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A humble request…
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 readers 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



Don’t be afraid to give up the good and go for the great.
-John D Rockefeller





Soundtrack
Here With Me - Elina
Can’t Help Falling in Love - Haley Reinhart
Looking For A Reason - Little Big Town
Devil Gate Drive - Suzi Quatro
everything i wanted - Billie Eilish
For The Lover That I Lost - Sam Smith
Somebody To Love - Queen
Respect - Aretha Franklin
The Climb - Miley Cyrus
Shake It Off - Taylor Swift
Sign of the Times - Harry Styles
Simply the Best - Noah Reid
Elastic Heart (Piano Version) - Sia
Hollaback Girl - Gwen Stefani
Writer In The Dark - Lorde
BITE - Troye Sivan
Remember - Becky Hill, David Guetta
Clarity (REMIX) - Zedd, Medina



Lennon
  
“OH, GOD!” Veronica cried out as her body squirmed beneath me, her hands clutching at the sheets as pure ecstasy lit up her features. “Oh – oh – fuck!” Veronica’s body rocked against my own, her moans breathy and staggered as she rode out her orgasm, slowly coming down from the high. Her eyes blinked up at me lazily, and a small smile slipped over her face. “Damn Lennon.”
Rolling off her, I rested my head on my arm and squeezed her hip. “Sounds like you enjoyed that,” I teased as my hand grazed over her pubic bone, causing her to squeal and squirm against me.
“Lennon!” Veronica growled, playfully shoving me away. “Why do you do that?”
“Because it’s funny,” I laughed as I settled back into the bed, equally as spent as she was. I wanted to take some time to savor my own after orgasm effects I had only moments earlier. It was easier when we came simultaneously, and we could relax together.
A clap of thunder sounded outside, and we both jumped in surprise before chuckling together. It had been raining hard all day, and it looked like the promised storm was finally starting to roll in. I grimaced at the thought of having to drive in it later, but that was a problem for future me. My gaze dropped down to Veronica, who was snuggled into the crook of my arm, and I caught her staring intently at me.
“What?” I asked with a nervous laugh. She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it quickly with a shake of her head. “Okay, well, now I’m intrigued.”
“Nothing,” she told me firmly. “It doesn’t matter.”
I gave her a look and an eye roll. “Clearly, it isn’t nothing. What’s up?”
She slowly sat up in the bed, and the sheet delightfully dropped to pool around her waist, displaying her flawless ivory skin and supple breasts, her soft pink nipples practically begging me to put them in my mouth. I refrained, though, because she had something on her mind.
“Well,” she started nervously as she pulled her long blonde locks up into a bun. “You know tomorrow is our six months, right?”
“I know,” I murmured slowly as I wondered what direction this conversation was headed.
She swallowed and picked at the blanket, staring intently at it. “Well, it’s six months, Lennon. The only important person I have met in your life is Jesse. That’s it. Now, you’re going to a family dinner tonight…you won’t even take me as a friend.”
Dread consumed me as I realized where this conversation was going, and I threw my hand over my face as annoyance swam through me. How many times had we had this discussion? It wasn’t even a discussion anymore. It would start off calm, and then somehow, we would start yelling at each other.
“I’ve told you I’m not ready, Ron,” I groaned as I sat up to look at her. “When we started dating, I told you I wasn’t out yet. I said I had no intention of coming out yet.”
“I know,” she said quickly as she tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “It’s just - I thought that maybe, the longer we were together… you’d want to…that you would want the people you care about to know about me.”
Guilt chewed at me, along with anxiety, as I felt myself being backed into a corner. She had slowly been pressing this on me over the last three months, although this conversation had been surfacing a lot more often lately. Every time it ended in an explosive fight. Why was she doing this again?
“Veronica,” I sighed heavily. “It’s not that I don’t want them to know you… I’m just not ready for them to know me. Even if I bring you over as a friend, they’ll be pissed that I lied to them in their own home if I eventually come out. They aren’t stupid. I can’t do it yet, not while they’re so mad about me dropping out of college for music. This would just give them more fire to hate on me.”
Veronica sighed and looked down at her hands. “You won’t even let me tag you in photos on social media, Lennon. I just hate being hidden.”
I bit the inside of my cheek in irritation. “I have always been open…and honest with you about where I’m at with who I am, Veronica. I have never once given you the impression I was coming out anytime soon.”
She grabbed my hand with an earnest look in her eyes. “Don’t you think it will make things so much easier for you and your family if you were just honest about who you are?”
“I can assure you it will only add fuel to a smoldering fire,” I told her with a scoff. “No, things won’t be made easier. They will be a thousand times harder. They aren’t ready, and I sure as hell am not ready.”
Veronica made a face and let go of my hand as tears gathered in her eyes. “I’m not sure if I can keep doing this. I am comfortable with who I am, and I don’t like being stuffed into a closet I clawed my way out of. Parents come around, Lennon. Mine did.”
A jolt of panic hit me at the thought of her ending things, but it didn’t scare me enough to run out and proclaim my identity. “I’m not going to hold you back, Veronica, and I don’t want to drag you back in the closet. I always told you it was never a good idea to get serious. I’m not ready for people to know.”
“Wow,” she scoffed as a dark look overtook her features. “So, if I walked out of here right now, you’d just let me go?”
I swallowed the thick lump in my throat. Please don’t leave me, I cried internally. I love you.
I couldn’t voice that to her. It wasn’t fair. She wanted things I wasn’t ready to give right now. The thought of not waking up with her every morning or holding her while we slept…it left a cold void within me, and tears gathered in my eyes, but a small amount of anger built in me.
“I’m not going to be manipulated into coming out, Ron,” I told her firmly as I got up from the bed and pulled on my clothes. “I love you. I haven’t felt for anyone like the way I feel about you, but there are things you want that I can’t give you, and I’m not going to hold you back from experiencing all that for my own selfish gain.”
“How am I manipulating you?” she spluttered hotly as she yanked on her shirt.
“Veronica,” I started calmly as my heart raced. “If you want to walk, then walk. Don’t threaten me with walking. If you want to leave, leave. I have made it clear. I’m not ready. I feel like a broken record, repeating myself. We keep going round in circles, having the same argument all the time, and the result is always the same.”
“I can’t believe this!” she cried as she pulled on her pants and picked up her bag. “Six months, Lennon! Six months and I’m still not good enough for you to come out with!”
“Jesus Christ, Veronica!” I shouted in frustration. “It’s not you. It’s me! From the very beginning, I have made it bluntly clear who I am, where I’m at, and where I intend on going. I have given you numerous opportunities to leave if it wasn’t for you. Every single time you stayed. I’m sorry that it hurts you, but I can’t force myself to be ready for something that has the potential to shatter any sort of remaining connection I have with my parents!”
“If they’re such horrible people, why do you even care?” she growled as she wiped her eyes.
I sighed heavily and ran my hand down my face. “I can’t keep having this argument. It’s exhausting. I am so tired of waiting for you to spring this on me.”
“So, what, you’re dumping me?” she demanded with tear filled eyes that instantly made me feel like a dick. “Well, fuck you, Lennon! I’m dumping you. Have fun living in your fake little bubble. I’m not doing it anymore. Have a nice life!”
“Veronica,” I started weakly, but she had already turned the handle and stormed out of the room. The sound of the apartment door slamming made me jump, and I groaned as I threw myself down on the bed.
“Was that for real this time, or should we expect her back tonight?” Jesse’s voice piped up from the doorway, and I sighed. “If it is finally the end of that one, can I just offer my deepest congratulations? She is far too much.”
“Jesse,” I warned darkly as I kept my face buried in my pillow. “I’m an idiot. She is the ideal girlfriend. She’s smart, self-sufficient, hilarious, and she knows her way around the bedroom. I mean, the only time we fight is over this, and that’s it!”
“Sweetheart,” Jesse cooed as he perched on the edge of the bed. “I can assure you that if you came out with her, she would find something new to fight about. She’s a drama queen and has no respect for your boundaries. You have never once lied to her about who you are or promised more than you could give.”
“I’m hurting her,” I sighed sadly as I lifted my face from the bed.
“She’s hurting herself,” Jesse told me firmly. “You made it very clear, Lennon, when you first started dating that you were not out and had no intention of doing so.”
“I feel like such an asshole,” I muttered, and he pouted at me.
“Want to see something that is guaranteed to make you smile?” he asked with a wide grin as he ran his hand through his black hair. Not waiting for my answer, he whipped out his phone and thrust it under my nose. “Your cover has got over a million hits now. You also have two hundred new followers.”
“Seriously?” I demanded as I looked more closely. “What do the comments say?” My eyes greedily roamed the screen as I tried to drink in as many as possible.
Can someone sign this girl already? - catz_coffee
If you close your eyes you can almost pretend it’s Billie Eilish – jugler87
voice of an angel I wish I could sing as gud as that plz watch this video of me signing and follo me plz!!!!! – singgg_0009
“My views just keep increasing with each video,” I spluttered at Jesse, who nodded with a big smile.
“The best thing you’ve ever done is revive that channel, love, seriously. All the people who watched you through high school are still there,” Jesse said happily. “You can only go up from here.”
“If only my parents saw it that way,” I told him with an eye roll. “I have dinner there tonight, so I get to watch them fawn all over Michael and how great he is being a med student. Like no other person in the world has studied medicine,” I scoffed.
Jesse gave me a sympathetic smile. “I can totally chuck a sicky at work and come with you tonight if you want?”
“As much as I appreciate the gesture, Madge will rip you a new one if you cancel your shift on her,” I told him. “Let’s not play with fire. You still okay to meet me at the pier tomorrow?”
“Absolutely!” Jesse got up from the bed with a dramatic sigh. “Okay, I need to go and get ready for work then. Have a good night, good luck.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled as he left the room.
Once I was alone, I threw myself back down on the bed and glanced down at my phone. It was usually an hour or so after a fight, and Veronica would text with an apology. I felt like absolute shit, and I realized if she did end up texting, it might be best for me to shut it down…for her sake and my sake because we’d come back to the same fight in a month with the same outcome.
It wasn’t fair for me to hold onto her when I couldn’t give her what she so clearly wanted. I wished I could, truly, but with my family and who they were…the very thought of coming out to my parents made my throat close up, and a bucket load of anxiety marched through my body.
I just wasn’t ready, and maybe I never would be, which meant I couldn’t string Veronica along, so if she did text tonight, then I would need to end it.
For good this time.
    
“Mary,” mom greeted me with a warm smile as I walked into the house. “How are you, dear? You’re looking thin. Are you eating?”
“I’m fine mom,” I told her with a sigh, despising the use of my real name, but I enjoyed the mothering. I had to soak this moment up. As soon as the evening wore on, it would go from loving to critical. “How are you?”
“Good,” she said happily as she guided me inside. “Do you like my new color? Your father treated me to pamper day.” She twirled in front of me to show off her new blonde highlights, and her hair bounced around her shoulders.
“You look great mom,” I told her warmly as I looked into her soft brown eyes. “I like the color. You look younger.”
Mom flushed happily as we entered the kitchen and my brother Michael set down his beer, a broad grin on his face.
“Mary!” he crowed with enthusiasm, approaching me, and I knew he was about to wrestle me into a bear hug. Before I could even duck out, he gripped me and squeezed, causing me to lose all air in my lungs. “I’ve missed you! We need to see each other more. It’s just so hard, being a med student and all!”
I gasped for air as he released me, trying not to roll my eyes. I hadn’t even been here five minutes, and he was already on the self-love train. “We’re both busy,” I told him as I got my breath back and straightened my clothes.
“How is the bar?” he asked with fake interest, and I bit back the growl in my throat. “Are you singing there yet, or still cleaning tables?”
“Is that my Mary-Moo?” my father’s voice floated down the hall, and I both winced and warmed at the familiar nickname. Dad entered the kitchen wearing his usual blue jeans and grey shirt. I swear the man didn’t own any other outfits.
“Hey dad,” I greeted as I went to hug him.
“You’re thin,” he grumbled as he held my small frame. “Are they feeding you over there?”
“Dad,” I chided as I released him. “I feed myself, and yes, I am eating.”
“Hope,” my father said as he turned to mom. “Fill up her plate tonight. Mary, why don’t you just move home and go back to college? You can’t tell me you’re enjoying living off tips and in the spare room of that apartment of sin?”
Jesus, I cursed inwardly. “Dad, it’s too early in the evening for this.”
“I’m just saying-”
Dad was cut off as Michael gloated loudly, “Did you guys know I’m seeing someone?”
“Considering it’s all over your socials, I would say how could we not know?” I told him with a smirk, relief washing through me at the change of subject, even if it was about him. “What’s her name, Nicky? Connie?”
“Hannah,” Michael corrected with a grin as he flicked his shaggy brown hair out of his face. “We’ve been together for a month now. I’m thinking of asking her to be my girlfriend, officially.”
“Oh!” Mom clapped her hands together with glee. “That’s so exciting, darling. You’ll need to bring her by, so we can meet her.”
Michael nodded and gave me a look that I couldn’t decipher as he picked his beer back up. “I definitely will, mom. You might know her parents. They go to the same church as you guys. Wendy and Harris Taylor?”
“Oh!” dad said with a nod. “Yeah, we know the Taylor’s. Nice people, good choice, son. I can imagine, though, keeping up with your studies can make it hard to maintain a relationship?”
Michael shrugged like it was no big deal. “We make it work.”
“Mary, dear, can you set the table, please?” mom asked as she removed a dish from the oven. “Randell, come help me cut this roast up.”
Offered reprieve from the telling of how amazing a child Michael could be, I began to set the table, ignoring my brother as he began to set down some placemats and glasses.
“Why are you looking so sour for, sour puss?” Michael taunted with a smirk. “You know, a friend of mine was showing some people in class the new video you put up of that Billie Eilish song. What’s it called?”
“Everything I Wanted,” I muttered as I finished setting the forks and knives. “I just passed a million hits, by the way.”
He gave me a nod. “They paying you yet?”
“Huh?” I frowned.
“Don’t you eventually get paid if you bring in a certain amount of traffic?” Michael asked me. “If you’re getting hits like that, shouldn’t you get paid?”
“Not everything is about money,” I defended with a glower.
“At your age, it should be,” my father interjected as he opened his beer and sat down at the head of the table. “You should be working hard now, so you don’t have to slave away when you get older. I don’t understand why you didn’t take up the offer to sing in the choir, Mary. They pay you. He is a televised pastor.”
“It’s not about money,” I said, feeling like a parrot. “I don’t want to sing in a church choir, okay?”
“What’s wrong with the church choir?” dad asked, disgruntled. “You’d be making an honest living, worshiping the Lord, and doing something you claim to love. It’s about time you came back to church anyway. Living with those two sinners is doing things to you.”
“Dad,” I warned carefully. “Leave it.”
“Mom,” Michael said loudly. “Did you watch that new movie I sent you? I know you love Nicole Kidman.”
“I did,” she said with a smile. “It was very good. You’re such a thoughtful boy.”
Once again, conversation deflected to Michael and how great he was, and I was left to eat my dinner in peace. I would definitely be finding an excuse to get out of the next one. I was so sick and tired of my father’s insults over living with Jesse and his boyfriend, Todd. If he hadn’t been such an ogre when I dropped out of college, I would have still been living here!
I made it through dinner mostly left alone after that, thanks to Michael’s endless chatter about how amazing this Hannah was, and as I put on my coat to go home, mom held my arm with a soft smile.
“I know you feel like he’s picking on you,” she murmured with a small smile. “Your father just worries, and so do I. You didn’t have to move out. Yes, we were upset you dropped out of college, and we still are. We just want you to make the right choices. You only get one shot at life. Your father feels you’re on a dangerous path, living with those boys, and you stopped coming to church… you’ve taken on a weird new name. We just love you, Mary.”
I suppressed my sigh of irritation, trying to smile. “I love you, mom. I gotta go.”
She nodded once and let go of my arm. “Drive safe.”
I quickly made my way to the car, sighing with relief as I climbed in and shut the door. Taking a deep breath, I rested my head on the chair, closing my eyes and squeezing the steering wheel, willing myself not to scream. No screaming and no crying, I told myself. Instead, I plugged my phone into the AUX and scrolled through my playlist, settling on Stand By Me by John Lennon.
Blasting this lifesaving piece of music would definitely put me in a better mood by the time I got back to the apartment. I relaxed as his voice crooned through the speakers, and I settled into my chair, my hold on the wheel loosening. I lost the tension in my shoulders and smiled at the memory of my grandfather and me dancing around his living room the night before I left for college.
My grandfather and this musician, John Lennon, had been my lifeline for some of my darkest moments. I would always have this link to him through this music.
I put the car in reverse and backed out into the street, looking at the house before me and shaking my head as a heavy sadness settled on my heart before taking off into the night.
    
I entered the apartment feeling lighter than when I left it, but my heart squeezed ever so slightly when I glanced down at my phone, noting no text message. Was it really over for real now? Six months down the toilet. Who was I kidding, though? I was doomed for failure, whatever relationship I ended up in any way. It couldn’t go anywhere, not until I was ready to face up to my parents.
Would I ever be ready for that? The anxious knot in my stomach said I definitely wasn’t prepared for that right now.
Walking through the apartment, I realized I had it to myself. Taking a breath, I glanced over at the keyboard against the wall and noted the video camera was still set up in front of it. Jesse and I would record one video a week for my channel, which snowballed over the last six months.
Ever since I had dumped college and moved in here to pursue music, Jesse had been behind me, my own personal cheer squad and video editor. He’d got me a job at The Halfway, which was a popular bar in West Hollywood. A lot of musicians got their foot in the door there. It was frequented by the big names in the music industry.
Jesse’s boyfriend, Todd, and the band he played in, The Wiser, had a recurring gig there every Saturday. They were really starting to gain some traction and had been booking a lot of gigs lately. They had recently self-launched their first album, which was tracking well. Their music was very folksy, and it drew a crowd.
I sat down at the piano and ran my fingers over the keys. How amazing would it be to get the opportunity to play there one day? Busking on the pier was fun, sure, but to perform at The Halfway…any musician starting in LA wanted to book a spot there, but it wasn’t easy.
Jesse believed wholeheartedly that me getting a job there would speed up my chances of getting on that stage. It had been six months, and I was still serving cocktails, but I would pay my dues. I knew that the music industry was cutthroat, and you had to put the work in. I was ready for it. I had to be. I had put my entire future on the line for it and my relationship with my parents.
I had to succeed.
My thoughts drifted back to Veronica, and I sighed sadly, tears pricking in my eyes.
You’re not allowed to cry, I growled at myself in annoyance. You did this to yourself. You could stop feeling like this at any time. Except, I couldn’t. If dad knew who I really was, I would lose my family forever.
I’d be just like all the other sinners in his eyes—someone who lost their way. I should have stayed at college, gone to church on Sundays, and joined the stupid choir…but even then, I’m sure he would find something about me that was lacking, somewhere I couldn’t compete against Michael.
Shaking my head, I pulled on my headphones and adjusted my microphone. I switched on the camera and stretched my fingers, running them over the keys as I took a breath. I began the opening strains of Sam Smith’s
For The Lover That I Lost, wanting to lose myself in a heartbreaking ballad so that I could release some of this anguish and frustration.
There was no other way to release how I was feeling without screaming. I felt backed into a corner of my own making, torn between wanting to be who I was but terrified of the repercussions a decision like that would mean for me. Was I prepared to lose my family? No. It was an absolute certainty that would happen if I was to expose who I was.
Jesus, my parents lost their shit when I dropped college and told them music was my passion…what would they do if I told them I loved a woman? I was in love with Veronica, which was why I had to let her go. It wasn’t fair for me to cling to her when I couldn’t fully be with her.
I was doing the right thing by ending it, and I made a firm promise to myself that if she did text, I would ignore it. She needed to move on, and I wouldn’t drag her back into our revolving door of a relationship because we would always come to the same conclusion.
She was out and proud, and I wasn’t. There was nowhere we could go from here, not until I could stop being such a coward.
I pounded the keys angrily as I drew the song to a close, the lump in my throat thickening as the tears spilled over. I yanked the headphones off as I loud the sobs to overcome me, picking up my things and storming off to my room. I threw myself into the bed, encapsulating myself in the darkness of my room, inhaling the stale scent of Veronica’s perfume in my bed, sniffling pathetically.
Your choice, I told myself in a punishing tone. Your fault.



Camila
  
I BLISSFULLY STRETCHED out in the spa, the bubbles foamed around me, giving off the scent of vanilla and lavender while I sipped on a glass of wine and indulged in some chocolates my sister, Isabella, had made me from scratch. That girl had an insane amount of talent in the kitchen. This stuff was fancy box quality.
I couldn’t remember the last time I just laid out and relaxed like this. It was the first day of my official ‘break’, and it was exceeding expectations so far. I hadn’t had time to myself like this in maybe five years. There was always someone messaging me, an appointment to be at, an event to be seen at.
It was exhausting.
I had just capped off my third world tour for my new album Unchained, and the reviews had been better than I could have dreamed. I was riding a high of success, and it felt damn good. After the last two years of being coated in scandal and disgrace, my public image was finally being turned around for good. People liked the music I was making now. They liked who I was now, and to be honest, so did I.
I scrolled through my socials as I lounged in the spa, reading the comments from my fans while I giggled with delight. It felt so good to be appreciated like this again, to be adored by people again. I was far from the child star turned party girl image that had been curated. I was finally the artist I wanted to be, it had taken some time to get there, but it happened.
How does her hair change like that every day? -KayMitchel9
The power of wigs, I thought with a smirk. I could never settle on one hairstyle or color, so I had a huge collection of quality wigs. Sometimes I would go natural, but my fans could never tell what my natural hair was, which was half of the fun.
I was tagged in so many posts from fans who had been at last night’s concert, screaming and rocking out. I made sure to like as many of them as possible. I had made it my mission to try and interact with my fans wherever I could, and it had helped with the big image turnaround. The label was finally off my back, and I had a meeting with my manager, Nicole, tomorrow to discuss something big.
My phone buzzed with an unknown number, and I glared it, refusing to answer. If it was someone I knew, they could text me or leave a message. I wasn’t answering an unknown number. I wasn’t an idiot.
H - It’s me. I’m at your door. Let me in.
I choked on my wine and knocked the box of chocolates in the bath as I realized who it was. There was no way she was out of rehab yet! Nicole would have warned me, given me the heads up, got me out of the state or something! This was a huge oversight on her part, and I quickly called her as I hurriedly clambered out of the bath, water sloshing over the floor along with a trail of bubbles as I struggled into a robe.
“Hello?” Nicole’s groggy voice came down the line. “Cam?”
“Would you mind telling me why Helena is at my front door and not in some rehab retreat in Minnesota?” I demanded as my wet body began to soak my silk robe.
“What?” Nicole demanded, sounding much more awake. “She’s not due to be let out until next month, Cam, I swear. I have kept such close tabs on her. Lately, I have known more about her schedule than yours right now. Is she really at your door?”
“She literally just texted me from a random number and said she was!” I hissed as I crept out of the bedroom and to the front door. I held my breath as I peeped through the eyehole and cursed as I saw my ex standing there in sweat pants, a tank top, and a huge black open hoody. She looked like a mess. I quickly backed away from the door and went to my room. “She can’t be seen here, Nicole. Get rid of her!”
“I’m on it!” Nicole gasped, and the call ended.
I held my phone to my chest, almost dropping it with fright when it buzzed in my hands.
H - I can hear you in there. Let me in before I make a scene.
Fuck! I groaned inwardly. I quickly began to pull on some clothes, annoyed my relaxing soak had been cut short. What a waste of chocolates as well, I thought sadly.
H - Five.
H - Four.
H - Three…
I raced toward the front door, ripping it open, terrified at what she could do. The last time she said she would cause a scene, she live streamed a full on hate attack on me, and what an awful partner I was. She stormed in moodily, looking on edge, and I swallowed the nerves in my throat.
“What are you doing here, Helena?” I asked her as I hit record on my phone, making sure I slipped it carefully in my pocket. “Aren’t you meant to be in Minnesota?”
“What?” she scowled at me as she ran a hand through her ratty blonde locks. “That hole you got me locked up in?”
“I think you got yourself there,” I told her firmly as I folded my arms. “Or do you not remember stabbing that photographer outside The Halfway?”
“Wasn’t my fault,” she sniffed as she rubbed her nose. “He got in my face, and I told him to fuck off.”
“Okay, Helena, you need help, and your treatment hasn’t finished. You need to go back,” I told her as gently as possible.
“I need help? If I remember correctly, you would get just as high and just as fucked up as I did. You just managed not to get caught! Then you got me sent off to that prison in the middle of fucking nowhere!” Her face was livid, her eyes almost black, and I wondered what I ever saw in her, aside from free drugs.
“Are you on something right now?” I asked her carefully.
“So, what if I was?” she demanded with hurt in her tone. “You don’t care. Don’t pretend that you do. You got me shipped off, and you never once reached out. Out of sight, out of mind. You get to go and release a new album and have a fancy new tour. I lose all my contracts, and my manager can’t even get a fucking Target to book me!”
“Helena…” I said carefully. “I organized that retreat in Minnesota so you could recharge and find yourself again. I gave your parents a brochure. They are the ones who put you there.”
“You instigated it!” she cried out. “My career is gone, Camila. It’s all your fault!”
“How is it my fault?” I demanded as anger whipped through me. “If I remember correctly, you were the one who was always supplying the drugs and booze, so don’t go try pinning your failures on me. I sorted my shit out and turned it around. You kept going and going!”
“You really think you’re made to live the life of people pleaser?” she snorted as she walked around my living room. “This good girl image is only going to last you so long. You can’t maintain it long term.”
I tried to ignore her words, taking a calming breath. “What are you doing here?”
Her expression shifted from hard and uncaring to soft and vulnerable. For the most fleeting moment, she looked like the person she used to be. My heart ached with longing for that girl, but I stuffed those feelings down hard. I wasn’t falling into her trap, not after I clawed myself out of the last hole she had dug me into.
“I miss you,” she uttered weakly, and one lone tear dropped down her cheek. “You haven’t checked in. You never even called me when I could start accepting them again.”
“Helena,” I sighed as sadness crept into my voice. “We broke up. Calling you would only have confused things for you.”
“For me,” she murmured as she walked toward me. “Or you?” She came to stand in front of me, an inch between us. “I think you were too scared to call me. You would have cracked and begged for me back.”
Fat chance, I thought darkly. Watching your girlfriend shove a knife into someone’s neck was a real way to kill any sort of romantic feelings. She was unstable, and she shouldn’t be out of the clinic. I just had to keep her calm until Nicole arrived with some backup to get her out of here.
“I miss you,” she breathed, and her hand came to rest on my neck. “You miss me too. We were so good together.”
We were a hot mess, I told her inwardly. We were one drugged up party away from an overdose.
“We’re over, Helena,” I told her firmly as I took a step back. “You need to go back to the clinic.”
Her eyes filled with unshed tears as she squared her jaw, clearly trying to hold back her emotion. She looked around the room and stuffed her hands in her pockets. “Where’s the toilet? I need to pee.”
I pointed to the powder room with a frown and watched as she glided off toward it. Was that it? I had expected more of a fight. Some screaming, maybe some shit getting thrown around…was she really taking it that easily? Surely not, not Helena. She made spectacles, drama and cameras followed her like a bad smell.
My phone vibrated in my hand and I saw Nicole’s name flashing. I quickly brought it to my ear.
“Cam?” her voice came down the line in a flurry. “We’re almost there. It’s just me and Helena’s father. We want the media left out of this. The last thing Helena needs is a bad headline right now, and the same goes for you. Not after how hard you have worked.”
“She’s surprisingly calm,” I told Nicole with a frown as I went to sit on a sofa. “She wanted to get back together. I said no. She just…accepted it.”
Nicole was silent down the line for a moment. “Seriously?” she said nervously. “That doesn’t sound right. Not for her.”
“I know right?” I mumbled in bafflement. “Maybe the retreat has actually been helping, like, she’s learned some coping mechanisms, who knows. How far off are you?”
“About five minutes,” she told me with a tired sigh. “Were you asleep when she showed up?”
“No,” I told her with a yawn. “I have jet lag. I was taking a hot bath and enjoying a bottle of wine. I have half a box of chocolates emptied in the bottom of the tub.”
“Why are they in the tub?” Nicole asked with a frown. “You’re not starting another diet, are you?”
I snorted with disgust. “God, no. I got scared when I realized Helena was here. Isabella will be mad to know they were wasted. Hey, this meeting tomorrow – can you let me in on what it’s for?”
“Nope,” she said with a smile in her voice. “It’s a surprise, a good one. Just have an open mind, okay?”
“Okay…” I muttered as I glanced at the clock on the wall. “She hasn’t come out of the bathroom yet. Should I check on her?”
Nicole was quiet, and I could hear her speaking to Helena’s dad, Jim, in the background. “Go check on her,” she said suddenly, and I rose to my feet at the tone in her voice. The sense of urgency had unease run down my spine, and I headed to the guest powder room where she had gone, but she wasn’t there.
Frowning, I spun around on my heel and looked toward my bedroom, noting the door was opened. I had definitely shut it. I could see a strip of light coming from the bathroom, and I hesitantly walked toward the room, my heart racing.
“Helena?” I called out nervously as my palms sweat. I was met with silence, and I tried her nickname. “H?”
Nothing.
I started running toward the bathroom, my heart pounding in my chest as my mouth dried with anxiety. Something was wrong, and I knew that I needed to be ready for whatever I was about to face once I opened that door because it wouldn’t be pretty. I threw the door open and saw Helena slumped up against the wall, an empty pill bottle next to her, and my bottle of wine completely drained.
“No!” I roared as my heart faltered in my chest. “Jesus! Nicole, call 911!”
“What’s happened?” she yelled down the line.
“She’s downed a bottle of wine and…” I looked at the label on the pill bottle. “Vicodin? I don’t recognize the name on the label. It doesn’t belong to her. Nicole, I don’t have any Naloxone. Call 911 and then call me back!”
Nicole ended the call abruptly and I set down my phone, gripping Helena by the shoulders.
“H?” I shouted, shaking her. “H!” She had an extremely faint pulse, and I knew that she couldn’t have just done this. She would have taken pills before coming here. She had every intention of overdosing in my apartment tonight, and I was torn between panic and hatred.
My hands were tied. I had no idea how to help her. I couldn’t induce vomiting. We had learned that the hard way the first time she had done this.
After what felt like an eternity, my phone rang again and I quickly picked it up, accepting Nicole’s call.
“We’re in the elevator. The ambulance is on the way. They’re coming in the back way,” Nicole told me in a rushed voice. “Is she conscious?”
“Nope,” I growled angrily. “She’s taken something before coming here.”
I could hear the lock of my apartment jiggling as Nicole let herself and Helena’s father in. I put my phone back in my pocket and backed away as they raced in, her father going straight to her side as he tried to wake her up. My eyes met Nicole’s with naked panic etched into them, her own expression I’m sure mirrored mine.
“Helena?” Jim called loudly. “Sweetheart, it’s dad. Wake up! Can you hear me?” I watched as he rummaged through his pocket, and my heart tightened at the small pocket-sized satchel he pulled out. I watched as he hurriedly prepared a syringe of Naloxone, looking away as he injected it into her. “Come on, baby.”
Tears pricked in my eyes as bile rose in my throat, and I left the bathroom and bedroom, standing in the entryway of my apartment. Nicole came to stand with me, a thousand apologies in her expression, but this wasn’t her fault. Whoever had let her out of that clinic was at fault, and I would find out exactly who I needed to scream at.
“She’ll be okay,” Nicole tried to assure me. “That injection should buy some time until the paramedics get here.”
“This is insane,” I whispered to her as my calm façade dropped. “If she dies – if she dies in my bathroom – Jesus, what the hell is happening? How did I go from enjoying a hot bath to my ex, who should be two thousand odd miles away, overdosing on my bathroom floor?”
Nicole was unable to form words, which was fair enough given what she had just witnessed. I was struggling to form a coherent thought myself.
She couldn’t die.
The rest seemed to go by in a blur when the paramedics finally arrived. Jim shouted orders at them, demanding they fix her. All I could do was stand idly by and watch her get wheeled out of my apartment, looking more fragile and broken than I had ever seen her in my life.
Was this my fault?
Could I have been gentler about our breakup?
I caused this.
“I’ll cancel the meeting for tomorrow,” Nicole said softly once we were alone. “You need to get some rest.”
I shook my head firmly, sucking in a sob as I squared my shoulders. “I’ll be there.”
“Cam,” Nicole whispered in surprise. “You don’t have to-”
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Nic,” I called over my shoulder as I headed toward my bathroom. There was no chance I’d be getting any sleep tonight, but I sure as hell wasn’t locking myself in my apartment tomorrow…today, with only my thoughts to occupy me. Depending on how well Jim manages to keep the incident quiet, this could quickly be blowing up on my socials tomorrow.
    
“Are you going to tell me what this meeting is for?” I huffed tiredly as I slid into the black SUV Nicole arrived in. She waved on our driver, and I darkly sipped on my black coffee. “I would rather be in the know and avoid any more surprises.”
“Fair enough,” she admitted with a sigh. “The thing is, even if you don’t want to do it, you kind of have to.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “Why?”
“You know how the label sponsors American Superstar?” Nicole murmured as she scrolled tirelessly through her phone, hardly looking up.
“That singing competition?” I asked with a frown. “Where the winner gets to sign a deal with the label?”
“Yep,” Nicole said as she set her phone down. “The producers have reached out and requested you come on the show this season as a judge.”
Oh, fuck no, I thought darkly. “Are you kidding? Nicole, you said I got some vacation time!”
“You do!” she said quickly as she waved her hands. “It doesn’t start filming for another six months. You have all the time in the world to recharge and get ready. Look, the label has already said yes to it. Your hands are tied, given the fact you signed that agreement after that initial explosion with Helena…you have no say in the matter.”
“I have to mentor wannabe singers for God knows how long and pretend I enjoy it?” I demanded as annoyance laced my tone. “Fuck my life.”
Nicole sighed and rolled her eyes. “Listen, the label has said, you do this, and they let bygones be bygones. They’ll release you from your agreement to kiss their ass, and you can do whatever you want again.”
I perked up slightly at that. “Really?”
“Really. This is a really good opportunity for you too, Cam,” Nicole told me carefully. “This will help cement that new brand look we were going for. The bad party girl act will fully be thrown under the bus. Big shot, Camila, mentoring musical hopefuls on the most watched television show of the year? Your name is going to draw an even stronger audience.”
I was doing the show a favor then, I thought happily. I could definitely negotiate some things for the contract then. “How long does the whole process last?”
Nicole looked down at her folder resting on her lap. “Well, you and the other judges start doing the interviews and promoting a month before the show is due to start filming. Auditions and filming commence on June tenth. The final show is September eighteenth.”
“Jeez, that’s a process.”
“It’ll fly by,” Nicole assured me. “I’m happy I told you before we went in there,” she chuckled. “I don’t know why I thought this would have been a good surprise for you.”
I snorted as I glanced down at my phone. “We have worked together for a long time, Nic. I am a bit surprised at your lapse in judgment.” I typed in the show’s title and grimaced at the face of Wylie Scott as he popped up on my phone. “This dinosaur is still a judge?”
“Wylie is a country God, Camila, and he helped build that show.” Nicole began to gather up her paperwork as the car began to slow down. “He’s only forty-two, by the way, don’t call him a dinosaur to his face.”
“Ha!” I laughed as we pulled up at the back of what I realized to be Channel 4’s studio. Whatever was waiting for me in there, I knew I couldn’t say no to. My hands were bound by the deal I made with the label all those months ago when Helena lost her shit the first time and stabbed that photographer. I had essentially promised to kiss their ass so that they wouldn’t drop me.
That decision was now coming back to bite me, but it was only three months. It would go fast, surely. All I had to do was get through it on my best behavior, and then I could stop kissing the label’s ass.
Fake it till you make it, I told myself as I made to get out of the car. That’s all I could do at this point.
    
“So, LA?” Isabella asked me as I threw piles of clothing onto the bed. “Are you really going to be a judge on that show? You told me reality television was for the sad and washed up.”
I made a face at her. “I don’t exactly have a choice.” Isabella quirked a brow, and I rolled my eyes. “It’s part of some deal I made with the label. I won’t bore you with the gritty details. It’s happening though. Thank God I have some time before I subject myself to this thing.”
Isabella nodded and stretched out on the bed. “It’s probably good you get out of New York for a while anyway. Have you heard anything on Helena at all?”
I shook my head and sighed. “I told Jim I didn’t want to hear or know anything. As soon as they got her out of the apartment, that was it. I can’t believe she would – she would do that to me. She just intended on dying inside my bathroom!”
“She needs help,” Isabella murmured sympathetically. “Hopefully, she will get it. I just can’t believe the downward spiral her career – her life – has taken. You caught yourself before it was too late. She has really tanked, hard.”
I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed, a heavy feeling in my chest. “It all just got so out of hand. I’m not even talking about the other night. I’m talking about everything. I always knew when to stop, but Helena…she was always pushing the boundaries, crossing them, and I let her. I should have done more.”
“Hey,” Isabella said firmly, and I looked at her. “You are both grown adults. Helena is in charge of her own choices and the consequences that follow them. It’s not your job to hold her hand and keep her clean. You need to look after yourself, especially in this industry. She’s getting help. There’s nothing more you can do, okay?”
I nodded and tried to shake off the mood. “I’m so relieved it didn’t make news.”
“Yeah, you definitely don’t need that,” Isabella said as she stretched out with a groan. “I am so tired.”
“When are you due back in Chicago?” I asked as I sifted through my wig collection. “Is the restaurant almost ready?”
“Almost there,” she said with a grin. “I expect to see your face on opening night.”
“Definitely,” I promised her.
“That means being in the same room with mom and dad for more than five minutes,” Isabella reminded me, and I grimaced at the idea of prolonged time around my parents. “I will put you guys on opposite sides of the room, okay?”
“Honey, you can put us on opposite sides of the country, and it still wouldn’t be far enough,” I scoffed as a dark feeling swam in my chest. “I’ll be there, though, for you. Promise.”
“Good!” she said with a wide smile. “Will you be attending with a date?” I shot her a dark look, and she raised her hands. “Just a question. I’ll take that as a hard no.”
“I haven’t been with anyone since Helena,” I told her bluntly. “After the way that relationship ended, I’m happy to be on my own for the rest of my life. I don’t even want to date casually. I just want to be alone to focus on myself and my music, that’s it.”
“Sounds like a solid plan,” Isabella agreed. “Too bad you just invoked Murphy’s Law.”
“What?” I asked with annoyance. “What is that?”
“You know,” Isabella huffed at my question. “When you say something isn’t going to happen, but it happens because you said it wouldn’t?”
“No?”
“Like, when you never see a green car anywhere, and when you buy one, suddenly there’s just green cars everywhere all the time? Murphy’s Law.” Isabella gave me a triumphant smile at her explanation, and I shook my head in bewilderment.
“You’re actually going to be running a business with that brain,” I murmured out loud, narrowly avoiding a shoe she threw at my head. “Hey! They aren’t cheap! I don’t come into your kitchen and dent your pots and pans.”
“Mark my words,” Isabella told me with a smirk. “Because you’ve said your single, I can bet you’re going to be in a relationship by Christmas.”
I rolled my eyes but smiled, nonetheless. “Want to make this more interesting, then?”
“One hundred dollars if I’m right?” Isabella suggested with a grin before her eyes zoned in on my favorite pair of six inch crystal heels. “Plus, those shoes?”
I twitched nervously for the slightest second but saying no would make her think she had already won. “Fine,” I agreed. “When I win, because I’ll still be single, I’ll let you know my prize.”
Isabella rolled her eyes and thrust out her hand for me to shake. “Deal! This is the easiest hundred bucks I will ever make.”
I wandered into my closet as I looked over my clothes. Isabella had no idea how serious I was. A relationship was the last thing on my mind right now. I wasn’t opposed to a fling, a girl has needs after all, but there was no way on earth I would allow myself into the same mess I got into with Helena. Love was tricky and horrible. The girl had tried to kill herself in my bathroom, yet I ached and pined for her so pathetically, and there was no switching that off.
Not instantly.
I just hoped that the show could be a good distraction to help me move on and focus on something else. It would be a demanding enough schedule. There’d be no time to think about Helena, and there’d certainly be no time for me to woo anyone anyway, so Isabella was kidding herself if she thought I would be in a relationship by Christmas.
“So,” Isabella called out from my room. “Are there any cool spoilers you can tell me about for the show?”
A smile tugged at my lips as I threw more clothes on the bed. “Well, promise you won’t say anything to anyone?” Isabella nodded hurriedly, and I went on. “You know the current format, how they just have live shows weekly in the studio?”
“Yeah?”
“This season, they’re shaking it up,” I told her as the smallest bit of enthusiasm sprung within me. “It’s actually so cool. I’m not going to lie. I am impressed. For reality TV, it’s pretty good.”
“Well, spit it out!” Isabella gushed and I sniggered.
“Each judge gets to take 3 acts to the live shows,” I told her with a grin as her eyes widened.
“Not five?”
“Nope,” I told her with a pop of my lips. “Three acts to the live shows. Also, the live shows won’t be in the studio anymore.”
Isabella looked at me in surprise. “What do you mean?”
“So, this season, they’re getting the live show contestants to tour the States in a festival type setting. Each week the live acts will perform in a different state, and it’ll be set up like a complete outdoor festival. Think Coachella.” I had to admit, I loved the idea. The show’s budget had massively increased, given how popular it was. “It gives the contestant a taste for the tour life but also puts more pressure on them. Only the strongest will stick it out and not crack.”
“Wow!” Isabella squeaked. “I can’t wait to watch it! They had to spice it up. It’s been done the same way since it started. This will draw in even more TV viewers, not to mention people who go to the concerts.”
“It’s going to be a lot of work,” I told her as nerves crept up on me. “I have to make sure each contestant gets the same amount of mentor time with me while traveling state to state. It’s going to be an insane ride. I better not be the first judge to lose a contestant.”
“You won’t,” Isabella assured me. “People love you.”
“They vote for their favorite performers,” I reminded Isabella. “Not their favorite judges.”
“Will they still be splitting it up like usual? Groups, Over twenty-five’s and under?” Isabella asked me.
I shook my head. “It’s a bit different this year. They’ve upped the age limit, so you have to be eighteen years old and higher to apply. It’s over thirties, groups and under thirties. I have to admit, groups would be so much fun, but the workload would be huge.”
“Are Wylie and Brandi still judges?” Isabella asked with a mooning look in her eyes as she mentioned Wylie’s name.
“Yes,” I told her with an eye roll. “I’m looking forward to working with Brandi. I had a guest spot on her tour a few years ago. Wylie can suck a fat one, though.”
“Ugh!” Isabella groaned and laughed loudly. “You have always hated his music. Even when we were kids.”
“I hate country music,” I told her with a scowl. “Mom and dad used to blast his shit on repeat constantly. Plus, he’s a cocky son of a bitch. He called my first album teeny bopping garbage at the music awards, remember?”
“I mean…it was teeny bopper trash,” Isabella told me with a snort, and I found myself laughing with her. "Just go in with an open mind. It’ll be a blast for you. Do you know where the locations are yet?”
“Not yet,” I told her. “I’ll let you know if we come to Chicago!”
“Yes!” Isabella whooped. “This is wicked. Sometimes, I envy you.”
I shook my head and walked back into my closet as I looked around at what else needed packing. I sure as hell wasn’t staying in this apartment any longer than I needed. I had stuff in LA already at the apartment I owned, so I was more than ready to go ride out the rest of my holiday there.
Hopefully, my past wouldn’t follow me.





Three Months Later





Lennon
  
I JOLTED awake as a large weight impacted with my body, and I groaned loudly as I peeked my eyes open at Jesse. He rolled off me with a grin and made himself comfortable in my bed, holding his phone and waving it in my face.
“They’ve opened for auditions!” he announced with excitement. “You need to apply!”
“Huh?” I grumbled groggily as I shut my eyes again. I wasn’t ready to wake up. I had been at the bar until three in the morning. “Sleepytime, Jess.”
“No time for that!” he told me quickly. “American Superstar auditions have opened, and you’re applying!”
I slowly opened one eye as I stared at my best friend. “Are you kidding me? You want me to sell out and go on that show?”
Jesse rolled his eyes and huffed. “It’s not selling out. It’s a televised talent show, okay? If you make it through to the top nine , even if you don’t win, your name will still be out there and your online presence will increase dramatically. Think of it as more of a steppingstone.”
Yawning loudly, I sat up in bed and grabbed Jesse’s phone. Auditions had to be in by the end of the week, and we would be contacted as to whether or not we would make it on the big screen for a televised audition in front of the judges. I looked back at Jesse with a frown.
“Who are the judges this year?” I asked as I snuggled back down into my blankets.
Jesse’s face lit up as he took back his phone and snuggled into the bed with me. “Girl, this is going to wake you up if I tell you. Are you ready for that?”
“Just tell me Jess,” I groaned loudly as I glanced at my watch. It was ten in the morning, so I had gotten some sleep, I guess. “Did you bring me a coffee in when you decided to wake me?”
“No,” he laughed. “I was too excited, but you will be too.”
I would have been more excited if he had got me a coffee, but I guess that wasn’t happening. I wiped my eyes and rested my head on his shoulder as I peered down at the phone.
“Okay, so as usual, we’ve got Wylie Scott as a judge,” Jesse told me, and I crinkled my nose. Wylie Scott was a wanker, from what I could tell. He was some sort of country singing legend, but he was also a sexist, homophobic pig. “Brandi is another judge,” he said, and I nodded. Being mentored by her could be cool. She’d been the biggest thing in RnB for the last four years. “The last judge…who was only announced this morning is, Camila!”
My eyes widened as all sleepiness drove out of my body. “Camila? Are you serious?”
Not only was she my absolute pop idol, but I’d also had a crush on her ever since she graced my TV screen all those years ago when I was a teenager. Camila had started out on the teen drama show Blue Crest High, and her fame had skyrocketed from there. She had traded in acting for singing, and now she was one of the biggest artists in the industry. My face flamed as an old memory came into focus, and Jesse gave me a knowing smile.
“I know what you’re thinking about,” he said in a sing-song voice.
I groaned and slapped his arm. “Do you think she’ll remember me?”
“If I’m being honest, probably not,” Jesse admitted. “She was high off her head that night, I doubt it.”
“If I ever meet her, should I tell her?” I asked with a frown. “Or would that be weird?”
Jesse shrugged. “If you get her as your mentor and build some rapport, you probably could, but I wouldn’t recommend it being your conversation opener. She’s a totally different woman these days. She hasn’t had a negative headline in over two years now.”
“I guess no one wants to be reminded of the past, do they?” I mused out loud as I stretched. “Okay, so we need to film my audition video.”
“Sorted,” Jesse told me with a grin. “I asked Todd if he could ask Gracie if we could borrow her studio. We want to really record something of quality, and that would be the place to do it. There are going to be thousands of videos sent in. You need to stand out.”
Thousands of auditionees? “God, what if I don’t make it in?”
“Oh, so we care now?” Jesse teased.
“Shut up,” I grumbled with a laugh as I laid back down. “It would be a really good opportunity to boost my followers, even if I don’t win.”
Jesse got up from the bed and made his way to the door. “Even if you don’t make it in, you can’t say you didn’t try. You want a coffee?” I nodded, and he sauntered off to the kitchen, calling over his shoulder, “Be dressed and ready in an hour. We’re going to Gracie’s today.”
“’Kay,” I yawned as I grabbed my phone and began searching up the show. I had watched a few seasons of it, and I had to admit, it did look cool. I just didn’t want to be labeled as some reality TV girl after it was done. I wanted a serious musical career; I didn’t want to lose it over a TV show. I did get giddy over the thought of working with Camila, though.
I scrolled through her FLIX account like a total fangirl, flicking through her most recent photos at some charity event. She wore a long red, strapless gown, and she had opted for her natural hair, I noticed like a creep. She lived under a myriad of wigs, but she had the nicest black hair underneath all of it.
My thoughts drifted back to the private party I had worked back in college, and my cheeks heated.
“…They are off their faces out there,” Bec told me with a smirk as she did a shot of vodka. “I don’t even know why we’re here anymore. They’ve stopped eating anyway.”
“Well, let’s just earn the easy money then,” I told her as I picked up a tray of finger food. “We only have an hour left.”
I made my way out of the huge kitchen and began walking down the hall of the house toward the party. I couldn’t believe I had landed this gig, but I wasn’t going to blow it. Bec, who was in my Economics class, had asked me last minute if I could help out her mom and serve some food for a party. I had accepted, because hello, poor college student.
I just didn’t realize who the party was for until I had walked in and seen Camila, my pop idol, speaking with Bec’s mother in the kitchen. I’d had to really hold it together and act cool as I put away my bag and tried not to gawk at the singer in her own home.
She was wearing a tight, olive green dress, which contrasted against her lightly tanned skin and long black locks. I couldn’t tell if it was a wig or her natural hair. The dress ended just above her knees, displaying her long, toned legs, and I hurriedly busied myself at the kitchen sink so I wouldn’t be caught gawking.
“Guests will be arriving in about an hour,” she was saying to Bec’s mother. “Have all your staff signed the paperwork?”
“Yes, of course,” Bec’s mom murmured. “All my staff are well educated on how to conduct themselves in and out of these parties.”
“Great,” Camila said. “I’ll leave you to it then.”
She swept from the room, and my eyes trailed after her wistfully until Bec’s mother stepped into view, a small frown on her face.
“I’m Janine,” she introduced with a firm handshake that I hadn’t been ready for. “I know you’re just helping out tonight, but you need to sign this.” She thrust a piece of paper under my nose, and I squinted at it. “It’s a non-disclosure agreement. Anything you hear or see stays in this house. My career is on the line if it gets out, and I will kick your ass. You understand?”
“Yes ma’am,” I said quickly as I took the paper and the pen, signing it in front of her.
“Great,” she said with relief. “I’m basically going to be giving you trays of food all night. Walk around and make sure people eat. I don’t expect a whole lot will be eaten, but we can at least say we tried…”
Coming back to the moment, I continued walking down the hall with my tray of food. The bulk of the guests had left about an hour ago. Those remaining were now the closest in Camila’s social circle. I still couldn’t believe I was walking the halls of Camila’s home, and I hurriedly stopped myself from fangirl screaming as I entered the room, balking in shock at the sight before me.
Two men were doing lines of cocaine on the polished wood table, and I recognized them to be models I actually followed online. Another girl, a daytime soap star, was getting hot and heavy with a guy I had never even seen before. Camila was nowhere to be seen in the room, but her girlfriend, Helena, was dancing on top of a table, her breasts out as she whipped her shirt above her head.
I backed out of the room immediately, shutting the door and shaking my head. My parents would die if they saw something like that happening in front of them, and the sight made me feel a little nauseous. I walked away from the thudding music and back toward the kitchen, setting down the tray with wide eyes.
“Bathroom break?” Janine asked me knowingly, and I nodded, heading off in the direction she pointed.
Hopefully, when I got back, we would be able to leave.
I entered the powder room and shut the door, jumping in shock at the sight of Camila heaving over the toilet, groaning loudly with each retch. Her hair was falling forward, and I followed my first instinct, grabbing her hair and piling it behind her as she emptied her stomach into the bowl. The texture of the locks and the up close I had with her scalp told me this was definitely her natural hair.
“Camila,” I asked with a frown. “Are you okay?”
She garbled something unintelligible, and I sighed heavily as my bladder pressed painfully. I needed to pee, but she definitely couldn’t be left alone. What if she choked on her vomit? So, I diligently kept hold of her hair until the heaving stopped, and she leaned against the bowl before she blindly searched for the flush, pulling away as the burst of water cleared her mess.
She slowly turned to look at me with a confused frown before she got to her feet, her hand on her head with a pained expression.
“Are you okay?” I tried again, finding myself leading her to the sink.
She tumbled and nodded at me, turning on the tap and putting her mouth underneath it as she rinsed and spit. “Who are you?” she asked groggily as she ripped at the paper toweling.
I bit my lip and used my old name. “Mary,” I told her just as she stumbled and fell into the benchtop. I hurriedly got her upright, steadying her, panic washing through me. Did she need a hospital?
Camila looked at me dazedly, her eyes glossy. “Pretty…Mary.”
“What is going on?” A voice demanded from the doorway, and we both looked to see Helena, who thankfully had found another shirt to wear. She crossed her arms tightly and glared at both of us. “Are you serious, Camila? Cheating on me with ‘the help’?”
I bit the inside of my cheek as Camila shook her head, and the two began screaming at each other.
I got sucked out of the memory as my phone pinged, and I looked down to see my mother requesting my presence home for lunch on the weekend for my birthday. I groaned loudly and flicked off the blankets with an irritated sigh. The last thing I wanted was to have lunch with my family tomorrow night, but I couldn’t say no to her.
I could always use the night to tell them about my audition for the show. Maybe then they would take me and my dreams a little more seriously. Or they would find a negative way to spin it, as usual.
Lennon - Sure mom. See you then x
I set my phone down and headed for the bathroom as Jesse pointed at my cup of coffee on the counter. I nodded and motioned I’d be quick before I headed in and locked the door, flicking on the water. I had to admit, I was pretty excited to be going to Gracie’s studio to film my audition. I had to make a mental note to thank Todd later for that one.
    
“Welcome,” Gracie greeted as she opened the door to her home. I use the word home very loosely. It was like something out of heaven. When you drove through the private gates of this house, you were assaulted with a meticulously landscaped and paved front garden, which led you to a glass atrium entry. The floors were all polished marble, and I was too afraid to touch anything.
Gracie’s partner, Ashley Morgan, ran a fitness empire. She had a celebrity client list that seemed to be ever growing, which afforded her this kind of home. Sometimes it stunned me that some people got to live in homes as nice as these and act like it was totally fine.
“We’ve just finished up rehearsals,” Gracie said as we walked further into the house, stepping down the marble steps as we entered the room. It was huge. To the left was the kitchen, which held sharp, black cabinets and a black marble benchtop. To the right was a sunken lounge where the floor seemed to change from marble to grey wood. There was a space to the right that housed a fancy looking pool table…my eyes were too busy soaking in this home to even think about providing a verbal cue to note that I had heard her.
“You have a lovely home,” Jesse supplied as he nudged my arm.
“It can be a bit much to take in all at once,” Gracie said with a laugh as she pulled her thick, golden brown hair up into a bun. “Do you know what you’re going to audition for the show with, Lennon?”
“We’re thinking Here With Me by Elina,” I told her, and she clapped eagerly.
“Ooh, I love that song! Jesse said you’d need a piano, so I left all that set up as well. Double whammy, singing and playing. Hopefully, that will push your audition tape to the top of the pile.”
We walked through the mansion of a home and down a narrow corridor. There was a room at the end we began walking toward, and I realized we were almost at the home studio. Envy washed through me. Imagine having your own studio built into your house? You could record anything you wanted with amazing quality. One day that would be me.
“Babe!” Todd’s voice floated through the room as we entered, and he set down his guitar. “I can’t wait to see this audition. I already told everyone that Lennon is a pro. One take Lennon, is what we call her.”
My cheeks flushed at the pressure he put on me. “Todd.”
“It’s the truth, sweet pea,” he laughed as he pulled me into a one-armed hug, running his hand through his bleach blonde curls. “I have never seen you or Jesse take longer than half an hour to record a song for your videos online.”
“I really liked that cover you did of Somebody to Love,” Kat, the band's keyboard player, said with a smile. She pulled her black braids up as she approached. “Queen, ain’t got nothing on your rendition.”
“Oh thanks,” I said with a nervous laugh. “Jesse put it all together, though. I just performed what he envisioned.”
“They’re a good team,” Todd said as he flicked me a wink and squeezed Jesse’s shoulders. “I told them they should form their own little singing duo. You should see the two of them when they busk on the pier.”
“No,” Jesse laughed and waved his hand. “It’s all fun for me. I would never want to do it as a career. I like to produce, that’s all. The busking is just for pleasure.”
Gracie laughed before looking at me. “Alright, you two set up. We’ll go and watch in the booth. Are we allowed to give pointers?”
“Yes,” I said eagerly. “Definitely.”
“Cool!” Gracie smiled and began dragging her bandmates from the room and through another door. I watched them all settle into sofas behind the glass, and I looked at Jesse nervously.
“Just breathe,” Jesse told me with a grin. “You’ll be great, as always. Just pretend we’re in the apartment, making a simple video. Okay?”
I took a calming breath and nodded as excitement rushed through me. “Okay.”
Jesse set about setting up the cameras he wanted for multiple angles while I played the keyboard, knowing the equipment under my fingers right now likely cost more than my car. I played through the song, my hands gliding over the keys like they belonged there, and I felt a calmness settle within me.
This was where I belonged. In front of an instrument, where I could lose myself in the comfort of beautiful music. Where I could convey every thought and emotion into one melody. Life made sense when I made music. I was never counting down to when I was finished or how much longer. If anything, I just wanted to stay here forever.
“Alright,” Jesse said softly as he headed toward the doors. “Ready to go when you are. See you on the other side. You got this.”
I gave him a firm nod and centered myself. I had given this show flack, but now I had the opportunity to try it for myself, to make something of it for myself. Everything was in my hands once I got on this show. The exposure alone would help set me up and establish myself as an artist. I just needed to give it my all.
If I could do this, then my parents would have to take this seriously. If I could just get them to accept this…then maybe they could accept other things. I shut that down immediately as my chest squeezed anxiously. I was dreaming if I thought they would ever accept that.
“Ready?” Jesse’s voice filtered into the room as he spoke through the mic behind the glass. “You look a little green.”
I laughed nervously and readjusted myself, shaking my head, setting the headphones on my head. “I’m ready. I am more than ready. Let’s do this!”
I closed my eyes and took a breath as my hands began to move, and the melody for Here With Me floated through the room. I had practiced this countless times on the keyboard in the apartment but playing in a proper studio with a decent piano…the sound echoing through my ears transported me to a totally different world.
This song was one of my favorites right now. If there was anything that demanded you live in the moment, it would be this ballad. This song insisted you not to live in the past or even the future but soak up the moment. I needed to make sure that whatever I did on this journey, I would live in it. I wouldn’t allow myself to be concerned with the reactions from my parents going forward or if this would even go anywhere.
I was never going to get this experience again, and I needed to take the opportunity and go for it.
As the song floated to a close and I opened my eyes, moving my hands from the keys, I looked to the glass wall at Jesse, who was smiling so widely at me, I thought his cheeks might burst. Gracie stood beside him with a big thumbs up, and Todd clapped, although I couldn’t hear anything out here.
Confidence and pride swelled within my chest, followed by a moment of dread. It would be agony to wait and see if I got a televised audition or not. I suppose, even if I didn’t, I had still got something cool out of the experience. Playing an instrument as beautiful as this.
Now I just had to wait.
    
“Waitress!” A patron snapped his fingers at me, and I bit my tongue as I strolled over to him, trying to resist the urge to knock him off his stool.
“How can I help?” I asked sweetly as I adjusted the tray of empty glasses in my hands. It was damn heavy, and I needed to get it back to the kitchen. I quickly appraised the patron, taking in his expensive looking shoes, crisp black dress pants, and a fancy shirt that probably cost more than my car, and I knew I was in for it.
“I want three rum and cokes,” he clipped as he glanced at his mates.
“I’m sorry,” I told him with a pout as I readjusted the tray. “We can only take drink orders at the bar. If you go over there and see Jesse, that delicious, tall devil, he’ll be able to make you any drink your heart desires.”
The man scoffed and stared me up and down. “Are you serious? What sort of place is this? Do you know how much money I make?”
“I’m sure you’re about to enlighten me,” I muttered dryly, and didn’t miss the snigger that came from his friend closest to me. “Sir,” I said more clearly. “It’s just our policy. Drink orders need to be placed at the bar.”
“What a fucking joke,” he snorted as he got up, roughly pulling on his jacket. “This place is bullshit.”
“Leon,” one of his friends groaned. “It’s fine.”
“If this place is so bullshit, tell that to the line halfway around the block,” I said with a snort and an eye roll, enjoying the way his eye twitched.
He glowered at me darkly before looking at his friends. “Let’s go,” he ordered, and they got up instantly. “I’m not wasting a dime here on their bar or this useless bitch with tips.”
Fire lit within me at his words, and I near tossed the tray at him, but I needed this job, which meant I couldn’t assault patrons, no matter how rude they were or how much they deserved it. “I’m sorry you feel that way. Hopefully, you’ll come back.”
He snorted loudly, and I grimaced at the unattractive sound, turning to carry on my way to the kitchen. I wasn’t sure how it happened, but my foot got caught on something as I turned, and I squealed in horror as I went flying to the floor, half full or empty glasses flying to the floor with me, smashing ferociously that had all eyes turn to me.
“Are you fucking serious?” Leon shouted, and I glanced up at him as my knees ached, having hit the concrete floor hard. A blue cocktail had splattered on his expensive looking shirt, and I smiled inwardly, trying not to move my hands too much in the broken glass.
“Len,” Jesse said as he appeared by my side, along with another waitress, Fae. “Are you alright? Careful, give me your hands. Fae, get a broom.” Jesse slowly guided me up, and I grimaced at the red marks on my knees. “You okay?”
“You should be asking me that!” Leon snarled in outrage, and his mate clapped him on the shoulder, a lame attempt at shutting him up. “Your shit waitress just threw a drink over a four hundred dollar shirt?”
Jesus, who had that kind of money?
“Apologies,” Jesse said as calmly as possible. “You’re more than welcome to send The Halfway your dry cleaning bill.”
“Come on,” his mate mumbled as he slapped his back again. “Let’s just go. You can send the bill.”
Leon sighed loudly and glared down at his shirt before looking back at us. “I won’t be back here, and I’ll be telling my friends about this place as well. This dump has gone so downhill. It’s a wonder it’s even still open. Maybe you should get some better waitresses. One’s who can actually do their job properly.”
Jesse squeezed my arm in warning as my body tensed up, and I clamped my mouth shut. “Your feedback is noted. Did you drive here tonight? We will organize the valet to bring your vehicle. No fee applies.”
Fae suddenly came to my side and began dragging me away as the two kept speaking, and I was somewhat annoyed that I was missing whatever was being said.
“What a tool!” Fae hissed in outrage as she took me back to the staff section. “Are you okay?”
“My knees are sore,” I admitted. “They took the brunt of that fall. I don’t understand how I fell.”
“You fell hard,” Fae agreed grimly as Jesse came around the corner.
“He’s gone,” Jesse told me with a sigh. “He’s going to write in a complaint, along with the dry-cleaning bill. Absolute idiot. Anyway, are you okay to keep working or do you want to go home? You only have an hour left anyway.”
“I can work,” I told him as I straightened myself up in the mirror and turned to face him. “I’m not losing tips over that moron. I just don’t know how I fell.”
“We can check the security footage,” Jesse told me as we made our way back out. “Just wait for the boss lady to hear about it.”
“Ugh,” I grunted. “Still need a ride home?”
“Yeah,” Jesse said as he headed off to the bar. “I’ll catch you after. Try to stay on two feet.”
“Ha Ha!” I called out dryly and headed off to a table with empty glasses. I stacked them neatly before I pulled out my cloth and wiped the surface, enjoying the live music that was on show here tonight. The Wiser had finished their set two hours earlier and were now enjoying some drinks at a table near the stage. Gracie had already pulled me aside this evening and told me how much she loved the audition piece, so my confidence was flying high.
As I made my way through the crowd toward the kitchen, my eyes caught hold of familiar blonde curls, and my mouth dropped at the sight of Veronica dancing in a throng of people, her arms around some insanely attractive girl, the pair grinding along to the music.
My ass felt like it sunk into my stomach as the pair locked lips, and I blinked stupidly as I watched, not sure how I should be reacting. Hurt washed through me, followed by denial, regret, and a heavy dose of jealously. I nearly tore through the crowd, but I had to remind myself that I had no right.
Why was she here? She knew this was where I worked. Had she come here deliberately? That didn’t make any sense to me. There would be only one reason to come here, which was to flaunt whatever that was. Why would she want to do that? I understood we ended on shit terms but did she really want to rub it into my face that badly?
“What is with tonight?” I found myself muttering out loud.
As Veronica turned in the woman’s arms, her eyes met mine, an array of emotions flickered over her face. I didn’t need or want to see anything else. I blinked hurriedly and made my way toward the kitchens, biting the inside of my cheek as tears gathered in my eyes for some stupid reason.
Why the hell was that happening? I had no right to cry over that. Veronica was always going to move on. Three months was perfectly acceptable. What if they had already been together longer than three months, though? How long had that been a thing?
I leaned against the dishwasher and took a heavy sigh before straightening my spine. Whatever it was, was none of my business. I lost the right to think about Veronica like she was my business. I had no right, and if that girl could give her what I couldn’t, then I needed to be happy for her.
Even if it made me fucking miserable.



Camila
  
We had our time,
There’s no use holding on,
We’re like two ships passing in the night,
Now you’re slipping, slipping through my hands,
But, I was already gone
“ARE YOU READY TO GO YET?” Nicole’s voice trilled loudly as she power stomped through the house in her heels and effectively breaking whatever thought process I had going. “We need to be at Wylie Scott’s house in fifteen minutes!”
“Yes Nicole,” I growled in annoyance as I stood up, smoothing down the fitted gown she had sent by earlier. The dress was a deep red lace pleated maxi gown with a plunging neckline that revealed enough while still keeping it tasteful. I had curled my long black tresses – thank you hair extensions – and they hung loosely down my back. My makeup had been kept as simple as possible, but I had played around with a nice smoky eye.
“Were you writing?” Nicole gasped as she adjusted her bright pink cocktail gown, smoothing down her neckline, which was as modest as always. “I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t have been so loud if I knew that. Anything good?”
“I’m not sure yet,” I shrugged as I scooped up my clutch. “Remind me again why we have to go eat with this idiot?”
“Production always gets the judges together for a meal before filming,” Nicole started as we made our way to the waiting car outside. “After you.” She stood back and held open the door, allowing me in first before following close after me. “You need to start bonding and meeting the team. You’ll all be going live on the Remi Gomez show in a few days. You need to look relaxed with each other.”
“Of course,” I chuckled with an eye roll. “I don’t know what I dread more. Eating dinner with Wylie Scott or sitting through an interview with that vulture, Remi.”
Nicole sighed and shook her head. “You’re complaining a lot lately about this. I thought you were excited.”
“I am,” I told her honestly. “Have you looked through that jerks feed from 2010? He’s a homophobic racist.”
“I don’t have time for social media,” Nicole told me absentmindedly as she scrolled through her phone. “Except yours.”
“I’ve said it once, and I will say it again, you need to get a life. I don’t need monitoring as much as you think I do.” I tucked a loose curl back behind me as I stared at her. “Come on Nic, all you do is work. All the time. I have been on my best behavior lately, so there isn’t much you could be doing regarding me.”
“You are a full time job,” Nicole reminded me.
I shook my head. “I am putting my foot down. When I start filming, you are going to take two weeks off and get some of your girls together and go on a holiday. I mean it. No excuses. Or I’ll just have to fire you for two weeks and rehire.”
“Camila!” Nicole gasped with wide eyes. “I can’t leave you during the show! You’re going to need me then more than you need me now!”
I thought about her words and realized she was probably right. “Well, filming doesn’t start for a few weeks. After tonight you take the next week off. Don’t check on my socials or speak to anyone from the label. No work, no nothing. Okay?”
“I don’t know,” she mumbled as she looked like she swallowed a lemon. “That doesn’t seem right.”
I laughed at her response. “You aren’t human, are you?”
“I resent that,” Nicole laughed as we pulled up in front of Wylie Scott’s house, and I had to scoff at the decadence. “You know what they say about guys that have a big house?” she started, and we both dissolved into a fit of laughter.
    
“Welcome!” Wylie Scott greeted with a broad smile and good southern warmth. “Ladies, please come on inside. Blair will get you a drink while we wait for the others to arrive.”
“Thank you,” Nicole smiled graciously as we entered the foyer and were ushered toward an Asian girl holding a tray of champagne. “You have a lovely home, Wylie. It reminds me of my parent’s place in New York.”
“I bought this beauty when I first started filming the show here,” he told her conversationally as we progressed further inside. He ran a hair through his just-long-enough salt and pepper locks. “I mean, the show does put us up in a good hotel, but I can’t quite get comfortable in a bed that about fifty thousand other people have slept in before me. You know?”
“Oh, I understand completely,” Nicole agreed, and their voices trailed off as I rolled my eyes after them.
What a tool.
The house was marble with black and white décor making it feel cold and unwelcome. How did Nicole find this nice? Or was she being polite? She was a good actress, and she played the guest role to perfection.
“No fancy homestays for you this season,” I told Wylie with a fake smile. “We’ll all be boarding up in hotels this season. The show is hitting the road.”
“That it is,” Wylie murmured thoughtfully. “I am part of the reason for the format change, actually,” he told us, and I quirked my brow. “Ratings were so high, but we’ve been doing the same thing for ten years. Then one night, I had this dream…”
Oh, Jesus, I groaned inwardly as I took a long swig of champagne as I looked around the room. I wondered when Brandi would be getting here.
“Fascinating,” Nicole murmured as I zoned back in. “I think the new format will be fascinating. I have watched every season since the show started. I am looking forward to being on the sidelines this season and seeing it up close.”
“This season will be like no other,” Wylie told Nicole with a grin. “It’ll be just as exciting for the viewers as it would be for the contestants. An opportunity to taste the tour life and the pressures of performing on the road.”
“Have no fear,” a voice called loudly as they walked in. “The fun is here. Wylie, why have you not added any color to this house?”
I looked over to see Brandi standing on the step into the sunken lounge we had wandered into. She wore a deep blue mini dress with a low cut neckline and long sleeves. Her hair had been cut short, and it framed her face in a pixie cut.
Damn, she looked good.
“Brandi,” Wylie greeted, tipping an imaginary hat. “Are you ready for another season?”
“Always,” she snorted as her eyes zeroed in on me. “Well, well, well. The rumors are true. Our chart-topping diva queen is slumming it on reality TV with the rest of us.”
“I wouldn’t say I’m slumming,” I said with a frown.
“Well,” Brandi said with a smirk. “Not for this new version of the show anyway. Big changes mean big names. Watch out, Wylie. You’ll probably be replaced by Harry Styles next year.”
Wylie rolled his eyes and brushed her off. “I’m looking forward to working with someone fresh this year. It’ll be nice to shake it up, and this time it’s two girls vs one guy. You weren’t overly fond of my bromance with Chorus Jean last year.”
I grimaced at the thought of Chorus Jean. He had risen to popularity at the same time I had. He catered to teen girls with obsessive love songs and his charming, good looks. I had met him once at an after party and near died of boredom.
Brandi tsked as she walked to stand next to me. “Did you watch the show last year?”
“Nope,” I told her honestly. “I haven’t watched it since the first season, to be honest.”
Brandi shrugged and pointed at Wylie. “He and Chorus Jean were in each other’s pockets last year. It still didn’t stop me from beating them both with my winner. Who is where? On tour as an opening act for KH JAMISON. Where is your last winner Wylie? Last I heard, she was singing on cruise ships.”
“Now Brandi,” Wylie laughed as he raised his hands in mock surrender. “Let’s play nice. The competition hasn’t started yet.”
“Oh yes it has,” Brandi grinned playfully, and it stunned me that these two were friends. “Have you seen some of the audition clips? I already have my eye on a few of them.”
“Audition clips?” I asked with a frown, glancing at Nicole briefly. “What clips?”
“You didn’t get any clips?” Wylie asked with a frown. “We get given the entire audition file to view at our leisure before live auditions start.”
“Well, I haven’t received anything,” I said as annoyance leaked into my tone. Could they have one up on me before the show even started then?
“You can take my copy,” Wylie told me with a smile, and I struggled to see if it was genuine or not. “I have already gone through it and taken note of the ones I like. I am gunning for the groups this season.”
“Hands off,” Brandi warned him. “It’s my turn for groups. There are some solid performers in this lot this year.”
“Dinner is served,” Blair’s tiny voice piped up from the entry, and Wylie gestured for us to follow after her. I was already fed up and ready to leave. The two of them were obviously close. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why or how. We entered a sparsely decorated dining room, and I took my seat next to Brandi, eyeing off the lavish setup. Why the hell were there so many forks?
“So, are you looking forward to the show?” Brandi asked me with a smile.
“I’ll admit I had my reservations at first,” I told her honestly. “I am starting to get excited about it. I can’t believe I never got the audition files myself. You’re all one up on me with the talent right now.”
“There’s some definite talent this season,” Wylie said with wide eyes. “I think we’re in for a real treat, but I think it’ll be a close call, to be honest. Going to be hard to cut them down to the top three to go live for the festival concerts.”
“It’s always hard,” Brandi sighed. “This part of the show I actually hate. The auditions and the culling. Some really good talent goes home. I like it once we go live. The hardest part is over, in my opinion. The mentoring is where the fun begins.”
“See, I thought it would be easier to do the culling than it would to mentor,” I said and took a sip of my wine.
“Not really,” Wylie told me with a frown. “There’s a lot of emotion, and these people get so cut up. Some of them have come back three or four times and just never make it through. It’s hard.”
I hadn’t thought about that, I thought anxiously. Was I really going to be any good at telling someone their journey had come to an end?
“Are you guys ready for the interview with Remi?” Brandi asked as a plate of fish was placed in front of her. “We’re all ready and on our A game?”
“Definitely,” Wylie said with a grin. “I am always on my A game. The woman is a damn vulture, though. She’ll find a crack you didn’t even know you had.”
“Hopefully, it’s better for us as a group,” I said lightly. “Although, I haven’t been back on her show since-”
“Since you called her a vapid bitch on live television?” Brandi said with a squawk of laughter. “That was some good TV, I gotta admit. People talked about that interview for a long time.”
“How long ago was that?” Nicole thought out loud. “Two years, right?”
“I think so,” I said as I found myself snickering. “Wow. That will be interesting then.”
“Well,” Wylie said and raised his glass. “Even though we’re competing on the show, we’re a team behind the scenes. We’ll have each other’s backs through the season. It’s going to be tough for all of us. Away from our friends and family while we work these long hours. We need to remember that.”
“To having each other’s backs,” Brandi murmured, and I raised my glass too with a frown before we all sipped, and Brandi looked at me. “I know we look like we hate each other on the show, but it’s for the ratings. Remember that.”
I found myself nodding and looking over at Nicole with surprise. This was not what I had been expecting at all.
    
Two days later, I sat in my apartment, the sounds of LA assaulting my senses as I went through countless audition videos. Wylie had made good on his promise to give the audition clips and had given me his USB before I had left his get together the other night. I had been on an intense binge as I worked my way through the auditionees. Some of them had knocked my socks off. Others had made me want to break the laptop in half.
I knew the producers had to throw in some duds to make some good TV, but some of it was just ridiculous. I’d gone through all the groups, and the over thirties, all that was left for me to check out was the under thirties and see if the talent could rival some of what I had seen. It astounded me how much undiscovered talent was out there and how far some of these contestants would be traveling from home on the off chance they made it through.
I hit play on the first Under thirties submission and settled in with some stir fried noodles.
“Hi, my name is Kaitlin James, and I’ll be singing ‘The Climb’ by Miley Cyrus!” Kaitlin was yet another perky blonde covering the same song I had seen performed fifty thousand times on these audition clips. Still, I had to be fair because this is exactly what would happen on filming day, and I couldn’t get mad at every person who came in thinking they were the only person covering that song.
It wasn’t anything exciting – she sang to a poorly created karaoke instrumental version on a lousy camera that pixelated everything. Yet the producers had said yes and let her through. Here’s hoping that she actually was decent live because the video hadn’t left me feeling hopeful at all.
After endless hours of clicking through and watching countless videos, I was ready to call it a night. My food had been finished off long ago, and I could hardly keep my eyes open. I only had one more video left, so I opened it with a yawn and shut my eyes, proud I had made it this far. At least I could say I had watched all the tapes.
“Hi!” A nervous voice sounded clearly through the screen, and I peeked an eye open. The girl on the camera looked nervous as hell, her blonde hair hanging over her shoulders in gentle waves. Her blue eyes gazed into the camera, and I felt my focus fixed.
“My name is Lennon Emery, and I will be singing ‘Here with Me’ by Elina. I hope you like it.” Lennon Emery. I toyed with the name in my mind. It definitely had star quality, and it could be worked with. The video had clearly been done professionally, from the filming to the editing. I was surprised to see her playing the piano, but when she started singing…I closed my eyes as her voice melted over me like warm honey.
There was a sweetness to her tone…an innocence that needed to be held onto and nurtured. Her look screamed innocence anyway. Her big blue eyes would connect with the camera, a look so passionate in them the further into the song she got that it made you feel like she was singing the words right at you.
The girl could perform, making it very easy to build a show around her at Lives for sure. The video, was too clean, and anyone could sound good with the right editing and enough time for numerous takes. I needed to see her at auditions, what her song choice was, and how she would present herself.
As she finished the song, she tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and glanced just over the camera to whoever was filming her with a nervous expression on her face. The look was so vulnerable, and I found myself staring dumbly at her until the screen went black and the video cut off. Suddenly, I wasn’t tired anymore. I was intrigued…enchanted.
Without thinking, I hit replay on the video and shook my head at myself. You don’t need to watch it twice…but you do. Something about her seemed to grab me, make my mouth dry, and my heart thump that little bit harder as she sang the beautiful words, and every time she glanced into the camera, my palms would sweat.
I picked up my phone and opened up FLIX, a photo sharing app, and found myself typing her name into the search bar before I could stop myself. What was I doing? Why?
It didn’t take long to find her profile. She had over twenty thousand followers, which surprised me until I saw the link to her StreamMe account. I clicked into it and nearly fell off my chair. So, the girl was an online star. She had over one million subscribers, and her videos didn’t drop below five hundred thousand hits.
Her channel went back nearly ten years, which surprised me. How long had she been at it, and this was the first I heard of her? I shook my head, went back to her FLIX account, and looked at her most recent photos.
She stood between two guys, pulling funny faces over a pan of pancakes.
On Sundays, we make pancakes! The caption read, and I looked at the two tagged names, ToddTheWiser and JesseNot_JessieJ. I clicked on Todd and was pulled down the rabbit hole of social media stalking. He was in a band called, The Wiser. I had heard of them, only because my personal trainer was Ashley Morgan, who dated the lead singer.
Small freaking world.
When I found myself having gone back two years on her profile, I pried the phone from my hands and shut down the laptop lid, shaking my head in disgust at myself. She was just another girl, another clip in the thousands of auditions. Nothing special. I was exhausted and had been watching these for days.
I needed rest and have a fresh mind for the interview with Remi. My expression soured, and I climbed off the couch, heading off to bed and trying to remove those blue eyes from my memory.
    
I stood in wardrobe with Brandi and Wylie as the finishing touches to our makeup for the cameras were applied. I glanced over my outfit with a quick appraisal. I had donned a blonde wig today, and it had a choppy fringe at the front. I had chosen black, tight fitted leather pants, a black crop top, and a white blazer. I had rounded the look off with chunky black boots and blood red nail polish.
“You look fierce,” Brandi told me as she straightened her red blazer. “Now, I am willing to place some bets. Bet one, Remi brings up your last appearance on the show-”
“Fifty bucks says she does,” Wylie piped in as he adjusted his cowboy hat and clipped his boots together. “Everyone will be tuning in for that sole reason.”
Brandi snorted and shook her head. “Two, she completely ignores you.”
“I hope for the latter,” I said dryly as we were ushered from the room by some stage crew. “I’d be happy for her to pretend I don’t exist. Either way, it will make for some good TV.” We were guided to the side of the stage where we could hear Remi introducing us. Her show was famous for one reason, trashy gossip and celebrity catfights. She received so much inside information these days, you wondered if most of the news was starting to come straight from the horse’s mouth, just for the popularity.
“And go,” the stage crew hissed behind us and gave us a gentle shove.
Wylie strode out first, removing his hat and holding it in the air as he used it to wave at the audience. The women were in an uproar over him, and I shook my head in disbelief. He was so old! I watched as Brandi sauntered out just after him, receiving loud cheers and claps. Taking a breath, I squared my shoulder and made my way out.
“Camila!”
“I Love you, Camila!”
“MARRY ME, CAMILA!”
I waved at the audience with a broad smile and made my way to the sofas. Brandi had just finished greeting Remi with a hug, and I scoffed inwardly as Remi pulled me into a tight hug and then released me, gesturing us to sit and taking one herself. She clapped her cards against her knee, and the crowd went silent.
“My, my!” Remi started with a big smile. Her long black hair was pulled into a high ponytail and big silver hoops dangled from her ears. Her red lips sat against her white teeth in an almost blinding fashion. “It’s so exciting to have our judges for American Superstar sitting here today!”
The audience erupted into cheers again, and Remi threw her head back with a laugh like it was the funniest thing ever.
Jesus, I hated talk shows.
“I think we can all say we’re really excited about the show this season,” Remi said to us, mainly looking at Wylie and Brandi. “We’ve seen some teasers online that the show is in for a big change this year. Can we shed some light on that?”
“Well,” Wylie started with a smirk. “It’s all still a secret, and we can’t reveal much. Obviously, though, our new judge is one exciting change to the show. A big welcome to Camila. We’re really looking forward to working with you.”
“Thank you, Wylie,” I told him with genuine warmth, surprised he had mentioned me. “I can’t wait to work with you both.”
“I think social media died for a moment when it was announced you were going to be a judge, Camila,” Remi said with a too loud laugh. “A lot of the fan reactions have been quite positive. They’re looking forward to seeing you on the show.”
“I’m looking forward to being on it,” I said honestly. “I think it’s going to be an inspiring experience working with such raw talent and getting that talent out there to the best of its potential.”
“Brandi, are you excited to have a girl on the panel with you this year?” Remi asked her. “It’s been a bit of a boys club the last few seasons.”
“Ha-ha,” Brandi laughed and waved her hand like it was nothing. “I have always held my own, regardless of who is on that panel with me. You know, I’m not here to make friends, and I have always said that. I am here to bring some amazing talent to life. That’s the whole point of this show.”
“Your winner from last season seems to be doing exceptionally well, opening for KH JAMISON on their tour,” Remi gushed, and the audience cheered accordingly. “How does it feel to have such a success under your belt?”
“You know what, Henry has made his success. I may have helped, but I won’t take away his achievement. His dedication and hard work have paid off, and he’s living his dream,” Brandi said with a casual shrug. “For anyone coming onto the show, you need a strong work ethic, dedication, and a passion for music. If you don’t have it, you won’t make it.”
Remi nodded resolutely and looked to Wylie. “How do you expect to see the season play out? Do you think you’ll be gifted with the groups you have been so diligently chasing for the last three seasons?”
Wylie chuckled and adjusted his hat. “I do hope I finally get the groups. It has been a while since I mentored the group acts, and I would love to do that again. In all honesty, though, I am looking forward to mentoring whatever bracket I am given. This show is something I look forward to doing. It’s just always a blast to be back.”
“Well, there you have it, folks,” Remi said as she turned to the camera with her shit eating smile. “Our judges for American Superstar have been announced, and we’re so excited to watch this year. Tune in on Channel 4 every Tuesday and Wednesday at seven thirty, from July sixth!”
The audience began cheering and clapping, and the lights slowly dimmed as she went away for an ad break. Hair and makeup rushed out to touch Remi up, and we were effectively dismissed, all the smiles and hugging gone as she completely ignored us.
As we walked backstage, Wylie mumbled, “You know why she has to get hair and makeup out here every minute? ’Cause, she’s a damn witch.”
I smothered a laugh while Brandi didn’t bother to hide it as we left the stage. Maybe it wouldn’t be as hard as I thought, working with Wylie.



Lennon
  
DEAR MISS EMERY,
We are pleased to invite you to our televised auditions for American Superstar…
“Oh my God!” I screamed, throwing off my blankets and rubbing the last few bits of sleep from my eyes. “Jesse!” I roared loudly as I entered the living room. He stood in the kitchen wearing a hot pink poncho and a hung-over expression on his face.
“What?” he groaned with a wince, bringing a coffee to his lips. “This better be juicy for you to be making that sort of noise at this time of the day.”
“Jesse,” I wheezed as I caught my breath, clutching my phone to my chest. “I made it to the TV auditions.”
“No way!” Jesse yelled as he set down his coffee, running over to me and sweeping me into a hug. “I knew you had it in you. You are going to be amazing! We have so much work to do. We need to get you prepared. When is it?”
“I didn’t read that far into the email,” I gasped as more excitement hit me. I would be auditioning on TV and singing in front of some of the biggest stars in music. I couldn’t believe I had turned my nose up at this. “Jesse, imagine the channel!”
“It’s going to blow up – hey, you should do an announcement video to your fans!” Jesse’s eyes were alight with excitement, all signs of fatigue vanishing. “Like, tell them all you’ll be auditioning, and then they should come to support you! You could have a solid crowd on your side that day.”
“That is a great idea!” I gushed as I poured my coffee. “I can’t believe it, Jesse. This is insane. Like, it’s actually happening.”
“What’s happening?” Todd asked with a loud yawn as he shuffled into the living room. “My coffee that you said you would get, J?”
Jesse flushed and picked it back up, practically dancing the mug over to Todd. “Sorry babe, but Lenny got some good news. She’s going on TV!”
“No way!” Todd cheered, slugging back some coffee. “That’s awesome, Lennon!”
“I can’t believe it’s happening.”
Jesse scoffed and waved his hand flippantly. “We all knew it would happen. Your audition was flawless, and you’re an amazing singer. It would have been wrong if you didn’t get a TV audition.”
“Do you know what you’re going to perform then?” Todd asked eagerly. “Will we go for an absolute banger to showcase your range or a soft ballad?”
I looked at Jesse and pursed my lips. “I’m not really sure, hey. What do you think?”
Jesse looked thoughtful for a moment. “I say we don’t pick now. Leave it totally last minute. You need a song you feel, not something you prepared five thousand times and spewed it back out. You’re One Hit Lennon. You need minimal prep time. The song will come to you.”
“He’s right,” Todd agreed. “Wait until you hear something that speaks to you. Then go for it.”
“Risky,” I laughed nervously, but it made some sense at least. If I came up stuck, I had plenty of songs I could hit up in my repertoire.
“So, when is it?” Todd asked, and I looked back down to the email, opening the information pack.
“Auditions start June Tenth and are running over two weeks,” I told them with a concentrated frown. “My audition is scheduled for June twenty-fourth. The last day.”
“Honestly, it’s better to be the first day or last day,” Todd said as he flopped down onto the couch. “You’ll be remembered on the last day, and they always remember the first day. Everyone else will become a blur.”
“We have a month then,” Jesse said with a clap of his hands. “This gives us so much time. We need to sort you out a wardrobe, what your brand is going to be-”
“Woah!” I laughed and raised my hands. “Wardrobe? Brand?”
“You need to set your look now, Len. You don’t want the show to be the ones that brand you.” Todd was nodding along to Jesse’s words, and I bit my lip anxiously.
“Jesse, I can’t afford a new wardrobe.”
“Who said afford?” Jesse scoffed and shook his head. “Leave it with me, sweet cheeks. I got you.”
“Okay,” I said with a sigh of relief.
“Also,” Jesse said as I turned to leave, and I looked at him. “Happy birthday, beautiful lady.”
“Thank you, Jesse,” I laughed happily and blew him and Todd a kiss before prancing back to my room. It was a pretty damn good start to my birthday.
I threw myself down on the bed and pulled up my phone, scrolling through my socials as pure happiness raced through my veins. I hadn’t felt this light or excited in a very long time. Once I had lunch with my family today, I knew this feeling would be stolen away, but I wanted to enjoy it for as long as possible.
A video popped up from Remi Mallard, a talk show host whose show I followed religiously. She created some of the biggest celebrity feuds and was often the cause of drama for some of the biggest names in Hollywood.
Her current video was a clip from her interview with the American Superstar judges Wylie Scott, Brandi, and Camila. My heart somersaulted with more excitement at the thought of singing in front of Camila, of all people. The clip was purely a short boomerang of Remi hugging Camila, the caption reading No drama, just love.
Please, I scoffed inwardly. Everyone had seen what their last interview looked like together. The pair had nearly come to blows on live TV.
I followed the tag to Camila’s FLIX account and noted her most updated photos. She’d been out and about in Hollywood now since arriving, but she was yet to make an appearance at The Halfway yet. It would be interesting to see if she stopped in there or not.
My alarm buzzed, and my phone vibrated as my warning to get ready for lunch flared. I sighed with regret as I got up to get ready. At least it was just lunch. Jesse promised if lunch was a train wreck, he would make it up to me with dinner.
All I had to do was try and smile. Maybe I could even tell them I got an audition for American Superstar on actual TV. That would shut my dad up, surely. Only one way to find out.
    
“Happy Birthday!” mom cooed as she let me in the house, pulling me into a tight hug. “My beautiful girl. How does it feel to be twenty-five?”
“The same as it did to be twenty-four,” I said with a laugh. “What’s for lunch?”
“Your father is firing up the grill,” she told me as she ushered me toward the kitchen. “How are you? You look very happy today.”
“It’s my birthday,” I said coyly as I took in the balloons around the house and the dining table set up with mom’s favorite china. “Oh, mom. You didn’t have to.”
“It wasn’t any trouble,” she told me firmly. “Also, your brother is bringing his girlfriend, Hannah, today.”
I grimaced and found my mood slumping. “Seriously? I can’t even have a birthday without him trying to steal the spotlight?”
“He’s not stealing the spotlight, Mary.” Mom shook her head and went back to prepping her salad. “The two of you are always competing. Every time you get together, you try to outdo one another.”
“Well, he’s brought his A game today,” I grumbled darkly and glanced outside to see dad on the patio. “I’m going to go see dad.”
I swept outside, closing the door behind me. Dad looked up from the grill, setting down his tongs and beer as he saw me. A big smile graced his face as he pulled me into a hug. “My Mary Moo.”
“Dad,” I groaned. “I’m twenty-five. You’re still calling me Mary Moo.”
“You’ll always be Mary Moo,” he chuckled. “Happy Birthday, kiddo. Having a good day so far?”
“So far,” I told him carefully as I sat down in the egg chair. “How has work been?”
“Work is work,” he said with a shrug. “I would rather be retired and working on that old car in the shed.”
I scoffed at him. “As if, dad. You would get so bored in retirement.”
He laughed and turned the meat. “You’re right, and your mother would get sick of me.”
The back door opened, and I groaned inwardly as Michael stepped onto the patio, a big grin on his face as he came straight for me.
“Michael-” I warned but was cut off as he picked me up and crushed me into his famous bear hug. I gasped and wheezed, slapping his arms, and he released me.
“Happy Birthday, Mary!” he crowed proudly, before turning to face the petite blonde in the doorway. “This is Hannah, my very real girlfriend.”
I wanted to glower at her, but she didn’t know she was being used for my brother’s personal gain. I gave her a small smile and a wave, feeling more pity for her then anything. I couldn’t believe someone liked my brother enough to actually date him. Something was wrong with this picture.
“Dad, this is Hannah,” Michael introduced, and dad politely shook her hand, a broad smile on his face.
“Lovely to meet you, Hannah. I’m glad my boy has someone keeping him in line,” dad joked.
“Oh,” she laughed all breathlessly, and I wanted to snort. “He’s not all bad.”
“Just mostly,” Michael teased, and I nearly threw up in my mouth as the two of them gazed into each other’s eyes.
“I’m Lennon,” I introduced hurriedly before I could get labeled as Mary from the get go. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Happy Birthday,” Hannah said with a sweet smile. “Your brother talks about you all the time. I feel like I already know you.”
Michael grimaced and rolled his shoulders. “It’s all bad, trust me.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything else,” I muttered darkly.
“Meats done!” dad announced, and I took that as my cue to head inside. I needed to find myself a large glass of wine.
Dinner seemed to pass without mentioning my life and where I was living. Maybe they were giving me a reprieve from their nagging because it was my birthday, or maybe it was because all their attention was on Hannah and Michael and how cute they were together. I could have honestly got up from the table and left. No one would have noticed.
“I spoke to your mother the other day at church,” mom was saying to Hannah. “She’s such a lovely woman. I’ll be having her over for some bridge and tea next week.”
“She’ll love that,” Hannah said with a smile.
“So,” I said loudly as I set down my cutlery over my empty plate, trying not to cringe as mom leaned over and quickly readjusted them. “When do I get my presents?”
Dad laughed from the head of the table. “You’ve always been the present girl.”
“We were supposed to get you presents?” Michael asked with fake shock, and I rolled my eyes. “I am just kidding, Mary. Should we clear the table, babe?” Michael turned to Hannah, and she nodded before he looked back at me. “Then you can have your presents, your majesty.”
“Thank you, servant,” I told him poshly and waved him away.
“You two,” mom sighed, and we both shrugged. “Okay, I’ll grab your presents, Mary.”
I clapped my hands eagerly, and Michael rolled his eyes at me as he sat back down, following it with a quick smirk as Hannah placed his gift for me in front of him. Mom came back with three presents in her arms, and dad chuckled at me.
“Open mine first,” Michael told me as he pushed it across the table. “You’ll love it.”
I eagerly took the brightly wrapped box and tore the paper, tossing it behind me. I popped the lid of the purple gift box and glanced inside. It was a beauty kit from heaven. Face masks from my favorite brand, bath bombs, pedicure sets, and a couple of really expensive nail polishes.
I looked up and narrowed my eyes at Michael. “You totally didn’t buy this stuff. You made Hannah shop, didn’t you?”
Michael scoffed, like it was the most ridiculous thing he ever heard, before shrugging. “Well, I may have had some assistance, but I’ll have you know I purchased every single one of these items. Took me hours!”
“Well, thank you both,” I said with a genuine laugh as I popped the lid back on. “It’s super thoughtful. I’ll use all of that. Maybe not the bath bombs yet. I only have a shower.”
“There’s a bath here,” Dad said, and I closed my eyes with dread. “You could always move back home.”
“Next present!” I announced loudly, ignoring his comment and taking the smaller box from mom. I unwrapped it, and my heart sunk. She had bought me perfume. I had told her thousands of times to never buy perfume for me, and even worse, it was the one that always made my eyes go red and my hay fever set off.
“Thanks mom,” I said as brightly as possible.
“This one smells so nice,” she assured me with a grin. “I know you’ll love wearing it.”
I tore through the other two gifts with less than high hopes, only to be surprised with a new soft pink handbag and a tree of life necklace. These gifts definitely redeemed the perfume, that was for sure.
“Thank you, guys,” I said happily as I clipped on the necklace. “I love it.”
“Cake time!” Michael announced, and mom chuckled as she skipped off to the kitchen to get it ready.
“I meant what I said, Mary,” Dad said, and I groaned inwardly. “You can come home. You must surely be running out of cash by now-”
“I’m doing just fine financially, dad,” I assured him, lying through my teeth. At the end of every pay, I had no savings, but I was still living. “Actually, I have some big news to share.”
Mom walked in carrying the cake, and Michael loudly started singing Happy Birthday, causing the whole room to follow suit as mom set the chocolate sponge down in front of me, candles poking out the top. I stared into the flickering flames as the song came to an end, and as I blew out the candles, I made my wish.
Let me win American Superstar!
How lame was I?
“What did you wish for?” Michael asked eagerly. “A new head?”
“Ha!” I laughed darkly. “That isn’t how it works, dummy. If I tell you, it won’t come true. I want this one to come true.”
“So, what’s the big announcement then?” dad asked, cutting off whatever Michael was going to say. “You had something to tell us.”
I took a breath and planted my feet firmly on the floor. “I do. Everyone, I’ve been invited to the televised auditions for American Superstar!”
The room was silent. You could hear a pin drop. Mouths dropped open, eyes darted around the room, and the only one smiling was Hannah, but as she read the room, her smile slipped away.
“Pardon me?” dad asked in shock. “You’re going on that God forsaken TV show? Have you seen what they do to the girls on that show? They get you half naked, running around on stage singing songs about fornication and drugs!”
“Dad,” I spluttered, choking down a laugh. “It’s not that bad. This is a huge step for me. If I can make it to the top nine Live shows, I’ll be set. My online presence will skyrocket, and I might get some ambassador deals. A label could even pick me up. This is huge for me.”
“Yugh,” dad growled as he got up from the table. “You live in a fantasy world, Mary. Changing your name, playing your guitar on that pier, and working in that bar. You’re trying to live your life like it’s some bad Hollywood film. What is wrong with having an ordinary life with a normal job?”
“I don’t want to be ordinary dad,” I told him in exasperation. “Maybe that’s a good life for you and mom, but I don’t want that. I want more. I want to be more!”
“This is the problem with your generation,” he ranted angrily. “Always wanting more. You want more, so you stop coming to church. You could have sung good music in a good choir that pays you and still completed your studies and got a good job.”
“Dad, can you please just stop?” I growled in frustration as I stood up. “I’m twenty-five years old. You don’t need to be so invested in my life anymore, okay?”
Dad waved his arms around, and mom closed her eyes. “Invested? Of course, I am invested. When all of this goes to Hell, and it will, who will you come running back to? Me and your mother will have to pick up the pieces for you.”
I laughed with annoyance and ran my hand down my face. “You and mom are not the only people in my life anymore. I have good friends; I’ve got backup plans. Why does my life always have to be some big debate? I’m sorry, I’m not living my life the way you would, but it’s my life. It isn’t yours. You’ve lived yours. Now let me live mine without all the snide remarks and shitty comments.”
“Do not swear in my house!” dad grumbled, and I rolled my eyes. “You have changed, Mary. You always were such a good girl. You’re becoming this person I don’t even recognize. I can’t support this. You’ll be on that stage in hardly any clothes, singing about sex and drugs and whatever other sell out rubbish they put you up to. You mark my words girl, you’re making a foolish decision!”
I was left with my mouth gaping open as he stormed from the house. I spluttered in disbelief as I stared at the table. Mom had her head down, so did Hannah. Michael was the only one looking at me, an unreadable expression on his face.
“Fuck this,” I hissed as I picked up my bag. “I’m so done with this bullshit. Thanks for a great birthday.”
I stormed from the house and out to the car, throwing myself inside and hurriedly pulling out, tearing off down the road. I blasted my music and screamed along to it, the typical routine that always followed leaving my parent’s house. I needed to drown out the anger, the hurt, and the bucket load of resentment.
    
“Come on, Lennon,” Jesse sighed as he set up on the pier. “A little bit of music and good people are going to drag you out of this funk. It’s your birthday, for crying out loud. Let’s revive this day, okay? Forget your crappy family and their shit reaction. You are going to be singing on TV in front of the entire country!”
His words were enough to provide a tentative blossom of excitement as I pulled out my guitar, but frustration still pooled within my stomach. What the hell was wrong with them? Why couldn’t they just be happy for me, even if they didn’t believe in what I was doing? It was so stupid!
It was just hitting dusk, and the orange sky behind us was the perfect backdrop as Todd held the video camera, ready to catch us in action. The twinkle lights among the various stalls were starting to light up, and I breathed in the smell of the local food as I tried to drag myself back to my happy place.
“Alright,” I told him as I rolled my shoulders and adjusted my strap. “I need to shake this off.”
“Speaking of shaking things off,” Jesse said with a grin as he toyed with his guitar. “I’m feeling like a bit of Taylor. Care to do the honors?”
I chuckled but did as I was told. My fingers ran over the strings as I ushered us into Taylor Swift’s
Shake it
Off. This was a good one for us to loosen up with, and we always had fun with it. As we reached the chorus, we slowly pulled in the crowd, and people began filming us on their phones, which always made Jesse a lot more theatrical.
As the song drew to a close, applause was met, and Jesse took a big bow before wriggling his eyebrows at me. I snorted and shook my head as I quickly strummed into the next song we had planned, taking it down a notch. As the chords of Sign of the Times by Harry Styles began to roll out, the crowd’s excitement was felt, and it made me feel even more comfortable. This was always a crowd pleaser – well, anything Harry Styles was often a crowd pleaser.
As the song rolled to a close and the audience clapped accordingly, Jesse adjusted his mic with a grin.
“Hi everyone,” he said with an eager wave, and a few people chuckled. “If you like what you see here, look up @LennonEmeryMusic on StreamMe. This lovely lady beside me is all the talent. I am purely here for the looks. Make sure you give us a follow! Also, make sure you tune into American Superstar this season because our beloved Lennon is going to make her big debut!”
The audience cheered, and my cheeks flushed with pleasure, and somehow our money jar got fuller by the second.
“Thank you everyone,” I said with a breathless laugh. “Do we have any requests tonight?”
We played like that for the next two hours. The sun went down, and the pier lit up, and I felt myself becoming more alive as the negativity from the day washed away from me. As we prepared for our final song, I sifted through my container of picks, frowning.
“Have you seen my lucky pick?” I asked Jesse, hunting for the jet-black object. My name was printed across it in gold, and it was one of my prize possessions. I fully intended to have that thing on me the day of my audition, so I needed to find it!
“Not in there?” Jesse asked with a frown.
“No,” I gasped as panic hit me. “Where do you think it is? I never take it out of here, only for…oh, no!”
“What?” Jesse said as he took in my expression. “That face does not look good.”
I groaned loudly and slapped my face. “It’s at Veronica’s, Jess. That is literally the only other place I’ve taken it. I used it when I serenaded her on her birthday.”
Jesse groaned loudly, and our audience slowly began to disperse. “Girl, really? Cut your losses. That bad boy is gone.”
“No!” I growled. “I need that pick for the auditions.”
“Lennon!” Jesse whined, going as far as stomping his foot. “You know this means you need to reach out to her and then see her, right?”
“I guess we’re done,” Todd sighed as he put away the camera. “Can I say, you guys were on an amazing roll until then? Good job tonight! I’m going over to Fi’s for a drink,” Todd said as he gestured toward the rundown bar. “I’ll meet you guys there once you stop panicking.”
Todd strolled off to the bar, and I pulled out my phone, Jesse watching me with apprehension.
“Does it really mean that much to you?” Jesse asked as he worried his lip between his teeth. “I’ll get you a new one, Lennon. You can’t open the door to her again. You were so wrecked when you broke up.”
I rolled my eyes at his dramatics as I pulled up Veronica’s name in my text history. “I’m not asking to date her again, Jess. I’m asking for a piece of lucky plastic.”
“You feel fine right now then?” Jesse asked curiously. “You’re not the tiniest bit excited for a reason to see her?”
“Not after I saw her grinding up against some girl at work, no,” I told him honestly. “My sole focus right now is getting this damn pick back.”
“Okay,” Jesse backed off. “What are you going to say?”
I hesitated before typing a message out.
Lennon - Hey Veronica… I know this is a little out of the blue, but I can’t find my lucky guitar pick – the black one with my name on it – have you got it? I remember having it at your house once.
Thanks.
“How’s that?” I asked as the first waves of nerves washed through me. Jesse took too long to respond while he read it, so I hit send.
“Hey!” Jesse groaned. “I am supposed to consult on that.”
“Too late,” I told him, starting to pack up our equipment to distract myself. What if she didn’t even have it, or worse, threw it out? Oh God that would be a disaster.
My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I stilled for a moment, Jesse noticing the movement. I took the phone out of my pocket carefully, as if the thing would blow up in my hands. I licked my dry lips at the first sight of Veronica’s name in three months on my screen. I still had the little love heart next to it, for crying out loud.
Veronica -<3 Hey
I have it. I have been meaning to get it back to you. I’ve just been busy. I’m at home if you want to come and get it.
“No. No way!” Jesse said firmly, and I frowned. “Oh, come on, Lennon. You’re honestly telling me you’re just going to go pick it up and not have sex with her?”
“Jesse!” I gasped. “Some of us have more self control than that.”
“Oh really?” Jesse asked, and he crossed his arms. “So, you’re telling me that you are no way remotely horny at all, considering you haven’t had sex since her?”
I made a face. “Yes, I am horny! But I can keep my damn pants on. Sleeping with Veronica would open up pandora's box, and I am not playing that game again. I still can’t give her what she wants. It would be useless.”
Although, a very tempting thought.
“A hundred dollars,” Jesse said as he held out his hands. “A hundred bucks says you sleep with her.”
“Jesse!”
“Well,” he said with a shrug. “If you’re not going to sleep with her, it should be an easy bet, right?”
I gripped his hand and tsked in annoyance. “I will see you later. Can you get my stuff home?”
“Yes Queen,” he sighed with a grin. “For real though, text me if you need me, okay?”
I gave him a firm nod and scooped up my handbag, walking down the pier and toward where my car was parked. I walked past a few other street performers, all out on a perfect night to make a buck and have some fun. You slowly got to know the other performers, usually while you worked out where your spots were, but most of them I was pretty friendly with.
I hopped into my car and noticed my heart was pounding, and a sort of eager excitement was thrumming through my body right now. This was not the correct reaction to be having right now. I should have been feeling overwhelming dread. All I knew was, I definitely would not be sleeping with her.
No matter how long it had been for me, I would not be walking down that dangerous road.
    
I raised my hand hesitantly to the bright blue door of Veronica’s apartment, knocking three times before quickly withdrawing it back like it would bite me. I needed to keep my head and play it cool and not get sucked into anything that I would regret later.
The door opened, and the air almost left me. Veronica stood in a pale pink crop top and matching tights, contrasting deliciously against her bronzed skin. Had she recently gotten a tan? Her bright blonde hair was braided tightly down her back, and her eyes appraised me carefully.
“Hi,” I murmured awkwardly, swallowing my nerves. “How are you?”
“I’m good,” she said, and I could hear the shake in her own voice. “Do you want to come in?”
She opened the door wider, and I walked inside, trying not to let my resolve slip as the husky scent of her perfume washed over me as I passed the threshold. I walked further into the small apartment and toward the kitchen.
“I’ll go grab your pick,” she said quickly and walked off to her bedroom.
I looked around the apartment, noting nothing had really changed since I had last been here. There was no evidence of another person being here…not that that would be any of my business anyway. What she did now and who with was her business.
“Here it is,” Veronica said brightly as she came out of her room, holding the small object, and I sighed in relief.
“Thank God,” I gasped loudly as I took it from her and slipped it into my bag.
“So, what big event do you have coming up if you needed that so badly?” Veronica asked, knowing the meaning behind the object. “It has to be serious.”
I bit my lip and shrugged. “I got a TV audition for American Superstar.”
“Really?” Veronica gasped with wide eyes and clapped her hands excitedly. “Oh my God, Lennon, that’s amazing! Congratulations!” Shock washed through me as she pulled me in for a hug, and I awkwardly hugged her back. “Sorry,” she laughed as she released me, her cheeks coloring. “I am really happy for you.”
“Well, you’d be one of the few,” I found myself muttering darkly, surprised the words had even come out.
Veronica made a noise of understanding. “Your parents?”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I’ll work them around, eventually.”
“Well, for what it’s worth, I think you will be amazing. You have so much talent, Lenny,” she said with a blush as her nickname for me slipped out. “Do you want a drink?”
“Oh,” I murmured in surprise. “I don’t know if we should…”
“Come on,” Veronica huffed with an eye roll as she walked toward the kitchen. “We can still be friends, Lennon. You look like you’ve had a rough day. Have a drink. We can just talk a bit.”
God, talking sounded nice. Talking with Veronica was always nice when we weren’t arguing over how closeted I was.
“So,” Veronica started as she poured two glasses of wine. “When is the big day?”
“June twenty-fourth,” I told her as I nursed my wine. “The last day of auditions.”
“Do you know what you’re going to sing?” she asked with real interest, and I found myself relaxing. This is the reaction I should have gotten from my parents, and it was nice to have some excitement from someone aside from Jesse and Todd.
“I’m not sure yet. I’ll know it when I find it,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t want to pick just anything. I need to make a good impression, especially after seeing so many people and undoubtedly so many crap performances. They’ll be tired, grumpy, and over it by the time I come back on stage.”
“You’ll woo them,” Veronica assured me with a smile, and my gut clenched at the small, familiar dimple that appeared in her cheek, so close to those soft pink lips.
Shit, I missed her.
“Maybe,” I laughed nervously, tapping my glass.
“I still think about that song you sang on my birthday,” Veronica said quietly, looking at me warily. “Can’t Help Falling in Love, wasn’t it?”
My skin warmed at the memory, the song I had serenaded her with on her birthday, with this damn guitar pick. “Yeah,” I told her with a laugh. “The Haley Reinhart version.”
We were silent for a moment, both mulling over the memories we had made together, and a loss tugged at me as I stared at her. She was perfect, and not just in a rose-colored glasses sense. She was mostly drama free. Aside from when she tried forcing me out, she worked hard, put so much effort into our relationship…I just couldn’t be who she wanted me to be. Not yet.
“I’m sorry for how it ended,” Veronica said quietly. “I regret that. I’m sorry I didn’t respect your wishes. You were always upfront about where you stood. I shouldn’t have tried to force it.”
“It’s fine,” I told her quickly before frowning. “Did you deliberately come into the bar the other night with that girl?”
Veronica looked guilty as she finished her wine. “Not at first. I was on a date, and I was pretty drunk. She suggested The Halfway because she had a VIP pass to get in. Once we got there, I just kept getting so mad about everything…so yes, I was grinding up on her on purpose, hoping you would see. It’s so childish.”
I found myself laughing, shaking my head. “We do things when we’re hurt. Heartbreak doesn’t just go away. No hard feelings.”
It stunned me that we could sit here like two adults, talking. It would have to be the most mature breakup I had ever had in my life, not that I’d gone through a lot of them, but I was expecting to come here and have a full-on screaming match, maybe because that’s all we ever did closer to the end of our relationship.
Walking back out to my car about an hour later, my lucky pick tucked safely in my bag, and part of my heart feeling a lot lighter than it had this morning, I found myself smiling.
Jesse owed me a hundred dollars.



Camila
  
“I CAN’T BELIEVE it’s audition time!” Nicole clapped her hands with excitement before she picked up her phone again and went back to scrolling. “That came around so quickly!”
“Tell me about it,” I groaned as I looked down at my empty coffee. It was ten to five in the morning, and we had to be at production by six thirty in order to have our hair and makeup done along with wardrobe, so we could start filming the day's auditions. I had watched every audition tape twice, and I felt familiar enough with the ones that I liked that I would recognize them on stage. “I’m ready to go back to bed. I don’t think I’ll make it through until tonight.”
Nicole gave me a sympathetic look. “It’s going to be a really long process, and you’re likely to hear the same song about fifty thousand times, but it’ll be exciting when you actually connect with the performers you like!”
A face flickered through my mind at Nicole’s words, and I tried to shake it, failing miserably. I had probably watched the audition video of Lennon Emery more than I had anyone else. I didn’t know what it was about her – was it her or the song she had chosen to sing? She had this innocent air about her, and it showed when she sang.
“Earth to Camila!” Nicole called out, and I looked towards her. “You alright there?”
“Yeah, fine!” I laughed airily. I really needed to shake the obsession over this random girl and focus on what I was going to be doing here. I would be seeing countless performers today singing for their future on this stage, and it was both intimidating and humbling. I hadn’t had to start my career like that.
My phone chimed, and I glanced down to see Isabella had sent me a good luck message, and I smiled as I tucked my phone into my pocket.
“We’ve been getting a lot of good feedback from the label,” Nicole told me with a triumphant smile. “They’re really happy with you right now.”
This was big news for Nicole, and I tried to keep myself chipper. “That’s really good to hear,” I told her. As long as the label kept their nose out of my business and let me be, they could be as happy as they wanted, but I knew Nicole stressed over them constantly.
“We’re here,” Nicole announced as she began packing up her bag. “We’re going in the back way, obviously. Can you hear all that screaming? People are already lined up!”
“The audience doesn’t get to enter until half eight!” I gasped in surprise. “That’s some commitment. The auditionees must be so nervous right now.”
“They’d be waiting in those lines absolutely sweating,” Nicole laughed as the car pulled up. “I know I would be!”
My security entourage got out of the car behind us and opened our doors, ushering us inside the building where we had a welcome party waiting, Wylie Scott front and center with an annoyed looking Brandi.
“Welcome!” Wylie grinned, already dressed in his typical get up. He wore his cowboy boots and faded jeans with an annoying casualness, his black dress top half unbuttoned, and his cowboy hat dipped. He got to wear that, and we had to squeeze into tight dresses and little heels? “Are we ready to change some lives today?”
“It’s a singing reality show, Wylie.” Brandi rolled her eyes at me before looking back at him. “It’s not like we’re curing cancer.”
“Okay!” A perky redhead clapped her hands together and smiled at all of us. “I’m Patricia, and I’m essentially in charge of making sure everything goes to plan and on time. Brandi and Camila, we need to get you both into hair and makeup and then wardrobe. We need you ready by nine for when the cameras start rolling.”
“Lucky for me, I already look so good it only takes me fifteen minutes to be ready,” Wylie grinned and shot me a wink. “Have fun, ladies.”
I watched him swagger off, and all I wanted to do was take off my shoe and ditch it at his stupid hat. Why was he so Goddamn annoying?
“You look ready to slap someone,” Nicole whispered into my ear. “Try smiling.”
“Let’s go get glammed up,” Brandi told me with a smile, knowing my exact thought process. “I think we still have the same ladies from last year, and they were great to work with.”
I grudgingly followed Brandi, who seemed to have a good idea of where we were going. I’d need to work my way around this place so I didn’t get lost and look ridiculous. Nicole was walking alongside us as she stared at my filming schedule and itinerary, and relief washed through me as my anxiety subsided. Everything was going to be okay.
    
I stared at myself in the full length mirror with an admiring expression. They had dressed me well. I would give them that. I was wearing a bright pink strapless jumpsuit with a pair of black strappy heels. The jumpsuit clung to every curve as if it were part of my own skin. My hair had been straightened with my extensions added, so my hair hung down my back, ending just above my waist.
I looked ready to perform a show, I noted, but that was the aim the show was going for. They always had the judges dressed to the tens.
I got my call from production, and I knew the show was about to start. We had rehearsed how we would enter the stage together, and the steps were easy enough to remember. Wylie would stand in between Brandi and me and escort us down the stairs. We would then make our way down to the judging panel and take our appropriate seats.
Our host for the season was Alyssa Harborne, a popular TV personality who had her fame two years ago on a reality dating show. Now she was on the radio and TV everywhere you looked. She was a typical beauty with her long blonde hair and perfect curves - I had met her once through Helena one night at some party that I could hardly remember.
As I walked behind some of the stage crew, a hand grabbed my elbow and began guiding me toward where I had to be. I didn’t even get a glimpse of who they were. Everything was moving so fast. The cheering could be heard like thunder, rattling the building and pumping up my adrenaline.
I felt like I was about to get on stage for my own performance and the rush that went through my body felt almost euphoric.
I met up with Wylie and Brandi, who were taking their marks, and I quickly walked over to Wylie’s left, looping my arm through his. Wylie teetered on the tips of his toes as he bounced up and down, clearly as adrenaline pumped as we were.
“Are you guys ready?” Wylie whispered to us with a genuine grin. “This is it!”
The theme music began to roll out, and I felt the first set of stage nerves take over the excitement I had been feeling. You could hear the screaming and the clapping, overpowering the music and whatever light show was being performed. Suddenly a loud voice boomed into the microphone, causing me to jolt and Wylie to snigger.
“Bit jumpy, love?” Wylie joked before the voiceover cut him off.
“Please welcome your American Superstar judges…” At that moment, the stage was revealed as it looked like the wall in front of us split in half, revealing the huge audience in front of us. “Wylie Scott, Brandi and Camila Bianchi!”
“Woo!” The audience went wild, clapping, cheering, and waving their arms as we began to walk down the stage, following each step and mark we had rehearsed for. I felt Wylie release my arm as we got close to the middle of the stage, and I made my way to my side of the panel, waving at the crowd who screamed my name loudly.
Security was dense around the judging panel, which was a little relieving. I had been jumped by crowds twice in my life before, and it was not a pleasant experience. I took my seat just as Wylie sat in the middle, and Brandi adjusted her seat on his right.
Alyssa Harborne took to the center of the stage, standing dead straight with a huge smile plastered on her face as she looked down at the camera.
“Welcome to American Superstar! Are we all excited to be here today?” Alyssa’s voice was loud and full of energy, and the crowd responded, clapping and cheering. “I can tell the energy in here today is high, and it’s probably our best audition audience we have ever had here!”
More whistling and cheering followed, and I quickly took a sip of my water.
“Welcome to our esteemed judges!” Alyssa enthused with a grand gesture toward us, and the cameras aimed at us suddenly became a lot more real. “We have the wonderfully talented Brandi here with us. Are you excited for the new season?”
“Girl, I am so pumped to get this show going and see what undiscovered talent we still have out there!” Brandi gushed with a coy smile. “I have a feeling this will be our biggest season yet!”
“Ooh!” Alyssa gasped. “It sounds like someone may have some insider information. How does that make you feel, Wylie? Do you think you can take Brandi’s crowning glory this year?”
Wylie laughed and took off his hat, running his hand through his hair before placing it back. “Of course,” Wylie said with a wink. “I am coming for that title.”
“Well, if Brandi can’t take you down, maybe our newest judge will!” Alyssa looked over at me. “Camila Bianchi, ladies and gentlemen!” The audience was again set off, and I laughed at the reaction. “Welcome to the American Superstar family!”
“Thank you for having me!” I played back.
“Are you ready to take down our reigning champion this year?” Alyssa asked with grand animation.
I gave a firm nod and shot my best friendly smile at Brandi. “My mission here is to find the best undiscovered talent and give them a platform to really make a go of having this be their career.”
The crowd cheered at my response, and Brandi gave her best animated laugh, keeping the panel looking as friendly as possible. We didn’t need them pitting two women against each other.
“Well!” Alyssa gasped with fake shock. “It looks like we’re going to have a strong competition amongst our judges this season! I think that we should get this show underway! Ladies and gentlemen, can we please welcome our first auditionee?”
I straightened my posture and eagerly looked to the side of the stage, ready to see whatever came at us, and was surprised at what walked out on the stage. An older looking woman, maybe in her forties, came out, dressed in a grey pantsuit with short brown hair cropped into a pixie cut.
She nervously stood on her mark and held the microphone to her mouth. “Hi there.”
“Hello!” Wylie greeted with gusto. “What’s your name, darlin’?”
“My name is Linda James,” she introduced shakily. “I’m thirty eight years old, and I’m from Seattle, Oregon.”
“Wow!” Brandi beamed warmly. “What brings you onto the show, Linda?”
“I uh - I’ve always wanted to sing, my whole entire life, but you know things happen. I got married, then had children, and dedicated my life to raising them. They’re old enough to look after themselves, so it’s time to chase the dream!”
I smiled genuinely, proud that she still had the edge to give it a go. “Are your family here today, Linda?”
“They’re backstage,” she admitted with a smile, and the audience clapped loudly.
“What will you be singing today then?” Brandi asked her.
Linda took a deep breath. “I’m going to be singing Respect by Aretha Franklin.”
“Woo!” Brandi whistled. “That is a big song!”
Linda looked nervous as she twitched on stage, her cheeks flushing. I couldn’t give her any more time to psyche herself out. “Take it away, Linda. These next two minutes are all yours.”
    
“I can’t do this,” I groaned to Nicole as I hid away in my dressing room with a bottle of water and scarred ears. “How is it possible that the producers actually let this much crap through? Where is all the talent I saw on those videos?”
“Calm,” Nicole soothed me. “You’ve only seen thirty applicants. There’s a lot more to get through.”
I glowered at Nicole. “That doesn’t make me feel any better in the slightest.”
“They have to put on some funny ones to make it more entertaining,” Nicole soothed me. “So much of today's footage will be scrapped anyway. That’s why they have so many duds. That’s reality TV for you. We need to get back out there,” Nicole told me as she slipped her phone into her pocket. “I’m sure the talent is about to turn around!”
I scoffed dubiously as I got up and made my way back to the judge’s panel, noting a set of double doors I had missed the first time walking through here. The word Auditionees was printed on the door, and I realized that was where they were all being kept. Part of me wanted to have a peek behind the door and see what else was lined up because I was beginning to think all those good tapes I had watched were just a trick.
“Come on!” Nicole hurried me. “It’s about to come back on, and you actually need to be in your chair!”
With a quick eye roll, I abandoned the door and made my way back to the judge's panel, where Wylie and Brandi were bluntly ignoring each other and having their makeup touched back up. As soon as I sat down, a girl was on me, quickly primping my face and making sure my hair was still looking good.
The audience was still in a fluster but had moderately calmed down now and were no longer screaming, which relieved my ears. Every now and then, you could hear someone scream your name louder than the others, followed by how much they loved you. This is why celebrities had such big egos. You were used to being told how loved you were regularly when that person didn’t even know you.
I know people who knew me personally usually had other things to say about me.
Alyssa trotted out onto the stage and took her place, and I took that as we were going back to it now. The cameras all began moving, and someone began a countdown, and I plastered my best smile on my face as we rolled back into it.
“Welcome back to American Superstar!” Alyssa announced with gusto, and the audience took their cue to cheer loudly. “The auditions have been heating up, and the talent has been strong!”
Were we watching the same auditions? I thought dryly.
“We have still got an abundance of talent to go, and it gives me great pleasure to bring on the next round of auditions!” Alyssa clapped loudly, and the audience followed suit. Someone shouted ‘cut’, and Alyssa walked off the stage as they prepared for the next person auditioning.
“Audition number 334,” announced someone from the left of the stage. The cameras were on, and a tall man carrying an old looking guitar swaggered out on stage, causing all the straight women in the room to go on heat simultaneously. I guessed him to be maybe late twenties, and looking at his familiar black hair swept around in beautiful chaos, I remembered his audition tape.
William Martin, twenty nine and he was from Casper, Wyoming.
“Welcome!” Wylie greeted warmly as the audience settled themselves. “What’s your name?”
“Hi,” William greeted with what appeared to be a shy smile. “I’m William Martin. I’m twenty nine years old, and I’m from Casper, Wyoming.”
“Go William!” a voice boomed from up the back of the room, and the audience chuckled.
“You’ve got a fan club cheering you on today,” Brandi commented with a laugh. “What do you sing, William?”
William tapped his guitar and rocked on his heels. “I sing country – in fact, Wylie Scott, you are my inspiration. It’s an honor to just sing in front of you.”
The audience frothed over the answer, and Wylie’s head grew about two sizes while I gagged.
“It’s a pleasure to have you up there, William!” Wylie grinned before he slapped the panel. “Let’s get going. What are you singing for us today?”
“I’m going to be singing Looking for a Reason by Little Big Town.”
“Let’s hear it,” I said quickly, making sure Wylie couldn’t open his big mouth any further.
William began to open the song on his guitar, and I had to hand it to him, he had me hooked the moment he opened his mouth and began to croon the song out. He had a delectable voice for country. It was smooth with just the right amount of roughness, and his voice artistically told the story.
He needed work in a few areas, I noted down. He needed a better stage presence, and I noticed that he wasn’t keeping up with his guitar at various parts of the song. They were small, subtle things that a lot of people may not have noticed, and judging by Wylie’s enamored look, I could tell he was going to give nothing but praise for his country fanboy.
William also kept his eyes shut the entire time as if he were too afraid to even look at the audience, which was disappointing. This was the chance of a lifetime – wouldn’t you want to capture every single moment of it? Not to mention that eye contact was the best way to engage with the people watching you. You could be looking at fifty people at once, and each one of them thinks you are singing directly to them.
As William drew the song to a close and played the last few bars, the audience jumped to their feet, cheering and clapping, and I noted this was the first audience ovation. Wylie and Brandi also got to their feet, but I stayed in my chair as I clapped. I didn’t feel it was worth a full room ovation, it was good, but it wasn’t amazing.
As the room slowly settled down and seats were taken, it was judgment time, and William looked toward us with raw excitement in his eyes. He was on a high now, he’d received a standing ovation, and no negative feedback we gave would really mean anything. He could be mentored though, I felt like he would take mentoring really well, and he had the potential to be a strong contender.
Could he be diverse?
“Wow!” Wylie started the feedback off with a dramatic gushing. “That was some performance, William!”
“Thank you,” William nodded with a grin.
“I thought that was probably one of the best auditions we’ve seen so far,” Wylie told him as he tapped his pen on the panel. “There some parts that needed work, but as an overall first performance, you really knocked it out of the park.”
William’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you so much!”
“You did great, William!” Brandi encouraged. “I really love that song, and you didn’t disappoint with your rendition of it, so good job!”
The room cheered as eyes turned to me for my input, and I prepared myself for the onslaught of booing I was about to get.
“William,” I started off gently. “I really liked your performance. I think you have a lot of talent and a lot of potential. I am a little concerned, though, you identify on your application as predominantly a country singer. This competition is going to be intense, and you’ll be forced into a lot of songs outside of your favored genre, touring festivals and performing those songs live. Do you think you’ll be able to give up the guitar and the country music?”
The audience began booing, and I rolled my eyes as I swiveled in my chair to face them. “Hey, these are extremely valid questions. I’m not saying he’s a bad performer – I will agree he’s the best we have seen so far, but these questions are important.”
“I have thought about that,” William told me as I turned back to face him. “I understand that this competition is so off the charts wild. Touring music festivals… I understand I will be forced outside of my comfort zone, but I feel like I have the skills to do it.”
Good answer, I thought to myself, and I rewarded him with a smile.
“Well,” I started as I glanced at the panel. “I feel like this is a unanimous decision then. Welcome to American Superstar, William.”
The audience went wild and relief washed over William’s face as he held his guitar in the air victoriously. He sauntered off the stage, and I noticed the way his shoulders seemed to sag with relief. Did he really think with a performance like that, he wouldn’t have got through? I wasn’t here to feed people’s egos. He was good – yes, but he also needed work.
“Well, you just cemented your role in the show,” Brandi told me with a chuckle. “You’re going to be the judge that tells the contestants what they need to hear. The audience will love and hate you at the same time.”
“He was good, but he wasn’t great,” I told them both with a shrug. “He could be great. That’s our job, to help him get there. Someone can’t be great if they’re average, and you tell them they’re amazing.”
Wyllie nodded with a shrug. “I agree with that. It’s your job now, though,” he chuckled as he leaned back into his chair. “This is going to be a good season.”
    
I smoothed my hands down over the pink chiffon dress, satisfied with the hem ending just above my knees. Mom would flip her lid if it was anything more than the space between my thumb and finger, and I had made absolutely sure of that. I pulled on the black leather jacket and slipped into the black six inch heels, feeling less like the fourteen year old I was and more like the twenty one year old I wished to be.
Taking a breath, I steeled myself and made my way out from behind the dressing room curtain, noting my mother facing the window hissing into her phone. She was probably arguing with someone else, about me, as usual. I would wait patiently like I always would, and she would appraise me with a critical eye before I got the yes or no.
I just hoped it was a yes!
This was my first year being nominated for a Tweenz award, and this dress had been my dream from the moment the call had come in. I wanted to wear this on stage when I accepted that award for ‘Best New Artist’.
I would wear this dress.
Mom snapped her phone shut with a huff and turned to face me, her eyes looking me up and down as she marched over to me, shaking her head.
“You are kidding me, bambina?” she growled with a cold stare. “You’re too fat for this dress. The tabloids would have a field day with you. What have I told you, grassa? You want to dress like these skinny blonde girls, you need to look like a clothes hanger. You get bigger every year.”
My heart sunk as my mother rounded on me, and I stared at myself in the mirror as she poked my thighs, shaking her head. “Grassa, grassa, grassa.” With every grassa, a piece of me was poked and prodded, all my blemishes and flaws coming to light under that fluorescent lighting. My thighs were a little thicker than most girls my age…my hips wider…bosom larger.
“You cute now because you are still young. One day you will be old, fat, and nothing.” Mom whipped open her phone, dialing as she looked away from me. “Make the money now. You won’t be making it much longer, bambina. Take that dress off carefully. We have to pay for it you split it.”
Tears gathered in my eyes as she sauntered off, shouting in Italian down the phone, so she was likely abusing Isabella or my father.
The blonde shopkeeper, Dana, approached me with a small smile and pity heavy in her eyes. She had heard it all, I suppose, but I didn’t want to be comforted by this woman. Not when only half an hour ago I signed an autograph for her daughter, who apparently looked up to me.
Why would she look up to a fatty?
“Are you okay, sweetheart?” Dana asked as she searched for my mother. “Listen, you don’t need to listen to a word-”
“I’m fine,” I said quickly, blinking away the tears and pulling on my mask. Child star nominated for her first music award. Girls wanted to be me. Boys wanted to date me. That was the image my mother was creating, and it was my job to fill the role. “Where’s the restroom?”
Dana worried her lip between her teeth, before pointing down the hall.
“Thank you.”
I rushed hurriedly in the direction she had pointed, anger and humiliation burning within me as I locked myself in and pressed back up against the door. Taking a deep breath, I stared at the toilet.
I would make my mama happy. I would be skinny.
“Jesus!” I gasped awake, my body drenched in sweat and my heart hammering in my chest. The room was stifling hot, and my lungs felt like they were burning as I breathed in carefully. Where the fuck had that dream come from?
There was nothing that could have possibly triggered that memory.
You are not a grassa, I told myself firmly, drawing on the affirmations my therapist had drilled into me so many times.
“I appreciate what my body does for me,” I whispered into the dark room. “I am grateful for my thick legs, as they help me get to where I need to be. I will treat my body with the respect that it deserves. I will nourish my body. I will continue healing my body. I love who I am…”
Every affirmation repeated over and over and over as the tears rolled down my cheeks.
Isabella would never understand why I didn’t want my parents in my life. She would never understand why I hated them so much because she never witnessed the torment, only the positivity, and as much as I hated those people, I would never tear her away from them with the truth. They had never hurt her, and she deserved to have her parents in her life.
I looked over at my phone for the time, sighing as I saw it was four in the morning. I had to be up in an hour anyway, so going back to sleep was useless.
I would just do a workout.
It wasn’t because of the dream, I told myself as I got up and stretched. I’m working out because I love my body. I am proud of what my body can do.
I am not a grassa.



Lennon
  
“YOU NERVOUS?” Jesse asked me quietly as we sat in the waiting room filled with expectant auditionees who were just as anxious looking as myself. “You look a little green, love.”
“Jesse,” I groaned with annoyance. “The more you ask me, the more anxious I become. Please stop.”
“I’m just saying, I would be totally ready to run away right now,” he gushed as he breathed heavily. “I’m not even going on stage, and I feel ready to puke. Did you see the girl before warming up? She sounded like Whitney fucking Houston!”
I stopped scrolling through my phone and scowled at him, and he hurriedly raised his hands in surrender.
“How long have we been here?” he asked as he toyed with his empty coffee cup.
I yawned and stretched my arms. “Four hours, and judging by my audition number, we have a long wait ahead of us.”
Jesse let out a low whistle, and I had to stifle a laugh. He was the least patient person on this planet but insisted on being here with me today. I had warned him it would be a long day, but he had made his choice. I knew for sure he was regretting it right now, but I was still happy to have him here.
I’d had no word from my parents since I had told them what I was doing. Not even a text of encouragement just complete radio silence. I had been surprised to get a message from Michael, and my heart had stopped when Veronica had messaged good luck as well, but that was it. I would even take an emoji from my parents right now.
Jesse’s phone had been blowing up with messages from Todd and the rest of the band until they realized how slow moving it was and had laid off. Now we were sat here left alone with our thoughts, and I was trying to resist the urge to pack up all my shit and run.
“You’re definitely happy with the song you chose?” Jesse asked me for what seemed like the thousandth time. “I mean, I love it. I’m just making sure I didn’t pressure you into it.”
“I chose the song, Jesse. How could you have pressured me into it?” I asked as I tried to sound bored. Inwardly I began to panic. Did I choose the right song? It was too late to do anything about it now if I hadn’t. It was a good song choice, in my opinion, and it fit well with some relevant themes in my life right now…Oh Jesus, what if I chose the wrong song?
“You know what we need?” Jesse said brightly. “More coffee. I will get us more coffee. Maybe an Irish coffee.”
I quirked a brow and frowned. “Jesse, you don’t need any more coffee.”
“Like, I need to do something,” he told me with panic in his voice. “I can’t sit here. I am freaking out.”
I let out a whistle between my teeth as I pocketed my phone. “Anyone would think you were the one going to audition in front of two thousand people today.”
“I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I’m really trying not to make today about me, I swear.”
I snorted and shook my head. “Let’s go get you a coffee,” I sighed as I grabbed his hand and pulled him up from his seat. “Maybe a donut as well.”
“Ooh!” Jesse gasped with delight as he dragged me along to the coffee cart. “A donut! I want a pink one with sprinkles. I saw it this morning and was so tempted!”
“Okay,” I said with a laugh as we hopped in the line. I craned my ears back toward the double doors behind us that led to the stage entrances. Every ten minutes, you could hear the thumping of music, the sound of someone singing, and then all the cheering. It was exciting and terrifying all wrapped in together at once.
What was it going to feel like when it was my turn on that stage? What would the crowd’s reaction be? There were so many unknowns I was going to face today, and I hated not knowing what would happen. I wouldn’t say I like surprises or anything unexpected. I am the kind of person who reads the last chapter of a book to know how it ended before I started it.
“Jesse,” I mumbled quietly. “Do you think I’m actually ready for this?”
Jesse glanced at me and ran a hand through his black hair, giving me his signature grin. “I think you a one hundred percent ready. This experience, regardless of the outcome, is going to give you a massive leap in the direction you want to head in with your music. You got this.”
“God, I hope so,” I sighed as I tugged at my soft pink blazer. I was feeling confident in this outfit. I had carefully pieced it together with Jesse’s help. We had kept it smart casual with a pair of black high midi jeans, a white shirt, and the pink blazer on top. We had opted for a pair of plain black canvas shoes, and my hair was in a low, messy ponytail.
The look was good, the song was good.
You’re good, I told myself as we approached the front of the line for coffee.
“Two lattes please,” Jesse asked. “And the pink donut there.”
Someone tapped my shoulder as our drinks were being made, and I turned to see who it was, coming face to face with a short blonde girl dressed like she was about to hit a nightclub in her tight red dress and big black heels.
“I know you!” she gushed with a grin. “You’re that singer on StreamMe, Lennon Emery, right?”
“Right,” I acknowledged with a nervous laugh.
“I have followed your channel for years!” she told me eagerly. “You are an amazing singer. We should all just go home!”
“Oh no,” I mumbled as my cheeks flushed. “There’s a lot of talent here today.”
Jesse tapped my arm and pressed a latte in my hand as the blonde loudly asked for a mixed berry smoothie. I made to leave, but she latched onto my arm roughly.
“What are you going to sing today?” she demanded eagerly. “Will it be something you’ve already recorded? You would have a huge repertoire.”
“Kind of keeping that on the down low,” I told her as I glanced at Jesse with HELP ME eyes. I didn’t want to talk or socialize with anyone aside from him right now.
She grabbed her smoothie off the counter and fell into step with us. “How exciting is it going to be? Filming the actual audition! I couldn’t believe I made it to this round. I had auditioned so many times before and never got this far. How many times have you auditioned?”
“This was my first time,” I told her through a sip of coffee.
“Oh,” she laughed loudly. “Well, you are amazing, so that doesn’t surprise me! Hey, you know what?”
At that moment, my life flashed before my eyes. Blondie turned to face me so roughly that she stumbled in her nightclub heels, grabbed my arm for support while simultaneously throwing her mixed berry smoothie directly at my chest. As the cold drink hit me, I screamed in horror, staining my white shirt and catching on the blazer.
“Oh God!” I cried in panic as I looked down at myself. “Jesse, what do I do?”
“I am so sorry!” she cried out, scrambling to her feet. We had drawn the attention of a lot of auditionees, and my cheeks flamed as she tried to pat down my shirt with a napkin.
“That isn’t helping at all!” I snarled as my nervousness of the day took over, and I swatted her hands off. “Could you please just leave me alone?”
Blondie’s face crumpled before she scurried off, but I didn’t have it in me to feel bad. Who the hell grabbed someone so much? What the hell was I going to do about my outfit? I couldn’t go on stage like this!
“Shit,” Jesse groaned as he rubbed his face. “Okay. Let me think.”
“Think faster!” I panicked as someone from the stage crew began walking over to us. “Oh, please no.”
“Number 112,” she said loudly as she looked up from her clipboard. “You have five singers ahead of you, and then you’re on. Are you going to do something about that? Or is this a new trend?”
“Oh no,” I spat with sarcasm. “I thought I would go on stage looking like this, thanks!” The girl rolled her eyes and sauntered off. I turned to face Jesse, who was hurriedly typing away in his phone. “What are we going to do?”
“I got you,” he promised me as he grabbed my arm. “I have a contact. She’s bringing us an outfit, but she wants it returned, okay?”
I blinked at him in amazement. “Just like that?”
“Just like that, sweetie,” he said with a grin. “Let’s go. She’s on her way.”
    
“Ava,” Jesse greeted our savior with a big hug and an air kiss to each cheek. “We would be lost without you, hon.”
“I know,” she sighed dramatically, brushing her wild curls from her face. “Now, here are the rules, any photographs you post in the outfit, you tag my account. I want the items returned. I will launder them myself unless you end up wanting to buy it from me.”
“Deal,” I agreed immediately. “Are you a designer then?”
“I own a small boutique,” she told me as she handed me the garment bag. “I dress the band sometimes.”
“You are saving my life right now,” I told her. “Thank you so much for this.”
“Go get dressed!” Jesse ordered and turned to push me toward the toilets. “We don’t have much time now!”
“Good luck,” Ava called after me with a wave as I hurried off.
I ignored the looks from the other auditionees and made my way to the lady’s room, flipping the lock and taking a deep breath. Three girls had already gone on while we waited for Ava to show up. I didn’t have much time, and I had to avoid getting this crap in my hair and ruining my makeup.
I carefully peeled the smoothie stained shirt from my skin, gently lifting it up and over my head, avoiding my face at all costs. I dumped it on the floor in disgust, and the wet material slapped loudly against the tiles. I couldn’t believe this was happening right now, but it would be just my luck. If something like this happened to anyone, it would be me.
I stood in my underwear as I unzipped the garment bag, eyeing the high neck black dress in surprise. A pair of black pantihose were attached to it, and I worried my teeth at what could potentially be in the shoebox. I hadn’t wanted to do the girl in a dress routine, and it bothered me now that I had to go on stage looking like that.
“Hurry up,” Jesse called on the other side of the door. “Not much time, doll.”
Getting the dress on without getting makeup on it was a challenge, one I damn well deserved a reward for. I gingerly pulled on the tights, terrified of causing a runner or a hole in it. I adjusted my boobs and slipped my lucky pick into my bra, feeling uncomfortable as the dress clung to my skin, before kicking open the lid on the shoebox, unease crawling down my spine at the bright red, suede six-inch heels.
“Lord,” I prayed earnestly as I struggled into them. “Give me strength.”
“Time!” Jesse pounded on the door. “Stage crew need you now, Len. Let’s go!”
Bile rose in my throat, and I began to sweat as I whipped open the door. An annoyed looking crew member huffed at me, and Jesse gave my arm a squeeze.
“I’ll gather up your stuff,” he assured me with a smile. “Knock them dead. I’ll be waiting for you.”
“O-okay, sure!” I wheezed anxiously as the girl began dragging me away, and I stumbled after her like a baby giraffe.
“You’ll be great, Len!” Jesse called after me as I disappeared behind the doors, and as they thudded shut, my life began to flash before my eyes.
This was a bad idea. What the hell was I doing here?
“Please don’t throw up,” the stage girl muttered as we began climbing up some metal stairs. “I really don’t want to clean up your puke.”
“Stop talking,” I told her as my skin tingled anxiously.
She rolled her eyes, and we reached the top landing, and to my horror, the stage was right there. Before long, I would walk past those barriers and be on stage in front of hundreds of people, and perform in front of some of the biggest names in music. I was so out of my league. What the hell was I thinking?
“Here,” stage girl snapped as she held a microphone out to me. “We’ll turn it on when you’re on stage. When I say go, you’ll walk out and do your bit. Are you sure about playing the piano? Do you have a backup track to be safe?”
“Don’t need one,” I gasped with a tremble, and she bit her lip, a human expression crossing her face.
“Take a deep breath, yeah?” she told me softly. “Don’t let your nerves blow this moment. You only have one shot.”
One shot, I reminded myself, and I nodded at her hurriedly. She was right. This was my only moment to prove myself, and I needed this extra leg up. If I wanted music to be my life, then I needed this extra exposure. I needed the connections this show could give me, and I couldn’t let my nervousness and doubts throw it all overboard.
I squared my shoulders and turned to face the stage entrance, breathing deeply through my nose and out through my mouth. A piano sat in the middle of the stage, and I calmed slightly. I could hear the show’s host, Alyssa, getting ready to introduce me, and I found myself starting to fill with something that wasn’t fear.
It was excitement.
“Go,” stage girl hissed behind me and gave me a nudge.
Focusing on my walk, I made my way through the barriers, my heart beating so loudly I swear that I could hear it. Maybe the whole room could hear it. I felt like the sound of my walking was amplified, and all I could hear was the thump, thump, thump of my heart and the click of my heels on the stage floor.
I made my way to the white circle and took a deep breath, turning my gaze to the judges, and suddenly the sound of the room hit me all at once, the claps from the audience and the whistling. The lighting bore down on me hotly, the brightness making me wince. Three cameras pointed in my direction, each from a different angle, and one flew above the audience in a wild tandem.
Jesus Christ, I was going to be on TV.
“Hello!” A voice from the judging panel called out, and my gaze went to Brandi, who gave me a wide smile. All at once, I was staring at Wylie Scott in his famous hat and then Camila, which nearly knocked the air out of me.
The last time I had been face to face with her, I’d been holding back her hair while she puked. The look on her face held no recollection of that memory. She regarded me like any other contestant walking out here, no flicker of emotion on her face that indicated she remembered me at all.
“It’s an assault on the senses, isn’t it?” Brandi asked me, and I steeled myself. I needed to actually form some words up here. I couldn’t just stare at them.
“It definitely is,” I laughed nervously, and the cheering got louder.
“WE LOVE YOU, LENNON!” A few voices up the back boomed loudly, and my cheeks flushed as the judges and most of the audience turned to face them.
“Thank you,” I found myself saying with a breathless laugh. “I uh, love you guys too.”
The audience chuckled along with the panel, and Wylie leaned forward on his elbows.
“Seems like you have a bit of a fan club here with you today,” he said with a smile. “Friends or family?”
“I don’t think I know them,” I said honestly. “I only have one friend with me here today, and he’s picking up my clothes in the bathroom.”
“Okay,” Brandi said with a laugh. “I think we need to hear more about that.”
My gaze dropped back to Camila, who was still smiling, but there was an unreadable expression in her eyes. Did she like me? Oh god, she hates me.
Pull yourself together, I growled and looked to Brandi. “I had an incident with a fruit smoothie before coming on stage. My friend, Jesse, saved the day.”
“Oh my,” Brandi laughed with a shake of her head. “So, no family backstage today? Normally we have moms, dads, cousins…”
“Uh no,” I murmured as the nerves crept back in. “My parents aren’t totally thrilled about me being here today. I am hopeful that I can change their mind.”
“Well, this is your moment, Lennon,” Camila’s clear voice floated through the microphone like music to my ears, and I had to catch my breath. “Make every second count, and you never know, they could surprise you. What are you singing today?”
Be cool and calm down, I told myself as I looked at her. “I’m going to be singing Elastic Heart by Sia.”
Wylie whistled loudly and leaned back in his chair. “That is a big song, darlin’. Are you sure?”
Oh Jesus, I groaned inwardly. Was I sure?
“Shut up, Wylie,” Brandi snapped and rolled her eyes. “Don’t let the old idiot psyche you out. Take a minute and show us what you got.”
I nodded and made my way around to the piano, clipping in the microphone, and I heard the crew turn it on. I flexed my fingers over the keys and adjusted my body, closing my eyes and allowing myself to do one last mental scan.
Treat it like another online video, I told myself calmly. You’re sitting in the living room of the apartment. Todd is on the couch on his phone, Jesse is filming, and you’re playing on your hundred-dollar keyboard. You’re relaxed, calm, and have this in the bag.
One take Lennon, I reminded myself. One take.
As my fingers pressed into the keys and the opening strains of music flowed out, I was taken back by the beast of a musical instrument beneath my fingers. It was beautiful, it sounded amazing, and it filled my body to the brim with peace, and I began to sing.
I drowned out the audience and blocked them from my ears as I focused on what I needed to think about, get this song across, and get the audience to feel something. I wanted to tell a story through this piece. I wanted to take them on the journey with me because when I thought of this song, I was instantly drawn to the parallels it had between Veronica and me.
I couldn’t tell which of us this song fit more. I felt like the opening was more me than her. I wanted so badly for us to work, but it just wasn’t going to happen. Not until I could suck it up and come out to my parents, and I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to have the courage to do that. My inability to not only accept myself but make my parents accept me effectively ended that relationship.
We were done and dusted. Sure, we had something of a friendship, but she would always be the one that got away. The one that I let get away. It would take some time, but I would bounce back, eventually.
But how much hurt had I caused her? How much had she kept bottled up until it became too much? Did I abuse the love that she had for me? Take advantage of it because I knew she was so into me?
I wanted to be who she wanted me to be. I wanted that badly. I also wanted my parent’s acceptance and their love. It was bad enough I was chasing music, but if they knew that other part of me…there was no hope. Could I win them over with the music and then ease them into me liking women? They would just blame the industry.
All of the inner turmoil made me sick. I felt like a box of secrets, chained up. I felt like I was screaming, but no one could hear me. My mouth was open, but nothing would come out because I was too scared for it to happen, no matter how much I wanted it. I threw that emotion into the song, the words pouring out of me like a desperate confession that no one would ever understand.
I drew the song to a close and zoned back in. Tears surprisingly gathered within my eyes, and the sound of the audience assaulted my senses.
They were screaming, whistling, and cheering. It reverberated through my ears, and I looked up from the keys to the crowd. People were on their feet, stomping. The judges had gotten to their feet as well, clapping, and my eyes met Camila’s, the look on her face so genuine as she smiled wildly at me, giving me a slight nod.
I got to my feet in shock, staring with wide eyes at the vision before me. I felt like I was dreaming, and all I could focus on was the people. The cameras disappeared, the feelings of not being worthy enough dissipated, and the feeling of euphoria assaulted me so heavily, I thought I might fall over.
This sensation felt addictive, and if this is what it felt like to be loved by a crowd, I wanted to feel it again and again.
“Oh my gosh!” Brandi’s breathless voice came over her microphone as the crowd continued to roar. “I think everyone is lost for words. You look speechless, honey.”
“I’m pretty shocked,” I admitted with a laugh as my heart fluttered in my chest. The crowd slowly began to dim down, and I shook my head in wonder.
“That was art,” Wylie said with a shake of his head. “Let’s all just pack up now and go home. She won.”
I laughed as the audience chuckled along with us, the odd few whistles and whoops being crowed out.
“I have never seen someone look so at home on a stage than I did just then,” Camila said softly. “You truly belonged to every minute of that performance, and there was so much emotion. I must ask, who the hell broke your heart? Go and thank them because you just delivered the best performance I have ever seen.”
“I don’t even know what else there is to say,” Brandi said in disbelief as she threw down her pen. “I’m obviously voting you through to round two. You have my vote.”
The audience cheered loudly along to her words, and I clutched the microphone. “Thank you so much, Brandi!”
“You have mine as well,” Wylie announced grandly. “I am always going to remember the day that I was here for this lady’s first performance. You are going places.”
“Oh my gosh,” I found myself gushing. “Thank you!”
I looked to Camila, her sleek black hair trailing down her back, and her eyes flashed with something dangerous. “You one hundred percent have my vote, Lennon. We will see you in round two!”
“Oh my God,” I gasped with excitement. “Thank you so much!”
I had no idea what else to say, and thankfully there was nothing else I needed to because the stage girl began beckoning me over, so I made my grand exit, waving in awe at the audience. The lights weren’t so hot and blinding now. They were comforting. I exited the stage, and I could hear Alyssa entering from the other side as she began her monologue.
“Good job,” stage girl told me with a shake of her head. “Didn’t realize that would be what came out of you. I pegged you for a saucy country ballad or something. That was something else.”
“Lennon!” Jesse squealed as he rushed up the stairs. “That was ah-freaking-mazing! That was next level. I can’t cope right now. I have like, sweats and heart palpations. How do we come down from this?”
“You don’t,” stage girl told him, and we both looked at her. “The producers want to film an interview with you. I need to take you now. Your friend can come.”
“An interview?” I asked with a frown. “For what?”
“Probably for the advertising highlights before the show airs,” she shrugged. “Let’s go.”
She led the way, and Jesse looked at me with his best’ holy freaking shit’ face before scurrying after her and dragging me with him.
How was I meant to come down from a day like today? I had performed in front of hundreds of people who loved it. I had spoken to Camila, who didn’t remember me, but maybe that was for the best, and now I was being interviewed by the show. Was all this seriously happening right now? It was with all of this that a glimmer of hope sparked with me, that maybe, just maybe, my parents would be proud of me.
    
Walking into The Halfway that night, I felt like a star, and it was hilarious because I was nowhere close to being one. Jesse had dressed me in a red strappy midi dress and little black stilettos that I prayed I didn’t break my ankle in. We had left my blonde hair lightly tousled, and I had been ordered to wear a dark smoky eye and bold red lips.
Jesse was proudly on my arm as he led me into the courtyard, and we looked toward the stage where Todd and the band were playing, currently in the middle of a set. It felt weird to be here socially instead of working.
“What are we drinking, sweetheart?” Jesse asked me as we approached the bar. “It feels like an Espresso Martini kind of night.”
“You read my mind,” I laughed, and he went ahead and ordered.
“One espresso martini,” Jesse announced grandly to Fae, who shook her head with a giggle. “Let me take a photo of it, and then I need a couple of shots of you for FLIX. Then you can drink it.”
“Jesus,” I groaned. “Seriously?”
“I am your manager. Do not argue with me,” Jesse scoffed as he set about doing his job, and I stared longingly at my drink. “Okay, hold the glass, turn your head to the left – yes great – now glance down – perfect. Now move through a range of motions while I spam click. Okay, yes – great – good - perfect!”
“Can I drink now?” I whined loudly.
“I guess,” Jesse sighed with a pout. “I wonder what I’ll caption it with… hmmm…”
I left Jesse to ponder over his caption while I ran my eyes around the courtyard, admiring the twinkle lights that were strung between olive trees, elegantly placed amongst the tables and seats. It looked different here when you weren’t actually working.
How different were things now? I could already feel the air of change humming around me, and I drank my martini with enthusiasm as Jesse tucked his phone away in his back pocket, clearly satisfied with whatever caption he had come up with. He finished watching the set, giving Todd the eyes the entire time. You almost had to look away just from witnessing their longing expressions.
Their set finished, and we both cheered loudly as they made their way off stage. Todd immediately sidled up to us with a grin, gesturing at me as Gracie and Kate approached.
“This is our next biggest star!” Todd cheered as Jesse handed him a drink. “You’re looking hot tonight, Len!”
I nodded toward Jesse. “He created the whole look. That was a great set, guys.”
“Are you excited about the show?” Kat asked me, breaking into my thoughts. “It must be so amazing to know you’ll be actually making round two.”
“It is really amazing,” I told her. “I just hope I don’t mess it up.”
Kat waved her hand flippantly at the idea. “You will be fine! We all saw the audition video - Jesse showed us. You’ve got amazing talents and a strong set of pipes. You also have yourself an outstanding manager there.”
I looked over at Jesse, who was laughing loudly at something Todd or Gracie had said. It was true. He was definitely a good manager. He had already arranged so much stuff for me, and if it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t have even had a video made to audition on the show with. Now I had a social media account, and he was trying to bargain a deal with that Ava girl to style me.
“My boyfriend loves the show,” Kat started saying. “He watches it every season! He’s managed to pick the winner every time so far.”
“Really?” I asked. Had she shown him my video then? I’d like to know if he thought I would go far. “Don’t tell me his opinion on my audition then. I don’t want to jinx it.”
Kat laughed at me. “Honestly, what you filmed at Gracie’s studio was amazing. If you perform like that for the TV, I don’t think you’ll have anything to worry about. How was it meeting the judges?”
“Wild,” I admitted with a laugh. “Brandi is really friendly, and Wylie was surprisingly well mannered, considering his previous antics on the show. Camila was something else.”
“I met her once!” Kat exclaimed with a grin. “I was a backup singer last minute when she was touring a couple of years ago. One of the girls came down with something, and I did four shows. It was an amazing experience, but she was mostly high a lot of the time.”
I made a face as I remembered my encounter with her, deciding to keep it to myself. I admired who Camila was as a singer and a performer, and I admired her honesty regarding her mental health struggles she’d had over the years, especially after coming clean. I looked forward to meeting her.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Madge’s voice crooned through the microphone, and Jesse and I looked at each other in shock. Madge rarely left her office, let alone climbed up on the stage of her bar. “I have some very exciting news to share with you tonight.”
“We love you, Madge!” someone shouted from the crowd, and she winked, smoothing down her grey hair, twirling the lone pink streak around her finger.
Madge was in her sixties and had been running this place for the last thirty years. She was an icon, an absolute queen. She’d donned herself in tight leather pants, six-inch boots, and a hot pink blouse.
“I love you too, darling,” she called back, and a few chuckles rose from the crowd. “As some of you may know, one of our very own will soon be absconding into the world of stardom. She hasn’t handed in her notice yet. Our darling Lennon is far too cautious about doing that, but I know she’s going to make it to the live shows of American Superstar!”
The crowd cheered, and my cheeks flushed as Jesse clapped my back. “This is big, honey,” he told me with a grin. “Madge doesn’t compliment anyone, let alone publicly.”
“In fact, I am so confident that our Lennon is going to make it to the live shows that I’m going to fire her,” Madge announced, and my eyes widened with surprise. “Because, even if that show doesn’t work out, she will always have a place here to perform.”
“Get out,” I whispered to Jesse, who was bouncing on the balls of his feet.
“Who wants to hear her sing?” Madge announced, and the audience cheered loudly as Jesse began to push me toward the stage. “Come on up, Lennon Emery – America’s next biggest star!”
It was hard not to envision when all these compliments were being thrown at me, and I was being told how amazing I was. I was going to end up with a big head if I wasn’t careful, and I needed to make sure I didn’t let all of this get to me. I couldn’t let any of it change me.
I could sure as hell enjoy the ride, though.



Camila
  
“IT’S OVER,” I sighed in blissful relief as I threw myself down on my couch, flicking on my TV and pressing my head into a cushion. “Thank God. That was the longest and most drawn out experience of my life.”
“It was tedious,” Nicole admitted as she went into my kitchen to prep some smoothies. “I wonder when you’ll find out what group you’re mentoring. Do you know what you want?”
“I wouldn’t mind the under thirties,” I told her as I sat up. “I feel like with the overs you’ll have stronger personalities who may have the I know better attitude. Groups would be a huge effort. The unders definitely seem right up my alley.”
“Are you nervous about making cuts in round two?” she asked me. “I would be so scared about that part. Actually, you’ll be cutting people from here on out, but you’re going to have like a hundred people per category that will need removing.”
“I know,” I said with a sigh. “I am already exhausted.”
“Are you enjoying it?” Nicole called out over the blender.
I waited for her to finish grinding the fruit together, not in the mood to shout. “I’m not sure yet. Maybe once I have my actual group of live performers sorted, I will. For now, it’s a lot of grunt work, and I am really tired.”
Nicole walked over to the couch and set down a smoothie for me before sitting on the chaise and stretching out. “Are you still sleeping badly?”
“Yep,” I said with a sigh and cracked my shoulders. “Keep having that same dream, a couple of others mixed in, but mostly that one.”
Nicole sighed and gave me a sympathetic smile. “I can still organize for you to see someone while you do the show.”
“No,” I sighed. “I don’t have the energy to do the show and open up to a stranger. It’s too exhausting, and I don’t have the strength to get into my problems right now and film a TV show at the same time.”
“Yeah,” Nicole murmured as she flicked through her phone. “It’s going to get pretty time consuming from here out. I have booked lunch for you and Isabella, though. You have a table in the garden at The Halfway for tomorrow.”
“Thanks,” I told her appreciatively. “I wonder what she wants to talk to me about.”
We both settled into a comfortable silence as we sipped our smoothies and scrolled through our phones. All I could hear was Nicole continuously tapping away as she fired off emails and did whatever else it was I paid her to do.
“So, these rounds are called the Fire rounds,” Nicole told me, and I assumed she was reading the email template we had been sent. “You’ll be due back on the twenty eighth of June. You’ll cull a group of thirty down to ten.”
“Damn,” I wheezed. “I am going to be breaking about so many people’s hearts at once. That would be a new record for me.”
“Yeah, that will be rough,” Nicole said as she set down the phone. “I have a date tonight, you know.”
My eyes widened, and I let go of the straw. “What? You waited so long to tell me!”
“We have been busy today,” she said with a shrug. “Plus, it only happened this morning.”
“Who is it?” I demanded with a grin. “You haven’t been on a date in so long! Are you finally about to start living your own life?”
“Psht!” Nicole scoffed and waved me off. “I met him at the show today. He’s one of the sound technicians.”
“You have literally snagged yourself a romance for the road,” I told her with a sad sigh. “I am so jealous.”
Nicole gave me a look. “You are far from wanting any romance, you told me yourself.”
I shrugged. “It’s nice to entertain the idea. Sometimes I do want it. Obviously, I then remember my crazy ex and remind myself I am better off alone.”
“Not alone forever,” Nicole told me with a frown. “Just for the show, the last thing you need is a distraction, and you need this to run perfectly. If the label is happy with how you go on the show, they are going to completely loosen their hold on you. A fresh slate, free reign to do what you want. Good things are coming, Cam.”
“I hope so,” I told her. “I’m sick of them controlling everything that I do. It’s annoying and stupid.”
“It is,” Nicole agreed with a nod. “Unfortunately, though, you brought it on yourself, but your repenting is going a long way. Your last tour was perfection. You’ve been on your best behavior and your A game for the last year. You have really shifted things.”
“Hmm,” I murmured thoughtfully as I stretched out. “They better make good on their word then.”
“They will,” Nicole assured me as she got up. “Now, I have to go home and get ready. Are you going to be okay? You need anything?”
“Nope,” I told her as I began to flick through some movies. “Go and get some.”
“Camila!” Nicole said with mock horror. “You are so bad.”
“Only want the best for you, boo,” I told her with a chuckle. “Have fun. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Nicole waved and disappeared out the door, the apartment silencing as it clicked shut and locked. I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, the sounds of LA coming through my open windows, the dry heat making me feel warm.
I got up and shut each window I found before flicking on the air conditioner, throwing myself back down, and throwing on a random TV show to have a little bit of noise in the place. My phone buzzed once in my hand, and I glanced down to see my name on a news headline.
Camila Bianchi seen leaving Hale Studios
That wasn’t very exciting, I thought with a frown. People already knew I was judging on the show, so it wasn’t big news. Then again, not having big news around my name was becoming more and more of a relief these days.
I didn’t realize how peaceful it could be when I lived my life on the down low.
Two years ago, you wouldn’t be able to go online without seeing my name, usually attached to a scandalous story that would be mostly true. I’d had a strong downward spiral but an even stronger comeback, and I was finding myself thankful that I had actually decided to get myself back on track.
I was excited about the show and what could come from it. It had been humbling to sit through those auditions, albeit painful at times, and watch people give it their best shot and chase a dream that very rarely went anywhere for a lot of people.
I still kept being drawn back to those wide blue eyes of Lennon Emery and was ashamed to say I had continued stalking her online. I didn’t know what it was about her that drew me in. She had this air of innocence…but there was just something familiar. I obviously didn’t know her, so that was impossible, but I felt an inexplicable tug toward her.
I needed to get that shit under wraps before filming began again. I couldn’t have impaired judgment while I did this show and made choices on people’s futures. I needed to ensure I had a clear head and made fair calls.
Was I just horny? I asked myself honestly. The last time I had been with someone was when I was on tour, but it hadn’t even been that good. Did I just need a really good sexual encounter? A vibrator could only do so much. I glanced back down at a photo of Lennon and sighed with a frown. No, it wasn’t just sexual.
What was it about her then? I growled inwardly and clicked on one of her videos.
“Hi guys!” her voice floated through my phone speaker, a warm smile on her face that hit me in the chest. “I have some super exciting news for you all. I have made it to the Fire rounds of American Superstar!”
“YEAH BABY!” I heard a deep male voice shout in the background, which I assumed to be her friend.
“We’re still a long way off knowing about making it to the Live shows, but even making it this far has been truly humbling. Thank you to those who showed up and gave your support at the auditions!”
I flicked through the comments while she spoke, noticing an overwhelming amount of support on her feed. She really did have a solid fanbase, a fanbase that would follow her throughout the competition while adding her fans at the same time.
She was smart and talented; it would be a no brainer to ensure she was taken Live.
Let’s fucking face it, I told myself with a sigh. You only want the Under thirties because you want to mentor her.
“God, you are so creepy,” I told myself as I left her profile and set down my phone. “Stop being a stalker.”
I needed to distract myself.
    
“Hello Judge,” Isabella greeted me with a grin as she got up from her chair. She pulled me in for a hug, and I wrapped my arms around her. “You are looking amazing.”
“Thank you,” I told her with a grin and sat down. “Do you know what you’re having?”
“The salmon and salad look really good,” Isabella commented as she sipped on a wine she had already ordered. “I like this place. Very fancy.”
“I like coming here during the day,” I told her. “Night is a different story.”
“I am going to be honest, I am surprised you’re allowed back here,” Isabella told me.
I shrugged and leaned back in my chair. “I wasn’t the one who stabbed a photographer. Plus, this place gets a lot of press when I come here. If you want to be LA’s hotspot, you need to actually let celebrities in. Even the tarnished ones.”
“You’re not tarnished,” Isabella told me with a frown.
I shrugged, non-committing, and looked at her. “So, you’re supposed to be in Chicago. Why are you having lunch with me in LA?”
As she opened her mouth, a waiter came over, and we rattled off what we wanted. I settled on pork sliders, my mouth watering.
“Listen,” Isabella said with a sigh as our server left. “Dad is sick.”
My chest tightened, and my mouth dried. “How sick?”
“Sick enough that he’s going into hospital in two weeks,” she told me with a low voice. “It’s his heart.”
I bit the inside of my cheek and picked up my water to distract myself. How did I feel about this? Dad hadn’t spoken to me in over five years. Mom too. As soon as I had grown a pair and fired them as my managers, they had washed their hands of me. I clearly had only been good enough to be their purse.
He was still my dad, though. I sighed inwardly. I wasn’t sure how to feel.
“Look, I just wanted to let you know,” Isabella said with a shrug. “Obviously, they weren’t going to tell you, and I didn’t want you to find out by some news headline.”
“Thank you,” I told her with a frown. “I am glad you told me.”
“How do you feel about it?” she asked with concern in her eyes.
I shrugged and bit my lip, my food suddenly placed in front of me, but all my appetite had vanished. “I’m not sure how I feel.”
“Fair enough,” Isabella murmured. “You know he talks about you a lot.”
“Yeah?” I asked with a fake smile as I attempted eating. “Maybe he should try talking to me instead.”
“Cam,” Isabella huffed with frustration. “Come on.”
“I’m not the one who started the radio silence, Isabella,” I told her darkly. “They shut me out as soon as I said I didn’t want them managing me anymore.”
“Then you went off the rails, and all your antics were splashed everywhere for them to see,” she pointed out. “They were obviously disappointed, Cam. We all were.”
“I have more than rectified that whole era of my life,” I told her with a wave of my hand. “I have apologized to you, and I have earned back my respect. I am not apologizing to them. When I was low, I reached out to them, and they turned their backs on me, so no. They don’t get to be the victims here.”
“Okay,” Isabella said and raised her hands. “Let’s end that conversation. I am not fighting with you over our parents.”
“Wise choice,” I told her.
The rest of lunch was stilted anyway, and our conversation didn’t flow. I was relieved to find myself back at the apartment, but now I was left alone with my thoughts which was never a good thing. I didn’t have any friends aside from Nicole and Isabella, so it wasn’t like I had anyone to hang out with.
I did not want to be sitting here thinking about my dad and heart surgery because I was left in a conundrum of what decisions to make here. Was it my responsibility to reach out and mend that fence? I had tried to do that previously, and they literally slammed the door in my face.
Did my father potentially face the risk of death? Yes. How did that make me feel? Scared as fuck, but my pride…my ego… it was rearing its ugly head and yelling at me to stand my ground. Why should I have to be the one doing all the chasing?
You tried already, I told myself as I picked up my guitar. They didn’t want a bar of it.
I stood on their doorstep in the pouring rain, pounding on the door to let me in, to talk to me – to help me. If I didn’t get help soon, I would be dead. I needed them to let me in. I needed to curl up in my childhood bed and feel safe.
“You are walking around kissing girls and taking drugs in broad daylight!” my father had bellowed at me, his eyes tight, unforgiving. “Talking badly about your mother on TV.”
“Dad, please!” I begged as he turned to shut the door. “I need help!”
“You need more than help,” he spat viciously. “You need an exorcism.”
I shuddered and strummed my fingers on the guitar with a sigh, trying to relax into the music and wash the memory from my mind, but it was almost impossible. Why did she have to tell me he was sick? I probably would have been better off finding out through the news rather than now. Now I had that on my mind while trying to film this TV show.
What the hell was I supposed to do?
How was I supposed to make clear choices?
“Ugh!” I growled angrily and set the guitar down. “Jesus!”
Call them.
Don’t call them.
Why was family so hard? Why was pride such a hard pill to swallow? Did I understand his anger that day when he shut the door in my face? Yes. I was his daughter, though, and he left me out to dry, so why should I care now?
He didn’t.
Except he could die, I reminded myself as unease trickled down my spine. Did I want him to die with so much left unsaid that our last encounter was that night? He needed to know he wasn’t perfect either. Sure, I owned some of the responsibility for the shit that I put them through, but they had worked me like a cash cow since I was a child.
They got mad when I cut them off, and they hated when I came out and started dating women publicly. They didn’t want to parent me, they wanted to manage me, and that was two very different things to me.
I ran my hand through my hair and set down my guitar with a sigh as my phone buzzed once next to me on the couch. I glanced down and saw it was a text from Brandi.
Want to have a drink?
God yes, I groaned with relief as I texted back. I needed to get out of this house and out of my head.
    
We ended up at some popular club called Teddy’s, a friend of Brandi’s owned it, and we had our own private VIP section, keeping any obsessed gawkers away. It was an upscale bar, and I noted that the people here had money, came from money, or were in the industry, which meant there could be a very good chance I might pick up tonight.
I decided the best way to get Lennon off my mind was to find someone to sleep with. It had clearly been too long, and sleeping with someone would be the quickest fix to that issue.
“How are you feeling about the show?” Brandi asked me as she leaned back into the leather booth, taking a sip of her gin and tonic. “Are you feeling nervous about the Fire Rounds?”
“A bit,” I admitted. “It’s a large group to try and cut down to ten. A lot of people will be crushed, and I hate that I’m the one doing that.”
“Wylie loves it,” Brandi told me. “He thinks people really bring it in this round. It sets apart the people with real star talent and the wannabes. Personally, I just think the man likes to crush dreams.”
I sniggered over my glass and shook my head. “Wylie Scott is something else. I’m not sure how I’ll cope doing this show with him, but we’ll see how it ends up. Maybe we’ll be friends.”
Brandi made a face, and we both dissolved into laughter. My head was feeling nice and buzzed, and for the first time in days, I felt like I was finally relaxing. As I set down my empty glass, Brandi looked past my shoulder and waved. I half turned in my seat and watched as three women walked over, all dressed to the tens, and they knew it.
They glided into our VIP area, and there was a lot of hugging and gushing as I awkwardly sat down, wondering if I should sneak off for another drink or join in on all the hugging, so I didn’t look like an outsider.
“Camila,” Brandi said, grabbing my attention. “These are my friends. This is Cece,” she pointed at a tall blonde who practically screamed supermodel, and I inwardly recoiled. No models. “Katarina,” she said with a point at an exotic looking brunette. “And last, but not least, Aya,” she gestured to an elegant Asian girl, whose long black hair tousled and her eyes smoldered under her smoky eye. She held my eye longer than usual for a girl, and the careful sweep she gave my body was answer enough for me.
“Great to meet you all,” I said as brightly as I could.
“They went on tour with me last year,” Brandi said as everyone began to sit down. Aya sat next to me and waved over a waitress. “They were part of my backup dancers.” I nodded with acknowledgment as Brandi continued. “I’ll be booking them to come on the road with us so that I can use them for the live shows.”
“Jesus,” I groaned as a drink was set down in front of me. “I can’t believe I’ll have to put together shows for people. This will be nuts. How well I can build a performance could determine whether or not the public votes for them.”
“It’s a lot of responsibility,” Aya said as she sipped on an espresso martini. “But you know what it’s like to tour. You’ll be fine.”
We had sat with drinks for another hour before Cece had decided we should all dance, and after another drink, I felt the same way. It was fun to just let loose on the pulsing dancefloor, the lights flicking and pulling us into a kaleidoscope of color. This was going to be the most fun I’d get to have before the show started, and I’d be tied down.
Clearly, this is why Brandi suggested we go out.
I felt hands on my waist, and I blinked my eyes open at the sight of Aya standing in front of me, moving along to the music with a determined look in her eyes. She was only a fraction shorter than me, but I was wearing my power heels tonight. All thoughts of the show slipped from my mind as I noticed the woman in front of me.
She was here, and she was interested and available to me. The alcohol clouded my better judgment as she took hold of my hand and led me off the floor, weaving throughout the crowd. I was drunk and horny, and she was hot and willing. As long as she knew it was a one time thing and that it would be business once we were on the road.
We entered a darkened corridor, and I decided to take back the control, whirling her around and nudging her against the closest wall. My mouth found hers in a hot kiss, and I relished at the feel of another person, a person who wasn’t my ex. God, how long had it actually been? I felt like I would come apart just from a damn kiss.
Her hands went to my ass, and she pulled me against her. I slipped my tongue into the warmth of her mouth, wondering how it would feel to slip the same tongue into her folds. My hands shamelessly roamed her body, and as her hands popped the button of my jeans and pulled down the zipper, my ass began vibrating.
I frowned into her neck, my lips leaving the flesh much to her confusion as the vibrating began to drag me out of my lust haze. I dug around in my back pocket and pulled out my phone, frowning at Nicole’s name appearing on the screen.
“You wanna take that?” Aya breathed into my ear as her hand crept into my pants. Nicole’s name disappeared off the screen, and I looked back at Aya, ready to get back to what we had started when it began going off again.
“For fu-” I cut myself off. “Give me a second?”
I answered the phone and disentangled myself from her, doing up my pants in case someone came down the corridor. “This better be fucking good.”
“Hello to you too,” Nicole chirped down the line. “Where are you?”
“A club,” I ground out as Aya leaned up against the wall, running a hand through her hair as her beautiful bosom heaved slightly from her breaths. I turned away to concentrate. “Why are you calling me?”
“I have super exciting news!” Nicole announced, and I growled impatiently. “I’m going to assume that you haven’t seen the email yet. Your category has been sent through!”
I perked up as my mouth dried, and suddenly this was the most important thing to me, surprisingly. “What is it?” I asked, vaguely aware of Aya stumbling away from me back down the corridor. It was probably for the best who knew what she would be like to work with after sleeping with her.
“You have the Under thirties, Cam!” Nicole squeaked with triumph.
My drunken mind was able to register that, and I was filled with relief and trepidation at the same time. I had the Under thirties, which means I had the potential to mentor Lennon Emery. I wasn’t sure what my fixation on her was. There was just something about her that my brain had latched onto.
I wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or a bad thing.
“Cam?” Nicole said as I hadn’t answered. “You there?”
“I’m here,” I told her as I cleared my throat. “I need to go home. I’ve drunk way too much. I nearly had sex in a hallway.”
“Cam!” Nicole gasped. “You still need to maintain yourself. The label-”
“I know,” I told her as I headed toward the exit. I’d message Brandi and let her know I left. I needed to get home and sleep this off. “I’m heading home now. Message my driver.”
I ended the call and headed toward the coat holds, grabbing my jacket. Nicole texted and said my driver was out front, so I walked out that way, my head swimming. All I needed to do was just make it to the car, and I would be fine.
I stepped outside the club and was suddenly surrounded by blinding flashes of light, my name being shouted as I frantically tried to see where I was going and find my car. I couldn’t see a damn thing!
“Miss Bianchi!” A voice shouted near my ear, and I dazedly spun to face them. “Is it true that your ex-girlfriend overdosed in your house a few weeks ago?”
What the fuck? I thought in panic. How the hell did they know about that?
“Camila!” Another voice called out, and I put my hand to my head, the question not even registering with me as my ears began to ring. I found myself being dragged back to that night outside of The Halfway when Helena and I had been fighting, and the paparazzi had shown up.
“I saw you fucking looking at her!” Helena screamed frantically as she ran a hand through her hair. She was high as a kite, and I was nowhere near her level. “You have been looking at her all night!”
“I haven’t been looking at anyone, H!” I had shouted back as the flashing of cameras went off, phones out and filming. “Can you just calm down, and we can go home?”
“Stop telling me to calm down!” she had screeched, looking wild.
“Helena!” A voice behind a camera shouted, and her wild eyes zeroed in on the photographer who was approaching, taking multiple photos. “Why don’t you and Camila kiss and makeup, and I can get the best photo of the year, eh? I’ll even shout you a line as payment.”
That was when all hell broke loose.
Helena had moved so fast that I hadn’t seen it coming. She had swiped up some random steak knife and lunged, screaming like a psychopath. She planted the knife right in his neck, and all the onlookers seemed to just pause for a moment as they tried to believe what they were seeing.
Then the cameras went off.
The photographer dropped to his knees, his camera falling from his grip and smashing to the floor as he clutched at his neck. Two people ran over. One I noticed was the owner of the bar, Madge. She had a husky smoker’s voice, and even at her age, she still sauntered around in thigh high boots and corsets.
“Don’t grab the knife out, kid,” she ordered calmly as she whipped out her phone and began dialing 911.
I looked at Helena, who stood there with a blank look on her face, her hands shaking as she stared at the scene before her.
“This way, ma’am,” a rough voice said behind me as their hand pressed into my back, urging me forward. We broke through the crowd, and I was at the door of my SUV. I turned to see who had helped me, noting the retreating back of the bouncer as he went back to his post.
Ignoring the shouts behind me, I got into my car, slamming the door shut as the cool leather seats soothed the warmth in my skin. We began driving, and I ran a hand down my face, trying to ignore the race of my heart. It felt like I had been right back there again, wondering at what point had H and I lost it, that she would stick a knife in someone’s neck?
I needed to get home and sleep this off. I couldn’t drink that much again. I’d been unwinding and having fun, but I should have cut myself off earlier. I didn’t need to be having these flashbacks or getting it on in hallways with random girls I would end up working with.
I needed to be smarter, smarter than the girl I used to be.



Lennon
  
STANDING in line for the urn at three o’clock in the morning is not how I expected to start the Fire Rounds. I also hadn’t expected to see so little of us here to compete. Each category had been culled down to thirty since the auditions, and we had been split up into our own spaces. The Groups were over in what was called ‘Stage Room – D’, and the Over thirties were in ‘Stage Room – F’.
They had to cull thirty down to ten by the end of this week, and then that ten would be chopped down to the top three for each category.
Then we would go live.
Nerves churned within me as I made it to the urn, preparing myself a black coffee as I tried to calm myself down. It wouldn’t help to let the anxiety take over and get into my own head. I had my lucky pick in my pocket and a coffee in my hands – that was the best start I could hope for today.
Hair and makeup were briefly running around, touching people’s faces up to stop any glare from the lighting messing up the shots. Cameras would start rolling in the next hour, and I needed to make sure I was mentally ready for that as well. We were told, no, ordered to not look at the cameras and pretend they weren’t there.
I had no idea how the hell I was meant to do that.
Ava had graciously prepped me a look for each day of the week for these rounds and demanded social uploads and tags be made for her shop.
We had gone for casual chic today with faux leather leggings, a white crop top, and white sneakers. The info pack for these rounds had said to dress for movement, and these clothes had allowed that. Looking around me at the other girls now in their high strappy heels and tight dresses, I wondered if I had underdressed.
My long blonde hair fell down my back in loose curls, and I double checked my face through my phone camera. I had kept it simple today, just some foundation and a bit of mascara. It was going to have to do.
We would soon find out who was mentoring us, and I was itching to find out. It would be amazing to have Bandi, but my preference was Camila. I didn’t want to bother with Wylie Scott, he was not my kind of person, and I couldn’t imagine anything worse than working with him and being mentored by him.
I deep down wanted it to be Camila. Girl crush aside, she was the artist I was most similar to. She would know how to mentor me and make me the artist I needed to be to go further in this industry. Jesse told me I only wanted her because of my huge lady boner, but it was more than that. I was drawn to her, and I wasn’t sure if it was because of my encounter with her those years ago, or maybe it was just some raging lady boner.
She had recently headlined in the press, leaving a bar alone and needing a bouncer escort to her car. She had looked horrible in the photos, and the headlines were so sensationalized that I made a point not to click on anything and serve their greater purpose.
“Hey,” a voice said next to me, and I put my phone down from my face as I turned to face them. A tall girl stood beside me in high waisted black jeans and a bright red bodysuit, her brown skin contrasting beautifully with it. “Thank god someone else is wearing pants, right?” Her hair framed her face in tightly coiled curls, and she smiled at me warmly.
I laughed nervously as I looked back around the room. “Do you think we missed the memo?”
“Nope,” she said assuredly over her coffee. “They definitely did. They’re going to squat down today in some sort of position and flash a camera. The producers will be hoping for that. This is still reality TV.”
“True,” I murmured thoughtfully. “I’m Lennon.”
“Kylie,” she introduced, and she shook my hand. “I wonder if we’ll be here tomorrow.”
“I’m trying to do the whole positive affirmations thing,” I laughed. “You will make it to the top three. You will make it to the top three.”
Kylie chuckled threw her empty cup into the bin behind us. “First, we gotta make it through the next week. Who knows what sort of crazy is in store for us.”
“Okay, everyone!” A producer walked into the room, clapping her hands loudly, a crew of people and cameras following behind her. “We’re about to start rolling. I’m Alex, one of your producers. Welcome Under thirties!” Everyone cheered appropriately, and she waved her hands to quiet us. “Today, you will go from thirty to twenty five. If you’re one of the five cuts today, you will no longer be part of the competition. If you make it through, your itinerary for tomorrow will be emailed to you.”
“Cutthroat,” Kylie muttered next to me.
“They have to be hey,” I murmured back to her. “It’s a lot of people to cut down. I guess holding your hand and giving you a hug isn’t in the schedule.”
“The audition rounds air tonight,” Alex announced. “Fire Rounds will be due to air from next Monday. We’re running the show four nights a week during this period. Live shows will be run over two nights for performance and eliminations.” Alex looked down at her clipboard before looking back at us. “I’m sure you’re all dying to find out who your mentor is.”
“Yes!”
“Woo!”
“I hope it’s Wylie,” a high-pitched voice gushed. “What a babe!”
I caught Alex in an eye roll before she cleared her throat. “Cameras are rolling, people. Remember not to stare into them. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome your mentor – Camila Bianchi!”
Thank you, God! I cried internally as I tried to school my features. Screams and cheers erupted around me as Camila made her way through the double doors, wearing a bright red blazer dress, killer black heels, and she was definitely sporting a wig. It was long, blonde, and shiny, and it trailed dead straight down her back. I tried to avoid staring at her exposed cleavage and dragged my eyes to her face, noting the smile as she waved at everyone.
“Hi guys!” she greeted cheerily among the screams. She laughed and raised her hands to quiet the room. “I am so excited to be here and mentor you all. I know the next few days are going to be really tough on you guys, and some of you aren’t going to make it through.” She pulled away an imaginary stray hair as we all hung on her every word. “This industry is a tough one to crack into, but just because you don’t make it past today, tomorrow, or to the live shows, it doesn’t mean you can’t do this. This is not your be all end all.”
A few people nodded thoughtfully, and I even found myself relaxing. She was right. If the show chewed us up and spat us out, there were still other ways to make it. I just needed to use the show as much as I could to increase my fanbase, which meant staying in as long as possible.
“Today will be a test on how well you can collaborate. You will be put into groups of five in which you will need to build a performance that showcases each of your talents while still putting on a good show,” Camila said, still wearing her stage smile. “This will take teamwork, and you will be judged on it. The lowest performing group will be sent home. I will have a team of judges assessing you guys, and the best thing is, you have no idea who they are. You will have five hours to put together an acapella performance.”
“Cut!” A voice called, and I jolted back to reality, nearly spilling my coffee. “That was great, Camila. So, from here, we’ll move to the groups being selected and what song they will be performing.”
“Okay, great,” she said with a nod as hair and make up rushed over to her, touching up areas that I didn’t even think needed touching up. Had much changed on her face since she started talking?
“Action!”
I jumped again, and Kylie snickered beside me. “You need to get used to that.”
“I will now call out your names, you’ll go stand with your group, and you’ll be given a card for your performance song. Are we ready?” More cheering erupted, and I feebly clapped along, nerves taking over me. I could collaborate, sure. I sang with Jesse and made music with him all the time, but a group of five people?
Camila rattled off names, and each group slowly began to form. Kylie was called out in the first group of people, and when there were ten of us left, my name was called for the start of group six.
“Lennon Emery,” Camila called, and her eyes looked up quickly as I stepped forward toward my group circle. I tried to form a smile on my face, and Camila dropped her eyes back down to the board in her hands. “Harry James, Colette, Marissa and Davide.” Our group formed, and we all smiled at each other awkwardly before our card was handed to Harry.
“Cut!”
“Now, we will go over to each group and film as you open your cards,” Alex said loudly. “Do not open your cards until we’re filming you. When we film your group, have a brief discussion about what you think the song could be and then open. Make sure the camera can catch the card without making it obvious.”
Jesus, I thought inwardly as Harry looked down at his sealed card, frustration evident on his face. This was so staged.
While the other groups filmed the opening of their card, we all discussed how we would have our fake conversation, who would say what, and if this was part of the test.
“Do we all say something each?” Marissa asked as she twirled around her brunette curl and obnoxiously popped her gum in Davide’s ear, who recoiled with disgust. “Like, I hope it’s this, and then someone can be like, I hope it’s that.”
“Why don’t we just wing it and keep it natural?” I suggested, hating her idea with a passion.
“Agreed,” Harry said with a nod, followed by Colette and Davide.
“Okay, group six,” a cameraman said with a bored expression. “You’ll make three suggestions, and then one of you will open the card. Give it to the blonde, wannabe James Dean.” Harry blinked in shock before gingerly giving me the card, and my stomach twisted. I did not like that at all, and judging by the looks on everyone’s faces, neither did they.
“Three, two…one – action!”
“What do we think it is?” I found myself saying first.
“It could be something new,” Harry piped in. “Maybe something by Taylor Swift?”
“I am loving Afterglow by Ed Sheeran right now,” Davide told us conversationally. “Plus, I can really do Ed’s music.”
“Or it could be something by Beyonce,” Marissa gushed as Colette went to open her mouth, effectively clamping it shut. “Ooh – Single Ladies?”
“Let’s find out,” I played along, hating every minute of it. I opened the envelope, wondering what would happen if I got a papercut, and pulled the card out. I angled it just so the camera could get a good look at it while everyone in the group gasped collectively.
Writer in the Dark – Lorde.
“Cut!”
“I hate this,” Marissa groaned. “It’s such a depressing song. I hate it.”
I shrugged as the camera left. “I actually like it. We could do a lot with this song, guys. There are plenty of spots we can each shine and come together collectively. As a group, we need to pull together to get through.”
“Thanks for the pep talk,” Marissa huffed with an eye roll. “We all understand what’s at stake today. I want the chorus.”
“This is like, nothing close to what I sing,” Colette said with a worried expression. “I am a country singer not…this. Lorde and me in the same sentence…not good.”
“We have five hours,” Davide said with a determined nod as everyone from other groups began moving off. “Let’s brainstorm and then get practicing. We all need to carry each other.”
    
“Marissa, you can’t twerk to this song,” Davide growled angrily while Marissa dropped to a squat, shaking her ass. “It is not that sort of song. We need to present it properly. What is wrong with you?”
“We can do this song up!” Marissa argued. “It doesn’t have to be so depressing. I literally want to cut my wrists singing it the way you guys have done it.”
“Marissa,” Colette groaned loudly. “We have literally got one hour left to perfect this. We’re not doing an upbeat pop song. We need to get through today, to be here tomorrow, where we won’t be partners and stuck together. Stop fixating on this one thing because it could stop us from being here tomorrow!”
Marissa plastered a smile to her face as Camila strode over to us, and I swallowed the shock in my throat at being so up close to her. She had been over to every group so far today except ours – not that I had been noticing or anything. Cameras followed along behind her, and Davide clapped his hands enthusiastically.
“Marissa,” he said loudly. “You make a really good point.”
Marissa frowned. “I do?”
“You do,” Davide said with a nod and a glance in my direction. “This show is going to put us in positions where we make music we’re not used to. So, it’s really good we’re getting a taste of that now, and we have each other to get us through this bit.”
“Inspiring Davide,” Camila said with what could have almost been a smirk. Her eyes landed on me, and my skin instantly went hot. “How is the group going, Lennon?”
I licked my dry lips, suddenly feeling parched. “We all bring different…talents to the group. We’re just trying to best figure out how we can work together to showcase that.”
A hint of a smile danced on her lips, her eyes tightening slightly. “Well, good luck, team. You have forty minutes left before you need to wow us.”
She spun on her heel and strutted away, hardly struggling in her shoes. If I tried to strut off like that in shoes that big, I’d be on my face eating the carpet.
Fuck she’s hot, I groaned inwardly.
“Well, that’s great,” Colette snapped after a gulp of water. “She knows we’re having problems.”
Harry cut in then, looking stressed out. “Marissa, do you really want to be here? Like, why are you here? If you can’t handle doing a song like this now, how are you going to handle being on the show? You will literally sing songs you hate more often than not. Remember last season where they made Tiga sing Carly Rae Jepson?”
Marissa nodded, worrying her lip between her teeth. “Oh God, I have made a huge mistake. I shouldn’t be here!”
Jesus, I screamed internally. Did this girl think it was her own personal episode of Days of our Lives? The last thing we needed was her dropping out. What would happen if she did drop out? Would we all be forced to drop? That wasn’t fair.
How would I face Jesse – no, my family if I told them I got cut because someone idiot realized they shouldn’t be here?
“I need a bathroom break,” I said finally. “Before I actually scream.”
I strode off in the direction of the bathrooms, wishing I had my phone on me so I could text Jesse. He could at least provide some sort of solution – he was great with dealing with girls like Marissa. How could you possibly have an epiphany like that forty minutes before presenting a piece to a world-renowned performer on filmed television?
I entered the bathrooms and walked over to the sinks, squealing quietly under my breath, stomping my feet like a child. Making it through this show was becoming everything to me. I didn’t want to be sent home on day one, I would be gutted, and I’d be proving my father right.
The industry would have chewed me up and spat me out, just as he told me so. Imagine him being right about it, I thought with dread. I would never hear the end of it.
“You okay?” Camila’s voice came from behind me, and I shrieked in fright, spinning around to face her as she ventured further into the bathroom. “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean to surprise you – you just looked really upset.”
Hold it together, Lennon, I told myself as my heart rate increased.
“Y-yes,” I managed to get out. “I’m fine. I didn’t realize…” I trailed off, worried about my next words. “This isn’t being filmed, is it?”
Camila laughed loudly, a real genuine laugh as she walked over to me, leaning against the bench. “No, even I need a break from the cameras, Lennon.”
Sweet Jesus, Camila Bianchi knows my name, and God does it sound good on her lips.
I laughed awkwardly, sounding like a strangled cat. “I just – I didn’t realize how much I wanted, no, how much I need this chance. I don’t like that my fate is resting in the hands of four other people bringing an act together.”
Camila nodded, her eyes seemingly searching mine. “You’re going to find yourself in some really hard situations the further into the show you get. Giving up control, especially as a solo performer, is really hard. Not a lot of people can do it.”
My shoulders slumped as I found myself relaxing, running my hand through my hair. My bun had long been torn out in frustration. “Marissa is having a crisis thinking she shouldn’t be here. We’ve got roughly thirty minutes left. I’ve been up since midnight. Something fun about me, I’m not a good person with lack of sleep.”
Camila snorted with a laugh and said, “I’ll keep that in mind. You know, if you make it to the top three.”
“Yeah if,” I muttered darkly.
Camila surprised me, leaning over and touching my arm. “Relax, just do your best. That’s all you can do. You’re being judged as a group, sure, but you’re also being judged on your solo. Just bring it there.” Camila dropped her hand, and it felt like my flesh was burning from where she touched me. “I need to get back out there before I’m chased back down. Pull yourself together. You don’t have long left.”
“Okay, thank you,” I said as a small smile graced her features.
She turned and left, and as the bathroom door swung shut, I turned to face the mirror, noting my red cheeks and wide eyes. Fuck, if my parents saw me, they would probably think I had witnessed the immaculate conception. I needed to pull myself together and get back out there.
I fanned my face a few times and straightened up my clothes before I turned and left the bathroom as well, not sure if that encounter had really just occurred. It wouldn’t be the second time I’d been alone in a bathroom with Camila Bianchi.
Approaching my group, I realized that only three of them stood together, and dread curled within my stomach as they turned to face me. Two cameras popped up out of nowhere, and I did my best not to look at them, feeling my skin flush.
“Where is Marissa?” I asked them, trying not to sound annoyed.
“Gone,” Colette scoffed. “Up and left. Literally grabbed all her shit and left.”
“What?” I demanded as I stared at the others. “What the hell are we going to do? We only have like, twenty minutes to go.”
Harry rolled his sleeves and took a breath. “We’ll go on without her. We have enough time to rework it. I’m not going home because of her. Are you guys ready?”
We damn well had to be, I thought with dismay.
    
“Welcome team,” Camila greeted from her seat as we filed into the performance room. Beside her sat Tina McMillan, a member of the pop group KYT. She looked just as glamourous as Camila, wearing a tight pink dress and sparkly heels. Her black hair was in a tight, high ponytail, and her makeup would be like something I would wear to a nightclub, complete with a dangerous smokey eye. “I’m sure you all know my good friend, Tina.”
“Hi guys,” she said with a smile and a small wave. “I am so excited to see what you guys have prepared. I was told there would be five of you, though?”
“Cut!” a short man shouted, a cigarette hanging out his mouth. “Okay, despondent team, you need to look weary and stressed out. One of your teammates up and left. You’re over it. It’s been a big day. Breaking point is hitting.”
I laughed inwardly. Did I really need to act that?
“Perfect Lennon,” he barked before going back to his seat behind the cameras. “ACTION!”
“There were five of us,” Harry said before anyone could get a word out. “One of our teammates realized that this wasn’t for them and left ten minutes before we were due in here.”
Camila looked truly surprised, even though she had already been made aware of this. I almost fell for it myself.
“How will this impact your performance today?” she asked seriously, and I didn’t miss the way her eyes lingered on me. “Are you ready with something?”
“We are,” Colette said firmly. “We’re ready.”
“Alright,” Tina lowkey cheered with a clap. “Bring it, guys!”
We each took our positions, standing in a square of four. I rolled my shoulders and lowered my head as we had practiced. Harry did a three count, and Colette, Davide, and I began our backup vocals, creating a haunting sound with our mouths. Harry came in with his vocals, and I had to admit we sounded pretty good.
The cameras were rolling, and I could see them moving around and lining up at different angles. I wondered what the final cut on TV was going to look like after today. It had been so weird having cameras shoved in my face all day and being told how to act, but I knew that I would need to get used to it if I went any further in this competition.
Harry’s solo phased out as he joined the backing vocals, and Colette brought in the first chorus. You could hear her country twang in there, but it kind of gave something different to the performance. Enough to help us stand out, at least.
I met Camila’s eye and was surprised to find her staring right at me. My heart raced a little, and I knew I had to get a handle on this little crush before I outed myself. How was I supposed to work with her if I made it through to the top three? She was so captivating, and she was still at the top of her game even after everything she had gone through.
She was a strong woman, and it drew me in like nothing else.
Davide’s part came and went, and before long, my solo was upon me, and I made sure I was ready to bring everything I could. It didn’t matter how we sounded as a group. I needed to remind her that I’m a solo performer, and she needs me in her top three. I wasn’t a group performer, and I don’t like sharing the spotlight if I don’t have to.
I immersed myself in the song, feeling every raw piece of emotion that Lorde had infused into these lyrics because you couldn’t sing a song like this and not think about the message behind it. The revengeful words of a hurt woman tossed aside because she was becoming more than the idiot she was with. A person in her life, whose shitty actions she had immortalized with pen and paper.
The power behind words is what made the song so captivating, to me at least. The song held more truth than anything. A writer can print down every cruel thing you’ve ever done to them, document it, air your dirty laundry, and still keep it obscure. Hide it behind a song or in a story and just change the names.
You would never be able to call it out unless you wanted the world to know what an asshole you were.
My part ended, and I allowed my eyes to blink open as we all then came into our final part together. Our voices blended in sync, and as the song rolled to a close, we all looked at each other with grins on our faces.
We had rocked that.
“Good job, guys!” Tina said with two thumbs up. “Loved it.”
“CUT!” our producer barked. “Okay, you guys can leave.”
Harry made a face. “We don’t get to hear what Camila thinks?”
“No,” he snapped bluntly. “Leave.”
A little stunned, we all left the room quickly, noting the other groups lined up to perform. They were obviously going to do something in editing later with that. Still a bit unfair we hadn’t gotten to hear what Camila thought about our performance.
“At least that’s done,” Colette sighed with relief as we got coffee from the urn. “No offense, but I hate group performing.”
“That’s why we’re solo artists,” I told her with a shrug. “Nothing to be ashamed about. I feel the same way too.”
“Thank God,” she said with a laugh. “I can’t believe Marissa bailed like that on us. What the hell. Who comes this far and then does that?”
“It was insane,” I agreed. “Maybe she just got overwhelmed. Better for her to realize it now than to take a spot in the live shows and blow it for someone who should have been there.”
“True.”
Watching group after group walk into the performance room left me with a knot in my stomach. One of our groups would be cut today, five of us gone. What if it was us? Marissa had already left, so it would be easier to just get rid of the remaining four. We had failed a teamwork challenge. We had failed to keep our team together.
I couldn’t be cut yet. I had too much to prove to myself and my parents. Everyone who had helped me get here. I needed to make it to the top three. It was such a desperate feeling within me, and I felt sick for a moment at the thought of having to face my father and tell him I failed at something else.
We had an hour left of today’s filming, so we would find out soon enough anyway.
As the last group left the room, looking somber, I might add, I got to my feet and dumped my long empty cup in the bin. Exhaustion was taking over, and all I wanted to do was curl up in bed and talk to Jesse about how mental today had been.
“Alright, everyone!” Alex called out as she clapped her hands. “All groups get together and come positions yourselves over here. We’re about to wrap up for the day and make our cut.”
I rolled my shoulders and went and found my team, standing on the end next to Harry as a yawn slipped through my lips. Lighting was adjusted, cameras were positioned, and unease trickled down my spine. I could be dumped within the next five minutes.
Camila suddenly exited the performance room and made her way over, Tina nowhere in sight now. She looked tired too, but she wore a bright smile, and her makeup had definitely been touched up. She looked as fresh as she had five hours ago.
Everyone took their positions, and Camila took in a deep breath, a small frown marring her forehead. She probably hated this part as much as we did.
“ACTION.”
“Guys,” Camila started with a soft smile. “I just want to say, you’ve all done amazingly well today. I am so impressed with what you managed to piece together in such a small amount of time. You all worked so hard today, so thank you.” She took a breath and let it out. “I know that not all of you can make it through today, but you’re all winners to me.”
Yuck, I thought with a shudder. Who wrote her lines for her?
“Let’s not drag this out,” Camila said with more pep. “When I call your group number, would you please step to the left circle over there?”
I glanced over to the empty circle, and I wondered what it meant if we were directed there. Stay or go?
Groups began getting called out, and I sucked a breath in as panic seemed to fill me up from inside out. No, the circle definitely meant stay. Surely it did. No, it couldn’t. Why would they call out the stays first? It was definitely the leave circle.
Our group number was called, and I heard Colette drop an audible gasp as we robotically began walking over. I was surprised to find tears welling up in my eyes, and I sucked them back, taking in a deep breath and counting to ten.
“If your group was just called out…then congratulations because you’re going through to the next round!” Camila announced loudly.
All the air left my body as relief washed through me, and someone wrapped their arms around me, pulling me in for a hug. I looked up and saw Kylie from this morning, dancing on the spot and bouncing me with her.
“Look at us!” she cheered with a grin. “Girl, we are going out for a drink after this.”
I was too numb to say anything. We were all told to quiet down, and as the groups who didn’t get through left the room, my stomach twisted for them. The disappointment would be huge right now, and it was going to suck hard going home and telling your loved ones you didn’t make it.
“I will see you all tomorrow for round two!” Camila told us with a grin, and we all cheered like idiots, and I found myself joining in this time.
The cameras went off, the lighting finally shut off, and for the first time all day, I could breathe.



Camila
  
“I AM EXHAUSTED,” I groaned loudly as I tore off my shoes and dumped my bag on the floor. Nicole trailed inside after me, sipping on her smoothie and full of energy. How did she do that?
“It was so much fun to watch though,” she gushed. “How hard it must have been for you to cut people – and to still cut people tomorrow!”
“I know,” I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “Crushing dreams one day at a time.”
Nicole made a face at me. “That’s really not the way to look at it, Cam. You’re right at the beginning of the series here. You have the potential to bring out a new rising star and make their dreams come true. Not everyone is a winner.”
True, I thought as I slumped onto my couch. It was so real, so raw. I hadn’t realized the amount of emotion involved for the people competing. Catching Lennon in the bathroom like that…it was so important to her. Okay, it was important to everyone, but it hit me differently. I couldn’t shake the connection I felt to her.
I was drawn to her like a moth to a flame. I had watched every video she had recorded online, gone through her entire socials feed like a disgusting stalker. I just couldn’t shake why. I hardly knew her. I’d barely had half a conversation with this girl, a complete stranger.
Was it lust? I asked myself seriously. She was a fucking babe. Long legs for days, flowing blonde hair that I wanted to run my hands through. An ass that was made to be grabbed while I plunged my tongue into her mouth – Woah, Camila.
Okay, so there was an element of lust there for sure. It was more than that though…there was something else I couldn’t put my finger on.
“Are you ready to do it all again tomorrow?” Nicole asked as she came to sit down, handing me a bottle of water.
“I dunno,” I grumble with a sigh. “Yes, I mean, I obviously have to be. I’m just exhausted. Today was really draining, and tomorrow’s task will be even more trying.”
“So, based on the show outlines, tomorrow we’re back to the audition stage, right?” Nicole asked as she grabbed my schedule off the table. “Each performer will be given a song and have three hours to learn to a track or an instrument of their choice. They will then have two minutes on the stage to perform for the audience. The audience decides with votes. The lowest five from each category are cut.”
“Ouch,” I winced. “That’s gonna hurt.”
“Gives them a taste of the show,” Nicole pointed out. “This is how it’s going to run live. Audience choice and all.”
“I can’t wait until I have my top three,” I told her honestly. “It’s so hard making the cuts and watching people get so disappointed.”
“You know people will still get cut at the Live shows?” Nicole said with a snort. “It will hurt even more then than it does now.”
My phone buzzed before I could retort, and my eyes widened at the name that appeared on my screen. I near threw the phone at the wall.
“Why the fuck is Helena texting me?” I demanded, and Nicole jumped up in her seat.
“Jesus!” she gasped as she slapped her forehead. “Today has been so busy. I haven’t had a minute to tell you. She’s out of rehab. Her dad called me this morning, and before you get mad at me, you’re the one who wouldn’t let me change your number.”
“She’s out?” I asked, my hands shaking slightly.
“Apparently cleared,” Nicole said dubiously. “Her father claims she is better than ever. She’s currently with her family in the Bahamas. What does the message say?”
I opened the message with trepidation, waiting for a vicious onslaught of hate.
H- Camila, this will be the only message I send you. You can block my number or do whatever you need to. Please just read this and believe me when I say I am so sorry for what I did to you at your apartment. You’re right, I was unwell, and you did the right thing getting me into that clinic. I just need you to know I’m sorry for everything.
All of it.
H
I blinked at the screen, feeling like someone had sucker punched me. I could have done with never hearing from her again. I didn’t need to be told I was right. I knew I was right. Why did she have to pop up?
Nicole whistled low under her breath. “What are you going to do?”
“What do you mean?” I asked with a frown. “I’m blocking her and deleting our entire thread. That door and part of my life are shut and sealed. I am not going down that path with her. Helena has this horrible ability to pull me in. Sober, she’s fucking amazing. It would only take one slip, and it all starts with a message.”
Nicole raised her brows. “I am impressed. I really am. You’re different these days Camila…you make healthier choices for yourself. You’re doing good.”
“I nearly lost it all,” I told her honestly, and I shivered at the memories. “I have so many blank spots, Nicole, from that period of my life, and I hate it. I never want to live like that again.”
Nicole smiled softly. “Good on you, girl. Now, should we organize our dinner so we can watch these auditions? I can’t believe it airs tonight!”
“I really don’t want to watch myself on TV, but whatever floats your boat.”
I settled into the couch as Nicole began ordering food on her phone. I pulled up my FLIX account and found myself automatically going to my recent searches, finding Lennon’s profile and tapping it, hating myself for being such a creeper.
There was a recent photo uploaded twenty minutes ago. The first image was of a table filled with cheese, wine, and popcorn. The second image was a group photo that featured her two roommates and the band members from The Wiser. I noticed my personal trainer, Ashley, sitting on the couch next to her girlfriend, Gracie.
The caption read: American Superstar viewing party!!
The comments were lit up with support, and I knew that her online presence would increase dramatically after tonight. Even if she didn’t make it through the show, she would definitely gain a more prominent online presence for her fanbase. This show would open doors for her, and with her talent already…
She would go places.
“Cam!” Nicole called impatiently, and I blinked away from my phone. “I asked if you wanted spring rolls or not?”
“Oh,” I mumbled dazedly. “Yeah, sure.”
I put my phone away and leaned my head back against the arm of the chair, exhaling in frustration. Lennon Emery was firmly under my skin, and she needed to be removed before she could do serious trouble to me. I wasn’t sure what this was, but it was something, and I needed to keep wrapped up.
    
Bright and early the following morning, I found myself sitting in the hair and makeup department, exhaustion evident on my face from lack of sleep and the long day I had yesterday. Dotti worked on my face as she brought me to life while I tried not to fall asleep in the chair. I needed a strong coffee.
“Morning!” Alyssa chirped as she threw herself down in a chair. “How are you?”
“Fine,” I mumbled. “How are you?”
“Preparing for a long day,” she told me as she grabbed her coffee. “Seventy five performances to watch today. I mean, it’s not as bad as auditions, but still.”
“It will be a long day,” I agreed. “Did you watch the auditions last night?”
Alyssa made a face and shook her head. “God no, I don’t need to see myself on TV. I saw it all live anyway. What’s the point?”
“I actually noticed a lot more than I realized,” I told her honestly. “There are a few people in my category that really stood out.”
“Well, make sure you don’t send them home then,” Alyssa told me as Penny began to do her hair.
“All done,” Dotti told me with a smile. “Go grab yourself a coffee.”
I thanked her and left the room, feeling constricted in my tight leather pants and tight halter bodysuit. I sometimes hated the stuff that the wardrobe told me to wear, but it wasn’t hideous, just uncomfortable. My black hair had been left to flow free today, albeit I had extensions in.
“Oh sorry!” A soft voice gasped as I collided with a body rounding the corner at the same time as me. I immediately grabbed for them, to steady myself in my giant ass heels, but to save whoever it was as well.
Lennon Emery stood before me in a flowing blue dress, and I could tell from the cut the back was open. Her long blonde hair had been gently waved, and her makeup had her looking like a flawless doll. She gave me a small smile as her cheeks flushed.
“Lennon,” was all I managed to get out, and I slapped myself mentally. “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone around here. This is kind of the judge’s area.”
“Oh,” her eyes widened. “I’m just trying to find a toilet. The one with the contestants is packed out. There’s so many of us down there.”
I made a face at the thought. “They’re cramming you guys into one toilet?”
“It’s like Lord of the Flies,” she said with a smirk, and I found myself laughing. “I better get out of here then. I don’t want to get in trouble.”
She turned to leave, and I shocked even myself as I grabbed her hand to stop her. Jesus, her skin is so soft, I thought. An electric current seemed to run up my arm and spread through my body from her contact, and I realized I needed to start talking before making this weird.
“You can use my bathroom,” I told her with a smile as I tried to get a handle on myself. “Come on.”
“O-okay sure,” she said as I let go of her arm and began leading the way to my dressing room. I could hear the clip of her heels behind me, and I took a breath as I pushed open the door. “Are you sure this is okay?”
She liked to play by the rules, I realized. Interesting.
“It’s fine,” I told her as we entered my dressing room. It was pretty bare at the moment, and there was no use filling it up. Once these Fire Rounds were over, we’d be hitting the road. There was no use getting comfortable. “Bathrooms in there,” I told her as I pointed toward the half open door.
“Thanks!” she said in relief as she hurried toward it, her red dress flying behind her.
I double checked my appearance in the mirror while she used the bathroom before I whipped out my phone for a selfie. May as well correlate some photos from the day so I could post them to my story later. I had gained new followers since signing on for the show but rebuilding my followers had been all part of the extensive rebrand, and the tour had certainly helped my cause.
Lennon exited the bathroom, a smile on her face. “Thanks so much for that. Definitely beats trying to wrestle my way in.
“You’re welcome,” I told her as I put my phone away. “I shouldn’t ask, but have you been given your song for today?”
“Yes,” she told me with a nod. “It’s one I like as well, so I’m looking forward to it. I just had a quick dress rehearsal. I’m about to get out of this dress until I am forced back into it this afternoon.”
I can assure you I definitely did not imagine her getting out of the dress. Not at all.
“How have you been feeling about the show so far?” I asked her, genuinely interested in her answer.
She shrugged and absentmindedly tugged on one of her blonde waves. “It’s interesting… I’m not a huge fan of all the staged reactions and stuff, but I guess that comes hand in hand with reality TV.”
I laughed out loud, agreeing. “It is pretty crazy when they make me reenter a room and everyone screams, and then we do it again. Very weird. How different can people scream, right?”
“I guess they see something we don’t,” she said with a shrug. “It’ll be better when it goes Live. If I make it that far. Still have to get through today.”
“You’ll be fine,” I assured her, and I actually meant it. I knew the audience would vote in her favor. She could control an audience. She proved that at the audition, and she proved it by maintaining her music channel as long as she had. “You better get back to wardrobe before they send a search party after you.”
She smiled one of those hypnotizing smiles. “Thanks again for the bathroom. I’ll see you on stage.”
Once she left the room, I felt like I could let go of the breath I had been holding. She was something else entirely, and she didn’t have that whole awestruck thing whenever we ended up alone together. I did notice her flushes now and then, but it wasn’t complete and utter fawning like I usually got from people.
Nicole entered the room with two coffees in hand, a smile on her face. “Hey! I got you your coffee. Ohh! You’re looking mighty fine.”
“Thank you,” I said to her. “For the coffee and the compliment.”
“I walked past some people practicing their pieces,” Nicole informed me. “Stakes are so high today, seriously. I witnessed two meltdowns in the span of two minutes. It’s mental. I cannot wait to see them on stage doing these songs.”
“It’s crazy the pressure,” I told her. “The contestants were given their songs this morning, so they’ll be learning them for the rest of the day. They take the stage at two this afternoon. Then the audience will vote. Lowest votes, home they go.”
“Glad it’s them and not me,” Nicole said honestly. “I am very content with my life as your manager and everything else in between.”
My phone buzzed as I snorted at her comment. It was Alex Varna, captain of the Chicago women’s soccer team. This was out of the blue. She was supposed to be on a lockdown training regime.
Alex -Hey Cam! I saw your show on TV last night. Looking amazing. When the show comes through Chicago we should catch up!
I hadn’t spoken to her in ages, but we had always gotten along well when we did.
Camila - Hey you! Sure thing, I’ll hit you up when we come that way!
“Who’s that?” Nicole asked as she scrolled through her phone.
“Alex Varna,” I told her. “Wants to catch up when we hit Chicago.”
Nicole shook her head with a grin. “The only openly gay woman you haven’t managed to get in bed.”
“Nah,” I said and waved her off. “It’s never been like that. We’re good friends.”
Nicole nodded and checked her watch. “Come on. It’s time for your interview spots. I hate when someone from production gets us. Let’s just beat them there.”
A knock on my door said otherwise, and I smirked at Nicole, who rolled her eyes. “They’ve come for us.”
“Miss Bianchi,” Patricia called outside the door, using her usual impatient tone. “We’re ready for you.”
I gathered my things and followed Nicole out of the room. Patricia was tapping away on her phone, hardly looking at us as she began walking, expecting we would just follow. Obviously, we did, but it was just so funny to witness. Production did not care about celebrity status. I had no experiences with autograph demands or strangers in my dressing room.
“So, these interview spots are just a bunch of questions we will ask you,” Amelia said as we entered the green room. “We’ll have your answers edited into the show.”
“Sure,” I said as I handed my phone and coffee cup to Nicole. I walked over to my seat, hair and makeup rushing over instantly to fix nothing, in my opinion.
“Thanks ladies!” Patricia called loudly, clearing her throat. “We ready?” she asked someone behind the camera.
“Ready.”
“Great, uh, Camila – how do you feel about today’s performances? Half a day to learn a song and perform to an audience is no easy feat.” Patricia looked genuinely interested in my answer, which I knew was bullshit. Her even asking me this question wouldn’t make it on the cut, just my answer.
Or part of my answers, blended into other answers to form a more dramatic sentence, because, reality TV people.
“I am really looking forward to seeing what they come up with,” I told her. “It’s a high pressure situation, but this is what they signed up for. Sink or Swim.”
“Do you have an idea of who you want in your top three?” she asked.
I shrugged and said, “Not really. I think I will know more today.”
“Have you had a favorite since the auditions?”
“There have been a couple,” I admitted. “I am not naming names, though. I don’t count my eggs before they hatch, and who knows what today’s performances are going to be like. Sometimes people buckle under pressure, and suddenly your sure thing isn’t so sure anymore.”
Patricia sifted through some papers, searching for more questions. “How do you think it will feel if the audience votes out a performer you want to keep today?”
“I’m sure it will suck,” I told her. “That’s just how it is, though. I’ll still have performers I need to mentor. I can’t get hung up on losing artists that the audience didn’t choose. Our fans make these choices every day. This is a good taste for these hopefuls.”
She continued to ask questions for the next thirty minutes until she felt comfortable with having enough answers she could manipulate. I was waved away, and I was happy to leave the room. Nicole had slipped out at some point, and I prayed that it had been in search of another coffee for me.
I needed it after that.
I frowned as I entered the hallway and found Nicole near growling down the phone. “Nic?” I asked.
She held her hand up at me before blasting whoever it was on the other end. “If you use any videos taken during their time together, I swear I will fucking do a character assassination on Helena. You have no idea what I am capable of, Dominic. You can agree to sit down with our lawyers, or we will see you in court.”
Nicole ended the call and slapped her hand on her forehead. “Christ!”
“What is going on?” I demanded, and panic eased inside me.
“Helena is trying to do an image rebrand,” Nicole told me as she began pulling up her hair, her go to move when she was stressed. “She is going to be filming a documentary. Her life before and now. They have old videos of you two taken together, and they want to use them.”
Dread filled me, and I threw my hands in the air. “Is that time of my life ever going to go away, or am I just going to keep circling back?”
“I’ll handle it,” Nicole assured me. “This is not your focus right now. You have the show to perfect, and that is where all your attention needs to be. Leave it with me, okay?”
I nodded once and shook my head. What was the point in trying to be better if the past was always going to rear its ugly head? I can guarantee some of those videos would not reflect me positively at all. Her image rebrand would destroy mine, essentially. She would make herself out to be the victim, that it was all my fault.
I’d be damned if I let that happen.
    
“Are we ready?” Brandi asked me as we headed to the stage. She wore a black sequined dress that dipped dangerously low in front. Her heels encased her feet like a weapon, and her black hair hung dead straight down her back. “This will be killer.”
“Ladies,” Wylie greeted as he came to walk between us. “I must admit, I think I have a solid chance of winning this year.”
“Okay,” I snorted with a laugh. “I happen to feel the same way.”
“Ah,” Wylie said with a nod. “I would too, if I had Lennon Emery on my team as well. Fingers crossed you don’t lose her today…or for my sake, I hope you do.”
I rolled my eyes as Brandi laughed. “Thanks, Wylie.”
We were directed as a group onto a platform that would be raised as we made our grand entrance on stage. The audience was already screaming, and I could hear Alyssa hyping them up. Through a set of double doors, I could see all the performers crowded together and waiting. A few were still practicing. Some sat and stared into space, and others had headphones on.
The wait would make anyone sick to their stomach, and I wondered what Lennon was doing right now. Would she be freaking out, or would she be getting ready to own this?
How about the rest of your Under thirties, Camila? I asked myself.
“Can we please welcome to the stage our judges!” Alyssa shouted, and our platform began to rise. I took a breath and prepared myself for the crowd I would be facing, the blinding lights that would assault my senses. Wylie rocked on his heels with a grin on his face, and Brandi struck the perfect pose as we rose to the top of the stage.
The crowd became visible and appeared to roar even louder as we glided up. Smoke rose out behind us, and some severely dramatic instrumental was playing. We waved and walked, just as was practiced. We made our way to the judging panel, fans screaming, some crying, and big signs held up in the air.
PLEASE MARRY ME WYLIE SCOTT!
CAN I TAKE A BITE OF YOUR CHERRY, CAMILA? Another sign read, playfully quoting one of my rather risqué lyrics.
BRANDI – PLZ BRAND ME!
I had to hold in a laugh as I took my seat on the panel, and as I looked at Wylie, I knew he had seen the same things I had, the smirk on his face and laughter in his eyes thawing me toward him slightly.
“That was a warm welcome!” Alyssa called out of the crowd, gently ushering in some calm from the audience. “We are all so excited to be here today, and we can’t wait to see what our performers have in store for us. Wylie, what are your thoughts going into today?”
“Honestly, I want to have fun going into today,” Wylie said as he threw his hands behind his head and kicked up his feet. “The decisions are out of our hands today as judges and in the hands of our audience. There’s no use obsessing over it. I’m just here to enjoy the show.”
“And offer feedback as a mentor,” Alyssa reminded him with a wink, which urged the audience to giggle at the exchange diligently. “Brandi, what sort of tips have you given your group so far?”
“Just to have fun with it,” she told Alyssa. “There’s no use stressing out about which way today could go. They only get this moment once, and it’s better not to waste on panic. You start to panic, and you lose your groove.”
“What are your thoughts today, Camila? How do you feel not having a say in the performances?” Alyssa asked.
“I am nervous,” I admitted to her. “I have some amazing talent in the Under thirties, and I’m worried that one poor choice without mentor guidance could ruin them.”
“That’s some solid realism there,” Alyssa laughed breathlessly, along with her puppeteered audience. “I really think it’s time to get this show on the road. We have seventy five performances to get through. Each performer was given a song this morning they either needed to learn to an instrument of their choice or a backing track. They then had to learn that song in a short amount of time and present it to you all. They have two minutes on this stage, and then their fate is in your hands!”
The audience roared, drunk on the power they currently held right now. This could go so badly. What if they cut all my good ones?
I looked down at the performance sheet and noted the order of names. My first performer from my category was fifth on the list. I found my eyes gliding along the call sheet, groaning in dismay. Lennon was all the way down at number sixty nine.
“Lots to get through,” Wylie commented, clearly misinterpreting my groan. “One of mine is on second. I don’t really care much if this one makes it through.”
“Really?” I asked him with a frown. “Why?”
“They just don’t seem like a stayer,” he told me with a shrug. “I watched her in yesterday’s performances, and I don’t think she has it in her to go the distance. Surely you have a few that you’re not overly fussed on.”
He was right, I guess. I had noticed a number of people in my category that I really didn’t care if they made it or not. I knew who I wanted in my Top Three. I had made that choice after watching yesterday’s performances. I had observed their interaction with their teams and how they performed in the group.
It was an easy decision, although that could all change based on their performances today.
The first performance was from Brandi’s group’s category. They were a three-girl pop group called INK. I got A Fifth Harmony vibe from them immediately as they walked out on stage waving and cheering along with the crowd. They bought a popping energy with their coordinated denim and white tank top outfits, each one a little different from the rest.
“Hello INK!” Brandi called out, and the room cheered again as the cameras rolled hot. “What have you girls got for us today?”
The tall brunette in the middle raised her mic. “We’re going to be performing Hollaback Girl by Gwen Stefani.”
Brandi nodded and said, “Take your moment. You have two minutes, and this is your only chance to impress this crowd, where your fate rests today.”
The girls readied themselves into position, and the stage suddenly went black. This lasted for a second before a burst of flames exploded behind them, and their track began to play. They worked every part of the stage and had formed a solid routine. They were strong contenders, and if this is what they had put together without a mentor, then Brandi would have a good shot at a winning group if they made it Live.
The day rolled on with performers and screaming and cheering that when we finally got a break between filming and performances, I nearly passed out in my dressing room. The old audience was rotated out as the new audience was brought in. We had three hours of filming and performances left.
“How can this much footage be condensed into a two hour show?” I asked Nicole in wonder. “I am so tired.”
“I bet you are,” she said sympathetically. “Some of them have been so good.”
“Some of them shouldn’t have been let through this far,” I said with a frown. “Do you think it’s deliberate for filming?”
“Definitely.”
“We’ll need to head back,” I told Nicole with a sigh as I finished my coffee and binned the remains of my burger. “How are you going with the whole Helena thing?”
“Working on it,” Nicole told me as we began our walk back to the stage. “Trust me. Nothing is going to happen there. I am all over it – is that one of your girls?”
I frowned, and my eyes followed where she was pointing. Lennon stood in a darkened corner behind the stage door, her hand on her forehead as she talked on her phone. She had a look on her face like someone had kicked her puppy, and I found myself walking toward her, catching the end of her call.
“…a little bit of support wouldn’t be the worse thing he could give me!” she growled down the phone. “At least I am actually giving this a shot!” She caught me approaching and immediately straightened, ending the call without telling whoever it was she was speaking with.
“Are you alright?” I asked in concern, noting her watery eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Ah,” she said with a teary smile, sniffling and blinking hard. “Family, you know. My dad isn’t thrilled I am on this show, that’s all. In fact, he isn’t thrilled about anything I do with music. I need to get a real job or go back to college, in his words.”
I shook my head and gave her a smile. “Don’t let it get into your head. You’re an amazing performer, and I’m not just saying that because you’re in my category.”
Lennon nodded hard like she was trying to convince herself of the same thing. She cleared her throat and straightened the blue dress she had been put into this morning. Her blonde hair had been wound into a fishtail braid, loose strands framing her face. One stray strand was attached to her mascara, and I found myself reaching in, removing it, and winding it back into the hair it belonged with.
Lennon’s eyes seemed to widen a fraction, color flaring in her cheeks, and there was no way I missed the way her eyes went from my lips, my body, and back to my face.
What was that?
Was Lennon-
“Ahem,” Nicole coughed behind me. “We’re due back on stage, Cam.”
I jolted into awareness, trying to ignore Nicole’s stern look on her face. “I’ll see you on stage, Lennon. Shake it off, okay?”
I didn’t wait for her response. I needed to get the heck out of her space and just absorb the reaction. There was no way my gaydar was off. It never had been. I was hundred percent certain that Lennon had definitely checked me out, and something stirred within me at the thought of her doing that.
“Do you want to explain what that was?” Nicole asked me as we hurriedly walked.
“What do you mean?” I asked airily, adjusting my hair.
“Riiight,” Nicole drawled. “Okay. That’s the game we’re playing. Okay. Just remember why you’re here and that a wandering eye could severely fuck things up for you, okay?”
“Camila!” One of the producers blasted before I could even respond to Nicole. “Let’s go. We’re about to start rolling!”
Saved by the filming schedule, I thought dryly as I hurried away from Nicole’s judging eyes. I didn’t need a lecture from her. I knew that pursuing anything with Lennon would be forbidden and incredibly stupid. It didn’t take away the fact that Lennon was absolutely stunning, and from what I gathered about her from her social platforms, she was a good person too.
There was also that feeling I couldn’t shake when I was around her. She had this air of familiarity that I just couldn’t place, and it was doing things to me. The more encounters I had with her, the more time I wanted to spend with her. Nicole was right, though. It would be incredibly stupid and dangerous to even look in her direction at this point.
She could derail everything I had worked so hard for, and I was so close to having the label off my back…
I took my place at the panel, and my mind weighed heavily as I tried to focus on all the performers and answer Alyssa’s questions now and then when she made her way to the stage. We had cut for a moment, and the stage was being cleared for the next performer, a large black piano being wheeled to the center.
“Is anyone else wiped or just me?” Brandi asked with a yawn. “I cannot wait until we’re done. How many times can I tell someone, OMG YOU ARE AMAZING?”
“The day is definitely starting to wear on me,” Wylie grumbled with a yawn. “We’re almost done.”
Alyssa took to the middle of the stage as the cameras began to reset, and we all straightened as she began to introduce the next performer.
“Let’s welcome to the stage, Lennon Emery!”
Alyssa clapped as she exited, and the camera trained on Lennon as she glided on the stage. She clearly had her fan club in the crowd again, just like the auditions. Her name was screamed amongst the usual cheers.
Were we really up to number sixty nine? Lennon went and sat in front of the piano, adjusting the mic before half turning to face us. She had a look of determination on her face like she hadn’t just been close to a breakdown before.
“Welcome, Lennon!” Wylie greeted enthusiastically. “How are you feeling about today’s challenge?”
“A little nervous,” she said with a small smile. “I’m excited about the song, though. It is one of my favorites.”
“What song were you given?” Brandi asked before I could.
Lennon twirled a strand of hair as she answered. “Kiss Me on The Mouth by Troye Sivan.”
“We can’t wait to see what you’ve done with it,” I told her as I leaned forward. “Use every minute you have here. This audience is your judge today, and their vote counts more than ever right now.”
Lennon gave a small nod and faced the piano. I watched, transfixed, as she flexed her fingers over the keys, rolling her shoulders. I heard the faintest intake of breath through her microphone before the stage lights dimmed. She was blacked out, invisible. When the first few keys played, silence coated the audience, and then her voice came.
It was almost haunting as she started the song, and I knew she had definitely slowed it down. Lennon was one of only five performers who had played with an instrument today. Everyone else had gone with pre-recorded tracks. I’m glad she had gone with the piano…her voice…this song…goosebumps prickled on my skin.
“Jesus,” I heard Brandi breathe, and Wylie nodded mutely as he shook his head.
“You have a winner here,” Wylie commented quietly. “I’m going to have to destroy her when you take her Live.”
“Fuck Wylie,” I muttered as quietly as possible. There was no way I would let him destroy her. Could he? She was flawless. She was made for the stage. How could she possibly be having trouble with her parents if she sounded like this? Hadn’t they ever heard her play or sing? She was amazing.
You could hear a pin drop in the crowd. It was as if everyone had been sucked into this mournful sounding song. Each word was so enunciated with so much feeling. She did this every time, transported you to another place whenever she performed. It was a talent – a gift.
A lone spotlight sat fixed on her. She had stripped back and kept the performance about the song – about her. The audience was forced to focus on her, not fancy lighting and fun tracks.
Smart girl.
She played out her last few keys, and when the song ended, the audience went wild. My heart rested. She would get their votes easy. That was the loudest they had been all day.
Brandi and Wylie shared a look, and I knew she would be in their crosshairs when I took her Live. It would be up to me to mentor and protect her from them so that they couldn’t turn the audience against her. Obviously, Lennon meant business as a performer, and she backed herself. How much mentoring did she even need?
I looked at her sitting on stage, a smile so real on her face it had the air caught in my throat. She was just something else, but the reaction I had to her was also making me uneasy. I was attracted to Lennon, as a performer, a person…and that was dangerous. She could be the cause of everything I worked for falling apart.
If I took her Live, we would be spending a lot of time alone together. Could I trust myself to be entirely professional? The lump in my throat and heat in my cheeks said otherwise. I hadn’t had an attraction like this since I first met Helena. That instant fire in my stomach…obsessive online stalking.
This all meant trouble.
I watched as she walked off stage, like so many other performers before her, and I put a star against her name on the list.
I had some serious thinking to do.



Lennon
  
“THANK YOU FOR MEETING ME, MOM,” I greeted in the busy café as she came and took a seat in front of me. “It means a lot. I wanted to see you before we get to the cemetery.”
Mom sighed and set down her purse. “It’s not like I don’t want to see you, Mary, but your father is in a right state right now. I can’t even talk him down.”
“Welcome to Merle’s,” a young woman greeted us with her notepad. “Can I get you guys anything?”
“Just a black coffee, please,” mom asked.
“Make that two,” I told her with a smile before looking back to my mother.
Mom ran a hand through her hair as the waitress left and poured some table water. “I watched your audition, Mary. You were amazing, obviously. You have a talent. I can see that. So can your father. He’s just worried about you.”
“What is he so worried about?” I asked her in annoyance. “Seriously?”
“Mary-”
“Mom,” I groaned as I cut her off, that name grating on my nerves. I fucking hated it. “I have legally changed my name. It’s Lennon, and it has been since I graduated high school.”
Mom flipped her hands in the air. “This is exactly what he’s worried about. You changed your name, dropped out of college, and now you’re living with those boys and working at a bar. Can you not understand his concern?”
I took a steadying breath as I tried to center myself. “From a parent’s perspective, I can, yes. I understand he only wants the best for me, but I am a grown woman, and I need to make my own decisions. I am taking this dream, and I need to see it through. If all goes belly up, I fully intend on going back to school.”
“Oh!” mom said with surprise as our coffees were placed before us. “You’ll go back to school if this show doesn’t take you?”
“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth. “Try not to pray too hard for it to fail.”
“Mary,” mom chided and shook her head. “You always do that. You demonize us all the time, always thinking we’re out for you. Even your brother, when all he does is try, you shoot him down.”
Oh, sweet Jesus! I groaned inwardly. Let’s all praise perfect Michael.
“I made it through to the third Fire Round,” I told her hesitantly as I tried to squash my rage. My audience polls were huge yesterday. People like me, mom. This is going somewhere.”
“I don’t want to fight with you today, Mary,” mom said softly as her eyes watered. “It’s not the day for it. Today is about your grandfather. Not us.”
I nodded, finally agreeing with her for a change. “I know,” I told her as sadness washed over me. “I can’t believe it’s been two years.”
“Time flies,” mom uttered. “Both my parents, gone. I know it’s silly. I’m a woman in my fifties…yet I feel like an orphan.”
“I know, mom,” I consoled as I reached out and held her hand. “It never gets any easier. I’m just glad we still do this as a family and go visit his grave together.”
Mom sniffled and dabbed her eyes. “Me too, and it’s even more special today. Uncle Ben has come down with Aunt Lucia and the kids. I’m surprised he rallied everyone up from Ohio.”
The air caught in my throat as it felt like ice water had been poured over me. I released my mother’s hand as I tried to remain calm, unfazed. Internally I was screaming. It felt like someone had wrapped their hands around my throat and was holding on for dear life. “Uncle Ben is here? D-doesn’t he have a church to run?” I managed to get out.
Mom shrugged and emptied the remains of her coffee into her mouth. “He said it had been too long since he saw everyone. The twins are so excited to see you. I mean, when was the last time you saw them?”
“Summer of 2013,” I blurted out, that season firmly imprinted within my mind, yet so hazy at the same time. Darkness began to wash over me as my head began to pound. “What a surprise,” I stammered as I stared into my mug, bile in my throat.
“We’ll be having a late lunch at the house,” mom told me with a smile. “Plenty of time to catch up. I assume you don’t have anything on today. You usually spend all day at the cemetery.”
Quick Lennon, I screamed at myself, think up a lie for why you can’t go!
“Of course,” I found myself saying with a fake smile plastered on my face. “I can’t stay long. I have a really early morning. I am filming the third Fire Round tomorrow. Cameras roll from five in the morning.”
Mom nodded with a smile on her lips. “I’ll try and work on your father,” she promised me, and I looked into her earnest eyes. “You do have a beautiful voice, Mary. I just wished it was singing gospel in the church choir. Pastor Andrews always asks about you.”
“I’m sure he does,” I told her lightly as I picked up my bag. “We should get going, or we’ll be late.”
As we both went to our separate cars, I seriously considered taking off. I didn’t want to face Uncle Ben, I hadn’t needed to for the last eight years, and I certainly saw no need to break that streak now. Guilt clawed at me at the thought of not going to grandad’s grave today of all days. Would he think less of me?
My phone pinged, and I glanced down at it, my eyes widening in surprise at the notification. All my thoughts halted as I stared down at the name on my screen.
Camila Bianchi has followed you.
Was she allowed to do that? I thought to myself as a warmth rushed through me. I guess she could follow whoever she wanted, whether or not she had any intentions to take them live. Why would she follow me?
My crush since joining the show had only seemed to intensify, and it certainly didn’t help that we had so many moments alone together. What the hell would happen to me if she took me Live? All that time together, would I be able to control myself? I damn well had to if I wanted my secret to remain a secret. There was no use starting anything with someone so famous. I would be outed before I could blink.
Although, that was to say it would even get that far. I needed to stop having thoughts like that, any sort of thoughts about her. She was way out of my league for a start. To assume she had any ideas about me was stupid.
I couldn’t get embroiled in anything or think like that. My judgment needed to remain clear and unclouded for this show. I needed to make it. It had to go somewhere. Getting all crushed up on Camila Bianchi was not the way to go if I wanted to go places and take myself somewhere. If I wanted to prove to my family that this was the life for me, I needed to make it work for me.
My mother drove past me with a wave, and I sucked in a breath as I tucked my phone into my purse and turned on the car. I rested my head on the steering wheel, counting to ten as the radio presenters babbled on about some soccer game and the women’s world cup.
“Alex Varna will take the women’s world cup by storm…”
I zoned out and rubbed my temples, trying to work out what to do. Did I go and face my demons or save myself and run? “Come on, grandad,” I pleaded. “Give me a sign.”
I mean, I’m not quite sure what I expected to be honest, as a sign. Maybe my car not to start? A flat tire. Just a good excuse not to go would be great. Of course, none of those things happened. My car purred to life as it usually did, all wheels intact.
I sighed and pulled into the street, making to follow my mother as I switched radio channels, not caring much about soccer.
“Now here’s an oldie but goldie, Watching the Wheels by John Lennon,” the presenter announced, and I slammed on the brakes in shock, earning a well deserved honk behind me. I waved an apology as I began moving again, tears gathering in my eyes.
Instead of turning left at the lights to follow my mother, I turned right. The weight on my chest lessened, and I put down the windows and allowed the summer air to fill the car as I turned up the song.
It was a good enough sign for me.
    
“When were you going to tell me Camila Bianchi is following you?” Jesse demanded in the kitchen that night. It was taco night, and I was in the middle of preparing all the fillings.
“It’s not that big a deal,” I said stupidly, the words sounding idiotic on my tongue. Of course, it was a big deal. An international superstar was following my social media. “She actually followed a few of us.”
Jesse rolled his eyes. “This clearly means you’re in the top three!”
“No, it doesn’t,” I told him firmly. “I could very well get cut off. Don’t count the eggs before they hatch.”
“Well,” Todd announced from the pan. “I’m one hundred percent certain you’re going to make it into the top three. You have a gift, Lennon.”
“Thanks Todd,” I mumbled as warmth spread through me. “I have to say my online following has ticked up a bit since she followed me. I’ve got an extra hundred followers today.”
“Damn,” Jesse said and let out a whistle. “Fingers crossed that encourages Ava to keep dressing you. I’m waiting to hear back from her on if she is dropping an outfit off for you tonight for your third Fire Round tomorrow.”
“Hopefully she does,” I said. “I have tagged her every time I wear her stuff, and people do ask where it’s from. I need her to keep dressing me. Her stuff beats anything I have.”
“I think she will definitely want to continue the arrangement,” Jesse said confidently as my phone beeped.
I picked it up and noted the new notification, more than fifty people had hit follow in the last hour, and I was starting to feel overwhelmed. Even my video channel had hit new heights with views and comments. I definitely had a strong chance of good fan support if I made it Live.
I absentmindedly scrolled through the feed, nearly dropping knocking the salsa off the bench when my eyes caught on a recent post from Veronica. My heart thumped in my throat, and a small sweat broke out on my forehead.
She posed alongside a pretty brunette, both of them on the beach. The caption was a simple smiley wearing sunglasses, but from the way they looked at each other in the picture…they were definitely dating.
“You okay, Lennon?” Jesse asked me as he walked past with plates of food, placing them on the table. He came to stand behind me after putting them down and wheezed slightly. “Yikes, you are definitely having an extra strong margherita tonight.”
“I just need a minute to register that,” I managed to get out before I put my phone face down. “Like, there is no good reason for me to even be upset. It’s my fault we aren’t together.”
“Um no,” Jesse tsked as he led me to the table. “Do not disregard your feelings. You are allowed to feel however you are feeling right now. You were in love with her. Maybe you still are. Those feelings don’t just disappear overnight.”
“I should be happy she’s happy,” I muttered darkly as I sighed into my hands. “I was never going to be enough….never able to give her everything. She’s moving on like she’s supposed to.”
“And you are partaking in an amazing competition that could see you with your own deal with an official label,” Todd reminded me as he set down the margherita jug. “Plus, a super hot singing sensation has just followed you online, and based on those brief little encounters you told us about, I’d say there’s a little something there.”
“Psht!” I scoffed loudly as I began to load up a taco. “She is my mentor, and that is all she will be.”
Todd and Jesse shared a look that I dutifully ignored. I needed to keep my head in the game and focus on the one thing I wanted out of this competition. To win and get my own deal – then the world was my oyster. There was no way I would entangle myself up in feelings and imagining moments were there when they weren’t.
I needed to shake today off. First, that morning with my mom and the knowledge that Uncle Ben was in town had already soured my headspace. Mom had tried calling me, and I let every call go to voicemail, and I ignored her angry texts. Now seeing Veronica move on was definitely tying my mind in knots. I would have dinner, get myself off to bed, manifest some positive energy, and wake up ready to smash tomorrow’s Fire Rounds.
    
“Welcome to Fire Round number three!” Camila announced to us buoyantly, a large smile painted on her face. She was wearing high waisted black pants with large gold buttons. A silver halter top was tucked into it, and she wore a fabulous pair of black stilettos. Her black hair was hanging straight down her back. “Today is going to be a challenge for some of you.”
Everyone cheered like we had been instructed, and I smoothed my sweaty palms over my jeans anxiously.
“Today twenty becomes fifteen as we get closer to the Live shows,” Camila told us. “You need to bring it today more than you have in the last two rounds.”
“I would be doing that regardless,” Kylie whispered beside me, and I chuckled a little, glad she was still in the race with me. It was nice to have someone to hang out with in between filming.
“Do you want to know what today’s challenge is?” Camila asked playfully, and a chorus of yes’s was yelled in her direction. “Okay! Today you will be treated to what it’s like to create the art for your own album. Each of you will take a theme from this bucket and attend a photoshoot for what would be an album cover. Our makeup artists and photographers have been advised to make notes on what it’s like to work with you and how adaptable you are. How you behave today will influence if you make it to tomorrow.”
Camila looked around at us as she paused, probably to give some effect when they went into editing. “Today doesn’t showcase your singing ability, but it will showcase how well you work with makeup artists, photographers, and anyone else you will come across in your musical career,” Camila told us all. “Let’s get to it!”
“CUT!”
We all took a breath as the cameras relaxed, and Kylie looked at the buckets with interest. We all wondered what theme we would get, but I worried about a photoshoot. Would I be able to relax enough to do this?
Hair and makeup began touching up Camila’s appearance as we were all ushered into a line for the bucket.
Kylie huffed and then glanced toward me. “So, do you have a supportive boyfriend championing you through this?”
“No boyfriend,” I told her firmly, although a laugh bubbled on my lips. “My sole focus is this show right now.” I’m also not attracted to men, but she didn’t need to know that. No one did.
“My boyfriend is so supportive,” Kylie gushed with a smile. “He was the one who forced me to enter actually. I don’t know how he will cope, though, if I make it live and start going from state to state.”
“It’s good that he is supportive,” I said. “My best friend and his boyfriend are the only ones in my corner right now.”
Kylie frowned at me. “No doting dad or chirpy mom?”
“No,” I said with a laugh. “They think I’m throwing away my future and signing my soul over to the devil. My mother will be praying to every God imaginable to get me off this show.”
“That sucks,” Kylie said with pity in her eyes. “Prove them wrong and get on the Live shows.”
“That’s the plan,” I mumbled.
Suddenly a camera was shoved into my face, and I jumped in fright before Camila’s voice filled the air behind me.
“How are we going, girls?” she asked, and the soft scent of her perfume wafted toward me, causing my head to spin a little as I looked at her. Sometimes I still couldn’t believe I was standing in front of my musical idol…or the woman I had picked up off the toilet floor all those years ago.
“We’re good,” Kylie answered as cheerily as possible. “Excited to see what our stylists do.”
“YOU ARE NOT SHAVING MY HAIR!” a voice screamed behind us, and we all stopped and turned to see who it came from. I hadn’t caught her name at all during any of these rounds, but she had been a good contender – until now. She had ditched her stylist’s table over, and her tools had all gone flying.
“Make sure you get this, Manny,” one of the producers clipped through the radio of the cameraman who had shoved his equipment in my face.
“I fail to see how any of this has anything to do with how well I can perform,” she argued as a producer tried to calm her down. “Who the fuck shaves the side of their head?”
“Yikes,” Kylie whistled lowly behind me. “Bye, Sonny.”
“Is that her name?” I asked as I tore my eyes from the spectacle, noting Camila was still next to us as she watched the scene unfold. “I mean, I would freak out if someone wanted to shave my head. You telling me you wouldn’t?”
“For sure,” Kylie agreed as she grabbed her bottle of water. “I just wouldn’t borderline assault my stylists, that’s all. Or throw their hundred-dollar tools everywhere.”
“This challenge shows another side to what this industry can be like,” Camila started saying as she looked torn between going over there but waiting to be told by a producer. “Sometimes you have no control of your look, your brand – anything that you do. Sometimes you have to suck it up and play along. It’s not all just stages and touring and fame.”
There was a dark look on her face that made me want to urge her to go on and keep talking, but a producer summonsed her over, and she left as quickly as she arrived.
Kylie waited until she was out of earshot before saying, “Girl, for real, I would stab anyone in the neck with a pair of scissors who tried shaving my hair.”
    
The theme I had gotten was simply called Bare, so I’d had a rough idea of what to expect when I had been pushed toward my stylist. My blonde hair had been waved and tousled to make it appear as if I had just rolled out of bed. I had been provided a sheer white button up and a nude G-String. I wore tan nipple covers, thankfully, and a robe while I waited.
My makeup had been kept simple and obviously to the theme. I felt pretty damn bare, in my opinion. I read the card again and grimaced at it.
To be bare is to be your most authentic self. No mirages. All of you on display with no shame.
How was this my theme? They may have me half naked, but I was at a point in my life where I was more covered than ever. How was I supposed to portray this theme when I wasn’t living as my most authentic self?
“You look amazing!” Kylie gushed as she strode over to me in chunky boots and loose jeans, a crop top visible under her big black jacket. “I got Grunge. What did you get?”
“Bare,” I told her. “I am practically naked under this robe.”
“Oh!” Kylie clapped her hands. “I am a little jealous. I hope we get to keep these photos even if we don’t make it through. I love a good photo shoot.”
“You’ve done this before?” I asked anxiously as I twisted the robe rope in my hands. “I’ve never posed in front of a camera.”
Kylie waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t even stress. Just breathe and listen to what your photographer tells you. They will give direction. You just need to relax and listen. The rest will sort itself out. Plus, you are gorgeous. You will smash this.”
I flushed from the compliment. “Thanks. My dad will kill me when this episode goes to air. Taking my clothes off on national TV will be the thing that kills him.”
“Your dad needs to chill,” Kylie said. “Tell him the nipple covers count as a bra.”
I snorted a laugh and shook my head before glancing over to where a shoot was happening. It was on a totally green background, and the girl appeared to be struggling to use it. Did we all have to pose on a green screen? How did we make that work? Would they be putting in their own background?
My palms began to sweat, and I jumped as someone touched my arm, looking to the invader of my personal space.
“Time to go to your set, love,” a short black haired girl told me. “You ready?”
“S-sure,” I stuttered and threw a wide eyed look to Kylie, who mouthed the word ‘relax’ at me. I glanced back down at my escort. “I have a set? I’m not using the green screen?”
“No,” she told me as he glanced down at a clipboard. “Some of you need sets. Be thankful you don’t have to try to be cute on a green screen. Those are the worst. Usually, the girls lumped there don’t end up making it.”
“Oh?” I asked with a frown as we began descending some stairs. “How long have you worked on the show?”
“Long enough,” she told me as we entered a dimly lit room. A large window was up against the wall letting in light and overlooking the city. A sheer curtain hung across it, a plain white rug on the floor, and that was it. The cameras and lighting were positioned around that window, and I swallowed a nervous lump as my stomach twisted at the sight of all the people. “Robe.”
I looked toward her with a frown. “Huh?”
“Your robe,” she huffed as she held out her hand. “You certainly won’t be photographed in it.”
“Oh,” I uttered, shrugging out of it robotically and passing it to her. My hand shook slightly, and she glanced at me with a sigh.
“Breathe,” she told me firmly. “Don’t let nerves blow it now that you’ve made it this far. It’s just a camera and some people who aren’t being paid enough to be here.”
My eyes widened at the blunt honesty, and she pushed me toward the studio. My bare feet brushed along the cold wood, and I could feel my nipples hardening under the tape as my skin chilled in the cool air. Did they have the air conditioning going? My skin broke out in chilled bumps, and I pulled the sheer top tighter around me.
“Lennon!” A tall man walked over to me wearing a hot pink Hawaiian shirt that stood out on his dark skin and black pants. He raised his arms and put them into a prayer symbol, and I noted the numerous rings on his fingers as he bowed his head. “Namaste. You look lovely. I am really looking forward to working with you. My name is August Zion.”
“Oh, me too,” I said awkwardly. I had no idea who he was, and I was not familiar with his work.
He grinned at me like he knew exactly what I was thinking. “Babe, you got so lucky to get me today. I have photographed Gigi Hadid, Kendall Jenner, and our beautiful Camila. You are in good hands, so you can lose the deer in headlights look on your face. I am here to make you look your best, okay?”
“Okay,” I said and released a breath, trying to relax. “It’s cold.”
“Yeah,” he said slowly as he appraised me. “It’s kind of the point. How attached to the nipple covers are you?”
“Um…” I mumbled as I thought about it.
“What we’ll do is a few photos with them, and then if you feel relaxed, maybe we can take a few without them?” August asked as he guided me toward the white rug. “So, the theme is Bare—your most authentic self. Basically, you’ve got the look down pat. You look like a delicate, innocent angel right now. When you get in front of that camera, I want you to be at your most vulnerable. I don’t care what you need to do to get that feeling.”
“I feel vulnerable right now,” I told him as I shivered.
“No,” August said with a shake of his head. “Right now, you feel scared and self-conscious. That’s totally different. We need honesty.”
“Oh.”
“I want you to get in front of that camera, and I want you to scream your truths in your head,” he told me firmly. “There’s no need to say anything out loud. Anything in your head will show up on your face soon enough, and that’s what I want to see. Okay?”
I nodded mutely as my nerves swam tirelessly within me. I couldn’t blow it. I needed to pull through this. If I wanted to make it in this industry, this certainly wouldn’t be the last time I’m half naked in front of a camera.
“We’ll keep it tasteful,” he assured me. “I never make my girls look like trash, okay?”
The relief I needed washed through me, and I sighed. “Thank you.”
I went over to the big window and glanced at the city hidden behind the sheer cloth as the music began pumping through the stereo. I didn’t recognize the artist or the song, but the thudding beat matched the rhythm of my heart, and I sucked in a breath as the camera began clicking as he said something about test shots before we got started.
We did a series of shots with me standing in the middle of the rug, gazing right into the camera or up to the ceiling. I looked wherever he told me, stood however he wanted. I was on the floor on my back, on my stomach. Half up, half down. I was his model to instruct how he saw fit, the doll he could adjust and fit his vision.
“By the window now,” he ordered as he hardly looked up from his camera. A lot of the people in the room were watching the shoot, which I tried hard to ignore. I’d spent a lot of time just listening. No thoughts were going through my head at all, except August’s orders. “Angel, grab half of that curtain and drag it open to the halfway point. Hold it tight in your fist. Look outside the window. Do not look at me as I bring this camera over.”
I sucked in a breath and did as I was told, grabbing the curtain and looking out on the city below, watching as the world went on about itself while I stood there, creating another reality.
“Think your truths,” August told me suddenly as the camera clicked near my face. “I don’t see any honesty here.”
I sucked in a breath, scared to think my most private thoughts even if there was no way of anyone hearing them. What if I did say it out loud? What if I got so lost in the moment that it all just came out?
“Now you look scared, Angel,” he sighed as he cracked his neck. “Edward Cullen ain’t here. No one is reading your mind. Go. Think honestly.”
I laughed at his comment before straightening my features, aligning myself as I delved within my mind, closing my eyes as I tried to center myself, thinking all the honest things I could think of.
I’m gay and keeping it a secret while on a national television show.
Click.
I have a huge crush on Camila Bianchi, and I’m worried about working with her.
Click.
I’ve been hiding who I am since I was sixteen.
Click.
My mother sent me to a church camp every Summer after she caught me fooling around with my best friend.
Click.
I think my mother knows I’m gay and hid it from my father.
Click.
A sobering thought entered my mind, and a rush of air left my body as I found myself staring right at August before catching Camila just over his shoulder, watching me with a heated gaze, her lips slightly parted, and a low gasp left my lips at my next honest thought.
My uncle runs a conversion therapy camp disguised as a church camp.
Click.
I sucked in a pained breath as the camera clicked obnoxiously.
“Oh God,” August gushed with a nod. “Yes, I hope that showed up on camera as good as it did in real time. Wherever you just went, Angel, that was the most honest place you could have gone. You’re going to need to air whatever truth that was one day.” August turned on his heel and spied Camila behind him, her features once again schooled and neutral. “We got the shot.”
Camila smiled grandly. “Of course you did, August. You’re amazing.”
August shook his head as he went and checked his computer. “I am as amazing as I can be. The rest is on my subjects – fuck yes! Excellent!”
I felt in a daze as my robe was handed to me, and I had to suck in a sharp breath to keep it together, realizing there were rolling cameras here. I wasn’t going to scream and break down on TV, and you could trust the producers would keep a breakdown in for the show. I slipped into the robe and avoided eye contact with Camila.
The way she had been staring at me… I’d been looked at many times in my life that way, usually in private. Those were bedroom eyes, and I decided to focus on that instead of the sickness swirling within me from my other thoughts. I packaged them up and buried them back into the deepest pit within me.
They would never come up again.
Instead, I focused on how Camila had looked at me, that heat. It made my heart race and my palms sweat, and not from nerves this time.
“How did you go?” Camila asked me as cameras positioned around us. “Do you feel like you fit your theme?”
I gathered myself and played for the cameras, trying to keep the shake out of my voice. “I definitely felt bare, just now. I hope the photos come up good enough to keep me in the next round.”
Something moved on Camila’s expression and disappeared just as instantly as someone shouted cut. The cameras disappeared instantly, and I let out a breath as I accepted a bottle of water handed to me, popping the lid and downing half of it.
“Are you okay?” Camila asked me with a frown creasing her forehead. “You look…when you looked at me, you looked…”
“Bare?” I joked quickly, tucking my hair behind my ears. “I am glad I played the part well then if you were able to see it. Did you need more, August?”
“We’re done, Angel,” he told me with a grin. “I hope we get to work together in the future. Go get a snack and some clothes on.”
I was desperate to get out from under Camila’s scrutinizing gaze. She’d seen too much. My heart pounded as I excused myself while August called her over. I left the building the way I had been guided in, tears burning hot in my eyes, and I worked hard to school my emotions.
What an inconvenient time to finally air that fucking truth.
    
“It’s been a long day,” Camila announced as we stood on the rooftop where we had been working all day. The cameras rolled, and the area was lit up as darkness began to descend on us. “You have all done your absolute best today, and I applaud each and every one of you. Now we find out who has made it to our top fifteen!”
We all cheered as per the signs telling us to, and I tried to stifle a yawn as Kylie let one out, toying with her fake eyelashes and looking like she wanted to rip them out.
“If your photo from today appears on this screen next to me, then you’re safe.” Camila gestured to the huge projector beside her, and I perked up with interest, wanting to see everyone else’s photos. “Are we ready?”
“YES!”
I held in a breath as the first photo was displayed. It was one of the guys from our category. I couldn’t remember his name. He stood in front of a motorbike with his arms folded, a dark look on his face as he stared down at the camera. Kylie wolf whistled among the clapping. The man, who I assumed was from the photo, came out from the crowd and came to stand beside Camila as instructed.
The next photo to appear was a funky image full of color. The model was one of the girls I had seen a few times, her black hair had been pressed tightly against her head, and she stood on a hot pink background, surrounded by swirls of bright color. The real person went up to the stage with a huge smile.
More and more photos were displayed, Kylie having appeared as image number thirteen, leaving me in the crowd as she walked toward the stage. My heart was beginning to race as I realized I could very well be out of this. I could have really fucked up today and not even known it. Oh God. I should have tried harder, been more honest. Maybe I should have yelled my truths out loud.
As I began to have a full on internal panic, my breath caught in my throat at what appeared on the screen in front of me. I almost didn’t recognize myself as image fifteen came across. It was in black and white, and it was a close up of my face. The window could faintly be seen in the background and the tips of my exposed shoulders, providing the illusion I was naked.
I knew exactly what moment it was. It was that last shot—the shot when I had made eye contact with Camila and had that thought.
The look in my eyes…there was a slight widening like I was surprised, but then there was a shadow of despair. I couldn’t recognize the girl in the photo.
My feet moved robotically as I made my way to the stage, smiling, so I didn’t look ungrateful to be here on camera. I had to play the part and keep my cool. I climbed up the steps, and Camila greeted me as she had with everyone else. She pulled me in for a hug and kissed my cheek, leaning back with a smile.
“Congratulations Lennon,” she told me with a squeeze of my upper arms.
My stomach flipped as I uttered a thank you, and I quickly went and stood next to Kylie, looking out into the faces of those who hadn’t made it today, a pang of guilt hitting me at the morose expressions on their faces.
“We have our top fifteen!” Camila announced, and those of us on stage cheered and clapped enthusiastically. “Let’s bring on the next challenge!”
“And cut!”



Camila
  
‘HELENA’S RISE from the ashes…what she’s doing now’. The headline glared at me from my screen, and I made a face at it, the photo of her leaving a youth center blown up, a huge smile on her face. She looked healthy at least, which was good. I wanted her to be healthy. I didn’t wish her ill will at all, but it infuriated me she was trying to push the use of videos for her documentary.
Nicole was still at heads with her people over the situation, and I was starting to think I needed to take matters into my own hands and resolve it.
Helena had reached out again and asked to catch up, and maybe I had to. If we caught up in person, I could explain why I didn’t want those videos used. I had moved on from my past, and a documentary like that being released would only highlight what I had moved on from. People would associate me with the person I was back then, and I had come too far and worked too hard.
I was already getting so much good press from doing American Superstar, and now that it was airing on TV, I had positive headlines every week. They would say what a good judge I was, what a breath of fresh air I seemed like as I mentored the hopeful singers.
A few gossip pages had highlighted the fact I followed Lennon on her FLIX account, but I had also followed a few of the others as well to throw them off. Truth be told, I wasn’t sure what had possessed me to hit follow on her profile, but when I realized my mistake, I had to hurry and find a few others.
I couldn’t help the fact that she interested me. She didn’t seem to be surface area, and I had a feeling there was a lot more to that girl than she let on. She was definitely single, I noted, and I hadn’t found a trace of any sort of romantic partner in her entire history online. I was borderline disgusted at my own stalking and half proud at how much I had managed to work out about her.
There was only one thing I couldn’t seem to find out, and that was whether or not she was into women. I could only go off her interactions with me, and I struggled to determine whether the blushing and glances were because she was a fan or had a crush. She was incredibly hard to read, and it was driving me crazy.
My phone buzzed, and I glanced down to see Isabella trying to facetime me. I picked up, and her face appeared, a huge smile greeting me.
“Hello, American Supertar’s best judge!” Isabella shouted as she quoted a recent headline. “How are you?”
“Tired,” I told her with a laugh as I settled back into the cushions of my couch. “I am really enjoying it, though. It’s a little bit gritty right now, culling people off. I’m looking forward to just having my top three and mentoring them.”
“I have been watching along,” Isabella told me. “I have already picked the favorites that I want you to pick for the top three.”
“Oh really?” I asked. “Who?”
“I love that Lennon girl – she has got star quality written all over her,” Isabella told me, and something tugged in my chest. “I like that Kylie as well, and that Gabriel guy, but mostly because he looks so good without his shirt.”
“Jesus,” I laughed out and shook my head. “Gabriel, you’re in my top three because my sister fancies you half naked.”
Isabella snorted and shrugged. “Truth is truth.”
“Well, I have my top fifteen. The next challenge is to perform a solo song in front of myself and someone else I choose from the industry. We’ll both cut down to ten, and then from there, there are no other challenges. We just slice down ten to three, based on everything we’ve witnessed.” It was actually a savage as hell idea, whoever thought that up, and I did not look forward to that moment.
Isabella made a face. “That will be really tough to cut ten to three. How about when you have your top ten, you take them out for some fun and get a feel for them in a more intimate setting?”
“That’s actually a good idea,” I murmured thoughtfully. “I could get to know them better.”
“Yeah!” Isabella encouraged. “Maybe go do some karaoke. Go and sing for fun rather than singing under pressure. Get them to all loosen up and just see what they’re like as real people.”
“I like that idea,” I told her. “I’ll have to look into it and see what I can do.”
“Credit me,” Isabella chuckled, and I rolled my eyes. “So, dad’s birthday is tomorrow.”
Any mirth I felt disappeared, and instead, darkness descended over me. “And?”
“Are you going to reach out?” Isabella asked me seriously. “His health isn’t the best, Cam.”
“I know it isn’t,” I told her as suddenly my couch wasn’t so comfortable anymore. “I haven’t heard from him in years. My last message six months ago went unread. I’m not reaching out more than I have, Isabella, and I don’t want you trying to pressure me into it either.”
Isabella sighed and rubbed her face. “Once he’s gone, he’s gone. I have a really bad feeling that it will come a lot sooner than we think. I don’t want you to have regrets.”
“Why would I?” I asked her as anger rose in me. “What regret could I possibly have? I extended the olive branch multiple times, and he’s thrown it back in my face. I can’t have regret if I already tried.”
“Alright,” Isabella backtracked quickly. “I don’t want to fight about this. I just wanted to suss out where you were at. Let’s forget about it.”
“Okay,” I clipped out and glanced at the time. “I need to go anyway. I have a session booked with my personal trainer.”
“Okay,” Isabella said with a nod. “I’ll talk to you later. Good luck with the next rounds.”
“Bye,” I told her and ended the call. Groaning out loud, I scooped myself off the couch, refusing to give any part of that conversation any thought. As soon as I started thinking about my parents, the darkness crept in, and I just couldn’t be bothered dealing with that.
A knock on the door sounded, and I headed towards it. Hopefully, Ashley would work me so hard I wouldn’t have the energy to think about anything else.
I opened the door and came face to face with the gorgeous Ashley Myers, her long blonde hair braided from root to tip, her LA tan standing out against her fluoro pink gym clothes. Her green eyes regarded me heavily as if she was looking at where she needed to work me before I even said hello.
“Cam,” she greeted with a grin as I let her inside. “How are you?”
“Tired,” I told her with a scoff. “I didn’t realize filming this show would feel like a never ending marathon. How about you?”
“Busy,” she told me as she confidently strode toward the kitchen. “My brand is just growing bigger and bigger. I have so much work I can’t think straight, which is great, but I never expected it to take off as well as it has.”
“You’re the go to celebrity trainer,” I told her with an obvious voice. “You’ve transformed countless bodies, and people know your name.”
“Gracie is finally letting me train her,” Ashley said with a grin. “She’s shook that she’s starting to get abs.”
“Ah yes,” I said with a laugh as I thought of her blonde girlfriend. “How is Gracie?”
“Great,” Ashley told me. “Her band is the opening act for Ed Sheeran for the next two months. It’s only just been finalized.”
“That’s so great!” I enthused. “I have enjoyed the music they’ve been dropping.”
Ashley nodded and began stretching her arms. “We’re both doing so well with our career goals. Everything is just perfect, family drama aside. I’m seriously considering putting a ring on it.”
“Wow, really?” I asked in shock. “Ashley Myers wants to settle down?”
“I know,” she laughed as her cheeks colored. “I just – it feels right. We’ve been together for three years… we’ve had our ups and downs, but we’ve stuck together. I feel like we can face anything together and come out the other side. She’s the one.”
Happiness washed through me for my friend. “I am really happy for you, Ashley. Sadly, you’ll be officially off the market, but I’m happy for you.”
Ashley snorted at me and threw me a pair of boxing gloves. “How’s the show been going? Gracie has been watching nonstop, mainly because she’s friends with one of the girls. Lennon?”
“The show is good,” I told her airily. “Lennon is actually in my category. Are she and Gracie close?”
“Nah,” Ashley said with a wave of her hand. “She met Gracie through Todd, one of the guys in her band. Todd dates Lennon’s best friend. They all live together. Lennon recorded her audition video in Grace’s studio.”
“It was a good video,” I told her as I pulled the gloves on. “It caught my attention.”
Ashley pulled out some hand pads from her bag. “From what I’ve seen, she’s definitely got the talent to make it through. Has the show been hard to film? How much of it is real?”
“There’s a lot of stopping and starting,” I told her honestly. I knew it wouldn’t leave the room. She wasn’t that type of person. “They make me reshoot the same sentence ten times sometimes. I can see some of the contestants getting fed up with a lot of it. I think they just want to know who’s going Live so they can move on with their lives.”
“Fair enough,” Ashley said. “I mean, it’s a lot of work just to get on the show and then battle it out. Are the other judges cool? I trained Brandi a couple of times. I’ve never met Wylie, though.”
I shrugged and made a face. “Wylie is a typical white, old country singer. Brandi is cool. I like her.”
“Good to hear you’re making friends,” she said with a smirk before she clapped her hands together. “Alright, enough chit chat. Work until you drop!”
    
My car pulled up outside Brandi’s Beverly Hills mansion at half eight that evening. She was having a bit of a get together with some of her friends and had invited Wylie and me along as well. Not that I wanted to spend the night socializing with Wylie, but I was happy to get out of my house for the evening and have some fun, especially before the next challenge tomorrow.
My bodyguard got the door for me, and I stepped out into the warm air. I wore a tight black bodycon dress with thin spaghetti straps. My black stilettos clipped across the ground as I walked up to the open front door, accepting a glass of champagne on arrival and walking into the grand foyer.
I was stunned to find the walls in the house were glass, but foliage and gardens in between could only make small gaps visible. Who would maintain that, and how hard would that be? I glided across the marble toward the sound of music and voices, wondering through to a large open plan living area.
I spied the party out on the balcony overlooking Beverly Hills, and I had to admit that the view was incredible. If I ever settled here, I would need to invest in a proper home and not an apartment.
“Camila!” Brandi greeted grandly as she strode toward me in a lime green dress and white thigh high boots. “I am so glad you came. Wylie is already here.”
“Great,” I snorted flatly, and she smirked.
“Have some fun and relax,” she told me. “My friends who were at Teddy’s are here with us. You remember Cece, and Aya?”
Recognition flicked within me as I followed her pointed hand to the three girls dancing by the DJ deck. I definitely remembered Aya, I thought inwardly. My mind flicked back to the night at the club when I had drunk too much, but I clearly remembered our tryst in the hallway, and heat flared within me.
It had been far too long since I had actually been with someone.
“Camila!” Wylie boomed as he walked over to Brandi and me. “How are you going?”
“I’m good,” I told him politely as I stared at him. “How are you?”
“Working hard,” he told me with a grin as he adjusted his trademark hat. “How has the show been treating you? We don’t get to see each other much during these rounds. Have you found it hard cutting the groups down?”
I shrugged and sipped my drink. “It’s been hard seeing people get upset, but I am happy with how it’s been going so far.”
“Have you worked out who you want in your top three?” Brandi asked me.
“I have a pretty good idea,” I told her as Lennon’s face flicked into my mind for a moment, and I took another drink as my gaze flicked back over to Aya. I was certain the only reason I was thinking about Lennon was that I found her attractive, and I hadn’t slept with someone in over a year. Maybe if I got it out of my system…
“I am pretty set on my choices,” Wylie interjected. “I am ready to go Live. These Fire Rounds can get a little tedious. Live is where the action starts.”
I looked at the two of them as a thought popped into my mind. “I’m actually thinking about when we cut down from ten to three people…have you guys ever taken out your top ten and done something fun with them, just to get to know them better?”
Wylie’s eyes lit up at the idea, and I grimaced at having given it to him. “No, I haven’t. It’s smart though, really feel out who should be here.”
“Yeah,” Brandi agreed with a nod. “I like that as well. I think something like it was done in season one-”
“Not on camera,” I told her firmly. “I want to see people when they’re being authentic, not performing for a lens.”
Brandi made a face. “That’s true.”
“I like it,” Wylie said with a nod. “Thanks for the tip, friend. We’ll have to keep it off the producer’s radar.”
“That’s easy enough,” I told them. “Just DM the top ten on their socials. Give them a meet up address, and that’s it.”
“Okay,” Brandi nodded. “Well, I am done talking about work. Have some fun tonight, guys.”
Brandi swept away, and I was left standing with Wylie, much to my dismay. He looked obnoxious in his faded blue jeans, grey shirt, and his cowboy boots. Don’t get me started on that Goddamn cowboy hat. I bet he slept with it on and showered with it. Maybe he didn’t have any hair under there.
Wylie went to open his mouth to say something, but a hand circling around my arm caught my attention, and I turned to face Aya, a small grin on her face and a dark look in her eyes. She was dressed in a red playsuit, and her black hair had been pulled into a high ponytail. Long, gold earrings hung from her ears while a dangling necklace hung down her chest.
Mmm, it had definitely been too long.
“Hi stranger,” she greeted with a grin, hardly sparing Wylie a glance. “How are you?”
“I’m good,” I told her with a smirk. “How are you?”
She sipped her espresso martini and slowly trailed her hand from her neck to a loose piece of hair, twisting it around her finger. “Bored.”
Wylie left us clearly knowing this was not a conversation he needed to be part of.
“Things just got a little more interesting, though,” she told me with a smirk before gesturing at my glass. “Do you need a refill?”
“I do,” I told her with a quirked brow and boldly grabbed my hand, and began leading me toward the bar. This is why I enjoyed flirtations with people who were used to being around famous people, they didn’t fumble around and get flustered, and if this went further, she knew it would be one time thing.
“Vodka soda,” I asked as we reached the bar, settling down my drink.
Aya ordered herself another espresso martini before turning to face me. “You look really good tonight.”
“As opposed to any other night?” I teased, and she rolled her eyes before licking her lower lip. “Have you been preparing for the Live shows?”
“Yeah,” she said with a tired sigh. “I’ve been finishing up all my existing contracts, but I just signed the paperwork to come on with the show. It’s one of my favorite jobs of the year. I’m absolutely primed and ready to go. Plus, it’ll be good to get away for a while.”
“Oh?” I asked with interest as our drinks were pushed toward us. “Why is that?”
“My five year relationship just crashed and burned at the altar,” she said with a snort. “My fiancé had been sleeping with my best friend, who I thought was straight, by the way. So, I am entering a new phase.”
Relief washed through me. Commitment would be the last thing this girl was looking for, although I did feel bad for her as well. That would have hurt like a bitch.
“Right at the altar, though?” I asked with a frown as her features darkened.
“Yep,” she glowered before shrugging. “Anyway, I don’t want to talk about this.”
I nodded at her. “What do you want to talk about then?”
She bit her lower lip and set down her drink as she looked at me with a heated expression. “I really don’t feel like talking. At all.”
“Wanna get out of here?” I asked as I put my drink down as well. I would rather tangle with her in the sheets than stand at a party and make small talk with people anyway. She was hot and clearly interested in the same thing I wanted.
That’s how I found myself thirty minutes later pushing her inside my apartment and slamming the door shut, shoving her up against it as my lips went to hers. Her playsuit was loose enough in the legs that I could slide my hand up and into her underwear, gliding my fingers through her wetness as she gasped against my mouth.
Her own hands rose up from my waist to my breasts, squeezing the flesh through my dress, and I felt it right down to my core, and I realized how much I needed this, how badly I needed to be touched by someone who wasn’t Helena. It was almost poetic, both of us being the first person we slept with outside of our badly ended relationships.
I pulled back and removed my hand, much to her disappointment. “Go to my room,” I ordered huskily as I pointed to the double doors. “Get naked. Leave your shoes on.”
Her eyes widened with surprise. “Mm, bossy. I like it.”
She flicked me a wink before sauntering off in the direction I pointed, and heat rushed through me as I walked into the kitchen. I grabbed two glasses and a bottle of red I had been airing before heading off after her.
I entered the bedroom and found her lying in the center of the bed, naked except for her shoes encasing her feet. I nearly dropped the bottle of wine when I saw her touching herself, twirling her fingers around her clit as she squeezed her breast with her hand.
She looked at me innocently as I set the wine and glasses down on the bedside table before stepping back to kick off my shoes and unzip my dress. Her eyes ran down my body hotly, taking in the black lacy bra, my nipples straining against the fabric almost painfully. She surprised me, reaching out with one finger and curling it around the waistline of my panties, tugging me forward.
I climbed on top of her, enjoying the feel of her warm body beneath mine and her palms grazing down my sides and over my ass, squeezing the flesh and dragging my core in line with hers, grinding against me with a soft groan.
My lips moved to her neck, and I bit, sucked, and tugged at the tender flesh, working my way down as I caught her right nipple in between my lips. I flicked my tongue over the sensitive bud, enjoying the feel of her arching beneath me while I trailed my hand down her stomach, over her soft patch of hair, and my fingers glided into her wetness.
“Oh,” she gasped softly as her eyes closed.
My tongue worked her right nipple before I moved to the left, evening out my attention as my fingers flicked her clit in the same succinct rhythm that my tongue flicked her nipple. I slowly slid my middle finger inside her while my thumb moved to take over her clit.
She arched against me with a soft cry, her hands clutching the pillow behind her head as I worked for my hand on her, pressing my weight down as her legs curled around me, the feeling of her heel pressing into my calf only turning me on further.
Her breaths became shorter and faster, and I knew she was close. My thumb flicked quicker, and my finger moved faster, and suddenly she was coming, crying out loudly into the dark room as her body arched into mine, her hips rolling as she rode out the waves of pleasure, and I languidly slid my finger out of her, watching her tremble from the sensation.
She looked up at me lazily, a sly smile on her face. “Jesus,” she growled huskily.
I smirked down at her cockily and rolled off to the side, trailing my fingers across her stomach and watching her twitch. “Is that better than talking?”
She snorted and laughed. “I think that would be better than anything.”
“Mmm,” I murmured with a soft laugh, the heat within me making my pussy ache. I hoped to God she wasn’t a pillow princess, or I would have to finish myself off. My hands glided over my own body, desperate for its own release, and she grabbed my hands in hers, holding them above my head.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she growled with a smirk.
“Well,” I told her, “You did start the party without me.”
She came to hover above me with a smirk on her face. “Just keeping myself warm,” she assured me. “But it looks like someone needs cooling down.”
“An astute observation,” I said breathlessly as her hands ghosted down to my panties.
I allowed myself to get lost in the feelings of another person’s touch, closing my eyes in bliss as she worked her mouth down my body.
This was it. This is what I had needed to clear my head. All I needed was to let go and stop thinking about everything going on in my life.
And that’s exactly what I did.



Lennon
  
‘HAS CAMILA BIANCHI BECOME INTERESTING AGAIN?’ The headline read off my phone, and I flicked through the article. A woman had been seen leaving Camila’s apartment in the early hours of the morning. The photo was clearly snapped by someone who lived in the gated complex, which was an invasion of privacy.
‘Who is Camila’s lover?’ A bold line read, and I laughed out loud. Is this what fame was? I wasn’t sure if I wanted it if that was the case.
“What are you snickering about?” Kylie asked me while we waited outside the building before filming began. I showed her my phone, and she rolled her eyes. “The media are nuts. Maybe she was a friend.”
I looked at the picture and shook my head. “Nope, this girl is totally doing a walk of shame. How mad would you be getting snapped like that?”
“Yeah, that would definitely suck.” Kylie looked closer at the picture. “Love that playsuit, though.”
A message from Jesse flashed up, and I opened it.
Jesse -Hey Ava says to come by the shop today once you r done with filming. Says she wants to talkabt wearing her clothes. Meet there.
I flicked back a reply with a frown. I hoped it wasn’t anything bad. I had tagged her brand every time I wore something on my feed. Maybe she wasn’t seeing enough sales to warrant the free stuff she had been giving me to wear.
That sucked.
“Did you know that your audition video has over two million views?” Kylie asked me as we headed inside. “You’ve gone viral, Lennon.”
I shrugged as I tried to play it off. “Those videos always get heaps of hits. It was a catchy rendition of a popular song.”
Kylie rolled her eyes. “Don’t downplay it, sweetheart. No one likes fake modesty. Own it. Your online socials have skyrocketed with followers, and people are commenting every night the show is on in favor of you. You are a threat. We totally shouldn’t be friends.”
I sighed. “Don’t dump me. That would get really boring.”
Kylie threw her head back and laughed, throwing her arm around my shoulders. “Naw, I can’t dump you. I haven’t made friends with anyone else.”
We both laughed as we rounded the corner and headed toward our designated room for filming. It had been nice having Kylie as a friend to go through this with. I hadn’t had a proper girlfriend in a while, and it was fun hearing about all her boy drama. That girl could write her own book on the crap she put up with.
“Ladies,” a familiar voice came from behind us, and we jumped in fright, not expecting it. Camila stood there with a grin, her face relaxed along with her posture. I noticed that she was wearing her black hair naturally again, something she had been doing a lot lately. “How are we this morning?”
“We’re good!” Kylie answered eagerly. “Pumped for the final rounds of Fire today.”
“It’ll be nice to start looking forward to Live shows,” I added, and Camila’s eyes went from Kylie’s to mine, and that familiar hot feeling shot through me. “You know, if we, uh, make it.”
Camila smiled, her eyes running over my body. “That’s a cute outfit.”
“Oh,” I said in surprise as I glanced down. Ava had asked me to wear her black leather leggings, a white crop top, and an oversized beige blazer. I’d completed the outfit with a pair of black heels and straightened my long blonde hair. “Thanks.”
“Where did you get the blazer?” she asked as she reached out to feel the material, and I lost all sense of thought.
“There is this boutique store I go to,” I told her as Kylie watched my face with a quirked brow. “It’s called Ava’s. This whole outfit is from there.”
Camila stepped back, and her phone buzzed in her hand. “Gotta run, ladies. I’ll see you in there.”
Camila swept past us, and I stared after her, lust filling every crevice of my body. It was one thing to have a celebrity crush, but to see your celebrity crush on a daily basis? That was something else entirely, and I needed to get a grip on myself.
“I can’t tell if you’re a huge fan or if you’re lusting over her,” Kylie teased beside me, and I shoved her arm as we continued to walk.
“I am a big fan,” I admitted. I also have a massive crush.
“Well, you gotta start playing it cool,” Kylie told me as we rounded the corner. Cameras were set up, and the lighting was being tested. “’Cause, right now, you are too intense. She’ll probably get scared of you and cut you.”
“Jesus Kylie,” I gasped and she laughed loudly, a few heads turning to face us.
It was weird to see our group cut down so small from what it was. How could there be only fifteen of us in here today? The space that usually felt so overcrowded was now mostly empty, and it was scary that today could really be the last time I perform on the show – perform for Camila.
Everyone was really starting to eye each other up now, knowing that this was the last day to impress and make sure our names were at the front of our judge’s minds.
I felt more than ready for today’s performance. I wasn’t daunted by singing acapella, and Jesse had gone through countless songs with me before we settled on the one. I was just relieved we got to pick the song today.
I just hoped I could pull it off.
“Places!” A voice barked, and we all took to our mark.
I felt well versed in the world of TV these days. After seeing Camila do five takes to wrap up a piece, it was obvious how much was fake and how much was real.
With the lighting blared and the cameras ready to roll, Camila stepped up onto the stage. I knew she wouldn’t really be able to see us, not with all the lighting. That was something I was going to have to master because, at the moment, the lighting was killing me.
“Three….two….” The cameraman mouthed the one, and the cameras began to roll.
“Welcome, my top fifteen!” Camila called out with a smile, and we all cheered, and I genuinely felt excited. “I can’t believe we have come this far, and we’re so close to the Live shows! You’ve all put in so much work, and I can’t wait to see what you have prepared for today’s final challenge!”
We all clapped, and Kylie whistled loudly, much to a grumpy looking producer’s dismay.
“Today’s challenge will have you singing an acapella song on stage in front of me and my chosen judge of the day…” Camila turned on gestured to her right. Out from the side door walked Maggie Kimber, one of the biggest names in music. She would have to be on the same level as Camila. Last I had read, the two of them didn’t even like each other.
Maggie walked up the steps and onto the stage, her long red hair curled in big waves and a form fitting blue dress clinging to her pale skin.
“Welcome, Maggie Kimber!” Camila cheered and everyone began buzzing and clapping, myself included. I bopped to her songs more often than not. Jesse would be having a meltdown right now if he was here.
“Thank you for having me!” Maggie said with a wave. “I am so excited to be here. I’ve been following the show, and I cannot wait to see what you guys are performing today.”
“Remember you guys,” Camila said. “This is your last chance to prove you have what it takes to go Live. Bring you’re A game and wow us!”
“CUT!”
I let out a breath, and Kylie danced on her feet.
“This is so exciting!” Kylie squealed and clapped her hands. “I cannot wait to smash this performance.”
“I know right,” I agreed as someone came around and handed us all a number. Mine was number one, and I frowned.
“You’re all being handed a number,” a producer shouted through a megaphone. “Your number is the order you’ll be performing in today. Once you finish your performance, please go wait in the green room.”
“Oh!” Kylie gasped and grabbed me. “Number one, girl!”
Nerves suddenly crept in, and I wiped my palms against my jacket, feeling them sweat. This was it, my last chance. If I didn’t make it Live… I’d have to fulfill my promise made to my mother and go back to school and get some tedious day job that I would hate.
Dread consumed me at the idea.
I hadn’t heard from her since her few messages after I ditched granddads memorial, but I was confident he didn’t mind. I know I had effectively hammered another nail in the coffin with my parents and my relationship, but there had been no way I was going to be around Uncle Ben and have to put up with my father shitting all over my life choices.
“Number one!” A voice called me out, and Kylie gave me a thumbs up. “Number one, approach the stage door.”
I took a deep breath and collected myself, calmly walking toward the cream double doors that led through to the stages. Camila and Maggie had disappeared only moments ago through the same doors, and I wondered how close to them I would be performing.
As I approached the door, someone from hair and makeup began fixing my face for the lighting and ensuring my hair was perfectly in place. A cordless microphone was handed to me, and I was briefly reminded of how it felt before walking on the stage at auditions.
“When you enter the stage, the cameras will be rolling,” a producer told me, and I nodded. “They will roll the entire time you are in there. There’s no stopping or starting. This is your last chance to make an impact. Are you ready?”
I nodded quickly. “Yes.”
The producer nodded and opened the door while speaking into her radio. “Number one entering stage left. Repeat, number one on stage left.”
My heart thumped in my chest as I began walking down a dimly lit hallway, and I could see the stage at the end of it. A white spotlight highlighted my mark, and everything else was black. Was that for our benefit as performers? If we couldn’t see anyone, then they weren’t really there?
My heels echoed along the stage floor, and I noted the acoustics in here seemed really good. I went to my mark and rolled my shoulders, closing my eyes for a moment before looking back out into the darkness.
“Lennon Emery!” Maggie’s voice pierced the silence, and I found myself smiling. “I have been watching you since day one. My question is, why are you even here? A girl with talent like yours does not need a TV show to get her places.”
“Everything helps,” I told her nervously as my palms began to sweat again. “This show gives me the chance to work with some of the industry’s best and to learn from them. It’s invaluable.”
“Well,” Maggie said with a dramatic sigh, and it sounded more intense because I couldn’t see her. “I am a huge fan, so I will probably be a little bias today.”
As if Maggie Kimber was a fan of mine. “It’s an honor to sing for both of you,” I said honestly. “I have followed both of your careers since they started, and no matter how today goes, I will always be thankful I had the opportunity to meet you both.”
“Aw,” Maggie gushed quietly. “She’s so cute.”
“We’re thankful we had the chance to see your talent showcased, Lennon,” Camila said, and it sounded like she was smiling. “What did you choose to perform acapella today?”
Praying I made the right choice, I said, “I’m singing Skyfall by Adele.”
One of them let out a low whistle, and I couldn’t help the grin that spread over my face.
“Let’s not waste any time then,” Camila said, and I heard some paper shuffle. “Give it your best.”
Closing my eyes, I counted within my mind, settling my nerves as I went back from ten, drawing the microphone to my lips, the first words of Adele’s Skyfall dripping from my lips like warm honey, knowing that I had to focus on how my words ran together. I didn’t have any music to hide behind today.
This performance would be raw and leave me exposed to my core as a vocalist. My technique could be pulled apart if I so much as lost my tone or lost where I was. Along with all those thoughts, I needed to feel the passion behind the song and not just go through the motions.
Anyone could sing a big song, but I needed to make Camila and Maggie believe the performance, and when this went to TV, I needed to convince the viewers at home, and this was no easy feat.
I felt my body moving as I climbed toward the chorus, gearing up to belt it out. I pictured my voice rising up from deep within me and coming out the tip of my head, feeling my range open up as the words flowed from me, and it was like I was losing weight, pulling every inch of passion I could muster into this song.
It was basically a song about an era ending, and this, for me, could very well be the end. It was a poetic and ironic choice, really, and I knew that’s what had driven Jesse when we had settled on the song. I just hoped I had done enough to get through.
As the song drew to a close, I pulled the microphone away from my mouth and took a shaky breath in as I tried to still my nerves.
This was it.
“Sweet Christ,” Maggie’s voice echoed throughout the room, and chills ran down my back. “Can I just say - and I am not being dramatic – everyone just needs to pack up and go home. Camila, you’d be one crazy bitch if you didn’t take her Live. Can I say that?”
Camila’s laugh wrapped around me in the darkness. “I mean, they will probably bleep out the fact you said bitch.”
“I am just lost for words,” Maggie gasped breathlessly. “You have so much potential, Lennon. I am so thankful and humbled to say that when you make it big, I was here and helped get you Live.”
I laughed as heat colored my face from the compliment. “Thank you.”
“No,” Maggie said. “Thank you. You are a breath of fresh air. You are a true performer. I hung on your every word. Camila – say something, please.”
Camila laughed again, and I clutched the microphone. “I think we all know that you are absolutely amazing, Lennon. You have a vocal range that’s so advanced and a stage presence that would make you extremely easy to mentor. Every time you come out here, you don’t come out half assed. You give every performance everything you have, and that’s what we want to see.”
“T-thank you,” I breathed nervously.
“If I am being honest,” Camila went on. “The only thing that concerns me about taking you Live is how much can I really offer you? You have so much skill and talent. How much more can I really do to make you better?”
I frowned at that. “There’s always room for improvement. I wouldn’t say I am perfect.”
“If you don’t take her Live, I will have to stop being your friend,” Maggie scoffed, and they both chuckled.
“Well, thank you for giving us a stunning first performance to kick us off,” Camila said. “If you’ll go back to the green room, we’ll see you with our decisions once everyone has performed.”
“Thank you,” I mumbled quickly before heading off the other side of the stage, feeling nerves hit me full force as I went through the other doors into the green room. What did she mean she was worried I didn’t have anything to learn? I may sing well, but that didn’t mean I was a professional.
Had I performed too well? Maybe I should have sung average songs. Why did I have to go and sing big songs and make myself look too good?
I sat down on a chair and put my head between my legs, faintly hearing the next performer on stage, and I wondered who I would be sharing this space with next. Would they come in here feeling confident that they would be picked, or would they be feeling just as unsettled as I felt?
All I wanted to do was perform, and what if I didn’t make it? I didn’t want to live some boring regular life like my parents wanted for me. I wanted to make music for people and have my family support me. The only way they would support me was if I could prove that I could do this.
Where would I go from here if I couldn’t?
It felt like hours, but the door opened, and a woman walked in, her brown curls looking tousled and her blue jeans hugging her thighs. Her brown eyes glanced at me for a moment, and she gave a small smile before sitting on the opposite side of the room. I hadn’t really seen her this whole competition.
We both sat in silence, either too shy or too stressed to speak, and slowly bodies began to filter into the room, some looking elated while others looked withdrawn. No one seemed to know where they stood right now, and I guess that made me feel both good and bad because, just like them, I was stuck in limbo.
Kylie walked in last, and she squeaked when she spotted me rushing over. “Oh my God, what a rush singing in the dark like that is.”
“I know,” I told her. “I can’t wait much longer. I’m going to go crazy.”
“Yeah,” Kylie said with a nod. “You’ve been waiting here for ages too. Benefits of going first, but also sucks having to wait this long.”
At her words, the door swept open, and the producer walked in with her clipboard. “Alright, you’ve all performed. Now we’re going to stand on that stage again. If the spotlight lights upon you, you’re in the top ten. If it doesn’t, then your time here at American Superstar is over. As soon as we enter that stage, the cameras will be rolling.”
Kylie and I shared a look, and my heart pounded in my chest as we were lined up according to how we performed. I led the charge as we all went back out to the stage, and I schooled my features as we started our lineup. I may have looked calm on the outside, but I was an absolute mess inside.
“Congratulations, all of you.” Camila’s voice came through the microphones, and suddenly the judge’s panel lit up in blue. She and Maggie were a lot closer to the stage than I thought they were, and our collective gasps and chuckles echoed throughout the room. “You all really brought your best today, and making this decision is not an easy one at all.”
My leg twitched nervously and I had to settle myself, knowing the cameras were rolling on us this whole time. I didn’t want to be seen fidgeting.
“If the spotlight shines on you, then you will have made it to the top ten,” Camila said what we already knew, but hearing the words come from her made it more dramatic. “If no light shines on you…then your time here at American Superstar is over, and you’ll need to exit the stage.”
Silence rang out for a moment before all the lights went out, and I gripped my hands, keeping my eyes closed, terror washing through me at the thought of not having the light shine on me.
Collective gasps rang out through the room, and I let my eyes open, relief hitting me like someone had thrown freezing cold water over my body. The spotlight shone on me brightly, but not my neighbor. She looked at me with dark eyes, misery, and anger on her face. I swallowed and peered down the line, relieved when I saw Kylie under the spotlight.
Holy shit, I’m in the top ten.
Whoever the light hadn’t shone on were ushered off the stage until the ten of us were left standing there, eyeing each other up as the competition became fiercer. This was it now—no more performances or chances. Camila would go through her notes and cut ten to three without any further input, and my stomach turned.
“Congratulation’s top ten,” Camila boomed through her mic, and we all cheered. Tears of relief gathered in my eyes, and I couldn’t wait to tell Jesse! “In one week, you will be called back here to find out whether or not I’m taking you in my top three. All I ask now is that you take some time to relax because the next time you come back here…your life could be changing without you even realizing it.”
I bounced on the tips of my toes as positivity and hope flared within me. This would be the longest week of my life.
    
“Thanks so much for coming down here,” Ava said as Jesse and I entered the store. She set down a mannequin and gave each of us a hug. “So, things have been really positive since Lennon started wearing the clothes.”
“That’s great,” Jesse said with a knowing smirk. “It’ll probably get even better now that she’s gone into the top ten.”
Ava’s eyes widened. “No way! Good job, Lennon! I have been watching, you know. You’re smashing it. Literal chills every time I hear you sing.”
“Thanks,” I said with a laugh. “It’s pretty surreal. Now I just need to make it Live.”
“With pipes like yours, I’d say you have a really good chance,” Ava told me before heading back around to the counter. “Down to business then. My sales have skyrocketed since you started wearing my stuff. My following has gone up – business is good for me. Really good. You can keep all the clothes, I’ve already made money back on them. I want to enter a contract with you, something more formal.”
“Oh?” I asked in interest, and Jesse’s eyes lit up.
“I want to design your first Vinny
Awards dress,” Ava told me firmly. “I want you to represent me on the red carpet. I know that would be a huge deal, and when you get signed, they might have their own clauses, but I want to keep dressing you, and I want to design the dress.”
I blinked at her in surprise. “I am a really long way off a Vinny
Award, Ava.”
“Not really,” she told me with a shrug. “Once the show wraps, and you win, you’ll drop an album instantly and make it in time for nominations. Twelve months. It could very well happen.”
“Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?” I asked Jesse whose eyes were dancing.
“I had Miley Cyrus’ assistant in here last week buying the leather jacket that you wore, Lennon,” Ava told me honestly. “If singing doesn’t crack it for you, then modeling will. Either way, I want in before other designers get the same idea.”
“It can’t be fully exclusive,” Jesse cut in. “She will have to wear other brands from time to time.”
Ava nodded. “Understood. How about I have a contract drawn up, we can both adjust what we want, and if we’re happy, we could do twelve months?”
Both of them looked at me, and I nodded with a shrug. “Yeah, whatever. I’m cool with free clothes, I love your stuff, so I’m happy to wear them. Have something drawn up, and we can review it before pen goes to paper.”
“Great!” Ava squeaked. “So, what do you do now that you’re in the top ten?”
“Wait to get culled,” I mumbled bleakly, and Jesse rolled his eyes.
“She should hear next week if she makes it into the top three,” Jesse told Ava. “Which she obviously will. Now it’s time for her to come down to earth a little bit before she gets skyrocketed into stardom.”
Ava laughed and folded her arms. “And how do we come back down to earth?”
Jesse winked and flicked my arm. “We busk.”
    
“What’s up, everyone?” Jesse asked through the mic, and I grinned at him as he tapped his guitar. “We’re streaming Live from the pier. Lennon Emery is down here working her magic. The only question is, why aren’t you here too?”
Our small audience cheered, and I clapped along with them. “Do we have any requests?”
“Drivers License by Olivia Rodrigo!” A voice shouted loudly, and Jesse snapped his fingers and pointed.
“Yes!” he cried. “You ready, babe?”
I rolled my eyes and smacked my guitar. “Am I ready? Please.”
Jesse began to fiddle around with his guitar as he picked a key, and I waited for him to decide, noting our crowd was getting a little larger than usual, and our tip jar was almost full. We had only been down here an hour, so this was definitely new. Was it because he was Live streaming, and my followers were flocking down?
I took my cue when Jesse nodded and began the song, the crowd cheering, and a few wolf whistles were made. A white flash went off, and I frowned as I realized there were two photographers here. Jesse wriggled his eyebrows and smiled, giving me the eyes to make me smile as well.
Why would they be here photographing us?
I focused back on the song as we hit the chorus, and I took a moment to listen to my husky voice echo around the pier. The smells of the food stalls assaulted my senses, and the lights were slowly flicking on as the sun began to set behind us.
I had blasted this song on repeat when Veronica and I had broken up, further digging myself into a depressive hole, but it was a crowd favorite, and I was here to please them – along with my own enjoyment, of course.
As I sang, I looked out over the crowd, people who had gathered to enjoy the music Jesse and I made, and I felt truly humbled at that moment. No matter how the competition went, I knew I would never have a regular life. Even if I lived penniless performing on the pier, I would. All I wanted to do was sing and bring enjoyment to people.
If my parents couldn’t accept that, that was on them, not me.
I blinked twice when I saw a familiar face leaning up against a food stall. It couldn’t be…It was hard to tell really, but I swear to God it was Camila. The person was leaning up against a pretzel truck in a black cap and a grey tracksuit wearing sunglasses, but their posture…
A string on my guitar snapped toward the end of the song, and I gasped in surprise, glancing down before I started laughing, the crowd joining in as Jesse stopped playing.
“I guess that’s it for tonight, guys,” I joked, looking back up, back to where she was.
The spot was empty, and I frowned. Had I seen things? I was certain it had been her…but why would she be down here for if it had been her? I was being stupid. I was overworked and overtired and clearly had spent too much time mooning over her that I was starting to picture her in public places.
It was stalkerish, and I needed to yank myself into line.
“Give us a moment, everyone,” Jesse laughed as he popped open a spare guitar case, and we swapped them out. “That was pretty fun, Len.”
“Scared the hell out of me,” I snorted. “I was not ready for that.”
“What were you so focused on?” he asked as he packed away my other guitar. “You looked spaced out for a moment there.”
I shrugged and stood up. “Nothing, I’m starving. And tired. Two more songs, and then we go home?”
“Hells yes,” Jesse groaned with a sigh. “Todd is ordering us pizzas, and we’re going to watch a movie. How does that sound?”
“Hea-vun,” I told him with a smile. “Hey, Jesse?”
“Yeah, boo?” he murmured as we got to our feet.
“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me the last few months,” I told him, loving the beautiful man standing before me. “You have been everything and more that I’ve needed. I really appreciate everything you’ve been doing for me. Everything you’ve always done.”
Jesse’s cheeks colored, and he waved me off like he usually did. “Naw, stop. I’d do anything for you, Lennon, and I believe in you. I am going to be your biggest cheerleader. I will not rest until your album goes platinum and you’re walking a red carpet every weekend.”
I laughed and rolled my eyes as I put the new strap around my neck. “I mean it, Jesse. Play it off all you want. I don’t know what I would do without you.”
Jesse swallowed thickly, and he smiled shyly, tapping the toe of my shoe with his foot. “Right back at you, songbird. Now, let’s wrap this up so we can go home and eat pizza.”
“Ha! Sounds like a plan!”



Camila
  
“ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” I growled as anger washed through me. “What the hell do you mean you’ve already picked my top three?”
Lou, one of the producers, reshuffled her papers and nervously licked her lips. “We do this every year, Miss Bianchi. Contestants are always handpicked, and you signed the contract.”
I shook my head in disbelief and stared at Nicole, who looked horrified. “Why the fuck am I even here?”
“Miss Bianchi, this is how the show works,” Lou told me calmly as the other producers eyed each other warily. “You’re a famous face on a panel of judges. You are a drawcard for viewers and a mentor to the contestants we pick for you. That is your job. Our job is to create drama and entertainment to keep the viewers at home interested beyond that.”
“So, you’re telling me that by sending Lennon Emery packing, the show will be better off?” I scoffed. “Are you stupid? She is one of the most talented singers here, and she wants to be here.”
“Everyone wants to be here,” Chris, another producer, piped up. He was arrogant and had the cockiest British accent. “The drama alone from eliminating her will be an excellent way to stir the pot. Also, seeing as she is like your number one fan, it’ll be even more dramatic when you shatter all her life dreams and goals in one big sweep.”
Fuck me, I groaned internally.
“Listen,” Nicole snapped angrily, and my eyes widened in surprise. “The whole reason we got Camila on this show was to wrap up her image transformation in a nice clean bow. Bouncing back from her wild party girl days and callous attitude. This show was supposed to finish that transformation. Now you want her to ruin America’s Sweetheart dreams and ambitions? The fans will go for Camila’s throat.”
“We will produce it in a way that Camila comes off shining. An empathetic sweetheart, right?” Chris told us with a moronic smile. “We can even cut and move the footage to make Lennon look like a psycho if we need to.”
“You will do no such thing,” I growled as a wave of protection towards her hit me. “She is a budding artist who is truly talented. If you butcher her image, I swear to God I will ruin your piece of shit show, do you hear me? That is a promise, not a threat.”
“Okay,” Lou said quickly as she waved a white tissue. “White flag here. Let’s all take a moment to chill out. No one is butchering anyone’s image. Your top three finalists will be emailed to you tomorrow. I suggest we end this meeting here.”
“Great!” I snapped, collecting my bag and storming from the room. I could hear Nicole rushing after me, and as we made it to the lift, I made my way in, Nicole quickly slipping through the doors before they shut.
I took a breath before I let go.
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I screamed loudly, my voice rebounding off the space. Having been through many of these outbursts before, Nicole already had her earphones in and was scrolling through her phone, allowing me the time to get it off my chest. “Cock sucking, idiotic, fucking micro penis assholes!”
I let out one final piercing scream and a kick into the wall before gathering myself and clearing my throat, the doors opening on the ground floor. Nicole took out her earphones, and we both headed into the foyer in silence, our heels clipping loudly on the polished marble floor as we made our way to the revolving door.
Our driver pulled up just as we made it outside, and Nicole got the door for me, ushering me in before following behind, the door closing with a silent thud followed by a loud sigh from her as she set down her phone and put her head in her hands.
“We’re meeting with Helena and her lawyer tomorrow after filming,” she told me, her voice muffled due to her head being pressed into her legs. “I can’t do anything else. I’ve arranged the time and place. Julie will obviously be there as your lawyer. You all need to nut this out.”
“Today just keeps on getting better and better,” I muttered with a scowl as I stared gloomily out the window. “What a pile of shit this show is.”
“I never saw that in the contract that they could make your picks,” Nicole told me. “I’m already in touch with Julie about it. I fail to see how something like that got missed.”
I rubbed my temples as I tried to calm down. “There is going to be so much backlash over this. People are going to think I am crazy for sending one of the most promising performers home. She has a huge following, and it is growing bigger by the day.”
Nicole made a sympathetic face. “At least it won’t really be the end of the road for her. The show gave her plenty of exposure she can use to her advantage.”
“It’s not the point though, Nic.”
“I know,” she murmured quietly, resuming to flicking back through her phone. “Your top ten have all RSVP’d to the karaoke party tonight.”
“How am I supposed to keep it cool tonight having her at my house and knowing tomorrow I am going to shatter her dreams?” I asked, and Nicole quirked a brow.
“I mean, it’s the same for the others that you’ll be dropping tomorrow as well,” she pointed out as her eyes narrowed. “Would you be this torn up if they were sending Kylie home?”
“Yes!” I blasted as I noted the accusation in her voice. “Kylie is already in my top three. She is part of my game plan, just as Lennon was. Don’t go making this more than what it is.”
Nicole nodded slowly, and I knew she didn’t believe me. I rolled my eyes and gritted my teeth as I glared out the window. This wasn’t any more than what it was, an unfair situation and my entire plan for the show being thrown out the window by the suits upstairs. I wasn’t losing my shit because I fancied Lennon. I was losing it because I was on a sham of a show where my decisions didn’t mean shit. I was just a pawn for reality TV.
“Is everything ready for tonight?” I asked Nicole sharply, referring to the get together I had planned for the Top Ten. It seemed like a waste of time now anyway. The whole point of getting with them tonight was to see their real personalities to help make my decision.
What did it even matter now?
“Yes,” she told me in a clipped tone. “They will arrive at your house at seven. We have a bartender who has signed an NDA, and we’re keeping it as lowkey as you have asked. Karaoke and pizza.”
“Great,” I told her before going back to scowling out the window. “Can’t wait for a night of super fake bullshit that has no meaning. Woo fucking hoo.”
My entire mood was soured, and I knew that I was going to need to snap out of it and play this role tonight because that’s all this entire show was. I was playing a puppet, and someone was pulling my strings, and that infuriated me. The last time my strings were pulled, I was under my parent’s control, and that hadn’t ended well for anyone.
I was beyond infuriated because Lennon was a clear contender for the show. She was an excellent performer, and coaching her would have been a breeze. She had the talent, and she definitely had the looks to make it in the industry. Was there a small part of me that held an interest in her outside of the show and her talent? Yes. I wasn’t going to sit in a pool of denial.
Lennon would easily be the type of girl I would go for, looks wise. From what I had seen on her socials and from our brief moments together, she seemed like an interesting person as well. I was attracted to her, but that didn’t mean I was willing to cross that line, which is what Nicole was clearly thinking right now.
I couldn’t even tell if she was into girls or not. All her blushing and stumbling around me could be purely related to the fact she was a fan of mine. I couldn’t keep entertaining this idea of her. Although….if she was being kicked off the show, maybe I could.
Who was I kidding? I snorted to myself. She would want nothing to do with me once I booted her off and basically said she wasn’t good enough to be there.
Fuck this show.
    
“You want to be famous?” my mother shouted at me from the chairs to my left as I tirelessly worked through my choreography for the Tweenz award. “You better do better than that come performance night, Bambina.”
“I am doing my best!” I huffed as I took my water bottle from my partner with shaking hands. “We’ve been doing this for hours, mama. Can’t we call it a day? There’s still a week before performances. Katie’s birthday is tonight and-”
“Who is Katie?” my mother demanded as she snapped her phone shut. I closed my eyes as I heard her get up and stride over, her heels clicking loudly on the polished wood floor. “Does this Katie pay for all your outfits? Does this Katie give you a career and a life most girls can only dream of?”
“Mama,” I whimpered as tears pricked in my eyes. “I just want one night of normalcy.”
My mother scoffed and shook her head. “For years, it was mama, mama. I want to be famous. Mama, I want to sing. Mama, I want to act. So what do I do? I am a good mama and give you all these things, but you no work for them. Too hard. Too hard.”
“Ma-” I gasped in shock as she slapped the water bottle from my hand and gripped my chin in her bony hand.
“I give you everything you could want, and you don’t want to put in the work,” she spat angrily. “I sit here like your personal slave, booking interviews and bargaining for the best sponsors. Traveling around the country with you and leaving your father and sister at home. Here you stand, begging for a night off. Where is my night off, hm? No Grassa. If I am working, then so are you. Now dance!”
I woke with a start as my phone blared beside me, and I stared at the ceiling for a moment before blindly searching for the phone, knocking the power button to shut it off. My whole body was stiff and alert, and I suddenly felt weighed down by the entire world.
My top ten would be here in two hours, and I could think of nothing worse than entertaining right now. I just wanted to curl up into a little ball and cry under the blanket while I mourned for that poor teenager who was used and abused by her power hungry mother.
Isabella would never understand why my relationship with my parents was so fractured. She never saw the half of it, and I’d never want her to either.
I picked up my phone while I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, regretting the nap I had taken. I always woke up ten times more groggy than I had felt before sleeping. My tongue felt like lead in my mouth, and my head was pounding.
I opened up FLIX and began scrolling tiredly through the latest updates while I tried to rip myself out of this funk that nightmare had tossed me into. My eyes widened when a photo of Lennon came into view as I scrolled, and I noticed it was posted from The Wiser’s page. They had uploaded a few but had clearly picked her image first.
She stood with the band on the beach as they all posed for a photo, looking genuinely happy as the guy, Jesse, held the phone for a big group selfie. Lennon’s long blonde hair was damp, so she must have been swimming. A wide smile filled her flushed cheeks, plump pink lips exposing her perfectly straight teeth. She wore a deep orange bikini top, and the color danced against her tanned skin.
I quickly flicked through the photos to avoid lusting over her mere hours before she was due at my home. The next image had Lennon and Gracie comparing ice creams before a video appeared on the next slide, all of them going at beach volleyball together.
It was so fun and normal. The Wiser hadn’t reached the level of fame where going out was impossible, but they still had enough fame to secure headlining opening acts and solid gigs at festivals.
I was envious.
I clicked on Lennon’s handle and wasn’t surprised to see her follower count had jumped again. She was almost at a million followers now, and her posting had definitely increased. She hadn’t uploaded anything yet today, though.
I set down my phone and rubbed my face, sliding out of bed and heading toward the bathroom as I tried to shake Lennon from my mind. I didn’t know why I kept thinking about her. It wasn’t like we had any deep and profound moments together…but there was still something there, something that had struck me about her since I watched her first audition.
I couldn’t shake it, and I couldn’t explain it, and it was becoming harder for me not to reach out and explore it further.
Maybe her getting kicked off the show would work out in all our favors.
I turned on the shower and stripped off as I yawned loudly. I got under the warm water and wet my hair, running the short locks through my fingers. My real hair was about jaw length these days, and I enjoyed wearing it naturally. I was getting sick and tired of always having extensions clipped in for the show, and I certainly wasn’t wearing them tonight.
Tonight was supposed to be about being casual and authentic. I was going to be wearing some sweats and a tank top. I wanted to see who showed up dressed to the nines and who had read the invite properly.
Let’s hang out. Come for a night of pizza and karaoke! Keep it casual! 7pm.
That’s what I had told Nicole to write, and I hoped people had listened because I wasn’t changing for anyone.
I lathered up my body and rinsed under the scalding water before washing my hair. I would let it dry naturally and knew the curls would spring up, but I wasn’t bothered. As soon as they arrived, all phones would be dumped in a locked box, so there would be no photo proof of me in my natural form anyway.
I mused at my curls, remembering my mother’s dislike of them. She had chemically straightened my hair constantly, to the point where it was destroyed. It was impossible for me to grow my hair past my shoulders these days, and it usually broke off before it got that far anyway. I hated looking at old photos of my long bouncy curls when I was younger. They were beautiful, and now they were destroyed.
A dark part of me wondered if she destroyed them deliberately, but that was a conversation for me and my therapist, not a shower musing before I had guests due to arrive.
I dried off quickly and sprayed on some deodorant before quickly getting dressed. I ran some product through my hair to smooth out any frizz and decided to let it air dry before people arrived. I did put on a light layer of makeup just to even out my skin tone and blemishes so that I didn’t look like a total zombie.
“I’m here!” I heard Nicole call out from the living room as she entered the apartment. “I’m helping the bartender to set up!”
“Coming!” I called back.
I quickly crossed the room, and l made my way out, closing the bedroom door behind me. I walked through the short hall before entering the living room, noting the karaoke station had been set up, and I could see Nicole with our bartender setting up in the kitchen.
“Thank you for coming,” I greeted him warmly, and he smiled.
He was someone who had done work for Nicole before, and she trusted him, so my faith was placed in her from her recommendation. He was tall, dark, and handsome with his perfectly quaffed dark hair and bulging muscles.
Most of the girls would probably spend a lot of the time at the bar.
“NDA has been signed,” Nicole said with a smile. “Noah is great.”
I smiled politely and let him get to his work, and Nicole and I headed toward the living room. She grabbed my arm and turned me to face her with a worried expression.
“Are you feeling okay about tomorrow?” she asked me.
I shrugged and sighed. “Honestly, no. I am apprehensive about facing her and then explaining why I don’t want footage of me doing drugs featured in her documentary. If she can’t understand that now I fail to see how she will understand face to face.”
Nicole nodded and said, “Maybe she needs to hear it from your mouth to actually understand the bigger picture here.”
“Or it’s part of some bigger mind game she’s playing,” I muttered, and I doubt I was far off the truth. Nothing related to Helena was simple and easy. She was making me come face to face with her for a reason.
“Let’s not think about it, hm?” Nicole said brightly. “We have ten people coming here you need to get a real understanding of…even if you don’t actually get to pick the contenders. I know it’s taken the spark out of this for you, but you may as well enjoy yourself. Okay?”
I nodded at her. She was right. I couldn’t change anything that was about to happen, but I could sure as hell enjoy myself tonight. If the show was going to boot Lennon off, then I could really get to know her tonight and try to become her friend after. Once she stopped hating me for being the one to let her go.
With my plan formed in my mind I headed toward the bar.
    
Everyone began to show up one after the other, and the familiar faces slowly poured into the space. Lennon was yet to arrive, and I should have slapped myself for being so eager for her arrival. Kylie, her friend she always hung around, was yet to arrive, so maybe they were coming together. My current party of guests were quietly mingling but mostly looking around as they took in my apartment.
I was currently talking to a tall man with a beard. His name was Gabriel. He had a thick, full beard, and he was dressed in what I could only picture as the huntsman from Little Red Riding Hood. I had noticed this was his go to look and wondered if it was something he’d be willing to change. The makeover session hadn’t done a lot for him.
“My wife is thirty three weeks pregnant,” he told me as he nursed his cocktail. “I can’t believe she pushed me to go on the show.”
I raised my brows in surprise. “That’s very surprising. You know we will still be filming when she’s likely due to give birth?”
“That’s what I told her,” he said with a nonchalant shrug. “But she was cool. She told me it was now or never to go for this opportunity. She said if I waited, I would probably never do it.”
“She sounds very supportive,” I told him with a smile. My opinion didn’t matter anyway on whether or not he should be here. It wasn’t like I was choosing anyone myself.
“Are we the last to show up?” A voice called out from the entrance.
Nicole ushered in Kylie, who wore lime colored leggings and a bright tie dye midriff top. Her hair bunned tightly, and she wore flip flops on her feet. At least she got the memo, I thought as I glanced around the semi overdressed room. I’d had more than a few shocked gasps when guests had arrived in heels or fancy dress pants and saw me in my sweats.
My stomach tightened as Lennon walked in behind her in a black cami crop top and black camo sweatpants. She clipped her hair in a black claw clip and wasn’t wearing a scrap of makeup. Her skin looked sunkissed from the day at the beach, and her hair still had kinky waves in the strands that hung out.
My surprise furthered as she slipped off her white trainers by the door, and I nearly laughed out loud at her bright pink socks with pug faces all over them. She looked around the room with a relaxed expression, smiling lightly when her eyes landed on me.
“Excuse me,” I told Gabriel with a polite smile.
I headed toward my final guests with as much coolness as I could muster, mixed emotions running through me. Regret at the thought that Lennon still thought she had a chance at the competition, but insane relief that I could pursue and look into whatever the hell it was I was feeling for her.
“Ladies,” I greeted warmly and gave Kylie a brief hug. I then pulled in Lennon and tried not to gasp at the sparks that emitted from my skin at just touching her. “Welcome to my home,” I murmured as I released her.
“It’s amazing,” Kylie murmured in awe as she looked around.
“It’s twice the size of my apartment,” Lennon said with a laugh, and she tucked a loose piece of hair behind her ear. “This was a really cool idea…bringing everyone together.”
“I’m hoping it makes my decision for the top three easier,” I lied through my teeth and hated myself. “Go and get yourselves a drink, and then we can kick this thing off.”
“Phones please,” Nicole said with a smile and held onto the locked box.
Both handed over their devices before brushing past me to head to the bar. I didn’t miss the small smile and side eye glance Lennon gave as she left, and I chewed the inside of my mouth as I felt real nerves rush through my body. Was I ready to pursue something again? I hadn’t had a real relationship since Helena, and look how that turned out.
I headed to the top of the landing as I looked into the sunken living area and clapped my hands, glad to be addressing them without a camera in my face.
“Guys!” I announced loudly, and all eyes turned toward me. “Welcome, everyone. I am glad you could make it tonight. I just thought it would be fun to get together and get to know one another a little better. Food will be arriving soon, and we’ve got karaoke set up. The aim of the game is not to try.”
“I hope we’ve got some Cher on there,” one of the girls, Robin, called out.
“There is definitely Cher on there,” I confirmed with a laugh. “Before we do that though, I thought maybe we could all just go around the room and talk about ourselves a little bit and why we’re here. I know that some of you may have already gotten to know each other, but I doubt you know everyone in this room.” A few people nodded, and I looked around, pointing to Gabriel. “You are first.”
“Oh okay,” Gabriel laughed nervously before knocking fists with Luke Smith, who stood next to him. “Uh, yeah, my name is Gabriel. I’m thirty two. I have been singing and performing for as long as I can remember, mostly in bars and stuff. Ready to take it to the next level. My wife is pregnant, currently thirty three weeks to a little girl. Uh yeah. That’s me, I guess.”
He chuckled awkwardly before looking back at me with a look I’m sure was pleading to make him not talk about himself any further.
“Thanks Gabriel,” I said warmly with a smile, and he relaxed. “Kylie?”
Kylie’s face brightened as all eyes turned to her, and she gleamed under the attention while Lennon smirked beside her.
“Hi everyone, my name is Kylie!” she chirped. “I’m twenty six years old. Since I dropped out of high school, I’ve been working in retail, and singing has always been my passion. I liken myself to Megan Thee Stallion. She is goals. Um, yeah.” She chewed her lip thoughtfully before her face brightened. “I auditioned for American Superstar because I had a dream I won it.”
“That’s great,” I found myself chuckling as she nodded at me, and a few other chuckles echoed around the room. “How about you?” I gestured to Robin.
Robin flicked her bright red girls and puffed up. “Hi everyone, my name is Robin. I’ve been singing for years and currently am a music teacher. I have always wanted to perform, and I decided to take the chance this season. I have two children, four and six. My husband is a police officer. I’m just a mum chasing her dreams.”
We continued around the room as everyone relaxed and talked about themselves. I made sure to keep Lennon last, and as we landed on her, I noticed the small swallow she took and the flex of her palms.
Nerves?
“Hi, I’m Lennon,” she began shyly, and her cheeks heated as her eyes darted to mine. “I’ve wanted to perform my entire life. I built a StreamMe channel in high school, and I would upload videos. It got pretty popular. I canned it when I went to college…but then I dropped out to pursue music again. I brought the channel back by busking down on the pier.” She twisted her hands while she spoke and looked around the room. “My parents aren’t thrilled I dropped college for music, and they were livid when they found out I was auditioning. I’m not sure if they’re even watching the show.”
I frowned inwardly. That was pretty sad.
“Anyway, I’m here because music is what I want to do, as most of us do. I have a point to prove as well, I guess. So, yeah. That’s me.”
I opened my mouth to ask something, but Robin piped up from the couch.
“Did your parents really name you Lennon?” she asked curiously.
A small smile tugged to Lennon’s cheeks, and she shrugged. “No, they hate it.”
We all waited for her to elaborate, which she didn’t. I was hooked in even further. Lennon wasn’t her real name? What the hell was it then? I was left wanting more, and by the looks in the room, the rest of them felt the same way. The tight purse of her lips indicated she was finished, though.
“Well, thank you all so much for sharing,” I said quickly before Robin could talk again. “I hope it puts more meaning behind the people you’re socializing with tonight. There’s no competition in this room. We’re all here to decompress and have some fun, okay?”
Everyone cheered, and Nicole had the music turned up as a few people left for the bar. I made myself relax around all the strange faces in my home. I had to at least look like I was enjoying myself, and the fastest way to achieve that was a drink.
    
Justin and Karla sang along to Summer Days by Olivia Newton-John and John Travolta, doing their best work to sound as bad as possible. Everyone laughed along loudly, joining in. Lennon was dancing with Kylie as they sang along with everyone else. The party was in full swing, and everyone had settled in, especially when the pizza arrived.
I sat next to one of the other top ten contenders, Jessica Monroe. I had watched her throughout the series, and she had definite talent, but she was incredibly quiet and shy when she wasn’t on the stage. Even though she handled her audition like a pro, she seemed petrified of singing in front of people for karaoke.
Trying to get answers from her was like drawing water from a rock.
The song came to a close, and we all cheered loudly as they bowed before holding the microphones out.
“Who’s next?” Karla demanded while she waved her cocktail glass in the air.
“Oh!” Kylie shouted loudly, and we all turned to face her as she grabbed Lennon and dragged her to the front of the room. “Us! It’s time!”
Lennon sniggered behind her with flushed cheeks, and I knew she must have been a few in. “What are we gonna sing?” she whisper shouted at Kylie’s back. We watched as they flicked through the chart before Kylie hurriedly selected something, and Lennon laughed loudly behind her. “You’re lucky I know this!”
The opening music of Baby Got Back by Sir Mix-a-Lot played, and the room cheered loudly. I wondered how Lennon would go performing it. This was clearly Kylie’s go to karaoke song, so it was going to be interesting.
They got into the song, and Lennon knew all the words, keeping up with Kylie, but it was definitely the Kylie show, not that Lennon looked like she cared, she was laughing most of the time, and the rest of the room was getting into it, joining into the song, stumbling over the words and each other.
It was a decent group of people, I decided. Everyone enjoyed having a good time, and there hadn’t been any cattiness that I could see. I was almost relieved that I wasn’t picking who would stay because I know I’d have struggled to send people home after getting to know them tonight.
The song came to an end, and I wondered how my neighbors felt about all the noise. I’m sure I would hear something inevitably, maybe even an article online about Camila Bianchi’s loud party and a nosy neighbor as the source. They might forgive me if I shouted them free tickets to the first American Superstar show.
The urge to pee hit me, and I quickly slipped out of the room, avoiding the guest bathroom and heading to my bedroom, letting myself into my room with a sigh. My head swam a little bit as I headed to the toilet, and I quickly relieved myself, flushing before washing my hands.
I stared at myself in the mirror and yawned loudly. I needed another drink. I was losing my buzz, and fatigue was starting to hit me instead. I left the bathroom and jumped out of my skin when I saw someone else was in the room. Lennon stood in the center of the room, blinking.
“This is not the bathroom,” she said blankly, and she looked at me. “I have totally just come into your room and invaded your personal space. Oh my god, I am so sorry.”
My heart pounded in my chest as I looked at her. Her hair had come out of the clip ages ago and was now hanging onto the hem of her pants. She wasn’t drunk but definitely tipsy, I decided. The look of horror on her face indicated I needed to say something fast.
“It’s totally fine,” I assured her as I tried to laugh. “You can use my bathroom.”
“I somehow always end up using your bathroom,” she said with a laugh as I pointed toward it. “I can go to the guest bathroom.”
“No, don’t worry about it,” I told her as she walked toward it. “Go ahead.”
She sighed in relief and rushed inside, closing the door. I left her to it and headed over to my bedside drawer, pulling out my phone. I noticed a few news alerts had popped up, which meant something new was out about me, and I certainly wasn’t reading that now.
The door opened behind me, and I turned to face Lennon as she came out of the bathroom, her cheeks still red.
“Are you okay?” I asked her carefully.
She nodded with a frown. “I don’t normally drink as much as I have…I am definitely cut off. I just feel really hot.”
God damn she was hot, I agreed internally before squashing the thought. “Maybe wet your face?”
She nodded and turned on her heel as she headed back to the sink. I tentatively followed in after her as she wet her face under the water. I handed her a fresh towel, and she pat her skin dry before holding herself against the counter.
“Do you mind if I sit for a bit?” she asked me sheepishly. “On the cold tiles?”
“No,” I told her. “Take a seat.”
She sat down and sighed, and I decided to wet a facecloth with cold water, wringing it out tightly before handing it to her. She thanked me and put it on the back of her neck.
“I’m wondering if I have a bit of heatstroke,” she told me. “I was out at the beach most of the day in the sun before I came here. I haven’t had much water either.”
I tsked at her and filled up a glass from the tap before handing it to her, taking a seat on the tiles beside her. “I hope you at least had a decent sized meal today.”
“I ate all day,” she groaned loudly. “Like, literally all day I have been surrounded by food. And alcohol.”
I laughed and then sighed. “Those are the best and worst days.”
“Yeah,” she said with a loud yawn. “My parents had a barbecue today. They didn’t invite me.”
I raised my brows. “Are they really that upset that you’re doing the show?”
“Yes,” she shrugged and ran a hand through her hair. “There’s more to it than just being upset about the show, but mostly. They think I am throwing my life away and chasing something that isn’t real. I obviously don’t agree with them.”
“They probably just want what’s best for you,” I told her gently.
“Mmm no,” she muttered. “They wouldn’t give a damn if I sang at Holy Revival for Pastor Andrews. It’s based on me singing on a show they think will damn me to hell and the people I associate with. They’re very religious people. They have been trying to get me to sing for that church for ages.”
“Ah,” I clicked with a nod. “My parents are also religious. Pastor Andrews, though? God, he is the worst person in the world. Holy Revival is a disgusting cult filled with people who hate the LGBTQ community.”
“Listen, I need to tell you something,” Lennon said suddenly, and she stared me right in the eye, causing a jolt of energy to rush through me. “I hope that you don’t think I am going to be too much effort to take on further or cut me completely.”
My stomach tightened at her words and unwavering eye contact before she sighed and looked at her hands, her cheeks flushing again.
“I’m gay,” she told me quietly, and my heart thumped harder. “I haven’t come out to my parents – anyone really except the people I am closest to. I’ve had relationships with girls in the past and kept them under wraps. No one knows this. I’m worried that if I go through it will somehow come out, and my parents will find out and-”
She began to ramble in a panicked voice, and I quickly grabbed her hand. “Hey,” I told her, and she looked at me with watery eyes. “Listen, I can’t – I can’t tell you if you’re through or not, but it won’t be what decides it for me. I don’t think anything like that would come out at all unless you have a scorned ex who decides to out you, which most people I would hope wouldn’t do, no matter how mad they are.”
Lennon smiled and sniffled. “I don’t have scorned exes – that I know of - I am on good terms with my last girlfriend, so I don’t think she would do anything. I just thought I should let you know.”
Unease and disgust with myself trickled down my spine as I tried to muster a smile and pray it didn’t come out as a grimace. She had now entrusted me with a huge piece of information about herself…information that served me and my big fat question mark about her, but also information that could ruin her relationship with her parents.
And she wasn’t even going through to the Lives.
My stomach tightened, and I squeezed her hand, hating myself. “You know one day you’re going to feel ready to tell the world who you are, and it will be amazing. Trust me.”
“I remember when you came out,” Lennon murmured with a sigh. “The series finale of Blue Crest High was such a rush. My mother made me turn the TV off, but it was so exciting for me. It didn’t give me the courage I needed, but it was cool to see someone I idolized be going through the exact same things I was.”
Jesus that brought back memories.
“My mother was so pissed,” I told her truthfully. “I went behind her back and got it cleared with the producers. She never wanted me out, so I took the choice out of her hands and made her deal with the fallout.”
Lennon nodded thoughtfully. “I remember you saying that in your interview. You had so many people speculating on your entire life…friendships you’d had. Were they really friendships? It must have been a lot.”
“It was,” I admitted as I thought back. “It wasn’t easy either. I wouldn’t take it back, though. I wouldn’t hide myself ever again.”
“I just don’t know if I’ll ever be brave enough,” Lennon murmured as she looked at me with wide eyes. “All the questions…”
I gave her a small smile and squeezed her hand. “Listen, one day, you will wake up with all the bravery you need. It just happens. Once you make that decision to be open, nothing about it can scare you off. I think you are a really special person Lennon. I really do. When you’re ready to take those steps, the feeling will be indescribable.”
Lennon nodded, a small flush crossed her cheeks, and it felt as if the air in the room had shifted into something more… vulnerable? I was still holding her hand, and I reveled in the feelings I drew from that. Did I miss the way her eyes dropped to my lips and back to my eyes so fast it could have been in my own head? No, I did not miss that.
Was she feeling the same way?
My heart thundered in my chest as I weighed up my options. I could kiss her now and see if what I was feeling was the real deal, or I could walk away and never know, because after tomorrow, she would be dumped from the show and the likelihood of ever seeing her again wasn’t high, and I would always be left wondering.
The selfish little beast in me reared her ugly head, and I could practically hear Nicole screaming at me. Selfishness was my worst trait. I could admit that. Was it something I needed to work on? Yes. But I had to know. I had to know if this was more than what it was.
Fuck it, I growled in my mind.
My hand dropped hers and went to her cheek, and in one fluid movement, I pressed my lips to hers. I could hear her gasp of shock as my lips molded against hers, soft and tentative, not forceful but not weak either. I was relieved when she kissed me back, albeit cautiously like she was undecided, but curiosity clearly got the better of her.
It felt fucking electric.
She easily took control of the kiss, sliding her tongue into my mouth, and it was as if we were designed to fit together. Each stroke of her tongue heated me to my core, and I wondered how that would feel in other places. I could feel myself being lost in her, battling for dominance and enjoying the thrill that was racing through my body.
Something loud smashed outside with the party, and Lennon pulled away quickly, her cheeks red and her eyes wide as she looked at the bathroom door before looking back at me. Worry filled her eyes along with doubt as she scrambled to her feet, and I quickly bounced up with her.
“Lennon-”
“We shouldn’t have done that,” she told me anxiously with a shake of her head. “You’re my mentor, and that is going to make things really confusing – for both of us.”
“Lennon, I’m sorry-”
Lennon quickly pat her face down with water and dried it. “I think it’s best you and I pretend that didn’t happen. I – I think I’m going to head home. You might want to check on whatever just got broken out there.”
She fled the room before I could even open my mouth, and shame chewed at my insides. She was right. I’m her mentor, for now anyway. I abused my position of power after she told me something personal about herself.
“No worse than a goddamn predator,” I growled at myself in the mirror. “You idiot.”
I took a moment to collect myself before I headed back to the party. It was time for everyone to leave.



Lennon
  
MY ALARM BLARED STUPIDLY LOUD, and I hurriedly silenced it. I should have done that when I woke up two hours ago. I stared up at the ceiling with a heavy feeling on my chest as I pondered over how today was going to go, and it could go many ways.
Would she drop me because of the kiss?
Fuck, why had I kissed her?
My feelings for her made hardly any sense to me, and kissing her had been a big mistake because God damn it, why did it have to be so good? I was left wanting more and totally unprepared for that feeling. It was crazy and reckless and not something I should have been doing with someone I would be spending a lot of time being mentored by.
Like, I knew why I kissed her back. She had been my idol for as long as I could remember, and yes, I had a crush. Why had she kissed me, though? She was definitely the one who had initiated it, and I wasn’t sure what to make of that either. Did she just kiss girls as soon as she found out they were into girls too?
I threw my blankets over my head and sighed heavily under the duvet. How was I even meant to face her today? I had practically sprinted from the party without so much as a goodbye.
That kiss, though.
The flashbacks paraded through my mind as I thought of how it felt to have her lips on mine. The way she had cupped my cheek so softly at the start…how her tongue felt stroking my own and heat curled between my thighs at the memory of her hands ghosting up the sides of my body. I swallowed deeply and clenched my fists.
I was not going to touch myself over this. One kiss had been enough to ignite every sexual feeling I had been suppressing since breaking up with Veronica. God, how long had it been since I got off? I decided I needed to invest in a decent toy and leave it at that. I was in no position for a relationship, and I didn’t have time for casual sex or the skills to not catch feelings.
A cold shower is what I needed right now.
Throwing the blankets off the bed I climbed out and headed toward the bathroom, yawning loudly as I stripped off and turned on the water. I climbed under and set about washing my hair, feeling the sand in it still from the beach yesterday.
Yuck.
I scrubbed my hair and moved onto my body, trying to ignore the jolts in my breasts at the loofah running over my hardened nipples. I switched the water to ice cold and screamed in shock, all arousing thoughts leaving my mind as I hurriedly rinsed off and got out.
That did the trick.
“There’s our next American Superstar!” Jesse crowed as I came out of the bathroom. “How do you feel?”
“Nervous,” I told him honestly as I sat at the breakfast bar. “What do I do if I don’t get through?”
Jesse rolled his eyes and put on some toast. “You don’t think about that until it happens. Don’t be putting up umbrellas if there isn’t any rain, okay?”
“I feel like there’s going to be a downpour,” I mumbled to myself mostly. Jesse wasn’t listening as he prepped the coffee pot. “Are you still coming with me today?”
“Hells yes!” he gushed. “You’re allowed a support person for either way this thing goes. I’m hoping I can meet Camila.”
I raised my brows at him. “You probably won’t get to meet her, Jesse.”
“A gay can dream,” he said to me, and I snorted as he handed me some coffee. “You got in late last night. How was the party?”
“It was fun,” I told him, and I could feel my cheeks heating. “A lot of them got really drunk, though.”
“I honestly would too,” he admitted with a smirk, and I was glad he didn’t press me for details. “Listen, I have some gossip for you.”
“Oh?” I asked with interest.
“I spied a very familiar looking blonde at The Halfway last night asking questions about another blonde I know.” Jesse gave me a wink, and I rolled my eyes at him. “Okay fine,” he sighed. “Veronica was there. She was asking about you. How you were, yada, yada.”
I made a face and set down the coffee. “Why would she be asking about me?”
“Because you’re on TV like every night?” Jesse said with a ‘duh’ tone. “Listen, I told her you weren’t seeing anyone or interested in seeing anyone. She was there with a date too. Shut up pretty fast when her date came and found her. Acted like she didn’t even know me.”
“Weird,” I muttered with a frown.
“Should have seen her face when I said you were hanging out at Camila Bianchi’s apartment,” Jesse chuckled to himself. “That was funny. She looked like she swallowed a lemon.”
“Jesse!” I scolded him. “People weren’t meant to know about that.”
“Please,” he waved me off. “It’s not like you were having a dirty little hook up. It was a party.”
My phone buzzed once on the countertop, and I looked down to see my mother’s name accompanying a text message. I sighed and opened it against my better judgment, regretting it instantly.
Mom - Your father wants to talk. Be at the house at 6pm tomorrow.
I stuck my tongue out at the phone and showed it to Jesse, who glowered immediately.
“Need support?” he asked me. “I will knock someone out if I have to.”
“Okay,” I raised my hands. “We don’t need to knock anyone out. I’m sure I will be fine. Just wish me luck and pray for me.”
“Why would I do that?” Jesse asked as he took a sip of coffee, and I frowned in confusion. “I mean, they already do that for you so…”
I scoffed at him and waved him off. I let her know I would be there before I took a deep breath and picked up my coffee. I had to be at the studio in a couple of hours, and I needed to go and check out the wardrobe options Ava had sent over. Whatever I wore needed to be on point…for my own confidence, not because I was seeing Camila.
I wanted to slap myself.
“You in there, babe?” Jesse asked me as he snapped his fingers in my face. “Are you okay? You seem really off this morning.”
“Nerves,” I said honestly. I was nervous that Camila was about to shatter my dreams in one big sweep, and I was petrified she wouldn’t mention the kiss. I wanted her to…and I didn’t want her to, because I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to mean.
“Let’s get you ready,” he told me firmly. “Don’t think about anything else for now. Manifest some positivity and try on some outfits.”
I allowed Jesse to drag me to the sofa where some bagged outfits lay, and I let him dress me up, reacting appropriately, but I was stuck in a small corner of my mind, a dark feeling settling in my stomach. What was I going to do if I didn’t get through? I had told mom I would go back to college, but I knew in my heart that I was never going back.
I wanted to make music, that much I was certain of, and I had been sure of this for a long time. If I didn’t get through today, I would have to find another way to make it work. After all, Todd’s band had made their own way without a TV show. I could do it too, but I would need to make it my whole focus.
I promised myself that whatever happened today would not dictate the rest of my life. The only obstacle I had to overcome was myself and my own limits I set.
    
Jesse and I walked into the studio later that day, and I was relieved to find a lot of other contestants had brought support people. I looked around for Kylie and spotted her standing next to a short older woman, dressed in tight leather pants and a lime green crop top. She caught my eye and waved me over with a bright smile.
“’Sup babe?” Kylie greeted warmly. “This is my mom, Dina.”
“Nice to meet you,” I greeted with a smile, and Jesse waved. “This is my best friend, Jesse.”
“I have heard a lot,” Kylie said with a grin as she gave Jesse a hug. “Such a cutie. How are you feeling?”
“I want to throw up,” I told her honestly, and Kylie laughed loudly while her mom shook her head.
“Don’t let it get to you,” Dina told me firmly. “Your entire life doesn’t ride on one person’s opinion. Your future won’t be made or broken if you don’t get through.”
“That’s what I said,” Jesse said as he gestured at Dina. “Did you at least hear it when she said it?”
“I heard it, Jesse,” I told him with a sigh. “I just want it so badly. I need it.”
I did need it. Imagine if I could go to dinner tonight and tell them I made it onto the show? They’d have to eat their words, and maybe for once, the spotlight would be on me and how wonderful my life was going for a change. I wouldn’t have to sit there and listen to Saint Michael gloat.
“Alright.” Amy, the producer, entered the room. “Listen up under thirties!” All eyes went to her, and Jesse sniggered beside me. “When your name is called, you will go through the double doors there,” she pointed behind her. “Cameras will be rolling from the moment you enter the room. You will sit down in front of Camila, and she will tell you if you made it or not. You will then exit out the green door in the room, do not come back this way. Understood?”
A chorus of yes’s floated into the room, and I rubbed my hands against my blue jeans nervously. It was really happening.
“Robin Murphy,” Amy called, and the redhead gasped and looked at the man beside her. A brief moment passed between them before she headed to the doors, and I broke out into a sweat as she entered the room.
“Fuck,” I gasped at Jesse. “This is rough. What if I don’t make it?”
“What if you do?” Jesse asked me and folded his arms. “Hm?”
“He has a point,” Dotti murmured. “You make it on the show, yay. Then you remember you’re still competing for the top spot, so each week, you’re going to feel like this during eliminations. Do you want to do this every week?”
I chewed on the inside of my lip as I thought about it. She had a point. This would be my reality for the duration of my stay on the show, and if I couldn’t handle it now, how was I meant to handle it during the actual Live shows?
I watched performer after performer walk through those doors, and I had no way of knowing who got in and who didn’t. Kylie squeezed my hand when her name was called, and she entered the double doors. Dotti was escorted out the back way like all the other support people had been, and my chest tightened as I glanced over at Gabriel, the only other performer in here with me now.
“Lennon Emery,” Amy called, and my legs froze in place as my heart thumped loudly in my chest.
“You got this, babe!” Jesse promised me. “Go in there and take this thing out.”
I nodded blankly, and my feet moved robotically as I headed toward the doors to my future. This show may not make or break my career, but it certainly could help it, and I needed it. I needed to show my parents I could actually do something and be good at it. To make them proud of me.
I pushed through the double doors and was immediately assaulted by the hot lights shining down on me as I spotted Camila sitting on a white leather sofa in the center of the room. My stomach flipped as I was transported back to the bathroom last night, and I anxiously thumbed the collar of my shirt as I crossed the room and headed toward her.
She rose from her seat with a small smile and pulled me into an embrace. “Lennon,” she greeted formally as the cameras rolled. She guided me to sit before saying, “How are you feeling?”
I swallowed the dry lump in my throat. “Nervous. Extremely nervous.”
She nodded with an odd expression on her face, and I could feel myself becoming warmer, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the lights this time. She had ignited something inside of me last night with that kiss. Now she knew more about me than I had wanted to share, but I needed to. I just hoped I hadn’t shot myself in the foot by being honest with her.
What if she thought I would be too much work to take through?
“Lennon,” Camila started tightly. I did not miss the shift in her tone, and my palms began to sweat. “You are an amazing performer. You have proved that time and time again during the Fire Rounds. You have amazingly raw talent and clearly a passion for music. I feel it every time you step on stage.”
“Thank you,” I uttered breathlessly as the urge to throw up became even stronger. Instead, I focused on maintaining eye contact. If I focused on her eyes, maybe I would forget about puking.
“I think you are going to be a really big name,” she continued. “You are extremely humble for someone so talented, and I find that so endearing.” I didn’t miss the red tint to her cheeks or the way her eyes darted to my lips and back to my eyes. “I do worry that there isn’t much left that I can…mentor you on. I feel like you already shine so brightly. Do you really need this show?”
My heart began to beat wildly in my chest as I realized where this was going and pinched the inside of my hand to stop myself from shaking. A camera rolled closer, and I bit back the whimper that wanted to escape my mouth.
“I have no doubt that you are going to make it outside of this show,” Camila told me firmly, her face tense, her shoulders squared. “Lennon, I’ve decided not to take you through to the Live shows.”
The air rushed out of me, and tears gathered in my eyes as I realized this was really happening. I wasn’t making it to the Live shows. I was done. Camila was dropping me.
Camila, who was my mentor and kissed me last night…was dropping me.
If that wasn’t a mind fuck, I didn’t know what was.
“I don’t know what to say,” I found myself uttering as the camera got even closer to my face, and I felt rage building within me. Did she drop me because I had cut the kiss off? Rejected her? Was this really about my talent, or was it about her? I sucked back the scream I wanted to release, painting a weak smile on my face. “Thank you for everything.”
I got up, and her eyes widened in surprise as I hurriedly began to cross the room to the green door, not really wanting to walk through it. Once I walked through it, I would have to tell Jesse it was over. I would have to face reality and tell my parents I hadn’t made it. How was I supposed to face them?
“Lennon!” Camila said and quickly rushed after me as someone yelled, cut. “Lennon, please give me a moment,” she whispered as she grabbed my arm to stop me.
I glanced over at production, who were all hovering around their cameras and paying no mind to us. “Is this because of last night?”
Her eyes widened, and she shook her head. “No, absolutely not!”
“Really?” I asked as I folded my arms. “Because your decision makes no sense. I can be humble, but I am also a realist. I am a sure thing—a fan favorite. You’re sending me home? It’s so convenient it happened after I told you one of my biggest secrets. You take advantage of me when I’m already upset and then send me home today?”
“Lennon,” Camila gasped, and she shook her head. “That’s not what this is. I promise you. You’re right. I shouldn’t have kissed you last night. I abused my position. You’re not being sent home because of that.”
I bit back the sob that wanted to escape. “So, why am I being sent home then?”
“Lennon!” Amy called as she entered the room. “Please exit through the green door. We have a show to film.”
I sniffed and wiped my eyes as I shook my head at Camila, turning on my heel and heading to the doors, my heart crumbling up. That was it. Over. Now I was back at square one with no sure thing to help me build my career for the next few weeks. How was I supposed to face Jesse now? Would Ava still want to dress me? Would I lose all the media attention I had been getting?
My breaths were coming short as I pushed the doors open and stumbled out of the room. Wondering eyes searched mine, and I realized that two other people I had been competing against were out here still, the other losers like me clearly going home to lick their wounds.
Kylie gasped with her hand to her mouth as she took in my expression, and even Robin seemed surprised, her eyes widening.
Jesse appeared in my line of sight and grabbed my hand, bringing it to his lips and forcing my eyes to his. “Come on, baby,” he said softly. “Let’s go get drunk.”
    
“SHOTS!” Todd roared over the table, and we all cheered jovially as the tray was placed in front of us. Eager hands dove on the glasses, and on the loud count of three, we all downed the liquid, and I enjoyed the satisfying burn that worked its way down my throat and into my chest, creating a warmth that was missing.
“More!” I demanded eagerly as I tapped my glass, and Jesse threw his head back with a laugh.
“These aren’t too bad,” Gracie shouted across the table.
“They’re cheap too,” Todd said with a smirk before he scurried off in aid of getting us absolutely smashed.
“How do you feel, buttercup?” Jesse asked me as he gave my arm a squeeze. “Are the shots helping?”
“Ask me after my third one,” I told him with a sigh.
Gracie leaned across the table and pat my hand. “You’re still going places, hon, trust me. You have amazing talent. Someone is going to scoop you up.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled over my empty glass, inhaling the long gone contents.
“Ooh!” Gracie gasped with a smile as she looked over my shoulder. “Ash is here. I’m going to go get her.” She slipped off her stool and hurried away from us, and I felt a pit of longing in my chest. I wanted someone to run over to me in a bar to make sure I didn’t get lost. I missed that.
“I need to get laid,” I blurted out as Todd came back with a new tray.
“We are in the wrong kind of bar,” he pointed out with a smirk. “Also, you can’t really go around hooking up with random girls now. Too many people know who you are.”
“Right,” I grumbled as I picked up a shot glass. “My big fat secret.”
I had a lot of those lately, I thought as I tipped back the glass and downed the contents swiftly. A satisfying cloud was filling my mind, and I rolled my shoulders as Jesse and Todd eyed me carefully, both sliding their respective glasses in my direction.
“You need it more than we do,” Jesse assured me. “Get as messy as you want. We got you tonight.”
I bit my bottom lip and sighed. “You’re such a good friend Jesse. You too, Todd.” I took both shots in succession, slamming the drinks down on the table as Gracie and Ash slipped onto a stool at the same moment I said, “I kissed Camila in her bathroom on the floor the other night.”
The table was silent for half a moment before Jesse clapped his hands.
“What. The. Fuck?” he demanded with wide eyes. “How am I only just hearing about this?”
“I got here as it got interesting apparently,” Ash said to Gracie as the two snorted a laugh. “Good job, Lennon. At least you get a souvenir from the experience.”
“So bad,” I groaned loudly. “So good, though. She was good.”
Jesse ran a hand down his face. “So, she kissed you and then sent you packing? Ouch, babe.”
“I told her I was gay,” I whispered loudly. “Then she kissed me. Then she shat all over my dreams and sent me home.”
“That’s messy,” Gracie groaned loudly. “I would have asked her if she sent me home because of the kiss.”
“I did,” I told her. “I said that she took advantage of the moment and then clearly freaked out, and so she shut me off. A loose end.” The others all stared at each other around the table, and I sighed loudly. “Let’s go and dance!”
“Wait-” I cut Jesse off as I slid off my stool and made my way onto the already busy floor. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore, and I probably shouldn’t have told them in the first place. The alcohol was making my lips loose, and I needed to burn some of it off. A few hours of dancing would do the trick, and the music was pounding out here. Conversation wouldn’t be possible.
I began to sway to the music as the strobing lights changed color with the beat. It was a remix of some sort, I couldn’t quite place my finger on what song it was, but it was getting me good. I could feel the bass in the soles of my feet and thrashing its way into my body, and that was what I needed right now. I needed to just let go and feel the music and not think about anything or anyone else.
It wasn’t long until the others joined me on the floor, and they joined in, with no looks of judgment on their faces, so maybe they’d had a pep talk before coming out here with me. I didn’t need judgment or pity right now. I needed to get blackout drunk and question everything in the morning.
The music morphed into one I actually knew, and I whooped with excitement as I realized what it was. Clarity by Zedd (featuring Medina) began to play, and Todd cheered loudly with me as the remix blasted the club. The shots were definitely in full effect, and I could feel all my cares slipping away as artificial joy took its place, and I was happy to make the trade. I was tired of being stressed and sad. I needed to have some fun, and I sure as hell was going to.
Gracie threw her head back and began singing, and we all joined in along with the rest of the dancefloor, and soon all the writhing bodies were jumping up and down to the music, and I threw my head back with a euphoric laugh.
We continued dancing for a few more songs before everyone decided they were thirsty, and Jesse had gotten sick of shooing creepy guys away who thought it was okay to grab my ass and drag me against them. We headed back toward the bar, and I thought about what I would order next. Probably not another shot.
I leaned over the bar to see how many other people were being served, and Jesse scolded me as he began to drag me back, but my eyes widened in surprise at who I caught standing further down. Veronica was shouting a drink order at the bartender, and Jesse successfully dragged me off the bar before she saw me.
“Veronica is here,” I hissed at him loudly, and he made a face. “What do I do?”
Todd snorted and pat my head. “You’re cute. Why don’t you go say hi and then break your dry spell?”
“Ew,” Jesse groaned loudly. “Don’t climb out of the dirty pond only to jump back in, Lennon.”
“She wasn’t that bad,” I told him with an eye roll, and he shook his head. “I’m going to say hi.”
“She has a girlfriend remember?” Jesse reminded me with a look of victory in his eyes. “You can’t sleep with her.”
“Who said anything about sleeping?” I scoffed, and Gracie giggled next to him.
Ash’s eyes widened slightly. “She’s coming over here.”
My stomach fell into my ass, and I was sure the alcohol was making this more dramatic than it needed to be. I’d had a solid conversation with her that day I had grabbed my pick off her. We hadn’t jumped each other then. Who was I kidding? I wouldn’t be climbing back into bed with my ex, and that was that.
“Lennon?” Her familiar voice called over the music, and I turned to face her, feigning surprise.
“Veronica!” I greeted as Lasting Lover by Sigala and James Arthur began playing loudly. “Hi!”
“Hi,” she said with a grin before nodding at the others behind me. “Having a good night?”
“Yeah,” Jesse shouted back. “Are you here with friends?”
She shook her head. “I was. They all ditched me. I was having one last drink and heading home.”
“You could stay with us,” I told her with a smirk. I hadn’t missed the way her eyes roamed all over me when I had turned around. Thanks to Ava in my black, plunging neckline cocktail dress, I was dressed to the tens tonight. I was wearing killer black heels, and the hot red lip stood out in stark contrast to my light blonde curls. “We’re moving to a club soon.”
“Yeah!” Todd called out. “Hang out with us for a bit.”
“What are you drinking?” I asked her as I took the fancy looking glass and sucked on the end of the straw. It was definitely something with rum in it. “I want that.”
She grinned, and I felt a warmth settle in my stomach. “It’s called a Slutty Sailor,” she told me as I handed back the glass.
“One Slutty Sailor coming right up,” Jesse sighed beside me. He could foresee everything that would happen tonight, but he remained the dutiful best friend he was and proceeded to wait for the fall out he would inevitably help me clean up.
“How’s the show going?” Veronica asked keenly. “Is it fun?”
My face dropped at the reminder, and I realized I was going to have to go through this feeling every time someone asked me. “I got cut,” I blurted out as quickly as I could. “So that’s over.”
“Oh Lennon,” Veronica gasped, and I cringed at the pity. “I’m so sorry. I know you really wanted that to be it.”
I shrugged and pretended I didn’t care, trying to ignore the memory that came back to haunt me. The pained expression on Camila’s face. What a great actress she was. She almost had me believing she didn’t want to actually cut me. Was she saving face because of the kiss that shouldn’t have happened? Probably.
“Your drink,” Jesse announced as he came back, giving me the glass. “We should all get a photo together. Post on your socials.”
Before I knew it, we were all jammed together as Todd snapped a picture of us all under the strobing lights. I doubted the lighting quality would be good enough to post, but Jesse was adamant about keeping the feed alive, so whatever. I just wanted to enjoy my drink and stare at my ex some more. It was definitely helping squash Camila’s face out of my head.
“What have you been up to?” I asked as I chewed on the edge of my straw.
“I landed a job at a radio station,” she told me with a grin. “I’ve also started my Podcast series, which seems to be doing okay.”
“That’s really good,” I enthused as more of an alcoholic cloud settled over me. Did I ask if she was still seeing anyone? It’s not like I wanted to date her again, but hooking up with her wasn’t totally out of the question. She was a safe choice at this moment for a hook up. She knew me and my secret and respected it enough to keep it for me. If I tried to get with a stranger, they’d probably recognize me and out me after the fact.
The night began to blur together as we all kept drinking and dancing. I no longer felt the heaviness in my heart, and I relished living in this moment right here and now. Veronica had come up behind me and put her hands on my waist as we moved to the beat, and I felt my arousal spike, the alcohol and lack of inhibitions in my mind making it seem like a really good idea.
It didn’t matter if anyone was watching. I had danced almost the same way with Gracie and Ashley as well, along with Jesse and Todd.
I turned to face her, and we moved in sync with one another, and the warmth of familiarity that came with being in her presence clouded my judgment further as I pressed closer, missing the feel of her body, her scent. Why had we broken up again?
“Lennon!” Jesse called over the music. “Me and Todd are ready to go. Did you wanna come?”
I glanced at him and then Veronica before shaking my head. “I’ll meet you at home,” I yelled back.
“Are you sure?” he questioned, drunk, but not drunk enough to not care about me getting home.
I gave him a nod and a wink. “I’ll see you in the morning!”
I watched as he left and realized that Ashley and Gracie had also disappeared. I was all on my lonesome now, but as I looked back at Veronica, who was dancing in front of me, I felt my heart ache. I really missed her. Not the part of her that pushed me to come out, but just every other part of her. She had always been a kind and compassionate person. She had a good sense of humor and quick wit. If only.
“Ready to go?” Veronica called over the music, and I found myself nodding without realizing I was.
She took my hand and began leading me off the dance floor. “I need to go to the bathroom first.”
“Same,” I said in relief as we went toward it.
We stumbled to the restrooms, and I was thankful the lines weren’t too long. I let Veronica go in first, and I waited for the next stall to free up, blindly checking the time on my phone before a high pitched scream scared the shit out of me.
“Oh my god!” The source of the noise screeched, a mass of black hair and a heavily made up face. “I am a huge fan. I have been following you for weeks on the show. Can I please get a picture with you?”
My eyes widened in surprise. Was this really happening right now?
“Oh….sure?” I squeaked as Veronica came out of the stall with a smirk and washed her hands.
“I can take it for you,” Veronica suggested as she dried them off.
“Thanks!” she gushed as she thrust the phone at her. “I’m Bec, by the way. I’ll tag your handle so you can find me.”
“Smile guys!” Veronica ordered as she aimed the phone at us. The flash went off, and when she gave the thumbs up, I quickly stumbled into a stall as Bec rushed to go and view the picture.
“Thanks!” she called out.
I mumbled something unintelligible back as I relieved myself, floating on a cloud of bliss at the sensation. I was definitely way drunker than I thought. I made my way out, washing my hands and toweling them off before taking in a deep breath. I really needed some water.
“Come on,” Veronica beckoned. “Our ride will be here soon.”
We headed out of the club, and I welcomed the fresh air, even if it was warm. Veronica guided me over to an idling car, and we slipped inside. I settled into the cool leather seats and closed my eyes.
“Welcome ladies,” the driver boomed up the front. “I’m Cameron. Big night out? There are sealed bottles of water in the cooler up here. Do we need any?”
“God yes!” I gasped as my eyes flicked open. Veronica leaned forward and accepted the bottles, and I eagerly unclasped the lid, taking a refreshing gulp. “Make sure you give him five stars, Ron.”
She chuckled next to me as we both drank the water, and I found myself feeling marginally better as my tongue stopped feeling like lead in my mouth. The AC was blasting, and I let myself relax in the seats as my foggy brain tried to work itself out right now and what I was on the way to do. I still hadn’t clarified if she was dating someone or not, but surely she wouldn’t be taking me home if she was?
“You’re that chick off American Superstar, hey?” Cameron asked upfront.
“She is,” Veronica answered for me with a grin.
“My girlfriend loves you,” he said as he glanced through the rear mirror at me. “She reckons you’re gonna win the whole show. Follows your online stuff as well.”
My heart sunk as I shrugged. “We’ll have to see what happens.”
“She reckons it was a risk bringing that Camila singer on the show as a judge,” he continued on as he turned blindly down a street. I clutched Veronica’s arm in shock.
“Why’s that?” I asked breathlessly.
Cameron shrugged before flipping someone off. “She reckons that her big clean up, new image gig is temporary. Seems risky putting a bunch of novice singers futures in her hands.”
An interesting angle to look at it from, I thought to myself. Was her kiss with me just part of the old impulsive, self destructive Camila coming out? There was a high probability there. I frowned at myself. I shouldn’t be thinking about her right now – or ever anyway. The show was done for me, and whatever went on with Camila and me was done.
Veronica’s hand landed on my leg discreetly while Cameron kept talking. I glanced down as she slowly rode her hand upward, reaching the hemline of the dress. I looked back ahead with wide eyes as her hand moved further up, and when her fingers brushed the edging of my panties, I barely restrained the urge to not slam my legs shut.
I looked back at her as the growing lust I had felt all evening seemed to fan into a larger flame. Her hand stayed at the line of my underwear, her finger gliding across the seam of the material lazily. I wanted more. I could practically envision her hand sliding under the lace, her fingers gliding through my wet folds…
I bit my lip as heat rushed me, and I nearly screamed in relief when we pulled up outside her building.
“Have a good one ladies,” Cameron called out as we both hurriedly exited.
It was as if we couldn’t get inside fast enough. We had to get inside, though. I wasn’t doing anything publicly. I couldn’t risk it. I was sober enough to realize that, at least. I couldn’t really think about the rest of it because I didn’t want to ask if she was actually seeing someone because I didn’t care. I wanted what I wanted, and right now, I wanted to bury my face between her thighs and lose myself completely.
We made our way up the stairs, and as soon as she let us inside, I grabbed her arm and pushed her up against the hardwood door as it slammed shut. My lips met hers with expert familiarity, my hand going to her ass as the other cupped her cheek. I deepened the kiss, my tongue sliding between our lips.
Her own dueled for dominance as a breathy moan escaped her. Her hands held me closer as she ground against me, and I throbbed with need. It had been so long since I had been with her. I hadn’t been with anyone since, and I was desperate for a release I knew she could provide me.
I pulled back and kicked off my shoes, watching as she did the same before I grabbed her again and led her to the bedroom, knowing my way around thoroughly, even in the dark. As soon as we made it to the room, I brought her lips back to mine, slower this time, savoring the feeling of having her so close to me.
Her hands went to the back of my dress, tugging down the zipper from neck to ass. She pushed the material down and groaned at the view beneath it. I had gone braless with the dress and had worn a black g-string which was just a scrap of thin lace.
“Fuck me,” she moaned as her lips went to my neck, sucking on the tender flesh, her hands gliding up my sides and over my breasts, squeezing them and running her thumb over each nipple, causing me to arch into her with desire pounding its way through me and settling as a soaring heat between my legs.
She backed me up and toward the bed, gently pushing me down on it. She stood by the edge and shimmied out of her dress, revealing a matching set of black underwear underneath it. She wasted no time in removing that material, and I leaned up on my arms as the sight of her naked body made its way toward me.
She came to settle above me, and I relished in running my fingers down the soft skin of her sides, the slight tremble in her body reminding me of her ticklishness. Her mouth came back down to mine, and we kissed deeply, her body pressing into every inch of my own. Her breasts against mine felt exquisite, and I could feel her wetness pressing against my thigh.
This was moving too slow. I needed a lot more, a lot faster. I smirked against her lips as I smacked her ass, a familiar move I pulled on her. She leaned back to look at me in surprise, and I nodded my head once, gesturing for her to go up further. She didn’t need telling twice, and my heart raced as her body moved up mine before she came to rest over me, thighs on each side of my face.
She braced herself on the headboard as her pussy rested just over my face. With a determined groan, I gripped her ass and lifted my head, one long flick of my tongue running along her from opening to clit, and her breathless moan caught the whole room in a spell of pure lust.
Her hips jerked as my tongue licked again in one languid movement, and she ground against my face impatiently. “More Lennon. I need more.”
“So greedy,” I teased as I pulled back to glance up at her. What a fucking view. Her beautiful tanned body braced over me, her breasts sitting firmly with her nipples hardened. Her face was flushed, and she gave me a look of annoyance.
I immediately moved my mouth to her clit, sucking sharply once, and she gasped as she gripped the bedhead. I swirled my tongue along the sensitive bud, and she rocked her hips with need as small noises escaped her above me, and I could feel the wetness between my legs growing.
“More,” she gasped softly as she rocked against my face. “More.”
I moved one of my hands from her ass, slapping it hard once and her excited shriek made me smirk as I settled back into our routine. It was like riding a bike. I moved my hand down to her pussy and slid my finger along her opening before moving it inside. Her responding mewl of encouragement was all I could go off as I rocked it inside of her while my tongue worked between hard and soft on her clit.
I could feel her movements becoming sloppy, and I knew she was close to coming. Her hips were jerking unevenly, and her grip on the bedhead was tightening, the wood groaning under her grip. I switched up my movements with my tongue, knowing a surefire way to get her off. With two deep thrusts of my finger and three flicks of my tongue closer to the hood of her clit, she came apart above me, her loud cries filling the room as she came.
Her body shook and trembled as her hips jerked, and I slid my finger out of her, causing her to shiver as her thighs shook either side of me. I discreetly wiped my face with the back of my hand as she moved off me, flopping down onto the bed with a loud sigh as she rode out her high, her eyes closed as she clutched her throat.
“Fuck,” she whispered as she opened her eyes and rolled to look at me. “I missed that.”
I gave her a grin as I tucked some hair behind her ears, trying to ignore the uncomfortable throbbing of my clit as I pressed my thighs together to try to relieve some of the tension. Veronica didn’t miss the gesture, and a look crossed her face as she leaned down and pressed a kiss to my upper thigh. Her lips moved further up to my hip bone…my stomach…I gasped aloud as she closed her mouth around my nipple, her tongue darting out to flick the bud.
Jolts of pleasure raced from my nipples to my clit, my stomach tightening as her other hand moved out to gently toy with the other breast, and my heart pounded as her lips moved up to my neck, nudging my head to the side before she caught the skin between my neck and my shoulder in her teeth. At the same instance, her hand pushed my thighs apart, and her fingers ran through my wetness tantalizingly slow, and I let out a low moan.
“Oh God,” I whimpered. All judgment was now completely clouded, and all I wanted was to break apart with an earth shattering release. As Veronica’s lips ran a firm trail down my body, I knew I would soon be on my way there.
I whipped my eyes open with surprise as she hoisted my ass off the bed and stuffed a firm pillow underneath it. Before I could think twice, her tongue plunged inside of me, and I gripped the sheets as a loud gasp tore from my chest, the feel of her soft tongue darting in and out of me while her thumb flicked my clit nearly sending me over the edge then and there.
My hips moved automatically against her face, and my eyes fluttered closed as I allowed myself to ride further and further into oblivion. She soon swapped her tongue for a finger while her mouth moved to my clit, sucking and teasing as I writhed and whined at her mercy as she drew out my pleasure.
It was building and tightening within me, and I felt like I was being wound right up to my peak. She applied more pressure as she focused on continuous sucking as her finger went from alternating speeds to maintaining one firm speed. With a final flick of her tongue, I came apart with a loud scream, my hips grinding roughly as I rode out my orgasm.
Her finger disappeared, as did her mouth and her body glided back up mine, dropping down beside me as we both lay there in the dark. My pussy throbbed with satisfaction, and my head thumped with a headache, from the alcohol likely. The combination wasn’t great, but I decided to focus more on the after effects of my orgasm.
I watched as she climbed up from the bed and headed toward the bathroom, and I refused to let any thoughts creep into this moment as I forced my eyes closed again. I didn’t want to think about anything right now, so I made myself relive that whole moment again, with no room left in my mind for anything else.
I could deal with the fallout of this decision tomorrow.
    
I started awake in shock with a thumping heart and a sweaty body, laying in a bed that wasn’t mine in a room that definitely wasn’t mine. The early dawn light was creeping through the crack in the curtains, and the thudding in my head reminded me of how much I had drunk last night.
I rolled my head and looked down beside me, sighing inwardly as Veronica’s naked body lay sleeping peacefully beside me, tangled up in a sheet. She was out cold, and I decided now was the better time to leave. I didn’t need her waking up and then needing to have a talk about what we had done.
Not to mention I had just woken up from a hot as fuck dream, which had unfortunately featured Camila. I was left feeling horny all over again, but it would be rude to use Veronica for a release on that when my mind was on another woman. Speaking of other women…I glanced around the room as I tried to search for clues on whether or not Veronica did, in fact, have a partner. I couldn’t spot anything I wasn’t already used to seeing, but that didn’t mean anything anyway.
I threw my legs over the bed and climbed out as I went in search of my clothing. I dressed as quickly and as silently as I could, Veronica not stirring once as I did so. I spied my phone next to hers on the nightstand, and I leaned down to scoop it up, noting a text message from Jesse…and a DM from Camila…
I made a face as a heavy feeling settled in my stomach. Why the hell would she be DMing me?
Making to move, I was stopped as Veronica’s phone screen flashed with a new message. The opening ribbon wasn’t censored, and the heavy feeling only became heavier in my stomach as I realized what I was seeing.
The name Natalie <3 appeared under what already looked like a string of messages. I couldn’t help myself. Her pin code hadn’t changed, and as I opened the messages, the urge to throw up assaulted me even more. She was in a relationship. I glanced down at her in the bed before looking back at the phone.
Natalie<3 - I should be home tonight, about six. Can’t wait to see you. I’ve been thinking about you all weekened…. Xx
Natalie<3 - Can’t wait to see you, beautiful xx
I sucked in a breath as I scrolled up, noting that the last message from Veronica had been sent…my eyes widened. Two in the morning? That would have been close to just after we had fucked…was she serious right now?
Veronica - Can’t wait xX I love you
Had she really told this girl she loved her after sleeping with me? Instant regret flooded through me as I internally slapped myself. Time to fucking go. I made sure I had all my shit before high tailing it out of there, closing the door as quietly as I could before making my way down to the courtyard, ordering a ride as I did so.
Why had I fucking done that? I groaned inwardly, all post coital bliss disappearing and being replaced with hangover regret. That had been a very big fucking mistake. Idiot! Idiot! Idiot!
Five minutes later, the car rolled up and, I climbed inside silently, trying to ignore the fact I was doing the walk of shame at four in the morning. I’d have to face Jesse now and his questioning, and then I would have to tell him that she was actually with somebody.
My day only served to become more shitty when I remembered I had to go see my family tonight, and I rested my head against the cool window of the car as I questioned every decision I had ever made up until this point. As soon as Camila appeared in my mind, I remembered the DM, and I went in to read it, needing some sort of explanation for why the fuck she had canned me.
I was left even more stupefied at her message.
Camila -
I’m sorry. I truly am.
That was it?
I stuffed my phone into my bag angrily as I huffed in the back, tears of frustration welling up in my eyes. Why did I make such stupid decisions for? Kissing Camila in her bathroom, because, lets face it, I kissed her back. Getting drunk and screwing my ex, who was in a relationship? My relationship with my parents was hanging on by a thread, and I had no idea what the fuck I was meant to be doing with my life.
I let myself cry quietly, and the driver was kind enough to leave me the hell alone as he took me toward home.
My heart felt heavy and extreme exhaustion clouded every part of my mind. I was so tired of failing. I was tired of disappointing people. I was tired of not knowing what the fuck it was that I wanted, and I was furious with myself that I was too scared of my parents that I couldn’t even tell them the truth about who I was.
At least I was good at one thing, I thought darkly. I was super efficient at fucking up my life.



Camila
  
“WE WOULD LIKE to thank you for being here today,” Claudine, Helena’s lawyer, said warmly as we sat in the cool boardroom across the table from one another. “We just wanted to have an open discussion here about Helena’s plans for her documentary and obviously the video she wants to feature.”
“Which we already know is not happening,” Lauren said firmly. Lauren was a lawyer from the label and had been a huge part of my rebrand. She was a short, blonde woman, and she looked sweet as pie – until you pissed her off. “Camila has expressed with absolute certainty she is not to appear in any videos that are going to tarnish the hard work she has done already.”
I sipped on my coffee and ignored Helena’s gaze on me. I could practically feel the rage beams she was shooting at me. What did she expect? Why she even wanted to show that footage was beyond insane to me.
“We understand that there are some unflattering moments in the clip,” Claudine acquiesced as she shot Helena a look. “Which is why Helena has agreed not to use any clips where you feature.” That was news to me, I thought as I glanced at Nicole. “But, she does ask that because of this compromise, you’d be willing to interview on the documentary.”
I scoffed out loud and stared across at Helena. “Are you fucking deluded?”
“Miss Bianchi-”
I put my hand up at Claudine as I got to my feet and leaned across the table. “You think you’re doing me a favor by deciding not to share a clip of me snorting cocaine off your ass, but expect me to interview?”
“Everyone knows we were wild, Camila!” Helena spat as she crossed her arms, glaring daggers at me. “Why are you trying to bury it?”
“Why are you trying to relive it?” I shot back with disgust. “You showed up at my house and tried to kill yourself and blamed me for getting you into rehab, and now you want to interview me for your stupid documentary?”
“You did your image rebrand your way, and my team is doing it their way!” she shouted and slapped the table.
I threw my hands in the air and looked at Lauren. “I don’t understand why we’re fucking here. I’m not going to let you use that clip, and I’m not going to do an interview.”
Lauren sighed and rubbed her temples. “Can I have the room with Camila, please?”
A dark feeling settled in my stomach as Helena smugly grabbed her things and sauntered out behind her lawyer and Nicole, who shot me a confused look. I turned to face Lauren with folded arms, and she sighed like the weight of the world rested on her useless shoulders.
“What?” I demanded.
“They can legally use the clip, Camila,” she told me with a fed up tone. “They can blur your face out and use it. People will know it’s you regardless. If you want to keep your dignity in fact, you’re better off agreeing to interview for the documentary.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I screeched in anger, nearly throwing my glass of water. “She can actually fucking use the clip?”
“Yes, she can. It was filmed on her phone at a public party,” Lauren said with a shrug. “I’m sure more copies of that moment exist elsewhere regardless.”
I made a face at her and her judgey tone. “I am well aware that videos of me circulated the internet for a while, but that shit is done now. People know I have turned a new leaf. My fans know I am not that girl anymore. Why would I want old footage resurfacing in a documentary made by my ex? This is a big fuck you to me and all the work the label did for my image. You know Helena is trying to get back at me.”
“Can I be honest, Camila?” Lauren said with a huff. “You’re better off agreeing to the interview. We can veto any questions that are too inappropriate and structure them to make you look better than her using that video would. You really have no other option.”
Great, I thought darkly as I stared at her. So I was fucked either way. That was nice to know. The second way was at least a way I could control how I got fucked, but still, I was fucked, and I knew it.
“Fuck!” I shouted and shook the back of my chair. I couldn’t handle this lack of control. I needed to control the situations I was in, and this one was so far out of my grip that it was sending me wild. “Fine. Agree with the fucking interview. It has to work with my filming schedule. I am not working around her.”
“Great,” Lauren said as relief colored her tone. “That’s great.”
“Do you need me for anything further?” I snapped in irritation.
She shook her hand, and I scooped up my bag and phone, stalking from the room and ignoring Helena in the hallway as she talked with her lawyer in hushed tones. Nicole quickly rushed after me, calling my name as fury raged inside of me. How could Helena possibly still be getting her way in my life? How was this still fucking happening?
“I’m so sorry, Cam,” Nic whispered as we rounded the corner toward the lifts. “I really thought Lauren would get us out of that.”
“Fuck Lauren,” I hissed as I angrily pushed the button. “I need to reset. I have a training session with Ashley this afternoon. I can’t go in there with a pissy attitude.”
Nicole nodded, and I pulled out my phone as we got into the lift. I opened up FLIX and checked my messages, scowling as I realized Lennon had literally left me on read. I knew anger wasn’t the best emotion to respond to. She had every right to be upset, but to accuse me of dropping her because of the kiss?
Did she really think that low of me?
Had I really not come as far with my image as I’d hoped?
“Do you want to get smoothies?” Nicole asked tentatively and I nodded. A strawberry smoothie would go down really well right now.
I flicked through my feed and came across Lennon’s most recent posts, which showed her at a club twelve hours ago with her usual group of friends, although there was an addition this time. The blonde that had appeared in her earlier photos was in the picture from last night, and I quirked a brow in interest. Was this the girl that Lennon had been dating? The one she had told me about in the bathroom? Judging by their subtle body language, I had to assume it was.
An uncomfortable feeling tightened in my stomach, and at first, I couldn’t put a finger on what the emotion was until I realized it was jealousy. Was I really jealous? Did I really like Lennon so much that I was jealous of another girl posing with her…her hand around her waist…in that dress. I groaned out loud and shut the phone off, running a hand down my face.
“This is a really shit day,” I grumbled at Nicole, who nodded awkwardly. “Like really bad. Okay?”
“Listen, I need to ask you something,” Nicole started tentatively, and I looked over cautiously. “Why did you DM Lennon Emery last night apologizing? You haven’t done that with any other contestants you dropped. I have your login, remember?”
I threw my hands in the air, throwing it all to fuck. “I kissed her the night of the karaoke party, okay? I like her, and I can’t help it.”
“Camila!” Nicole groaned loudly as she slumped into her seat. “Seriously?”
“Does it really matter anymore?” I demanded hotly. “She’s been dropped from the show, and fucking thinks I took advantage of her and then dropped her because she rejected me. So.”
She shrugged and rubbed her neck. “Well, it obviously doesn’t matter now. But seriously?”
“I can’t do this with you today,” I told her with a wave of my hand. “I really can’t stand any more judgment.”
“Judgment?” Nicole scoffed at me. “Are you serious? Stop being such a Queen. I am solely here to keep your career from crashing and burning. You rebuilt your image, and if it were to get out you kissed a contestant behind the scenes? Your name would appear in headlines with throwback comparisons to your I-Don’t-Give-a-Shit days.”
“I am literally aware of all of this,” I huffed petulantly as I crossed my arms. “I just like her. I can’t explain why or how. I had barely much time with her. There was just something there. There still is something there. I want to know her.”
Nicole sighed heavily and rubbed her temple. “Well, maybe it’s a good thing she was cut from the show then.”
“Mmm,” I muttered as we approached the smoothie shop. “Just my usual. Okay?”
She got out of the car without another word, and I sighed as I went back to scrolling through my phone. A session with Ashley this afternoon would be good. I could work out the anger and also steal some information about her night out with Lennon last night. Did I really want to know that, though? I was acting like a desperate bitch, but I was furious that I hadn’t got the chance to see what was there with Lennon and me.
There was obviously something there. She kissed me back, after all. It wasn’t like she was unsure of her feelings or who she was. She very well knew she was gay but living in secret. Why had she kissed me back? Did she genuinely feel something for me, or was it that I was some big celebrity she’d followed for years?
I guess I’d never know anyway. She’d left me on read, and I’d say the extent of any exploration had started and ended on my bathroom floor. I had bigger problems I needed to focus on right now, like the show and the stupid documentary I now had to interview for. I had been receiving passive aggressive texts from Isabella about our parents…
I couldn’t wait to hit a bag.
    
“So,” Ashley boomed as she entered the studio I had booked out in her gym. “I’m just going to dive right in because I am genuinely curious. Why the fuck did you drop her, Cam?”
“Oh my god,” I groaned out as I stretched my legs. “She is not supposed to be telling people this. It goes to air tomorrow night!”
“She’s only told her nearest and dearest,” Ashley snickered with a wave of her hand. “Truly. She’s been very tight lipped otherwise. I was out with her last night.”
“I know you were,” I grunted as she threw a weighted ball into my arms. “I saw the photos.”
“Oh really?” Ashley teased with a glint in her eye. “Something you wanna tell me?”
I frowned at her jesting, sensing more than just an undercurrent in her words. I straightened my posture, dropped the ball, and folded my arms. “What do you know?”
“Is there something I want to tell you?” she said in a fake, thoughtful tone, tapping her chin. “I mean, there is something ticking back here – gosh, last night was so busy…. I’m trying to remember… it’s on the tip of my tongue – oh yeah! You made out with Lennon on your bathroom floor.”
“Sweet Jesus, can the girl not keep anything to herself?” I demanded, although a small glimmer of…hope, was that really it? Whatever it was, it stirred within me. “Yes, okay? We made out. I kissed her first. She definitely kissed me back. And then she cut it off.”
“Well, I would say she is definitely conflicted about it,” Ashley said as she instructed me to squat with the ball. “She was in knots over it last night. Although, she did go home with her ex. According to Jesse, that was a really bad idea.”
I schooled my features as I went into a squat and then came back up. “Oh, really?”
“Her and her ex did not end well,” Ashley informed me as she squatted in unison. “Veronica, that’s her name, she wanted to come out, and Lennon wasn’t, and still isn’t ready for that. She was like, pushing and pushing it, according to Jesse. Anyway, they ended. There’s suspicion Veronica is actually seeing someone, though, so the plot thickens.”
So, she had gone back to her ex while she was drunk and emotional. Been there, done that. It didn’t really mean anything in the long run. Or did it? Nah, it couldn’t.
“Sorry,” Ashley said with a wince as she took the weight ball off me. “We shouldn’t even be talking about this anyway. How did that lawyer thing go today?”
“Trust me,” I told her as she made me drop for sit ups. “That’s not a good discussion route either.”
She gave me a sympathetic smile before flicking through her playlist. “Alright, no more talking. Let’s sweat.”
Two hours later, we were walking out of the building together in search of a good cocktail bar. I climbed inside her slick silver Jeep and pulled out my phone, seeing no notification, tucked it away and tried to distract my mind with other things.
“I’m going to propose to Gracie,” Ashley told me as she started the car.
“Really?” I exclaimed. “That is so exciting! When are you going to do it?”
“A few weeks from now,” Ashley said with a coy smile. “I’m not sure how I am going to do it. I have to wait for her birthday to pass and then I’ll do it. Her parents still aren’t talking to her, so it’s not like I can include them in on the excitement.”
“That sucks,” I muttered bleakly. I knew that plight all too well. My parents never accepted the fact that I liked women, and Gracie’s parents sure as shit had been vocal about it. “They’re part of that big church, Holy Revival, isn’t it? I swear, like, half of LA has been caught up in that place.”
“It’s taking over like a virus,” Ashley spat with a grimace. “Her parents are heavily involved with that place. They’re toxic as fuck.”
“Hopefully they’ll come around,” I tried meekly, aiming for positivity and knowing the words were garbage as soon as they came from my lips.
Ashley scoffed and said, “Please, there are chances of me dating a man than there are of Gracie’s parents accepting their daughter for who she really is.”
We pulled up outside the bar, and Ashley sorted out the valet before we headed toward the entrance. Ashley was rattling on about the perfect way to propose when my phone vibrated, and I glanced down, my heart catching in my throat at the sight of Lennon’s handle messaging me back. I hurriedly opened it as we went inside, vaguely following Ashley while my heart pounded in my chest.
A thumbs up. That’s all she had to say?
“Wow,” I found myself saying aloud, sliding into the booth.
“What?” Ashley asked as she glanced at the menu. I turned my phone to her, and she snorted and shook her head. “Oh, she’s pissed with you.”
“It wasn’t even me that did it!” I defended with a whine. “The show did it. The producers cut her. I didn’t even get to pick my top three.”
“Really?” Ashley gasped at the new intel. “Oh my god, can I tell her that?”
“No, you can’t!” I spluttered. “Are you seriously asking me that right now?”
“I’m just saying it might make her less mad at you,” she said with a casual shrug. “She can blame the producers instead of you.”
“Oh yeah,” I drawled sarcastically. “I should tell her that her hopes and dreams were squashed by the politics of reality TV producers trying to draw in ratings?”
Ashley made a face and nodded. “Yeah. Don’t tell her that.”
“Either way, when this episode goes to air, I am going to be the most hated woman in America for sending the most popular talent home,” I muttered sadly. “Goodbye image rebrand. I may not be the party girl, instead, I’ll be the ice cold bitch.”
“Yeaaaaah,” Ashley drew out with a nervous laugh. “We need to get you a drink. A big one.”
We’d only been in the bar a few hours when someone had alerted the paparazzi to our presence. We’d had to slip out the back and go in our own separate rides, lest we be labeled as a new item or whatever else they wanted to call us. I had called my driver from inside, and he’d been there faster than I thought he would.
As I sat on the sofa and flicked through the TV, I fussed over the information Ashley had given me today about Lennon. She had told them about the kiss? What if someone had overheard who wasn’t her friend?What if she told the ex who got jealous and used it against her? What if she used it against me somehow?
I couldn’t believe all she had sent me was a thumbs up. I wished I could tell her the real reason she was sent home, but that would only sting more. Who wanted to be told that their career rested on creating ratings? That would suck.
There had to be some way I could help her…I couldn’t do anything without raising suspicion.
I screeched in shock when my phone began ringing, and I cursed myself for having the damn thing on loud. Who did that? I recognized the number as one of the producers, and I silenced my phone, stuffing it under a cushion, and threw my head back. I was in no mood to speak with those assholes, thank you very much.
Unless they were telling me that they made a huge mistake, they could keep ringing for all I cared. I was not breaking radio silence for them.



Lennon
  
“MARY,” mom said happily as she pulled me in for a hug. I bit back the growl in my throat as I hugged her back. “So good to see you, darling. Your father is in the dining room.”
Ah, no doubt the leader in this intervention or whatever it was I was here for. My phone vibrated in my hand for the thousandth time that day, Veronica persistently calling and texting and me steadfastly ignoring her. She would have known by now that I put two and two together and was probably trying to save her own ass.
I didn’t want or need to hear any of it. It was none of my business. Last night had been a one time thing that sure as hell wouldn’t be happening again. I slid my phone into my bag and headed toward the dining room, dread consuming every inch of my soul as I tried in vain to piece together what could possibly be going on here.
I was surprised not to see Michael sitting there. It was just my father, me, and my mother…somehow that was even worse. While Michael infuriated the shit out of me, he also kept the spotlight off me. Without him here…all eyes were on me. Suddenly my palms began to sweat as I stressed over why I had really been brought here. What if they knew?
“Dad,” I greeted, and he nodded from his seat at the head of the table. I died a little internally. This was not good at all. “I am assuming this isn’t a simple dinner catch up.”
“Take a seat, Mary,” dad ordered, and I did as I was told, sitting down at the end of the table. “We need to talk about your behavior lately.”
I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”
“You dropped out of college to follow music, you’re living in an apartment with those men who parade around their lifestyle choice, you’re a waitress…you had so much potential, where did we go wrong?” he asked with a genuinely worried face.
Was he fucking serious?
“You didn’t come to your grandfather’s memorial,” mom uttered softly. “Even though we had caught up moments before, you just vanished. The old Mary would never have done that.”
The old Mary didn’t have a backbone, I thought darkly. Why should I have to put myself in a situation that would make me uncomfortable?
“I appreciate both of your concerns,” I started carefully. “I really do. But I am a grown adult woman trying to find my way. This is who I am and what I’m doing right now. I already said if I didn’t make it on the show, I would be going back to school.”
“And have you made it?” dad asked me seriously.
It would be going to air tomorrow. There was no way I could lie about this. I was already backed into a corner, hating that I was a disappointment to them. Even now, with their wary gaze staring down the table at me, it made my stomach clench, and I was transported back to my teenage years where I would get the same looks, only that time it would be over schoolwork.
“I didn’t make it,” I told them honestly as I bit my lip. “I found out yesterday.”
Relief colored both of their faces, and hurt washed through me. Were they seriously fucking happy that my dreams were dashed? They had probably been fucking praying for it at their stupid prayer group, no doubt. Why couldn’t they just support me? It wasn’t like I leaned on them. I took care of myself and paid my own bills. Why couldn’t they just be there?
“So,” dad said as he clapped his hands. “You’ll go back to college then?”
“Or maybe,” mom jumped in quickly with a wide eyed glance at my dad. “Maybe you could join the church choir and sing? Pastor Andrews has expressed his interest in employing you. You could still make money singing. If you wanted to take a break before school.”
“I don’t want to sing in a church choir,” I told her firmly as irritation rushed through me. “I’m going to take some time to work out what it is I want to do.”
Dad made a face as he crossed his arms. “So, you aren’t going back to school?”
“Depends,” I said with a shrug, and I watched him bristle. “There’s no point in me going back to school when I have no idea what I want to study. That’s just a waste of time and money.”
“Why can’t you be more like Michael?” Dad demanded in a huff, and I could feel the building rage within me. “He went from school to college and medical school. He is making something of his life. You sing for a pittance on a pier and threw your education down the drain.”
“I tell you what, dad, if you spend the rest of your life comparing me to Saint fucking Michael, you’re going to be living your life in a pit of disappointment!” I snapped as I stood up, and he scowled at my curse, rising to his feet also. “I. Am. Not. Michael!”
“Can we calm-” mom was cut off by my dad.
“Since when do you talk like filth to your parents?” he demanded loudly. “You know very well that language isn’t accepted in this house. This is what happens when you spend your time with the homos and the sinners.”
I sucked in a breath as I pushed down the urge to scream, my hands trembling at my sides from the sheer willpower. “You’re a real Christian dad. I applaud you. I really do. You’re so accepting of others, what a feat.”
“Mary-”
“My fucking name is Lennon!” I roared at him as I slammed the chair into the table. “It has been legally changed now for so fucking long. I am not Mary, and maybe that’s why you guys can’t handle me now. Because Mary would bend over backward to please you both, and it still wouldn’t be enough. Mary cared about what you thought of her and her choices. Well, Mary is gone. Hold a fucking funeral or something for her, but I am done.”
“Listen here-”
“No!” I screeched as I grabbed my bag, hot tears prickling in my eyes. “You listen here! I am a grown adult supporting myself and making my own choices. Maybe they aren’t choices you would make, but newsflash – it’s my life! I am done dealing with your constant criticism – I truly am. I – I’m taking a break from you both. I’m not coming around or talking to you. Contact me when you both grow up and get your head out of your ass. Otherwise, I don’t want to hear it!”
“Mary!” mom gasped as I began to leave the house. “Mary, please don’t leave! Randell, stop her!”
Dad made no effort to stop me, and I didn’t want him to. I tore from the house and got into my car, slamming the doors and ignoring my mother’s distraught face as she stood on the porch. I threw the car into reverse and pulled out of the drive, tearing off down the road as fat hot tears spilled down my cheeks.
“FUCK!” I screamed over the wheel, slapping it with one hand a few times.
I had to face the cold hard truth about my parents. There was no fucking way on God’s green earth they would accept me being gay. That much was obvious enough to me, and the shattering hole in my heart as I heaved over the wheel only seemed to grow larger. I pulled off to the side of the road and slumped forward, sobbing into the steering wheel.
I would never be good enough.
    
“Hey love,” Jesse said with a small smile as he entered the bedroom. He carried his laptop and a bag of popcorn. “We don’t have to talk. I’m just here to sit next to you and watch a movie. Shoulder to cry on and all that, okay?”
I nodded meekly as I sniffled into my blanket.
Jesse climbed into the bed and threw the covers over himself as he set up the laptop between us, scrolling through the streaming platform as he searched for a movie, paying me no mind. I deliberated on talking to him. He wouldn’t judge me after all. He never did. He wouldn’t press for details either.
“She is in a relationship, you know,” I started slowly, and he nodded beside me as he continued to scroll. “I found out because her phone went off with a message from her partner. L bombs and everything. Why would she take me home if she was with someone? Was she really that person? Had she been sleeping with someone else when we were together?”
Jesse clicked his tongue and sighed, double clicking on Rocky. “Listen, that is a lot to unpack, and to be honest, you’ll never know any of those answers unless you talk to her. Asking yourself that question over and over in your mind will drive you insane. I would recommend an STD check, though, just to be safe.”
“I will get that done,” I told him with a nod. “I’m just baffled.”
“People are tricky, Lennon,” Jesse said as he looked down at me. “People are so complex, and to be honest, I don’t think anyone truly knows what it is they want and what the fuck they’re doing. I think for Veronica, you’re always going to be the one who got away. Regardless of me liking her or not, you two had something there. It was obvious. The timing wasn’t on your side. I don’t think she was cheating on you, personally. I saw the way she would look at you.”
“Yeah?” I mumbled as I stared at the laptop screen.
“She only had eyes for you,” Jesse told me firmly. “Whoever she is with now clearly isn’t on the same level if she’s willing to hurt them like that.”
“I feel so horrible,” I admitted as I thought of that other girl.
“No,” Jesse said loudly. “Babe, you didn’t know if this person actually existed or not. At the end of the day, Veronica is the one who is in a relationship. She made a choice to take you home, end of story. That’s her mess to deal with. Okay?”
“Okay,” I muttered, not entirely convinced with him or myself. “Camila messaged me.”
“What?” Jesse gasped with a smirk. “Seriously?”
I nodded once and showed him the message, trying to ignore the flutter in my stomach. I squashed it down and growled, “Not sure why she would bother sending that.”
“Len,” Jesse snorted with an eye roll. “She likes you, obviously.”
“Well,” I sighed with a shrug as I opened the text box. “That’s too damn bad.” I hit the thumbs up emoji and hit send while Jesse shrieked in horror and covered his face. I wasn’t going down that dark and twisty road. I had too much of my own shit here to sort out as it was.
“Cannot believe you just thumbsed up Camila Bianchi,” Jesse whispered with horrified eyes. “I can’t with that right now.”
I shrugged and put the phone away before laying back down. I needed to think about something else aside from Camila. I settled on another dark piece of information and set my attention there. “I told my parents not to contact me until they got their head out of their ass,” I told him, changing the subject. “I said I was never going to be like Michael, and they should accept that.”
“Jesus, you’ve had a big day,” Jesse said with a low whistle. “What did they say?”
I smirked and rolled my eyes. “I have been hanging out with the homos and the sinners for too long.”
Jesse choked on air before busting out into laughter. “Are you serious? Oh my god, if only they knew. They’d probably blame me.”
“Honestly,” I said with a sad sigh. “We know mom knows. She’ll never say anything, though. She thinks those fucking summer camps at Uncle Ben’s fixed me. She never told dad why I was going there every Summer. Uncle Ben sure as shit never said anything. She knows, Jesse.”
Jesse wrapped an arm around me and pressed a kiss to my head. “I’m sorry your family is the way are they are. I truly am.” We sat in silence for a moment as we watched Rocky before Jesse said, “I cannot believe you sent Camila Bianchi a thumbs up. I cannot wait to tell Todd.”
I shook my head as a smirk crept across my face. “It feels good, though. Are we at the pier tomorrow?”
“Yep!” Jesse said with a grin. “Did you want to go over the setlist then?”
“Sounds like a good idea to me,” I told him as I sat up. “I can’t keep laying here moping. It’s too depressing.”
Jesse helped me up from the bed and pulled me into a hug. “Chin up, boo. We’ve got big plans for you, okay?”
“Okay,” I mumbled into his chest with a sigh. At least one of us knew what we were doing.
    
We played down on the pier for a solid four hours the next day. We knew we had to clear out before the episode went to air. Neither of us wanted to deal with upset fans asking a thousand questions. We had about an hour before the episode was due to go to air, and the buzz among us made my heart ache at the hopeful faces in the crowd.
My fingers strummed against the guitar as we belted out the final words of Chasing a Feeling by Leon. The air was warm, and I breathed in the scents of the food stalls while we performed, my stomach growling defiantly. I was totally getting some food after this song; I was ready to wrap and go home and hide under a blanket while I watched my life unravel on TV.
The song drew to a close, and our audience clapped dutifully, money being placed in our small jar.
“Thanks everyone,” Jesse called over the crowd. “We’re going to wrap up now. Thank you all for coming out. Make sure you tune into American Superstar tonight.”
I tried to smile as brightly as I could, hoping the crowd brought it as they slowly dispersed. A few hung around for photos which I gladly took with them before they too disappeared off into the night. I looked over at Jesse as he began packing up.
“I want food,” I told him. “Really bad comfort food we can eat on the couch.”
“That cart over there has loaded fries,” Jesse told me eagerly as he zipped up our wheelie case. “I have been eyeing them off for the last hour.”
“Done,” I told him firmly with a grin. “We’re getting loaded fries-”
“Lennon,” a voice behind us stopped me in my tracks, and I turned on my heel, a sharp breath catching in my throat. Veronica stood before me, looking nervous, her hair piled up on a messy bun on her head. She wore a pair of shorts and a white tank with some flip flops like she had just got up off her couch and come here.
“What are you doing here?” I asked her with a frown as Jesse stiffened beside me. “Shouldn’t you be at home with your girlfriend?”
“I just wanted to apologize,” she said quietly as she came closer, shooting mindful looks around us. We were in a public place, after all. “I know you must know I am seeing someone.”
“I had that realization after we slept together,” I hissed quietly. “Why are you here?”
Veronica bit her bottom lip as she crossed her arms. “You weren’t answering any of my calls or texts. I just wanted to explain…”
“How do you explain that?” I asked her with a snort. “Seriously, Veronica? What even is there to explain?”
“Please Lennon,” Veronica wept quietly. “I still have feelings for you. I have this whole time.”
I looked at Jesse in disbelief, who was looking at us with a wide eyed expression. “This isn’t the time or place to have this conversation,” he said firmly. “Lennon, we need to leave.”
I gave him a nod and looked at Veronica. “I’m still the same person I was six months ago. I’m never going to give you what you want. What you do now is none of my business. Tell your girlfriend or don’t, but stop contacting me. The door is closed.”
“Len,” she choked, and I shook my head as I backed away.
I helped Jesse gather our stuff and began the walk back to the car with a heavy heart. I didn’t want to do it, but I couldn’t go back there. It was clearly a giant mess when it came to Veronica, and I had enough messes of my own to worry about. I didn’t need to add another one to the mix.
We missed out on getting the loaded fries in our haste to leave, so Jesse called by our favorite pizza place to pick up dinner. I waited in the car, flicking through my phone absentmindedly as I ran my mind over the last few days. I had been dropped from the show, slept with Veronica on a stupid whim, fallen out fully with my parents, and sent a thumbs up to my idol when she had tried to apologize.
What was going on with me?
I was just so tired. I was tired of always having to advocate for myself. I was tired of going up against my parents when I didn’t live up to whatever glorified standard they had set for me. I was tired of never quite being enough. Why did life have to be this exhausting? Was it really meant to be this hard?
Surely not.
Did chasing my dreams really mean my life was going to be this difficult? Maybe I should just give up and live a basic life with a basic job. That was a stupid idea, though. I would never truly be happy living my life like that, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to do that to myself.
I sighed and stared out the window. If life was this difficult now, how much harder would it become when I was finally honest about who I was? I would forever be explaining myself and defending myself. Did I really have it in me to stick that out when I was already tired of doing that now? Would I really meet someone I thought was worth all that pain?
The car door opened, causing me to jump out of my thoughts. Jesse slid in and handed me two boxes of pizza. I placed them on my knees and breathed in the tempting aromas, my mouth watering instantly.
“I cannot wait to get home and eat this,” Jesse groaned as he started up the car. “I was standing in there trying not to steal everyone else’s food.”
“I am not judging,” I said with a laugh as he pulled into the street. “Jesse?”
“Yeah?” he said with a loud yawn. “What’s up?”
“Was coming out worth it?” I asked with a frown. “Like, truly worth it?”
He gave me a sad smile before looking back at the road. “It was hard, Lennon, and it still is. There’s always going to be someone to tell you they don’t approve. At the end of the day, you need to not care about those people and care about how being yourself makes you feel. That’s all that matters. I needed to come out for my own sanity. It wasn’t all butterflies and rainbows, but it beat hiding who I was and hating myself for it every day.”
I nodded and looked down at the pizza boxes. “I just don’t think I’m ready for it.”
“That’s perfectly fine,” Jesse told me firmly. “Lennon, you need to be so ready when you do that, mentally ready. Especially with your family. Do it in your timeline. You don’t need to do it just because you think you have to. Once those words are out there, they’re out there. You don’t get to take it back and go back to life before. There’s only after, and you really need to be ready for the after.”
My stomach turned nervously as I thought about his words. When would it ever be a good time to come out? How would my parents react? Mom played it dumb, but she goddamn knew, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. My feelings toward my mother were a hard mix between love and hate, and it was confusing for me.
My father was something else entirely. He didn’t know shit. I knew that. His reaction would set the tone of our relationship for the rest of my life. Was I ready for that? Was I truly ready to let them go if I had to?
“I feel like such a coward,” I admitted as we pulled into the apartment complex. “A liar.”
Jesse parked the car and looked over at me. “Well, all I can say is, don’t. I know that’s easier said than done, but please don’t. It’s your life and no one else’s.”
We headed up to the apartment with the food, and as we walked inside, Todd called out from the couch that the show was starting. We took our seats, and I pushed the conversation from my mind as I prepared myself for the social media comments once my segment went to air. Would there even be any backlash?
“You should have seen the previews,” Todd gasped with excitement. “They’re making it look like you made it, Lennon.”
I wrinkled my nose as I grabbed a slice of the pepperoni. “Seriously? Fuck them.”
“Can I say you look so cute, though?” Todd gushed. “I love the outfit.”
“So did I,” I told him before looking at Jesse. “Is Ava going to still want to work with me?”
Jesse shrugged. “Your socials still have a huge following. Anything you wear is still going to be a hit regardless of the show. If anything, you’ll probably get more followers tonight.”
“Maybe,” I mumbled through a mouthful of pizza.
We sat through half of the show as we watched contestants from Brandi and Wylie Scott’s categories get cut. I couldn’t even recognize the ones who had made it, but we had all been kept separate during the Fire Rounds. Maybe after culling down to the top three, there would be more mingling amongst them.
“I have such a fancy for Wylie,” Todd groaned out loud, and Jesse snorted. “I think it’s like the whole, daddy vibe I get from him. That silver haired fox.”
“You know he’s a real asshole to our whole community, right?” Jesse asked him incredulously.
Todd shrugged and sipped on his beer. “Still hot, even if he is an asshole.”
“…as Camila prepares for her top three cutdown…”
I turned my attention back to the TV as Camila appeared on screen in a one on one interview. She looked at the camera and answered questions we clearly weren’t privy to.
“I think no matter which way today goes for some of these contestants, there will be a lot of broken hearts. All I can say to those people is, you have come this far, and you’ve got something. Work on your craft and try again. This is a tough industry, and it’s only the beginning.”
I rolled my eyes and reached for another piece of pizza, trying to ignore how good she looked in her white jumpsuit, her midriff exposing her toned stomach. I knew deep down she was a good person, or she seemed to be a good person from what I had experienced. She’d been kind to me when I told her the truth. My thoughts involuntarily switched back to the kiss, and I bit the inside of my mouth at the memory. God, it had been a good kiss. I could still feel the memory of her hands on my cheeks…the softness of her lips…
“Oh, it’s Kylie!” Jesse exclaimed as she strutted on screen and toward the sofa. “Her outfit is on point as well.”
“Kylie,” Camila said with a warm smile as they sat down. “How are you?”
“Nervous,” Kylie said with a chuckle. “Excited.”
“I bet,” Camila laughed. “You have done so well – from your first audition, I knew that there was something there. You have got a star quality about you, and I think it’s obvious to everyone that you put a hundred percent into what you do.”
I sighed as I stared blankly at the TV. I was thrilled for Kylie, and I knew she had made it. I just didn’t want to hear how amazing she was. I didn’t want to hear how amazing any of them were. Sitting here all night and watching people’s dreams be made or broken made me feel really dark.
I could only take comfort in that I wasn’t the only person who had lost out here, and there were other contestants in my position right now.
“Am I a masochist for watching this?” I asked aloud as I threw half a crust back into the box. “Why am I doing this to myself?”
Both boys continued to watch the TV, and I realized I couldn’t. I didn’t want to watch my dreams get squashed, and I certainly didn’t want to relive it again. I discreetly got up from the couch and backed away from the TV before heading off to my room and closing the door softly. I stood in the dark for a fraction of a second before turning on my lamp and falling into bed.
I didn’t need to watch it again – I would soon be reminded when it was posted online. Instead, I flicked through my phone and all the most recent celebrity headlines, noting Camila had popped up linked to her ex girlfriend again. She’d be interviewing for Helena’s documentary, and according to close sources, the pair were rumored to be seeing each other again.
I rolled my eyes and looked at the next headline.
Alex Varna, Women’s World Cup Champion, seen on a date with mystery girl.
I looked at the pixelated photo in interest. Alex Varna was famous for soccer and being an outspoken advocate for the LGBTQI community, and for going head to head with Pastor Andrews and Holy Revival followers. She’d been rumored to be single for a few years now, so this was interesting news.
I idly wondered if I would ever appear in any of these headlines before I dashed that thought to hell. I didn’t want to be a headline for a gossip rag. I wanted to be a headlining performer, bringing my music to the world. That was all I wanted. It was what I had vowed to my grandfather I would do, and he’d put just as many hours into teaching me music as I had into performing.
I flopped onto my back and closed my eyes, knowing that when I woke up tomorrow, the world would be different again for me. I was no longer Lennon Emery, American Superstar hopeful. I would be Lennon Emery, American Superstar reject, and I would be starting all over again.
The very thought made me pull the covers up over my head as I banished the world away. At least for now, I could hide.



Camila
  
LENNON STOOD before me in nothing but a lacy black pair of panties and a pair of high heels, her long golden hair hanging over her left shoulder as she leaned against the bedroom door, looking every bit the temptress that she was trying to be. Fuck, she looked amazing. Her lightly tanned skin glowed under the dim lighting of the bedroom, and my gaze zeroed in on her hardened nipples.
“Like what you see?” she teased with a soft laugh, and I found myself nodding, words failing me.
She crossed the room slowly, her long legs gliding, her ass and thighs toned and elongated by the heels. I was frozen immobile in my bed as I watched her drop onto the bed and crawl over me, our mouths just inches apart as she hovered, her knee pressing softly against my core.
“What do you want?” she asked softly as she slowly rubbed against me, her breath hot on my face.
I swallowed hard and licked my dry lips. “I want you,” I told her honestly.
With my words, her lips came down on mine, and I moaned into her mouth at the feel of her tongue caressing my own. Her hand came up to caress my breast, and I arched into her palm as I rocked against her leg, the feeling of friction against my clit making my toes curl as my breaths came short.
Suddenly she disappeared from on top of me, and I blinked open my eyes as I found her kneeling beside the bed. In one swift movement, she grabbed my legs and turned my body, dragging me to the edge. Her mouth dove on my pussy, her tongue flicking my clit before sucking it, and I moaned loudly, clutching the sheets in my hands as I rocked my hips.
Sweet holy mother of fuck.
“Oh Lennon,” I cried out as she did one fluid lick from my opening to my clit before flicking it again. I was going to come, I could feel it building, and I knew I would soon be soaring off the edge of oblivion…
A loud shrill beside me tore me out of my dream, and I woke panting and puffing in my bed, a pillow somehow between my thighs as I clutched at my chest. My mouth was dry, and my head was pounding as I leaned over the nightstand for my glass of water. How the hell had I conjured a dream like that, and why had it felt so real? Lennon had been on my mind before I went to bed – but not in that sense.
The backlash from the fans over last night’s episode had been brutal. Lennon’s exit had spiced up the buzz about the show, and you couldn’t scroll through social media without it being seen. The highlight photo used had been a distraught looking Lennon right after I had told her she wouldn’t be going through to the next round.
My stomach had settled on an uncomfortable feeling since it had aired, and I had refused to leave the apartment. I didn’t want to deal with the angry fans who all thought it was my fault. One or two comments online from reasonable people had mentioned it was likely a producers doing, but a hate party had been formed against me, just as predicted.
Nicole would be due over soon to start going through our itinerary for the show going forward and to go through the list of questions that would be asked during the interview I had to do for Helena’s documentary. I knew it was going to put me in a foul mood, but the sooner I did it, the sooner I would be done with Helena and her bullshit.
My mind slipped back to the dream, and I gasped quietly at the image of Lennon’s mouth on me, finding myself aroused all over again. Why, oh why was I having sex dreams about her? She wanted nothing to do with me, and if I kept having dreams like this, I knew I would want the real deal, which meant a hell of a lot of groveling on my part.
I had to be sure I knew what it was I wanted from her, though. Was it just sex, or was it something more? I hadn’t had enough time to explore it, and it frustrated me. I didn’t like having what ifs. They bothered me to no end.
I picked up my phone and found myself floating over to her socials, noting she had released a small statement since the show aired last night.
Hi everyone,
As you know by now, I didn’t make the cut last night for @CamilaBianchi
I want you all to know that this isn’t the end for me, but the beginning of something new.
Thank you, Camila, for your mentoring.
Onwards and upwards.
She’d actually tagged me? I was a little shocked by that, but I took the golden opportunity and ran with it as I hit the comment button.
Such a dream to have worked with you. You will do big things xx
I hadn’t even taken a breath before the first reply comment was sent to my original, and I clicked it with a frown.
If she was such a dream, then why did you drop her? U SUCK
Oh Jesus, I thought darkly as more replies began to hit. That’s enough internet for today. I closed it down and climbed out of bed, heading toward the shower. I needed to wash off the sweat and embrace a new day because this mayhem was clearly only just beginning.
I stood under the warm water as I tried in desperation not to think of Lennon’s naked body, and I wondered if my imagination lived up to reality. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way her mouth had felt…even if it was just a dream. I had still had a bit of reality when I had kissed her the other night…in this very bathroom.
Of its own volition, my hand found its way to my clit, and I sucked in a breath as I swirled my fingers around it, leaning forward against the wall as I picked right up where my dream had left off, picturing what she would have done next. Had I really gotten so sad that I was masturbating in the shower after a wet dream about a girl who wanted nothing to do with me?
Yes, I had.
I banished the negative thought from my mind as I felt my orgasm building, and I thought back on the memory of the real kiss and the sparks I had felt from something so simple—the softness of her skin underneath my hands…her tempting lips, soft and yielding to mine.
I came with a cry, my orgasm rocking through me as the shower pelted down around me. My body tremored as I rode out the pleasure, taking a deep breath as I tried to bring myself back to reality.
Only, reality wasn’t as good as my fantasy right now.
    
“I am the most hated person in America right now,” I told Nicole darkly as we drove through the streets of LA. I was thankful the windows were tinted. No one could see in. No one knew I was here to be killed. “I can’t believe this right now.”
“It’s early days,” Nicole soothed as she typed on her laptop. “This will all blow over once the Live shows start. People will forget.”
“Will they?” I asked her seriously. “Can you guarantee that?”
Nicole looked uncomfortable and continued to type away on her keyboard, effectively ignoring the question, and I bit the inside of my mouth. All that work done on my image and for what? I was the devil right now, tearing the rug out of from under Lennon’s feet.
“So,” I asked impatiently. “What was the first question?”
Nicole glanced at me over the laptop. “Who was wilder out of the two of you?”
“Her obviously,” I scoffed with folded arms. “Who stabbed the photographer outside The Halfway?”
“You’ll have to answer them a little less aggressively,” Nicole chided softly. “Fake a laugh here and there. You’re going to need to act cool. Otherwise, you’ll have to sit there filming it until you get it right.”
“I know,” I told her with a ‘duh’ voice, acting every bit the brat I felt today. I was on my way to meet up with the producers and the other judges to go over the rest of the filming plan in a little more detail. The more grueling side of our schedule was now about to start. Driving from location to location in an army of busses would definitely give the contestants a touring feel, but it would also show them just how exhausting this career path could be.
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat as we drove past the main entrance to the studios, crowds of reporters hanging around outside. As soon as they spotted the car, they took countless pictures, and even though they couldn’t see in, I ducked my head anyway. We drove around the back to the other entrance, and I let out a sigh of relief as we went through the gates.
Our driver pulled up, and I immediately got out, heading straight through the doors in a vain attempt to conceal myself completely. As soon as I walked in, I was met with Wylie and Brandi. Both dressed casually as they waited for our team.
“Ah!” Wylie greeted with a grin. “If it isn’t the craziest judge on American Superstar. How’s it going, darlin’?” He pulled me in for a non-consensual hug before releasing me with a smirk. “I can safely say I have this competition in the bag.”
“Shut up, you idiot,” Brandi hissed as she shoved him aside, giving me a small smile. “You okay? The fans can get pretty ruthless when you cut their favorites. I once had a dead rat couriered to me when I cut Belle Simpson last year.”
I made a face of disgust. “Thankfully, no dead rats yet. A few death threats, but that’s not uncommon for me anyway.”
Brandi squeezed my arm. “It will blow over, that I can promise. Once the Live shows start, the fans die down and find new favorites. Trust me.”
“Unless Lennon becomes a big thing outside of the show,” Wylie interjected with a smirk. “Then you will look the fool.”
“Fuck off Wylie,” I snapped at him, and his eyes widened a fraction. “I don’t have the energy for your shit today.”
Brandi snorted a laugh as the head producer approached us, her red hair in a tight bun and her pale skin looking whiter than usual. I wanted to throw hands with her, knowing she was likely behind the stupid decision to drop Lennon. Unfortunately, I doubt taking her out would service any better in my favor right now.
“Judges,” she greeted with a tight smile.
“Belinda,” Brandi greeted with a nod as Wylie tipped his hat. I just gave her a cold stare and waited for her to go on.
“Before we get started, I need a quick word with Camila,” she began as she briefly glanced at me. “Are you both okay to wait just a couple more minutes?” They both nodded, and she rewarded them with another tight smile. “Camila, please, follow me.”
She turned on her ugly heels and headed back the way she came in the direction of the meeting room. I followed along behind her, shooting daggers at the back of her head and imagining they actually hit her. She pushed open the door and walked inside, taking a seat at the table and gesturing I followed suit.
“Camila,” she began in that cool tone. “How are you?”
“Peachy,” I snapped sarcastically. “How do you think?”
“I understand you faced a lot of backlash for letting Lennon go,” she said with a nod. “She was a fan favorite, that’s for sure. We knew that.”
“So why dump her then?” I demanded irately as I sat down.
“Ratings,” she muttered with a shrug as she glanced down at her folder. “Anyway,” she said with a flourish. “It did its job. The ratings have skyrocketed as predicted, so now we’re bringing her back.”
I blinked stupidly as I tried to absorb her words. “What?”
“We’re bringing her back,” Belinda said, sounding out each word slowly like I was some sort of idiot. “It was planned this way from the beginning. We’re setting Lennon up to win the entire show, but we needed to create a decent stir of drama first-”
“Hold the fuck up,” I cut in as I rose to my feet. “What do you mean you’re setting her up to win?”
“Exactly what I said,” she said with a shrug. “Lennon has the ability to become huge outside of this show. We haven’t had anyone go anywhere once they leave. That could all change with Lennon being our winner, but obviously, we don’t want to give her an easy time. She needs to be the underdog.”
My mind was warped as it tried to absorb the information she was giving me right now. Lennon was coming back on the show. She would be back in my top three…I was torn between excitement and trepidation at the very idea. How was I meant to navigate this, and how was I supposed to take this show seriously if Lennon was already in line to win?
“What happens to my current top three?” I asked in wonder.
“We’re cutting the guy,” she told me flippantly. “He was an extra of ours and paid a good deal of money to keep his mouth shut. He’s not a real performer.”
Anger coursed through me as I sat back down. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”
“Camila,” Belinda tutted with a sigh. “Did you seriously come into a reality TV show thinking it would be real? How would we ever provide entertainment to the mindless millions if we did that?”
“So you just toy with people’s emotions for the sake of ratings?” I demanded angrily. “You’re fucking disgusting.”
“I have my job, and you have yours,” she told me flatly. “Let’s not sit here and attack one another. This is your heads up. Lennon will be notified of her place on the show later today, and we will be filming her entrance tomorrow morning when you go to see your top three. You’ll explain why Gabriel isn’t here, and then she will reenter, creating all kinds of exciting drama.”
I shook my head in disbelief, killing myself at my own naivety. I had been in the entertainment industry for a long enough time. This shouldn’t be surprising me as much as it did. The thought of working with Lennon again-that was going to be a little messy. I would need to tidy up my thoughts and keep her at arm’s length. She had the serious ability to unravel me, and I didn’t trust myself at all.
“That was all we needed to tell you,” she said promptly. “We need to get back out so we can have our wider production meeting. There is a lot left to nut out for the rest of the show. Do you have any questions?”
I gave her a hard stare before I got up and left the room, making my way back down the hallway to the others. Nicole shot me a look as she saw my face, and even Brandi took a couple of steps backward.
“Good meeting then?” Wylie asked with a smirk.
“Eat a bag of dicks, Wylie,” I snapped before a smirk hit my face. “Don’t get so comfortable about winning either.”
“Why’s that, sugar?” he drawled as if he were bored.
“Alright, judges!” Belinda said with a clap of her hands. “Let’s head on back to the meeting room. We have a lot of work to do and a lot to cover. No time to waste.”
We found ourselves seated in the meeting room with a binder placed in front of each of us. I opened to the first page and looked down at the filming dates noting the performance days and the mentoring days, along with free days, which was a relief.
“First show is in Vegas this year?” Brandi asked with interest.
“Correct,” Belinda told us as she put on her glasses. “Our first live performance is set for July twenty fourth in Vegas. We then move onto Phoenix for July thirty first. We’ll find ourselves in St. Louis on August seventh before we move onto Chicago for August fourteenth. We’ll be in Nashville for the twenty first, for my personal favorite, country week-”
“This map is all over the place, “I cut in with a frown. “The logistics don’t make much sense. With all this travel time, how are we supposed to mentor and prepare for performances?”
“Each bus will come with a music room in which you can prepare your contestants while we travel,” Belinda explained. “When we reach each location, the hotel we book will be close to the showground so rehearsals can move to the stage.”
“Feeling overwhelmed yet?” Wylie asked across the table. “It takes more than good singers to win this show. You need grit.”
Belinda cleared her throat before I could snap back. “So, on the night of the performance, the voting lines will open, and attendees will also get a chance to vote. Eliminations will take place the following night, televised. We’ll have a range of celebrity performers on elimination night, a group performance done by the remaining contestants before we get down to the eliminations. A final performance between the two opposing performers will be held if it goes to a deadlock of even votes. The crowd will choose the winner on the spot.”
Jesus, that was going to be rough.
“At the beginning of each week, you’ll be given a theme, and your songs for each contestant will need to be chosen accordingly,” Belinda instructed. “You have full control over the song and the prepared elimination song, in case your contestant ends up in the bottom two.”
“Is anyone else excited?” Wylie whooped as he slapped the table. “I just can’t wait for this to start. I am ready to get on the road!”
I looked over at Belinda and asked, “We get our own busses with our category then? I’m not going to be stuck on a bus with him for six hours?”
Belinda looked between us as Wylie smirked. “You’ll have your own busses.”
“Well, hot damn, I am just super excited then!” I mocked in my best southern belle accent. “Sign me right on up!”
“This is going to be a good season,” Brandi snickered at the other end of the table. “Buckle in, everyone.”
    
“It’s so good to see you!” Isabella shrieked happily as she gave me a hug in the doorway of my apartment. I guided her inside when she released me, and she set down her bag. “How’s the show been going?”
“Ugh,” I grunted as I headed toward the kitchen for some drinks.
“That good then?” Isabella mused as I handed her a glass of wine. “I saw that Lennon girl got booted off. I had to admit. I was surprised. She’s good.”
“It wasn’t my choice,” I told her flatly. “The producers did it.”
“Really?” she gasped with wide eyes. “I knew that shit was rigged.”
“Well, they’re bringing her back anyway,” I told her, and her eyes widened. “Never believe anything you see on TV. The guy they made me bring through was actually a setup. They planned this all along to boost the ratings.”
“Oh my God,” Isabella gushed with light in her eyes as she sipped her wine.
“I also kissed her the night before I dropped her,” I blurted out as the tightness in my chest began to ease. “I think I like her, and now I don’t know how I am supposed to work with her. She also hates me because I dropped her off the show, so there’s that too.”
Isabella blinked and set down her wine. “Damn, that is a lot to unpack, Camila.”
I shrugged and took a sip of wine. “I am so glad I could finally get that off my chest. What a relief that feels like.”
“So, you’re telling me you have a crush on one of your contestants who currently hates you, and you are about to hit the road with them for the Live shows?” Isabella summarized with a wary glance, and I nodded once. “That’s a recipe for disaster, love.”
“Tell me about it,” I muttered as I thought back on the dream I had this morning of her and the fact I had then proceeded to touch myself over it. While not ideal, it was certainly better than dreaming about my demon mother tormenting me as a teenager. “There isn’t much I can do now. I just have to be professional and get through it.”
Isabella nodded and set down her glass. “When do you leave then?”
“We hit the road in two days,” I told her like a bubble of excitement hit me. “The first live show is the twenty fourth of July, Las Vegas.”
“I can’t wait!” Isabella squeaked with an excited clap. “I am going to host weekly viewing parties, did you know? Live streamed.”
I stifled a laugh. “Have fun with that.”
“It’s not as lame as it sounds,” she said with an eye roll. “Like, it’s a little lame, but still fun.”
“Which contestant are you going for?” I asked her.
“Well,” she said thoughtfully. “I love that girl group, INK. They’re really good. Felix Henderson is also really good from the over thirties. Lennon is my horse for the under thirties for sure, now that I know she’s still in.”
“Yeah, well, keep that to yourself,” I told her seriously. “They’re keeping it under wraps until the Live shows.”
“Insider information,” she gasped with a smirk. “Look at me go.”
I shook my head and had another sip of wine. “How’s the restaurant business treating you?”
“Booming,” she said proudly and puffed her chest. “Mom and dad came and ate there the other week.”
“That must have been nice,” I said politely, ignoring the strain inflected in my tone.
“They…they asked about your show,” Isabella said tentatively. “They have been watching, you know.”
“Good for them,” I told her tightly. “Listen, I don’t want to talk about them. We fight when we talk about them, and it’s just too messy. I want to enjoy hanging out with you.”
“I just don’t understand why we can’t all meet up and talk,” Isabella sighed sadly. “I hate having this huge dividing line down our family. I want us to all be together and happy.”
“Life isn’t always rainbows, Isabella,” I told her firmly. “Too much has happened. They shut the door in my face far too many times. I’m not doing it anymore. I have enough on my plate.”
Isabella raised her hands in surrender. “Alright, we won’t talk about them. How about we talk some more about the show? Give me all the insider information.”
“Wylie Scott has a micropenis,” I told her with a serious expression, and she blinked at me. “For real,” I lied. “I’ve seen it.”
“W-what?” she spluttered as her image of the big hunky country singer was shattered in her mind. “What about that promo shoot he did back in ’06? I mean…you can clearly see the outline of an impressive-”
“Sock?” I supplied, and she gasped. “That’s not insider information, by the way. Feel free to share it around.”
“Wow,” she whispered in wonder. “This changes everything. I don’t know if I want to know anything else…my whole fantasy has been shattered.”
“Trust me, he isn’t much to fantasize about,” I told her with a glower. “He’s an annoying dick. I can’t stand him.”
“Hm,” she muttered before glancing down at her phone, and she smirked. “Did you see Alex is seeing someone?” Alex, being the captain of the women’s soccer team in Chicago. I had seen the recent headline, but I couldn’t make out the girl. “She ate at my restaurant with her the other week. Lovely girl, a schoolteacher.”
“Wow,” I said in surprise. “So, not a model this time? I thought she said she was only dating models.”
Isabella chuckled and put her phone away. “We all grow up some time. Alex seems really smitten with her. It could be the real deal.”
“I’ll have to catch up with her when we end up in Chicago,” I said, and Isabella’s eyes lit up.
“The show is coming to Chicago?” she exclaimed with excitement. “Oh, I love it! I can’t wait. Will you get me in?”
“Obviously,” I told her with a laugh before pointing at her glass. “Refill?”
“You betcha,” she said with a clap.
I headed back into the kitchen to refill the glasses when my phone vibrated once in my pocket. I fished it out, and my heart stopped at the site of Lennon’s handle privately messaging me. I set down the glasses quickly and opened it up, sucking in a breath at her message.
Was this all some big game? I’m coming back on the show. Apparently, someone ‘dropped out’. Is any of this even real?
I squared my shoulders and took a calming breath before I messaged her back.
We need to talk.
I needed to get this sorted out once and for all before we had to film her reentry, and it be awkward as fuck. We could meet in private and hash out whatever was going on between us before we were stuck together for the foreseeable future. I couldn’t do this show and not have some boundaries set, and if that meant being honest about what the producers had done, then I would do it.
She didn’t seem like the type to blab, and maybe she would understand it was all part of reality TV. And maybe, a small voice in the back of my mind piped up. Maybe she might hate me less.



Lennon
  
I LOUNGED by the pool at Gracie and Ashley’s house while Todd and Jesse worked the grill. Gracie lay tanning beside me, a hat over her face, and I was certain she was asleep. Ashley was making cocktails and their other band member, Kat, was swimming laps in the pool. It was the perfect kind of lazy afternoon, and I wished I could stay in this moment forever.
“Babe, you are going to charcoal the steaks!” Todd said lightly as he tried to pry the tongs out of Jesse’s grip. “It’s been on that side too long.”
“Can you not backseat cook please?” Jesse demanded as he snatched the tongs back. “I’ve got this.”
“Jesse,” I called out lazily. “If the food is inedible, people will kill you.”
I left them to their arguing and began going through my phone, looking at my most recent posts, thanks to Jesse. The fan’s outcry of my elimination had been huge, and my following only seemed to grow as fans took to my pages to pour out their sympathies. I had been across Camila’s feed enough times to see all the hate she was getting.
I felt slightly bad about that, but not entirely. She was the reason I went home after all. She could have avoided this.
Her most recent picture had been a selfie with Brandi, which had been uploaded this morning. The caption had read planning the road trip with a little car emoji. She must be getting ready to hit the road with the show. My chest ached painfully at the thought. I should have been out there on the road with the rest of them.
I tried not to stare at her other photos, knowing I would just be transported back to that kiss in the bathroom and then ache for more. This was my problem lately, this growing crush that hadn’t gone away just because I wasn’t seeing her every day. It was so stupid and immature of me to still be crushing, yet here I was, frothing over her photos and fantasizing about her.
As I went to set my phone down, an unknown number flashed up on the screen, showing an incoming call. I frowned at it as I tried to make out the area code, refusing to answer it. I stared at it until the call disappeared. If it were important, they would leave a voicemail for me. Who even rang people these days? Scammers, that’s who.
Once a message popped up to indicate a voicemail, I went in to listen to it, knowing it would likely be dead silence on the other end anyway.
“You have one new message,” the robot told me. “Message received at 12:45pm.”
“Hi Miss Emery,” a nasally voice said down the line, and I listened with interest. “My name is Belinda Sawyer. I’m a producer on American Superstar. Could you please call me as soon as you get this message? Thank you.”
“To save this message, please press one-”
“Jesse!” I screeched as I tore out of the sun lounger, startling Gracie awake. I ran over to him and thrust my phone in his face. “Listen to this message right now!”
Jesse took it from me with a confused look on his face, putting it on speaker as he continued to burn the food. The message played out loud for everyone, and Jesse’s eyes became wider and wider before he shoved the tongs at Todd.
“Call her back right now!” he demanded as he went into the call history. He clicked on the number and handed me the phone. “It’s ringing. See what they want!”
I fumbled with the phone before pressing it to my ear, my hand going to my neck anxiously as I waited for the call to be answered. What could they possibly want?
“Belinda Sawyer,” the nasally voice clipped, and I closed my eyes.
“This is Lennon Emery,” I squeaked nervously. “I missed your call just now.”
“Ah, Miss Emery,” Belinda said, and I could hear her typing on a keyboard. “Thank you for taking the time to have this call. Are you free to come into the studio this afternoon?”
I frowned at the question. “Why?”
“Lennon, one of the top three contenders in Camila’s group has had to drop out, meaning there is a spot available for you in the top three. Are you interested in coming back on the show?” she asked me with a bored tone.
My eyes widened in surprise, and Jesse gestured for me to tell him what was going on. “You want me back on the show?” I asked for his benefit, and he collapsed against Todd dramatically. Gracie and Ashley came closer along with Kat as everyone wanted to find out what was going on.
“You are next in line for the spot,” Belinda said, sounding irritated. “If you are available to come back on the show, we will need you to come into the production office this afternoon so we can get you up to speed on the schedule. Tomorrow we will need to film your reentry as well.”
My head spun, and I pressed my hand to it. “Okay, yes, I am free to come back. Does – does Camila know?”
“She knows,” Belinda told me. “I’ll meet you here in an hour then.”
“An hour,” I repeated out loud, and Jesse began dancing on his feet, slapping Todd’s shoulders excitedly. “I will be there.” I ended the call and faced my friends, a scream of excitement bubbling on my lips. “Someone dropped out. I’m back on the show.”
Everyone began clapping and cheering aside from Kat, who had a frown on her face. “Someone just dropped out then?” she asked dubiously.
“What do you mean?” Todd asked her, and she shrugged.
“Are we going to ignore the fact that they had a bucket load of backlash from Lennon’s exit and that her following jumped by an extra hundred thousand people?” Kat asked us. “It seems convenient, don’t you think? I mean, this is reality TV.”
“You think it was planned this way?” Jesse asked with a thoughtful expression. “Like, she was never eliminated at all?”
“I’m just saying read between the lines,” Kat told me with a shrug. “I think the producers have more control than the judges do. Camila didn’t look like she wanted to let you go, from what I saw on TV anyway. How do we know this wasn’t all planned? I think if you accept going back on this show, you need to keep in mind that you’re a pawn on a chessboard.”
I nodded mostly to myself before I picked up my bag. “I’ll keep it in my mind. This is still a good chance to keep getting me out there, and I’m not going to turn my back on the chance to be out there performing.”
Kat smiled softly. “Just be careful, okay?”
“She will be,” Jesse assured her as he grabbed my arm. “Guys, we gotta love you and leave you. Destiny awaits!”
“Good luck!” Gracie called after us as he dragged me from the yard.
Todd seemed relieved to be heading back behind the grill to salvage what was left of lunch. He waved us off vaguely, and I followed Jesse out the garden gate and to the front of the house to the car.
I pulled out my phone as I got in, Kat’s words weighing heavily on me. She was right. It was extremely convenient and well timed, really. How did I know that this was in fact, the real deal? What was to stop them from dropping me halfway through the show and trying to bring me back again. I knew what I was doing, getting involved in reality TV, but I needed to play this smarter than them.
I bit my lip and pulled up the message between Camila and me, staring at my thumbs up with disdain now rather than satisfaction. As Jesse drove out the driveway and onto the road, I hurriedly typed out a message to her, wondering if this was a bad idea.
Was this all some big game? I’m coming back on the show. Apparently, someone ‘dropped out’. Is any of this even real?
I was surprised when she sent a message back just as fast, but her response made my stomach clench.
We need to talk.
Well, nothing good ever came out of a message like that, in my experience anyway. On top of feeling nervous about meeting with the producer, I was now anxious over what the hell a message like that even meant. I mean, I guess there was a lot to talk about. If I was going to be on the road and working closely with her during the show, the kiss couldn’t exactly be ignored now.
Jesse was prattling on in excitement beside me, but my heart thundered loudly in my chest as a new thought crossed my mind. I was opening myself up to so much risk going back on the show. Would my private life remain private? I worried my lip between my teeth. On the other hand, it would be a big in your face to my parents.
I bounced in my seat as I zoned back onto Jesse scrambling about what I would wear and what the fan’s reactions were going to be. It was like the grey cloud had shifted, and the sun was streaming back in again, and I smiled with glee.
Things were finally headed in the right direction.
    
“Lennon!” Belinda greeted me as I walked through the back doors of production. “Thank you so much for coming on such short notice.”
“Sure,” I told her with a shrug. “It’s not really an opportunity to pass up, is it?”
“No.” Belinda smiled politely. “Here is your itinerary and schedule for filming. You’ll be back at five tomorrow morning to film your reentry with Camila and the other two contestants in her top three. No one aside from Camila knows this is happening. It will be a surprise for our audience too, so we would appreciate you leaving it off the socials.”
I nodded once and looked down at the giant binder in my hands. “Does this thing come digitally?”
“Yes,” she said. “You get a physical copy, and you’ll get an email package as well. So, you are prepared to film tomorrow morning and then leave in two days?”
Hell no, I thought with an internal shriek. “Absolutely.”
“Okay great,” Belinda said with a clap before pointing to the door we had stopped outside of. “This is wardrobe. Lil is inside, and she’s going to take all your measurements so that we can have correct sizing for wardrobe when the show goes live. If you need anything, the contact list is inside the pack.”
“Okay great,” I said breathily, feeling slightly overwhelmed. I couldn’t believe this was actually happening. I was really going to be on the show. I would be signing live for millions of people.
I knocked on the door as Belinda left, and it opened to reveal a short woman, maybe in her mid thirties. Her hair was cut into a black pixie cut, and her green eyes stood out against her pale skin. She wore a white shirt and a pair of torn overalls, and she appraised me with interest.
“Ah, the resurrected one,” she said with a sly smile. “My name is Lil. You are Lennon Emery.”
“I am,” I said with a laugh. “Nice to meet you.”
“Come on in,” she gestured as she stepped aside, and I walked into the room, marveling at the overflowing racks and containers of costumes. Sequins and feathers caught my eye, along with buckets of beads and spools of thread. This place was the real deal. “Okay, so we need to take your measurements for the show,” Lil explained as she picked up a small red book and a pink measuring tape. “Do you ever fluctuate in size?”
I shrugged and shook my head. “Not really. I go up a cup size on my period, that’s about it.”
“Any aversions to tampons?” she asked as she unraveled the tape. “Because if they want you in a corset with a fresh wax, tampons will be your best friend.”
I grimaced at the thought. “I don’t love them, but I’ll wear them if I have to.”
“Okay,” she beamed with a grin. “Arms out. Let’s get measuring.”
I allowed myself to be turned around and moved like the perfect mannequin as Lil diligently took down my sizes and wrote them all in her little red book. All the while, I allowed myself to be distracted by the glitz and the glamor of the room I was in, wondering how it would feel to stand on stage in front of thousands of people in these amazing outfits.
“It feels like a dream, doesn’t it?” Lil asked me with a smile as she closed her book and rolled up the tape. “Like it isn’t real.”
“It really does,” I found myself gushing. “I can’t believe I’ve got this second chance.”
Lil shook her head and folded her arms. “To be honest, we were all shocked when you were cut to begin with. I’m sure the fans are going to be thrilled. I’m just excited to dress you. You’re like the perfect little doll, no offense.”
“Thank you?” I laughed awkwardly as I picked up my bag and giant binder. “I can’t wait to wear these clothes and stand on stage.”
“The big dream for everyone walking through those doors,” Lil mused as she took off her glasses. “I prefer being behind the scenes myself, but I can’t sing if my life depended on it, so there’s that.” I laughed and made to leave, my upcoming meeting with Camila looming in my mind. “Hey, Lennon?” Lil called as I turned to leave. “Just remember it’s reality TV. Anything can happen, don’t take anything at face value, okay?”
I bit my lip at her words, the second person to remind me of that today. “I’ll keep it in mind. Thank you.”
I left the room and headed toward the exit, pinching myself at the thought of being back here in mere hours to film the reentry. I couldn’t wait to see Kylie and surprise her, but first, I had to get through this meeting with Camila, and who knew how that would go.
I had sent Jesse home because Camila said she was sending me a discreet car, as she called it. We didn’t want me being photographed entering her complex if I was supposed to be off the show. I walked out back to where she said the car would be and found a black SUV waiting, a tall man standing beside it in jeans and a grey shirt, his head bald – like pure skin.
“Miss Emery?” he asked in a gravelly voice.
“That is me,” I told him awkwardly.
“Miss Bianchi has sent me to pick you up. Please,” he gestured to the car as he opened the door, and I took a breath, walking over and climbing in. He closed the door behind me, and I rested back against the cold, cream leather seats. The whole thing smelled expensive, and I knew this would be the fanciest ride I had ever taken.
I flicked Jesse a text to let him know I was okay before I opened up the giant binder in my lap, my eyes absorbing as much detail as I possibly could. Filming schedules, bus numbers, locations, room numbers…there was so much here. Again, I was consumed with the feeling of being overwhelmed, my heart pounding in my chest for a moment as I looked up from the book.
Was I really ready for this? Was I truly ready to take this step and throw myself further into the public eye? I already had so much I was hiding, was I taking a giant risk doing this?
A bit late for that, I reminded myself firmly. Whether or not this was a huge mistake, it was the chance I had to take if this was the life I wanted.
    
I hesitated for half a second before I knocked on Camila’s door. It opened quickly, and I came face to face with her, trying not to stare. She was dressed in a blue crop top and some black yoga pants. Her black hair was short and hanging just above her collarbone. It had grown, I noted. Her brown eyes searched mine for a second before she gestured I come in.
I walked inside with trepidation and turned to face her. It was really frustrating that she looked so good because being alone with her in her apartment only made me think about the kiss in her bathroom, and that certainly didn’t help things in the slightest.
“Thank you for coming,” Camila said softly with a weak smile. “I know I’m not your most favorite person in the world right now.”
I briefly thought of Veronica and frowned. “No, there are definitely a few more people in line before you on that scale.”
She smiled politely and headed toward the kitchen. “Can I get you anything to drink?”
“I’d really like to just get to the point of why I am here,” I told her as I crossed my arms. “I’m tired of games, and clearly this show is full of them. Was I even off the show to begin with?”
“No,” she said bluntly. “You weren’t off the show. The producers told me they had already picked my top three and then explained they were getting rid of you for ratings. I didn’t know you’d be coming back, though, so I am as equally surprised as you are.”
I let her words sink in as I rubbed my temples. “You couldn’t tell them to shove it and keep me on anyway?”
She smiled at me, and it met her eyes this time. “I’m under contract. I signed away my ability to make serious decisions on this show. Thankfully, it’s in the hands of the fan’s going forward.”
“Yeah sure,” I scoffed at her. “If they don’t fudge the numbers. None of this is real. I feel stupid for not seeing that, but I really thought this show was more than reality TV.”
“Look,” Camila said with a sigh. “I did too, and I feel just as stupid as you do, especially seeing as I have been in this world far longer than you have. I should have seen this a mile off.”
That was true, I thought as I looked her over. God, she looked good. And she smelled good too. What scent was she wearing? I shifted uncomfortably in my seat as I felt the air between us shift. Camila sighed and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees.
“We need to talk about us going forward,” she said firmly, watching my reaction with a hint of wariness. “I kissed you the other night, but you kissed me back. That says one of two things, you actually like me for real, or you’re just a fan that always had a fantasy about kissing their celebrity crush.”
My cheeks flushed, and I felt caught out, so naturally, I deflected. “You kissed me when I was feeling vulnerable. I just shared a pretty huge secret with you, and then you kissed me. What’s to say I was just feeling tipsy and emotional, and I kissed you back just so I could feel good for a moment?”
Camila nodded and crossed her arms. “A perfectly normal human reaction. If that’s all it was, then I can accept that. As long as we’re being honest here. We’re about to spend the next ten weeks on the road together if you make it to the finals. We can’t afford things to get…blurred.”
Shit was already blurred, I decided. I had already caught myself checking her out more than once, and I knew I was burying myself in deep shit here. How could I not feel something for her? I had felt something that time I had held her hair back in the toilet, and she had looked at me with such…vulnerability. There was a complicated human being under her perfectly constructed mask, and I found myself wanting to learn exactly who she was without all the pretense.
“Are we being honest, Lennon?” Camila asked me softly, and my breath hitched slightly at the tone in her voice. Sultry…husky.
I licked my lower lip nervously, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I think that there is something…here. Between us. I can’t explain what it is, but it’s there.”
“Then I’m not crazy,” Camila said with relief. “You know, before you told me you were gay, I really thought I was insane. Of course, now it all makes sense.”
“What do we do about it then?” I asked her as I shifted nervously. “Realistically speaking, we need to set firm ground rules if we’re supposed to make it ten weeks without doing something stupid.”
“That I agree with,” she muttered darkly before a wistful look crossed her face. “If only I had met you outside of the show.”
My stomach flipped, and I felt my cheek warm again, and I cursed myself for the incessant blushing tonight. It was a nice idea until I was met with the cold hard facts of reality. “Listen, I need to tell you something.”
Camila pursed her lips at my tone. “What do you need to tell me?”
I cleared my throat and sighed, running my hand down my face. “We have met before. A really long time ago, like, maybe three years…I think. I was still in college.”
“What do you mean?” she asked with a frown, and I didn’t miss the redness climbing up her neck. She didn’t remember.
“I worked with a catering company at one of your parties,” I told her truthfully, and I kept a careful eye on her expression. “The party got quite wild, and I found you in the bathroom puking. I held back your hair and made sure you were okay. Helena came in and found us and started screaming at you for getting it on with the
help, as she called it.”
Camila frowned, and her face pinched like she was thinking hard before her eyes met mine with recognition, and I released the breath I felt like I had been holding since that time.
“You,” she breathed with surprise. “I remember. Vaguely, but you’re there. It makes so much sense now, why I thought like I knew you.”
I nodded once and sighed. “Yep, me.”
Camila shook her head in wonder. “You never used it to your advantage. You didn’t record me or try anything with me. You just…helped me.”
“Yeah,” I told her with a grin. “I’m not an asshole. But, we do have a connection. I’m not going to play dumb and say I’m not attracted to you because I am. I need this show, though. I need the doors it will open for me, and I need the connections.”
Camila nodded slowly and got up, and headed to the kitchen. “So, we need to be very careful then about how we display you as a performer, but also about how we interact. We need to be professional, and I’m willing to put my feelings aside if you are. Also, like I asked previously, any scorned exes we should be worried about?”
I made a face as I thought of Veronica. “You know, a week ago, I would have said no. Not that I think she’d ever do that to me…of course, how well do you really know anyone?”
Camila came back with two glasses of wine, and I accepted it with relief. “What do you mean?”
“Um,” I laughed nervously before taking a large sip. “So…I was really upset about getting kicked off the show. I got really drunk on a night out and hooked up with an old ex. Who I found out was actually in a relationship.”
Camila only just managed to school her features, but I didn’t miss the flicker of emotion that crossed her face. I just couldn’t place what it was. “So, you closed the door on her then?” she asked lightly before taking a large gulp of her own.
“Yes,” I assured her with a firm nod. “Well and truly closed. I don’t think she’d do anything…but still…”
“I guess the risk is always there,” Camila said with a dark look on her face. “I understand that all too well. Trust me. My ex has come back to haunt me in the worst way.”
“Is this the big documentary that’s being splashed about?” I asked with interest, eager to hear her side of it.
“Yep,” she muttered tightly. “A pain in my side. Thankfully it’ll be all over tomorrow.”
“Oh,” I said, realizing she wasn’t going to give more details. “That’s exciting then.”
“Less exciting and more of a relief,” she told me as she stretched out on her couch, relaxing into the pillows. “So, are there any extra tickets we need to arrange for family at each show for you? Backstage passes or anything like that?”
“Mmm no,” I told her honestly as a pang of sadness hit. “My parents aren’t speaking to me, and I doubt my brother is going to want to come to a show.”
Camila glanced at me with a pitying smile. “Tell you what, whoever you allow backstage, just add them to your list. You can do it on the digital pack that’s been emailed. Just so on the off chance, they show up, and they can get in. Okay?”
“Sure,” I told her flatly, knowing that sure as hell wouldn’t be happening. We settled into a comfortable silence, surprisingly, and I looked around the expanse of her apartment. “I like your place,” I told her honestly. “It’s really nice. I could fit my apartment in here like four times over.”
“Ah,” Camila laughed, looking somewhat embarrassed. “I actually got the place mainly for the security. Also, those windows aren’t windows. They’re bifold doors, so I can open up that whole wall and get the most amazing air in here.”
I raised my eyebrows as I looked over toward the doors. “Really?”
“Really,” she told me with a grin. “I thought I told everyone that when you all came over for karaoke.”
“Must have missed that part of the tour,” I told her with a smirk, feeling a small piece of naughtiness creeping in. “I’m well acquainted with your bathroom floor, though.”
“Is that a fact?” she asked with a snicker. “You know, I could take that so many places, but I won’t. I am going to use that as my first test of willpower here. I am going to behave myself.”
“Well, you’re good,” I said with a sigh as I drained the rest of my wine. “I lose all filter when I drink that,” I told her as I gestured at the empty glass. “Wine hits you differently, you know?”
“I know,” she told me with a smile, and I found myself focusing on the plumpness of her lower lip, her gorgeous cheekbones…her soft eyes. “You’ll need to stop looking at me like that if we’re going to be avoiding this whole blurred lines thing.”
I nodded and took a deep breath in a vain attempt to clear my head. “I should probably leave,” I told her as I got to my feet. “I have an early morning with filming. So do you.”
Camila nodded in agreement and got up as well, walking me over to the door. “Let me just message Glenn,” she told me quickly as she typed away on her phone. “If you take the lift down to the basement, he will be there to pick you up and take you home.”
“How handy,” I told her with a grin, finding myself a lot warmer in her presence than I had when I’d first entered the apartment. “Thank you for…explaining everything. Being honest about it all. I prefer that to the lie.”
“So do I,” she told me honestly. “I’ll see you tomorrow then?”
“Tomorrow,” I said with a nod, feeling awkward. “And every day for the next ten weeks.”
We both smiled before I opened the door and headed for the lift, knowing full well her eyes were on my retreating back. I pressed for the lift and turned to face her, trying to ignore the heated look in her eyes.
“Goodbye, Lennon,” she said softly, and I waved like an idiot in response, sighing in relief when she shut the door.
The doors pinged, and I walked inside, hitting the floor for the basement before leaning back against the wall.
Fuck me. This was a recipe for absolute disaster.



Camila
  
ARRIVING at set the following morning, I was accompanied by optimism instead of my usual disdain, which was new for me. I knew in the back of my mind it was because I would be seeing Lennon and that in itself waved a billion red flags at me. Instead of taking heed, I slipped on my rose colored glasses and proceeded to walk inside.
I took a sip of my latte as I walked and headed toward my dressing room. Hair and makeup would be through to see me shortly, but I had already done it myself. I was tired of being touched and primped by them, and I knew what products to use to look good under their lighting anyway.
I set down my bag as I entered the room and walked over to my dressing wrack as I thought about what I would be wearing for the filming. Wardrobe had placed three choices for me, and I leafed through the articles of clothing thoughtfully. There was jeans, crop top, and leather jacket for one, which I leaned towards until I saw the lime green pantsuit and white heels.
I smirked as I took it off the rack and began to undress, taking off my sweats and shirt. I realized the blazer itself was the shirt and knew I would need a little bit of dress tape to stop any slips. No one needed to see that, even if they wanted to. I slipped on the pants before picking up the white heels and slipping my feet inside.
After playing with some dress tape around my breasts, I felt satisfied. I turned to look in the mirror and took a deep breath of satisfaction at what I saw. The pantsuit definitely worked, and my black slicked back hair gave me total power vibes. I cocked my head at my hair and frowned. While I was loving my natural locks, I definitely felt like I wanted a change before we hit the road.
I made a mental note to book an appointment with my stylist, knowing I only had two days to get that sorted out. I wanted a change.
“Knock knock,” Mara and Lil poked their heads into the room and gushed when they saw me. “Clearly you don’t even need us. You look amazing. Flawless, I couldn’t have done your makeup better myself.”
“Thanks ladies,” I told them with a smile. “When am I due on set?”
“Twenty minutes,” Lil told me as she scrolled through her phone. “Your girls are all good to go as well. Congratulations on getting back the best talent, in my humble opinion. You could really take this show out.”
I grinned with a shrug. “We will wait and see. Don’t count your chickens and all.”
“Too true,” Mara agreed. “I have seen some wild stuff during my time here. Coming on ten seasons for me, and some of the things I have witnessed…the people who have won and then…well, done nothing…”
“I hope that changes after this season,” I told them with a frown. “Otherwise, what is the point?”
“I think once all the glitz and glam disappears and the winners see just how hard they have to work outside the show…” Lil trailed off with a shrug. “Usually, it’s the runner ups or people who get cut early that you actually hear more about. Kind of like the kids that don’t peak in high school.”
I snorted and shook my head. “I aim to make this season different.” Lennon was basically given the winner’s plate on a platter…not that anyone else knew that. Did it make me feel somewhat guilty that I knew the show’s overall plan was? Yes. But they clearly wanted to revive their winner’s status, and I believed in Lennon enough to know she would actually take that opportunity and run with it.
“Alright,” Mara said with a clap. “Let’s get to set then.”
We left the dressing room and headed toward production, and I took in a happy breath as I realized what we were about to film. This is how I had wanted it—my top three. I was definitely satisfied with it now. All three of these artists were strong performers, and I knew I could work well with them.
I reached the double doors and found myself met with a short girl wearing a headpiece and carrying a tablet.
“Camila,” she greeted briskly. “You’re about to make your entrance. You’re going to walk in and congratulate the two girls for making it on the show and then explain Gabriel has decided to leave due to his wife’s pregnancy and not being able to commit to the show. Okay? Then, you will reintroduce Lennon, who will walk through these doors on our cue, and then we cut.”
“Sounds simple and realistic,” I told her with a smirk. “Did that extra even have a pregnant wife?”
“No,” she scoffed with a snort. “He works in props.”
“Jesus,” I spluttered with an eye roll. “Whatever, let’s film.”
“Okay,” she talked into her microphone. “Camila is here. Ready when you are…yep…okay. Perfect. Camila, please stand on the red X. Clear the doorway! Thank you. Camila, when those doors open, the cameras are rolling. Three. Two. One.”
I took a breath and plastered a bright smile on my face as the double doors burst open. Kylie and Robin rose up from their seats, both jumping up and down screaming in excitement, and I wondered how much of that was real and how much of it was put on because the producers told them to act like a bunch of idiots.
I strutted inside with a broad smile as I approached the girls, putting my arms out. Both ran for a hug, and I played the part of the doting mentor – but I was not going to jump around like a clown.
“Ladies,” I greeted warmly. “Congratulations, we’re here in the top three. How do we feel?”
“Amazing!” Kylie cried breathlessly. “This is the most amazing thing to ever happen to me. I just cannot believe it.”
“Well, believe it,” I told her with a grin as I squeezed her arm. “We’re here, and we’re about to hit the road for the next ten weeks. Are you guys ready to live like a star on tour?”
“Hell yes!” Robin crowed as she clapped her hands together. “I can’t wait.”
I gave them both a smile before I wore my most serious expression. “I’m sure you’re both wondering where Gabriel is, given he also made it into the top three.”
“I wondered for like, a second, and then I realized if he was already gone, it just meant one less person to beat,” Kylie said bluntly, and I bit back a smirk.
“If only it were that simple,” I told them with a coy smile. “Well, ladies, I have some news for you. Gabriel, unfortunately, wasn’t able to commit to the rest of the show, and he has had to drop out.”
Both girls gasped, looking genuinely horrified, and I had to applaud them in my mind for their solid acting. Or maybe they weren’t acting…I guess neither of them couldn’t picture not doing the show.
“I can’t continue into the show with only two of you,” I explained and placed a hand on my hip. “So, while there was a lot of groveling involved, I have brought back another contestant from our category to join us for the Live shows.” Both girls gasped again and looked at each other. “Do you want to know who it is?”
“Yes!” They both demanded, and the cameras ate it up, the producers smirking happily.
“Let’s find out,” I told them before I gestured grandly at the doors. In one swoop, they opened, and my mouth near dried at the sight of Lennon standing there, her long blonde hair in waves down her back as she walked in wearing…was that the outfit that had been on my rack? She wore tight black jeans, a black crop top and a leather jacket, her feet encased in killer black heels.
Her full, painted red lips were arranged in the perfect smile as she walked toward us, and Kylie began screaming wildly as she ran toward her friend in genuine excitement. I had to remind myself where I was, and I quickly began clapping along, noting Robin did not seem as enthusiastic about the return of Lennon.
To be honest, I could understand. Lennon proved to be a huge threat to everyone’s position in the competition, and I’m sure the pressure just upped tenfold for everyone, not just my category.
“Welcome back, Lennon,” I greeted warmly once Kylie let her go. Her answering smile was breathtaking, and I had to keep myself in check. “How does it feel to be back?”
“Amazing,” she admitted, and I knew it was genuine, including the light flush on her cheeks. Was that because of me or the overall energy in the air? “I am really glad to be back.”
“Girl!” Kylie screeched in jubilation. “This is the best news ever. We’re gonna be on the road together!”
Lennon beamed widely at her, and I glanced back at Robin, who was smiling politely, but I could see the worry in her eyes, and I knew the cameras were capturing her reaction just as much as they caught Kylie’s. No doubt, in the cutting room, they would be creating all sorts of drama between these two, and an uncomfortable feeling settled in my stomach.
The last thing I needed was two girls from my category being pitted against one another.
“Ladies,” I called out loudly, and all attention came back to me. “Are we ready to hit the road?”
“YES!” they all cried, albeit Robin was a little less enthusiastic than the others.
“Cut!” a voice called, and I recognized Belinda as she walked onto the set with a smile on her face like she was the cat that caught the mouse. “Well done, ladies,” Belinda clapped. “That was great and all in one take.”
“I am so excited,” Kylie wheezed breathlessly. “I cannot believe this is happening right now.”
“Me too,” Lennon admitted with a laugh, and the two hugged one another. I was glad they both had each other for the show because Lennon was going to need someone to lean on and vice versa. It wasn’t going to be all fun and games. I glanced at Robin and hoped she would find a connection with someone on the show. She would need someone just as much.
“Well, now the hard work starts,” Belinda said firmly. “It’s wheels up in forty eight hours as we head to Vegas. Our meeting spot is in all the documentation provided to you in your packs. Make sure you bring everything with you that you need. There are no pit stops or shopping trips. We’re on a tight schedule, and we don’t have any time to waste.”
Kylie and Lennon giggled together, and I could feel the excitement rubbing off on me, a genuine smile on my face, surprising Belinda, it seemed, as she looked at me.
“We’ll see you in forty eight hours then,” I told her.
“Not so fast,” Belinda chuckled as she looked at the girls. “You three and all the other top three contestants are meeting to film your interviews. This will be the spot that is played before your first live performance, including your introduction banner. You’re going to be stuck here for a few hours, so settle in. Camila, you’re done for the day, and I know you have somewhere you need to be.”
The reminder nearly made my lip curl back, but I held it together with a nod as I looked at the girls. “Good luck, ladies. I’ll check in with you later today.”
I didn’t miss Lennon’s understanding smile, and somehow, it gave me the small boost I needed to walk myself out of there, knowing I was about to head straight into the lion’s den.
    
“How are you feeling?” Nicole asked me as we drove to the location where the interview for Helena’s documentary was being held.
“Annoyed,” I told her honestly as the energy from the morning wore off. “This will all be over soon. That’s all I keep telling myself.”
Nicole nodded with a smile. “Then we’ll be hitting the road. I booked that appointment with Meg that you wanted for your hair. What are you going to be doing?”
“You’ll have to wait and see,” I told her with a smirk, and she groaned before her phone rang.
“Hello?” she answered. “Oh, great. The white blouse with the black collar? Okay great. Yes, have it ready for her to change into. Yes. That’s right. They have two hours to get the content they need. Okay. Thank you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Is that them?”
“Yes,” she told me with a sigh. “Your outfit is there to change into. Love the green pantsuit, by the way. What a statement piece.”
“Thanks,” I told her and toyed with the material of the blazer as I glanced out the window. “Helena definitely won’t be there, right?”
“No,” she assured me with a firm expression. “That was one of the conditions of you doing this.”
“Okay,” I said with a nod as we drove through the double gates and up the long driveway to the huge white house sitting at the end of it. “This isn’t her place, is it?”
“No.” Nicole began to pack away her things. “It’s just rented for the documentary, for interviews and stuff.”
We made our way around the circular driveway, and the car stopped, our doors in line with the front entrance. Glenn, my driver, shut off the car and got out, going to our door and opening it. Nicole hopped out first, looking up at the grand building with a low whistle. I sighed and climbed out after her, my heels digging into the white gravel, crunching loudly.
It gave off a very Tuscan vibe, with white walls and red roof tiling. There were huge potted plants everywhere, and as we walked to the entrance, the gravel switched to terracotta tiling, which followed us all the way into the foyer, where a blonde woman met us.
“Hello,” she greeted with an extended hand. Nicole shook it, and I followed suit. “My name is Jasmine. I’m here to take you to your dressing room, and then I’ll take you straight to where the interview is taking place. We know you’re very busy, Miss Bianchi. We only have you for two hours, so please be hasty in dressing.”
I raised my brows at her but gave a slight nod, not enjoying her energy very much. Who the hell was she to tell me how long I could take getting dressed?
“This way, please,” she guided as she began to walk, and I followed her up the staircase, running my hands of the black iron banister. It was a really beautiful home, and I idly wondered how much it was to purchase rather than rent. I enjoyed the Tuscan look, and this home fell right into my category of yes.
Then again, considering what I was actually doing here, I decided buying it was out of the question. I didn’t want to be reminded of this stupid interview for the rest of my life.
Jasmine and I reached the landing, and she pointed to the door on the left. “Your outfit is in there, Miss Bianchi. I’ll wait here for you.”
“Grand,” I muttered before I headed to the room, letting myself inside and closing the door behind me with a heavy sigh. I would rather have someone hammer bamboo splinters under my fingernails than do this.
I noted I must be in a guest bedroom. The walls were all white, along with the linen. The bed was thick brown wood, and my outfit lay in the center of it, perfectly laundered and pressed for me. I began the task of undressing, taking care to lay the pantsuit out. Nicole would have it collected and sent back to the set for me.
I quickly pulled on the high waisted black dress pants before I grabbed the blouse and slipped into it, tucking it in before tying off the pants into a neat bow. I slipped my feet into the black stilettos and kept my hair slicked back, only needing minor touch ups to my makeup, but they would do that themselves.
I made my way out of the room to find Jasmine typing away on her phone. She grunted me in greeting before making her way downstairs, and I followed her like a sullen child, noting as we got to the landing that my lawyer had now joined us, as had been requested, in case our interview went off course.
A small amount of relief eased its way through me as I gave her a nod.
Ten minutes later, I was seated in a library on a lone chair, the one opposite me empty and looking more threatening than ever. I had done millions of interviews in my career, but this was one I vehemently did not want to do. I had no choice, though. It was either this or the damn video. At least, I could somewhat control this.
“Camila,” a deep voice greeted, and I watched a middle aged man walk in wearing a white button up and black dress pants. “My name is Reid,” he greeted and outstretched his hand. I shook it limply before taking my hand back. I didn’t care what his name was. “I have the list of questions here, so we’ll just get right into it.” He took his seat across from me, and I appraised him more clearly
Maybe early forties, he had silver flecks in his hair and a beard that was also turning silver, but I would say it definitely used to be black. He looked like a seasoned interview, though, and I would comfortably say this wasn’t his first documentary.
“So,” he started after taking a sip of water. “Camila, you and Helena have a huge past. You both made headlines for what most people would say would be for all the wrong reasons. What do you say to that?”
I shrugged my shoulders, having rehearsed this one many times. “We were both young and living it up. We were in a crowd where making headlines for the wrong reasons was a good thing, and if I’m being honest, it did feel good at the time. We were having fun.”
“Would you go back and do anything differently?” he asked as he did his best to look thoughtful.
“No,” I told him honestly. “Every experience we went through has got us to where we are today. Not all of it was positive, but there were some strong life lessons in there. We’re both using those lessons now, clearly, and it’s working out in our favor.”
“You went through a huge image rebrand when you and Helena broke up – she subsequently went into rehab during that time. Do you think you would be where you are now if you two hadn’t had that time away from one another?”
I kept my features schooled as I clasped my hands together. “I think that being apart from each other was exactly what we needed. We were not good for one another at all, and it’s obvious how we have both flourished without being directly involved in each other’s life.”
Reid shuffled his papers and changed his posture. “You both once did an interview together where you talked about how in love you both were. That it was absolutely end game. Shortly after that, you had broken up. What happened?”
I picked at an imaginary piece of lint on my outfit before answering. “We both knew deep down we weren’t good for each other. Our relationship had been crumbling for months, and we were desperately trying to hold it together with grand love declarations and promises. It wasn’t meant to be, is the simple answer to your question. Everyone thinks they’re so in love, and it’s forever…until it isn’t anymore. People promise each other the world, but it’s not always that easy to deliver. People change. Feelings change.”
“How do you feel about her journey to recovery?” he asked me with a smile. “She’s been very public since leaving rehab.”
“I’m happy for her,” I told him honestly. “I’m glad that she got the help she needed, and she’s starting her next chapter.” Because she very nearly didn’t, I thought bitterly back to the episode in my bathroom in New York. “Everyone deserves their second chance, and I’m glad she’s doing so much with it.”
“Was your recovery the same sort of style-”
“That’s not one of the questions,” I told him bluntly as I crossed my arms. “Next.”
He looked slightly miffed as he shuffled through his notes, and I watched him with a steely gaze, feeling emotionally worn out on the inside. I didn’t want to rehash over my past relationship for two hours, but this is mostly what this stupid interview was for. It was making both my head and my heart ache to be dragged down memory lane, reliving our wild parties and raging headliners.
By the time the interview drew to its close, and I was preparing to leave, my head was pounding, and I knew I needed some food and a nap, albeit the latter I certainly would not be getting.
“Knock knock,” a familiar voice floated through the room, followed by two accompanying taps on the wooden door frame. I spun on my heel with anger already in my veins as my eyes fell on Helena. Everyone else had vacated, and I cursed inwardly. “Don’t be mad.”
“What do you want?” I bit out as I grabbed my bag.
“I just wanted to say thank you, Cam,” she murmured softly. “And I wanted to apologize.”
“For dragging me through this circus?” I said with a sneer. “Because I really could have done without all the excessive drama right now.”
She sighed and shook her head. “I meant…what I did in your apartment that night.”
I bit the inside of my lip and shook my head. “We’re not talking about that,” I told her firmly as I cleared my throat. “We don’t need to talk at all ever again as far as I’m concerned. I’ve done my part, and you have what you need. Our relationship essentially ends here.”
“Cam,” she whispered with a hurt expression. “I don’t want to lose you…to not have you in my life.”
“You were happy to try and take your life in my apartment,” I snapped at her in anger, and she winced at my words. “You didn’t seem to care much about what I wanted in that situation.”
She wrapped her shawl around herself as if it were a protective blanket and sighed. “I don’t want there to be anger between us. Hatred. I have forgiven you. The least you could do is forgive me.”
I blinked at her words as I tried to decipher where in the fuck it was my job to forgive her. “What do you mean, you’ve forgiven me?”
“Cam,” she said with a humorless laugh. “Please don’t spend the rest of your life riding the victim train. You had just a part to play in all that shit that went down as I did. I’m not wearing all of it. You are as equally responsible as I am.”
“Yeah,” I drew out slowly with a stiff smile. “You’re not going to gaslight me into making me believe that you stabbing that photographer was somehow my fault. That overdosing in my apartment after you escaped rehab was my fault! Jesus, you never change!”
Helena sighed and shook her head, raising her hands in defense. “I’m not here to fight with you. I just wanted to smooth things over the best I could, but I see that’s going to be impossible.” Helena turned to leave before pausing and facing me. “God help the next girl that is ensnared in your narcissistic grip,” she choked before storming from the room.
I sucked in a breath at her words, and my body shook with the urge to scream. With shaking hands, I gripped my bag and stormed from the room, heading to the foyer where Nicole should have been waiting for me. She was in deep conversation with Glenn outside by the car when I found her, and I stormed past them, hauling myself inside and slamming the door shut.
Nicole followed me in shortly after with a wary expression. “Are you alright?”
“Define alright,” I spat angrily, practically feeling steam coming out my ears. “Since when was Helena allowed to be at the house while I filmed?”
“What?” Nicole asked with a gasp. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” I started hotly, throwing my arms in the air. “She just accosted me after filming her stupid interview piece, proceeded to tell me that I’m not always the victim, and then called me a narcissist.”
Nicole shook her head furiously and said, “I was assured she wasn’t going to be in there. It was in the damn agreement with the lawyers. Helena was not allowed to be present during the filming of your piece.”
I rolled my eyes at her and snapped my fingers. “Well, there is the keyword. During the filming, she came in after. So there’s that.”
“I’m so sorry, Camila,” she sighed and leaned her head back against the headrest.
“It’s done,” I told her with a shrug. What else could I do about it? I was just going to sit here and bitch and fume until I got it all out of my system. Then I would go home and get my hair done. “Make sure we pull past production to check in on the top three,” I told Glenn as he started the car. “I want to see how their interview sets went.
At least if I went by the show and saw my group, I would be put into a better mood. It had nothing to do with the fact that Lennon would be there.
Nothing at all, I lied to myself.
    
“I am exhausted,” I heard a voice say as I walked my way down to wardrobe. “I am never going to get that song out of my head.”
“That was only the first rehearsal,” someone else said with a laugh, and a few sniggers joined them. I realized that all the category’s top three were in their right now, clearly having finished a rehearsal, and my mind flicked back to the conversation with Belinda about the group performance they would perform in Vegas.
“Who wants to go and get some food and hang out?” I recognized Kylie’s voice instantly. “We can go back to mine, so the papz doesn’t see Lennon and blow her cover.”
“Yes!” Most of the voices chorused.
Bodies slowly began piling out, and I moved away from the doorway, nodding politely at the few people whose eyes widened as they saw me face to face. Nervous hello’s and awkward glances were thrown my way as they filtered out, and I made my way into the dressing room, relieved to see Lennon hadn’t left just yet.
“Oh hi!” she greeted with a grin as she finished tying up her shoes. “How did the interview go?”
“It went,” I told her bleakly, and she smiled nervously.
“That good, huh?”
“Yep,” I muttered dryly as I looked around the room. We were the only two people in here now. “I had hoped to catch my top three and see how everything went today.”
“It went,” she said with a smirk, repeating my earlier words. “We filmed our interviews and then began rehearsal for the group performance we’ll do before the Live shows kick off. It’s been a huge day. We’re about to kick back at Kylie’s.”
“Sounds like the fun is just starting for you guys then,” I told her, feeling slightly envious of her position. “I won’t keep you any longer then.”
“Oh, it’s fine,” she said with an awkward laugh. “I kind of have to leave a little bit later than everyone else, so I don’ get recognized leaving the studio. Can’t wait for it all to be out in the open, and I can stop lying.” She began leafing through some costumes before glancing over at me. “Have you started thinking about our first performances?”
“I haven’t been emailed the theme of that week yet,” I admitted, and her eyes widened. “I know,” I told her with a laugh. “I am just as worried as you are. I’m sure I will get it tonight. Which means I have the next forty eight hours to sort out what you will all be singing…what you will all be wearing…choreography…”
“I thought I had the hard job,” Lennon admitted as she came to stand in front of me. “I will try not to be a pain in the ass and make it as easy as possible to mentor me,” she promised with a grin, and I found myself melting in front of her, falling into those playful blue eyes and dimpled smile.
How the fuck was I going to mentor her?
I was a moron to think that mentoring her would be as easy as the others. You could tell each other you could be friends, that was all well and good, but it didn’t stop the way I felt when I was around her, how my body reacted to her…it wasn’t going to happen, there was no way I could be professional about this.
But I had to be because she certainly was, and I couldn’t go jumping her-
“Why are you staring at me like that?’ she whispered with a pained expression, interrupting my inner monologue. “You’re making this really hard for me right now.”
“Sorry,” I apologized weakly as I could feel all fucks given flying out the window. “It’s not as easy as I thought it would be.”
Lennon sighed and looked around the room anxiously before staring back at me with a relenting expression on her face. “Fuck it,” she growled before she closed the distance between us and brought her lips to mine, kissing me with an earth shattering passion that had me near seeing stars. With both her hands cupping my cheeks, she kissed me thoroughly, her tongue exploring my mouth slowly, and through my lust induced haze, I was surprised that she had been the one to make a move.
Where had the courage come from? There was clearly more to the shy girl I thought Lennon was, and Jesus did I want to know more about this version.
We both pulled back at the same time, and Lennon hesitantly dropped her hands from my face while I ran a curious finger along my lips, savoring the feeling of her even for a moment.
“We’re fucked,” she told me quietly, and there was regret on her face, and the expression hit me in the stomach like a sucker punch. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
“If you hadn’t, I would have,” I told her honestly as I looked around to ensure we were still alone. The warring expression on her face had me aching, and I felt horrible for what this was doing to her. As much as I didn’t want to, I needed to offer her an easy out because we couldn’t do this when we were on the road. It was dangerous for both her and me.
“We can’t-”
“I know,” I told her with a weak smile before clearing my throat. “Let’s just shake that off and move on.” God, it sounded ridiculous already. “This time on the show is your time, and your focus needs to be hundred percent on that, okay?”
She nodded slowly as she bit her lip, and I tried not to focus on that action too much. “Okay…so we just make sure we don’t end alone together.”
“We’re going to mentor one on one,” I reminded her, and her eyes widened in horror. “Listen,” I told her firmly. “I promise, I’ll take accountability for us. Okay? I won’t let anything happen aside from musical tutelage. Okay?”
“And I’ll control myself,” she promised, and the expression on her face said it all. She felt as fake about these promises as I did. “Because I need to win this show. More than anything, I need it.”
You already have it, I thought inwardly with a sigh, but the earnest expression on her face had my heart clenching. I wouldn’t ruin this for her. I wouldn’t let her get wrapped up in me and lose sight of the competition. Of why she was really here.
“We have a deal then,” I told her firmly as I held out my hand lamely.
She laughed nervously and shook my hand before quickly releasing it. “Okay. So, I am going to go…and hang out with the others. Um, I guess I’ll see you on the bus?” She backed away from me slowly in the direction of the door, scooping up her backpack at the same time.
“On the bus,” I told her with a nod, feeling my heart race. “Goodbye, Lennon.”
She waved awkwardly before turning on her heel and power walking from the room, leaving me torn between laughter and dismay at the exchange. I needed to keep my word and make sure this didn’t go anywhere…the scandal in itself of a judge and a contestant would be huge, but the fact that Lennon wasn’t even out?
Jesus, the fallout would be insane, and if I could protect her from that, then I would.
I stared after her with a longing sigh as the word IDIOT marched through my mind at the very idea of maintaining control around her. This all just got extremely interesting, and I just hoped I was a good enough person to keep my word.
Otherwise, God help us all.
To be continued…
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