening and closing cupboards. “I’m cooking dinner for mom tonight. Just call me if you need anything, okay?”
“I will, Is,” I murmured as I turned on the stove. “Merry Christmas…Eve.”
We ended the call, and I set my phone on the counter before picking up my combined eggs and milk. I paused when I saw Lennon sitting on the couch; her arms stretched above her head as she pushed her chest out to crack her back. Sue me; I dropped my eyes for half a second before I looked back at her face.
She gazed around the room, squinting at the brightness before she spotted me in the kitchen, and her face soured.
“I thought it was just a dream,” I heard her grumble.
I took a breath and slowly walked over to her.
“Do you need anything?” I asked gently.
“I need to go to the bathroom,” she muttered as she got to her feet, carefully keeping the weight off her heel. “No, I don’t need help.”
She hobbled away before I could say anything, and I had to bite my lip to stop myself from laughing at the sight of her walk. It was terrible of me to laugh, but it was a little funny. She disappeared down the hall with Bailey hot on her heels, and I went back to the kitchen to finish cooking.
By the time Lennon had come out, two places were set opposite at the table. Two mugs of coffee sat steaming next to a plate of scrambled eggs and toast. Lennon eyed the table warily before fumbling her way over and taking a seat, her lips thin and her face white.
“Thank you,” she grit out, as if the words had to be torn from her mouth.
“You’re welcome.”
We both ate silently; the only sounds in the house were our forks scraping the plate and Bailey chasing his tail on the floor beside us, excited pants leaving his mouth whenever he managed to catch it. I looked up from him to Lennon, who sipped her coffee with a glazed expression as she stared at the table.
Her mind was running a mile a minute.
Her eyes suddenly snapped to mine, and she set down her mug.
“I’m not an asshole,” she started firmly. “You’ve gone through something traumatic, and I’m willing to put my feelings about you aside. You can stay here – you don’t need to go to a hotel.”
Hope flared in my chest. She had feelings about me still?
“On the condition that you don’t try to talk about New York – in fact, we don’t even need to talk, period. This house is huge. We can do our own thing without needing to be in each other's presence.” Lennon sat back in her chair and frowned. “That being said, my foot is bad. Walking to the toilet was bad enough, so I need a favor.”
I looked over the table at the woman I loved, taking in the fierceness in her eyes as she reinforced her walls. Her now short locks were still tousled around her head from sleeping, and I had to curb my desire to run my hands through it.
"Anything," I told her softly.
The war in her eyes seemed to slip for a moment, and she bit the inside of her mouth, a tell of hers I knew well. She was nervous – most likely on the edge of a breakdown. She crossed her arms across her chest, and I could see her hands balled into fists.
I had done this to her.
"I need you to source me some crutches," she said. "You also need to cook all our meals while we're here. I'm finding it hard to stand for five minutes, so if you don't cook, I will eat bowls of cereal or whatever snacks they have stashed in that cupboard."
"Okay," I said with a nod. "I can do that."
She nodded once and then rose unsteadily. "I'm going to have a bath."
"Do you need any of your pain relief?" I asked, watching as she walked on her tiptoes toward the case of wine.
"It's right here," she told me as she yanked out a bottle and swept up the glass she had been using last night. "I'm on vacation, so hold the judgment, thanks."
I watched her retreating back and glanced down at my phone, trying to hold the judgment and failing. It was only eight in the morning. Then again, I wasn't the one who had her foot sliced open last night or had my ex crashing my holiday. I quickly sent a text off to Nick before scooping up the dishes and tidying the mess I had made.
I would do as she asked. I would cook her food and get her some crutches. Maybe, just maybe, she would thaw out enough for us to talk, and I could lay everything out on the table. When else would I get to be this alone with her without being interrupted or her running away? This was the chance I had been waiting for, and I would use it to my advantage.
My last shot to make it right with her.
I just hoped I didn't mess it up.

I had been out for at least four hours.
First, I had gone to pick up some crutches from Nick, and then I had gotten a call from Graham, so I'd had to go down to the police station and see what they had obtained to from their investigation. They had found that he had been inside my apartment at least five times, but only when I wasn't home. This led them to believe he watched me closely or at least watched the apartment closely.
Me catching him going through my underwear drawer had been the most perverse thing he had done. The other clips had only caught him watching TV, sifting through my music collection, or napping on the sofa. There was no actual method or motive for his actions. Either way, I was dumping that apartment and moving to something I could turn into Fort Knox. My privacy was cherished, and there was no way I could ever set foot back in that place now. Just the memory of that creeper standing over my panty drawer had me wanting to throw up.
Graham had packed me an additional bag and had given it to me at the police station. As I pulled into the garage, It now sat on the driver's side. Just as I turned off the car, my phone dinged, and I glanced at the email notification blinking up at me. It was my publisher – my stomach tightened instantly as I scrambled to open it, noting that Nicole, Gigi, and Lisa were also cc'd on the message.
I love the draft so far. House has given a release date – June 1st – next year. It will be pushed as the thing to read this Summer. The final copy needs to be sent in by March. We should start talking covers. Happy Holidays.
Tarsha Monroe
I blinked at the email with a thumping heart at the thought of my biography being in people's hands by the coming Summer. It would come fast; I knew that much. Lisa had everything she needed now to write – except for the last few chapters. She wanted to include my time on the American Superstar show and Lennon…
I wanted that too – I wanted to be able to tell the truth, but I wouldn't do that without Lennon's go-ahead, and I didn't see that happening.
I let myself into the house, pocketing my phone and venturing further inside, making my way toward the kitchen, where I dumped my bag.
"Help!"
My skin prickled at the sound of Lennon's voice coming from the bathroom, and I dropped my things, rushing headlong toward the voice as she called out again. Was she still in the bath?
I entered the guest room she was staying in and halted outside the bathroom door.
"Lennon?"
"I'm stuck!" she groaned loudly. "I've been stuck for the last four hours. Where the hell have you been? What's even open on Christmas Eve that could seriously have you out of the house this long?"
"Didn't realize you were so keen to have me around," I called back with an eye-roll at her surly tone. Silence met my ears, and I sighed. "Are you – do you need me-"
"Obviously, I need help!" she hissed, and I could hear the slur in her voice. She probably went through the whole bottle, and to be fair, I would have as well if I was stuck in a bath for as long as she was.
"I'm coming in," I warned – not that she could do much about it.
Brace yourself, I warned myself. You're here to help her, not ogle.
I pushed open the door and heard a clattering below me. I looked down to see Lennon’s phone and swiped it up. There was a small crack in the glass, but nothing too serious. I set it on the counter, keeping my eyes firmly on the floor before I had to take in her situation.
She sat in the still full tub, her leg with the injured foot hanging out of it. Her arms were crossed against her chest, and the memory of her full breasts hit me like a punch in the face – her hands couldn't hide a memory, no matter how much she wanted it to. Her hair was pinned up with a claw clip, loose strands stuck to her damp skin, her cheeks flushed, her eyes uncomfortable.
"How-" I cleared the hoarseness in my voice. "How do you want to do this?"
"I don't know," she grumbled with a pout.
"Have you tried getting on your hands and knees?"
"Yes. That didn't work," she huffed. "Then I tried to get up and put the weight on my good foot, but I nearly fell and hit my head on the cabinet, so I decided that was a no-go unless I wanted to be tomorrow morning's news headline."
"Okay," I said firmly as I rubbed my forehead. "I'm going to need to pick you up."
"You can't pick me up."
I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms. "I've picked you up many times, Lennon."
Her cheeks flushed once more, and I knew she was thinking about how many times I had picked her up. I did my damndest not to let my mind go there as well. Not while she was naked and vulnerable in the bath – it wasn't the time.
"Okay," she bit out. "I need a towel."
I sighed and scooped up the white towel from the rack as I heard her pull the plug on the drain.
"Is the towel necessary?" I asked her as the water slowly drained. "It's not like I haven't seen it all before. This moment is nowhere near sexual."
Lennon's eyes narrowed into slits as the water slowly disappeared down the drain. "Yes, well, you made it very clear you don't want me in that way." She outstretched her hand and continued before I could interrupt. "The towel is for my dignity – if that's not too much of an ask."
I handed her the towel silently as I internally kicked myself for letting my smart mouth get the better of me once again. She wrapped the material as best as she could, and I could see the anger in her eyes at being caught in this entire situation. If I put myself in her shoes, I would be pissed as well. Your ex crashes your holiday, and you become reliant on them for necessities while thinking your history together was one-sided.
How would I get her to listen to me long enough to know it wasn't?
I walked over to the tub and watched Lennon stiffen only a fraction. It was still enough to make me feel like I had been punched in the stomach.
I hurt her so badly that she visibly recoiled from me.
Taking a breath, I bent down and scooped my arm under her legs, the other around her back and under her armpit. My movement was quick and fluid as I quickly picked her up, and I internally thanked Ashley's brutal training methods for coming in handy. I gently set Lennon to her feet, both of us careful of her bad foot.
Lennon's breaths were quick as she held the towel to her chest, her eyes a war of emotions, and her cheeks red as she glanced at me and then away.
"You can let me go now," she said quietly.
Fuck, I didn't want to. It felt good to have her so close again, and it pained me that I couldn't just take her into my arms and kiss all the fucking pain away that I had caused. A move like that would likely end up with her fist in my face, and I had no right to push it.
I cleared my throat and stepped away as Lennon hurriedly adjusted her towel.
"Do you need anything from me?" I asked, my voice rough.
"I'm fine."
"Okay," I swallowed. "I left the crutches in your room. Um, I'm cooking dinner. I'll – I'll let you know when it's ready."
Lennon said nothing. She continued to stare at her reflection in the mirror, her grip on the countertop so tight her knuckles were white. She needed to be alone, and I forced my feet to move, even though I was desperate to fall to my knees and beg for her forgiveness – it wasn't the time, not after that episode.
I shut the door gently behind me and sighed, spying on Bailey, ripping tinsel off the Christmas tree. Rushing over, I scooped him up and 'tsked' at him, which didn't really do much. He just dove into my face for licks, and I held him at arm's length with disgust before setting him down and heading to the kitchen.
I would cook Lennon dinner, and the table would be neutral territory. I would tell her everything that happened in New York and lay it all on the table. Then, I would beg her for a second chance because I wasn't sure if I could physically go on without her in my life. She was the something I had been chasing my entire life, someone who made me feel at home and safe, and I felt like I had been flailing in open water these last few months.
If she rejected me – fine.
I would face that later, but at least I could say that I tried. I could say that I fought for her. I just prayed it wasn't too little too late.

Dinner was ready. My hands shook, and my heart pounded as I flicked everything off. Lennon hadn't made an appearance since the bathroom incident, and judging by the very dull sounds coming through the walls, I deduced she was in the recording studio Gracie had built into the house – something I also intended on doing once I secured property here.
I gulped wine before wiping my hands and heading through the sprawling house toward the studio. I twisted the handle and stepped inside, which led me into the sound booth, and I took a moment to listen. I recognized the chords for O Holy Night
spilling into the air around us, the glass wall and soundboard separating us.
Lennon's eyes were closed as she played, a slight frown on her forehead as she focused on the notes. I let her voice wrap around me like a cocoon and let my mind wander back to mentoring her on the show and being caught in raptures over her voice, song after song, night after night. She had a gift – her voice; there was no one like her in the industry right now.
She moved into the second verse, and I sighed in contentment at her sweet tones, keeping well into the shadows as she powered through the chorus again, her hands fierce on the keys as she threw her head back on the final 'divine', her voice ricocheting around the room. Considering her complicated feelings around religion, I found it an interesting song for her to lose herself in, but it clearly meant something to her.
As the song ended, she continued to dance her fingers along the piano keys, playing familiar tunes to Christmas carols before she abruptly stopped playing. My eyes flashed open, and I watched as she scooped up her phone.
"Jesse?"
"Please tell me your text is a joke," Jesse's horrified voice floated through the speaker. "Is she seriously there? What the fuck was Ashley thinking?"
"I dunno," Lennon sighed as she rubbed her face. "I'm honestly tempted to pack up and go back to the apartment – but I can't even do that. I can't drive with my foot the way it is; I can't get it wet. I can hardly stand up."
"I'm coming home," Jesse said firmly, and his loyalty was touching.
"No, Jesse," Lennon told him. "You have been cleaning up the Lennon and Camila drama since New York. I won't ruin your Christmas and Todd's with my drama. You'll be back in a few days. I'll survive until then."
Jesse was silent for a moment before saying, " I guess now would be as good a time as ever to get your closure. You know? You guys are alone. You're not at an event or space with prying eyes or ears. Maybe you two can finally have it out. This could be your chance to really move on, you know? Quit holding onto her and find someone else."
My gut tightened.
"Mmm," Lennon hummed non-committingly. "So, you want a video?"
"Yes," Jesse said, and my mind swam at the abrupt change in subject. "Just sing a Christmas carol and flick it to me. Look a little cute. I want to post it first thing tomorrow morning."
"Okay," Lennon said with a soft yawn. "I'll get on it."
"Maybe send Frankie a message," Jesse said. "She's worried about you."
My lip curled, and I tried to rein in my jealousy at the mention of her name. Those damn pictures of the two of them together at The Halfway still burned into my mind.
"Right. Okay, well, I'll let you go," Lennon told him. "I'll film the video and send it. Go enjoy the holiday with your partner and his family - okay?"
"I love you, Len," Jesse said down the line. "Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas," she murmured before she ended the call.
Lennon let out a heavy breath and set her phone down before her elbows landed to rest on the piano keys, the sound harsh before her head went to her hands. My heart ached for her at that moment, but not in the way of longing. I could feel her grief through the glass.
Ashley had told me Lennon was shacking up here for the holidays. Her family still wasn't speaking to her, and Jesse was going to Todd's hometown. This was Lennon's first Christmas, where she wasn't surrounded by people she loved – people she trusted and cared about. Instead, the root cause of some of her more significant problems in life had now taken up residence in her little holiday staycation.
Jesse had said something about Lennon needing closure. Clearly, we both had things to say, but neither of us was eager to rip off the bandaid, but one of us had to.
Looking at Lennon's limp frame, I knew it wouldn't be her.
No, this one was on me.
I swallowed my fear and thoughts about what would come after tonight and pushed open the door to the booth. Lennon's head whipped up in shock, and she hurriedly wiped her eyes.
"We need to talk," I told her firmly, sounding stronger than I felt.
Lennon bit her lip and looked down at her hands before her eyes met mine with a fiery glint.
"Yeah," she agreed. "We do."



Lennon

“I DIDN’T KNOW you could cook,” I found myself saying as I sat down at the dining table with sweating palms and a racing heart. I placed my crutches on a lean against the table and cast my eyes over the food, almost finding the situation funny. “We’re really going to have a meal while we talk about New York?”
Camila shrugged. “We may as well eat – it’s still Christmas Eve.”
She had roasted a chicken that practically glistened in front of me, roasted pumpkin and potatoes in the dish alongside it. There was a bowl of steamed greens, a dish of stuffing, and some gravy in a silver jug. We served our plates silently, and I wondered who would make the first move in this dreaded conversation.
I eyed Camila across the table, noting my skin prickled less in her presence, and I didn’t want to scream and run from the room. I was becoming desensitized to her being around me again, and I frowned at the thought, picking up my glass of wine and taking a sip, ignoring the dull throb in the base of my foot.
“Do you want me to start then?” Camila asked with a quirked brow, and I shrugged.
“You are the one who has been accosting me at every turn to tell your story.”
Yep, my defenses were still up. I needed to rein in the bitchiness a little, though. I was finally getting what I needed in New York all those months ago – an explanation.
“Okay,” Camila said with a shaky breath. “Well, I – New York was fucked, Lennon.”
I stabbed a potato with my fork as I lost any urge to eat. I moved my eyes from the potato to stare at Camila across the table. “You’re telling me,” I muttered. “I’m very aware of what a shit show New York was, Camila. I was one of the main characters that day as well.”
Camila’s lips thinned, and she rubbed her temple. “You have every right to be pissed at me. I know what I did that day was a total dick move. I didn’t think I had a choice – I thought I was doing the right thing.”
“I think your track record proves that when you think you’re trying to do the right thing, you should always do the opposite. Dumping me in a hotel room right after we got outed to the public and I got outed to my family – what the fuck?” I set my fork down as my anger bubbled. “You told me you were falling in love with me, and then you just cut me off like I was nothing.”
“I know,” she muttered weakly, reaching for her wine.
“I had to get out of New York and back to LA with cameras shoved in my face everywhere I went,” I continued hotly. “I couldn’t leave my apartment for months. I got so depressed I could hardly leave my bed. My hair – that was not a style choice. I checked out so hard I couldn’t even wash it; I had to cut it off. My parents dumped me as their daughter, you dumped me as your girlfriend, and the nation dumped me as America’s Sweetheart all in the same day.”
“I never wanted to hurt you, Lennon. I just wanted to fix the mess I had made.”
I frowned and rubbed my temple. “You just threw in your own little chaos grenade, so you’ll understand if I don’t believe that.”
Camila sighed and gripped the edge of the table. “After we all got back to the hotel from filming, I met with Belinda, the other judges, and William. They were trying to work out what to do – damage control. You obviously couldn’t win the show after what happened. The public backlash would be too much to deal with.”
Like all the other shit hadn’t been too much?
“It was decided William would be crowned the winner,” Camila explained evenly. “Not that he was too thrilled about winning by default. The show wanted nothing to do with you or me. It was Brandi who stepped in.”
“Brandi?” I asked in surprise.
Camila nodded and picked up her fork again. “Brandi gave me a lashing and then put forward her own suggestion. She would take you on to her label and recover your image, but the condition was that I ended things with you. She said she couldn’t rebrand you with me in the picture.”
It felt like my blood had frozen in my veins at her words. Brandi had told Camila to end things with me. Camila had just gone along with it?
“I wasn’t thinking straight,” Camila went on frantically. “I was so focused on what had happened to you, and I was so worried you wouldn’t get any opportunities out of the show – I just wanted you to get everything you wanted. I agreed with her terms.”
I was torn between wanting to burst into tears or hurling my wine glass across the room at her admission. Was she serious?
“So,” I began, finding my words with a shaky tone. “Instead of speaking to me…instead of finding out what I wanted to do, you just took it upon yourself to decide on something as big as that, like some martyr doing what’s best for everyone? You had an emotionally charged meeting, and then you came and ended things? You thought that was a good idea?”
“I know now it wasn’t,” Camila scrambled. “I didn’t think-”
“No!” I cut in harshly. “You didn’t think! You just acted – as usual. You don’t think before you do things, Camila.”
“I know I fucked up,” Camila croaked, and I tried to ignore the tug at my emotions. “Leaving you in that hotel room was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. I’ve been tearing myself up about it since. If I could go back and undo it, I would.”
I swallowed thickly and glared down at my plate. “Well, you moved on fast enough anyway.”
“I didn’t move on,” Camila spluttered.
I shot her a look. “Am I supposed just to ignore the redhead from all the photos? Your speedy FLIX post about taking time to heal? What the fuck, Camila?”
Camila dragged her hand down her face. “That girl in the photos was Lisa – she’s the ghostwriter for my biography. She’s very straight and happily married.”
I sipped my wine and stared across the table at the woman I had poured my heart into – without realizing how deep I had gone all those months ago. It wasn’t until I had woken up in the middle of the first night in my home that I realized just how deeply I had fallen for the complicated human being sitting across from me.
My feelings for her had never wavered. I had just locked them deep down inside of me so that they could stop ripping me up every time I closed my eyes.
“You really fucked up,” I murmured as my eyes stung from holding back tears. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t have thought about what I wanted. To talk to me first about everything.”
Camila swallowed and shook her head. “I just wanted you to have everything you wanted, Lennon.”
I let out a humorless laugh and drained my wine. “What if all I wanted was you? You might have known that if you spoke to me. Everything else would have fallen into place – Jesus, it did.”
Camila’s eyes dropped to her hands, and she shook her head. “I didn’t want to gamble your future, Lennon. You told me so many times that you dreamed of being a big star. Singing your songs and living your truth. I didn’t think we could be together at the time, and you could have had all that.”
“Well,” I muttered with a shrug. “We’ll never know now.”
A silence settled over the table as we both sat with the information shared. My head was throbbing, my eyes were burning with fatigue, and all I wanted to do was curl up in bed and sleep this conversation away. I didn’t know what to do with all of this now – what did it mean now? I didn’t know if I felt brave enough to open that door.
The strongest emotion I could place my finger on was anger. I was beyond angry with her that her poorly thought-out decision had impacted us both for a long time. Would we still be together if she had stuck by me in New York? Would we have made it this far? Who knew?
“I still love you, Lennon.”
Camila’s words cut the silence like a knife, and all the carefully folded-up feelings I had been holding onto came alive inside me, flurrying around my stomach and catching in my throat as a heartbroken sob threatened its way through me.
I swallowed and grabbed my crutches, hoisting myself to my feet. “I can’t.”
“Lennon-”
“I need to think about all of this,” I told her as I began hopping away, hating my handicap. “Thank you for dinner.”
I disappeared in the direction of my room with a pounding heart and a lot of unfinished feelings, heightening my already throbbing head. I needed to put some distance between us before I gave in to my emotions and threw myself into her arms.

I let out a tired yawn as I hit send on the video I had filmed for Jesse. It would be ready for him to post first thing in the morning. I had covered O Holy Night and had done numerous takes just for something to do – just to keep me locked in this music room until after midnight and to give my mind something else to focus on other than the conversation I had with Camila hours earlier.
I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the wall. I had curled my short hair as Jesse had requested for the video and had worn a cream-colored Christmas sweater that had reindeer prancing all over the material. I had worn a light dusting of makeup – just enough to make my features stand out in the video without overdoing it.
The time on the phone blinked at me.
12:10.
“Merry Christmas, Lennon,” I muttered to myself with a sad sigh.
Right now, my parents would be attending midnight mass, and my heart ached at the thought of them. I missed them – even though I was furious with them. I missed the gruffness of my father and his no-nonsense attitude. I missed his hugs. I missed the floral scent my mother had worn for as long as I could remember, her quickness to laugh, and her gingerbread biscuits that I knew would be cooling on a rack at this very moment.
Did they miss me?
My heart ached more at the thought and the probable answer of likely not. I was so tired of being angry all the time. I felt like I had this ball of rage festering in my chest, an energy I was continuously smoothing down and maintaining. I had been holding onto that rage since my mother had shipped me off to Uncle Ben’s that Summer, but the feeling had grown larger since being on the show, and the constant anger and energy it took to keep those feelings squashed was wearing me down.
What would happen if I let it out?
With a heavy sigh, I flicked off the lights in the studio and let myself out. Bailey was close by my feet, and his little claws scratched on the floor as I hopped on my crutches while he avoided getting tangled up in them.
Making my way into the main living area, I noted Camila had cleaned the dining room, and the kitchen was spotless. I would get myself a glass of water and then go off to bed to curl up with all my complicated feelings and be left to try to untangle them.
I poured a glass of water from the filter and took a large gulp before whipping my phone back out and navigating to my contacts. Before I knew what I was doing, I had hit my mother's name and pressed call, bringing the phone to my ear with a shaking hand as I waited, the ringing in my ears seeming so loud in the deserted kitchen.
“Hi, you’ve reached Hope. I’m not here right now – leave a message.”
The phone beeped, and I sucked in a breath.
“Merry Christmas, Mom,” I whispered shakily before swallowing my tears. “I – I love you.” I hung up and set down my phone, taking a breath and finishing the rest of my water before putting the glass in the sink and collecting my stuff, trying to hold back the tears until I got to my room.
I moved a crutch to walk and was met with a shocked yelp from Bailey, who had decided to get under my feet. I stumbled in fright at the high-pitched yelp and lost my footing, falling into the cupboard and landing on the floor as the terrified puppy bolted from the kitchen with another shocked yelp.
I hit my elbow on the way down and cursed in pain as a jolt shot up my arm. Sucking in a breath, I grit my teeth to hold back the screech I so desperately wanted to let out. I also wanted to get up and rip off all the cupboard doors, but I don’t think Gracie would let me back in her house again if I did that. Instead, I let the tears fall as the last few months of bottled emotion spilled out of me and the carefully packed box I had placed it in.
I buried my head into my knees as I let out my desperate cries, praying that the release would bring me some sense of peace because I genuinely couldn’t remember the last time I felt normal.
“I still love you, Lennon.”
“You got caught up in the evil of the show and that vile woman responsible for you. This isn’t who you are. You are a good girl!”
“Where is your loyalty, Lennon?”
I grit my teeth at the sounds of my parent's voices and the memory of them accosting me in my living room, wanting to take me to see Pastor Andrews and have him fix me—the hate in their eyes…the disgust. I regretted calling my mother now as the memories assaulted me. They should have been the ones calling me.
“Lennon?” Camila’s concerned voice caught my attention, and I looked up at her in her Christmas-themed pajamas, the red pants covered in Christmas trees and decorations, not something I had expected to see her wearing. “Are you okay?”
“I still love you, Lennon.”
She still loved me.
Camila got down to her knees and put her hands on my upper arms, and I jolted at the contact on my skin, the sparks that shot through me. I searched her eyes and found myself trying to empathize with her, to understand why she made such a fucked-up decision. Would I have done the same if I was in her shoes?
She said she had tried to do the right thing. She had wanted me to have my dreams come true, and at the time, it wasn’t possible to have her attached to that. She had stayed scarce and allowed me to attempt to move on.
Except I hadn’t moved on.
I couldn’t.
My soul was so profoundly tangled in the web of Camila, and I hadn’t realized just how deep those feelings truly went until the relief I had felt at the table hit me smack in the chest. It had made me dizzy. I wanted to scream with joy when she told me she still loved me. I wanted to cry at the time we had wasted apart. I wanted to shake her for making such a massive decision without me.
What did I want to do now?
“Let’s get you up,” Camila said softly, and I allowed her to help me to my feet.
Leaning back against the kitchen counter, I watched Camila bend down to pick up the crutches I had dropped, setting them against the cupboard beside us. We stood in a moment of awkward silence, our earlier conversation hanging between us, the air thick with tension at the thought of who would break it first.
“I’m sorry your family has been so horrible to you,” Camila said carefully. “I know that despite everything, they mean a lot to you.”
I shrugged and bit back the tears. “It is what it is. I can’t change their feelings – at least I’m not lying anymore. There’s nothing to hide. That’s been my biggest relief from everything.”
“I can imagine the weight lifted off your shoulders.”
“Just feels like it’s been replaced by a heavier one,” I admitted tearfully. “I thought they’d be pissed for a while…but it’s been a few months. I’ve had nothing from them. Michael came and saw me, which was a surprise. I appreciated it. I hadn’t realized just how much he had been doing for me these last few years.”
“That’s good,” Camila said warmly. “Your parents will come around eventually; if they don’t, it’s on them. Being who you are is not a crime – it’s a beautiful and rare thing that not everyone in this world can experience.”
Fuck, I missed her.
I looked at her standing across from me and wondered where we would be now if we hadn’t ended so abruptly. Would I have the upcoming tour? The professional agent? The label? I had all those things, everything I had dreamed of, and yet I still felt hollow and empty inside. A husk of a person just going through the motions of life while pining for the one thing I wanted.
The one person I truly wanted.
I didn’t want some faux romance with Frankie. I didn’t want to continue lying to fans about who I was and wasn’t dating, and the romance with Frankie was just an orchestrated lie to try and prove that I was moving on from Camila, which was the furthest thing from the truth. Moving on from Camila had become an impossible task.
“You look deep in thought,” Camila murmured, gripping the bench behind her.
“I have a lot to think about.”
Camila’s eyes clashed with mine, and she stuttered out her next question. “Are you really dating Frankie Miller?”
The surprised laugh escaped my throat before I could control it, and I shook my head. “No,” I told her honestly. “It was a setup. Jesse thought it would look better if I were seen moving on. Frankie is a good friend – I hope anyway. I think I messed it up a little.”
Camila’s shoulder relaxed at my words, the tightening in her eyes softening, and I felt a sick sense of satisfaction for the jealousy she must have felt thinking Frankie and I were together.
“How did you mess it up?”
I blanched at the memory and shook my head. “I don’t know if I want to tell you, honestly.”
“Oh?”
I sighed; there was no point in lying.
“We tried to hook up,” I admitted awkwardly. “It – it did not go anywhere. I freaked out. I kept thinking about you. I ended up racing out of her apartment. I haven’t spoken to her since – I’m honestly mortified.”
Camila’s face soured, and she folded her arms. “I know I have no right to be mad – I get that, but if Frankie fucking Miller fell overboard, I would not throw her a life ring.”
“Camila!” I gasped. “She’s still my friend. She’s a good person, and she’s been kind to me.”
Camila shrugged and relaxed her arms. “You have your version of Frankie, and I have mine – we can agree to disagree. You know how I feel about you. Of course, I’m going to be jealous hearing that.”
“You wouldn’t need to be jealous if you hadn’t made a solo decision,” I said haughtily. “We would probably still be together, and I wouldn’t be trying everything in my power to get over you.”
“What if you didn’t have to get over me?” Camila asked softly, her voice thick with emotion, and I stared hard at the floor, making sure I didn’t put too much weight on my bad foot.
Her question made my heart pound, and my blood rushed to my ears. I had imagined her saying those words before in one of the depressive fugues I had found myself in. Now, here we were in the early hours of Christmas morning, and I was hearing the exact words I had been so desperate to hear her say.
At the same time, it felt as if an ice-cold hand had grasped my heart in my chest and squeezed painfully. Camila had made promises before…planned a future and then ripped the rug from under me. If I allowed her to take these tentative steps back into my life, what destruction would she leave in her wake?
I didn’t think I could handle losing her a second time.
“Lennon.” Camila’s voice was soft, almost a whisper, as she pushed off the counter and stood before me. I sucked in a breath as her scent filled my nostrils, her left hand coming to lean on the counter behind me, her right hand going to my chin and gently lifting my face up. My eyes met hers, and I could feel myself tremble as I forgot to breathe.
She was so close.
So real.
“Please give me another chance,” Camila pleaded, the resolve in her eyes unwavering. “I promise I’m done fucking around,” she vowed firmly. “I will never hurt you the way I did. I will never do that again – I swear. If I could take back the last few months, I would, I would never do what I did to you again.”
“Camila…”
She was so close, her scent and proximity overwhelming me and unleashing every carefully wrapped and bound thought - every memory came pouring to the forefront of my mind, and I held my breath as I waited for the agony…except it didn’t come. All I felt was longing for the person before me, pleading their way back into my life.
With each shaky breath, my resolve began to slip. The thread had been pulled, and the stitching was about to come apart on a part of my life I thought the door had been closed on.
“I’m so sorry, Lennon,” Camila whispered, tears in her eyes and emotions thick in her throat. “I will never leave you again. When I think back on that day…in New York…it’s like a knife in my stomach. I feel physically sick. Let me show you how much I love you. Let me prove it.”
Her hands grasped my cheeks, her flesh on my flesh, awakening every intimate moment we’d ever shared. Our first kiss, the elevator…that morning before Nicole had walked in on us. Fractured pieces of myself seemed to be coming back together, and I truly looked at Camila in that moment, knowing I had to make a choice here.
I either ended this now and walked away from it and be left forever wondering what could have happened…
Or did I give in right now?
I could feel her breath, I felt like I could hear the beating of her heart, and I watched as her eyes dropped to my lips and darted back to me. Her thumb lightly brushed my cheekbone, and her lips covered mine before I could catch my next breath.
I gasped in shock at the feeling of her. Those familiar sparks I had experienced with her ignited like fireworks. It was like she had poured gasoline over a flickering flame, and I found myself kissing her back – cautiously. My mind was running a mile a minute, knowing that if she hurt me again, there was no way I was climbing out of that hole. I couldn’t do it twice, and I was taking a big fucking risk right now.
I continued to grip the counter behind me. I was desperate to touch her, but I was also terrified. If I touched her, that was it. I was back in her twisted world, and she was back in mine, but had we ever really left each other?
Camila’s right hand ghosted down my neck, and I relished in the sensation of her hands on me. My willpower crumbled the very moment she deepened the kiss, her tongue slipping into my mouth and stroking a smoldering flame that built inside me, a flame I thought I had done well to snuff out and forget about.
My hands abandoned the counter, and my brain shut down as I allowed myself to feel everything in this moment. I let my hands land at Camila’s waist, a moanful sigh of relief escaping her lips at the contact. I pulled her flush against me, desperate for the contact – desperate for her. I could feel the fractured pieces of my heart welding back together, and I allowed myself to bask in feeling whole again, even just for a moment.
Everything seemed to fall back into place right here, Camila and me. It was as if I had been staring at life through a dark veil, and it had been lifted from my eyes. Everything seemed so clear, so bright, and so real. I didn’t feel like an outsider in my body going through the motions of feeling.
This was real.
She was real.
I fucking missed her, craved her, and yearned for her.
I was enraged with her, furious and bitter.
All those emotions seemed to blend into one, and when she raised my body from the ground, I instinctively wrapped my legs around her waist, our lips never breaking as I poured everything into that kiss. I wanted her to feel it all. I needed her to know – to understand what an impact she had on me.
To realize who she was to me.
There was suddenly a bed under my back, and Camila was crawling over me, her hands on either side of my head, caging me in and trapping me within her snare, and I would happily stay there. I ignored the voice in my mind screaming at me, telling me this was a terrible idea. That this moment right here, when it became a memory, would haunt me when she left me again.
I buried that voice under a pile of lousy judgment and instead trailed my fingers along the backs of her perfect thighs, my breaths ragged, my heart pounding, and my pussy soaked from that blistering reunion of our lips.
Camila’s teeth grazed the outside of my ear, and I shivered in response as her hands went to the hem of my sweater, shimmying it up my body. I raised my arms and lifted my body as I allowed her to remove it, and it flew somewhere in the room behind her. I leaned on my elbows as she straddled my waist, her hands sliding around my back and unclipping my bra, pulling the strapless material free and sending it flying in the direction my sweater had gone.
Clothing disappeared quickly. Camila made quick work of my pants and underwear before shucking her own, and when she came to hover above me once more, she lowered her weight on me, and I sighed at the feel of her soft skin against mine, my hands roaming the familiar curve of her waist and firmness of her ass.
I dragged her mouth back to mine, gasping as her knee came into contact with my clit, a free hand caressing my breast before she gently pinched my nipple between her thumb and finger. I gasped into her mouth, and her tongue gained entry again, stroking my own in a way that made me jolt to my core. I moaned as I rocked my hips, desperate for relief from the throbbing ache that was starting to consume me.
My hands left Camila’s neck and made their way down her chest, my palms running over her hardened nipples, and Camila gasped in response, her lips leaving mine and trailing their way down my neck…my chest…before she ran her tongue over my right nipple while simultaneously replacing her knee with her right hand.
“Oh!” I groaned softly at the feel of her cool fingers gliding along me from my opening to my clit, her thumb swirling around my swollen bud. I arched into her as she slipped a finger inside me, the sensation almost foreign. I hadn’t even touched myself since we had ended, and the feeling of her inside me was something bordering on euphoria.
Camila drew my nipple into her mouth, flicking her tongue over it as she lightly bit down, sliding a second finger inside me as her thumb swirled around my clit. I moaned softly, my hands dropping from her body and grabbing the comforter beneath me. Camila’s body disappeared from mine, and suddenly her head was buried between my thighs, her mouth replacing her thumb on my clit, her fingers pumping as she sucked, licked, and kissed in so many different orders that I saw stars.
My legs fell open, and my hips rocked as Camila increased her pace. I could feel myself tightening as my orgasm began to build, my breaths ragged and short as Camila practically branded herself on me, each flick of her tongue a promise that there was no one else in this world that would ever be able to make me feel this way.
With a curl of her fingers, Camila hit my sweet spot. I came apart, breathless moans and curses dropping from my lips as Camila continued to suck, her fingers continued to pump. I was torn between exquisite torture and the feeling of another orgasm, and my eyes widened in shock as another wave hit me, practically flattening me to the bed.
Camila removed her fingers from me gently, and I shivered in response to the sensation. She came and dropped down beside me, her hand on my stomach as she caught her breath.
As the lust-induced fog began to clear from my mind, I took stock of the moment I had found myself in. Camila lay beside me in silence as she stared up at the ceiling. What now, then? I didn’t have an answer to that. I wasn’t sure what happened now – what I even wanted to happen now. My tongue felt like lead in my mouth, and tears pricked in my eyes.
“I’m so fucking mad at you,” I found myself whispering shakily as I stared at the ceiling above me. “I want to scream at you. Shatter you the way you shattered me. Turn my back on you. It’s so fucking infuriating that I can’t do that.”
“Lennon,” Camila’s voice had me turning my head to face her, and she rolled onto her side. “I am so sorry for what I did to you. I’ll – I’ll never be able to take it back. It’s part of us now. It’s part of our story. All I ask is that you give me a chance to prove that I’m not going anywhere. I’m here, and I’m staying.”
I licked my lips and sniffed as I rolled onto my stomach, keeping my head facing her. I took in her face, the vow in her eyes, the gentle pout in her lips, and the slight frown on her face that wrinkled her forehead. Her scent surrounded me, and I closed my eyes as a feeling of contentment washed over me.
“I missed you,” I told her quietly. “More than I thought possible.”
Camila was quiet for a moment before her hand snaked over my back, and she let out a small sigh.
“I missed you too,” she murmured. “More than you can imagine. The amount of times I thought of just showing up at your apartment and begging you to take me back…I’ve been so miserable, Lennon. It really fucking sucked to live with the fact that it was my own doing.”
Her words fell over me, and I mulled over them in the room's darkness. I suddenly had so many questions, yet my eyes felt heavy, and my head hurt. I kept my eyes shut and relaxed under the feel of her arm across my back. A part of me held a small flicker of hope for us… the other part warned me that this would all look very different under the sobering effects of morning light.
I opened my eyes and looked at the woman who had haunted me day and night. She was here and within reach of me, pleading for me to forgive her. To love her. Not that I ever stopped, but the stuttering beating of my heart and the twist in my stomach let me know it wouldn’t be so simple this time.



Camila

THE SENSATION of Lennon's mouth on me had my body alight with fire, and my eyes flickered open. Her soft lips teased their way down my neck as she raked her nails down the sides of my body, gooseflesh leaving a blazing trail in their wake. My legs fell apart as she moved to kneel between them, and when her lips met mine, I kissed her back.
We hadn't really gone to sleep. We had only lain in silence for the last twenty minutes.
I hadn't expected anything – I knew she was conflicted.
I knew words only meant so much. I would have to prove myself to her long before she fully opened up to me again, but I was willing to do the work to make that happen. My life was flavorless without her, and I couldn't handle the thought of not having her in it.
I relished in the feel of her lips on mine as she lowered more of her weight onto my body. I gently bit down on her lower lip as her knee pressed into my clit, and a groan caught in my throat. I had missed her – I had missed this. We connected intimately in a way I had never managed to with anyone else. The way her tongue battled with mine sent a throbbing heat right through me, and I rocked against her, desperate for air but determined not to be the one who broke the kiss first.
Lennon moved from my lips to my neck just as her hand glided from my ribs and down my stomach, over my mound, and she sunk her fingers straight into me. A surprised gasp left my lips at the intrusion – not that it hurt, I had been more than ready for her – but I hadn't expected it. Two fingers moved rhythmically within me as she swirled her thumb against my clit, her teeth on my neck.
"Oh, fuck!" I gasped as I gripped the sheets beneath me, her steady tempo making me dizzy, desperate for more and desperate for less all at the same time.
Lennon tore her lips from my neck and gazed down at me, her hair loose and shrouding her face. Her eyes were hooded as she slowed her hand, and I swallowed my cry as my climax throbbed, my legs shaking as Lennon slipped her fingers from me, dragging them over my sensitive clit and up my body until she swirled a nipple in her fingers.
"Sit on my face," she ordered, her words surprising me before serving to fuel my desire for her even more.
She was so bossy – so blunt.
Lennon flopped back flat on the bed, and I swallowed nervously. I hadn't done this position in a long time. Mostly because I was self-conscious of my body, and Helena had always said it felt like I was suffocating her. I tried not to let those memories play on my mind as I crawled over Lennon's exquisite naked body, taking in her toned stomach and perfect breasts. I couldn't resist sweeping one into my mouth as I moved my way up her, and Lennon's breathless moan satisfied me.
I swallowed my nerves and moved myself above Lennon, a knee on either side of her head as I carefully ensured I didn't press my weight onto her. Lennon had other ideas, gripping my thighs and pulling me to her like she was half-starved and I was the buffet. Her tongue dragged from opening to clit, and I slammed my hands on the giant headboard behind us, mildly annoyed it was so large that I couldn't grip anything.
I rolled my hips, and her tongue swept again. I saw stars as she hit a whole new angle, her tongue slowly dipping inside me. My thighs quivered as they held the majority of my weight, as Lennon torturously drew out my pleasure. Lennon gripped my thighs as she worked her mouth on me, her tongue suddenly swirling around my clit, flicking and stroking it. I almost choked on air at the building sensations inside of me, and my palms balled into fists on the headboard.
"Oh, fuck!" I gasped. "Lennon, I'm going to come – oh!"
I shattered above her as my orgasm arrived out of nowhere. It rocked me like someone had dumped a bucket of ice-cold water on me. Lennon continued to suck and tease as I came, her tongue relentless as she brought me once more to the edge, and I came again, an almost feral cry leaving my throat.
My body pulsed as Lennon backed off, and I had to remind my legs how they worked to get off her. I flopped down beside her on the bed with a racing heart, my entire body tingling as delighted shivers wracked my body intermittently.
We settled into silence again as we lay side by side in the dark room in the early hours of Christmas morning, both of us reeling from the turn things had taken. I was ecstatic, but I was by no means comfortable just because we had sex; I had won Lennon back. I knew she was holding back, but I was content to enjoy the moment and just be with her.
She would choose what happened next, and I knew I had to be okay with that.

Clattering from the kitchen, the sound of Bailey's little yaps dragged me from sleep, and I squinted my eyes open. They burned in protest from the lack of sleep, and I felt the bed beside me, noting the empty space where Lennon had been sleeping. I noticed a cream-colored throw had been draped over me, and I hugged it tight for just a moment, knowing that Lennon had been thinking about me.
My mind played a movie of the night before, images of Lennon sprawled out beneath me, crying, moaning, and panting my name, making my mouth dry. We had pretty much continued to make love the rest of the night away, and I noted as I glanced at the bedside clock that I had probably only been asleep for about an hour.
I groaned and dragged myself up before hastily searching for my clothes and slipping them on before I headed out into the house in search of Lennon. Ashley's house was quite large – I still hadn't gone through it all since staying here.
Entering the open-plan living area, I was blasted with the morning light from the glass wall. I shielded my eyes and looked over to the kitchen where I saw Lennon leaning over the island bench wearing nothing but an oversized shirt and panties. Her crutches were placed beside her, and her phone was held to her ear.
"…Jesse, that's so – this is insane. What about the crutches?" Lennon's voice was coated with excitement, and she bounced on the balls of her feet. Her cute butt jiggled with her movements, and I found myself walking over to her, unable to resist coming up to stand behind her. She jumped in shock, almost dropping her phone as my hands went to her waist and my lips to her neck. Her spine straightened, and her mouth dropped open.
I could hear Jesse talking into her ear, his voice faint and warped through the speaker at her other ear. "O-okay," Lennon stuttered out as my hands glided from her waist to her stomach, dipping under the hem of her shirt. "I can do it s-seated then?"
My hands covered her breasts, her nipples already hard, and I noted with a hint of smugness that she seemed to push them further into my hands. I bit down on her neck and got a shiver in response before her eyes fluttered closed, and her head fell to the side, allowing better access. Her breasts felt fucking perfect in my hands, and I could feel myself growing wet at the thought of having my way with her right here in the kitchen.
“J-Jesse, I need to call you back – Bailey’s tearing the Christmas tree apart!” Lennon’s voice was frantic enough to be believable, although Bailey certainly wasn’t putting the breathless lilt in her voice, that's for sure. “Give me ten – yep! Okay, bye!”
Lennon ended the call and set her phone down just as I spun her to face me, trapping her between my body and the counter. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were hooded with need. I took her soft lips in mine, branding her with a kiss and wasting no time in plunging my tongue into her mouth, simultaneously shoving her panties to the side and running two fingers along her wet pussy.
Lennon moaned into my mouth, her own hands gliding up the sides of my body before they landed at my breasts. They only stayed there for a minute, enough to give a teasing squeeze before they dropped to my ass, and she pulled me even closer, grinding against my hand as she sought to find a pace that suited her needs.
Too bad she wasn’t the one in control here.
I pulled my hand away, and she practically growled at me, her eyes needy as she pulled back, her tongue licking her lower lip, and I couldn’t help myself. I cupped her face – her perfect fucking face – and brought her lips back to mine, my kiss more gentle this time. Softer and savoring. I needed to remember this moment in case it ever became lost to me again.
I needed to imprint the feeling of her in my mind, body, and soul.
I poured my need for her into that kiss, my desperate ache and desire for her to forgive me. My love, my heart – as much as I could muster before we both had to come up for air. Lennon’s pupils were a little dilated, and her cheeks flushed red. I could still see the guarded expression in her eyes, and I knew it would be a long time before she looked at me with any trust again.
Hooking my fingers into the waistband of her panties, I tugged them down her legs, following my hands with my body, and she raised her feet, stepping out carefully before I pushed them to the side. I knelt before Lennon, and she watched me carefully as I kissed each thigh, my eyes not leaving hers before I shifted her shirt up slightly and pressed my lips right to her clit.
Her legs shook, and she gripped the countertop behind her as I lavished her with one languid stroke from her opening to her clit, sucking the nub between my lips, and a soft gasp above me let me know she liked it. As much as I wanted to stay down here, I knew Lennon’s foot was still bad, and she couldn’t hold the counter forever.
I moved quickly, startling her as my arms hooked behind her thighs, and I hoisted her up on the island, dragging her body to the edge as I stood between her thighs. I kissed her again, deeply, as I pulled her body flush against me. I dropped my hand between us, and my finger found her throbbing clit. I swirled my fingers around the nub as she arched into me, and I moved my lips back to her neck, one of my favorite places.
“Oh,” Lennon gasped as I nipped and kissed at her sensitive flesh before I slipped the finger, playing with her clit, inside her instead. “Fuck!” Lennon’s head dropped back, and I kissed down the column of her throat before I moved back to her lips, gripping the nape of her neck and holding her to me as I pushed another finger inside of her.
“So fucking wet,” I cupped against her lips, enjoying the feel of her quivering body against mine.
“Fuck me,” she gasped as my thumb worked her clit, my fingers pumping within her. Lennon rocked her hips as she matched my rhythm, and her head dropped into my neck, her lips on my skin as she rode my hand. Her body shivered, and I could feel her orgasm nearing, her movements becoming sloppy, and her breaths becoming staggered.
Lennon’s cry as she came echoed throughout the kitchen, and I continued to fuck her with my fingers, my thumb on her clit, drawing every last ounce of pleasure from her body as she trembled and moaned her release, her hands gripping me to her as she rode out the high. Her movements slowed, and I slid my fingers from her, her soft gasp in my ear and her hands snaking around my neck as she held me to her.
I ran my hands languidly along her thighs before slipping them around her waist, and we held each other like that for a moment before her stomach growled loudly, and we both let out a small laugh. I let her go and scooped her pen off the floor, watching as she gingerly slipped off the counter.
“Breakfast?” I suggested as she tugged her underwear up.
“Yes,” Lennon agreed before biting her lip. “We’ll just wipe the counter first.”

"So, what had you up so early?" I questioned as I flipped a pancake.
Lennon sat on the counter with a cup of coffee, her phone beside her. "Well, you know the New Year's Eve ball drop in Times Square? William had the performance spot booked for the actual ball drop. William has laryngitis – he can't do the shot. They're asking for me to do it."
For an artist at the start of her career with an album on the way and a tour coming up – this was huge for her—more exposure...outside of her scandal.
"Lennon, that's amazing," I told her with a grin. "So, you'll perform live in Times Square right after the ball drops? A good omen. Starting your new year off behind a microphone."
Lennon's cheeks paled at my words, and she looked down at her coffee. "Except I haven't performed at all since…well. I'll be live in New York…again." Lennon set down her cup and bit her lower lip as panic coated her features, and my heart lurched. "This might not be the best way to come back…"
I swallowed the thickness in my throat as I removed the last pancake from the pan. "You know what? I think it's the best way for you to come back. It's poetic in a way."
"Hmm?" Lennon murmured vaguely with glazed-over eyes, and I sighed, walking over to her and resting my hands on her thighs.
"Hey," I said softly, taking her chin gently in my grip, and she blinked at me. "You were basically burned at the stake in New York on live television in front of the country...your family...the entire world. It's time to take it back and shove that shit back in their faces. Let go of the past – it's happened. None of it can be taken back. The only thing you control now is what you do moving forward."
Lennon's eyes dropped to her hands, and she shook her head. "It's a lot to let go of. Especially when I'm still dealing with the fallout."
"I know," I murmured with a shake of my head. "It's easier said than done, but I don't want to see you chained up to the past when you have a huge future ahead of you. You're on the verge of having everything you wanted. This is an exciting time for you – it's the time when you get to envision the artist you want to be. The sky is the limit. I'm almost envious – I have forgotten what it's like to be at the starting line."
I had been too doped up by my mother to enjoy the experience, I thought grimly as I returned to the plate of pancakes and picked them up, carrying them to the table.
Lennon slid off the bench behind me and gingerly walked over, taking a seat.
"Enough about me for a bit," she said. "You're writing a book. Or it's written? What's happening with that?"
I hid my smile at her subject change and took a seat. "The book is basically done now. We publish in April next year. It was a therapeutic experience, really. Not that I wrote it, but just talking – saying all that out loud changed something in me. The therapy also helped a lot – I'm glad I took your advice."
Lennon's cheeks flushed at the memory, and she shook her head. "D-did you talk about that day...with your therapist?"
"I've talked about all of it," I told her honestly as I took a pancake and put it on my plate. "I couldn't hold it in. It didn't take me long to realize I messed up, Lennon. By the time I pulled my head in...it was too late."
"Part of me wishes you tried harder to tell me all of this," Lennon admitted, tucking her hair behind her ears. "Then again, I wasn't ready to hear it. I'm still – I still don't know how I feel about all of this."
My stomach twisted, but I kept my features schooled.
"That's fair," I said to her. "The last few days have been a lot."
"They have," Lennon agreed with a nod and a small bite of her pancake. "I'm – I feel like I'm pinching myself. You're here, and so am I. You said all that stuff to me in New York...now you're telling me otherwise. I'm struggling to put it all together."
At least she was being honest. I had hardly expected to be waltzing off into the sunset together anytime soon. It did rip me up inside – I wouldn't lie. It would be stupid of me to expect the same version of Lennon before I tore her heart out, but a part of me hoped.
"I don't know what we're doing here," Lennon breathed out the words and set down her fork. "I don't know what any of this is supposed to mean. What happens when we leave here and go back to our lives? What do you want? I don't even know what I want…"
Lennon's cheeks were red, and her eyes held that frantic hue I had seen only a handful of times when she got herself worked up.
"Hey," I nudged her foot under the table, and she looked up at me. "Breathe. We don't have to answer all those questions at once, okay? Why don't we just strip all of that back and take it one day at a time? I'm here until Ashley and Gracie come back. When are you leaving?"
"The same," she told me hesitantly, a frown on her face. "So, we're just going to play house for a couple of days then?"
I shrugged and quirked my lips. "Why not?"
Lennon's phone rang before she could answer, and she answered it, bringing the device to her ear. "Jesse?"
I could faintly make out what he was saying…if I listened hard enough. I picked up my phone and opened my emails as Lennon spoke to her friend.
"Ava is coming by tomorrow with some outfit options for the show," I heard Jesse's voice prattle. "Camila needs to hide or not be there when this happens. The last thing we need is for Ava to say something to the wrong person, and suddenly, every news outlet thinks you're hooking up with your ex."
Lennon's cheeks flushed. "Right. Definitely not – we don't need that."
"I'm going to meet you in New York," Jesse continued. "I'll arrange a car to pick you up when you fly out. I'll email all your flight information. Haley has kindly hooked us up with a hair and makeup artist in New York she vouches for. We're all set."
"Sounds good," Lennon commented with that pinched look on her face again.
"What's wrong?"
"I-nothing-"
"Has Camila done something? You were way more excited this morning. Has she said something to you?"
I rolled my eyes, remembering I was still the devil in the story.
"No – she's actually been very supportive," Lennon defended carefully. "I'm just nervous, Jesse. I'm going on stage a lot earlier than I had planned."
"I know," Jesse's protective tone softened. "Just think of this as the warm-up for the tour, hey?"
"Yeah, sure," Lennon laughed dryly. "How did my video go? I haven't been online at all."
"People loved it, obviously," Jesse gloated. "They all want a Christmas album now. Just wait until you post that you'll be doing the New Year's Eve ball drop performance."
"Does anyone even watch that performance anyway?" Lennon asked seriously. "Aren't people like kissing each other and screaming Happy New Year?"
"I mean, sure, that part lasts maybe ten seconds? You have two whole minutes on Live television in Times Square. You'll get enough airtime, babe."
I zoned out of their conversation as I opened an email from Nicole, the subject line making me frown.
Hey – so, great news about the book, yay, publishing.
Also, there is a slight snag. They want a sign-off from your mother that she's not going to sue the shit out of them for the shit you wrote.
You'll need to get her signature on the attached document.
I'm back the second week of January. Hope Gigi has been an OK fill-in. We have a calendar to fill, the holidays will be over.
Talk soon.
Nic
I ran my hand down my face at the contents of the email and set down my phone as cold dread seeped into my body. Of course, I would have to go and get my mother to sign off on the book – the whole thing nearly centered on the lack of autonomy I'd had in my life under her control, so why should this be any different?
I highly doubted she would even sign the thing.
What was I meant to do? Just show up on her doorstep waving a legal document in her face and asking her to sign it after I spent the last six months completely ghosting her? I hadn't seen her since the hospital, and I hadn't reached out after my father died. I needed her signature; otherwise, all those months of hard work and near-psychotic reflection would have been for nothing.
Lennon wrapped up her call with a glance in my direction, and she set down the device with a gentle tap on the table.
"Are you okay?" she asked cautiously. "You look like someone sent you your secret sex tape or something."
"Honestly, that email would be a relief compared to what I just read," I told her truthfully. "I'm fucked. This book isn't happening."
"What do you mean?" Lennon asked, concern lacing her tone.
I scooted my phone across to her. "Read that email from Nicole."
Lennon's eyes ran across the brief email quickly before she glanced back up at me, her face practically screaming 'eek' as she slid the phone back across the table to me.
"What am I going to do?" I groaned. "I crucify her in this book. I mean, it's not like I'm lying – everything that's been written was one hundred percent what happened, but would you sign a document allowing something to be published that painted you as a monster?"
Lennon sucked in a breath and scratched behind her ear. "Yeah, this is a tough one. It depends on how much you want your truth out there. If it's worth facing your mother and confronting her for the shit she put you through – her signing it is her admission of guilt, you know? It could be a liberating experience…"
"Why does everything have to be so difficult all the time?" I sighed as my head began to throb. "Whenever I feel like I'm getting somewhere or doing something right, I feel like I'm shoved back another five steps."
"I can't give you any words of wisdom," Lennon told me seriously. "I'm about an inch from jumping on that doom train with you, but I have a better idea."
"Yes?" I asked hopefully.
"Let's go and make use of that multi-million-dollar music studio for a bit," she said as she got to her feet, still favoring the foot she had sliced up on Christmas Eve. "I only have a few days left with it, and I want to play."
Her words had me on my feet quickly, Bailey startling from under the table, a shocked yip leaving him. He followed us as we made our way to Gracie's home studio, and I found myself eager to be there with Lennon, making music together. At least this time, I wasn't her mentor – not that she really needed it.
Lennon lived and breathed music, and you couldn't be taught that. You were born with it.
I think it was what tipped me over the edge with her. The passion she held for putting together a performance and singing every song given to her, taking her audience on the journey with her…I had loved spiraled hard and fast with her. It had been hard to meet someone who matched my musical passion as much as she had.
All this time was wasted when we could have been creating art together, and now I had only a few short days with her. I felt as if we were standing inside an hourglass, and the grains of time were slowly creeping up at our ankles. I didn't want us to be suffocated by life's harsh realities.
I wanted Lennon without the expiry date.
I watched as she used her crutches and entered the sound booth, a blissful expression on her face, and I found myself entranced by her, as I always was. How could someone go through the things she had, hide herself for so long only to have it blown up in her face, and somehow manage to look so content with life?
Not that she was – I wasn't stupid, but Lennon had a way of painting a mirage and making you believe it was real. I believed very few people in her life could see past the mask she often wore, an intricate design that covered her cuts and bruises from her life's traumas. I think sometimes she even managed to believe her lies to herself.
I knew when it came to us, I had to be careful. The last thing I wanted was for her to slip into this as if it were some performance. I needed this to be real – I couldn't let it go, and I would do everything in my power to prove that to her.
No matter what it took.



Lennon

“Hourglass of time,
The grains fall so fast,
While we stand here tangled in the pains of our past,
The shadow of our memories…”
CAMILA HAD LEFT her notebook open on the coffee table in the living room, and I had glanced at the words she had scribbled down when we had been in the studio. I bit my lip at her carefully written words and felt them deep in the pit of my soul. Her words encompassed what I had felt since she had been here.
Time wasn't on our side – not right now, at least.
In a couple of days, we would be going back to our lives, and today wasn't the first time I had thought about what came next. We had spent the day in the studio together and were now settled on the sofa in front of the TV, a Christmas movie waiting to play while Camila made us hot cocoa and a bowl of popcorn.
It worried me how easily we slipped back into each other's company. By lunchtime, I had almost forgotten my angst for her; instead, I had been consumed by her musical talent, entranced when she riffed through a few of my favorite ballads. I had more than once fantasized about making love to her on the piano, but I wouldn't do that to Gracie.
I might be intimate with Camila on the kitchen counter, but I drew the line in the music studio.
She was a hard line to draw. I knew I was playing a dangerous game here by allowing her back into my life, but I also hadn't felt as much like myself as I did in the hours we shared. It worried me that Camila was the only one who could glue me back together, and it made it even more complicated that her reasons for shattering me in the first place had been done with the best intentions, even though it was screwed up.
So what's next?
This bubble wouldn't last forever. In a few short days, we would return to our lives, and then what? I did not want to let go of the fresh taste of her back in my life, but I also knew we couldn't hide it. We had done the lying and the sneaking around. It hadn't ended well, so repeating history was out of the question.
I rubbed my temple and sighed heavily before I glanced at Bailey. "Why is everything so hard, hm?" Bailey grunted at me before flopping down on the floor with a heavy huff, as if he truly understood what I was feeling.
"Okay," Camila called out as she rounded the couch and set down two mugs of cocoa. "I'll just get the popcorn."
Camila danced out of the room again, and I glanced back at her notebook. One thing was sure: I had never been more inspired to write than I had been in the last twenty-four hours. I wanted to pour my soul into notebooks and sing out my conflicted feelings in long-winded ballads, hoping it would all make sense somehow.
"You're deep in thought," Camila said as she settled beside me, nestling a bowl of popcorn between us. "Are you spiraling?"
"A little," I admitted, taking a handful of the salty snack. "I don't understand how you aren't."
"I've spiraled enough in the last few months," she told me. "I'll save my panic attacks for the expensive chair I pay to sit on weekly."
I laughed at her admission and shook my head. "Maybe I need to sign up for therapy. It would probably be good for me – especially now."
"I honestly wish I had gotten over myself and done it sooner," Camila admitted as she picked up her cocoa. "I feel like I could have avoided so much shit, but thinking like that doesn't help. All I can do is focus on the now."
"Not the future?" I teased lightly.
Camila shook her head with a serious expression. "No, not even the future. Things change too rapidly. It's easier for me to live in the moment."
I frowned at that and bit my lip, reaching for my cocoa. If she was just living in the moment, was that all this was? Just a moment for her? What did she want from me long term? I needed at
least some light concrete plans here, or I would go crazy. Then again, did I even know what I wanted? How could I demand something concrete from her when I couldn't even work out my own feelings?
"Okay, what's going on in your head?" Camila sighed, her hand going to the back of my neck, and I shivered as she kneaded the skin there.
"Is this just a moment for you?" I blurted out, my cheeks heating a little as I rotated on the sofa to face her. "Am I just a moment?"
Her eyes widened, and she set down her mug. "What? Lennon, no. That's not what I meant at all. I just mean that I should stop looking backward and focus on what I'm doing now, and looking into the future has never worked out for me, either. Everything I plan ends up going to shit anyway, and it never happens. Well, except you."
"You planned me?" I pressed with a frown.
"I've been planning to win you back since I realized I was a fucking idiot for letting you go," she told me with a crease between her brows. I swallowed as she stroked my cheek before lightly twisting a golden lock of my hair on her finger. "I mean, I didn't plan on having a creepy stalker in my apartment just to be here with you at Christmas, but I can't say I'm upset with the outcome."
I had forgotten all about the weirdo in her home.
"Are you going to go back there?" I asked. "I wouldn't be able to."
"Nope," Camila said flatly. "It's ruined for me now. It's fine, though. I was already looking at buying an actual house here anyway."
"Oh?" I asked with surprise. "Really? You won't be living in New York?"
Camila shook her head, and I shivered as her fingers grazed down my neck. "No, I've wanted to move out this way for a while. I always spend more time here than I do in New York, and I want to do more work with my foundation, which is based here. The apartment was never meant to be a permanent residence."
"Oh."
"Lennon," Camila sighed, her hands dropping to mine, and I stared into her eyes. "I'm here for you – I'm not going anywhere until you tell me. I don't want anyone else. All I want is you in my life for however long you'll have me. These last few months have opened my eyes to how deeply I had fallen for you, and those feelings haven't gone away. I know I'm being selfish, but I physically can't bear the idea of you not being in my life, and the idea of you being with anyone else makes me want to throw up. I am so in love with you, Lennon. I will work my ass off for your forgiveness, and I will show you that you can trust me – I'm here. I'm not going anywhere unless you tell me to."
Tears gathered in my eyes before I could stop them as her words started puncturing the carefully built walls around my heart, and I swallowed, blinking hard and staring down at the blanket between us. She was saying all the right things. She was telling me everything I needed to hear – except she had made promises like this before. She told me how much she cared for me before and then left me.
"Lennon," Camila whispered. "Talk to me."
"I'm scared," I said thickly, and Camila squeezed my hands. "You're – you're going to hurt me again, and I'm not sure if I can do it twice. You know it's different now, more so for me. My life is more public than what I'm used to. I don't get quiet breakups anymore – if we go public again and then you leave...it's all there for everyone to pick at and judge. People are so horrible! The comments I read after New York...the DMs I got – I had to give Jesse full control of my socials. I couldn't be on it. I didn't realize how many people out there truly believe they hold the right to say whatever they want about people and other people's lives and think it's okay."
"I know," Camila said softly with a nod. "I read them too."
"Then you made your post!" I found myself growling at her. "That fucking post! 'It's time to move on and heal'? What the fuck was that? What did you even have to heal from? I'm the one who got outed on the national stage in front of my parents. I lost my win and everything that came with it, and I had people literally waiting for me outside my apartment complex just to abuse me. Like, people – ordinary people stood out there and screamed obscenities at me. Like why? Who the fuck even were they?"
"People are horrible," Camila told me gently. "You're not a real person to them anymore. You're purely there for their amusement. They'll build you up and just as quickly tear you down." Camila ran her hand down her face and sighed. "Nicole wrote that post and put it up before I could even look at it. Deleting it would have caused more of a stir than it being posted."
"It hurt," I said brokenly as my tears began to fall, and I sniffed. "You just cast me out and gave me no reason. I second-guessed the shit out of myself for months about our relationship. I truly began to believe I had built it up to be more than it was in my own head. Do you know how fucked that was?"
"I know," Camila said with a nod. "I'm so sorry I did that to you, Lennon. I made a fucked-up choice and hurt you in ways I can never take back, and you had to deal with the fallout, not only from me but with your family as well. Words are never going to fix the damage I did to you. All I can ask for is time to prove myself, and I know that's a big ask. I will take whatever you are willing to give me at whatever pace you need. I know you won't forgive me overnight – you might never forgive me. I can live with that."
I sucked in a breath and wiped my eyes. "You could live with me never forgiving you?"
"I don't even deserve your forgiveness, Lennon," Camila uttered as she looked away from me. "I don't even deserve the time we've had together these last twenty-four hours. I love you. I want you in my life, and I'm not going anywhere unless you tell me to. That's it in summary."
Her words were enough to unravel the emotional knot I had wound me into, and I allowed her to pull me into her arms and hold me as I cried. Her words were everything I needed to hear, and she was saying all the right things. Only time would tell, and I knew that I needed to choose whether I wanted to give this another shot or if it was better left in the past.
The thing was…I had never left Camila in the past. I dragged her with me into my present, even when I didn't want to. Every event I had seen her at…so many things I had wanted to say, and I had replayed those moments repeatedly in my head. Now she was here…holding me…begging me for another chance.
My head swam, and I sniffed back my tears before leaning out of her embrace and looking her in the eye.
"I need a pen and paper."

"I want it to start slow," I told Camila as I sat at the piano. "The first verse will be more of an opening whisper. It needs to build into the pre-chorus before the actual chorus. This is what I'm picturing."
I hit the keys and hummed the tune I had dancing in my head, and Camila nodded as she fixed the paper I had scribbled on last night to the sheet music book in front of me.
"Okay," Camila said as she went into the sound booth. "Just run it a couple of times and see what you think."
I licked my dry lips and flexed my fingers before I let my eyes flutter shut, and I pressed down on the keys as I played the melody we had spent the morning working on. The music filled my ears; it was the first time I felt blissful sitting behind a piano since performing on the show. I stubbornly ignored the reason why I felt so good being here.
“Crowded rooms, faceless smiles,
Lost in my memory,
I see you standing there,
My heart's one unease,
Eyes locked now,
A silent conversation begins,
The past echoes,
A promise on your lips—"
"No," I said firmly as I stopped playing. "I'm going to try this in G Major."
"Sounds good to me," Camila said through the speaker. "Give it a spin with G Major. Also, at the end of lips, I think just try a little riff on it. Like, li-I-i-P-S, you know? Go from chest to head."
"Okay," I agreed with a nod and began again, finding a perfect ease building within me as I sat at the piano and created something new. This was the healthiest way I could unravel my feelings – I had certainly journaled enough after New York and managed to put together an album for the label, but I had more to give.
My mind was suddenly alight with fresh ideas and more songs, and I felt a peace uncurling within me that had long been stomped and squashed.
“Words held back,
History stands untold,
Wounds revive, and a story unfolds,
A crossfire,
Face to face,
Ghosts of heartbreak and grace,
Whispers of my past grow,
Pushed and shoved,
I know, now it was meant to be this way,
First meeting – we got lost in the fray—"
I played the piano and began imagining what other instruments would fit this song I was creating. How would it sound with an acoustic guitar – or even a bass? Maybe some drums? Jesse had used a synthesizer once on a song we had covered, and it had been amazing. My fingers trailed lazily along the keys before jamming to a halt as I ran out of ideas, and I rubbed my face with a yawn.
"What time is Ava due here?" Camila asked with a glance at her watch.
"About midday," I told her as I stopped playing. "I should practice the ball drop song."
"Auld Lang Syne?"
"Yeah," I said with a frown. "Apparently, William had choreographed this whole thing for it...but considering my foot is messed up, and I can't dance around a stage, it's just me and the piano."
"You can do that with your eyes closed," Camila said with a wave of her hand. "It's like asking you to recite your ABCs."
"Even so," I said with a shrug, "I should still do a couple of practice runs—see how I want to do it. I will get two minutes of stage time—even though people are probably too drunk by that point to listen...or, you know, bringing in the New Year."
"It will still be filmed," Camila assured me. "At the end of the day, it will end up online and be rewatched a million times. Your first live performance outside of the show—and the fact you're taking William's spot? Tongues will be wagging."
My phone buzzed, and I glanced at it, reading Kylie's name on the screen. I eagerly picked it up and opened the message. I hadn't heard from her in a while, but she had been busy.
K—heard you will be in NY for NYE show!! Congrats, babe! See you there, then? I have some extra tickets to an afterparty after the ball drop. Want to come? Bring your cute manager and that sexy as hell Frankie.
The reminder of Frankie had my bubble burst, and I set down my phone. I knew I had to contact her soon. I was being childish—it's not like we were even together. It was a fake romance that hardly even got off the ground and then a messy attempt at a hookup. She had been a good friend, and I needed to stop ghosting her.
"You okay?" Camila asked as she took in my expression.
"Yeah," I told her with a sigh. "Just my life. Kylie's invited me to an afterparty on New Year's—she told me to bring Frankie."
"Ah," Camila murmured, a tightening in her eyes. "Frankie."
"Yes, Frankie," I said with a roll of my eyes at her tone. "What are you doing on New Year's anyway?"
"No idea," Camila said with a shrug. "I have about five potential events to attend—two are in New York. Honestly, I'm not in the mood for any of them. I've also booked a flight to go and see my mother for her signature; who knows how long that will take me."
The thought of Camila being in New York on New Year's made my stomach flutter, and I swallowed nervously as our eyes met.
"Let me know if you end up in New York?" I found myself saying, all the while wondering if I was digging my own grave.
"You would be the only person to know," she told me firmly, cupping my cheek and leaning down to press a chaste kiss to my lips before pulling back. "I need to go and hide out. Ava should be here soon. Practice your song—we can pick up our stuff later."
"Our stuff."
I suppose we were writing together after all.
I did a couple of run-throughs of Auld Lang Syne. It wasn't the most challenging song I had sung live before, but I wanted some wow factor. Like Camila had said, it would still be filmed and end up online. I couldn't half-ass it. I had never not given my all to a performance, and I wouldn't start now.
This would be my first time back in New York and my first time back on stage in front of a live audience—if I was ever going to get my chance at redemption, it was now or never.

"Okay," Ava gushed as she laid out three garment bags on the sofa. "I come bearing three choices—I already have my favorite picked, but I want to see what you choose. How exciting, hey? New York on New Year's Eve."
"It's definitely something," I agreed with a nervous laugh before gesturing at the bags. "Good for me to try on?"
"Oh yeah!" Ava said with a clap of her hands and a grin.
I approached the first bag and pulled the zipper, moving back the fabric of the case to reveal a golden-colored satin dress. It was haltered and had a plunging neckline that almost had me covering my chest. It was cute; I just wasn't sure I could pull it off. I moved to the next bag and unzipped it, revealing a strapless emerald green gown. The velvet material was soft against my fingers, but it looked like it would cling to me, and I needed to sit comfortably in it.
"I'll need to try them all on and practice sitting in them," I told Ava, who nodded thoughtfully.
"Open the last one," Ava encouraged with a big grin, and I knew this one had to be her favorite.
I tugged down the zipper and revealed a stunning silver gown inside, the sun streaming through the windows, flicking off the shimmering sequins.
"I'm obsessed with this dress," Ava rushed as she came to stand beside me and grabbed it out of the bag. "It took me ages to make—I made it with you in mind. It's a mermaid gown, as you can tell. It's backless, so you'll feel the cold, but you won't be on stage that long, right? Or we could even get just like a faux fur shawl or something? The neckline is tasteful yet still offers a glimpse of something more. The cups are padded. It just screams you, Lennon. You'll shine like a diamond on stage."
"It is gorgeous," I admitted as I thumbed the material. "I'll need to try them all on—I had to see how I feel sitting in it and how I can breathe as well. They are all equally beautiful. You're an artist, Ava." Ava's cheeks flushed with pride.
We went through each gown; Ava had to help me in and out of them, thanks to my busted foot, but we managed to get them on. The gold dress was beautiful, but the neckline made me self-conscious, and I would likely have to tape my chest to ensure I had no slips. The last thing I wanted to do was to be thinking about that while worrying about my performance.
The green gown was equally beautiful, but sitting down wasn't an option. The bodice was too tight, and I could hardly breathe, let alone hit a falsetto. The dress constricted my lungs and shoved my breasts almost up to my eyes, so we vetoed it pretty quickly.
We made it to the silver gown, and Ava helped slide it up my body before her hands worked on the invisible zip hidden down the side. The dress clung to my curves, but not in a restricting way. It felt more like a part of me, like a second layer of skin. The lining was soft inside, and I had zero irritation from the sequins as I moved.
I sat and was glad the dress didn't pull or pinch. I could breathe comfortably in it and knew I would have zero issues singing. The floor-length design hid my feet, meaning I could get away with flat shoes. All I would have to do was walk from the wings to the piano, and I would be okay.
"Oh yeah," I told Ava with a grin, excitement finally building in my chest. "This is it."
"I knew it!" Ava squeaked with a clapping of her hands. "This dress is you. When I sell it, I'm calling it LENNON."
"Well, I'm honored."
"No, I am," Ava said with a serious expression. "Lennon, you have no idea what you did for my business when you wore my clothes on the show. My sales went through the roof—I still have a steady stream, and it's thanks to you. Now I'm getting special orders from other celebrities—people I never would have imagined ordering from my store. You did that."
"No way," I told her with a shake of my head. "Ava, don't sell yourself short. You make beautiful clothing—anyone can see that. All I did was wear it."
"Well, you're a legend, Lennon." Ava zipped up the remaining two bags. "I have to get back to the shop. So, you're happy with the gown?"
"More than happy," I assured her. "It's perfect. Thank you."
"You seem happier," Ava said suddenly with a small smile. "You seem more like you. I'm glad. Do you need a hand getting it off?" Ava asked, and I waved her off, reeling from her random comment.
"It's all good," I promised. "Thanks for helping on such short notice."
"Anytime!" Ava said with a grin as she danced toward the front door. "I'll be tuning in!"
The door slammed behind her, and Bailey barked loudly from his bed, disturbed from his sleep. He glanced around before shaking his head, his little ears flopping before he flopped back down and resumed snoring, clearly not ready to be awake yet.
"Wow," Camila's voice caught my attention, and I glanced over as she walked out. "That dress looks amazing on you."
"Really?" I asked nervously, pressing my hands against the sequin material. "It feels good."
"You look breathtaking, Lennon," Camila assured me as she walked over. "She really does do good work, hey?"
"The best," I agreed as I pulled the zip and shrugged down the straps. "Can you pass me that bag? I need to hang it up."
Camila handed it over, and I stepped out of the gown, putting it back on the hanger and draping it over the couch before pulling up the zip to keep it safe. At least the dress was sorted—that was one worry off my mind, but there were certainly other things to worry about in its place.
"I can't believe you fly out tomorrow," Camila muttered as she glanced at me. "Our bubble is about to burst."
A wave of sadness washed over me at the thought, but I pushed it down. We knew this was coming, and what happened next depended entirely on both of us. Well, mostly me. I knew Camila was all in; she had often assured me of that. I was still terrified that it was all a dream and I might wake up any minute now.
All I knew right now was that she was back in my life for however long; who knew?
"It's been a crazy few days," I mumbled as I scooped up my leggings and shirt off the couch, aware I was standing in my underwear. "We're going back to reality."
"Reality," Camila breathed as she drew me into her arms and buried her face in my neck.
I breathed in her familiar scent and relished in the warmth she brought to my body as her hand stroked up and down my bare back, gooseflesh breaking out on my skin. She was a comfort to me that I couldn't explain. Being close to her set me at ease and washed away the doubts and fears that plagued my mind.
I had never stopped loving Camila—I just didn't trust her, and it was on me to decide if I ever would again. The next steps we took outside of this bubble would be guided by whatever choices I made with us, and this position of power was confusing for me. Camila had been more open and honest with me than ever before—I could shatter her the way she had done to me.
The thought of doing that made my insides recoil, and my heart thumped in my chest. I didn't want to break her, and I certainly didn't want to lose her. I just knew I had a lot to decide over the next few days.
The feel of her soft lips on my neck broke my spiraling thoughts, and I dropped my clothes to the floor and leaned back slightly, my hands cupping her cheeks, drawing her mouth from my neck to my lips, desperate to get as much of this time with her as possible. I didn't know when we would be alone together again, and I didn't want to waste it.
Camila took control of the kiss as she always did, a hand at my neck and the other on my ass, squeezing the skin there as her tongue slipped into my mouth. I was reminded of just how talented that tongue could truly be. Camila's hands left my ass, suddenly cupping my cheeks as she kissed me deeply before she pulled back, a look in her eyes that I couldn't decipher.
"Fucking hell, you're beautiful," she whispered softly, her thumb grazing my lower lip. Her eyes stared into mine as if she were seeing me for the first time, and I swallowed as my stomach fluttered. I felt myself fall further under the spell of Camila, my heart racing as she kissed me again. I allowed myself the moment to indulge in our connection.
After all, it could be taken away so quickly—I might as well enjoy the moment, no matter how much it might mess me up later.



Camila

I SAT on board my private flight to Chicago, knowing that in a few short hours, I would be facing my mother—unannounced. I didn't want to give her any indication I was coming. I didn't want to give her time to don her perfect façade and pretend everything was okay with us. I wanted her just as raw as I felt.
I had a copy of the manuscript in my bag, ready for her to read. The publication wouldn't accept her signature without her having read the content.
Flicking through the latest news alerts, I scrolled to the latest headline regarding Lennon. An image of her was used from when she had been filming the show, and if my memory served correctly, it was from the week we did Songs About Sex. That outfit had been something else...that performance had thrown me, and when she had shown up in my room that night…
I swallowed and clicked on the headline.
Lennon Emery to perform New Year's Eve ball drop in Times Square!
This was a big opportunity for her—even though people would be drunk and mostly wouldn't be listening. The event would be filmed, and it would end up online. This was a good boost for her and an excellent first step to returning to the public eye. It was ironic that her first live performance since the incident was in New York.
I could understand her hesitation.
Lennon had been honest with me about her feelings involving the two of us. There were glimpses of the old Lennon now and then, but I could feel the mountain-high wall she had built, and there was an invisible barrier between the two of us that I knew I hadn't yet earned the right to remove. But I would prove myself until she felt safe again.
I would never be so stupid as to let her go again—now I just had to convince her I meant that. The last few days of being back around her had refilled my soul in ways I couldn't even explain. These last few months had felt like I had been jamming pieces of a confusing puzzle into the wrong places. The time I had spent with Lennon...everything had felt seamless.
Whole.
Right.
I sighed and glanced out the window beside me, taking a steadying breath as I gazed at the clouds below me. I shut my eyes, enjoying this moment of peace. I was thirty-three thousand feet up in the air, and these moments of pure, uninterrupted silence could not be bought. I needed to use this time to work out what I wanted to say to my mother.
How would I approach it?
I glanced down at the manuscript on my lap and flipped it open.

Lying in the bath of whatever hotel I had been forced into last night, I held a bottle of room-temperature champagne to my chest as the spray from the shower above me beat down on my skin and splashed into the water around me. Occasionally, a droplet of water would ricochet and hit me in the eye. A shaky hand brought the bottle to my lips, and I took as long a swig as I could, choking on what I couldn't swallow, champagne dribbling down my chin as my head swam in intoxicated bliss.
I felt anything but blissful.
When was the last time I ate? On the plane yesterday, I reminded myself. I had a salad and croutons; you're not hungry. Don't be such a fucking grassa.
The champagne bottle found its way back to my lips.
The memory of James' sweaty palms on my arms…his hot mint-flavored breath on my face as he laughed at me. Like it was all a big game to him, and maybe it was. We were, after all, bringing the romance from the screens into the public, as fake as it was. However, James expected everything that came with a relationship, which to him meant my body. I sneered at my reflection as my left hand ached from where I had delivered a solid punch into his face on the plane.
My mother had been furious.
"How will he deliver the award with a black eye?" my mother had screeched while his manager cursed and screamed every name under the sun. You would have thought being thirty-odd thousand feet in the sky would have been the most peaceful place on earth. Well, maybe it was for some people. Not for me.
"Camila!" My mother's voice sounded furious outside the bathroom door, and her fists soon followed as she pounded on the wood. "What are you doing in that bathroom? You need to get ready! You'll be on stage in less than three hours!"
What did it matter anymore? I didn't want to be on the stage – I was done. She wasn't. The door flew off its hinge as my mother slammed her body weight into it. She stumbled into the bathroom as the door clattered loudly against the wall, balancing haphazardly, and I rolled my eyes. "You'll have to pay for that," I told her dryly before returning the bottle to my mouth.
I hadn't even managed a sip before it was wrenched out of my hands and slammed across the bathroom floor. Glass flew in every direction, and I shrunk into the water.
"What the fuck is wrong with you?" I screamed at her.
"Me? What is wrong with me?" my mother shrieked as she ripped me up by the arm, gripping my chin painfully as my vision swirled, my empty stomach turning on the champagne. "You're presenting a Teen Atlas award tonight, and you're a nominee. Yet, you sit here getting drunk in the tub."
"I don't care!" I cried out. "I don't want this anymore. I don't want Blue Crest High anymore."
My mother shook her head and dragged me from the bathroom, ignoring the glass on the floor. I stepped on a few shards, a screech leaving my lips as she dragged me into the main room and threw me down onto a chair.
"You listen here very closely," my mother growled, bracing her arms on either side. "I say when we're done – and we are far from done. You owe me, and you owe this family – Blue Crest High supports this family. You need to stop being selfish and start thinking about this family and its needs. What about Isabella, hm? You stop acting, and she stops going to that fancy school. Think about that. Do the right thing."
My mother immediately removed herself from my presence and sauntered over to the phone, hitting a number and bringing it to her ear. She plastered a smile on her face, and her tone changed instantly. "Yes, we need service in room 402. Yes, okay. Thank you."
She set down the phone and glowered over at me. "Get a robe on. We have hair and makeup here in twenty minutes."
"He tried to assault me," I told her weakly. "You do nothing – say nothing."
"Don't be so dramatic," my mother scoffed. "He is your boyfriend, Camila. You dress the way you do, play and flirt, and then wonder why he wants a piece of you."
"He's not my boyfriend," I growled as I got to my feet and yanked on a robe, noting the blood on the carpet. "He's a pig, and he tried to kiss me without my consent."
My mother rolled her eyes at me. "Don't be so sensitive, Camila, with all your feelings and opinions. Turn them off – feelings are useless in this industry, and you'll get nowhere with them getting in the way, being an emotional mess the way you are."
I hung my head and swallowed. "When you shine – you shine," my mother breathed softly, and I glanced at her. "You bring the sun when you perform—singing, acting…dancing. It doesn't matter. Then you go and make everyone sad with your outbursts and dramatic fits. All I want is to be proud of you, bambina. Don't you want me to be proud of you?"
My knees weakened at my mother's words as she dangled the only thing I wanted from her, and I nodded as I wiped my aching eyes. "Then turn it off," my mother told me firmly. "Turn off your emotions and save it for where it matters – the stage."
I sucked in a breath as my eyes ripped open, the seatbelt sign dinging quietly above me, and the captain's voice spoke through the speakers, letting me know we were beginning our descent into Chicago. My hands shook as I buckled myself in, and I noted the manuscript had fallen from my lap and onto the floor while I slept. I scooped it up and clutched it to my chest.
So much truth in two hundred A4 pages. Everything was in here, and I knew I was probably in for a shitstorm at getting my mother to sign any form of waiver stating she wouldn't sue. This book would eat her alive and spit her out again.
It seemed like I was on a fool's errand coming, and I wondered why I was about to put myself through this, even though I knew exactly why. The teenage girl in me needed to hear her admit that my mother had messed up – that she held some remorse or regard for her actions. I needed closure; this was the only way I could see myself getting it.
Graham cleared his throat from further down the back of the plane, and I heard him packing his laptop away as we prepared to land.
All I had to do was get through the next hours this would take and then make it to New York for New Year's Eve, where if I were lucky enough, Lennon would want to see me, and all would be right in my world.
It somehow seemed easier said than done.

"We're here, Miss Bianchi," Graham called over his shoulder as he pulled up on the side of the road.
I stared up at the graystone Isabella had purchased last year and smiled at the memory of house hunting with her. We had spent hours on FaceTime together going through listings, and when I couldn't be there in person because of touring, she would walk me through the homes on her phone. Thankfully, we had picked this one together.
From her many unwanted updates on my mother, she had told me a few months back that she had moved Mom in with her.
The overcast sky and drizzling rain caught my attention, and I scooped up my leather handbag and pulled my coat tighter around me before I looked at Graham through the rearview mirror.
"I'm not sure how long I'll be," I told him. "Just be here."
"Certainly, Miss Bianchi."
Taking a breath, I stepped out of the car, my sneaker-clad foot hitting the wet ground, and the drizzle seemed to turn into fat raindrops the moment I got out of the vehicle. I gritted my teeth and jogged up to the small porch, my heart hammering in my chest as I stared at the cream-colored door.
All I had to do was knock.
My hand hovered over the wood, and my grip on my bag tightened. I suddenly felt as if I were that same scared teenage girl again, and then again as that young woman crying and begging my parents for help when I had been at my worst…and my father had slammed the door in my face, both parties unwilling to undo the mess they had made of me.
I swallowed the bile in my throat, and then Lennon's face appeared, her soft brown eyes and the cute pouty smile that had slowly, oh so slowly, been making its way back to her lips in the last few days.
I used her as my anchor, and my hand knocked hard on the wood three times before I noticed the doorbell. I rolled my eyes at myself and hit the button before I snatched my hand back.
I could still run to the car. There was time—
"Cam?" Isabella's excited screech rang through my ears as she threw her arms around my neck. "Oh my God! I didn't know you were coming!"
Neither did I until forty-eight hours ago, I thought grimly.
All the same, it was nice to see my sister.
"Come inside!" she gasped as she dragged me in. "I mean, you missed Christmas, but that's okay! We have New Years!"
I shook my head at her with a grin and grabbed her hands. " I love you and your enthusiasm, but I'm here to see Mom."
Isabella paused and quirked a brow. "You're here…to see Mom?"
"Is she here?"
"Yeah," Isabella squeaked as she walked further inside, though her steps were hesitant. "She's in the garden. I'm confused. Why are you here to see her?"
I held my bag a pinch tighter and shook my head. "I need to talk to her, Is. Privately, if you don't mind. I'm on a tight schedule."
Isabella narrowed her eyes with a glare. "Well, I know when I'm not wanted, rude. You owe me some sister time. I'll get Mom. Give me a minute. Just, uh, take it easy on her? She's not feeling the best."
I inwardly rolled my eyes but nodded, watching my sister let herself out the back glass doors. I rotated on my heel as I looked around the open-plan living area we had walked into. Isabella hadn't changed much of the décor when she moved in. She had kept the original hardwood flooring and the olive green on the walls, but she did have a lot of art.
I set down my bag on the kitchen counter and chewed the inside of my mouth as I glanced at my phone. There were no messages from Lennon, but I knew she would be busy with Jesse and getting ready for her show. We were taking things slow, and I would respect that, even if I was desperate to call her and hear her voice.
I wouldn't make contact until she contacted me.
I walked into the living room and looked at Isabella's pictures on her mantle. There were a couple with her friends, faces I recognized from her restaurant. A picture of her standing in front of the building the day she had bought it— I had taken that photo and warmed at the memory.
My eyes fell on a picture of Isabella and me in front of a Christmas tree. I would have been about fifteen here, and I grimaced at the gauntness of my features. I was skin and bone— it was terrifying. My eyes were void of emotion, but a smile plastered my lips as I wrapped a thin arm around Isabella's shoulders.
My heart ached for the teenager in the photo. All I wanted to do was pull her into my arms, tell her it would get better, and don't make so many messed-up decisions. Hold out and be strong— but the past was the past. I couldn't go back and give myself words of wisdom. I couldn't undo all the messed-up stuff I had done.
The backdoor opened, and I turned, folding my arms as my defenses automatically went up. I took a steadying breath as my mother entered, wearing a pair of worn overalls, a thick maroon sweater underneath it, and her short hair was braided back loosely. Her face said nothing about her feelings toward my surprise visit, and I hadn't expected her to.
"I was about to head to the restaurant," Isabella began as she glanced between us nervously. "I can stay?" Her words were directed toward my mother, and I bristled but bit my tongue. She was always going to protect her. She didn't get the same version of our parents as I did.
She was their daughter, but I was their employee.
"You're fine, bambina," my mother said softly with a pat on her arm. "Go to work. This conversation is between me and Camila."
I frowned as I took in her appearance. She looked older—Dad hadn't even died that long ago, and she had seemed more…herself. Why the heck did it seem like she had aged so much?
Isabella smiled softly at my mother before looking at me. "Are you going to be here when I get back?"
I shrugged at her. "Depends on how long this takes. I have to be in New York for New Year's Eve. If I'm not, I'll see you."
Isabella sighed and quickly came over for a hug before she squeezed my arms. "You look…better. I'm glad. I have to go…be nice." She whispered the last part and let me go, racing off to the dining table and picking up her bag before she left the house. Suddenly, it was just me and my mother alone in a room together, and I gulped at the memory of the last time we had been alone together.
Let’s just say it had ended up with my hands around her neck.
"Do you want some tea?" my mother asked calmly as she headed toward the kitchen. "I've been very into English Breakfast. Isabella brought me a lovely tea set for Christmas."
Her words knocked me a little, and I stared at her. "No. I didn't fly halfway across the country to have tea with you."
"I didn't think you did," she said with a sigh as she turned on the stove to boil some water. "What do I owe the pleasure, then? Is this an apology visit for not coming to your father's funeral?"
Rage coiled within me, and I took a calming breath. Losing my composure was not an option here—this snake didn't respond to outbursts. She was used to them. I needed to remain calm and hold it together.
"I'm not sorry I missed the funeral," I told her firmly as I crossed the room. "I'll more than likely miss your funeral as well."
Her hands stilled for a fraction of a second as she prepared her teapot before she resumed her actions, popping in a few bags. I noted two cups on her tray, and I grit my teeth.
"Well," she said with a shrug. "I can't say that would surprise me. I would miss my funeral too if I were you. But what did your father do to earn your ire?"
Her words floored me for a minute, and I was unsure which statement to tackle first. "What?" I spluttered dumbly.
"What did your father do to earn your resentment?" my mother asked as she pulled the pot off the stove and seamlessly poured the water into her teapot. "He was an innocent bystander in your life, Camila."
"Innocent?" I said with a near-hysterical laugh. "Are you kidding me? I begged him for help, and he slammed the door in my face. I told him I didn't want to do Blue Crest High anymore, and he told me, 'This is your mother's business'—he's not innocent. He just didn't want to see it, and there is a difference."
"Camila," my mother sighed before glancing down at the tray. "I don't have the strength to carry this. Can you bring it to the living room?"
My mother glided out of the kitchen, and I watched her for a minute, completely baffled by her calm and unfazed response to my mere presence there. She sat at the dining table, and I went and picked up the tray in disbelief, the china rattling slightly as I walked it over and set it down. I returned to the kitchen, rummaged in my bag, and ripped out the manuscript.
"If your father ever brought up any of his feelings on your career, Camila, I shot him down." My mother's voice came from behind me, and I stilled, staring at the document in my hands. "I tore him to shreds if he questioned how I managed your career. He knew it was not his place—he had already taken enough from me. He wouldn't dare take this."
"What do you mean?" I asked, my back still to her.
"This conversation is long overdue," my mother said softly. "Come, sit. We're going to be here a while."

"When your father and I got married, it all happened so fast," my mother said wistfully. "We were young and in love. He was a plumber, and I was in the local theatre company in Italy. One day, he got contracted to fix one of the busted toilets in the dressing rooms. We bumped into each other…it was love at first sight. We were both young and full of big dreams. I wanted to make it in theatre, and your father wanted to own his own company."
I took a sip of my tea and refused to enjoy it as my mother took me through her memories, unsure of how it related to me.
"We married, as you know, and shortly after, the Arena di Verona began its castings for Aida," my mother said, a soft smile on her face as she cupped her chin. "Oh, the honor to even get a part in Aida and perform on that stage…we all wanted it. I thirsted for it. The auditioning was the most intense I had ever been through."
I frowned at the direction of her story, never having heard this version before. "Isn't Aida an opera?"
"Yes," she said with a slight nod. "A beautiful opera. So powerful – the music…the story…"
"You can sing opera?" I asked in disbelief.
"I used to," she said with a shrug. "I stopped a very long time ago. I stopped…the day I found out I was pregnant with you."
My mouth dried.
"I secured the lead as Princess Aida," my mother said, her voice dripping with fondness at the memory. "It was the most spectacular feeling. I had worked myself to the core for this. I almost obliterated my marriage for it—with all the late nights and the practicing. I wasn't a typical housewife, and your father quickly realized that my dreams weren't just fantasies…they were goals."
My head began to ache, and I rubbed my face. "I don't get it—where is this going?"
"The day I found out I was pregnant with you, I knew I had to tell your father. How could I hide it? Well, it wasn't as simple as telling him I was pregnant," her voice weakened, and she shook her head. "I was also going to tell him I didn't want it." Her eyes flashed to mine as my stomach sunk. "You."
Christ.
"Well, it turns out that same night, your father got his own piece of spectacular news," my mother continued. "His cousin had written to him from America. They were building a family business and wanted him to come over and join them."
Bianchi and Sons, I thought immediately. My father had worked for the family construction company for as long as I could remember. Until he retired early, thanks to my income.
"He was delighted," my mother explained with a shake of her head. "He would do the plumbing on the houses they built. We would have our own home in America – we still lived with his parents in Italy then. Finally, he felt as if he were achieving something as a husband. His delight when I told him I was pregnant – you would have thought the man drunk with his jubilant antics. Until I told him I wanted an abortion."
"I can imagine that went down well," I said dryly, my calm voice not betraying my raging emotions. My palms sweated, and my heart raced at the direction of my mother's story.
"Oh yes," my mother scoffed. "A woman from a heavily Catholic family who married into a very Catholic family telling her husband she wanted an abortion? I'm honestly surprised a mirror was the only thing he broke that night. I told him about Aida—about my dreams…he told me if I acted on the desire to abort you…he would divorce me, and he would tell everyone. I'm not going into the details here. Basically, I got a lesson in being a wife and an ultimatum: move to America with him or stay here, divorced and alone, and bring shame to my family."
The room went silent, and I stared into my milky tea with a frown. "So, you moved here."
"I did," she whispered, and her voice shook. "The hardest thing I ever had to do was pack that suitcase and reject that role. I remember losing it one night – backing out and running to my mother's house, and she gave me a schooling. 'Life isn't about what we want, bambina! Push those feelings down. You're a wife and a mother – your duty is to your family. You have people relying on you now. The time for dreaming is over.'"
I ran a hand through my hair, those words hitting too close to home. Growing up, she had screamed those words at me on more than one occasion.
"We came to America, and your father joined the family business," my mother said as she poured another serving of tea. "I gave birth to you and became a housewife. I would get letters from my friends telling me about their adventures, but those letters soon stopped. I had nothing exciting to write about. I was cooking, cleaning, and running around after you. My days were repetitive, and my nights were restless as I tossed and turned, dreaming of what could have been."
I didn't want to feel it, I honestly didn't, but sympathy reared its ugly head as I stared at my mother, trying to picture a young woman grappling with her reality, craving a life that was barred from her, and resenting the one she had been given, always knowing she could have had more.
"Then, one day, you were scouted," my mother muttered, and her tone soured. "I – I wish now…looking back on it, that therapy was more acceptable than it is now. I was so jealous of you, a toddler. You booked a TV commercial for soup – your father didn't like it, and I don't think he ever forgot the serving I gave him. He forced me to become a mother – fine. How I did it was none of his business. He could put pipes in houses, and I would raise you. We both had our jobs and sticking our noses into each other's was banned."
Frustration built within me, and I gripped the manuscript. "So, what? You hated me because I made you lose your opera career and forced you into motherhood? Do you know how fucking unfair that is?"
"No," my mother sighed tiredly. "Camila, I didn't hate you because of that. I know it wasn't your choice to come into this world. I did resent you; I won't sugarcoat it. Then you booked the TV commercial and other small modeling jobs after that. I became so invested in it, so consumed to see you rise where I had missed out. I envied you, despised you, loved you…I was a mess. I was possessed to make you become the version of me before I lost myself."
"I never wanted it," I told her darkly. "I told you so many times I didn't want it."
My mother shook her head and clicked her tongue. "I didn't care – and I was so mad at you. You had this natural talent to entertain. You could sing, dance, act – your memory was amazing for remembering lines. It was as if my gift had been passed to you and could live on. Every time you said no – it was like a slap in the face. I was consumed by it – I needed you to be the best."
My insides twisted at her admission, and I curled my fingers into my palms, my nails digging into my skin. "Why me?" I demanded. "Why not Isabella?"
"Isabella was planned," my mother said with a shrug. "I wanted another baby – I felt that urge to be a mother. Your father and I were in a good place, and you were working. Your father wanted another, and so did I. She was different – she didn't take anything from me when she came into the world. She only gave."
A shocked gasp left my lips, and tears welled in my eyes. "Do you know how fucked up that is?"
My mother swallowed, and her hands shook as she clutched her cup. "I don't claim to be innocent here. I'm not a saint. I struggled to love you the way a mother should love a child. I looked at you, and all I saw was loss. I worked so hard to connect with you somehow, but the more successful you became, the more envious I was. It was a vicious cycle."
"Why didn't you let me leave it all then?" I demanded hotly, my voice wavering. "I begged, pleaded, and you would never let me out of it. Why wouldn't you let me quit if my success infuriated you so much?"
"I couldn't," she told me calmly with a shrug. "I also didn't have the insight about myself back then that I do now. I wouldn't acknowledge or accept the true motives behind my actions back then, and let me tell you, it has taken a lot of therapy to get this far."
"Oh, well, I'm so glad it's all working out for you," I growled savagely. "Too bad this insight is about twenty-odd years too late."
My mother hunched her shoulders and poured another tea, sending me over the edge. Her calm expression and the way this conversation seemed to have little impact on her. It was almost as if I were having an out-of-body experience as I got to my feet and ripped the tray from the table, sending the china in every direction, tea splashing over the wood before the pot hit the ground.
"Stop pouring your fucking tea!" I screamed as the dam opened, and the demon of my past launched itself out. "What the fuck is wrong with you? Do you not understand what the fuck you have done to me?"
"Camila, I-"
"You abused me for years!" I cried as I slammed my palms on the table, her jolt sickly satisfying. "You pumped me with pills, alcohol, and whatever else you could fucking force down my throat on this journey of claiming your lost fucking dreams. I barely received a proper education. I can't do anything else in life besides performing because I don't know what else I'm fucking good at! I don't know life outside of this bubble you forced me into."
"Screaming won't-"
"You starved me for years," I snarled as I rose to my full height, anger running thick through my veins as my eyes flashed back to the photo on the mantle. "You brushed off the many assaults against me. You were not a mother!"
"I have never claimed to be," she told me firmly as she crossed her arms. "What do you want from me, Camila? I can't go back and change the past. I can't undo everything I did to you. I can tell you I deeply regret my actions, but you won't believe me."
"Maybe I would have if you fucking led with that," I snapped viciously as I stormed toward the kitchen. "You are still the same self-serving bitch that raised me. You can sit here in your overalls and – and your stupid fucking tea set and pretend to be whoever you're trying to be right now, but I'll always know you for the snake you truly are. My God, you make me so mad. Even to look at you, I just want to – argh!"
My scream was loud, and it echoed off the walls as I turned and gripped the kitchen counter. I needed to calm down. I swallowed and closed my eyes as my body shook. I wanted to cry – my body was desperate for it, but I wouldn't.
Not here.
Not in front of her.
I don't know how long we were in silence. My blinding rage seemed to hold me in some sort of lockdown, but I did realize the sun shifted slightly, and the rustling of pages behind me caught my attention.
"Well," my mother's voice cut through the silence brutally, as if I had shattered the tea set again. "The rest of the world will know all about me, too. I assume this document is why you're here?"
I spun on my heel, and my mother waved the legal waiver in her hand. It had been stuck inside the first page of the manuscript. I folded my arms across my chest as my mother set down the manuscript.
"I'll sign it," she told me without breaking eye contact. "It wouldn't matter too much even if I didn't."
"Oh yeah?" I asked with a snort as my heart stuttered. "Why is that?"
My mother set down the piece of paper and got to her feet, eyeing the broken glass with a frown before she looked back at me.
"I'm dying, Camila."



Lennon

"SO, what will happen is the two presenters will do their bit before the ball drops and lead into the countdown. Then, once it hits 'Happy New Year' and everyone is screaming and doing the usual New Year's bit, you'll start playing Auld Lang Syne.
Rob, one of the producers for the evening, was guiding me through the steps of how everything should go. My stomach had been turning all morning as we walked through - well, I had hopped on my crutches - a model of the setup. I had focused the best I could, but the moment I had landed in New York, it was as if my energy had shifted entirely, and all I could think about was the last time I was here.
Camila.
I swallowed and sipped the chilled water I had been handed. The last few days with Camila had been something out of a dream. We had slipped back into each other's company, and it was as easy as breathing. The constant pain in my stomach had slowly dissipated and been replaced by a swarm of butterflies that continued with me to New York.
Only to be extinguished when Jesse and I had driven past the venue where the final show for American Superstar had been held and I had choked on air, unprepared for the reaction my body would have to seeing it again.
From the moment we had got to the hotel to the moment we arrived at this office, Jesse's eyes had been on me, that same look of worry he'd had on his face when this had all gone to shit. No amount of 'I'm fine' or 'don't worry' had eased the tension off his face. I knew he was concerned that being here could set back any sort of healing I had done.
The problem was, I don't think I had done any healing. All I had done these last few months was bury the pain and trauma of that day as much as possible and just refuse to acknowledge it.
Smart.
I had a lot I needed to think about. Opening things back up with Camila had ripped the haphazard bandaids off any of the wounds I had tried to hastily cover, and the scars on my soul had reopened in ways I hadn't thought possible. My mind was a constant spiral of that moment on stage in front of thousands of people, my parents, and the way Camila had cut me off in the hotel room.
When Jesse and I returned to the car, my ears were ringing, and my palms were sweating.
"Alright," Jesse snapped as he clicked his fingers in front of my face. "Earth to Lennon. Are you in there?"
"I don't think I can do it," I stuttered as my hands shook. "I'm not ready."
"Lennon," Jesse sighed and squeezed my arm as the car pulled into the congested New York traffic. "You can do it. Stop spiraling. What's going on in that head of yours?"
"I slept with Camila," I rushed out as the air seemed to leave my lungs. "Multiple times over Christmas."
Jesse immediately looked at the driver, Thomas. "This conversation is confidential. It doesn't leave this car."
"I've heard worse," Thomas assured Jesse. "It won't leave this car. It's none of my business."
Jesse nodded and turned back to me with an eye roll. "Babe, that does not surprise me. As if you could put two fucking lesbians with history alone over Christmas and expect them not to fuck. I'm surprised you didn't get married at the same time."
"You know?" I blanched. "Why aren't you mad?"
"Len," Jesse said with a snort. "You love Camila. It was bound to happen. Obviously, we need to talk about what this means once I put my manager hat back on, but I'm your best friend right now. Just talk to me."
That was it — the dam burst, and the tears fell as my tangled mess of emotions poured out of me. I wrapped my arms around my stomach in some vain attempt to hold myself together, but it was too late. Every suppressed emotion, every buried hurt feeling, or attempted dismissal of all the pain I had gone through these last four months seemed to claw its way out of my soul.
Jesse immediately threw his arms around me, and I cried into his chest, gripping his shirt as the sounds that came out of me were nearly animalistic.
"It's okay, babe," Jesse whispered as he rubbed my back. "Get it out."
"It fucking hurts," I cried in agony as my heart pounded. "I'm so — so tired of hurting, Jess. I h-hurt all over. All the time, and I — I always have t-to be okay."
"I know," he whispered.
"My parents hate me," I gasped as I held him tighter. "I messaged Mom a h-happy C-Christmas, and I got nothing back." A sob hiccupped out of me, and I sniffed roughly. "They — they just cut me off, Jesse. Why — why can't the-they just love me for who I am? Why does this matter so much? I'm — I'm the same person I've always been."
Jesse rubbed my back soothingly, no words on his lips as he let me go.
"Nothing will ever be the s-same again," I cried harder, my hands shaking as the gravity of my words seemed to weigh down on my chest. "Everything is d-different now. I — I wasn't ready for it. I — I didn't think it would be this bad. I didn't think they would do this to me — I knew they would be upset, but I thought th-they would come around."
They hadn't, and the pain of their rejection cut me to my core. These sores oozed with agony and disappointment, and when they eventually scarred, I knew it would only take one harsh comment or snide remark to tear those wounds back open again, a stark reminder that the first reaction from my parents had been this violent denial of my existence — this refusal to acknowledge my feelings and accept they were hurting me. They didn't care — why did I?
I pulled back from Jesse's shirt and wiped my eyes.
"Camila — Camila told me she loves me and that everything she did had been a lie," I told Jesse as I tried to shelve the feelings about my parents; another painful topic was surely the answer. "She said that she had been made to end things with me, or Brandi wouldn't sign me."
Jesse's face fell as shock colored his eyes. "What?"
"Camila dumped me in New York because she didn't want to mess up my chances at a career," I sobbed and slapped my palm to my head. "I'm so mad at her, Jesse. Like, raging mad, but I love her so much and don't know what to do."
"Christ," Jesse breathed. "This is a shitstorm."
"She wants me back," I carried on as my head throbbed. "I want her back — so badly, but, Jesus, I don't trust her anymore. I can't handle it if she did that to me again."
"That's fair," Jesse murmured as he stroked my hair. "You were a wreck after she left you. You scared me, Len. I also know that you haven't gotten over her, and that you still feel very strongly — still feel strongly for her. Only you can decide if you take this further and carefully weigh the consequences of both options."
I took a heavy breath and wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. " I think maybe it's time I start talking to a professional. I can't keep dealing with all of this just up here." I tapped my head and sniffed while Jesse nodded.
"I agree with that," he said gently with a squeeze of my hand. "We'll look into it once we get back home."
I nodded and sat back in my chair, taking a clear breath and uncapping a water bottle. "Have we even moved?"
"Not yet, Miss Emery," Thomas said from up front. "Traffic is bad in New York, but worse this time of year."
I nodded as my body calmed and pressed myself into the cool leather as I took slow breaths, eventually regulating back to normal breathing between sips of water. I felt better; I needed to get that out, and Jesse had been the right person to do it with. My best friend and the one person I could rely on most in the world. At least he was here with me.
I shivered and looked out the window, taking in as much of New York as I could see, knowing I would need to defeat the fear this place had beaten into me all those months ago. I had a chance to take it back and reshape my view of this city so that such an ugly memory would not scar me. I would be in New York for New Year's, performing in front of thousands of people. I had a party invite from Kylie...and Camila had said she would try to be here in time.
All I had to do was ask to see her.
She was leaving the ball in my court, not pushing me or asking too much at once. It was overwhelming and comforting all at once. It was mostly confronting due to how suddenly my reality had changed. Once again, I was pulled out of a life I had somewhat settled into. I had been dunked in an ice bath and wrung back on the line to dry.
I knew that steadiness wasn't expected in this industry. When opportunity came knocking, I had to take it, but I could at least expect steadiness in my personal life. Jesse was steady — a constant I could rely on, and I knew that was one thing holding me back with Camila. I just didn't know if she was steady — I couldn't tell if she was genuine or had just been overwhelmed at sharing a confined space for a few days.
Either way, I had to make a choice come New Year's, and that would be to see her or not see her. I knew that whatever decision I made would dictate my future moving forward.
I just didn't know if I was strong enough to make it.

Lying in bed the night before New Year's Eve, I stared at the darkened ceiling of my hotel room with nothing but my thoughts to keep me company. I glanced at the time on my phone and sighed heavily as midnight flashed, officially dragging me into New Year's Eve. This time tomorrow, I would be on a stage in Times Square playing Auld Lang Syne, and I had no idea how that would go.
Would I be able to battle past the trauma of New York and reclaim that piece of me that I had lost here, or did it go further than being outed on that stage? The reasonable voice in my head told me it did, and my parents' faces flashed before my eyes as I gripped the blankets in my hands.
There was an immeasurable amount of pain that thrashed through my body when I thought about my parents — a pain that ran deeper than that final performance in New York. Betrayal stood out the most to me; if I had to give the feeling a name, that would be it. That painful chord ran back to when my mother had sent me off to Uncle Ben.
She had never tried to talk to me about it, not properly. She had just packed me up and sent me off like I needed fixing and could only then be returned to her as the same daughter she thought she had before she had opened that bedroom door all those years ago.
I wish I had been braver to speak up.
I was so scared.
She had cried. I had hurt her, and I was scared to hurt her again, so I had gone.
Fuck, I had tried. I really tried not to be me until I realized it was physically impossible, and it had taken years for me to want even to attempt being with a woman again, but it had been as easy as breathing.
I had just become better at hiding it.
Some parts of me would like to rewind and go back to before, but if I was being honest with myself, it hadn't been all that great anyway. I had been fucking miserable, whether I had wanted to admit it or not, and I never had my parents entirely — not really, anyway. My mother locked a piece of herself away from me after that day, and my father didn't pay all that much attention, but it was as if he had sensed the change and matched her tone without question.
As much as I missed my family, I knew I was better off now.
I rubbed my eyes and glanced back at the clock, wondering if Camila was in New York or if she was still in Chicago with her mother. She was only an hour behind me in time if she was still in Chicago, and my fingers itched to contact her, but I resisted.
I still wasn't sure where I sat on that fence yet, and I didn't want to make impulsive decisions just because I couldn't sleep.
I sighed and rolled on my side as I eyed the time again. I used to enjoy being up at night. It had been when I was most creative, but of late, those colorful thoughts had turned gray, and instead, I spent time dissecting the most painful pieces of my past like a masochist. Midnight had become somewhat of a graveyard for me.
It often felt like I was walking through my mind, reading the tombstones of every horrible thing that had happened to me, and when I ran out of those, I would then look at what could happen to me.
Midnight Graveyard.
I rolled back over, snatched my journal off the table, and flicked on the lamp as I flipped to a blank page, though they were becoming scarce in this book now.
If I was going to sit here wide awake, I may as well work.
What better way to work out my thoughts than to get them down on paper?
I scratched my pen against the paper a few times to get the ink going before I took a breath, closing my eyes as I tried to picture what I wanted to say.
“In the silence of the night,
Under the darkened gaze of the sky,
I tread carefully,
Knowing I stand on the edge of my midnight grave,
And I'm I am not sane brave…”
I pulled back my pen with a frown.
"'Cause every step I take away from the day…drags me closer to my grave," I mused out loud as I settled into the pillows. "There's no one here to pull me away," I muttered as I closed my eyes. "It will look different in the light of day, but 'til then, I'll stare down into my midnight grave."
"I'll put you in a midnight grave if you don't get some sleep," Jesse groaned from the bed next to me as he lifted his head with a frown. "I love it, babe; you're on a roll. Just keep it in your head or on paper. I need my beauty sleep."
"Sorry, Jes!" I whispered as I shut off the lamp and set down my journal.
I had forgotten he was even in here.
I closed my eyes and tried to settle into sleep, Camila's face flashing before my mind, and I wondered how she was and how she was going with her mother. Had it been okay or a total shitstorm of a meeting with her? From everything I had learned, her mother had used and abused Camila, so while writing the book was surely a cathartic experience…facing off with her mother would not be.
She would be feeling sad and alone, and the overwhelming urge to wrap my arms around her and hold her hit me like a ton of bricks. Not caring for Camila was just not an option because I cared deeply. So, while I was still unsure about everything, I didn't want her feeling as if she was all alone right now.
It didn’t sit right with me.
I grabbed my phone and pulled up her name in my contacts, typing out a message.
L - I hope you’re okay. I’m thinking of you.
My finger hovered above Send before I hit it and moved my phone to Do Not Disturb, placing it face down and pulling the blankets up to my neck. I didn’t want to see a reply — not yet. I needed some sleep, and I could finally feel myself winding down as I curled into myself.
The worries of today could wait until tomorrow.

"We’re here in Times Square for the New Year's Eve ball drop!" Monica Hellier’s voice came through the speakers of the green room I stood in behind a secured-off section of the festivities outside. The tent did little to keep the cold out, but outdoor heaters were positioned around the space. "Can you believe it, Scott? We’re already ushering the year out. It feels like yesterday we were standing here saying these exact words."
"I know what you mean, Monica," Scott replied before flashing his signature smile at the camera. "What a year it has been, am I right?"
I sighed and tuned them out, turning back to face the mirror I had been left in front of. The dress Ava had provided shimmered under the lamps, and I couldn't resist a small twirl, a slow grin spreading on my face. My hair had been slicked back in a wet look, my lips sporting a delicious blood red, and my smoky eye had been accentuated with a wicked winged eyeliner that I had no hope in hell of ever being able to perfect on my own.
Jesse had taken the shots he needed for my social media account and was now sipping on a martini as he spoke with a producer.
I glanced down at my phone and noted the time. It was fifteen minutes to midnight, and my hands trembled at the sound of the thousands of people who had filled the busy streets of New York. My eyes caught on the unopened text message from Camila I had received five minutes ago, and I opened it.
C — don’t let what happened in NY take this moment from you. You have earned every last piece of any success that comes your way. It’s a new year, Lennon. You decide how it goes — no one else. I’ll be watching. Good luck xx
Everything she said was true, but I knew I wouldn’t miraculously gain any confidence between now and taking the stage. I just hoped I could actually make it out there and not throw up on the microphone.
I have felt more relief than anything since I spoke with Jesse. I had spent much of the day writing, which had been liberating and provided an outlet I needed. My stomach had stopped twisting so much over Camila—
"Ah, Miss Emery!"
My entire body stilled as my thought process was cut off, and I spied the devil himself standing in my mirror, clad in a bright blue suit and a silver bowtie. His dark hair was swept neatly back on his head, and his mustache was trimmed to alarming perfection. He ran his eyes over my ensemble, lingering far too long, in my opinion, and I noticed Jesse halting his conversation from the corner of my eye, waiting for my signal if I needed him.
"Pastor Andrews," I acknowledged.
Why the heck was he still here? His stupid choir had performed over an hour ago. He had done some preaching, and I couldn't wait to read the online comments on that one tomorrow.
"Are you excited to perform at the ball drop?" he asked, as if he cared for my answer. The void behind his eyes let me know he didn't. This interaction was for show. "This could have been your earned performance," he continued without waiting for my response. "Such a shame that young William got sick."
I frowned at him as anger uncurled within me. "Earned performance?"
"Well, had you actually won American Superstar, this would have been your spot. You are just filling in tonight, are you not?"
I dug my nails into my palms as I plastered a sickly sweet smile. "I have earned this just as much as William," I told him calmly. "I was on the show just as long as William was — I put in the work just like everyone else, and I would have won if dirty tactics hadn't been involved."
"Now, Lennon," Pastor Andrews chided with a sneer. "You can't blame others for being caught in the act. You did sneak around and have an affair with your mentor, after all. I don't think we heard of anyone else doing that. Not only did you bring shame to such an esteemed show, but you humiliated everyone involved."
"Right," I snorted with an eye roll. "Who are you to judge, though, right?" I nodded at the Bible he clutched to his side and noticed his hand tightened a fraction.
"No judgment, dear," Pastor Andrews condescended. "Only an observation. The church is not your enemy, Lennon. I continue to pray that you see us as friends, not foes. Your parents have found great peace in attending mass more regularly and the prayer groups. They are finally starting to heal from the trauma you put them through."
The trauma I put them through? My hands shook, and I saw Jesse start to make his way over, his lips pressed into a thin line.
"We will always be here for you when you’re ready to come back to God, Lennon," Pastor Andrews promised as he took one of my hands, giving it a gentle squeeze, and I nearly threw up at the feeling of his clammy palm on mine. "The grace of God is more than forgiving. Your transgressions and unnatural behavior will be forgotten as you’re accepted into God’s embrace."
I wrenched my palm out of his and resisted the urge to bring it down on his face. Instead, I shook my head at him and said, "Listen, Pastor Andrews. I respect you and your commitment to your faith. However, a wise person once said, 'Religion is like a penis. It’s fine to have one and be proud of it, but when you take it out and wave it in my face, we’re going to have a problem.'"
The look on his face was everything I needed, and sick satisfaction washed through me as Jesse let out a shocked laugh before he clapped his palm over his mouth. A few sniggers from those still in the green room echoed in my ears, and I watched as a lethal look spread over his features, the tip of his nose turning white as rage filled his eyes.
It felt really good to bring that beast out in him.
"Miss Emery!"
I saw one of the producers marching over with her tablet and headset. I swallowed as the moron in front of me was forgotten, and I faced my next obstacle.
"We need to get you on stage while the lights are dim and no one can see. We’re five minutes out from the countdown."
Jesse wedged his body between myself and Pastor Andrews, causing the idiot to stumble back a few steps. He grabbed my hands in his and looked me in the eyes.
"Are you ready for this, babe?" Jesse asked softly. "Because you are a queen if that interaction is anything to go by. Look at your challenges in the eye and tear them down. You've got this."
"I've got this," I repeated to Jesse as my stomach flipped.
Jesse took my phone from me and put it in his pocket while the producer grabbed my arm, gesturing me along. I had forgone the crutches tonight; it was only a short walk from the greenroom to the stage, and my foot wasn't hurting as much as it had a few days ago.
"Knock 'em dead, Lennon!" Jesse called after me.
I was pulled out into the cold New York air and shrieked a little at the sensation. Just a few minutes, I told myself.
I stood still as I was miked up, and an earpiece was pressed into my ear, just as had been rehearsed.
The stage was dark, and we entered from the side, climbing carpeted stairs. My heart skipped into my throat as I paused at the top, staring at the sea of people behind barricades, clad in their winter coats and hats. They all seemed to blend. The billboards lit up, and I could see the countdown clock, letting me know we were at four minutes and three seconds.
A porcelain white piano stood center stage, and I took a deep breath as I sat on the bench. The sounds of jumbled voices, a mix of laughter and shouting, filled my ears, and I had to remind myself to focus and breathe. I couldn’t keep reliving that moment over and over again. Where would it get me? If I continued allowing myself to stay stuck in time, I wouldn’t get anywhere.
I had worked so hard to get to even this moment, let alone the deal I had secured with the label or the amazing agent I had scored. Jesse had continued to propel my career when I hadn’t had the strength to think about it. He kept it warm and ready for me to slip back into once I was ready for it.
I owed this performance to him, and I owed it to myself.
I deserved to be on this stage and get whatever I could from this industry.
So, where did that leave me and Camila? I stared down at the white keys as the cold air bit at my skin, and I was thankful for the white faux fur coat Ava had added to the ensemble. Camila.
I was treading the line of indecision when it came to her.
She scared me, I would admit that. I had been torn apart when she had left me in that hotel room, completely devoid of emotion or any sort of feelings for me. She had been so good at convincing me she didn’t care. It hadn’t felt like acting, but that’s what she claimed it to be. To be fair...I couldn’t blame everything on her. Not only had I lost her that day, but my entire world had shattered around me simultaneously.
It was just bad luck that it was all associated with her.
I looked up at the bright gold crystal ball proudly above the countdown and swallowed. Fifty-five seconds to midnight.
I was entering a new year.
Maybe a new era?
An exhilarating amount of hope filled me as a cold gust of wind brushed past, and I shivered with shaky hands as I prepared myself, knowing the stage would soon light up and all cameras would be on me.
"Thirty-nine!"
"Thirty-eight!"
"Thirty-seven!"
More and more of Times Square joined in on the countdown, and a grin spread across my face as the nerves suddenly seemed to float away, and I was brought to life by the chanting souls of this magnificent city. I never would have thought that I would be sitting on stage in Times Square on New Year's Eve a few months ago.
I certainly never even dreamed of this when I was waitressing at The Halfway or busking on the boardwalk with Jesse.
Life was so simple back then.
Life was messy now, but the mess had done something to me. It had made me feel again, truly feel something. I had stopped being a spectator in my life, and I was becoming stronger. I was navigating my steps and taking charge. I certainly had a lot of help, but I was starting to realize that going through the motions had created something real for me.
I wasn’t faking it till I made it anymore.
I was here.
I was on stage in New York City on New Year's Eve, and the woman I loved had declared her love for me.
"Ten!"
"Nine!"
"Eight!"
"Seven!"
I cracked my fingers and rolled my shoulders, my knee bouncing as adrenaline rushed through me.
"Six!"
"Five!"
"Four!"
"Three!"
"Two!"
"One!"
"HAPPY NEW YEAR!"
Fireworks blasted, and over one ton of confetti flew out into the streets of New York as I brought my lips to the microphone in front of me. My fingers danced across the keys to bring me in. The stage lit up, and the spotlight found its way to me. I was glad the piano was facing the side of the stage, and I wasn’t staring directly at a sea of faces.
“Should auld acquaintance be forgot,
And never brought to mind?
Should auld acquaintance be forgot,
And auld lang syne?”
This song had always been so generic for me. I had grown up hearing it play on the TV as my parents rang in the New Year and then again at the parties I would attend. But I never paid much attention to the words or the meaning behind it. My fingers moved along the cool keys of the piano as I moved into the next verse, my mouth curling around the words. But my mind focused on Camila.
She was a piece of my past to reflect on and a promise of my future. It scared the hell out of me, but I knew I was incapable of walking away from her. There would be no way I could spend the rest of my life wondering what could have been, and the thought of her moving on with someone else felt like a knife to the gut.
I was messed up when it came to her, but if what she said the other night was true…then so was she.
“Should auld acquaintance be forgot,
And never brought to mind?
Should auld acquaintance be forgot,
And auld lang syne?”
The keys dropped out, and the huskiness of my voice, marred by the cold, only added to the power of my words as I belted out the final chorus. I stilled my hands and took a breath, and with a pounding heart, I turned my head to face the sea of faces.
Couples were still kissing, some embracing as they looked up at the stage. Others were cheering and clapping, and relief colored me as I dropped my hands into my lap. The spotlight left, and I was shrouded in the privacy of darkness as confetti still danced in the wind around me.
I had done it.
I had performed live on stage in New York.
Now, I had to find the woman I loved and tell her I loved her too.



Camila

WATCHING Lennon's beaming face on TV had my heart swelling with pride before the camera panned over Times Square and the stage went dark. She had done it—and she had done it well. I couldn't fault anything in the performance that she gave. Lennon always delivered on stage; everyone knew that, and that was always the difference between someone born to perform and someone made to.
If anything, her performance cemented a decision I had started making long ago.
I looked around the room at the empty cartons and boxes ready to be filled and set down my cup of tea as I got to my feet. I was done with this apartment for a start, but I was also finished with show business. The ink hadn't gone to paper at my contact with DSM Records and never would.
All the therapy, the meeting with my mother, and now Lennon—it had firmly made up my mind that I finally felt at peace as I dragged a carton over to the shelf in my living room. It wasn't for me, and it never had been for me. It was time to pack up and move on, to make way for people who deserved to be doing what I was. This industry had stolen my childhood from me and most of my twenties, and it had all been against my will until it hadn't been, and then I was just too fearful to do anything else because I had no idea what I was good at.
I still had no idea—well, I had some of an idea- thanks to Lennon and our Christmas together. Songwriting. I was a good writer; I had penned most of my own songs throughout my career. Writing with Lennon had been a rush, and listening to her perform our words had given me a feeling of satisfaction I had never felt before.
So, I would write songs for other people to sing. I would stand in the shadows while brilliant people performed, people who wanted to be there with all their hearts. I was still reeling from the visit with my mother and the news she had dropped on me. She was terminal, with a stage four cancerous tumor on her lung. It was completely inoperable, and she had declined chemotherapy. She had told me she maybe had four months left, possibly less, depending on how her body coped.
When Isabella came home from work, my head was pounding, and her shattered tea set was still all over the floor. I had felt conflicted—again, the same way I had felt when my father had died. I thought I should feel something, but I was numb. Maybe I would have felt remorse if she had even expressed an inch of an apology for the hell she put me through, but even after her revelation, she shrugged and said, "Life is what it is. Be there for Isabella."
I knew that when I left Isabella's house, I would never see my mother alive again. Even that knowledge had stirred nothing within my heart, and I had deeply tried to find at least one happy memory or moment where I had possibly felt her love for me and mine for her, but no matter how hard I searched, I came up blank.
My only memories were her shouting at me as a toddler, belittling me as a child, and torturing me as a teenager.
My phone vibrated once in my back pocket, and I dug it out, my heart skipping at the sight of Lennon's name on the screen.
L – Are you in NY?
C – Yes. At my apartment. Great performance, you looked amazing xx
I hovered my fingers over the send button, second-guessing the xx's before rolling my eyes at myself and sending it. I stared at my screen with eager determination as the three dots appeared, showing Lennon was typing.
L – I need to see you. Can you send a car?
My hands moved faster than my brain as I texted her.
C – Yes. Drop me your location; I can send Graham.
A location soon followed, and I forwarded it to Graham, who confirmed his departure shortly after my text.
I paced the apartment anxiously, running my hands over my yoga pants as I glanced at the boxed-up space. Lennon was coming here. Did that mean she had made up her mind about us? Did she just have a huge adrenaline rush from the stage? It could do that to a person; thousands of people cheering for you sent a surge of emotion so powerful you couldn't think straight.
What if she was coming here to cut me off officially? It was a New Year, after all. What if she was tying up loose ends, and I was one of them?
I walked into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of wine, my nerves becoming out of control as my hands shook. What if she was coming here to take me back? We could have a real shot at making this work—truly. Although, a niggling thought at the back of my mind made me grimace. It had been rearing its ugly head the last few days now.
I was in a conundrum.
Did I tell Lennon I had sought out Jaded Labels and encouraged them to contact her? That I had pulled in a favor owed from Susanne Stone to take Lennon on? Lying about it could only end me up in further shit later if it came out, but would it wreck her confidence if I told the truth?
I took a long sip of my wine as I walked over to the glass wall window and stared into the streets of New York below.
Change was in the air. I could feel it.
I could be selfish and keep the secret to avoid losing Lennon, or I could be honest about what I had done and let the chips fall where they may. I sighed and rubbed my head. I was trying to turn over a new leaf here. I couldn't keep lying to the people I loved to avoid losing them; I knew that was wrong.
I wasn't sure if I had the guts to be honest about it.

A text from Graham let me know when they had arrived in the complex basement. He would bring her up any minute, and I hoped no loitering neighbors were coming home from celebrating the new year that would catch her in the hall. I don't think either of us was ready for whatever we were to get out right now.
I went to the door and pulled it open just as the elevator doors dinged, and Graham stepped out, followed by Lennon. Seeing her up close in her dazzling dress made my head swim. She had gone with a wet look tonight, and it fucking suited her. I had to stuff down the instant lust that rose from seeing her as Graham ushered her inside and then pulled my door closed.
Suddenly, it was just Lennon and me standing in the middle of my half-boxed-up apartment in the early hours of the New Year, and the thought caught me.
"Shouldn't you be at an after-party?" I asked as nerves crept into my voice, my palms beginning to sweat as she stood before me in her stunning glory.
"I should," she said with a small smile. "Jesse is covering for me."
I swallowed nervously and ran my palms down my pants as discreetly as possible. "Do you want a drink? I opened a bottle of wine." The TV still played softly in the background, and I noticed Lennon looking around with a slight frown on her face as she took in all the boxes. "I decided I am selling," I told her; as I gestured she follow me into the kitchen. "This place is...it's not for me anymore."
"Oh," Lennon murmured as we entered the kitchen, her eyes still taking in everything. "I could fit my whole apartment in your living room."
I let out a small laugh as I poured a glass for Lennon and one for myself. "One day, you'll have a place as big as this. Maybe bigger. You're going to go further than I ever will, Lennon."
Lennon scoffed at me and took the glass, our fingers brushing ever so slightly, sending a jolt through my entire body. The effect was not lost on her either. The soft parting of her lips and her eyes widening just a fraction let me know she felt it, too. None of these emotions were one-sided.
Lennon took a sip before she set down the glass and appeared to take a breath.
"Camila, I—"
"I need to tell you something."
We both spoke at the same time, and awkward laughter filled the kitchen before she gestured for me to go ahead, and I felt dread curling in the pit of my stomach. Here it went then—this was either going to make or break whatever decision she had made, and I had to fight my internal instinct to bury the truth to save myself. I couldn't do it anymore. I owed her honesty—I loved her too much to lie and protect myself. We would never work if I didn't break this cycle.
"When everything happened, and Brandi said she would sign you if I went no contact...I accepted it for a time." I looked down at my glass and ran my finger along the stem. "Until I couldn't—it was fucking breaking me. There was no way I couldn't fight for you—but I didn't want to jeopardize your career any further."
A beat of silence passed between us before Lennon's nervous voice said, "Go on..."
"I kept tabs on you...through Ashley," I admitted as I glanced up at her. "I told Ashley everything that happened—she didn't want to be involved, but she offered some advice. I could beat Brandi to the punch and find another label to sign you before she could make an offer. I made a few calls...spoke to a few people..."
Lennon sucked in a breath and set down her glass. "You're the reason Jaded contacted me?"
"Before that train of thought goes anywhere, hear me out," I rushed as I raised my hands. "The label head, Renn, would not have made contact if she hadn't been genuinely interested in you," I assured her. "You cannot make Renn Simons do anything she doesn't want to do—trust me. Based on my conversation with her, it sounded like you were already in their sights anyway...they were just waiting for some of the dust to settle."
"Susanne Stone?" Lennon asked thickly.
I nodded weakly and sighed. "That was me as well."
"Jesus Christ," Lennon groaned loudly as she paced away from the counter. "Why do you do this shit, Camila?"
"I'm sorry," I whispered as guilt chewed at my insides. "If you signed with Brandi, it meant we couldn't...I couldn't. I just wanted you back but didn't want to derail your career by pursuing you, either. I needed to ensure you had everything you needed for the best chance of success."
"So you just meddled in my life behind the scenes, sneaking around my business with Ashley of all people—the self-proclaimed drama hater—then you lured me back in and got everything you wanted." Lennon shook her head and turned to face me with fire in her eyes. "None of it's real then. Jaded or Susanne—I didn't earn it."
"You more than earned it, Lennon!" I implored passionately. "You have earned every piece of success that comes your way, and you didn't need a pity handout from Brandi. You deserved more—I wanted you to have more. I—I took everything from you. Pursuing you like that on the show, I risked your career. I should have known better. I should have done better."
"Jesus," Lennon cried as she put her hand to her head.
"I couldn't bear to live with the thought that you had all of that happen to you—everything that has happened to you—that you get to that point and just lose it all because of me." I crossed the room to stand in front of her. "I was so fucking selfish with you, Lennon. I saw you and wanted you, so I took you, and then I shattered you." My voice broke as I reached out to cup her face, and her watery eyes met mine, emotions warring with each other. "I fucked up so badly with you, and I couldn't live with it. I had to make it right, but I also had to have you. I couldn't lose you. I can't lose you, Lennon."
"Fucking hell, Camila," Lennon whispered through tears. "You can't play puppet master with people's lives to get what you want."
"I know," I whimpered frantically. "I know that now. That’s why I’m telling you – I can’t keep lying to people, and I swear to God I will never interfere with your business again. I can't take back all the stupid fucking things I’ve done. I’m just trying to be better, and I want to move forward with you, Lennon."
"I don’t know," Lennon crumbled as her face crumpled, and she pulled back from me. "I can’t – I don’t know how to feel about all this. I – I need time to think."
"Please, Lennon," I pleaded as I grabbed her hands, desperation leaking into my body at the thought of not having her. "I’m changing. I am trying. This world – this industry has messed me up, but I am working on healing. I want to be better – not just for you but also for me. I want a life with you – I -I love you."
Real tears dropped from her eyes as she ripped her hands from mine and shook her head at me, taking a few steps backward as she put her hands up at me.
"I can’t be here," she croaked before sniffing. "I need to go – I need to think. Don’t follow me. Don’t contact me. This – this changes so much for me. Please, just respect this boundary." Lennon cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. "I’ll talk to you when I’m ready."
"Lennon," I said weakly, desperate to hold her, but she had put a line in the sand. Respect it, or risk losing her forever.
"I need to go." She moved so quickly that I hardly had a moment to think as she swept herself from the kitchen and stormed through the apartment. "Don’t follow me!" She threw the words over her shoulder as she scooped up her bag and let herself out, the door thudding behind her. I wiped my eyes frantically as a moment of clarity hit me.
She couldn’t just wander into the streets of New York alone at almost two o’clock in the morning – was she crazy?
I whipped out my phone and texted Graham to meet her. I needed her to be at least safely tucked away in my car; otherwise, I wouldn’t sleep tonight. I paced anxiously backward and forward as my blood ran cold through my body, my mind spinning over that moment over and over again, and I took a shaky breath.
My phone buzzed once, and I looked at it quickly.
G – Taking Lennon to her hotel.
Relief washed through me, and I perched on the edge of the sofa as dread quickly replaced that emotion, hanging my head in my hands as the tears freefell.
I had done it this time.
I had lost her forever.
What had I expected from her when I told her the truth? That she would be happy? If I had also found that out – well, I thought darkly. I knew what this feeling felt like. I knew what it felt like to get a contract because someone had interfered. My mother had done it many times – and I dreaded to think of what exactly she had done to get me the jobs she booked.
This was different, though. Lennon was a powerhouse performer, earning everything that had come her way. I had meant what I said about Renn Simons. Just because I spoke to her didn’t mean that she had offered Lennon a deal based on that. Renn had been clear when I interfered not to do it again.
She had already been in their sights.
Why had I interfered?
I let out an agonized yell, the sound reverberating off the bare walls of this cursed apartment, and I picked up an unpackaged book off my coffee table, ditching it at the TV as my anger at myself took over. The TV collapsed off the stand, nose-diving to the ground, and my hands shook as I tried to calm myself.
There would be no coming back from this.



Lennon

JESSE and I sat in a meeting room in the LA office for Jaded Labels two days after Camila’s revelation. I wore high-rise mom jeans, sneakers, and a pale blue cropped sweater. I had curled my short locks this morning, allowing them to drop into casual waves, and had only donned a light amount of makeup for today's occasion.
Today, I would hear if they liked the album, and I would be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous.
I would also be lying if I said I didn’t feel like a fraud sitting here.
Camila respected my wishes and didn’t reach out. It had been agonizing leaving her like that in New York. She had been a mess, but so had I. It had felt as if she had pulled the pin on any air I had left in me, and I had deflated instantly, losing the high of my first live performance and coming crashing down.
On one hand, I was thankful she had been honest about her involvement. At least she hadn’t lied to save her ass but on the other hand…I was just so fucking disappointed. I was also shocked at Ashley’s involvement, having been feeding Camila information behind the scenes. That one had stunned me, and I was unsure how I even approached the subject if I even bothered.
I had told Jesse everything. He had been shocked to find me back in the hotel room when he had come home from the after-party. I had been a tearful mess as I relayed to him what Camila had admitted to me, and he had once again had to be my shoulder.
I had been ready to give us a go again – to see what the future could be together.
Then she had pulled the rug – again.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Jesse asked me softly as he patted my hand.
“I don’t belong here?” I muttered darkly as I tapped the black marble table.
“Well,” Jesse muttered. “I disagree with that completely. No matter how you got here, you still deserve to be here, Lennon. You have worked your ass off to get this far. Camila or no Camila, you deserve this.”
“Mm,” I grunted with a shrug.
Jesse sighed and rubbed his face before he put his palms on the table. “What I’m about to say, please take it with love and affection – it’s honestly all I have for you. You’re my best friend. You’re my chosen family, but I can’t stroke your head forever when you’re being a little bitch.”
I blanched at his words. “What?”
“Listen,“ Jesse said gently as he took my hand. “Yes, Camila should not have interfered with your career – I am with you one hundred percent on that, but she was honest with you. She told you the truth. She said Renn Simons wouldn’t have just taken her word for it. You’re here for a reason – pull your head out of your ass and maybe relish in the fact that we are smashing goals, and you’re too busy directing all your anger and resentment at one person when there are a few other people in your life who deserve it.”
My heart collapsed into my stomach as Jesse squeezed my hand before he let it go and pulled out his phone, leaving his words ringing in my ears as I leaned back into the cool leather chairs.
The meeting room door suddenly opened, and the label head, Renn Simons, and three other people I hadn’t met yet walked in. Renn was a formidable woman. She was in her early forties and had built Jaded Labels from the ground up. She used to be a backup singer and spent most of her life touring and performing and racking up a load of writing credits for big-time artists.
Renn Simons was a petite-sized woman with short, spiky black hair and a heart-shaped face. Her deep green eyes sucked me in more than a few times when I had previously spoken to her, and what she lacked in height and build, she surely made up for with her bold personality and no-bullshit attitude.
“Lennon,” Renn greeted as she walked around the table, her black dress clinging to her body, her six-inch heels giving her some height as I rose to my feet in greeting. “It’s great to have you back in the office,” she said with a grin, placing her hand in mine and shaking hard. “Jesse,” she acknowledged with a nod. “Great to see you. Shall we get down to it?”
“Absolutely,” Jesse said with a nod, and we took our seats.
“Alright!” Renn said with a clap of her hands, taking a seat at the head of the table, her two associates sitting by her and immediately pulling out their laptops. “Listen, we loved the album. It’s probably some of the best lyrical arrangements I’ve heard for a while, especially for a first-timer putting something out.”
Hope fluttered within my chest as Jesse smiled.
“Obviously, the team has some suggestions we hope you’re open to hearing, but we want to look at a release no later than the middle of March. We want the album out before you tour with The Wiser over the summer,” Renn explained. “More people will start listening to you. They’ll start streaming – it makes sense that you would have it out before you go on tour.”
“Oh wow,” I breathed as a genuine smile lit up my face, and I looked to Jesse before back to Renn. “You really liked it?”
“It’s good,” Renn said with a nod. “It can be brilliant. You have some strong lyrics and a good sound; I can see a few repeated on the radio. We’ll have to choose carefully what you want out for your Single. We want to have that released by the end of this month.”
I let out a breath of delirium. “This is happening.”
“It’s happening,” Renn agreed with a smirk. “You should be very proud, Lennon. I think you’ll be a force to be reckoned with in this industry. I am excited to work with you. That album proved that I made the right decision with you.”
I swallowed thickly and looked to Jesse, who quirked a brow at me.
“What’s that look?” Renn asked with a frown.
“Uh,” I uttered as my cheeks flamed. “I just – it, uh, came to my attention that…” I glanced at the other two in the room who typed away on their laptops.
“Nothing leaves this room, Lennon,” Renn told me firmly. “What has come to your attention?”
I blew out a breath and ran my hand through my hair. “I know that Camila supposedly reached out to the label…to work with me? I – I just need to be sure…that I’m here because I’m meant to be…not because of…someone else’s…interference.”
Silence stilled the air as Renn appraised me through her unreadable green orbs, and she pursed her lips before tapping the table twice and getting to her feet. I watched as she walked over to the water cooler and poured herself a glass of water, taking a long sip.
I glanced at Jesse, who shrugged.
“Lennon,” Renn said as she turned to face me. “I won’t be persuaded by anybody to sign someone to this label. Yes, Camila did reach out to me, but you had long been on my radar before that. I never even replied to her email. I only sign true, genuine artists. I watched your stint on American Superstar, and I researched every last trace of you that I could find online. You have been at this for years – you have been grinding through sweat, blood, and tears. You want this. Even after your latest scandal, you’re still chasing the dream. You haven’t tucked and run.”
I rubbed the back of my neck, and my cheeks heated, as the memory of Camila’s distraught face hit me like a ton of bricks, and suddenly my stomach tightened. “I guess I just had to be sure.”
“I only invest in sure things, Lennon,” Renn told me firmly as she folded her arms. “This label has been built on transparency and integrity. I don’t care how long anyone has been in this industry, if I don’t want it, I don’t buy it. Madonna could walk in here tomorrow and tell me her kid is the next big thing – doesn’t mean I’d sign her.”
I swallowed and nodded, fully believing her. “Okay,” I said with a nod. “Thank you.”
“Now, back to business,” Renn said with a clap of her hands. “My only gripe with this album is it has nine songs. I would prefer we round up to ten. Are you sitting on any material?”
“We did record something she has been working on,” Jesse told Renn as he fished out his phone. “Mind the quality. We only recorded it this morning in the apartment.”
“You can plug in here,” Renn said as she handed Jesse a cord for the phone. “Song title?”
“Midnight Grave,” I told her as nerves clawed at my insides. Was I ready to get raw feedback from this woman? She clearly didn’t mince her words or waste time on bullshit pussy-footing around a topic. What if she hated it?
The opening keys of the piano stilled my heart, and Jesse gripped my hand under the table.
In the silence of the night,
Under the darkened gaze of the sky,
I tread carefully,
Knowing I stand on the edge of the midnight grave
And I’m not brave
The grave is where my memories lay,
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust,
The pain of yesterday comes my way
My midnight grave,
I lay there six feet in the ground
As the wounds of yesterday chew me up and devour,
Taking just enough to keep me here in this place,
But, a firm reminder that it holds all my pain
Right before I collapse into sleep,
The silence of the earth seems to suffocate me,
It’s as if someone is pouring sand over my coffin,
My life becoming a slideshow at my own wake,
And I can’t bear to stop it,
The pain reminds me of where I was and where I am now
The grave is where my memories lay,
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust,
The pain of yesterday comes my way
My midnight grave,
I lay there six feet in the ground
As the wounds of yesterday chew me up and devour,
Taking just enough to keep me here in this place,
But, a firm reminder that it holds all my pain
I used to dance under the light of the moon
My mind was a place of fantasy and delight,
Somewhere safe I could go before sleep at night,
But, things happened in the light of day,
Things that locked my joy away
The grave is where my memories lay,
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust,
The pain of yesterday comes my way
My midnight grave,
I lay there six feet in the ground
As the wounds of yesterday chew me up and devour,
Taking just enough to keep me here in this place,
But, a firm reminder that it holds all my pain
The music trailed out and the recording cut off and I looked up from the table to see Renn’s face, once again unreadable as she sat back in her chair and brough her palms to the tabletop as she looked over at me and Jesse.
“Clear your calendars,” she told us both resolutely. “We’re in business.”

Jesse and I were back in the car two hours later and headed home. My head pounded with everything we had gone over in the meeting, and I clutched my phone as Renn Simons’ words echoed in my ears.
“I don’t care how long anyone has been in this industry; if I don’t want it, I don’t buy it. Madonna could walk in here tomorrow and tell me her kid is the next big thing – doesn’t mean I’d sign her.”
It didn’t matter that Camila had interfered; Renn would have signed me regardless. If I removed myself emotionally from the moment, I could see Camila’s reasons, even if they weren’t well thought out. She had good intentions behind her actions.
I pursed my lips.
“Thinking about Camila?” Jesse asked with a smirk as we pulled up to a set of lights.
“When am I not?” I muttered as my phone buzzed in my hand, and I frowned down at the news alert. It was flagged for my name, which was either good or bad. Flicking it open, I held my breath and nearly threw my phone out the window at the headline and the blurry photos accompanying it.
Lennon Emery seen leaving Camila Bianchi’s apartment New Year's Eve!
“Oh, fuck!” I groaned loudly as dread filled me. “No, no, no, no!”
“What?” Jesse asked with concern as he began driving again. “What’s wrong?”
“Someone caught me leaving Camila’s apartment,” I told Jesse. “Fuck. I hadn’t seen anyone around, and Graham had got me in the car fast enough…”
“There are eyes everywhere, babe,” Jesse told me calmly.
I blinked at him. “How are you being so chill about this?”
“Because,” Jesse started with a matter-of-fact voice. “Let’s be honest, you’re both going to get back together. It’s inevitable. Obviously, we would have liked to plan a better soft launch, but we can work with this.”
I glanced at my best friend with a frown as his words hit me in the chest. “We’re going to get back together?”
“Come on, as far as lesbians go, you are already together. This is just a little lovers tiff. With careful communication and firm boundary setting, you girls will be fine.” Jesse pulled into the apartment complex and hit the button to close the gate. “I meant what I said earlier,” he told me as he parked the car. “You’re directing all your anger at the wrong person. You have had zero outlet for your parents, so you have dumped it all onto Camila, and it isn’t fair, Lennon.”
His words were valid, and I cringed at myself as I ran a hand through my hair. “I know…I just…I didn’t know. I feel like it’s easier for me to…dump it all on her. It’s easier for me to be angry at her…I know it’s unfair.”
My phone buzzing in my hands caught me out of my stumbling words, and my heart seemed to skip a beat as my mother’s name flashed across the screen with a text message.
“It’s my mom,” I told Jesse in awe as I flashed the screen at him. “I’m honestly too scared to fucking open it.”
“Open it,” he ordered as he took the keys out of the car.
I opened my mother’s message with a shaking hand, and my jaw dropped at the paragraph she had sent me.
M – Mary. We have just been to lunch with Pastor Andrew’s at his home. I cannot begin to tell you how disgusted your father and I are with how you spoke to him in New York. We have seen a video. After everything you have done to us, you still continue to bring shame and embarrassment into our lives. Do you even care? Obviously not. We have seen the latest headlines that you’re back at it with that girl. Your behavior is reflective of who you spend time with. You have always been impressionable. Mary, please. Stop hurting us. This is not you – none of it is. Come home to us, and we can help you. There’s still time.
“Is she fucking kidding me?” Jesse growled over my shoulder as he threw himself back into his chair. “What the fuck do they smoke? Seriously, I need to know what level of delusion these bitches get on.”
“I – no, fuck this!” I snapped as I put my seat belt back on. “Take me there.”
Jesse’s eyes widened as he stared at me. “You want to go there?”
“Yep,” I told him firmly. “I am fucking done with being a punching bag. I am tired of just sitting there and taking it. Take me there – now.”
Jesse wasted no time starting the car, throwing it into reverse, and hitting the button for the gate. I saw Todd come out onto the balcony with a bewildered expression, and Jesse threw his head out the window, shouting, “No time to explain bub! Back soon!”
Then he floored it out into the street while my entire body began to bristle with years of pent-up anger, frustration, and resentment. If she wanted to send ugly messages but refused to acknowledge anything else about me, fine.
Let’s see just how brave she is face to face.

When we pulled into my parents' house driveway, I wasted no time turning to Jesse, feeling breathless as my body seemed to tingle with adrenaline.
"They're not home yet," I told him. "I'm going to let myself in. Can you stay close by but not park here? I don't even want them emotionally prepared for me. I need them off guard and unprepared."
"You got it," he told me with a nod. "I'll be around the block. Call me if you need me."
"Thanks."
I let myself out, and Jesse pulled out of the drive. I headed up to the ugly, poo-colored pot plant and lifted it, swiping the spare key before heading to the door and letting myself inside. I ensured that I locked it behind me, and I had to take a deep breath as the familiar scents of home seemed to overwhelm my senses for a moment.
I could smell my father's aftershave and my mother's perfume. I could smell the cinnamon-scented candles she had scattered around the home. They would have been burning recently, given how it still lingered in the air. After years of finding these smells calming and familiar, they now smelled foreign and were tainted with ugly memories.
I ventured further into the house and ended up in the living room and kitchen, noting Mom still had the tree up. There were still countless festive decorations scattered around the space, her nativity scene on the tallest shelf near the dining table.
I had always enjoyed the time spent decorating with her. On the first of December every year, we would pull out cartons of decorations she had gathered over the years and spend days placing each object. Hours would be spent together fluffing the tree and decorating it.
Then, it had all stopped.
The summer she had sent me to Uncle Ben's had changed everything. I just started spending more and more time in the solitude of my bedroom, throwing myself into music as an outlet and trying to bury the agony I felt when I looked my mother in the eye.
It was the betrayal that I found hardest to get over. She had just dumped me into the care of her extremist brother and had ignored all the calls I had made home, pleading that she bring me back.
My gaze hardened, and I walked over to the dining room table, pulling out my seat and settling into it as I tried to gather my thoughts. This conversation needed to be calm. I couldn't scream at them; my father never responded to shouting, and my mother would shut me out. I needed to maintain a lid on my temper and articulate calmly what I had to say.
What I needed to say and for them to understand that I needed them to hear it.
I jolted as I heard the key turn in the front door, and I gripped the arms that I had folded, my seat at the head of the table giving me a full view of them when they finally entered the room I was in. They hadn't noticed me yet. My mother set her bag on the sofa and walked toward the kitchen while my father took off his coat.
As my mother flicked turned on the coffee machine, her eyes caught mine, and a scream left her lips as she jumped backward, her hands over her mouth. My father shouted in response, his eyes going to her before he followed her line of vision, and they zeroed in on me at the table.
"Oh goodness!"
"Mary?"
Both voices were simultaneous as they finally saw me, and I looked between them, dressed in their Sunday best, even though it was a Wednesday. They had definitely been at good old Pastor Andrew's for lunch.
"Good to see you both," I said, my jaw set as I picked at a cuticle nervously. "I thought we could talk."
"Talk?" my father echoed as he came closer.
"Yes," I said with a smile I didn't feel. "Talk. We're all grown adults and long overdue for a conversation. I need fifteen minutes of your time, and then I'll leave you be, so please sit."
I liked that I had them caught unaware. Both came to the table and pulled out a chair, their expressions unreadable. I would be lying if I said their reaction didn't sting. They were not eager to see me at all – that was hurtful.
"Kiah Davies," I bit out the name as I remembered the auburn-locked girl who had trapped my heart in high school and then ruthlessly stomped on it. "You think that this is where it all began, Mom. Sure, you would think that. It was the first and only time you saw me with another girl. The thing is, that's not where this started for me."
"Mary-"
"I'm talking," I cut in firmly as I eyed my mother. "I have let you both talk without interruptions when I saw you last. Now it's my turn. Then you can talk...and so on."
The grandfather clock in the living room ticked loudly, and I clutched my hands.
"See, I knew I was different early," I explained to them both. "I mean, fifth grade when Ellen Morris shared her green crayons with me? I was in love with her. I followed her like a lost puppy all year. While all the girls wrote valentines for the boys, I wrote one for her. Fuck, The Princess and the Pauper? When Annalise and Erika were both fighting to be with their Princes? I was secretly rooting for them to be together. I understood more of my feelings as I got older. The first time we watched The Sound of Music, Maria capsized the boat? I wasn't admiring Captain Von Trapp like everyone else; I was staring at Maria, all soaking wet – her clothes just clinging to her body-"
"Enough of this," my father growled as he got to his feet, slamming his palms on the back of his chair.
"Oh," I groaned loudly. "Enough with the dramatics, please. What I'm saying is that no one made me this way. I didn't just wake up feeling like it. This is me – it's who I am hardwired as a person. You don't get to undo it or try to unravel it. It is what it is – I am who I am."
"Well, who you are is wrong!" My father walked away and toward the kitchen before turning to face me. "We didn't raise you to be like this!"
"I literally just said that," I told him blandly. "You can't just magically raise someone to be gay. It doesn't work like that, so don't worry. Jesus isn't going to be mad at you."
I looked over to my mother, who stared at me like I was a stranger in her home. I had seen that look before. It was the look of judgment she reserved for people she didn't think very highly of; she had shared that look with me a few times growing up before she made some gross judgment on a stranger at the mall or someone from school.
"You never asked me," I murmured to her with a shake of my head. "That day when you caught me and Kiah kissing in my room…you never talked to me about it. You – you just..."
"Even Kiah said you made her do it!" my mother growled with a savage look. "Now look, she's married with two kids and heavily involved in the church choir! She's not like you!"
I bit my lip as I shook my head. I had seen Kiah not eight months ago at The Halfway, sucking the face of some random girl, but that was not for me to talk about. Her life was her life, even if it was excellent ammunition.
I wasn't that low.
"Sure," I said with a smirk as I shook my head. "A teenager with religious nut parents lying to save her own ass? I wish I had been smart enough to lie. Maybe it would have saved me eight weeks of abuse at Uncle Ben's."
"Abuse?" my father questioned with a frown as he folded his arms. "What do you mean, abuse?"
"Where do I even begin?" I sputtered as I threw my hands in the air. "The fact that from sun up to sun down, I was in constant radical therapy, being told day in and day out that I was unnatural? That I had the devil in me? That people like me who couldn't give up their unnatural ways should be put to death?" I got to my feet and pinched the bridge of my nose as I calmed my breathing. "You know, one night, the camp counselors raided our dorms. It was like one o'clock in the morning. They rallied us up, dragged us out into the mountains, and made us recite Bible scripture until sunup. Then they left us there and had us navigate our own way back."
"God will guide you home."
I sneered at the memory even though my stomach turned. "The youngest kid in that group was ten. He was petrified. We were forced into labor. Sent to be without meals depending on Uncle Ben's mood that day."
"I won't sit here and listen to any more of your lies." Mom got up and walked toward my father before she turned on her heel. "It can't be as bad as you claim – you met a boy there. Obviously, you can be cured!"
"Oh, for fuck's sake, mom!" I screamed at her in disbelief. "Are you kidding me? That relationship was fake as fuck. We both agreed to get out, but we had to pretend. Neither of us wanted to go back the following summer, and you best believe that threat was made to us daily. I spent weeks of my impressionable teenage life being told I didn't have the right to exist – and my only way out was to be caught with a boy. You do realize our long-distance relationship lasted three weeks once I got home?"
"Ah!" my mother scoffed as she stormed into the kitchen and began pulling food out of the fridge, and I knew I was derailing her. It was too early to cook dinner, which meant she was nervous. She picked up a knife and began angrily chopping at a carrot. "You always followed the crowd, Mary. You don't like to believe it, but it's true. I have spent my entire life trying to guide you, love you, and protect you, even from yourself if necessary-"
"You didn't protect me!" I screamed in agony as the full force of long-time suppressed hurt and anger erupted within me. "You exposed me! You were supposed to love me. You were supposed to be there for me! You abandoned me!"
"You're being dramatic!" my mother scoffed, though her cheeks flamed red as my father looked between us, his expression unreadable.
"You don't get to tell me what I feel!" I growled at her. "You weren't the one who had their entire life pulled out from under their feet and forced into an environment where you were told every single day that who you were was not okay!" I sucked in a breath as I pressed my hand to my head. "Why did you do that to me? You just - just dumped me the moment you found out. You acted as if I had killed someone."
"Well, you may as well have!" Mom snapped as she slammed the kitchen knife down on the counter. "Every single idea I had of you - every value you had been raised on...the daughter that I thought I knew - suddenly you were a stranger beside me. I found myself realizing I didn't know you at all. It was as if the Mary I knew and was familiar with died and was replaced-"
"I'M STILL THE SAME PERSON!" I roared with frustration as I clapped my hands together. "Mom, there was nothing different about me. The only thing that changed was your perception, and that's a you problem. At the end of the fucking day, what does it matter that my partner has a fucking vagina instead of a penis between their legs? Because that's all this is. It comes down to fucking genitals. Do you understand how unbearable that is for me?"
"Do you know how agonizing it is for us?" my mother spat as she wiped her hands on her dress. "Your actions follow your father and me around like a bad smell, Mary. Our friends are sympathetic, but I know they're talking about us behind closed doors. It will be your father's and my fault. We did this to you; we didn't raise you right. The fact that Pastor Andrews has aligned himself with us – and then you go and speak to him the way that you did-"
"The man is a soulless pig," I sneered at her. "You know what, you love calling me impressionable. Look in the mirror. If the man waved a fucking Scooby snack in your face and told you to sit, you would."
"Mary," my father cut in with a glower. "Do not be rude to your mother."
I tucked my top lip between my teeth, closed my eyes, and waited for the agony to hit, but nothing came. Instead, it was…defeat. Resignation. Exhaustion.
I looked over at my mother, who clutched a tea towel to her chest. "She's not my mother. You're not my father. Neither of you has deserved that title for a long time now… I'm tired of trying to fight for your understanding. I'm tired of trying to earn your love and respect. I'm done. Who I am will never change…but neither are you. I can't make you be any less homophobic or bigoted, any more than you can make me not be gay."
It was as if a lightbulb went off in my head, and I laughed hysterically at my reality.
"I have people in my life that love me," I said aloud as the realization set in. "I have…I have a chosen family, people who have been there for me and will continue to be. I – I have a woman who would sacrifice her own happiness if it meant I got my shot…I…" I trailed off as I looked at my parents in delirium. "I am about to land my career…I love a woman who sometimes does some crazy shit, but then again, so do I. I am about to do everything you said I never could."
My parents stared at me in silence, unsure what to say. My mother made some sort of sound in the back of her throat, but otherwise, silence filled the air.
"Okay then," I chuckled darkly as I texted Jesse. "I'm going. Uh, have a nice life, I guess? Oh, there's a teal-colored journal taped to the back of my old headboard in the room. Read it or don't – all my entries in that book are from when I was at that hellhole, and I don't intend on ever looking at it again. I'm uh…I'm out."
My parents stared at me mutely, and I snorted in disbelief as reality set in, and this time, tears didn't come. I nodded firmly and slapped the spare key down on the buffet on my way out, slamming the front door shut behind me, the Christmas wreath shaking on the door.
Jesse pulled up just as I began walking down the front porch steps, and I grinned at him, feeling light as a feather as I strolled down to his car, letting myself in and settling into the seat.
"You're smiling?" Jesse asked carefully, his eyes weary. "It went well?"
"Yeah," I said with a laugh. "For me, anyway. I mean, I'm done with them, but it's good. Really good."
"Uh…" Jesse laughed nervously. "Okay…well, that's great? Uh, so listen. We can't go home."
I frowned as I faced him. "Why?"
"Well," Jesse said, his tone still nervous. "That video that circulated with you leaving Camila's apartment? It's triggered some rather excited photographers…the vultures are circling the building. So, Ashley invited us to hers."
"Okay," I told him as I buckled up. "Sounds good. You know what, we should probably move."
"Yeah, sure," Jesse mumbled as he pulled into the street before he shook his head at me. "What happened in there? You're different. You're…chipper?"
I laughed and shrugged. "I was liberated, Jesse. My chains have been cut off, and the cement on my feet holding me underwater is gone. I'm sure I'll probably cry later…but right now? I'm walking on air."
Jesse let out a genuine grin and tapped the steering wheel. "Well, okay then. Oh, uh, also…Camila's at the house too." My bubble of ease popped, and the air rushed out of me as I glanced at my best friend, who smiled nervously at me. "She was being hounded as well...and she refuses to go back to her apartment after the whole weirdo in her panty drawer thing."
A hysterical laugh bubbled on my lips, and I swallowed. "Yes. Right. Okay, looks like I'm also ripping that bandaid off today."
We pulled out into the streets of Los Angeles, and my renewed hope in life remained with me. The further we drove away from my parents' house, the more clearly I could think, and I knew I had just had my moment. I had said everything I needed to say, and it felt so fucking good. I felt like I could finally take a full breath again, not tiny pained gasps.
Jesse had been right. The majority of my anger had been directed at them. Now, all I had left was a swirling abyss of thoughts for Camila, and I could not find the right words for what I had to do next - what I was going to do next.
Looks like I would have to wing it and hope for the best.



Camila

I STOOD on Ashley and Gracie's balcony with a glass of wine and a pit of nerves in my stomach. I had just been informed that Jesse and Lennon would be here shortly after finding their apartment complex was teeming with paparazzi, thanks to the leaked video of Lennon leaving my apartment in those early hours of New Year's Day.
Bringing the glass to my lips, I took a sip, desperate for the calming bliss it would give my nerves as I thought of every horrible way this interaction could go.
I hadn't seen her since she had run from the apartment after I had told her the truth. Watching her leave like that…fuck. It had been the last straw for me. That apartment was cursed. Nothing good ever happened there, and I was done. I had connected with my realtor, and she was getting to list the premises.
Which meant it was time to start house hunting here.
Would it suck living in the same city where the woman I loved, who wanted nothing to do with me, also lived? Yes, but I couldn't focus on that. Lennon had never been the only reason I was moving out here. I needed a change of scenery, and Los Angeles had grown on me. I had also reached out to the foundation to see what upcoming projects I could be part of.
I tapped my glass with my nails as I thought about what I would tell Nicole when she got home. Life felt like it was finally moving in the direction I wanted. I could feel the grip my past had on me, slowly uncurling its bony fingers from me. Day by day, that grip relaxed, and I could breathe better than the day before.
I had seen my therapist as soon as I got back here. Everything had poured out of me the moment she let me into her apartment, and she had talked to me for at least two hours before she tapped out and scheduled another appointment. It had been good to get it all out to a third party. She had offered relevant advice and had applauded my honesty with Lennon, even if it had obliterated the final thread between us. "You're growing, Camila," she had said with a smile. "The outcome was shit, but you took a big step. I'm proud of you."
My heart swelled with hope as I stared over my new kingdom and knew better things were coming...I just hoped it included Lennon.
"Look who I found loitering at our gate."
Ashley's voice broke me from my thoughts, and I turned around, nearly dropping my wine glass in shock at the sight of Nicole before me. She looked...relaxed? I had never seen that smile on her face before, and her eyes weren't narrowed like they usually were. She wore a pair of faded blue jeans and a loose button-up shirt half tucked into her pants. Her sneakers were scuffed, and there was no pencil skirt...no high heels...
"Nicole!" I charged over and threw my arms around her neck, careful not to douse her in wine as I gripped onto her for dear life. "I thought you weren't back until next week!"
"I am all holidayed out," she chuckled as she hugged me back. "Plus, I missed you and your chaos. According to Gigi, there seems to be a fresh load of it."
"You know it," I mumbled as I pulled back to look at her. "Jesus, you look good. Is this what you look like when you sleep?"
"I know," she agreed with a snort. "I almost forgot how it feels to be a human being managing my schedule. It was bliss. I'll never be able to thank you enough for sending me away like that. My girlfriends had a blast as well."
"You more than earned it, Nic," I said as I gestured we sat down at the table. The air had a chill, but Ashley had lit the outdoor heaters, making it just comfortable to sit outside. The band was also here tonight, so Gracie was cooking a huge spread. "How did you know I was here?"
"Gigi," Nicole told me. "Also, Find My Phone."
"Stalker," I teased. "I am so glad you're here."
"So am I," she told me, throwing her arms behind her head. "You know we have your meeting coming up with DSM for your new contract. Scott emailed me a couple of days ago to set up a meeting, and-"
"Yeah," I cut in anxiously. "We need to talk about that."
Nicole blinked at me, sitting up in her seat. "Oh?"
"Yeah," I mumbled as I shifted in my seat. "I don't want to sign with DSM."
Nicole frowned in confusion. "Who are you signing with then? Have you scouted another label?"
"I – I don't want to sign with anyone," I admitted as I clutched my glass. "I want to just –take a step back from it all. I don't want to be forced into producing an album I'll hate because it won't be real. I don't want to do another tour. I have been doing a lot of soul-searching these last few months, and I don't want it anymore. I never wanted it in the first place. I just need to step back and look at my life while I'm still young enough to forge a new path."
"Damn," Nicole murmured as she let out a low whistle. "I mean, I could see this coming the last few years. I'm just surprised you reached this point this fast."
"Well," I sighed as I sipped my drink. "I think it's time to start living more honestly. Especially with myself. I mean, this life…this industry was forced on me. I stayed in it only because I was too scared to face life outside of it…but it's killing me, Nic. So many different people have had control over my life and movements since before I could speak. I was forced into American Superstar and the stupid fucking two-year tour before it…I am done living my life at the whims of someone else. It's just time."
Nicole nodded, and her eyes filled with tears, surprising me.
"Are you okay?" I asked quickly as I leaned forward.
She shook her head and laughed, dabbing her eyes. "I'm sorry. I'm just – I am really proud of you, Cam. Fuck, you have come so far. This is huge, you know?"
"I know," I told her as a carefree laugh escaped me. "Just don't go thinking this means your life is getting any easier. I still need a manager. I still intend on being a face in the industry…just more control. Maybe independently releasing if I feel like it. I'm not closing doors on stuff here. I'm just…opening windows."
Laughter from inside the house caught my attention, and my mouth dried at the sight of Lennon through the glass pane doors; her arms wrapped around Gracie as the two hugged. My interest was piqued as Lennon seemed to be dabbing under her eyes before shrugging and eagerly taking a glass of wine offered to her.
Nicole followed my line of sight and sighed. "So, what's the go there? Considering she was snapped leaving your apartment in New York…"
"I'm not even sure anymore," I admitted with a sad sigh. "I laid everything out on the table. There's nothing more I can do or say. The ball is in her court."
"Well," Nicole said as she looked back at me. "I'll be ready to help you navigate that media shitstorm once you're ready. I'm going to get myself a drink and see what's for dinner. I am starving."
"Hey, Nic," I said quickly. "Thank you for everything you have done for me. You've been more than a manager or a friend to me. You – you've been my family."
Nicole smiled softly and squeezed my arm. "Right back at you, babe."
Nicole left to go inside, and I took a breath as I walked over to the balcony railing, leaning forward as I gazed down at Los Angeles again. I felt weightless for the first time in my life, and that wasn't a feeling that could be bought. It could only be felt by being truly honest with yourself, and I was finally ready to do that. As daunting as that prospect was, I was finally ready just to be me.
"Camila?"
Lennon's soft voice behind me had my blood freezing in my veins and my heart skidding to an erratic stop before jump-starting to an irregular rhythm. My palms sweat, and I gripped the railing for dear life before turning to face her. She looked cute with her lightly tousled curls, and her cute sweater clung to her body, her jeans hugging her waist. Her blue eyes held a flurry of emotion as she took me in before she clutched her palms and bit her lip for half a beat, the sight hitting me square in the chest. Why was she so fucking beautiful?
"Hi," I uttered, clearing my throat. "How – how are you?"
"I'm good," she whispered just as softly. "Really good, actually. I – uh, I met with Jaded today. Renn gave us feedback on the album…she loved it. It's all happening."
My heart swelled for her, and a smile slid onto my face. "Good. I'm really happy for you, Lennon."
"I – I asked her about you contacting her," Lennon told me as she took a step closer, her hands still clasped. "I asked if she had signed me based on that or had actually been interested."
I quirked a brow. "And?"
"Renn Simons said she wouldn't sign Madonna's daughter if she asked," Lennon said with a soft laugh before she ran a hand through her hair. "You had no sway in her decision-making. She had already been scouting me."
"I told you that," I pointed out smugly before leaning back on the railing, trying to look more relaxed than I felt.
"You did," Lennon admitted, biting her lip once more, and I had to close my eyes a moment to keep some control. "Listen, I – I was mad with you. I was upset. I want to earn my place in this industry; I don't want handouts. I thought that's what had happened."
"I get it," I sighed with a nod. "I understand and am truly sorry that I interfered, Lennon. Believe me, it won't happen again. I know that my word doesn't mean much to you. I accept and understand that you don't trust me. I wouldn't trust me either if I were you."
I watched as Lennon's throat bobbed, and she glanced down at her hands. I wanted nothing more than to grab and hold her, but I wouldn't. Whatever happened between us now would be her choice. Her decision.
"I don't trust you," Lennon admitted, her voice weak as her watery eyes met mine. "I want to, but I don't. I'm still in love with you. I'm so in love with you that it hurts even to imagine not being with you. But I'm terrified you're going to rip my heart out again and leave me to clean up the mess."
"Lennon," I whimpered as I stepped forward, only for her to stumble a step back. I noted she wasn't on crutches anymore. Was her foot better? She hadn't been on crutches when she came to see me at my apartment. I hoped she wasn't off them too early. Focus, Camila!
Lennon's hands went to her lower back as she shook her head. "I can't think when you're touching me, and I need to get this out." Lennon cleared her throat and brought her hands together again, bringing them to her lips as she searched for her words before bringing them back down in front of her. "I want to be with you," she said slowly, as if she was saying it for the first time aloud. "I want to try. I need you to understand that having all of me again isn't just going to happen overnight. I want to take things slowly. I want to build a real foundation, and I need you to prove that you really are in it. My feelings for you aren't just fleeting; they're so real I sometimes can't even put them into words. I just need you to know that... there will be no second chances if you mess this up. I'll be done, Camila. I swear it."
Thank goodness, I thought as I reached out and grabbed her, pulling her to me. I relished in the feel of her soft body pressed against mine, her scent enveloping me as I nuzzled my head into her neck and inhaled deeply. Her response was slow, but she slowly uncurled her hands, which slid around my waist. I felt her take her own breath of relief.
"I know my word means nothing," I whispered into her ear. "I'm going to spend every day proving that I am here. I'm not going anywhere. I won't make decisions for you. I will communicate with you. I want this – I want you so badly, Lennon."
I pulled back slightly, and her blue eyes stared up at me. A war of emotions battled in them before she nodded slowly, accepting my words.
It was all I needed.
I swept down and claimed her lips with a fierceness that had built inside me for months. The time we had spent together over the holidays didn't compare to the passion I threw into this kiss. I knew under her layers of mistrust and walls around her heart. She was genuinely open to the prospect of us, which made this different.
My hand grazed the exposed skin of her lower back while I cupped her jaw with the other, deepening the kiss as my tongue danced against hers. Lennon kissed me back just as hotly, her hands at my waist, pulling me in as close as we could get. My entire body felt like it was on fire, my need for her so overwhelming I began to feel dizzy from it.
"My beautiful Lennon," I whispered against her mouth before trapping her lips with mine again. The most exquisite joy consumed me at finally having her back in my arms again. I wouldn't let her go this time, and if anyone tried to get in between us, I would handle them.
It was that simple.
Lennon Emery was the other half of my soul, and we melded together as if our bodies had been designed just for each other. No one else in this world could even compare to the jewel of a woman I held in my arms right now.
Lennon pulled back for air, and I took a grateful breath, cupping her cheeks, looking down into her ocean-blue eyes with a thumping heart.
"I love you," she whispered, stroking my cheek with her thumb.
“Can I interrupt?” Nicole’s voice caught our attention, and we both glanced over, Lennon's chest heaving, and I'm sure we looked like a flushed mess.
I licked my lips and slowly stepped back from Lennon, keeping her hand in mine. “I hope it’s good.”
"Well," Nicole said with a heavy look, "now that I have you both here together, I have some news. You might not even be surprised, and this stays here. You cannot, under any circumstances, tell anyone else what I am about to tell you—I signed something."
Lennon’s hand tightened in mine, and I glanced at her before looking back at Nicole. “What?”
“I know who sabotaged Lennon’s final performance.” Nicole’s words made my heart stall and my blood run cold. Lennon’s hand grew limp in mine, and I heard her breathing go shallow. “It was Belinda, but she wasn't working alone. Robin helped.”
“I fucking knew it,” Lennon breathed as she pressed her hands to her mouth. “I knew it.”
“How did you find this out?” I asked with a frown. “Who told you?”
“Nope,” Nicole said. “No names—this is confidential shit. Basically, your season was Belinda’s last on American Superstar. She’s being replaced by someone younger, hotter, and cheaper. She found out midway through filming—around the same time Robin had become slightly nosy and started following you around, Lennon.”
“Christ,” Lennon whispered, her blue eyes flashing to mine before looking back to Nicole.
“Robin went to Belinda with what she had found out,” Nicole explained with an eye roll. “Belinda knew this shit would go off, but she needed to work it in her own way. She already hated Camila anyway. Lennon, you were just collateral, and she wanted to get back at the show. She had Robin sign an NDA for a pretty sum, hooked her up with some network gigs, and got her booted off the show.”
“Why am I not even surprised?” I muttered numbly.
Show business.
“American Superstar is about to be sunk,” Nicole continued. “Belinda truly did a number on it with what she did at the final performance. She wanted the show to burn, and it looks like it is. Like Scott said, Camila, they settled your issues with the show—her drama is still unraveling. She’s never going to work again—at least not here.”
“What a toxic human being,” Lennon whimpered. “She tore apart our lives because she was mad? She had a tantrum and threw her toys out of the crib.”
“I can’t believe Robin got gigs,” I muttered darkly.
“Those will dry up,” Nicole said with a shrug. “The girl is mediocre at best on and off the stage. She won’t be around long—and the more this shit starts trickling through the industry, the less work she will get. No one wants a loose cannon near a live TV feed.”
“I just can’t believe it,” Lennon whispered again. “Like, I do, but I don’t... I feel better about it all knowing—is that weird?”
“No way,” I told her softly. “I felt the same way when I found out who leaked my nude photos. You can put a face to some of that trauma now. It’s not just this giant question mark.”
“Hopefully, it will help you move on,” Nicole said with a soft smile. “Both of you.”
"Uh, guys?"
Jesse's voice interrupted, and I sighed in relief as we all looked at him.
"So, dinner is ready," he started awkwardly. "Are we good to set the table, or do you all a minute?"
“We can set the table,” Lennon rushed the words out, and I knew she probably didn’t like the fact she had to keep this from Jesse.
Jesse eyed her quizzically but said nothing. Instead, he shrugged and smiled at us all before waltzing back off inside.
“Let’s eat then, hey?” Nicole said as she rubbed her hands together. “This stays out here, remember?”
“My lips are sealed,” Lennon said with wide eyes. “Honestly, I don’t want to ever think about any of this again.”

"When she came out of that house smiling, I knew something was up," Jesse remarked as he threw his arm over Todd's chair. "She's never left that house with a smile on her face before."
"I am so proud of you," Gracie said to Lennon across the table with a grin. "Truly. You are crushing it."
Lennon had run us through the confrontation she had with her parents this afternoon, her eyes wide and her cheeks red as she talked us through each moment of her epic takedown. I knew all the adrenaline would wear off eventually, and she would be woken in the middle of the night with an empty spot in her chest – I knew that from my own recent experience – but I also knew that she was on the path to healing. It made my body warm with joy for her.
Throughout dinner, we shared looks and soft touches under the table. It was as if now it was all out there before us. We could finally have each other how we wanted, and I wanted her in more ways than one.
"So, is everything all set for the engagement party?" Kat asked Gracie. "Did you need anything else arranged?"
"Nope," Gracie said with a smile. "All set. Everyone just needs to show up now. My parents and my sister didn't bother to RSVP, but that was expected. I don't think we'll see them there."
Ashley had told me more than once about the trouble Gracie had with her family accepting Ashley as her partner. Lennon and Gracie shared a look, one that let the other know they understood, and I squeezed Lennon's hand under the table.
Ashley's parents had died before she had even come out, but she liked to think they would have been fine. She still spoke to her grandmother and occasionally saw extended family, but more than one of us at this table had experienced their family's rejection.
"You should have seen my mother's face when I showed her the ring," Gracie said with a weak laugh. "Poor Ashley was opening a bottle of champagne when my mother cried, 'I thought this was all a phase.' It was something out of a movie."
"Yeah," Ashley agreed with a grimace. "Then the cork went flying and smashed a ten-thousand-dollar vase."
"Eek!" Todd cringed as he topped up his wine glass. "Ten thousand dollars on a vase, really?"
"She doesn't even put anything in the thing," Ashley muttered with an eye roll. "I felt horrible. I offered to buy her a new one."
"It would have cost more than the ring," Kat snorted as she set down her glass, and laughter rose around the table. "Listen," Kat said as she stood up. "We have said it before and will say it again – blood is not thicker than water. Our families have all let us down in some horrific way and will continue to do so until they die – or we do – but what we have right here," she waved her glass around the table. "This is the chosen family. Even you, Camila. Of course, if Lennon dumps you or something, she gets us in the divorce, okay?"
Todd rolled his eyes and pulled Kat down. "You're going to get cut off in a minute, boo."
Lennon smirked and squeezed my hand before shaking her head at Kat, and I laughed. I knew she had people at this table who cared for her. I was still an outsider for now, and that was fine. I didn't care where I was as long as I was with her.
"To chosen family," Jesse toasted as he raised his glass.
Simultaneously, all glasses raised and clinked, the toast chorusing among us.
"To chosen family!"

By the time I had Lennon alone again, it was closer to midnight, and we had managed to escape to the guest room, the same one Lennon had when she stayed here for Christmas. I pressed the door closed behind us as she yawned and perched herself on the edge of the bed, her hands by her sides as she looked up at me with a small smile.
"What's that face?" I asked nervously as I leaned against the wall.
"Nothing," she laughed with a shrug. "Oh, hey, now that we're hiding out, can you arrange to get that doctor to come back and check my foot? It doesn't hurt anymore...I even got the stitches wet—don't judge me. I think he was a little dramatic with the seriousness of the cut."
"There was a lot of blood," I reminded her as I came over. "Do you want me to look at it?"
"No!" Lennon gasped. "It could be hideous. You don't need to see that."
I smirked and raised my hands. "Okay—I won't look. Did you want to have a shower?"
"Yes!" Lennon groaned as she got to her feet, stretching like a cat before she glanced at me, biting her lip again. "Did you…do you want to join me?"
"Is that a trick question?" I asked with a grin as I followed her into the adjoining bathroom, flicking on the light as she went. I watched as she kicked off her shoes and leaned into the shower, flicking on the water before turning to face me. "You hopping in fully clothed?"
"Well," Lennon said with a smirk, a glint in her eye. "I thought maybe you could help me with that."
Say no more, I thought as I walked toward her. My hands went to the hem of her cropped blue sweater, and Lennon's arms raised as I removed the material from her body, whipping it behind me before reaching my arm around and popping the clip of her bra before she could even blink.
"Jesus, you're fast at that," she breathed as my hands went to her jeans. "Oh!"
She gasped as I tugged her toward me by the vacant belt loop. I took her lips with mine and sighed in utter contentment as steam from the shower filled the bathroom as my free hands ghosted up Lennon's bareback, my nails grazing down her sides and back up, before I brushed both thumbs over her nipples.
Then I let her go.
Instead, I tugged down her jeans, took her underwear with them, and quickly got myself out of my clothing before heading toward the shower, leaving a flushed and confused-looking Lennon by the bathroom counter.
"You coming in?" I asked her with my own smirk.
Lennon's eyes narrowed slightly before a coy smile slid onto her face, and she followed me inside, closing the door behind her. I groaned in relief at the feel of the hot water on my body and hurriedly pulled Lennon under the spray with me. I had good memories of Lennon in the shower with me, and I certainly wasn't against making more.
"Jesus, you look good wet," Lennon told me as her hands grazed down my back, and I felt my skin prickle with anticipation. I moved to kiss her, unable to help myself, but her finger met my lips. "Uh-uh," she scolded with a smirk. "We're showering."
I watched as she picked up a bottle of body wash before she looked around the shower.
"No sponges," she said with a shrug. "Looks like I'll just have to use my hands."
"How unfortunate," I said with a laugh and a shake of my head, enjoying Lennon's more playful, relaxed side. I hadn't seen this side of her since before New York's final show, and fuck, I missed it.
I had missed her.
Our shower became a game of flirting and touching. Lennon paid particular attention to massaging the soap onto my breasts, and I focused on squeezing and rubbing the sensitive spot between her ass and her thigh. By the time the soap had washed off, the touching had become less playful and more tactical.
I had Lennon between me and the wall of the shower, my hand between her thighs, and my lips at her neck as she panted and gasped, her hands at my breasts as she ran her thumbs over my sensitive nipples in a way that nearly had my eyes rolling into the back of my head. I ran my fingers along her opening, dragging them lazily over her clit as I bit lightly down on the skin between her neck and shoulder.
"Oh, Jesus," she whispered into my ear.
"Jesus isn't here, sweetheart," I purred. "If he was, I'm sure he'd have a few things to say."
Lennon laughed breathlessly, her hands cupping my cheeks as she lifted my head so her eyes could meet mine. Her gaze dropped to my lips before she leaned in and caught them, her tongue parting them and sliding into my mouth with ease, the action causing me to heat all over with a growing desire between my thighs demanding to be satisfied.
I couldn't handle any more heavy petting. I needed her—this game of foreplay was over. I flicked off the water and hoisted her into my arms, a surprised yelp leaving her lips as I pushed us out of the shower and strode out of the bathroom, lowering us both down to the bed, and I knew I had to thank Ashley for all the strength training—smooth move.
I hovered above Lennon, and she gazed up at me, drawing me into the endlessness of her gaze that seemed to consume me so much these days. I settled between her thighs, my knee resting right on her clit, and I could feel her wetness against my leg. I captured her right breast in my mouth, flicking my tongue over her pebbled nipple, and she arched into my mouth as she rocked against my knee, a soft moan leaving her lips.
I made sure to pay equal attention to her left before I kissed my way up her chest and her neck before I found her mouth again. The kiss sizzled in all the right ways. I lowered myself fully onto the bed, pulling us onto our sides as my leg went between hers, and I hoisted Lennon's leg over my waist, my tongue exploring her mouth as my hands explored her ass.
Lennon's hand on the nape of my neck tightened as she bit my lower lip, sucking it into her mouth before she used my own weight against me and rolled us, moving herself to sit astride me. I stared up at the beautiful woman on top of me in her naked glory, the bedside lamp the only thing illuminating her gorgeously glowing skin, the light coming from the bathroom casting a shadow at her back.
The way she sat...how she was positioned. Lennon rocked her hips, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, and I instantly grew wetter from both the sensation of her wet pussy on me and the sight of her rubbing her own breasts in front of me.
I couldn't wait any longer.
I rose to meet her, replacing her hands with my own as I squeezed the flesh of her breasts, her head falling forward as my lips met her neck once more. Her hands found my neck, and she captured my mouth, kissing me deeply, allowing me to push her down on her back, her head meeting the pillows as my hand glided between us.
My fingers met her clit, and she arched into me as I glided them along her wetness, and I lowered my weight along her body, allowing room for my hand to move freely. I bit her bottom lip as I slid a finger inside her, and her eyes flashed open as they met mine, a whimper on her lips as her legs fell open even wider.
“Fuck me,” she whispered against my mouth as her hips rolled against my hand. “I need more. I need you.”
It was all I needed.
My thumb found her clit as I slipped another finger inside her soaking pussy, and as I moved my hand, I moved my body, my breasts rubbing against her soft skin as I ravaged her mouth with my own, my tongue silencing any of her cries and mewls as I fucked her with my hand. I enjoyed this angle. I liked having her under me and at my mercy.
I slowed my pace a little, just for fun and not entirely wanting this to be over just yet. Lennon’s eyes flashed open, but before she could say anything, I silenced her with my mouth, my hand quickening its pace as my thumb worked her clit, and I could feel her tightening around my fingers as her hands grasped at my neck, and then my shoulders before one fell to clutch the blankets in her hands.
“Oh God,” she moaned. “Oh Jesus, don’t stop. Oh fuck – oh Camila, I’m going to come.”
“Come,” I purred into her ear, pushing my fingers as far as I could, curling them a little. Her movements became sloppy, and her back arched as a silent scream left her. I felt her tremble against me as her pussy pulsed on my fingers, the wave of pleasure taking over her in soft moans as she threw her head back, her eyes shut tight, and I was in awe at the sight of her before me, coming apart on my hands.
It was the hottest thing I had ever seen.
Gently, I slid my fingers out from her, running them up and over her clit for good measure, and she trembled once more, curling into me with a soft groan, her face burying into my chest as her body trembled, still riding out the high of her orgasm. I held her close, desiring nothing more than to have her in my arms and never have her leave them again.
Lennon had other ideas.
I could feel her fingers tracing up my back, and she pushed out from my chest just enough to run her tongue over one of my nipples; the sensation hit me right to my core, the nipple hardening instantly as Lennon fully disentangled herself from me, rolling me onto my back with a determined look in her eye as she threw a leg either side of me, sitting astride.
Her pussy glistened, and part of me was determined to get her on her back again so I could make her come with my mouth.
“Don’t even think about it,” she chided softly with a smirk, leaning over me. “It’s your turn.”
“It’s always my turn,” I told her huskily as I squeezed her ass. “Whether I get off or you get off.”
Lennon grinned before she took my lips in hers, her kiss soft and slow as she cupped my cheek, her thumb brushing gently across my cheekbone while her tongue danced against mine, a delicate pre-show of what was about to come. Lennon knew I enjoyed her mouth on me; it was always my favorite way to get off, and she always delivered.
She moved to kneel above me, her lips never leaving mine as her hand grazed down over my body, her fingers gliding over my clit and into my wetness. She coated her fingers and moved them back up, swirling them around my swollen nub, and I cursed under my breath as she left my mouth and took a nipple between her teeth as she swirled her fingers, moving them round and round, and for a horrifying second I thought I was about to come.
Jesus, what was I? A hormonal teenager?
Lennon took her time, her lips worshiping every piece of available skin as she kissed her way down my body before she settled between my legs. I gasped in surprise as she hooked her arms under my thighs and dragged me to her, her mouth making contact with my pussy so suddenly I cried out, clutching the sheets as she sucked my clit into her mouth, her tongue teasing it with quick, precise flicks that had me trembling.
“Oh, Lennon,” I whispered as I moved my hands to my breasts, needing the sensation of both, and I could hear the noise of satisfaction she made in the back of her throat as she glanced up, the glint in her eye not having left.
I threw my head back as she languidly dragged her tongue along me before she plunged it inside, and I saw stars as she licked and sucked me to the edge of oblivion, and I could hardly think straight. My entire body prickled with the desperate urge to come, and I could feel the wave building…so close.
Lennon suddenly slipped two fingers inside me while her pace on my clit picked up, and I cried out, clapping my hand over my mouth, mortified at the thought of anyone hearing us.
I could feel her smirk against me, and with one stroke of her tongue and curl of her fingers, I shattered beneath her, my orgasm slamming into me like an ice-cold wave of water, knocking me senseless and leaving me writhing beneath her as she coaxed every last bit of it out of me, my pussy pulsing around her fingers before she softly removed them from me. I trembled at the sensation, my heart racing as she made her way back up my body, laying down beside me.
Silence filled the room as we both caught our breaths, and I turned on my side to face her, taking in her side profile and deciding it should be illegal for someone to look as beautiful as her. It still astounded me that I was here in this moment with her and that she was truly giving me a second chance.
I was so fucking lucky.
Lennon rolled to face me with a soft smile on her lips. "I missed you."
"I missed you too," I told her. "But you knew that already."
Lennon's eyes searched mine as she stroked my face, and I let my eyes fall shut under the tenderness of her hand, wanting to stay in this moment with her forever. We lay in silence for a while. I knew we would have to get dressed soon and take stock of the bed we had made damp by not drying ourselves, but I was just so content being here with her.
"I never asked you," she murmured softly, "how did it go...visiting your mom?"
"Oh, shit," I said with a laugh as I dragged my eyes open, staring into her eyes. "Honestly? It was horrible. She signed the document, but it's not really necessary."
"Why?" Lennon asked with a frown as she edged closer, and I threw an arm over her waist with a heavy sigh.
I told her.
I told her every last painful moment from the meeting with my mother, and I watched as Lennon's face jumped between rage, horror, disbelief, and then a flash of pity, which I didn't want but couldn't help. The situation was what it was, and it wouldn't change anything.
"I'll have to be there for Is," I told Lennon, stroking her hair behind her ears. "I feel nothing for my mother. Not really. Let me tell you, I'll be unpacking this one for a while in therapy."
"I can't believe she never told you growing up about her past in opera," Lennon said in amazement. "It could have been something to bond over."
"She didn't want to bond with me," I said with a shrug. "She wanted to make money off me. She wanted me to pay her back for everything she lost. Everything I cost her."
"It's not your fault," Lennon said with a sad sigh. "You didn't ask to come into the world."
"I did not."
Lennon cupped my cheek, and my eyes met hers.
"Hey," she murmured softly. "I'm glad you did."
Looking into Lennon's eyes, I sighed and kissed her lips softly before scooping her into my arms and closing my eyes.
"So am I."



Lennon

FOUR WEEKS.
That was how long Camila and I had been back together, and it had been the best four weeks of my life. We had spent every moment together, both desperate to make up for the lost time. We couldn't get enough of each other. If we weren't in bed together, we were up all night talking or trying to do things together during the day without being caught out.
Nicole and Jesse had been orchestrating an extremely soft launch of the two of us, preparing the fans to actually see us together rather than just dumping it on them. Our hard launch would be at the engagement party for Gracie and Ashley tonight, which was being held at The Halfway. Ashley had booked the entire venue out, and it was expected that our privacy together would soon disappear after tonight.
I was okay with it—sneaking around was hard, and it didn't end well for us the last time we had done it.
My mind was still reeling from the news Nicole had dropped on us, but I was slowly releasing the chord on that horrible memory. I did take some comfort in knowing who had set out to hurt me. It had helped me let some of it go. People like Robin and Belinda existed everywhere you went, and it was how you reacted to their shit behavior that set you apart. I could give them the power to hurt me still, or I could release them.
Releasing them was more effortless than holding on was, and I had brighter days ahead of me.
The single for my new album had also dropped yesterday. Jesse and I had spent the last month teasing spoilers online and promoting it, garnering as much interest as possible. The leaked sighting of me leaving Camila's apartment on New Year's had boosted the buzz on my socials, making Jesse happy, but the soft launching was what was driving all the mayhem.
Carefully curated pictures posted to my account the day after the dinner had me leaning out on the balcony with a glass of wine, a close-up of my wine on the table with a very blurred-out Camila torso in the background. Nicole had also posted a picture on Camila's account of Ashley and Camila both holding wine glasses.
The fans quickly sleuthed and worked out that the wine glasses matched the ones in my pictures, sending them into a flurry. Arguments were being caused online by people agreeing or disagreeing that we were seeing each other. A popular gossip column said that she had a reliable source who could confirm we were back together.
An online celebrity gossip blogger had posted five separate clips of how and why she could confirm we were together, and we were fast losing the safety and security that Ashley and Gracie's house had provided.
Jesse and Todd had returned to our apartment, and when the paparazzi realized I wasn't there, they quickly packed up and disappeared.
Camila had been working with a real estate broker to find her a secure oasis in the Hollywood Hills, but she had been struggling to find the right home. She was taking me on a private walkthrough today for a house she had been considering after viewing it the other night, telling me she needed my opinion.
I wasn't sure how much advice I could give her. I would see a shiny marble floor and tell her to buy it, but that was just me. I grew up in a standard house, and my apartment had never been flashy. Staying with Ashley and Gracie had been the only time I had lived so luxuriously, but I spent the bulk of my time in the studio with Gracie, Camila, or myself.
I slipped my feet into my white sneakers and checked my outfit in front of the mirror. I had donned thick woolen yoga pants and an oversized mustard-yellow sweater and had left my hair tucked behind my ears.
"Hey," Camila poked her head in with a grin, and I was startled, not used to her new haircut. She had gone out randomly one day and returned with a pixie cut and the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face. The style suited her, but her newfound freedom seemed to make her glow from within, radiating in everything that she did.
"Hey," I said with a grin as I scooped up my phone. "Ready to go?"
"Yes," she chirped and stepped back so I could leave the room.
She wore black combat boots, faded black jeans, and a loose white shirt that she had partially tucked in. A pair of black aviators hung off the front of her shirt, and she scooped up her oversized denim jacket as we walked, capturing my hand in hers.
"See you later then?" Ashley called from the kitchen. "Eight sharp, don't be late!"
"Wouldn't dream of it!" I called back as we headed to the garage.
Camila's blacked-out SUV sat parked in a spot Ashley had provided, and Graham stood waiting, flicking through his phone before he spied us and pocketed it, his face as stoic as ever.
"There are two photographers stationed on the other side of the road," he informed us as we approached the car. "I would suggest you both lay down in the backseat. They shouldn't be able to see you regardless, but it's better to be safe than sorry."
"Sure," Camila said with a nod before she opened the door. "After you."
I grinned as I got in before crouching behind the front passenger seat, a usual position we had started taking up whenever we left Ashley and Gracie's house. The fans, gossip columns, and online gossip girls were adamant this was where we were hiding, but the only proof they had were the glasses we had been drinking out of.
"This is kind of fun," I snickered as Graham started the car and pulled out into the driveway, hitting the button for the gates.
"People's heads will explode when we show up at The Halfway tonight," Camila said with an agreeing nod before shaking her head. "I will never understand the obsession with other people's lives, though."
Graham drove the car out into the street, and you could hear the clamoring voices across the street. It didn't matter how dark the tint on this car was; you could still see inside if you had a good lens. We drove for at least two minutes before Graham said it was okay to get up, and we scrambled into our seats, buckling up.
"So," I started as I looked at Camila. "Do you think this place is the one?"
"I think I do," she said slowly. "I just want your in-person opinion on it."
I nodded and sat back. "Okay. The agent just gave you a key?"
"Well, she knows I'm not gonna, like, rob the place," Camila said with a snort.
We both dissolved into laughter at the thought, and I relaxed into the ease of our environment, my soul feeling full as Graham navigated the Hollywood Hills easily. I watched as we wound through different roads and streets, noting we were getting relatively high into the hills as we drove.
"Where is it again?" I asked Camila.
"The Bird Streets," she told me as she handed over her phone. "Look at the pictures again."
I flicked through the pictures again, trying not to look too excited as I brushed my finger over each image, taking in the infinity-edge pool, admiring the way it overlooked downtown Los Angeles. It didn't look like much during the day, but the night images took my breath away with the way the buildings in the distance glittered like jewels, the pool lit up, and the outdoor lighting made it look like something out of a magazine.
"We're here, Miss Bianchi," Graham advised as we slowed on a quiet-looking street.
Blue Jay Way.
"Oh," Camila said in surprise before digging through her bag, pulling out keys, and hitting a button.
I peered out the window and watched as a gray paneled fence began to open, taking me by complete surprise. It was as if it had been built into the rocks and the greenery—I hadn't even noticed it. Graham turned into the drive, and I realized it was basically another road. It was lined with greenery that seemed to offer further privacy as Graham turned a bend, and we began climbing.
"Wow, how far back does this drive go?" I asked with wonder.
"All the way," Camila chuckled. "It's very private."
The drive suddenly crested and opened into a manicured entry, a building standing proud and pricey, and I gasped at the sight of it. It was very Art Deco, much like Camila had told me. The walls were white, the windows wide and seeing into the house. A garage stationed to the right, which I had been told went underground. Manicured trees and bushes created a comforting shade and set off the bluestone marble concreting.
"Jesus Christ," I whispered in shock. "This is insane already."
"Wait until you see the view," Camila laughed and nudged me. "Come on."
We both got out, and Camila came to my side, taking my arm and leading me toward the imposing black double doors before us. We climbed the few marble steps, and Camila put the key in, twisting and pushing. The doors swung open, and my jaw dropped as we entered the foyer.
Giant marble tiles covered the floor and steps of the Romeo and Juliet staircase, the black iron railing curling and twisting around as it climbed. A huge freestanding water fountain sat dead center, and Camila pointed at it.
"That would have to go," she told me. "I hate it. I would honestly prefer a sculpture or something, plus the constant trickle of water makes me want to pee."
I shook my head in wonder. "This foyer probably costs more than my entire apartment building."
"Well, yeah," Camila said with a shrug. "The art on the walls alone would cost more than your apartment building. Now, to your left, we go into the sunken living and dining, and then it twists out into the kitchen, which also leads out to the outdoor al fresco. If we go right, we head toward the garage, a home theater, gym, sauna, and wine cellar. If we go up, it's bedrooms."
My mouth gaped like a fish, and I pointed to the left, allowing a chuckling Camila to lead me down the steps into a sunken lounge, the marble tiles following us as we stepped down, and already I was slammed with the view. My eyes followed the wall of windows where I could spot the kitchen in the distance.
"It's like a glass box," I said in awe before I flicked my eyes back to the lounge.
"It is," Camila agreed as she squeezed my hand. "Now, this is all staged furniture, but you get the gist of it. I would be redecorating this entire place; the current look is too gaudy and a little outdated. If we walk forward, we enter the living room..."
More of LA came into view in the distance, and my breath caught in my throat before I had to focus on where she was guiding me. A glass-lined hall off to my right caught my attention.
"Where does that go?" I asked with interest.
"I was hoping you'd ask," she said with a smirk, tugging me toward it. "This leads into the primary suite..." Camila led me down the hall, and I realized we were walking over the pool, heading further out into the exposed cliff face, and I balked. "Voila," Camila said with a flourish as she shoved open the bedroom door.
"Holy shit!" I gasped in shock as we stepped inside.
The entire wall facing LA was glass, curving around the room, giving an almost entire view of the city no matter what point you stood at. A giant bed sat opposite; I knew if you lay in it, you could watch the shimmering lights until you fell asleep. The carpet felt soft and luxurious; there was a control pad on the wall, and I spotted the bathroom to the left.
"Look at that tub!" I gushed as we walked over to the tub, my voice echoing, and I jumped at the side of the huge shower in the corner.
"Just so you know, with all these windows," Camila said as she walked over to the tub and pointed outside. "No one can actually see inside."
"That was going to be one of my first questions," I admitted with a laugh. "Camila, this place is insane."
"You've hardly seen any of it," she admitted with a laugh, but her cheeks flushed. "I really like it."
"I can tell," I said teasingly as I poked her nose. "This is the first one you've brought me to."
Her arms wrapped around my waist, and she shrugged. "I'm fussy."
"This place is amazing," I assured her. "Truly."
Camila's lips pulled into a smile, and I subtly breathed in her perfume as my mind clouded at her close proximity to me. She would forever make my head spin and render me speechless, and my eyes fluttered closed as she pressed a kiss to my lips, light, teasing...promising.
She pulled back with a smirk and tapped my ass. "Come on. I want to show you the rest."
We made our way out of the jaw-dropping bedroom and back into the main living room, where she tugged me into the kitchen, which was, again, massive. The giant island bench made sure you were facing the city, and when Camila began unfolding the doors—I had thought it was more windows—and took me outside onto the decking, my stomach fell into itself as she led me toward the pool.
"We are so high up," I commented as my eyes darted all over the place, trying to take it in.
"We are," she said with a nod. "A drone is the only way a gossip column will get any good tea about me. There's no neighbors above me, just below."
"That is good," I agreed as we ventured further out.
To the right was an outdoor kitchen, which led into a covered al fresco, but my mind kept going back to the edge of the pool and again to the city beyond, and I turned around to face her.
"You have to get it," I told her seriously, and she grinned at me knowingly. "This is why you haven't taken me to every other house, right? I would just tell you to buy them all."
"Well, that," Camila admitted with a smirk as she took my hand and led me back into the kitchen. "Plus the fact...I already bought it."
Her words caught me by surprise, and I raised a brow. "Oh?"
"I kind of knew this house was the one for me," she admitted with a small smile before she swallowed and glanced down at the counter. "I was just wanting to see if...maybe...it could be the one for you too?"
Her eyes met mine, and I took in what she had said, my palms sweating a little.
"You want me to move in with you?" I asked carefully.
Camila nodded slowly and took my hands again. "I mean, you don't have to right away. Maybe you spend a couple of nights a week, you know if you're not ready. Maybe I'll leave a section of the wardrobe free for you...a few drawers." Camila's hand went to my cheek before playing with a free strand of my hair. "I – I have really enjoyed our time together lately. We're basically living together already...I want more of it. I want to share this place with you. I told you I'm not going anywhere, and I meant it."
I wanted more of it as well. I had enjoyed waking up in her arms and falling asleep together at night. Camila had been spending the last few weeks doing everything she could to show me she was here for real. We couldn't leave the house, so she organized small dates we could do out of the public eye. If we weren't together, she would keep the communication open.
She had even suggested couples therapy, if I wanted it, to keep our lines of communication clear and open while we both navigated the shitstorms of our personal lives.
"Yeah," I found myself saying as the nerves disappeared and excitement replaced it. "Okay."
"Really?" Camila squeaked, her face lighting up as she pulled me into her arms. "Okay, I thought you were going to say no. Oh my God." She cut off my laugh and kissed me, long, soft, drawing out each second, and I melted into her, kissing her back, enjoying the feel of her hands on my face as she poured every ounce of feeling she had into me.
I loved her so much.
Camila pulled back and leaned her forehead into mine, her eyes soft. "I love you," she murmured.
"I love you too," I breathed before shaking my head. "I cannot believe I am going to be living here."
"Thank God you said yes," Camila sighed as she pulled back from me. "I already signed the plans to remodel a room off the garage as a music studio for you."
"Wait! What?" I laughed in disbelief at her. "Camila!"
"What?" she asked innocently before she smirked. "Come on. Let's go look at the rest of the place."
Camila tugged me with her, and I followed her again through the house, my heart pounding with excitement as her infectious laughs and smiles began working their way onto my face. I let myself relax and unravel the last few walls around my heart. Being with Camila was effortless, which made my love for her dangerous because I gave it to her so easily, but it was also the most natural love I had ever felt for someone.
The more we danced around the house, pausing in rooms to kiss or throw ourselves down on the beds, the more I truly allowed myself to accept her in my life as a permanent fixture.

"Are you ready?" Camila asked softly as the car pulled up to the entrance of The Halfway. "This is it."
I sucked in the air between my teeth as I peeked outside, already seeing a barrage of reporters and photographers lining the cordoned path to the entrance. "No turning back now," I admitted with a laugh. "I don't want to either. I'm ready."
Nate, Camila's extra security for the evening, exited the front passenger seat and walked to Camila's door. With one last breath, the door opened, and Camila stepped out first in her jaw-dropping blood-red sequined gown, a slight slit going high up her thigh. Immediately, the babble went off as her name was shouted, and I slid across the back seats, taking her offered hand.
Pandemonium broke out as I slid onto the sidewalk beside her, adjusting my golden maxi dress as the skirt flowed in the wind, the sheer material barely hiding anything. The skirt itself was thin, the top half open at the back and plunging at the front. My short locks had been rolled earlier in the afternoon before being classically blown out.
Both our makeup had been kept simple, and I had to pause and take a moment to admire Camila's profile, her new haircut only highlighting her high cheekbones and deliciously, naturally pouting lips.
She was a Goddess.
"Camila! Camila!"
"Lennon! Are you and Camila together again?"
"Lennon over here!"
"Camila, smile, babe!"
"Let's go," Camila told me through her teeth as she smiled charmingly, taking my hand in hers, only further setting off the flurry of voices and flashing lights as we walked the short distance from the car to the entrance of The Halfway.
We made it inside, the heavy wooden doors closing behind us and shutting off the noise behind us, and I let out a sigh of relief and a short laugh.
"Jesus," I chuckled. "Anyone would think we had just cured world hunger and poverty."
"Hello!" A bubbly girl chirped, a camera at her chest, her bright pink hair slicked back into a bun. "Venue photographer. Can I get a picture of you both?"
Camila looked at me with a grin before glancing back. "You may. Where do you want us?"
"Maybe just up against that wall..." We walked over to where we were guided, and Camila wrapped an arm around my waist, drawing me closer to her. My heart skipped as it usually did when she touched me, and I glanced up at her, my own smile drawing on my lips as her eyes met mine and her head dipped slightly.
"You look so breathtaking," she whispered, her fingers stroking my hip slightly. "I'm looking forward to peeling you out of that dress later."
"Perfect!" The photographer lowered her camera and smiled. "Uh, huge fan of you two, by the way. Go, love!"
I laughed at her enthusiasm and the awkward thumbs-up she threw our way. "What's your name?"
"Margot," she said nervously. "Uh, I just started here last week. I've been taking photos for years, though. I promise they're good pictures."
"We trust you," Camila purred and fluttered her lashes. Margot laughed; her cheeks went red, and I bit my lip, discreetly elbowing my girlfriend in her side. "We'll be off, Margot. Have a good night."
"Y-yeah. Good...night..." Margot stumbled off with her camera, and I shook my head.
"You just broke that poor girl's brain," I said with a shake of my head. "Come on. Let's get a drink."
We walked further into the venue, into the outdoor garden, and I admired the decorations set up with fairy lights strung along the garden. I could see mason jars scattered on various high tables holding candles and bottles holding a mixture of olive leaves and white flowers.
It was still always surreal attending The Halfway as a guest.
"Can you hear that?" Camila whispered in my ear as her arms wrapped around me from behind. "Your song is on."
I frowned and strained my ears over the noise of already gathered guests – who were definitely openly gawking at Camila and me. "Oh shit," I laughed in shock. "It is."
"It is a bop," she admitted as she stood beside me. "It just sucks it's about me."
"Bold of you to assume that," I teased her.
It was definitely about her.
"Uh-huh," she taunted with a smirk. "I'll get us drinks. What do you want?"
"Old-fashioned," I said instantly.
"Coming right up."
I watched as Camila strode confidently through the garden, head held high, ignoring any eyes on her, and I admired her greatly. There was no other woman on earth I could compare her to; she was something all of her own.
"Lennon.”
My eyes widened, and I immediately snatched a glass of champagne off a wandering waiter's tray, spinning on my heel and bringing the glass to my lips, praying for liquid courage to fill me up quickly.
"Frankie," I said nervously. "Hi."
"Hi," she replied, rubbing the back of her neck. Her short hair had been tossed around on her head, and her black suit clung to her body, only a bra underneath the suit jacket she wore.
"I've been meaning to call you," I admitted awkwardly. "I really did; that's not a line. I was...I was really embarrassed at first, and then everything just got away from me."
"And you got back with your ex?" Frankie said with a grin, the expression meeting her eyes. "Listen, I was just worried about you. It was probably dumb of us to try to hook up, but you left so fast and ghosted me. We're friends, right?"
"You still want to be my friend?" I asked in surprise.
"Yes, Lennon," Frankie said with a laugh. "We can still be friends. Just don't ghost me. It makes it weird, you know?"
"Okay," I agreed with a laugh of relief. "How have you been?"
"Oh no," Frankie said with a shake of her head. "We are not starting with me. When did you and Camila happen again?"
"Oh Jesus, right into it," I said with a shake of my head. "Uh, Christmas. We ended up shacked up at Ashley and Gracie's house, then I stood on a glass ornament and sliced up my foot, so she had to look after me. You know, one thing led to another."
"Typical lesbian drama then," Frankie teased. "No, look, I'm happy for you. It's obvious she was it for you. How else could you turn all this down?"
Another laugh escaped my lips at her usual teasing, and I shook my head. "You're amazing, you know that?"
"I know," she sighed. "Now, listen, now that we aren't dating anymore, I have spied about three gorgeous ladies I need to try my luck with tonight. Talk to you later?"
"Sure," I said with a snort. "Go get 'em."
Frankie sauntered into the crowd, and I watched as she sidled to a pretty brunette in a bright orange dress.
Amazing.
Camila entered my sight at that moment, Jesse accompanying her with Todd on his arm, holding a drink each as they approached.
"Holy Jesus, you look hot," Jesse gushed with a clap of his hands. "Ava again, right?"
"Always," I said with a nod.
"Can we get the pics sorted now so you can get messy with your girl tonight?" Jesse pleaded, and I nodded, eyeing Camila, who held my old-fashioned.
"Make it quick," I told him.
He was quick – Jesse had perfected the art of getting a minimum of five good shots to upload later, and he got a few candids of Camila and me as she handed me my drink before he tucked his phone away.
"You guys are already blowing up, FYI," Kat's voice approached us, and we turned to face her. She looked hot in a bright pink bodycon dress, her pink heels clicking on the paving as she sipped her Aperol. "Like, seriously trending."
"Good," Jesse said. "That means the single trends as well. Considering it's a breakup song about Camila, yet the two of them are here together. This will be fun. Oh, how was the house?"
"Amazing," I groaned in delicious memory. "Seriously – I still can't fathom that people in the world live in houses like those."
"You'll soon be one of them," Jesse chuckled. "I'm, like, mildly jealous. Oh, don't panic," he laughed with an eye roll. "Honey, lesbians don't go look at houses together unless they're moving in together. Also, Camila told me she would ask you to move in."
I looked between the two in shock, Camila's grin on her face followed by a nonchalant shrug as she sipped her drink, the glee in her eyes hitting me in the stomach.
"Fuck," I said suddenly. "Everything in life feels too good right now. Something bad has to happen, right?"
"Woah," Kat said, making a face. "Debbie Downer, not everything in life is horrible. Sometimes, you get a good run; this is one of them. Enjoy it."
"Have another sip, babe," Jesse encouraged. "Shake that little trauma spell off; there you go."
"Have we seen our brides-to-be yet?" Camila asked with a frown as she ran her hand down my exposed back, her nails on my skin causing me to shiver. "Or did they just go AWOL and skip the party in their honor?"
A chorus of cheers for the garden entry answered Camila's question for her. Ashley and Gracie both appeared, each in white and looking as beautiful as the other. We joined in on the clapping and cheering as they entered the party, the pink-haired photographer from earlier capturing the moment.
Ashley had let her long blonde hair down for a change; it draped down her back and over her shoulder like a golden waterfall. Her white, satin midi dress clung to her toned physique, and she smiled brilliantly at Gracie, who wore a sparkling V-neck dress with thin straps. She seemed to shimmer like a disco ball as she walked, smiling and greeting her friends.
"They are such a power couple," Kat breathed in awe before she downed her drink. "I am so alone."
"Aw, babe," Todd comforted his friend. "We'll set you up with someone tonight, okay?"
"Okay," Kat said with a pout.
Ashley and Gracie soon found their way over to us, both blushing and beaming as we complimented them on the night and the decorations. Both gazed at each other adoringly, hardly touching, even if it was just a gentle brushing of the arm. The two were more in love than I had ever witnessed.
"If this is what the engagement party is like, imagine the wedding," Todd gushed. "I can't wait."
"Has the wedding date been officially set?" Camila asked as she continued to run her fingers down the length of my spine.
"Yes," Ashley said with a quick look at Gracie. "Next Summer, June sixth. Location…unknown."
"Ooh, Summer wedding!" Jesse said with glee.
Becky’s So Hot by Fletcher began to play, and I noticed a few people already on the dancefloor. All heads whipped between each other as grins broke out.
"This is it!" Kat screeched. "I'm dancing. Are we dancing? I'm dancing."
We downed our drinks before we dumped our glasses on a free table, making our way to the floor together. The more people saw Ashley and Gracie on the floor, the more people filled it, and it didn't take long for it to get crowded as we moved to the music.
Camila's hands found my waist as she danced against me, and I threw my arms around her neck, both of us finding each other among the writhing bodies. Her eyes sparkled with laughter as we ground, and I spotted Jesse doing an exaggerated sprinkler from the corner of my eye; bless him.
The vibrating beat of the music hung in the room, setting the celebratory vibes for Ashley and Gracie. Todd twirled Jesse before dipping him, their infectious laughter spreading around them, and it felt good to see Jesse look so carefree for a change.
Kat had found herself a partner to dance with, a man I didn't recognize, but he gazed at her like she could walk on water, so I assumed she would be in for a good night.
Ashley and Gracie found each other in a loving embrace, lost in each other as they moved on the floor, and my own eyes sought out Camila's, her expression full of warmth and joy that radiated into me.
The music shifted to something slower. Until I Found You by Stephen Sanchez and Em Beihold began to play, the world faded away, leaving Camila and me on the floor as we swayed in each other's arms.
"I love you," she mouthed, stroking her nails softly along my arm that wrapped around her neck.
"I love you too," I uttered back, knowing she couldn't hear me, but she would know what I was saying.
Her lips pressed to mine carefully. We had opted for lipstick tonight and didn't need to risk smudges. It felt good to have Camila in my arms, in the open and no longer hiding. It felt good to be myself and not worry about who was looking.
Camila's kiss was soft and loving, and my hand tightened a fraction on the nape of her neck as I took a mental snapshot of this moment.
Camila wasn't going anywhere, and neither was I. The scattered pieces of my life were finally going back together, and even though it looked different now, it was better. I had amazing friends - my chosen family, I had a blossoming career, and I had the woman I loved.
Life couldn't get much better than that.
The End



Epilogue
CAMILA
Lennon lay asleep with her head on my chest, our dresses long ago discarded. We came home frantically to get each other's clothes off as quickly as possible. While the engagement party had been fun, there was only so much grinding a girl could handle, and Lennon's lip-biting had distracted me. I had gotten her home and had her pinned to the bed before she could blink.
I would never grow tired of the woman in my arms. She was pure perfection – I would die on that hill. Anyone who wanted to argue otherwise would be in for a long fight. She could do no wrong. Never had I ever met someone so kind and empathetic, often putting her needs aside to make others happy.
I still couldn't believe I had her in my arms. I would count my blessings every day that she had decided to forgive me and give me a second chance.
It would never be something I took for granted.
I knew I had hurt her badly. Her single was a hit, but it was a firm reminder of the pain I had put her through…she might forgive me, but I would never forgive myself. I adjusted my earbuds and hit play on my phone, her music filling my ears as Letting Go began to play.
It all started the way you looked at me,
Hiding in the bathroom,
Your eyes on me while I counted each beat,
Sharing my truth,
Because it was bleeding out of me,
If I could go back in time,
I would hit stop,
I would go back on it all,
Then I would never know what it felt like to fall.
I'll just be over here,
Letting go of the memory of you in my arms, my heart, my sheets,
Staying up all night,
Trying to work out where it all went wrong,
Driving myself crazy,
Oh-Oh-La-La-Hey-Yeah.
How's it feel to be the girl of my dreams,
The only one who could unravel me,
You go on living your life,
Each day going by and you forget about me,
But…
If I could go back in time,
I would hit stop,
I would go back on it all,
Then I would never know what it felt like to fall.
I'll just be over here,
Letting go of the memory of you in my arms, my heart, my sheets,
Staying up all night,
Trying to work out where it all went wrong,
Driving myself crazy,
Oh-Oh-La-La-Hey-Yeah.
If I could go back in time,
I would hit stop,
I would go back on it all,
Then I would never know what it felt like to fall.
I'll just be over here,
Letting go of the memory of you in my arms, my heart, my sheets,
Staying up all night,
Trying to work out where it all went wrong,
Driving myself crazy,
Oh-Oh-La-La-Hey-Yeah.
I would just hit stop,
Life would go on,
And I would be strong,
But now I'm just
Letting Go…
While the song had been produced as a pop ballad – and I could see many popular remixes coming out of it – she had played the acoustic version for me, and I had nearly broken down. Even now, her voice was hauntingly husky despite the up-tempo beat behind it, and I closed my eyes as the instrumental faded out.
She had a talent – a gift to move people and make them feel what she felt. Her words were her gift, and I treasured it.
I was still reeling from her saying yes to living with me. I had almost thought it might be too soon to ask it of her, but when I had floated it past Jesse, he had told me to go for it, and I hoped that in doing it, I offered Lennon the security she needed to know I wasn't going anywhere.
She was stuck with me.
I gazed down at the beautiful woman in my bed, and the amount of love swelling in my chest almost became too much to bear.
My phone rang, and I frowned at seeing Ashley's name flashing on the screen. I glanced at the time, noting Lennon and I had only been home for an hour. Ashley and Gracie were still at the venue when we left.
Maybe we had left something behind.
I hit the answer button. "Ash?"
"Oh Christ," Ashley's tear-filled voice filled the line, almost hysterical. "Cam? Oh my God – th-there's been an accident – I – Gr-Gracie – oh my God!"
Ice-cold panic rushed through me, and Lennon stirred on my chest, confusion on her face as she stared at me while I moved off the bed.
"Ash, slow down," I ordered, my voice breaking at her distress. "What happened?"
"What's going on?" Lennon mumbled as she rubbed her head.
"It's Gracie," Ashley managed to get out. "There's been an accident."
To be continued…



Forget Me Not
Coming 2024
Gracie had it all.
Her band had just booked a national tour, she had finally gotten off the waitlist for her dream dog, and her girlfriend had popped the question!
The stars had finally aligned - until they didn't. After a horrific accident, Gracie loses the last four years of her life, including her band, her dog, and her fiancée.
Ashley's grand power couple plans were put on hold when her girlfriend woke up from an accident asking for her college boyfriend. Coming face to face with a version of Gracie she didn't know existed, Ashley is left with one question.
When your memory is lost, can the heart still remember?
- Shay Paris
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Visit www.bethanyshayporteous.com to learn more about me and keep up to date with my published work!
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Who I’m Meant To Be
Who I’m Meant To Be
Written by Bethany Shay Porteous & Blade Willison - (Lennon)
You say that I chase acceptance
Wherever I can get it
Go looking for perfection
Yeah, I know that I'm not
It's my insecurity
And you use it against me
Your favorite weapon
My fears and my faults…
Bending over backwards
Tried to cut myself in half
All this to make you proud
And yet I'm still not good enough
I could touch the moon
Stand among the stars
And you will still ask me
Why I've not reached Mars
Oh be a good girl
God girl
Praying on my knees girl
Worship at your feet girl
Don't you ever speak girl
Straight girl
Quiet girl
Won't you fall in line girl
Don't you start your crying girl
We love you when you're silent girl
This is not who I'm meant to be!
You can put me in boxes,
but I'll still split them at the seams
Tell me, do you see the cracks appearing?
Every time you raise your brow
That disappointed scowl
I know it's my fault somehow
Can you see that I am splitting
With every harsh word on your lips
Cruelty behind careful kindness
Somehow it's always me we need to fix
I could touch the moon
Stand among the stars
And you will still ask me
Why I've not reached Mars
Oh be a good girl
God girl
Praying on my knees girl
Worship at your feet girl
Don't you ever speak girl
Straight girl
Quiet girl
Won't you fall in line girl
Don't you start your crying girl
We love you when you're silent girl
This is not who I'm meant to be
You can put me in boxes
but I'll still split them at the seams
Oh bending over backwards
I cut myself in half
Contortioned all my parts
To try and be just what you ask
Daddy, here's the moon
Ma, I got you the stars
Oh, for the sun is what you asked
You didn't say that, but here we are
I could touch the moon
Stand among the stars
And you will still ask me
Why I've not reached Mars
Oh be a good girl,
God girl,
Praying on my knees girl
Worship at your feet girl
Don't you ever speak girl
Straight girl
Quiet girl
Won't you fall in line girl
Don't you start your crying girl
We love you when you're silent girl
This is not who I'm meant to be



Hold Onto Me
Hold Onto Me
Written by Bethany Shay Porteous - (Camila)
Saw you leaving her apartment
In the dress from the night before
Didn’t realize the pain
That an article would cause
No, I didn’t…
But you’re not mine anymore
Hold on to me,
Every earth-shattering memory
We were so connected
Couldn’t be held down by gravity
But now it’s over…
You’re not mine anymore
Stolen glances across the room
Pounding hearts filled the silence of our tomb
We sealed our fates, accepted doom
Never believed it would end so soon
But now it’s over
Goodbye, see you, later
Hold on to me,
Every earth-shattering memory
We were so connected
Couldn’t be held down by gravity
But now it’s over…
You’re not mine anymore
Hold onto me…
So connected…
Hold onto to me…
Now it’s over
Goodbye, see you, later
Hold on to me,
Every earth-shattering memory
We were so connected
Couldn’t be held down by gravity
But now it’s over…
You’re not mine anymore



The Light
The Light
Written by Bethany Shay Porteous - (Camila)
In a world of feeling small
She stood there and she feared the fall
Never good enough
Her looks
Her clothes
Heart holding scars that no one knows
Shadows cast down on dreams
Unable to see through those negative beams
Whispers from those who said she could never rise
Hidden tears
Pained cries
Then it came, a shining light,
The beacon in the dark of night
You showed me beauty, love, passion, and trust,
So pure
So precious
I threw it in the rain and left it to rust
Shadows cast down on dreams
Unable to see through those negative beams
Whispers from those who said she could never rise
Hidden tears
Pained cries
You weren’t there
Couldn’t hold me at night



Midnight Grave
Midnight Grave
Written by Bethany Shay Porteous - (Lennon)
In the silence of the night
Under the darkened gaze of the sky
I tread carefully
Knowing I stand on the edge of the midnight grave
And I’m not brave
The grave is where my memories lay
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust
The pain of yesterday comes my way
My midnight grave
I lay there six feet in the ground
As the wounds of yesterday chew me up and devour
Taking just enough to keep me here in this place
But, a firm reminder that it holds all my pain
Right before I collpase into sleep
The silence of the earth seems to suffocate me
It’s as if someone is pouring sand over my coffin
My life becoming a slideshow at my own wake
And I can’t bear to stop it
The pain reminds me of where I was and where I am now
The grave is where my memories lay
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust
The pain of yesterday comes my way
My midnight grave
I lay there six feet in the ground
As the wounds of yesterday chew me up and devour
Taking just enough to keep me here in this place
But, a firm reminder that it holds all my pain
I used to dance under the light of the moon
My mind was a place of fantasy and delight
Somewhere safe I could go before sleep at night
But, things happened in the light of day
Things that locked my joy away
The grave is where my memories lay
Ashes to ashes and dust to dust
The pain of yesterday comes my way
My midnight grave
I lay there six feet in the ground
As the wounds of yesterday chew me up and devour
Taking just enough to keep me here in this place
But, a firm reminder that it holds all my pain



Letting Go
Letting Go
Written by Bethany Shay Porteous - (Lennon)
It all started the way you looked at me
Hiding in the bathroom
Your eyes on me while I counted each beat
Sharing my truth
Because it was bleeding out of me
If I could go back in time
I would hit stop
I would go back on it all
Then I would never know what it felt like to fall
I'll just be over here
Letting go of the memory of you in my arms, my heart, my sheets
Staying up all night
Trying to work out where it all went wrong
Driving myself crazy
Oh-Oh-La-La-Hey-Yeah
How's it feel to be the girl of my dreams
The only one who could unravel me
You go on living your life
Each day going by and you forget about me
But…
If I could go back in time
I would hit stop
I would go back on it all
Then I would never know what it felt like to fall
I'll just be over here
Letting go of the memory of you in my arms, my heart, my sheets
Staying up all night
Trying to work out where it all went wrong
Driving myself crazy
Oh-Oh-La-La-Hey-Yeah
If I could go back in time
I would hit stop
I would go back on it all
Then I would never know what it felt like to fall
I'll just be over here
Letting go of the memory of you in my arms, my heart, my sheets
Staying up all night
Trying to work out where it all went wrong
Driving myself crazy
Oh-Oh-La-La-Hey-Yeah
I would just hit stop
Life would go on
And I would be strong
But now I'm just
Letting Go…



Be This Way
Be This Way
Written by Bethany Shay Porteous - (Lennon & Camila)
Crowded rooms, faceless smiles
Lost in my memory
I see you standing there
My heart's one unease
Eyes locked now
A silent conversation begins
The past echoes
A promise on your lips
Words held back
History stands untold
Wounds revive, and a story unfolds
A crossfire
Face to face
Ghosts of heartbreak and grace
Whispers of my past grow
Pushed and shoved
We got lost in the fray
I know, now it was meant to be this way…
Hourglass of time
Grains falling fast
We stand here tangled in the pains of our past
A crossfire
Face to face
Ghosts of heartbreak and grace
Whispers of my past grow
Pushed and shoved
We got lost in the fray
I know, now it was meant to be this way…
Words held back
History stands untold
Wounds revive, and a story unfolds



Before you go…
If you enjoy this book, please take a minute to share your thoughts by leaving a review. You can do so on a platform of your choice. As an independent author, reviews help me become a better writer. Your feedback, both positive and constructive, is very important!
It also helps other reads who haven’t heard of me make the decision on whether they’d like to read my work.
Thank you in advance and enjoy the story!
Shay Paris
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