
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Prologue: The Hug Goodbye

The house was still humming with Layla’s music.

Half of her latest song hung in the air like it didn’t want to be left behind, like it hadn’t finished being felt. Notes from her guitar whispered under the sound of a buzzing dryer, the clink of the spoon in her mother’s teacup, and the muffled hollering of Keith stomping upstairs because she “borrowed his charger again.”

Layla didn’t pack like a celebrity. Not like a prodigy. She packed like a girl who’d done this too many times before. One small duffel. One beat-up guitar case. One soft blue journal tucked into the pocket of her track jacket—zebra stripes on the inside because she liked to keep her wild private.

Outside, the July sun pulsed, electric and golden, pouring through the front window like it wanted a hug too. Her mom, still in her paint-stained apron, kept dabbing at her eyes and pretending it was sweat.

“You’re not going off to war, babygirl,” she whispered.

Layla grinned. “Might be more dangerous than war. We’re going to the Hamptons.”

Her mom snorted but didn’t laugh.

Her dad came down the stairs with a 
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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Could Do Everything
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They called her “The Girl Who Could Do Everything.”

Not because she said she could.

Because she didn’t have to.

Layla Daniels didn’t enter rooms—she softened them. The bell rang and kids flooded the Woodside High hallway like they always did, slamming lockers, slinging backpacks, shouting half-finished TikToks and snapping gum. But when Layla passed through—her curls half-up, half-unbothered, notebook tucked under one arm like a wand—people cleared the path.

“She just makes you wanna be better,” Ms. Trowell said once, halfway through grading an essay Layla had written during a fire drill.

She could sing with a voice like fire under velvet. She could run like her feet were allergic to gravity. She played piano like she was channeling ghosts—Mozart if he’d grown up in Newport News. And she was funny. Not cute-girl funny. Scary smart funny.

Today she wore a thrifted Army jacket over a dress she’d designed herself—a sunflower bloom at the collar that faded into storm clouds at the hem. She was walking backward down the English hallway, talking to a crowd of three, each trying to act like they weren’t hanging on her every word.

“You can’t write about love like you’re holding your breath,” she was saying. “You have to write like it already killed you once.”

“Is that in the poem you’re turning in?” asked Jasmine, her friend from AP Lit.

“No,” Layla grinned. “That was for free.”

Behind her, Keith slouched against a locker, hoodie up, arms folded, pretending not to watch.

She annoyed him.

That’s what he told himself, anyway.

It was the way she made things look easy. It was the way the school twisted around her like gravity rearranged when she was nearby. And it wasn’t that she tried to be perfect. It was worse—she wasn’t trying. She just was.

Keith had heard his parents whispering last night. “The invitation to the Hamptons is this weekend,” his mom had said, in that tight voice she got when she didn’t trust a gift.

His dad had said, “The President’s aide seems legit. We checked him out.”

“‘Seems’ isn’t the same as ‘is.’”

Keith had gone back to gaming, pretending not to hear. But the unease had seeped into his bones like cold water.

And still—still she floated through this place like she had a song in her throat and a secret in her pocket. Layla Daniels.

The Girl Who Could Do Everything.
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Next Chapter: Chapter 2 – Sunday Afternoon at the Daniels’
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Chapter 2: Sunday Afternoon at the Daniels’
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The Daniels’ house smelled like mango candles and coffee, like it always did on Sundays. The windows were cracked just enough to let the breeze flirt with the curtains, and the jazz station played low from the kitchen Alexa, brushing the walls with trumpet notes and honey-dipped piano runs.

Layla sat on the floor, legs crossed, sketchpad open, pencil dancing. She was halfway through a charcoal portrait of her mother, who was pretending to read but failing, eyes peeking over the rim of her glasses every thirty seconds.

“You’re making me look way too peaceful,” Mom murmured. “I’m stressed.”

“No, you’re layered,” Layla said. “You just don’t give people permission to see all the layers at once.”

That made her mother pause, smile, and exhale like someone had cracked her chest and rearranged her ribs.

Her father was at the kitchen counter, laptop open, pecking out the bones of his next editorial: something about the media’s complicity in numbing the country to violence. His coffee cup had a quote etched in black marker across the side: If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention. Layla had written it there two years ago. He refused to wash it off.

Keith sat on the opposite end of the couch, hood up, headphones in, eyes locked on a shooter game he wasn’t even enjoying.

“I can hear you sulking,” Layla said without looking up.

“I’m not sulking,” he muttered.

“Your sulking has sound effects. Like a cartoon cloud over your head, just vibrating.”

“You think you’re so deep.”

“I don’t have to think. I’ve got depth receipts.” She waved her sketchpad like a victory flag.

“Both of you,” their mother warned lightly, still smiling. “Be kind.”

Layla flipped her pencil around, nudged Keith’s sock with the eraser. “I am being kind. I’m making him emotionally resilient.”

He shook her off. “Whatever.”

Layla didn’t push it. Keith didn’t hate her—she knew that. He just hadn’t figured out how to like himself while she was still shining so bright.

She glanced at her father. “You’re going to check out the aide, right? Connor something?”

He nodded without looking up. “I already have. Seems clean. Ivy League. Veteran. Some vague nonprofit work. Glows in the dark a little, but nothing sketchy yet.”

“Yet,” her mother echoed.

Layla sighed, leaned back on her palms. “I mean, the Hamptons? A personal invite to the president’s summer residence? That’s not exactly a ‘maybe I’ll go’ kind of offer.”

“You earned it,” her dad said.

“Did I?” she asked softly.

Everyone paused.

The music played on—Miles Davis, something unfinished and raw.

Her mother closed her book. “Layla. You’ve made this country feel something it wasn’t even sure it could still feel.”

“Some people resent that,” Keith muttered.

She looked at him. Really looked. Something passed between them—maybe understanding, maybe warning, maybe just the silence between two people who knew they were orbiting the same sun at very different distances.

Layla broke the moment with a grin. “Well. I’ll try not to overthrow democracy this weekend.”

Keith pulled his hood lower. “You’d do it with a fashion line and a poem.”

Her dad chuckled. “And they’d thank her for it afterward.”
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Chapter 3: The World Notices
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The White House East Room smelled like lemon wax and old power.

Layla stood under a spray of gold-trimmed chandeliers, her feet nestled in heels she hated, her hands cradling her guitar like a secret she was about to share. Her dress shimmered—a satin plum creation she’d designed herself with threadwork that looked like musical notes if you tilted your head and squinted.

Cameras were everywhere. Political staffers, education leaders, cabinet members, and celebrities occupied the velvet chairs like chess pieces on a board too clean to touch.

She took a breath. Then another. Not nervous—she never called it that. It was something else. Something like urgency.

The President, tall and smiling in that “father-of-the-country” way, nodded toward her. The First Lady clutched her chest gently, as if preparing her heart to be rearranged.

Layla began to sing.

It wasn’t a song they knew.

She didn’t do covers here.

She sang “Unbroken Fifth,” a piece she wrote the morning after her friend Amira told her she was tired of being invisible at her elite private school, tired of code-switching, tired of pretending not to understand physics better than the boys who interrupted her.

Layla’s voice—low at first, smoky—built into something that was almost holy. You could feel the words crawl inside your ribs and unlock something ancient and soft and aching.



“They told me I was too much,




So I became the flood.




I washed the halls they built




From everything but love.”





The room stilled. Even the Secret Service agents leaned in.

By the final note, the First Lady had tears streaking down her cheek. One of the press secretaries dropped her phone. The man in the second row—mid-40s, red tie, unreadable smile—didn’t blink once.

Later, Layla stood in the hallway near the Oval Office, sipping a grapefruit seltzer and fielding nervous compliments from two senators and a climate change activist who asked if she’d ever consider running for office.

She laughed. “That feels like deciding to live inside a smoke alarm.”

That’s when he approached. Connor Haines.

Brown loafers. Tan blazer. Just enough gray in his temples to feel practiced. Clipboard in hand, but not really reading it.

“I’ve been assigned to float near you,” he said casually. “Make sure you get to all the right places, meet all the right faces.”

Layla tilted her head. “Like a fairy godmother, but for political optics?”

He chuckled. “More like a stagehand. You’re the light. I just set the dimmer right.”

She liked the way he talked. Not too impressed. Not too polished.

“You ever think about what this all means?” she asked suddenly.

Connor blinked. “What what means?”

“All of this. This room. This building. How a place can hold so much history and still forget the truth of the people who built it.”

There was a flicker then. Not fear. Not discomfort. Something more... measured.

“You’re very young to be that precise,” he said.

“I’m very Black to be that precise,” she replied, sipping again.

Connor smiled. “Touché.”

He handed her a thin card—no title, just his name and a single contact line.

“President’s summer residence. There’s a youth think tank weekend next month. Quiet. Relaxed. You and your friends might enjoy it. Real conversations. No cameras.”

Layla read the card, flipped it between her fingers. “Real conversations,” she repeated.

He winked. “Sometimes they’re the most dangerous kind.”
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Chapter 4: She Speaks Like a Prophet
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The clip started as a mistake.

Layla had been lounging on the floor of a dorm room at Howard, legs tangled in an afghan, half-talking, half-writing, when her roommate Rina hit record. Just a beat-up iPhone and an open window framing Layla’s silhouette like a painting of someone almost real.

Someone asked her—jokingly—what made a relationship healthy.

She didn’t blink. Didn’t rehearse. Just leaned back, eyes to the ceiling, voice low like she was humming truth into the room.

“If someone only loves the parts of you that are easy, that’s not love. That’s a craving.

And cravings don’t last. They burn out or burn you down.
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