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TRACK 1

There’s nothing like a high-energy concert to get the blood flowing. The bass is vibrating through my chest. The lights move back and forth from the stage to the crowd, blinding me on the two and the four. When the beat drops, my body instinctively finds the rhythm, my head nodding to the sound of the heavy 808 drum machine. Tau Anderson runs to the front of the stage yelling “Hands up” and the crowd obeys, under his spell.

The piercing screams of thousands of devoted female fans bounce off the arena walls and into my overly stimulated ears. There’s a good chance I might be flashed as women clad in fashionably risqué outfits jump around. It’s not like I don’t get it. I get it. Tau has it all, he’s talented, rich, and undeniably attractive. It’s hard to pinpoint his best feature. His smile is nice, he has the impeccable magazine-cover body and smoldering eyes that can turn any no into a yes, but the whole far outweighs the parts in his case. From what I’d heard, he was a hot mess, like any other young guy coming up on fame and fortune.

I follow closely behind my boss, Dawn, as the usher lights our path to our seats at the Barclays Center. Looking up toward the cheap seats the people all look like colorful dots. The rows of black chairs infinite. Flanked by the largest screens I’d ever seen, the stage commands the massive space. I shouldn’t be surprised when we make our way down the stairs to the floor; being with Dawn always meant access. There’s a small area for VIPs right before the pit, the liveliest area in any venue, where fans crowd close together at center stage. Standing room only. It seems all of Brooklyn is in attendance. We make it as the show is in full swing. Tau starts his new single “Pop That.”

We’re so close, I scan the stage and recognize Malik. We played some sets together a few years ago before I was confident enough to get onstage by myself and try out some of the songs I’d written. I attempt a slight wave though I’m certain his vision is impaired by the stage lights. I’m happy for him. He has it made as a guitar player in Tau’s band. At the same time, I can’t help but wonder if, and when, I’ll ever get my own moment in the sun.

The drummer hits a tight fill and Tau runs back out from the side of the stage with explosive energy in his fitted destroyed denim and high-top Balenciagas. His hair is a sea of generous dark waves against his tawny brown complexion and the diamonds in his chains lay and sparkle against his shirt like the signs along the Las Vegas Strip. Being front and center at a concert has its perks. He’s a vision of young money, a mix of Black excellence and street prowess. Tau wipes his face with a gray face cloth. I can’t help but roll my eyes as he makes a big dramatic show of throwing his sweat rag into the crowd. Predictably, the women bump and pull and grab, wrestling around until one triumphant warrior emerges from the melee. He winks and pulls up his shirt revealing abs that aren’t made but crafted. The winner jumps up and down waving the cloth fanatically in surrender of all her common sense.

After the high energy of “Pop That,” he looks over the crowd and announces he’s slowing it down. As he looks out into the audience, he’s the picture of sex appeal. I twirl my nameplate chain as he stands at the center of the stage placing the mic on the stand to sing. The lights come down all around the arena and a sea of cell phone flashlights illuminate the space.

His soft falsetto is angelic as he goes into “Think About Me,” his breakout single from the Black Light album. Hearing it again now takes me back, six years ago, when I was still interning at a small studio called Matrax during college. The first time I heard the single I made everyone shut up, grabbed my guitar, and charted it out so I could sing it myself. The writing, his voice, the arrangement, it had to have been one of those moments in the studio when everyone knew they had something, something special.

The stage goes dark as the crowd erupts. Just as the applause settles down a low rumble of chants begins. Like an avalanche picking up more snow as it tumbles down a mountain, more and more people join in demanding an encore. Dawn and I make our way out of our row and walk toward the left side of the elevated stage to meet a production assistant who’ll take us to meet him. A blonde with a tight ponytail dressed all in black with an earpiece and a walkie attached to her hip waves us over. We follow her through the doorway where players would normally come out for a game. The hallway is lined with people, including press and an array of photographers. I recognize a few celebs, Swizz Beatz, Busta Rhymes, Bryson Tiller, and the actor Rome Flynn. I give them the slight nod to let them know I see you, but I’m not pressed, as we continue past other doors with names posted on them. When we finally arrive at Tau’s, we run into Frankie K sitting outside atop one of the equipment cases. He’s the nephew of Zippy Bell, a huge R&B artist from back in the day. He recognizes my boss, and she remembers no one. I whisper “That’s Frankie K” as we approach him.

“Frankie!” She smiles with her arms open wide, pulling him into an embrace by the shoulders before she offers air kisses on both sides of his face. “Great to see you!”

“You too, Ms. Garter!”

“Oh, please don’t make me feel old. I’m already competing with all these beautiful young women dressed to the nines to see Tau. It’s Dawn,” she laughs, placing her hand on her chest. Whenever she did that, I was reminded of Regine from Living Single when she would make the same gesture while reciting her famous line “I’m amused and I have these!”

She introduces me to Frankie, who looks me up and down as if I’m the next object he intends to conquer. He has a reputation for pushing his limits with women eager to get into the business. It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes.

“Hel-low,” he slithers. I shake his hand and quickly move to Dawn’s side.

“Well, I have some business to get to. Good to see you, Frankie. Tell your uncle I said hello, will you?”

“Fa sho.”

Right before we head inside, Dawn launches into her routine speech about not staying backstage for too long.

“It’s nice that they invite you backstage and all, but we don’t want to somehow be confused with the members of their orgy. We get in, seal the deal, and make a swift exit.”

“I’m pretty sure they go to hotels for that type of thing, Dawn.”

“If you say so,” she says with a shrug. “I’m sure you’ve heard about this one’s reputation.”

“We’ll be fine.”

The blonde pulls open the door to Tau’s dressing room; inside there’s at least fifteen people standing around in the large common area. A few of them are members of the band. I spot another charting R&B artist, Chad White, and of course, the girls. I call them “MAC Makeup Girls.” The ones who wear impossible high heels, never with a hair out of place, and have minimum income requirements for dates. I imagine there is a member of the crew who rounds up a few of them from the crowd after each show. A tall man with dark skin and the shoulders of a linebacker gives one of the cronies in the room the “business first” eye. He ushers the girls out a side door along with Chad White.

Blondie informs us Tau will be out in a second then disappears back out the door, talking into her earpiece. I look around, eventually spotting Malik in the sea of faces. He walks up to me as soon as he catches my eye.

“Carli, it’s been a minute.” A warm smile creeps onto his lips.

I can’t help but smile back at him. “I know, Malik. You sounded amazing up there!”

“Aw man, listen. I’m just out here tryna get it. You still writin’?”

There it was, the question that never failed to stab me in the chest. As if I’d give up. I wasn’t charting on Billboard yet, but I hadn’t hung it up and decided to be, well, a quitter. Juggling my dream of writing music and paying my New York City rent was indeed a balancing act.

“Of course!” I muster with enthusiasm to hide my annoyance.

“Dope. You know what, Drew did tell me that! I subbed on a gig for Chad White the other day and he asked about you.”

Drew was a name I hadn’t heard in some time. But then again the small circle of musicians I came up with are all connected in some way. Well, the good ones. Smiling, and half listening to Malik, it’s not lost on me that Drew seemed to still know what I was up to.

The energy shifts suddenly. It takes a few seconds for me to realize Tau has walked in from whatever bat cave is behind the double doors. Everyone stands up straighter, the volume of the scattered conversations dips, eyes shift in his direction. He’s changed quickly into joggers, a pair of Penny Hardaway sneakers, and a fresh V-neck. Floating through the space, he exchanges handshakes and hugs with his crew as if to say Job well done. Frankie, who slithered his way in, takes it upon himself to let Tau know we’re in the room. As if being a creep wasn’t enough, Frankie also has the annoying habit of rubbing his hands together Birdman-style as he speaks. And then it clicks—Frankie must be on Tau’s team.

“Hi, Tau, I’m—”

“Dawn Garter,” he finishes for her, elongating the a in his slight southern drawl. “I know who you are. One of the most powerful women who can help lil’ ole artists like me get these partnerships that pay us for a lifetime. Gotta know the moneymen. I mean, women. Respectfully.” The small lines near his eyes deepen as he smiles.

“Well, hey, I am not mad at that. And I wouldn’t say ‘little old artist’ at all. That crowd was pretty impressive.” She nods and touches his shoulder gently with a freshly manicured hand.

Tau is one of Dawn’s newest clients at her creative agency Garter Media and one of the biggest R&B stars out right now. And Dawn is, well, perfect. She always knows the right things to say, a trait that makes people fall in love with her. Not only was she incredibly intelligent, not to mention quick, she dressed better than the stars she represented. Everyone at Garter worked hard for her approval. There was nothing more terrifying than failing to meet Dawn’s expectations. Sometimes I thought working for her might be easier if I actually disliked her, but it was impossible not to admire Dawn after rubbing shoulders with her daily.

“And this is Carlisa Henton! She is my right hand and will be working alongside us for these next few months. I wanted you two to meet. She’ll be corresponding with you as well.”

“Carli.” I reach for a handshake but he pulls me in for a hug. He smells surprisingly fresh for a man that danced around a stage for forty-five minutes. I think of my best friend, Talia, who would say “Some men look like their balls don’t stink,” and I can’t help but smirk. In his embrace, he gives me the quickest forehead kiss. I recoil, inwardly appalled by his overfamiliarity. Tau Anderson is clearly beyond the stratosphere of normalcy and suspended in the alternate universe that is fame.

He’s also a lot taller than I’d imagined. If I had to guess, he was about five eleven or six foot. Which is nice because you could wear heels and still not be taller than him. I banish the intrusive thought from my mind, tuning out as he and Dawn do some more flirting and business talk. But I can’t help but notice his eyes never seem to leave my direction for long. The thumping from Usher’s set gives the floor a subtle vibration that reminds me I’m kind of sad to be missing him. This was his GOAT tour and he definitely checks that box in my book.

Dawn starts chatting with Frankie, who has expertly slipped next to her and Tau. I slide away to the other side of the room. He introduces Dawn to a few of the randoms who are maybe more important than they look. I can tell Tau’s attention is waning. I’m not surprised when he gives Dawn a final hug and moves away from their circle. He turns and heads in my direction even though the exit is a straight shot from where he was standing. I look away, suddenly nervous as Tau moves closer to my corner. He seems to go out of his way to brush past me, and before he completely steps out of my path he whispers, “You’re gorgeous,” low enough for only me to hear.

Watching Tau slip out the door we came in through breaks my daze. It’s clear no one saw what just happened. I spot Dawn moving around to work the room.

To kill some time, I scroll through my phone and check a few emails and texts.

Are you making the studio tonight? A text from Dylan.

Can’t. Got pulled out to a work thing.

It doesn’t take long before my phone buzzes again. Damn, hit me when you get in.

Which reminds me—Usher’s show is still happening. I venture out, hoping to get a good view. Dawn wasn’t going to wrap up anytime soon and I have been in love with Usher for at least half my life.

Making my way back down the nondescript corridor, I position myself in the darkness of the corner near the stage. The spotlight illuminates Usher’s body as he embodies the greats like James Brown and Michael Jackson. Although now in his late thirties, he is considered an elder statesman of R&B. But he hasn’t lost a step. He looks just as great as Tau out there, who is roughly ten years his junior. Twirling my curls and lost in “Confessions,” I feel another hand in my hair.

“Carli, right?” The soft male voice is coming from behind me. I whip my head around. “I like your hair.” It was Tau.

“Oh thanks,” I stammer, completely taken aback. My hair is an untamed mane with thick, tight ringlets. It’s taken some time, but I’ve grown to love my carefree fro. In normal circumstances I would flip shit about someone touching my hair uninvited but I’m technically at work, and he is Tau Anderson. However, this is the second boundary he crossed in less than thirty minutes of meeting him. It’s dawning on me that Tau might just be an entitled jerk.

Before he can say anything else, a short guy with a face full of worry walks over and motions to him. A few seconds later Dawn appears from the shadows of backstage and I gather myself to head out. I guess the business meeting in the dressing room was adjourned. Before I move to follow her, I feel a hand on my arm.

“Hey,” Tau says discreetly. “So what y’all bout to do after this?”

It takes me a second too long to find words. “Oh, uhm, heading home. The boss is heading out, so I’m heading out.” I point awkwardly to the exit.

“That’s unfortunate.” He cocks his head to the side, showing off his gorgeous dimples.

I manage to utter a hurried “It was great meeting you,” as I walk toward the backstage exit. The mid-August air was sticky outside those doors. Dawn is still in my view, but she’s way ahead of me and I don’t want to be too far behind her. It wasn’t listed in my job description, but Dawn expected me to be as close as her shadow.

“How can I call you?” I hear Tau yell behind me.

“I’m sure we’ll be in touch.” Shaking my head, I start a little jog to catch up with Dawn. Did he really ask about calling me?

Dawn drives me to my apartment in her Mercedes E-Class. We ride in silence. We’ve been together all day, which isn’t far from the norm, and we’re all talked out. Anita Baker’s sultry voice emanates smoothly from the Burmester sound system. The jazzy chords of her voice remind me of those of a horn player. I nestle into the peanut butter leather seat and attempt not to drift off. This car could be one of my love languages and one day I was going to buy one for myself.

Like most of the young ladies in the crowd tonight, I enjoyed a good beat and didn’t mind looking at Tau Anderson, but what actually piqued my interest was toiling in my apartment in hopes of writing a song twenty thousand people would sing word for word. Lately, I had been pulling all-nighters with Dawn way past normal work hours. The busy summer season was coming to a close. I hated that I was missing the session with Dylan and our producer, Red, tonight, but when I’m on official Garter business, songwriting takes a back seat.

We pull up slowly to the walk-up Talia and I share in Crown Heights as my neighbors mill about in the darkness of the night. It’s easily past midnight. I exit the car as Dawn double parks. I hop up the stairs and she waits for me to open my front door. I flick the front light, so she knows that I’m good.

When I enter our third-floor apartment, Talia is curled up in the fetal position on the couch with the TV on mute, her laptop open, and her phone playing Elevation Worship music on the arm of the chair.

“Talia!” She jolts upright with the dazed look of a toddler.

“I’m up, I’m up.” Her sandy-brown hair is all over her head and the pillow made an imprint on her skin. “How’d it go?”

“It was dope. You know Dawn, she’s such a bawse. And the show was lit, the biddies were all out.”

“Ugh, I wish I could have been there instead of drooling on myself.” She reaches for her phone from the arm of our thrifted couch to catch up on missed text messages and pause her praise.

“And I’m not sure if Tau Anderson asked for my number or not.”

I flop on the couch next to her.

“What? You were supposed to lead with thaaaat!” she yells as she reaches out to hit me. Her eyes are the size of marbles.

“Girl, I have no time to entertain that. I’m not even sure if it was real. I mean, there were all those girls there with the good push-up bras.” I pull my nameplate chain to my mouth and watch as Talia gets up and folds the quilt that her mom had handsewn. We will never be short on quilts. Her mom made us a new one every holiday season.

“But you got his attention. Get out of here with that holier-than-thou BS. You know he’s fine.”

I roll my eyes before making my way to the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, I hope something good will appear and settle on the Green Machine smoothie I never got to earlier. It was officially the weekend, thankfully. I didn’t need to think about Tau Anderson anymore. Tonight’s concert would probably be the last time I saw him in person. If there was one thing my dad drilled into my head, it was to never fall for a musician. He would know.






TRACK 2

“When are you coming to visit? It’s been forever,” my mom whines with the remnants of her Spanish accent.

My mother, Natalia Guerra, an Afro-Colombian woman who passed on her deep rich skin tone and big hair, grew up between the towns of San Basilio de Palenque and Cartagena. She came to the States with my grandparents when she was ten. All my grandparents spoke at home was Spanish, so she learned English from watching TV and through ESOL programs at school. She practiced and practiced until the accent was barely noticeable. She quickly realized Americans linked accents to a lack of intelligence and never wanted people to assume she was unprofessional because of it. But her accent still comes out from time to time. Especially when she whines.

“Mami, I don’t really have the time or money to go back and forth. But I promise you, I’ll be home for Thanksgiving.” I roll over on my bed, facing my vision board, which is a smattering of inspirational quotes and pictures of the body I wanted to have, but didn’t work out to get.

“I thought Thanksgiving was with your father this year?”

“No, Mami, this year is Christmas. You’re getting old.”

“I forget. But I am not getting old. Like fine wine, mija. Aging like fine wine.”

“Of course,” I concede.

“Just be sure that you are nah so focused on that career that you are nah thinking of starting a family of your own, Carlisa!”

“A family?” I scrunch my face looking up at the ceiling. That was one thing not on the board. Hell, I was still having smoothies for dinner. I toss one leg out of the covers of my bed. “Mami, I am not there at all. But I love ya! Talk soon!”

“But—”

“Bye, Mami!” I always had to make a swift exit when she started talking that family stuff. Her failed marriage somehow made her think nuptials, broken or not, was what I wanted for my life. For some reason marriage was seen as the pinnacle of all achievements. I saw it play out in real time on the internet. A post about a great career milestone got about fifteen likes. Marriage and baby announcement posts guaranteed hundreds of likes. Right now, my job and my music are my man and I’m good with that.

Before I can get a full scroll out on Instagram, a text pops up from Dylan.

Working with just Red is like working with the warden. Please tell me you’re making the session today.

Absolutely.

Bet! Don’t let it go to your head or nothin’ but I kind of missed you.

Smh, hater! Anyway, I have something for you.

I finish with an eye-roll emoji then pull myself out of bed and take a quick assessment in the full-length mirror opposite my rumpled covers. I could certainly go without the stretch marks on my butt. But my mother’s hips, well, they did me good since most girls were paying for them these days. I grab a T-shirt to pull over my camisole and make my way out to the kitchen. Talia is already up cooking breakfast. There were advantages to having this girl around.

“Morning!” I smile through crusty eyes as I sit on the stool at our breakfast bar. The clock on the microwave reads 8:15. Across from me, Talia proceeds to Milly Rock with the spatula in hand.

“Why are you so happy?”

“It’s a new day, mamacita! Why not?”

Sometimes I think her optimism is genetic. Her parents, her sister, and brother are literally like the freaking Obamas or something. The complete opposite of my child-of-divorce reality, but having Talia around always feels like home. Her family has practically adopted me in the seven years we’ve been living together.

Talia was right. I was heading to the studio today and having that to look forward to always gave me a boost of energy.

“That smells good.”

“Omelets.”

Talia is seamless in the kitchen. She cooks with grace and precision. Her thin arms move swiftly from the counter to the stove. Adding ingredients, going over to the fridge for something she forgot. She packs in the final additions and waits to flip her masterpiece. “So you’re working with Dylan and Red?”

“Yup yup.”

“Cool. Red is so badass and Dylan, well, I don’t know how you can focus.” Talia throws the omelet on the plate and slides it my way. “There’s some OJ in the fridge, but check the date,” she giggles, pouring the rest of the eggs into the pan to start the process all over again.

“Please don’t hype Dylan up. All he has to do is sing a note and the women are fawning,” I say before opening the fridge. “Expired, womp womp.” We look at each other and burst out laughing. “Water it is.”

“When will we feel like real adults?” Talia says with a sigh as she finishes making her breakfast and slides it onto the counter. Leaning in, she takes a bite and savors the taste, even letting out an audible sigh of pleasure. She makes everything she eats look irresistible.

“Who knows, girl? I think about my parents and how they were already married by the time they were my age. The world is just different, I guess.”

“I don’t want to rush, but dammit if my parents don’t make it look so easy.”

“Well, yeah, your parents are basically the Obamas.”

She scrunches up her freckled face and flicks a loose tomato from her omelet at me that I dodge. I contemplate the sentiment and realize it’s something I’ve thought about a lot too. “Having it all together” and what that even meant.

“We’re okay.”

She nods. “Yeah, we’re okay.”

There was something daunting about the vast space of your midtwenties. Everyone gave the same cookie-cutter advice, take your time, everything will work out, but time was tricky, it had a way of sneaking up on you.

We let the silence settle between us as we finish our omelets. With our bellies full, we rock, paper, scissors to see who gets first dibs on the shower. Talia feigns heartbreak when I win and heads to her room. I scurry to the bathroom, excited to get to the studio and see what Dylan did with the last song we worked on.






TRACK 3

The Bronx was not on the list of places I wanted to travel coming from Crown Heights. Especially at 10 a.m. on a Saturday. I was always left debating over the hour-long MTA trek or the costly rideshare. Today, I check my bank account balance and walk down to the Utica Avenue train stop. I decide to save my splurges for the weekdays, so I forge my way on two buses after the train, which is always a delight. Walking up to Walnut Avenue makes me leery I might stumble upon a dead body like one of those Law & Order shows.

Red’s placed a few songs with some up-and-coming signed artists. She used the money to grab a small spot to record on a regular basis. There’s a ten-minute walk between my stop and the studio. As usual, the trash cans on the street corners are overflowing, stray cats protect their territory, and a stench of piss mixed with day-old liquor wafts in the air. The building housing the studio has steps resembling a fire escape. If you didn’t know any better, you might think it was abandoned. As it should. Studio equipment is outrageously expensive. Looking abandoned is strategic in a neighborhood as sketchy as this one.

I enter the code to call up to the studio, the loud buzzer sounds and the door clicks. With no elevator, I start toward the fourth floor. When I finally reach it, I’m out of breath as I spot Red waiting for me at the door. For a split second I think she must have heard me noisily stomping up the steps but then I remember I called up. Maybe I should act on that vision board and do a sit-up or something.

“Hollywood!” Red gestures me into the small room.

I plop down in one of the black office chairs that sit in front of her small mixing board. To the right is her recording booth. The back wall is covered with a large mural. Hues of gold, orange, and green meld into one another. Red has a pretty decent setup. Guitars are placed just so on the wall. Adjacent to her board is her Kronos keyboard. The room’s dimly lit, outside of the LEDs illuminating the console, even during the daytime due to blackout shades hanging from the windows. It was difficult to gauge how much time had actually passed when you were in Red’s studio.

“What’s up with you?” I pluck the lava lamp that sits on top of the board.

“Slavin’. As per usual. I got pulled into a new project. A group that just got signed.” She sits down next to me, fixing her fire-engine-red ponytail before taking a bite of her breakfast burrito. She pops open the lid to an orange juice. My eyes move down to Red’s feet. She has on the Jordan 3 Retros in blue. While I admire nice sneakers, Chucks are easy. Growing up, I was obsessed with the R&B artist Bianca. She had a sultry flair that made the tomboy vibe sexy. During one album cycle, she rocked red Chucks with everything. Dresses, on the red carpet, in videos—I guess it stuck with me. A small act of rebellion against the pressures of femininity.

“What time is Dylan getting here?” I was still bummed about missing the session last night. Being in the studio makes me feel that much closer to getting my name out there as a writer.

My phone vibrates, interrupting my daydreaming.

Carli, apologies for the weekend text, but some important updates for this week.

Weekends were not off-limits. I appreciated the pleasantry, but why the pretense? One weekend I had to leave my girl’s twenty-fifth birthday party to handle a crisis with an artist who was pulled over with a gun in the car. The brands we’d partnered him with were seconds from canceling contracts and Dawn needed all hands on deck. Typical rapper problems. The work never stopped, and Dawn did not play about her clients. Foolishness or not, she made sure we knew how to spin things in their favor.

Tau is coming to the office on Monday, so make sure you’re ready.

I read the text a few times before it sinks in. What in the whole hell was happening?

“That bad?” Her eyes don’t move from the TV mounted above the board. An episode of Chewing Gum is on. I guess Red can sense my anxiety.

“Long story short, I have no idea whether Tau Anderson was trying to get at me last night and now I have a meeting with him Monday morning.” I spin around in the chair until I get a little dizzy.

Red nods. “Oh yeah, how was the show?” Red seems high all the time, but I’ve never seen her smoke. She’s in a constant state of chill that I won’t even try to emulate. So many people in this industry have a myriad of vices and yet somehow, I found two solid collaborators in Red and Dylan.

“It was lit. He did some of the new stuff, which was cool. But it was when he threw it back to the Black Light album that the nostalgia hit, and I felt like I was back in Webster Hall when barely anyone knew who he was. Man, those were some of my fave records of his. They inspired a lot of the stuff I was writing then.”

“Those records were ill, for sure.” Red picks up her phone and starts to get up from her chair. “Well, business is business, right? Wouldn’t be the first time you had to work with someone with their eye on you. I think men see me and automatically think I like women,” she says, smirking.

Red has a rough exterior, but she’s been married about five years, so she isn’t for the BS.

“Yeah, and we see how that panned out,” I say, shaking my head.

Red sits back down to finish her breakfast. Dylan is on straight industry time. It’s so ridiculous how late artists can be.

After Dylan performed at the Music Matters showcase, he received great reviews, so we buckled down to work on an EP to follow up his single “Someone Like You.” The goal was to get one of the records placed on a show like HBO’s Insecure. Tons of new artists were being discovered that way.

“I thought this fool was texting to say he was here. He said he’ll be another minute.” Red answers a buzz and two minutes later Dylan bursts into the studio. His eyebrows are high and his jacket is a bit disheveled.

“I had to run some errands but I’m here. Perfect timing, right?” He grins while laying his book bag down on the floor near the third chair.

“Look, you’re not a star yet,” Red snaps.

“Oh, but I do shine bright, beloved!” Red is not for his games, but Dylan doesn’t care. These two keep me thoroughly entertained.

“Boy!” Red rolls her eyes. “Look, we’ve wasted enough time. You’ve lived with this latest record, how you feel about it?” She sits down and leans back in her chair with her legs crossed, revealing argyle socks that match her blue-and-white sneakers.

“Oh, it’s money. I’ve been working on some harmony parts that I think you’ll like, too.” Dylan rubs his hands along his faded black jeans. He’s thin, with a hoop earring in his left ear and deep coils that look like they’re reaching for the sun.

“Well, get in the booth, let’s go!” Red rubs her hands together and turns her chair toward the board. I roll my chair up next to hers and pull up the recording software on the computer.

“Just like that, huh? You don’t call, you don’t write, you make me feel so cheap.” Walking back over to the door, he turns the lights down lower. Reaching into his book bag, he pulls out a small diffuser in which he mixes frankincense and myrrh with the delicate touch of a chemist. He grabs the lighter next to a small row of candles near the window and lights each of them and places them back down. “You can’t just skip the foreplay,” he says with a laugh.

He starts walking to the small booth in the corner. Red bends her neck to the side and squints one eye.

“Maaaan, get in the booth.”

Dylan was right. His harmonies have us floating. I sit back and listen as Dylan works out the bridge they never finished. Something feels slightly off and I try to put my finger on it.

“You hear that?” I turn to Red.

“Nah, sounds good to me.”

“No, no, there’s something.” I close my eyes and let the vibrations of Dylan’s voice settle into my spirit after he finishes singing.

“What’s up? I liked that take,” Dylan says.

“Carli’s in here meditating or whatever she does when she’s about to tell you something’s off,” Red says into the talkback mic.

“D, you’re flat when you hit ‘love’ on the F. Like you’re just a little below the note.”

“Damn, you caught that, huh?” Dylan’s voice comes through the speakers.

“So you heard it too?”

“Yeah, but you know, I liked the rest of the take.”

“Womp, womp. We do excellence over here.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

Dylan does it again, this time with perfect pitch. Red and I look up as he emerges from the booth satisfied with himself.

He grabs his phone from the chair. “So, how was the dude Tau’s show last night? You never hit me when you got in.”

“I know, my fault. You know how it is moving around with Dawn. I was beat street by the time I got in.”

“This one over here about to be Mrs. Anderson and whatnot,” Red says nonchalantly as she reaches down to wipe some dust from her shoe.

“Oh, for real?” Dylan shifts his stance and looks at me.

“Ahhhhhh, you clownin’, Red! That’s definitely not the case.”

“Oh, I’m sure he tried it. Yo, I had a homegirl get tangled up with him a year or so back. Did not end well, he had her looking crazy.” Dylan pulls out his laptop. “I know we’re wrapping but I need to send a few files right quick.”

“Oh yeah, all good. I’m cleaning up this session and I’ll bounce down what we have for now,” Red says as she turns back to face the computer.

“So, what were you saying, Dylan?” My curiosity usually got the better of me.

“Well, she thought it was way more than it was. He was in town for the night, you know what I mean?” He pounds away at the keys on his laptop.

“Got it. Some girls don’t get it. Make sure you don’t do ’em like that when you’re plastered all over TV screens.”

“Imma be out here, getting all the girls that fronted when I got hurt and couldn’t play ball anymore.” He pauses, lost in his thoughts. “It’s a crazy lifestyle, you gotta make sure you don’t get caught up first though.”

Dylan and I say our goodbyes to Red and head back up Walnut Avenue toward the park.

“So, what you getting into now?” He looks over as we dodge a gang of kids chasing one another down the block.

“Talia is going to be at the library late doing research, so there’s nothing for me to do when I get home but write.”

“Well, that’s not the worst thing. That work ethic is why you will be one of the greats.”

“Dylan.” I push his arm, embarrassed by the compliment.

“You have no clue how amazing you are. One day, grasshopper.” He tousles my hair and I swat his hand away.

We walk carefully, watching for broken glass and dog poop. The intense August sun ducks between a few sparse clouds and the warm wind tickles my face. My phone buzzes softly in the back pocket of my jeans.

Sorry I couldn’t make it last month. I’m in Monaco. A text from my dad. They were so random and sporadic. Often apologies.

I don’t reply. I let out an audible sigh before turning it on DND and tossing it into my bag. When we enter the park, it seems every pair in sight is a couple. They’re holding hands, stealing glances indicative of new love. A redhead with a long braid and freckles is deep in conversation with the man to her right, oblivious to the cyclist trying to get around her. She’s practically mesmerized.

“You okay?” Dylan asks after a beat. We take a seat at one of the stone benches along the pathway to rest our legs.

“I’m all right,” I answer, my mind elsewhere. “You ever look at people and wonder what their story is? Who may be waiting for them, or where they’re going?”

“And random-ass thoughts like that are why you will be an exceptional writer one day.” He laughs and I join in. When the laughter fades, Dylan has a rare somber expression.

“What?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just been super dope to see your growth over the last two years.”

We’d both come such a long way. I remember the first time Red introduced us. Dylan’s whole vibe screamed creative. He came in talking about being influenced by artists like Phil Collins, Prince, and Eric Clapton. Folks certainly in my top ten. Then he opened his mouth to sing. I knew he would be a special artist in his own right.

“Wait, didn’t you say you had something for me?”

“Right.” I reach in my bag and pull out a black-and-gold box. “It’s the self-care line we finalized last week with Jhené Aiko.”

“You love me. You really love me.” He gives me a tight hug and plants an exaggerated kiss on my cheek that I make a show of rubbing off.






TRACK 4

“You’re gonna make me late.” Talia puts her shoe on while hopping down the stairs at the same time. I pull the apartment door closed with my earrings still in hand.

“I’m out, I’m out!” I make sure to lock both locks and rush down the stairs behind her.

I’m not really the church type, but Talia is, so one day I decided to check it out after her constant begging. Her church was different from what I was used to. Occasionally, my mom felt compelled to drag us to church. The thought of the itchy stockings my mom would shove my legs into makes me shiver. At Talia’s church you can wear whatever you want, the pastor is super young and trendy, and Dylan and a few other musicians I know play there. What more could you ask for? We typically did brunch after where the mimosas were endless and the smack talking was plentiful. No shade to God but that was kind of my favorite part.

I hit a quick jog to catch up with Talia. Her midi skirt sways back and forth in the wind under her cropped denim jacket. Her hair is pulled up into a tight bun and she hustles to get to the subway station close to our place.

“Every Sunday, B!” She puts one finger in the air while bouncing down the steps.

“Gah, I know! I was up late yesterday, I couldn’t sleep.”

We bustle through the turnstile in time to catch the 4 train. Service is at Gramercy Theatre, so we have to switch over to another train before arriving at our destination. Sundays were bearable in comparison to the nightmare of commuting during the week. The MTA was trash lately and we were all forced to grin and bear it.

We emerge intact as we hurry into the theater. The greeters are still kind to the latecomers. A total one-eighty from the ushers dressed in white from my hometown of Severn.

Talia motions to the left side of the auditorium where she asked her friend Fred to save us seats. Once we spot them, we shimmy across their row, ducking down and giving the head nod and hands-up to excuse ourselves for interrupting people’s worship. The lights are bright, and five singers stand across the stage with their hands pointed to the sky. Dylan has his hat pulled low with a bass strapped across his chest.

Talia places her things down on the seat and we both exchange hugs with Fred and his girlfriend, Mari. Fred and Talia are in law school together and by way of hanging out to study, she also got super tight with Mari. They were both hella smart people but also just fun to be around and easy to talk to. I got introduced to them through church and our Sunday brunch festivities. It was crazy to see how effortless they were together. Fred, the law student, and Mari, the yoga instructor with her own studio. I wasn’t privy to too many healthy relationships, so it was always nice to see. I was batting zero, clearly worrying my mother about whether or not she’d ever have grandchildren. I was her lone hope as the only child.

The curvy redhead belts a worship song from the stage, encouraging the rest of us to lift our voices as the music stops and only the kick drum booms. I love finding the harmony notes as the rest of the crowd sings in unison.

Talia’s hands are clasped in front of her with her head tilted down. She’s deep in thought. Law school was tough, but I admired how she knew exactly what she wanted and wouldn’t let anything deter her from it. I loved that about her now, although that determination was off-putting when we first met. In the only class we shared, Talia was set on proving our professor wrong about W. E. B. Du Bois’s take in The Philadelphia Negro. All I could remember thinking was, Who is this girl? But as fate would have it, we met back up through a Facebook post when I was looking for off-campus housing after my freshman year. There weren’t a lot of options, but it turned out to be one of the best decisions of my life. I moved to New York literally with like a dollar and a dream and of course without my mom’s blessing at first.

“Dios mio, mija, por qué? Nueva York está muy lejos y no tenemos familia ahí. ¿Quién va a cuidarte?” Occasionally, she broke out the Spanish when she was upset or extremely happy. For so long it was just the two of us. I couldn’t promise that I would be back in Maryland anytime soon, but I had to follow my dream and everything told me New York was the place to do it.

The pastor preached a soul-stirring message about being sure to invite God into all aspects of our lives. I could appreciate that. I know there is a God up there, but sometimes I could get stuck in my own way, trying to “make it all happen.” I’m sure he’s had a good laugh or two on my account. I worked hard, but I wasn’t opposed to sending up a few prayers about getting my songwriting off the ground. The work at Garter Media sustained me for sure, but I had a much bigger plan, a dream. Before this was all over I had to know what it was like to have people all across the world singing my songs.

Service ends and people from diverse backgrounds and ethnicities spill out of the theater onto the sidewalk. Dylan walks out with his large bass in tow. We stand waiting for Talia, Fred, and Mari as they chat with a few folks from their life group. They were small gatherings with people from church where they could get to know one another more intimately. I tried to make them, but my hours were nuts. Talia even hosted a few at our apartment. I think she’s working on her sainthood or something.

“So, are we hitting our usual spot?” Mari asks as we beat the pavement away from the theater and jumbled chatter.

“I think so. Marv’s is so chill and they don’t try to kick us out. I know Agnes Café has better food but it’s always mobbed,” Talia explains.

“As long as there are mimosas!” I hit a twirl.

“We know, Carli, we know! Such a lush.” Talia swings her bag in my direction.

“Whatever!” Turning to Dylan, I pat him on the back. “You killed praise and worship as usual.”

“You know, I do what I can.” He smiles and tips his hat to me like a cowboy from an old Western.

We make it to Marv’s right before the big rush, so we’re able to snag a booth. The décor is trendy yet industrial. The waiters are dressed in skinny jeans and T-shirts, adding to the laid-back vibe. Over the years I realized New York could be so random. The person next to you could just as easily be a retail sales associate or a VP at a label.

“All I am saying is, it seems impossible to be faithful when you have that many women that want to tear your clothes off. Baby, I am sorry, but God didn’t make me a movie star or a musician for a reason.” Mari rolls her eyes.

“That’s ridiculous. You don’t get a pass cause you’re famous.” Talia picks at the fruit left on her plate. “Most of those idiots were the cornballs in high school and then they get popular and finally get the attention they were starved for before.”

“Whoa, easy, Tally! I played ball in high school and was pretty popular. I got into music once I got injured,” Dylan interjects. “Fame only magnifies who you already are.”

Fred loved The Tea Instagram page, and their latest post went into the details of Logan Lindley’s cheating scandal. A tape surfaced showing the comedian leaving a club with a young hot thing who was not his wife, who happens to be pregnant with twins. His affair was the latest news dominating the Twitter trending timeline.

The waiter approaches the table to clear the empty dishes. He’s tall with smooth brown skin and his white apron splashed with food is telling of today’s busy shift. “I’m saying, my man,” Fred starts while glancing up at the waiter.

“Ahhhhhh,” Talia yells out. “Don’t bring this poor man into your shenanigans.” The waiter shakes his head with a laugh. “Well, Carli, you’re so quiet, wouldn’t you expect a partner to be faithful to you regardless how much money they had?”

“How did I get pulled into this?” I was purposely trying to mind my business. I can’t tell you how many relationship conversations I’ve gotten pulled into with this group. And what did I know? Dating was the last thing on my agenda.

“There are a lot more important topics in the world. I mean, the political climate right now is bleak. Did you see what happened in Virginia?” I know my attempt to change the subject is futile.

“That is too stressful to think about right now, Carli,” Mari says while shaking her head.

“Look, I wouldn’t date an entertainer. I know them too well. And I don’t trust them as far as I can throw them.” I was starting to sound a lot like Barbara, my mom’s best friend who was constantly warning against the trickery of men. “Should a woman expect her man to be faithful? Sure.” I grab one of the extra beverage napkins from the table and write faithful on it before stuffing it into the small notebook in my bag.

“Well, tell us how you really feel,” Dylan says playfully.

I give him a sheepish look. “I’m sorry, you know it’s not like that. I wasn’t referring to you when I said that. You’re different.”

Dylan nods and gives me a smile, but I can tell he feels called out. Honestly, I hadn’t had much luck with regular guys either. There was Damon, who my mom tried to hook me up with a year ago. He was the son of a lawyer at the firm where she works and she could barely contain herself over the possibility of me settling down with a guy with a real job. Things started off well and he didn’t come with the usual issues I ran into with guys in the industry, but he had dreams of some doting housewife. Hard stop. Had to end that quick.

“Y’all are so unrealistic. But whatever, man. Most of these women are in it for the lifestyle. They don’t care what their man does. His wife ain’t going nowhere. It’s gonna be a few awkward months and dassit.” Fred nods like he is satisfied with being the only one who agrees with his point.

This could go on forever. The mimosas have my bladder working overtime. I scoot my chair back from the table and head to the restroom while checking for new notifications on my phone.

Tau Anderson is following you.

I push open the door to the restroom and stop to fix my mane in the mirror. I wipe the corners of my mouth where my lipstick smeared and open Twitter. A red notification is in my DMs.

Making me work. I like that. See you Monday.
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