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For the broken hearts in search of healing.


You have a right to require only love.
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I don’t necessarily want to be a “strong” person—I just keep going.


Tina Turner


I SHOULDN’T HAVE WORN THE wig. It was bad enough Sheryl wasn’t available to help me install it properly. Now it’s sitting about an eighth of an inch too high on my hairline and digging into the base of my neck. But since it’s my signature look—long, dark chocolate, with a body wave—I’m pretty sure that blue-pinstripe-suit-wearing dude positioned at my four o’clock near the turnstile just spotted me.


And, yep, now he’s got his cell phone camera trained in my direction primed to snap a photo. I cock my head to the side and marvel at the boldness. Most people have the decency to at least pretend they’re on FaceTime or using a selfie cam to check for a seed in their teeth. That he should be ashamed to openly invade my privacy is a notion entirely lost on this man, and I have to say … I’m impressed by the audacity.


Grunting, I angle my body slightly to reposition my purse strap on my shoulder while willing the elevator to put some pep in its descent from the thirtieth floor. Thankfully, this corporate lawyer type turned amateur paparazzo is waiting near the elevators for the odd floors, which means soon, I’ll be free of him.


I could kick myself though. Because more than likely, by tonight his photos will have graced The Shade Room under a headline that reads something like Ella Simone: Spotted! at Divorce Attorney’s Office! and my publicist, Lydia, will suffer a cardiac event. In her defense, my coming here alone was ill-advised. If she’d gotten her way, I’d have sent my manager, Angelo, who would have patched me in over Zoom. But if she’d truly gotten her way, there would be no reason for this visit at all. Because I’d be doing the “wise thing” for my career and staying attached to Elliot Majors.


But these days, I’m impervious to wise counsel. Ironic, given the reasons I’ve shown up here today.


“Excuse me, miss? I’m sorry but I’m such a huge fan.” The words tumble down at me from about half a foot up and behind my left shoulder.


It looks like Blue Pinstripe Suit has gathered up the courage, or decency rather, to approach the subject of his impromptu photo essay. Behind my shades, I roll my eyes. Damn this slow-ass elevator! Suit Man probably just wants to confirm that I’m me before he shoots those grainy snaps off to the highest bidder. I turn and plaster on the trained smile I’ve adopted—it says I’m a nice person who’s got both hot sauce and Mace in her bag.


Reluctantly, I extend my hand to shake his. “Hi, how are you?” I say politely, if a little restrained—a tactic meant to signal that this interaction will be brief.


He encases my hand with his damp palm, aggressively shaking it in return. “Wow. I can’t believe it’s you!” he exclaims, with beads of sweat dotting his brow. “Would you … would you mind?”


Assuming he’s about to ask me to sign something, I reach in my purse for a pen. But before I can object, he’s angled himself next to me and raised his phone with the camera flipped to selfie mode. At the last second, I noticed it’s toggled to record. Imaginary sirens blare in my ears.


I open my mouth to protest, but he steamrolls ahead. “Can you sing a little bit of that one song … what was it?” he muses. My face pricks with heat from mortification and then … he proceeds to perform a boisterous and breathtakingly pitchy rendition of “Bitch Better Have My Money.”


He bobs and weaves, making little swiping motions with his hands and these … dance moves? are so aggressively unpredictable I have to take a step back to avoid being headbutted or sideswiped when he shouts the lyric “I call the shots, shots, shots! Like bra, bra, bra!”


I am simultaneously frozen, in shock, and utterly awed by what I am witnessing. Then I deflate. Not out of disappointment that I’ve apparently been mistaken for Rihanna, or that in this post–“listening and learning” and “doing better” America we find ourselves in, some people still fail at individuating Black folks with markedly distinct physical characteristics. But all that previous pent-up fear and anxiety whooshes out of me like a popped balloon. He hasn’t the faintest idea of who I am. That means my secret’s safe. For now, at least.


The performance, which lasted for probably fifteen seconds but felt like an hour, is over now, and he’s gesturing toward me like it’s my turn to do a little ditty for him. The nerve. I may be an entertainer, but I’m not here, at this moment, for his entertainment. And before he can tap the record button with his thumb, I reach up and block his camera lens with my hand.


“This has been fun and all but actually, I’d prefer it if you didn’t,” I say. Then I crane my neck and train a panicked Help! glance at the well-dressed security guard who’s been dutifully manning the turnstile.


Almost instantly, he clocks my distress and glides over to assist. “Excuse me, sir. But there’s no filming allowed in the lobby.”


Ding!


Like an answered prayer, the elevator opens depositing a handful of overly starched individuals with stern expressions on their faces. I step aside to let them exit, just as the security guard, whose name is Jamal according to his badge, gently nudges Rihanna’s biggest fan farther away from me.


And before I step onto the waiting elevator, Jamal leans over and whispers in my ear. “Don’t worry, Miss Simone. Promise I won’t tell.” He winks and I smile just as the doors close.


HER BODY LANGUAGE IS LIKE TEA LEAVES.


As if on cue, with the flip of each page, she raises an impeccably laminated eyebrow and releases a tiny, strangled sound of distaste from between her porcelain veneers.


It’s hotter than I expected here on the thirty-seventh floor of 1901 Avenue of the Stars. But Janet Waterman is in her element, like they’ve programmed the thermostat with her DNA as the baseline. I’m seated in the main conference room of Waterman, Schuster & Milner trying not to sweat while the Ice Queen herself, as coined by the Daily Mail, appraises my fate. And by the looks of it, I’m fucked.


I’ve always wondered if that moniker had more to do with the chilly vibe she projects when strutting down Hill Street in red bottoms with cameras flashing and paps demanding statements on her high-profile clients, or with her reputation for protecting said clients’ icy assets from being pillaged in the process of their acrimonious decouplings—now I’m thinking it’s an even split.


I chart Janet Waterman’s eyes as they descend past each cursed clause of the prenuptial agreement I entered into when I was just twenty years old. And even though hindsight has proven I was too young and too ignorant to comprehend the gravity of what I was signing away, perhaps more pathetic is the part where I was too in love and too drunk on the promise of a life with the Elliot Majors to care.


Finished reading now, she slides the crisp printout across the frosted glass conference table toward her paralegal and crosses two perfectly manicured hands. I notice a rose gold Patek Philippe encircling her left wrist, and I have to stifle a groan. Ten years ago, I’d have fainted in the mere presence of a forty-thousand-dollar watch. Now, I’ve got one to match sitting in a box somewhere in a penthouse I don’t plan to return to.


Ironically, it was a gift from Elliot on our eighth wedding anniversary, which, with Janet’s help, will have been our last.


“I’m sure you’ve anticipated what I’m about to say?” she asks, her voice clear and resonant as a bell. The kind of voice that cuts through the chatter of a crowded room. It sets me at ease in a way that’s quite rare. Perhaps it comes with the territory of being a professional vocalist that I find myself instinctively appraising the timbre and tone of each new voice I encounter.


I shake my head, realizing my delay, and rush to answer her. “You’re going to tell me I’m fucked?” I reply, startled by the thready, hollow sounds coming from my own throat.


“Ten minutes ago”—she shrugs—“before you walked in that door, I’d have said you were fucked.” She leans back in her chair, using her forefingers to swipe narrow columns of pin-straight black hair behind each ear. “It’s a shit situation … one of the most predatory I’ve seen. As it stands, you walk away from the marriage, you walk away from the music.”


Instantly, a million tiny needles pierce through my flesh. She’s done nothing but confirm what I already assumed. But somehow, quite foolishly, I thought retaining Janet might mean I’d secured some sort of fast pass toward a pain-free divorce. Never mind the fact that already, she had to petition a judge to compel Elliot’s lawyers to provide me with the prenup documents since, after signing them ages ago, he never gave me a copy for my own records.


“But you knew this,” she says. “When you decided to leave him. You knew what you could be leaving behind.” Janet eyes me shrewdly. This look is far from the lusty, assessing one I’m used to enduring in boardrooms, not unlike this room, when I’m sitting across from suits that are more often than not filled out by much older, male-er forms. She’s not even in a suit. She’s wearing a sleeveless Alaïa shift that boasts a high neckline with tasteful cutouts—if there can be such a thing.


I nod, swallowing past a knot lodged in my throat. I’ve never felt more foolish than the day I fully reckoned with the rock-hard truth that marrying Elliot Majors might have possibly been the biggest mistake of my life. Now, I can only hope the Ice Queen might possess some alternative kind of magic. Because that’s likely what it’s going to take if I want to escape this marriage with my career intact—if I want to see a dime of revenue from the records Elliot produced for me, the songs that won us both Grammys and me millions of adoring fans.


Janet must sense my rising panic. “It’s okay,” she says. “When we say yes to marriage, divorce is the last thing on our minds. Especially at twenty.”


Especially when the man you’re saying yes to is the first man in your life whose love doesn’t hurt … until it did.


“So, what are my options,” I ask, squaring my shoulders and sniffling back the stinging threat of tears.


“Well, I like to start off by asking my clients to pick a ‘D.’ The answer will undoubtedly determine how we proceed,” she says, smirking. “So, what’s more important to you, handling the dissolution as quickly as possible? Or, are you more concerned about the distribution of your assets?” she asks. “Because if it’s option A, we can wrap this up in California’s standard six months. No fanfare or hand-wringing. We go by what you’ve already established to the letter. But as outlined in the prenup, everything reverts to Elliot.”


At this, I flinch. But if she notices, she doesn’t let on and continues. “It means you’d be free … in a sense. You’d retain your split on future earnings on all performances of the music produced by him. But he’d retain one hundred percent ownership of the masters. You’d be severing all ties and voiding your recording contract since you came in as his talent. In effect, you’d be starting fresh as an artist.”


“That’s not freedom,” I say. “It’s robbery.”


“Okay.” Now she leans forward, placing her elbows on the conference table and clasping her hands. “So let me ask you, then. What does freedom look like to you?”


I breathe in deeply and let it out slow and steady—summoning my vocal bravado. “Freedom looks like me walking away … with everything I have worked for.”


“I was hoping you’d say that.” She sits back and smiles. “Distribution it is.”


And for the first time since I stepped off the elevator, I smile too. “So, what’s that going to take?”
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“YOU MEAN TO TELL me that long-necked, narrow-assed peacock gets to flounce around Europe with Miss Thing, meanwhile you have to sit back like Susie Homemaker just so you don’t end up strung out on the streets?”


“Tuh! It’s the gall for me.”


“Honey, it’s the gall. The gumption. The unmitigated audacity. Tell me where I can find some. ’Cause clearly I missed the flash sale.”


“All right, all right. How about a round of the quiet game?” I not so calmly suggest before my irritation bubbles over. We are a third of the way into my three-hour glam routine, and for all intents and purposes, I am trapped in what I’ve come to call The Chair.


Typically, this is my sacred, safe space—the place where I center myself before a live performance or a major appearance. Where I get to savor the final moments of being just me, Elladee Robinson, before I’m transformed into the well-crafted popstar persona of Ella Simone.


But at some point, we all lost the plot. It probably happened around the time the Waiting to Exhale soundtrack found its way onto my Bluetooth speaker, which shifted the mood in my Sunset Tower suite accordingly. Now, Mary J. Blige is belting about how she’s “not gon’ cry,” and my glam team is spiraling over my impending divorce from the most prolific hitmaker of the last twenty years.


At my passive-aggressive request for silence, three stares pin me in place as if to say, Check us like that again, and we’ll have you up on that Grammy stage looking a hot mess.


But then Rodney, my stylist and oldest friend, pauses from dutifully steaming the chiffon skirt of my evening gown. His eyes soften as they meet mine in the vanity mirror, and he makes a sharp intake of breath, as if suddenly noticing the fine cracks in my otherwise buffed and primed exterior.


“Oh no! We’ve gone too far.” His words are breathless and tinged with remorse, just above a whisper. Rodney’s full lips droop into a pout as he turns to his cohorts. “Ladies,” he snaps. “Maybe let’s take it down a notch?”


“Miss me with the soft shit, Rodney!” Sheryl chirps as she swivels around to glare at him. Miraculously, she doesn’t miss a beat as she deftly loops a long lock of my hair around her curl wand. “The one who needs to ‘take it down a notch’ is that triflin’ ex of hers.”


“Clock it!” Jamie chimes in, while gingerly applying moisturizer to my cheeks—the second step in her elaborate face-beat prep routine. “And you know what’s really foul?” she asks. “The way everybody expects her to keep it cute. Be the bigger person. Go high. Don’t mess with the bag. Trust and believe, I can see the logic in what that lawyer lady advised you to do.” She pauses, sucking her lips until they smack. “But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to bust a cap in a few asses right about now.”


“Mm-hmm,” Sheryl adds, pinning both me and Rodney with a pointed look. “Moral of the story, friends, is … we can keep it cute in public. But we sure as hell don’t have to behind closed doors.”


The two of them high-five as a long exhale whooshes out of me. With it, the tension in my shoulders begins to ease just slightly. As much as I’ve avoided exposing any raw feelings I have about the public disaster that has become my personal life to anyone—it’s cathartic in a way to have my closest friends express theirs on my behalf. In a way they’ve become my anger translators, and right about now it’s saving me from bursting at the seams.


These three have been my Day Ones since, well, the start of it all. Rodney and I go all the way back to my short-lived time spent studying songwriting at Boston’s Berklee College of Music. Sheryl and Jamie were hired on by the label, but we instantly clicked.


So I know they mean well.


But while I am physically trapped by the ministrations currently happening to my head and face, I’m also now bound by Janet Waterman’s rules. Ones I’ve been instructed to follow religiously—lest I run afoul of her million-dollar strategy and lose my shot at future earnings from a decade’s worth of blood, sweat, tears, and life-altering music.


“Look, I get how fucked up this is, you guys, and I’m sorry for snapping. This week has just been … a lot,” I admit. “Janet says, despite whatever Elliot throws my way in the press, while we prep for the divorce negotiations, I need to keep a squeaky-clean reputation in all of this. No juicy headlines. No bad PR. And no new relationships he can claim predated our separation.”


“Okay. Now that brings me back to my original point about DJ Chlamydia and all that boppin’ around town with Thing One … or is it Two?” Sheryl says, referring back to Miss Thing—which is her actual stage name.


“She’s his artist,” I reply, exasperated. “So he’s got plausible deniability there.”


Jamie scoffs while placing an aloe patch under my left eye. “Well … his tongue was just down her throat all over—”


“It’s beside the point,” I cut in sharply, and she rears back. “The prenup didn’t stipulate cheating on his behalf … only mine.” Something I only relearned yesterday, when Janet provided me with a copy of the very long document. Heaven knows, if it had, we could light a match to the entire document at this point.


“When they go low,” Jamie mutters, shaking her head and sticking on the other eye patch, “apparently Elliot goes to hell.”


I sigh again. As if sensing the need for a lighter mood, Rodney rubs my shoulder over my silk kimono. “It’s okay, boo. One day at a time. We’ll get you through tonight … lookin’ flawless as usual. Then we’ll plot from there,” he says, before moving on to spot-checking the beading on the bodice of my gown.


Everyone falls silent as if in tacit agreement, just as Toni Braxton starts crooning about packing her tears away and letting go and letting it flow. I stare at my reflection in the vanity as the crew diligently gets back to work.


It’s a total out-of-body experience, watching them mold me into a red-carpet-ready pop star in much the same way an artist sculpts an ornate bust out of marble—the common thread being that the end result is still a product. However beautiful it may be, she’s not real.


Hoda Kotb once asked me what the most transformative step of my glam routine was, and without thinking twice, I answered that it was the hair. Whether I’m in color-treated fauxlocs, braids down my back, or have an install that’s pressed straight, I haven’t worn my own shoulder-length hair out and free for an appearance since signing with Onyx Records a decade ago.


Elliot, or “Majors” as everyone in the industry calls him, always loved having me dolled up with heavy makeup and hairpieces in public—preferring I reserve my “natural beauty” for him.


I already have to share so much of you with the world, he’d said. Let me have this.


At first, I thought it was sweet. I liked feeling like I was being kept safe by him. But later, after discovering that he was sharing all of himself with practically anybody willing, I started to find it intensely stifling and even perverse that he’d played on my emotions to assert control over my styling choices … and eventually all my choices. But by then, I had an image to uphold. One that was cosigned and underwritten by Onyx Records’ top executives, the A and R department, and perhaps most importantly, millions of fans worldwide.


When I debuted, the robust R&B/hip-hop vibes that had dominated the charts during the nineties and early aughts had funneled down to a select few artists. The ones I’d grown up admiring and even imitating in my childhood bedroom—the Ashantis, Mýas, and Ameries of the world—were no longer releasing records at a steady clip. Streaming had flipped the entire industry on its head, and labels were reeling, scrambling to adapt new formulas for cultivating breakout talent. Gone were the days when you could get discovered busking on the street, at an auspicious open mic night, or from sending out demo tapes.


It was 2014, and I was a fresh dropout after my first semester at Berklee. It was a jaded adviser whom I’d apparently caught on a bad day who gave me a piece of advice that blew my mind—Don’t go into debt for a degree in something you already have what it takes to go out there and pursue. I withdrew immediately, using the dregs of that month’s student loan check to book a flight out to Los Angeles, where I’d spend the next six months crashing on Rodney’s cousin’s couch. I knew absolutely no one, and even less about the recording industry. My only game plan was to audition for The Voice.


Televised singing competitions made for great ratings, but the same couldn’t be said for promising music careers. Still, I subjected myself to the circus of it all, hoping I’d be the outlier to break the mold. Turns out, I wasn’t.


But shortly after I was sent home on week three of the competition, a YouTube video of me singing Amy Winehouse’s “Love Is a Losing Game” went viral. That’s when the needle started to move in the right direction for me. Next thing I knew, Elliot Majors was in my DMs, asking to fly me out to New York for a month of recording sessions.


You’re a star, he said on our first phone call. Right now, I’m just the only one who knows it. Soon enough, everyone will.


From there, it’s all a chaotic blur. It took us two weeks to record my first single but only one to give in to the electric chemistry that pulsed between us. I’d never had a champion like Elliot—a man who makes you feel like the shiniest object in the room when his eyes are on you. And somehow, his belief in me rubbed off on everyone at the label, too, because my contract sailed through negotiations and I was a signed artist before I could legally drink alcohol.


At only thirty, he had that much pull within the industry already. Elliot was convinced I wasn’t the next fill in the blank, but the first Ella Simone, a stage name he crafted by melding Ella Fitzgerald and Nina Simone—Because you’re an old soul, baby girl, he’d said. You stand apart.


Standing apart would be easier said than done. Beyoncé had recently released her self-titled fifth studio album, and Rihanna’s Unapologetic had come out two years prior. Needless to say, for a brand-new Black female artist like me, who straddled the lines of pop and R&B, there was little room for error in establishing and distinguishing myself.


I’m not exactly edgy, irreverent, or dripping in swag like Rih. And while I was blessed with enough of an innate sense of rhythm to find my way around a choreographed eight-count—I’d be delusional to put myself in the same category as Queen Bey when it comes to raw performance talent. But what I’ve always had in spades, since I was a little girl, was an ear for melodies and a way with words.


Rolling Stone said my first EP possessed a vibe that rang “fresh yet familiar, with sweet melodies and wrenching lyrics to remind listeners that R&B stands for rhythm and blues.” Elliot read me the review from the opposite end of a bubble bath we’d shared in the presidential suite at the Four Seasons in Manhattan. That same day, he’d gotten the word Songbird tattooed on his wrist—his nickname for me and the title of my debut album. We were perfectly, incandescently happy. And later that night after we made love, we wrote the song that would win us our first Record of the Year Grammy.


The words. The melodies. The double and triple entendres that could turn a lyric about a summer breeze into a meditation on the lingering imprint of a stolen kiss—it all came easy to us. It was the rest that he’d eventually make so hard.


ELLA! ELLA! MISS SIMONE! OVER YOUR SHOULDER, ELLA!


On your right!


Over here, Ella!


Give us a smile!


Thank you! Can we get a smolder?!


Show us some leg!


Ella! Ella! Miss Simone! This way!


The heavy, steadying press of my bodyguard Sanders’s hand at the small of my back and the firm grip my manager, Angelo, maintains on my left elbow anchor me as we burst through the Sunset Tower Hotel’s double doors and into a sea of flashing lights. The Glam Squad brings up the rear as I’m ushered ahead on the stone walkway toward an idling black SUV.


We barrel through the chaos. A bevy of paparazzi surrounds our path, bolstered by a lively crowd of fans. I press forward as steadily as I can in six-inch platform heels, grateful as always not to be doing this alone. We reach the car, and before I’m hoisted up into my seat, I pause, giving Angelo’s hand a firm squeeze and a questioning look, which he returns with a swift nod and wink. Nonverbal communication becomes essential when you’re used to being observed in every public moment. I turn to my bodyguard and mumble quickly, “It’s okay, Sandy, I can give ’em a few snaps.”


I face the mob of flashes and deliver what they demand. Propping one foot up on a step to the SUV, I reveal a leg that’s just been slathered in shimmering body butter. I then turn over my left shoulder and offer what I calculate to be a dazzling smile. The frantic shouts and frenzied camera clicks from seconds before erupt into the kind of deafening barrage that never fails to make my face and limbs go numb. Seconds later, when Sanders shuts me in the vehicle and all goes quiet—with Angelo having slipped around and into the seat next to me—I can finally breathe, even within the tight confines of my corset.


“So, the plan for the night,” Angelo commences with business and absolutely no pleasantries. “You and Majors will do the carpet, take your seat for the opening number, then you’ll go back for a quick change into the Balmain gown. Just like in rehearsal, at the mid-show mark, you’re performing the ‘Always Be My Baby’ / ‘Fantasy’ medley with Ariana for the Mariah tribute. Then in the back quarter of the show, you’re co-presenting R&B Song of the Year with Miles Westbrook …”


“I’m sorry, with who?” I ask.


“Miles Westbrook,” Angelo repeats. Looking up from his phone, his eyes spear me like I’ve just asked him what day it is. “Starting pitcher for the LA Dodgers,” he explains.


Suddenly jittery, I adjust in my seat and start to pick at my sparkly acrylics. “I know of him,” I say, albeit a bit defensively. “But remind me why a baseball player is presenting at the Grammys? Did the Recording Academy strike some sort of deal with Major League Baseball?”


“Right on the money,” Angelo confirms. “It’s all part of a strategy to revitalize the telecast and draw in more ratings for the network. I’m told each award tonight is being presented by a recording artist and, I quote, ‘someone of note from another field.’”


“Hmm,” I murmur, not entirely sold on the gimmick. At the same time, it tracks. Given all any of us seem to be doing in this business these days is scheming for the right kinds of attention.


Angelo continues his briefing. “Anyway. Things you need to know about Miles … other than he’s fine with a capital ‘F’—”


“Also apparently a fuckboy with a capital ‘F’ … ” I cut in. “But do go on.”


Angelo, who has been with me for seven years, is entirely unfazed by my interruption.


“His rookie year with the LA Dodgers was 2014, and he’s been with the team ever since. Four years ago, he became starting pitcher, leading the team to two World Series titles, which they failed to defend last year in a devastating loss,” he says, and I note the deflation in Angelo’s voice.


“Sounds like you took that personally,” I add, hoping for a rise I know I won’t get out of my unflappable manager.


“It was hard on the city,” he says gravely, like the born and bred Angeleno he is. “Anyway. When this season’s up he’ll be a free agent. Word on the street is he’s itching to jump ship to get as far away from LA as possible.”


“Oh, that’s right!” I remember aloud. “Wasn’t there some sort of drama with an ex and a teammate?”


Angelo smirks, furiously tapping out a message on his phone. “So, she’s not living under a rock after all.”


“Sports, I could not care less about,” I explain. “A real-life love triangle that ends in a brawl? Sign me up for season tickets.” I say the words, but instantly, they sour in my mouth. If living in caustic limelight for this long has taught me anything, it’s that nothing is as black-and-white as it seems in headlines or the salacious claims from the often questionable “sources” that accompany them. And if what I’ve heard of Westbrook’s past year is even close to being accurate, he’s been put through the ringer.


I do my best to avoid online gossip as much as possible. But given all my hours spent in The Chair with Rodney, Sheryl, and Jamie, inevitably I end up absorbing the latest scandals through osmosis. So I vaguely recall them talking about some big shot player’s wife getting caught in an affair with a teammate of his.


“The aftermath was catastrophic for the guy,” Angelo recalls somberly. “I mean, the LA Times, SportsCenter, and everybody else pinned the Dodgers World Series meltdown on that locker-room dustup between him and Morales right before the final.”


I grimace. “In that case, who can blame him for all the swimsuit models and actresses that came after?” I say flatly, careful to curb the edge of bitterness, and maybe even a little bit of envy I feel. It’s always pricked me how when men in the spotlight are jilted or betrayed, everybody seems to revel in their devil-may-care rebound eras, practically cheering them on to get over their exes by getting under any- and everybody they possibly can. But let a famous woman get a little too close to her trainer after her husband’s been caught with his hand down the nanny’s blouse, and suddenly she’s “spiraling,” written off as pathetic and sloppy. Worst of all, it’s not even just her reputation that suffers. If she’s not careful, her career will too. Not to mention her self-esteem.


Elliot and I haven’t slept together in a year. We haven’t lived under the same roof in months either. In that time, our marriage has been reduced to the tired cliché of a celebrity PR relationship. Which means I haven’t been touched by a man in a way that wasn’t intricately choreographed for a music video or live performance in more than three hundred sixty-five days. And if Janet Waterman has her way, this will remain the case for, at minimum, the next six months while she fights tooth and nail to nullify the restrictive clauses of our prenup and my recording contract.


Keep your side of Front Street clean. At least in the eyes of the tabloids, she said. And that should be easy enough for me, since I’ve perfected the act of keeping up appearances, even when my reality is a smoldering hot mess.
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AS WE MAKE THE trek from WeHo to Downtown LA, a stifling sense of calm settles inside our black SUV. Tonight, there are no nominations or make-or-break performances of new singles to send me on a spiral of anxiety—only the pressure of pretending like I’m having the time of my life while enacting what are essentially the last rites of my marriage before a sea of cameras.


Traffic on the 110 is stop and go, and apart from NPR chatter droning low on the radio, everything’s quiet. Sanders and my driver Rohin are seated up front like clay statues, so stoically focused on the road ahead they might as well be set behind a partition. And with Angelo quietly returned to his emails, I’m left alone to tussle with my thoughts.


If my manager can help it, he won’t take calls for other clients when he’s out with me. It’s this kind of deference that makes me itch most when I’m all done up like this—even more than the false lashes, boob tape, and shapewear. The way people bend and contort themselves to please and placate me. Or maybe my discomfort comes from just how used to it I am at this point—how natural it feels to be accommodated without having to ask.


When Elliot and I first got together, I was mesmerized by the way he moved through the world, or better yet, how the world seemed to move because of him. How paths would automatically form when he walked into any room, how doors seamlessly opened, and how the people behind those doors made note of his presence. The man was mood music. He set the vibe for every space he occupied.


Someone with a firm grasp on pop culture or a true soundhead would likely recognize Elliot from all the cameos he’s made in his artists’ music videos, where he often plays it casually cool in the background, bobbing his head in designer shades while tucked behind the turntables and surrounded by writhing bodies. But pass him on the street, and the average person wouldn’t know that the layered snare drum beat in eighty percent of today’s hip-hop music was inspired by Elliot’s work in the early aughts—back when he was discovering artists on MySpace. They also wouldn’t know that if Prince were with us today, Elliot could hold his own onstage next to him with a rhythm guitar.


It all felt so foreign to me at first, being attached to a true musical genius. But soon, I got a contact high on the rarefied air he breathed, and before I could blink twice, his world became mine. This new land of celebrity was an adventure, and Elliot was my tour guide. As long as he was holding my hand, showing me the ropes, it was the time of my life. But somewhere along the way his grip loosened, and I learned how hard it is to keep hold of someone who’s already decided to let you go.


“Change of plans,” Angelo says, piercing through my cloud of thoughts. The unusual, frayed edge to his voice makes me sit up a little straighter. “Elliot’s not doing the carpet,” he says, aggressively rubbing his brow. “Coco just texted.”


Elliot and I had agreed to do this one last red carpet together before allowing our teams to release a joint statement about our separation. This had been part of our plan to present an amicable and united front—show the world that conscious uncoupling isn’t just for the Goop crowd. Selfishly, I hoped it could help curb the press and their rabid appetite for digging up dirt on us—despite Elliot’s many not-so-private infidelities. Both our PR teams pushed for it too. And like a fool, I assumed we were set.


“Heeeey, C! I’m here with Ella.” Angelo’s already rung up Coco on speakerphone to get to the bottom of it. “So, listen, totally cool that Majors can’t make the carpet. I’ll just play seat filler until he gets here. Sound good?”


“Oh, darling. If it wasn’t clear over text, he’s not coming at all. Carpet or show,” Elliot’s manager says in her posh London accent. “It was a game-time decision or, of course, I’d have told you sooner.”


I slump in my seat, releasing my head to let it thud against the smooth black leather.


These days, unless we’re in the studio working on music, Elliot and I rarely speak to each other without an intermediary—usually the task falls to our management teams, who have drummed up a muted but still palpable distaste for each other. And exactly two days ago, Coco had confirmed that he’d be here. With bells on! she’d said with her typical faux sweetness, like a lie dipped in honey. And stupidly, I counted on it—even if I was a bit shocked that Elliot would agree to grace the Grammys with his presence after all the public swipes he’s made toward the Recording Academy in recent years. But he’d given his word, and trusting it was another mistake on a long list of many for me.


But now, I have to wonder if his bait and switch is a form of punishment for me choosing to lawyer up. For me daring to scrutinize the prenup and then push back against it. A wad of anxiety starts to form in my chest. I’m suddenly scrambling for my phone. I don’t have to swipe through the three-digit notifications of unread messages to know that none are from him or Coco. But I do so anyway, if for no other reason than to confirm my well-earned bias.


Suddenly feeling the kind of flustered anger that makes it hard to catch your breath, I turn to Angelo. “So, what do I say? When everyone wants to know where he is?”


“Let’s think,” he says, chewing on his lip. “Presumably, Elliot never got on the plane from London so … we’ll just say he’s at Abbey Road!” Angelo’s brows shoot up like he’s just conquered the daily Wordle. “Give ’em a line or two about his new artis—” He stops short as I tense at the mention of Miss Thing, the straw that broke my marriage’s back.


A potent memory slams into me of the night I first met her at an album listening party thrown by the label. How I was eager to meet someone who reminded me so much of my younger self that I’d been casually scanning the room for a glimpse of her so I could introduce myself, maybe take her under my wing. How the moment we crossed paths, she couldn’t seem to get away from me fast enough—how her eyes seemed to burn and retreat the instant they made contact with mine. It’s only now, in retrospect, that it all makes sense.


“Oooor … we could come up with something else?” Angelo asks, snapping me back to the now.


“No. It’s fine.” I say the words the way I would if a manicurist had cut my cuticle to the quick and I was bleeding out on the table. I shrug away the sting. “I can plug their LP. With all the photos of them out now, I’m sure it’ll track.”


“You good?” he asks warily. “Because we can have Lydia issue a gag advisory to the red carpet press and squash all things Elliot.”


“No. It’s fine.” I’m repeating myself now, like a glitching robot. Giving that sort of tip-off would be nothing short of a smoking gun. Surely Angelo knows that. So him even suggesting it likely means he’s as thrown off by this curveball as I am.


“I can handle it,” I add to assure him.


But when I glance over at my manager, it’s obvious that he doesn’t believe me either. Then I see the moment he backs down from his internal protest, when the tension releases from his shoulders and he sinks back against his headrest. I sink back, too, and try to ground myself with a few rounds of meditative breathing, shoring up my energy for the game I’m about to play.


“I’ll let Lydia know we’re doing the carpet solo,” Angelo says, and the words sound like they were uttered from somewhere far away. Because I’ve already slipped back under the blanket of numbness that protects me from the sharp edges of all my swirling troubles. And after my final six-second exhale, I dive back into my clutch for my phone and tap out a text to my people. They may be close by, riding in the SUV that’s trailing us. But I need them closer.


GROUP TEXT: The Glam Squad


ME: Elliot’s not coming.


SHERYL: That negro better count his days …


SHERYL: Don’t you go covering for him either!


JAMIE: What’s she gonna do, tell Ryan Seacrest her man’s across the pond swimming in a sea of [image: ]


RODNEY: She can tell Ryan to have five seats in a basement is what she can do.


ME: I will tell anyone who asks they’re working on the album.


SHERYL: You deserve the peace prize.


SHERYL: … and some premium side [image: ] tonight.


JAMIE: Yes hunty! Let’s get you tossed around gf. Elliot can’t have ALL the fun.


JAMIE: He deserves to have NONE.


RODNEY: I don’t usually agree with you heffas but I can get on board here.


ME: Okay. This was a mistake. See you on the carpet.


SHERYL: She didn’t say no to the side [image: ] so … that means there’s a chance.


ME: There’s absolutely zero chance.


JAMIE: Oh ye of little faith. Father God, forgive her for her unbelief.


RODNEY: This just got real unholy up in here.


RODNEY: I’m not mad at it.


ME: Fools. I’m friends with fools.


ME: Lovable. Talented. But FOOLS all the same.


SHERYL: Iss ok boo. We got you. [image: ]


JAMIE: [image: ]


RODNEY: [image: ]


SOUTH FIGUEROA IS BACKED UP WITH A SNAKELIKE ROW OF sleek black SUVs and Sprinter vans queued outside of Crypto Arena. We sit for twenty minutes, slowly inching along, before it’s finally our turn to emerge and face the music.


Sanders hops out of the passenger seat to open my door and help me step down on the pavement. This is far from my first rodeo, but still, it takes a beat for my eyes to adjust to the bright white glare of the sun and the jarring mass of bustling activity before us. Seconds later, the glam team materializes almost out of thin air. Like the magical woodland creatures who get Cinderella dressed for the ball, they waste no time flitting about, poking and prodding and tweaking me for my now solo walk down the red carpet. Within seconds, my gloss is reapplied, the flowing gossamer fabric of my skirt is smoothed out, and any flyaway strands on my wig are coaxed back into formation. Finally, with a subtle wink and purse of Rodney’s lips, I have the stamp of approval to proceed.


He turns to my manager with a smirk. “The face card never declined on this one,” he says.


Angelo winks at him before clasping my hand in his. “Ready to rock and roll?” he asks. I squeeze him back and take a deep fortifying breath, then nod and smile.


Next we’re greeted by Lydia, my publicist from the label. She’s dressed from head to toe in black business attire and wielding a clipboard in one hand and a walkie-talkie in the other. “Hi, Ella, you’re right on time,” she says while gesturing for us to follow as she leads us to the edge of the carpet—the mouth of the jungle.


There’s an element of structured chaos to walking a red carpet on a night like this—when an entire industry descends on a single spot, and everyone’s scrambling for attention. Rising stars are hoping to cement their status on an ever-shifting platform, while industry vets cling to their own ebbing relevance. On a night when we’re supposed to be celebrating music, we end up focusing on everything but—the clothes, the plus-ones, the parties, the beef, the drama. The “content” over the art.


Elliot once explained to me how it takes a special kind of person to opt into this lifestyle. To willingly put the most vulnerable parts of themselves out in front of the world to embrace or reject. To stand in front of three hundred high-definition lenses, not to mention the millions of eyeballs at home, with flashbulbs all wielded by skilled photographers, eager to capture your every angle—each one expecting nothing less than perfection, but still hoping that they might get lucky enough to catch something even more valuable, like a moment of novelty—a sign of weakness or distress. It’s the one reason I’m relieved Elliot’s a no-show for tonight.


After nearly a decade of doing these “perp walks” together, I’ve grown increasingly weary of the act. It’s one thing to find yourself on a “Red Carpet Mishaps” roundup because of smudged eyeliner or fabric that photographs a bit too sheer, offering everyone a peep show of your shapewear. That’s par for the course.


But when you’re a couple, the scrutiny is amplified tenfold. Any sign of tension between the two of you, whether it’s an awkward head tilt and strained smile after a curt whisper or simply an extra half inch of distance between your angled bodies, and the next morning’s headlines could read Trouble in Paradise, with a body language expert brought on to guesstimate how long you’re going to make it based on whether or not your toes are pointed in or out.


So doing this alone makes things simple for me after all. I just have to (a) look the part and (b) not stick my foot in my mouth. Easy as pie.


Ella, straight ahead!


Over your shoulder, Ella!


Miss Simone! Can you give us a smile?


Three feet from the step and repeat, and I’ve already been spotted by the press pen. Some up-and-coming artist was just getting photographed voguing with their tongue out, but now they’re not so gingerly being nudged aside by a carpet handler as another one ushers me to the very spot where they stood. I take my place in front of the flashing lights and instantly I’m on.
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I ADVANCE DOWN THE STEP and repeat like the well-seasoned pro that I am. After countless requests for smiles, pouts, hair flips, and a few jarringly abrasive demands for a twirl, it all starts to feel like some chaotic game of Simon Says, anyway. So, when Angelo whisks me off for a round of press, the relief I feel is a shock to the system.


“And now we have joining us, the stun-ning Ella Simone,” Sherelle purrs. As I approach, she gracefully takes both of my hands to help me ascend the steps. Sherelle is dripping with diamonds in a floor-length sparkling green number that looks like something straight out of the Emerald City. It’s doing amazing things for her legs and waist.


“Honey! You’re just giving us ev-er-y-thing tonight!” she coos.


We beam at each other and air-kiss, careful to position ourselves so that the cameras capture our best angles. I try to center myself in the interaction and drown out the chorus of activity surrounding us. “But look at you! That waist is snatched,” I croon, careful not to shout on instinct to counter the chaotic din of the carpet. Years ago, I learned the hard way that yelling into the mic on a red carpet makes you sound utterly ridiculous to anyone who’s watching at home.


“Oh, stop it.” Sherelle playfully swats at me with a gloved hand. “Now of course everyone’s been dying to know where that handsome hubby of yours is tonight. Can you tell us if Majors will be joining you later?” she asks.


Somewhere a record scratches, sending a violent chill up my spine. Angelo and I rehearsed this in the car, sure. But after all the spins and twirls, somehow this feels like an ambush with knives. I figured if Sherelle was going to be the one interviewer to highlight the absence of my yet-to-be-announced ex, she’d at least ease us into it. Maybe, like the others, she’d ask me who I’m wearing or who lent me the million dollars’ worth of diamonds that are digging into my neck and stretching out my earlobes. I school a sour expression before it has time to manifest on my face.


Where is Elliot, you ask? Probably with his head up a twenty-two-year-old’s skirt, I think, but don’t dare say. Instead, I shrug casually and glance to my left, where Angelo stands dutifully within earshot, ready to step in and rescue me if I start to bomb this interview.


If I gave Sherelle the whole truth, I’d tell her that as of this moment, Elliot Majors and Ella Simone are at war—two ex-lovers engaged in a battle to sever all ties. But on a less dramatic scale, he has been not-so-subtly blowing off this awards show ever since a very public falling-out with the Recording Academy over its refusal to televise the awards categories of his neo soul and alternative R&B artists—the ones the industry draws the bulk of its inspiration from but has no trouble relegating to the sidelines on its biggest night. So even though Elliot gave his word, via Coco, him showing up tonight would have been an aberration. But alas, I settle for the cover.


“He’s at Abbey Road,” I lie, with a smile.


“Oh! Londooon.” Sherelle drags out the last syllable and waggles her eyebrows. “I assume he’s working on something very special, then? I mean, to miss a big night like this?”
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