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To my podcast sisters of Acknowledge the Dynasty—Leslie, Lauren, LB, and Erika.

To my best friend, Amy.

And to my daughter, Xiamora.

Trigger warning

If you find such topics of sexual abuse, suicide, rape, bullying, murder, teen drinking, and teen violence to be your hard limit, please don’t continue with this. If you decide to read this, strap the fuck in. But if it somehow saves your life, can we be friends? Welcome to my circus and stick around for homecoming.

Bizouix

EJ
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Introduction
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I stumbled into the women’s restroom at the truck stop, my torn top slipping off my shoulder, bra strap dangling. Dirt smeared my face, mascara streaking over grime and foundation, forming a grotesque mask. My once-pristine appearance was gone.

I scanned my body—scratches, bruises, blood-stained clothes. Pain shot through my limbs. My flip-flops had broken during the attack, leaving me barefoot. The cold linoleum pressed into my blistered feet.

I was fighting for my life.

I rubbed my stinging eyes and felt a sharp pain in my right hand. Two fingers wouldn’t move; my knuckles were swollen. Later, at the ER, I’d learn it was a boxer’s fracture. Rare for women, but it happens. Horrifying.

Memory flickered.

Earlier, I crashed a house party near Lake Lanier, desperate to find my best friend and tell her everything. I hadn’t heard from her since Monday. My calls went straight to her answering machine; my pages were ignored. She knew I was hiding something.

My boyfriend begged me not to go. Worried about the place, worried about what might happen. But I didn’t care. I promised I’d be fine. I thought I knew how to handle myself.

The living room made it clear my reputation was hanging by a thread. People who once begged for my autograph now whispered behind my back. It wasn’t just gossip—it felt like a witch hunt, and I was the witch.

Someone grabbed my arm.

“Hands off the merchandise,” I snapped, yanking free. I looked up at the lake house owner—a frat bro in a Georgia Bulldogs cap, khakis, and a sad polo meant to feature an alligator. Beside him, his sidekick fidgeted, shifting weight unevenly, glancing around as if expecting instructions he didn’t fully understand.




“What are you doing here?” the sidekick asked.

I threw my Fendi hobo over my shoulder. “I didn’t come to kick it. I came to see my girl.”



The homeowner’s gaze lingered just a fraction longer than necessary. His eyes flicked to the crowd, then back, lips curling in a micro-smirk. A subtle jaw twitch. Fingers brushed a pocket. Tiny, deliberate shifts of his weight—everything measured.


“I don’t like you,” he said.

“Good. I want you to know I wake up every day thinking of ways to make you not like me.”



He flexed his hands at his sides, tapping a silent rhythm. Stepped forward, calculated, reading my stance, observing my balance, noting how I reacted to each inch he moved. A subtle glance at the sidekick, who shifted awkwardly in response, unsure how to mirror the homeowner’s control.

“You set us up,” I realized, eyes widening.

The surrounding whispers thickened. The homeowner leaned slightly toward me, shoulders squared, minutely scanning the room, cataloging reactions. A tiny tilt of his head, a subtle adjustment of a foot, a flicker of a finger—he was always calculating. The sidekick copied him awkwardly, a pale shadow, a follower in a game he didn’t grasp.

“Who are you going to call? Your boyfriend?”

I clenched my fists beneath my calm exterior. I wouldn’t give him power. He poured a cup of tobacco spit into my hair. Laughter erupted. He stepped just slightly back, flexing fingers again, studying the flicker of my jaw, the tension in my shoulders. I turned and stormed away, body trembling.

I needed a bathroom. I grabbed a towel, dried my curly locks, and sobbed quietly. My phone buzzed—my boyfriend. I told him everything. He urged me to leave. I couldn’t. I had to find my friend.




“She thinks I’m sleeping with your brother!” I blurted.

“What?!” he exclaimed, eyes widening as I rushed to explain the mix-up—the accidental encounters, everything.



Silence.




“This is just a simple misunderstanding,” I said.

“Not sure about that,” he replied, bluntly. “You’re being played.”



Fist around my stomach, I gripped the phone. Skin prickled. Deep down, I knew. I stumbled out of the bathroom. The hallway ahead was shrouded in darkness, footsteps echoing. Shadows curled along the walls like claws. My heart raced. I saw them leave a room up ahead. The door was ajar, and a shiver ran down my spine. A memory of long nights on sets, of shadowed offices where nothing felt safe, warned me.


“Was there a sticker on his case?” I asked, trembling.

“Run!” he shouted, urgent.



I bolted down the driveway, dread clamping my chest. The Georgia humidity pressed down like a shroud. Cicadas and frogs shrieked, warning me that the danger was close. A Ford Bronco rolled up. The passenger door opened. An older boy with brown hair and piercing blue eyes gestured. “Get in. I know where your friend is. I can take you to her, and y’all can talk.” I hesitated, then climbed in. Relief trickled in—but a whisper of doubt remained.

––––––––
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I hadn’t escaped at all.

Back in the bathroom, I ran fingers through tangled hair, trying to wash away dirt and tears. Anxiety surged—my father, my brothers, the police, the threats.


“Everybody say, big Hollywood comeback,” one of them crooned, stretching it out like a stage cue.

“IÁSON!” I screamed, the name splitting the night sky like a flare, hurled upward as if the heavens themselves might answer.



A flash, a click. The camera caught me, frozen, fractured. They wore grotesque Halloween clown masks. Even the driver slipped his on, leaning just enough, fingers grazing the camera, eyes flicking to measure my reaction before pulling back.

I gasped, hand over my mouth, then took a quick sip of water to wash it out. My eyes snapped back to the mirror. Rage coiled in my chest, hot and sharp. I spat the mixture of blood and water onto the glass like a striking cobra. They had left me alive for a reason—and that reason would be everyone’s undoing.

And when it’s all over, I will eat them without salt.
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Everything Bleeds Together
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Emme

With a trembling hand, I wiped at my neck, trying to brush away the spit and blood that dripped from my mouth after I spat at the mirror and onto myself. My necklaces and skin felt dry—no moisture, no comfort. But then, a jolt shot through my body. I was back on the ground, their faces obscured by evil clown masks—one with wild red hair, the other with sickly green, the used red condom wrapper mingling into the grass.

My eyes bulged, and I shuddered suddenly—a flood of fear crashing over me once more. My chest tightened as I remembered the third clown, gripping me by my hair, like a trophy marlin. I screamed with rage, and the camera flashed again.

I forced myself to breathe, steadying the surge of panic in my chest. My gaze drifted downward, settling on my hand, the diamond nestled on my bronze finger, its gleam catching the muted light. Beside it, the faded constellation of Aquarius, inked into my skin, whispered silent memories.

My nails are coffin-shaped, meticulous, Russian manicured, and perfectly polished. As they caught the soft glow, it felt almost mocking the chaos that churned inside me. I murmured to myself, “This is real. I’m safe now. It’s over. I’m here.” But the flashback clung stubbornly, vivid, refusing to fade into the shadows of my mind.

Before the Twin Towers fell and the world’s axis shifted, it was four years after Kurt Cobain was found dead in his Seattle greenhouse. Three years had passed since the not-guilty verdict in the O.J. Simpson trial. Two years earlier, Tupac Shakur had been gunned down on the Las Vegas Strip. A year after that, Gianni Versace was shot on the steps of his Miami mansion. Just two months afterward, Princess Diana died in Paris, desperately fleeing the relentless paparazzi.

Then, two weeks later, Johanna Devereaux, bassist for the disco/funk group D’Artagnan and twin sister to R&B star Stephanie Desjardins, lost her battle with ovarian cancer. I am older now, decades removed from what has been and what will come to pass, yet the past persists.

The violence, the chaos, the grief—everything bleeds together, and I am reminded that individual pain is inseparable from collective grief. Everything bleeds together, merging into an unrelenting torrent that refuses to be contained—like drifting in the middle of an ocean during a heavy rain, fighting against the current and refusing to let it take me under. But in that relentless tide, his face emerges—familiar, etched into my memory as if every hope and every ache I had belonged to him.

And I remind myself why everything bleeds together— that it feels like some beautifully dark, twisted, cautionary fairy tale, and that’s where the truth lies. This is not a confession but consider this your bedtime story. And what better way to kick off a bedtime story than with that classic line?

So, what had happened was...

It was pre-Thanksgiving, maybe near Halloween—the exact date blurred—but the leaves had turned deep shades of brown, red, and amber. I was heading back to finish the Paris episodes of The Preacher’s Daughter, a show on the now-defunct NextGen TV. And from that moment, everything shifted. You remember NextGen, right? Its slogan: “NextGen TV: It’s our network; we make the rules.” Kids’ shows, teen dramas, reruns of old cartoons for boomers—the network thrived on bold, reckless ambition.

Brad Thomson, the CEO, and Tito Coletti, the showrunner, were two men fueled by ideas bigger than sense. Their moves stirred chaos, and eventually, it all came crashing down. One of the network’s biggest stars filed a lawsuit, accusing the network of sexual abuse, exploitation, breach of contract, and child endangerment. By January 1997, NextGen TV was gone. Brad faced RICO charges; Tito, crushed under the weight of scandal, took his own life. The rest of the shows disbanded, the cast scattering to survive.

The Preacher’s Daughter clung to life for one last run—a fragile lifeline in turbulent waters. The show followed Alison Scofield Parker, a preacher’s daughter caught in a web of history. Set in the ’60s and ’70s, it was a twist on Forrest Gump with the awkward charm of Square Pegs.

During the Paris episodes, Alison sneaks out to an Elton John concert, developing a crush on her tour guide—riding a Vespa through the streets. The concert wasn’t historic, but thanks to a surprise budget surplus from canceled shows, we filmed the final scene in Paris. The trip felt surreal, spontaneous, almost dreamlike—a brief escape from everything falling apart back home.

I arrived in Los Angeles for fittings on the outfit I’d wear during my shoot in Paris. The costume designer, beaming with pride, announced she’d found it at a vintage shop. As I slipped into the ensemble and caught my reflection, a wave of horror washed over me. I froze, mortified, and blurted out, “God, I look like Stevie Nicks.”

No offense to Stevie, but it was completely out of sync with my complexion and the era. Meanwhile, my father had taken on the role not as an old-fashioned stage parent, but as a bodyguard—just like when I was five. He’d taken a break from the distillery, checked into my hotel, and was now watching my every move with intense, watchful eyes.

This was his job while my managers handled my career.

My dad, Camille Eric Rainier Fontaine—call him Eric—was a character. A boxer’s face, a commanding presence, hazel eyes that drew attention without effort. Passionate about hunting, mountaineering, and guns, he was a true independent spirit. Born in the hills of Savoy on a family farm, descended from rebels like Marion Fontaine—fighting for justice through centuries of upheaval—he carried that legacy in every fiber of his being.

A fierce Jacobin, Marion Fontaine—the original, not a later descendant—fought for the rights of the common people during the French Revolution. I can almost hear his impassioned speeches, the words rolling off his tongue as he challenged kings and regimes, each syllable charged with conviction. That fire, that unwavering courage, echoes through the generations. Resilience and courage—that’s our inheritance.

Yet for all his rebellious streak, Daddy spent much of his life in Britain, refining his tastes at Gordonstoun and Cambridge. His storytelling, laced with a refined accent, captivated my brothers and me. From him, I learned to find joy in life, to not take it too seriously, and to stand firm in my beliefs.

He smiled warmly as the costume designer snapped my picture, shaking his head at my protests. I’d started young—filling in for another girl in a cereal commercial, then slipping into a soap role that pushed me into the spotlight. Two hit shows later, with a fan base that adored me, I signed a straight-to-video deal.

On paper, it looked like a dream career. In reality, I was just another doll on the assembly line—manufactured, polished, boxed, and waiting to be swapped out. I learned to deliver interviews with practiced grins and rehearsed lines about how much fun I was having. But behind the smile, there 

At the table read, I met Tyler—Vespa Guy. From the start, an odd flutter lingered in my chest. During breaks, he’d lean in close, teasing, laughing, spinning little stories as if he wanted me hooked. I smiled, but my stomach tightened. Was he really interested, or was this just part of his actor’s charm—something he turned on and off like a light?

The next day, he suggested In-N-Out. I agreed, mostly out of curiosity. Over burgers and fries, he watched me eat with a mix of amusement and... something else. His gaze lingered longer than it needed to, as if I were a puzzle he was trying to solve.

“You really nailed that scene,” he said, a grin tugging at his lips. “Watching you work, I kept thinking, ‘Damn, she’s got something special.’”

I blinked, caught off guard. Compliments like that were nice, but also rehearsed. I’d heard enough “special” talk from agents, directors, even journalists—it was always the same line dressed up differently. Did he mean it, or was he testing what I wanted to hear?

Then he leaned in, softer, eyes holding mine a beat too long. “You’re different from most actors. There’s a fire inside you, waiting for the right moment to burst out.”

My cheeks flushed, but in my head, I wondered: Fire? Or just another cliché? Guys in this business said things like that when they wanted something—from friendship to favors. I muttered, “I don’t know about that,” trying not to let him see how much my pulse raced.

He chuckled, his fingers hovering near his milkshake like he was holding something back. “Honestly, you’re sharp. There’s a spark in you that’s hard to ignore.” I kept my smile steady, but suspicion prickled. Too smooth, too polished. Was he serious—or rehearsing lines for me the way we both rehearsed for the cameras?

The next day, with only a few hours before Paris, I had lunch with the team—without my father. He was tied up with a meeting about the distillery pipes. As my agent handed me the boarding passes for both of us, his hand brushed my knee. Almost casual—except it lingered.

My manager beamed as she announced her daughter was headed to NYU—her tuition covered by me. I can’t get into NYU, but I’m paying for NYU, I thought, stabbing a tomato from my Niçoise salad hard enough to split the skin before shoving it into my mouth.

Then came the pitch: a clothing retailer wanted me for their ad campaign. I told her I didn’t want to market to kids—just teens like me. She said she’d check, though I doubted she cared.

As lunch wound down, I glanced at the passes in my hand—the Maldives. “You gave me the wrong ones,” I said. My agent snatched them back, startled. “Oh, those are mine—I’m taking a vacation.” My appetite vanished. I shoved the plate away, bitterness rising like bile.

That night at the hotel, my father noticed. “What’s bothering you, Bitsy?” he asked, soft with the nickname from when I was small. I broke, explaining the passes, the lies, the resentment. He didn’t answer—just pulled me close while I sobbed. Later, I wiped my face, straightened my shoulders, and we went to LAX. Paris waited.

The call time was 3:00 AM CET, and I flew on a red-eye to Paris just for this. A brief trip—shoot the final scenes of the Paris episodes for my current show, then fly back home to start filming another series I’m starring in, and the jet lag had set in.

On location, with the Eiffel Tower glowing behind us, everything looked brighter—yet the weight in my chest refused to lift. The scene was simple enough: Tyler twirls me, leans in for the perfect kiss, and I catch the fairy-tale moment on my toes. Hold it for 4, 3, 2—and cut. Easy, right? Except I looked like Stevie Nicks in drag, and Tyler’s French accent sounded like a bad SNL sketch. The whole thing felt forced.

After blocking, Jeff, the director, pulled me aside to review. Tyler drifted off to chat with Nancy and my dad. My stomach tightened—thinking of my first date, the one that ended badly—and how my dad could ruin even the smallest chance with Tyler if he sensed something.

Jeff motioned for me to lose the hoodie. I nodded, handing it to my dad. He gave me a faint smile; Nancy, a quick nod. Tyler slipped away, leaving me alone in the spotlight. My pulse kicked up. “Rolling in 3, 2, 1.”

Tyler’s hands found my waist. He twirled me, drew me close. My heart hammered. I hesitated. We tried again. And again. Each time I froze, cracked a joke, and laughed nervously. By the fourth take, Jeff’s patience cracked. He stormed forward, eyes burning.

“Is this your first time?” He said, sharp as glass. I froze. My father’s phone rang—his laugh soft, flirtatious. He wasn’t even watching. Heat flooded my face as the crew stared, shifting with irritation.

“This is what happens when you give a kid executive producer credit,” sneered my TV dad, arms crossed in his chair, every word dripping with contempt. I glared back, but the blow landed. My real dad missed it entirely—too busy whispering sweet nothings into his phone. If he’d heard, he would’ve snapped.

Before Jeff could bark again, Tyler stepped between us. “Can I talk to Emme?” he asked smoothly. Jeff backed off, muttering. Tyler shot him the finger behind his back. I cracked a laugh, the tension loosening for a second. He turned to me, voice low. “If this is your first kiss, I won’t make fun.”

I shook my head. “It’s not. First was truth or dare, on the Cheerleader Mysteries set—with Finn Jonas. He tasted like Cheetos and Mountain Dew, and Al B. Sure was on the radio.” I paused. “I lost my virginity to him that week. That’s part of the problem.” My throat tightened. Jeff was watching. My dad was ten feet away, oblivious. The crew hovered. My TV dad smirked. Tyler tilted his head toward Jeff. “You’re nervous because of him. Jeff’s a bastard. They all are. Don’t give him the satisfaction.” He softened. “Come on. Let’s finish strong.”

I was still waiting for something—something genuine, something real. The episode’s title, “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road,” lingered in my mind, pulling at memories I’d tried to bury. Not because they hurt, but because they were too good—moments I treasured before everything unraveled, before the network folded. Back when I could still run away to Georgia.

I could feel the clay beneath my bare feet, hear cicadas buzzing at dusk, and tree frogs echoing into the night. I saw myself slipping into the lake behind our old house, the dock groaning underfoot as I climbed higher into the branches, fireworks splitting open the sky. I cursed myself for missing it—for letting it all slip, for losing more than just a place.

This, I remind myself, is as good as it gets. But even as I say it, I know I’m lying.


“Jeff,” I call out.

“What now?” Jeff said, his frustration evident.

“I’m ready,” I said, wanting to get it over with.

“Wonderful,” Jeff said, excitedly.



I sigh as my pretend father grumbles, “About time!” I shook my wrist out, gathering my composure, and then took my place. I focus on being natural, but my nerves are in overdrive. My hands are clammy, and I keep telling myself to breathe, to relax. I walk back to my position and wait for the countdown.


“Okay, Emme,” Jeff snaps sharply.

“Count it down. Three, two, one—action.”



I shift my weight from one foot to the other, trying to drown out the nervous flutter pounding in my chest. Tyler steps closer, his eyes gentle but steady, offering a small, reassuring smile I desperately cling to. I try to mirror it, though my body feels awkward and self-conscious. This should look spontaneous, but I feel anything but.

The crew’s eyes are on us. Bright lights glare down, turning everything overly perfect, almost unreal. The distant hum of voices and click of cameras forms a background soundtrack to this staged moment.

I swallow hard, palms clammy, and force a smile that feels wrong—disconnected, automatic. My lips brush against Tyler’s—tentative, uncertain—as if testing how to be real in this manufactured scene. The space between us feels staged, the anticipation contrived. I can feel it—I’m just going through the motions, pretending I’m somewhere else entirely.

“Cut!” Jeff shouted. I blinked, feeling that familiar pang of disappointment—I didn’t like how it turned out. Tyler and I exchanged a glance, a mix of relief and embarrassment. Heat rose to my cheeks; I probably looked clumsy, far from polished. “I’d like to do that again,” I said. Jeff nodded, offering the quiet, professional courtesy I’d come to expect.

The countdown began again. I squeezed my eyes shut, centering myself, blocking out the hum of the crew, the glare of the cameras, the blinding lights. I forced myself to feel real—to believe at this moment, even if I knew it was staged.

Tyler spun me around. His hands were steady, eyes searching mine. When he pulled me close, I closed my eyes and let the tension replace the nerves. I’d imagined a first kiss in a moment like this to be electric: unspoken desire, that thrilling build-up.

But it wasn’t. Beneath the surface, I wanted something tentative, fragile, real. His lips pressed against mine, and I felt nothing—no flutter, no spark, no thrill—just a manufactured moment against the blurred silhouette of the Eiffel Tower. No fireworks, no passion. Just another scene the audience was supposed to believe.

Girls and boys will see this and think, “Wow! I want my first kiss to be just like that.” They won’t know that my real first kiss happened elsewhere, during a game of truth or dare on set, with another actor who tasted like Mountain Dew and Cheetos. Fuck my life.

Even after doing this since I was five, I refuse to let my firsts be commodified for ad revenue, popcorn, and bathroom breaks—my firsts are like a diary: private, sacred, not for public consumption.

After Jeff calls out, “It’s a wrap,” we all applaud Tyler and thank him for his time. I come over to say thank you, but Tyler seems standoffish. I ask him what's wrong, and I wait to hear what he has to say. He offers me a handshake and says, “Thanks for the opportunity to guest star on your show.”

“Honestly, my career was kind of dead, and I needed to find new opportunities since my show got canceled. So, I appreciate you giving me this chance.” I try very hard not to make a resentful scowl as I look at his hand, but my face always gives me away.

I nod, trying to hide my disappointment, though I can’t help it. After all the trip to In-and-Out and the sweet things he said earlier, I’d expected him to ask me out. Instead, he just thanks me and walks away. Just another scene, another episode—another person using me again. This time, it’s not for money or a trip to The Maldives... I’ll never see it. It’s for work.

I head toward my father, who has closed his phone and looks at me with that familiar expression—like he’s trying to read everything I’m feeling beneath the surface. It’s the look of a dad who realizes his little girl is all grown up. To break the silence and my unease, I say, “Did I grow another head?”

A faint smile plays on my lips. He looks at me with a playful glint in his eyes. “No, never,” he replies, a slight smirk tugging at his mouth. I take a deep breath, memories rushing in—my first audition, clutching his hand so tightly I thought I might never let go. He tilts his head slightly, a mischievous expression spreading across his face. “The Maldives, then?”

I nod slowly, a shadow crossing my face. My shoulders sag just a little, and I don’t bother hiding my disappointment. Then, with a slight accent, he adds, “I’ve been talking with your mother while you were working. We’ve decided that, for the new year, the whole family shall go on holiday.” My stomach tightens; the weight of his words presses down. I nod again, about to ask what I’ll be doing, but he raises a hand to stop me.




“You shall come with us,” he said, steady and sure.

“But—” I began, my throat tightening, making it hard to speak.



He gently cut me off with a reassuring smile. “Let me handle it. If you don’t have any other projects, we cannot push back. You’re taking a break — a well-deserved one at that.” Without a second thought, I threw my arms around him, pressing close. He responded with a soft laugh, wrapping his arms around me. A wave of relief settled over me, easing the tension that had built up inside. I simply took a deep breath and held it, letting the worries wash over me.

Jason

This statement is not to be construed as an admission of guilt nor as a confession made after the events in question. Rather, it is a recollection of my memories regarding the matter at hand. While I may withhold certain details at this time, reserving disclosure for a later date, I acknowledge that some aspects of my account may be incomplete. I want to be clear that I am not proud that circumstances have led us here. However, I will reflect on what I said to my brother—when we were young and reckless—I meant every word. I regret nothing.

Strap in.

I exhaled slowly, grateful for the brief relief. From where I stand on the balcony, the distant horizon stretches endlessly, like the future—so far away, yet somehow within reach. I turn my gaze back to the past, counting the moments I’ve fought through and the choices I’ve made, trying to gauge how far I’ve truly come. But the present—this moment—is right here, sharp and fleeting.

The gentle breeze from the Aegean Sea brushes against my skin, offering a brief, almost mocking, respite from the chaos inside my mind. Before me, the island unfurls in all its splendor: fiery red hills rolling into lush green valleys beneath a blazing sun, while the white sands shimmer like scattered jewels. The streets are lined with sleek boutiques, whispering promises of luxury that felt out of reach—distant, almost unattainable—but somehow, they tempt me to reach for them.

To the east, the Kalini Souk pulsed with life. The air was filled with intoxicating scents of saffron, jasmine, and roasted pine nuts, mingling with the shouts of street vendors. Yet, beyond this lively scene lay the shadow of Shantytown—a stark reminder of the island’s troubled past. It was once a thriving homeland for our ancestors, who roamed its hills and valleys. Now, it lies in decay.

The people there had their freedom stripped away by a pale-faced man on horseback, igniting bloodshed and anger that would haunt generations. That day, the wisest chief surrendered his lineage, trading his daughter’s hand for a fleeting moment of peace—only to invite slaughter instead of salvation. What remained were mixed-blood heirs who sacrificed rawness for civility, pushing the true tribes to the island’s edges, a cruel irony for those who had once called it home.

In Shantytown, survival meant filthy water and scrambling for the scraps we discarded. A decade or so had brought women the hard-fought right to drive, vote, and hold public office, but even a hint of opposition led to harsh consequences, reverberating through courtrooms filled with cries of the oppressed. Those who dared resist were sent to Costas Campos, a notorious prison we grimly referred to as “The Pit.”

What a tragic fate—to be exiled on an island within an island, cut off from the world we inhabited. As I took in this turbulent panorama, the distant wail of police sirens and faint cries for a better life filled the evening air.

With a heavy heart, I turned away from the balcony and stepped back into the sitting room, the warm breeze trailing in after me. I honestly preferred my birthplace, even if it felt like the third world—at least there, you could argue with someone without fearing imprisonment. Shout out to the 19th Amendment. This place is maddening.

On the coffee table, a stunning gold mezze platter displayed an array of Mediterranean delights. I loved that tray; it had been in my family since the Crusades and took three people to carry it. Not just because it was heavy, but because it was treasured, crafted from gold that melted down from the crowns of our enemies after we severed their heads and claimed their thrones. “One day I’m going to bounce, and when I bounce, I’m Deeboing it,” I muttered, studying that relic of home.

I glanced around the room, absorbing the gallery of men who shaped our family’s legacy. King Stavros, who had changed the laws to make his life better after the death of his brother King Nikolas. There was King Alexandros, who started fires. King Philip, who was executed.

The paintings, once regal and Stoic, had given way to photographs, their frames telling stories of time’s passage. My gaze landed on my grandfather, captured at sixteen in his sharp white suit—a view into a vanished era, long before the Second World War and the untimely death of his father, King Ambrose I.

Between the photo of my grandfather and my own recent snapshot, a conspicuous blank space haunted the wall, unsettling in its emptiness as if it had been intentionally removed. It was a stark reminder of someone who had been here only to vanish.

They never spoke openly about what he had done or why he was no longer welcome under our roof, but whispers of his exile drifted through the palace like ghostly echoes. I was meant to take his place, but a nagging feeling lingered; I was stepping into a shadow, a legacy marked not by honor but by a silence laced with questions.

This was how my grandfather entertained his guests. Presidents, prime ministers, Saudi princes, bishops, and even the Pope graced this room, but they came not for meaningful discussion, not to address the suffering of the forgotten or the issues rooted in the caste system. No, they arrived to create a shiny image of this place as the ultimate tourist destination and investment opportunity.

I couldn’t bear this farce, this sterile setting where he wished to conduct business. The ticking clock on the wall felt like a countdown to my own doom. I adjusted my school blazer and tie, standing as I awaited the arrival of the audience. Finally, the doors swung open, and in strode the lictors, followed closely by “His Majesty King Ambrose” and the ever-present Royal Advisor and Parliamentary Minister, Maksim Pavilchuk.

Please refer to him as Prime Minister. I bowed slightly to the king while others bowed to me, standing ready until he settled into his chair before I took my place beside him. I wanted to have this conversation alone, but like a dark shadow, the Prime Minister lingered, waiting for me to break the silence.

We exchanged pleasantries about the upcoming winter holidays and the palace decorations, and he mentioned my grades at St. Augustine and praised my hard work. After several cups of tea—none of which anyone touched—we left the untouched mezze behind.

At last, it was time to voice my true intentions. “I was hoping to request permission to stay with my parents for the year,” I said, bracing myself for the backlash. But before my grandfather could respond, the Prime Minister sneered with a condescending edge, “Is there a problem?”

In my mind, I searched for purpose, yearning for some direction on this unpredictable path. “There’s no problem at all,” I replied, my fingers fidgeting with the teacup that suddenly felt too large in my hands. The Prime Minister scoffed, “Then there’s no need for you to stay a year.” He turned to the king, giving no regard to my concerns.

“I just feel that I’m ready to commit to a full year,” I asserted, pushing back against the Prime Minister’s arrogance. “Well, I don’t believe you,” he shot back, skepticism flickering in his eyes. Leaning forward, he tried to draw out secrets from the surrounding air.


“Unless...” he continued, locking onto me with a piercing gaze.

“Unless what?” I asked, feeling bold.



“Unless you plan on falling in with the wrong crowd and bad habits again,” he taunted, his derision clear. My blood boiled; frustration surged through me. “What did you just say?” I demanded, each syllable sharp. The Prime Minister’s expression hardened, and he continued, “I’m saying you have a history of causing trouble.”

“When you arrived here, your face was on the cover of To Vari and tabloids worldwide. We had to send you to the monastery for—what was it again?—cocaine and pills.” His accusations hit like a slap, painting me in the darkest hues. “And you want to go home?” he scoffed.

I crossed my arms defensively, the weight of his accusations pressing down on me. “Uncross those arms; it’s a sign of aggression,” he jeered. I hesitated, feeling the heat of fury building inside me, but eventually uncrossed my arms and sank into my chair, defeated. He kept up his contempt, but it turned into background noise as I tuned him out.

The king’s gaze was steady and commanding. “He believes he is ready,” he announced, the calm authority in his posture and expression anchoring the room, the weight of centuries behind him. The Prime Minister bristled but remained silent.

My grandfather sat like a marble statue, his gaze unwavering, every line of his face carved with authority. “I shall not deny my grandson the opportunity to prove to the public and the press whether he is right or wrong. The time has come for him to spread his wings. He is ready. He is ready.”

The prime minister opened his mouth to protest, but my grandfather’s hand cut through the air, sharp and deliberate. “He will, and with his mother. She is a good mother.” The declaration lingered in the room, solid and unshakable, leaving no room for doubt.

I exhaled slowly. “He’s lived with him before. Look at what happened,” Maksim added softly. My grandfather inhaled deeply. “I know, but Maksim, he has not asked for much. This is the first time he asked,” he said calmly.


“Yet he arrived with money,” Maksim shot back.

“And he has not asked for a thing,” the King replied.

“I feel—” Maksim started, but the King lifted a hand, silencing him.



“You’re trying to cage a wolf,” he said firmly. “And you do so with force and control. The wolf may bend and become domesticated, but while you believe you hold the upper hand, the wolf remembers what it is.”

He shifted his gaze slightly, and a silent understanding passed between us—an unspoken agreement rooted in generations of duty and trust. “You’ve heard him,” the King said. “One year in America. Should he fall back into old habits, he will return here and face public shame.”




“And if I don’t?” I asked, meeting his eyes. “Can we make it two?”

“Make it so,” he responded simply.



The King remained still, gaze fixed ahead. “If my condition worsens, you return here and begin preparations. You will take my place until your coronation.” My head lifted, momentarily forgetting that part. “I haven’t gone through the rite of passage,” I said, glancing at Maksim.

Most crowns are inherited by birth, passed down upon the king’s death. Our country is different. The rite of passage dates back to when the tribes of Mirathos roamed the island. Firstborn sons were sent into the wilderness with nothing but a bow and arrow for ten years; surviving proved their worthiness to lead.

In the modern era, the tradition has evolved but remains just as unforgiving. Instead of the wild, the chosen are sent into the world—without money, without luxuries—forced to carve their own path, testing resilience and resourcefulness. The rite ensures only the capable sit on the throne, a symbol of strength and endurance.

Maksim’s eyes narrowed, displeasure flashing briefly. “You’re right,” he said coldly, turning to me. “What are you going to do for money during that time?” The Prime Minister stepped forward, a cruel smile pressing against his face. “What are you doing for money?” he echoed, flat and deliberate.

For Maksim, the royal advisory minister and cunning politician, the rite is more than tradition—it’s a tether. As the grandson of the king, I am the legitimate heir, bound by an ancient custom. Should the king fall before I reach adulthood, I will undertake the rite, sealing my fate under the weight of history and political expectation.

Even if I leave and my grandfather dies, my coronation will be delayed. This sacred tradition, rooted in the island’s past, is unbreakable—a reminder that some rituals hold undeniable power and compel return, regardless of desire.

I scowled. “Well, I’m not dealing drugs, if that’s what you’re implying,” I said, keeping my stance firm. The question wasn’t really about money. It was whether I could leave everything familiar behind and face the unknown. Sometimes, I wondered if Maksim saw me as an obstacle, something in the way. I couldn’t go back. Not if I wanted to keep what was mine.

“There are plenty of ways in America for a sixteen-year-old to make money that don’t involve dealing dope,” I said, a scowl forming on my lips. “Who knows, I might want to finish school in America. Maybe I will attend university there. Go to Harvard like my dad did.”

I saw the rage flicker in Maksim’s eyes as the lictors bowed their heads in shame. “A thousand apologies,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to refer to Georgios as my father—excuse me, the exile as my father. Even though biologically, he is. It’s like what my Nona told you: ‘You can’t change who my father is.’”

Maksim shifted, hatred smoldering behind his eyes. Eventually, he pushed himself up, mumbling about regrouping with his team on an upcoming motion scheduled for the parliamentary floor.

The king leaned back slightly, a lazy smile on his face. “Why must you insist on being so defiant?” His pride was obvious—a self-proclaimed monarchist, a “man of the people.” But beneath that veneer, envy smoldered as he watched his allies thrive back home, seeking the same success here.

Deep down, I sensed an intense longing in him for the power and influence that seemed to elude him, as if he believed I was somehow unworthy of it. As he retreated to his office, I couldn’t help but picture him sitting there alone, nursing his bruised ego while confronting the harsh reality of his unfulfilled ambitions. With his position up for election next year, he was about to face fierce competition from a rising star of the Stroza Party, a newcomer named Savina Köze.

The Stroza Party in Mirathos sat far to the left, a stark contrast to American Democrats, who are more centrist in their views. Our own centrist faction, the Motykas Party, held only a handful of seats in parliament and often found itself deadlocked at 50/50 on crucial votes.
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Meanwhile, the prime minister stood for the far-right Vakros Party, which had spent decades campaigning against essential rights for women, including the right to vote and drive. Now that those rights had finally been earned, the women of Mirathos were making it abundantly clear: the piper came by last week. He told me to tell you he wants you to pay him.

Inhaling deeply, I felt gratitude wash over me. Just as I turned to leave, the king stopped me with a familiar “tsk-tsk-tsk,” invoking memories of my childhood. I wanted to leave, but he pressed on. “What is the real reason you want to go back?” His question pried at the truth hidden deep within my guarded heart.

Reluctantly, I replied, “You’re worse than your son. There’s no real reason,” trying to deflect the mix of emotions swirling inside me. He narrowed his eyes playfully, a smile lifting the corners of his lips. “You’re lying to me,” he said, amusement glinting in his gaze.

I pressed my lips together, a flicker of frustration crossing my face. “There’s no reason,” I insisted, frustration creeping in. He studied me quietly before offering a gentle nudge. “You want to go home because of your brother,” he said softly, coaxing the truth from me without pressing too hard. A sudden ache settled deep within, and I hurried to change the subject. “He’s doing too much,” I mumbled, but the king’s gaze remained steady, unyielding.

My body shifted in the chair, feeling the invisible weight of my brother’s influence pressing down even in silence. His presence cut through the stillness—calm, yet sharp. “You criticize him for overexerting himself? You do the same,” he murmured with a faint, knowing smile. I exhaled slowly, realizing he saw right through my defenses. “I know,” I admitted, “but there are reasons.” He regarded me with unwavering focus, eyes full of understanding. “Reasons?” he echoed, then released a measured sigh. “Just tell me why.”

Before I could speak again, he cut me off gently. “The reasons are known only to him.”

He nodded slowly, indicating I should sit. I sank into the heavy chair, feeling the weight of his words settle around me. “This role—this burden—has roots that reach back to the tribes,” he explained. “Kings have always been outsiders—guardians of secrets, wielding power from afar. As twins, you seek connection, but it’s a delicate thing. Sometimes, the hardest choice is to let go, to step into the wilderness and face what awaits.”

I looked away, swallowing hard. “You desire equality, but you must understand—” he paused, his tone steady—“we are not equals. Not in this world. That alone changes everything.” The ache deepened, settling into my core. I pressed on, eager for clarity. “And equality?” I asked, uncertain.

He chuckled softly, cutting me off. “Equality demands sacrifice. If you chase the truth, be prepared for what it might cost. Think of Pandora’s box—once opened, there’s no closing it.” His gaze bore into me, heavy with silent warnings—an unspoken reminder of what lay ahead.
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Emme

As I wrapped up filming, I headed back to Los Angeles to shoot Season 6 of the Cheerleader Mysteries and to film a series of straight-to-video movies as part of my deal. Between scenes, my cast mates and I would hit the malls, going on shopping sprees that often turned impulsive. One day, I stopped at Mac Cosmetics to return my empty eyeshadow containers, and somehow that led me to buy more makeup than I’d originally planned.

The next day, I went to Fred Segal and left with more shopping bags than I could count—plus a few from Giorgio Armani Beverly Hills. I picked up a Fendi baguette and a sleek slip dress. Later, during my mall tour meet-and-greet with fans, I got caught up in the moment and stopped by the Betsy Johnson store. There, I bought a midi dress—only to realize it needed far more alterations than I had expected.

On my last lunch break, one of my cast mates suggested we explore Hollywood Boulevard. We wandered into a trendy store favored by actresses of a different kind, and I ended up buying a pair of sky-high, flashy heels that practically screamed for attention. When I returned to Chicago, I stashed those shoes in the back of my closet, hiding them from my parents.

But the tattoo choker has become my third necklace, joining the locket that belonged to my grandma Marcelline and an amethyst I received as a gift from a souk in Egypt. I refuse to take these sentimental pieces off, which is why my writers cleverly included references to them in every script I was in to poke fun at me.

Finally, I planned a vacation. My family and I would stay at the family chalet in St. Moritz. I’d just been fitted with a new pair of skis, and I talked to my mom on the phone between takes while she and her team shopped for me.

She reminded me I had a dance class to teach at 3F Studios when I returned. She’d heard the kids on the list were excited that Ms. Emme was back! It was only three days, but it was exactly what I needed, a real escape after five years of never taking time off. I hadn’t realized how badly I needed a break until that moment.

Later that week, I signed a contract with RAP Apparel. I was scheduled to shoot their ad after Christmas. As Dad signed his name beneath mine on the dotted line, he looked disappointed and said, “Looks like you’ll be spending New Year’s in Hawaii.”

Jonathan Felix, my agent, was a slender, middle-aged man with male-pattern baldness that made him look perpetually shifty. His eyes darted nervously, and his face was often scowling—something about him always felt off, like he was constantly calculating or watching. Sometimes, I caught him looking at me in a way that made me uncomfortable—like he saw himself as a father figure, but with something darker lurking behind his eyes.

During the meeting, he hesitated just a beat longer than necessary, then placed a hand on my shoulder. It lingered there for a heartbeat before sliding down to my waist. I didn’t pull away—partly because I didn’t realize anything was wrong and partly because I was used to people touching me in ways I hadn’t yet learned to question. His grip was firm, almost possessive, but I told myself he was just being a pushy agent.

“Good,” he whispered. “You’re going to have a great time in Hawaii. Just remember, I’ll be here to make sure everything goes smoothly.” I nodded, unaware of the deeper game at play. I had no idea what he saw in me—or what he truly intended. Not yet.

Back in Chicago, just two days before Christmas, the bone-chilling cold and relentless wind became the only comfort I could cling to. I woke up, dressed quickly, and headed to 3F Studios. When I walked inside, I set my bag down. My pointe slippers, tied together, hit the floor with a soft thud outside the bag.

There was no need for introductions; everyone knew what time it was. I began explaining the routine, showing the counts, cheering them on when they nailed it, and correcting them when they started acting up.

I made them stronger, and they loved me for it. One girl ran off during practice, so I went to find her. I found her crying in the ladies’ room stall. She was bleeding and didn’t know why, and it wouldn’t stop. No one had told her what was happening. I gently asked her where she was hurt, and she pointed. I explained she had gotten her first period.

It was new to her, so we hurried to a nearby drugstore, where I bought her a box of pads. As we headed back, a group of boys tried to intimidate us. I stood with her behind me, looking for a reason to throw down. When they saw who I was and where I was headed, “Naw! That’s Pastor Chapman’s granddaughter. I ain’t going to hell for this.” — They backed off.

After dance class, I wanted to practice en pointe, but I discovered my slippers were dead. I tossed them aside, exclaiming, “Disgraceful!” I called for the car, waiting outside as the city’s icy breath seeped into my bones. I took the dress to my seamstress, my grandma, who shares my name, though everyone calls her Big Emme to avoid confusion. She wore a face full of makeup, and she never left the house without it.

Big Emme has sewn for me since I was a baby. I can’t sew to save my life, and neither can my mom. Her home in Beverly was a warm and chaotic refuge filled with knick-knacks, tiny figurines, vintage trinkets, and old photographs that cluttered every surface. I loved spending every moment of it.

While she tailored my clothes with practiced ease, The Young and the Restless played in the background. She’d look up and pause for a moment when mine and everyone’s TV grandpa, Victor Newman, came on screen, and I’d sit and watch with her. After The Young and the Restless,” I’d wander around, inspecting her treasures, feeling comforted by familiarity.

A large, framed portrait of my Great-Grandmother Ruthie Lawson hangs above the fireplace, along with a wedding photo of Big Emme and Papa cutting their wedding cake in the reception hall of Mount Zion Baptist Church. Big Emme wore a white suit and a pillbox hat.

The photo captured two ten-year-old girls, my mom, and my Aunt Jo in the background, mid-conversation. As she worked her magic on my dress, she softly hummed a tune I recognized by the Ronettes, and the smell of fried catfish filled the air.

At the dinner table, she paused to reach for hot sauce and handed me a steaming fried catfish po’boy—the crispy breading crackling as I bit into it. The spicy, tender fish was just what I needed. Everything about her—her steady hands, her face full of makeup, and her warm smile—made me feel safe, even in the coldest times.

Later, while standing before the mirror in her bedroom, I looked at myself in the Betsy Johnson dress, pulling it up while she hemmed it, signaling I wanted it shorter.


“Knock it off,” she said, chastising me.

“It would be shorter,” I said.





“Any shorter and people will see your panties, Lemon Head,” she warned, sliding her glasses down her nose. “But that’s how the kids are wearing it,” I argued. “You are a timeless beauty, like Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge,” she began. “Everyone will know you’ve got Tina Turner legs with this hem. We don’t need to show too much.”

I let out a sigh before she added, “Do you remember that turquoise ball gown your mother had that designer make for your cotillion?” I found myself gazing at my reflection, tilting my head thoughtfully. “I look like Jacqueline Bouvier,” I muttered bitterly.

“She was also a timeless beauty,” she said. I smiled, remembering how I had fallen into the pool in it. I’m not normally clumsy, just prone to some mishaps from time to time. “I’m sure someone saw you and thought you were the prettiest girl there,” she added. I wondered if anyone really noticed or just laughed at my clumsiness. Yes, they laughed when I fell—an embarrassing moment I’d never forget. “You never know who’s watching you,” Big Emme replied, her dark eyes looking back up at me.

“Men will respect you more if you leave a little to the imagination,” she advised. I looked at her, confused. “Shouldn’t they respect you regardless of how you look?” I asked. She sighed, concern and understanding in her eyes. “They should, but when you cover it up, you create a little mystery.”

I returned home to find my brother Shawn in his room. I rushed in and embraced him tightly. I was so excited to see him. He explained that he and his partner, Greg, had gone shopping for me while on vacation. The items were laid out on the bed, and he wanted me to try them on and see what I wanted to keep. I agreed, and we headed into my room.

Shawn is my full sibling—born to my parents, Eric, and Stephanie, during part one of their love story. They broke up after Shawn was born. She once told him to stop listening to bitter old bitches about interracial love and to get his shit together. Mom soon married her music manager, who she rarely talks about to me, but I knew the story thanks to the headlines.

Daddy got his green card and ended up in Chicago. He made this place his home base because my great grandma lived with Big Emme and Papa, and she was the conduit between Mom and Dad whenever Dad wanted to see Shawn and Mom refused to see him.

He married Diane Duquette, a society girl and debutante. Her family once owned the Cicero Hotel, but they went bankrupt in the late ‘80s, and the hotel was sold. Their marriage produced another son, and the divorce drama was tabloid fodder. She eventually signed away her rights to that child to my dad, and now lives in Cresta Butte, somewhat isolated.

My parents eventually reunited after Dad realized he shouldn’t listen to bitter old bitches—thanks in part to my great-grandmother’s blessing. He showed up at her first solo concert, but things got intense backstage when my mom’s personal assistant and bodyguard, Lucius, jacked him up for getting too close to her dressing room.

Lucius demanded to know what he wanted, but it wasn’t until Shawn called out “Daddy” that Lucius recognized who he was dealing with. She had left her husband; my dad had helped her escape not only her soul-crushing contracts but also her first marriage. They got married in a lovely Catholic ceremony and had a passion-filled honeymoon in Paris.

Two weeks into their honeymoon, my mom bought a pregnancy test from a nearby drugstore, and that’s how I came to be. They moved to Chicago and bought this land when I was ten, beginning construction on a house modeled after my dad’s childhood home. It’s ultra-modern now.

Shawn stands at a medium height, and he’s very delicate and slender, with a look that’s both captivating and effortlessly cool. His features are sharp—high cheekbones and a sculpted jawline—with an androgynous allure that hints at a deeper artistic sensibility.

His skin is smooth and rich, with a luminous quality that at once draws the eye. His hair is styled in a bold, expressive way, and he straightened it with a bristle brush. It was perfectly arranged to highlight his unique style.

“Greg and I put your Christmas tree up while you were out,” Shawn said, gesturing toward the white tree in the corner of my bedroom. While the real tree was in the foyer—handled by my father and his staff, who took charge of all the Christmas decorations, including custom wrapping paper—I got to choose my own personal tree when I was little. Greg and Shawn had decorated it just the way I wanted. It’s a fake tree, unlike the real spruce in the foyer.

Daddy loves the smell of real pine in Christmas trees. However, the tree must be inspected and pruned due to the mantis sacks on the tree before it’s placed in the foyer. The first time we had a tree like this, there was a swarm of them that invaded the house, and Mom cussed him out for it.

“What’s tea?” Shawn asked with a smile.

Shawn is openly gay and channels his artistry into everything he does. By day, he works as the head of the marketing team for the distillery. And at night, he’s Sasha the French, DJ, drag queen, and pageant winner. He’s vibrant, confident, and so unapologetically himself. He brings a fearless energy to every stage. 

His performances are dynamic and soulful, blending music, fashion, and attitude into unforgettable shows. As I recounted my day to Shawn, the phone suddenly rang. I answered, hearing a voice that was soft, deep, and commanding. It asked formally to speak to Marion Fontaine.



“That’s so formal—you calling Corey Marion,” I said, amused.

“Well, what am I supposed to call him?” The voice teased, with a hint of playfulness.

“A dick. It suits him better, don’t you think?” I replied with a smirk.

“You are correct, but it’s best not to call him that in front of mixed company,” the voice said, causing me to chuckle.

“We don’t want people to get the wrong idea,” he added, making me smile again.

“Is he home?” The voice asked as if it were just another routine call.



I began to explain that Corey wasn’t home, but Shawn corrected me—Corey was in his room, working on his dissertation. I offered to patch him through, telling him he had a call. I connected them and listened with curiosity as the conversation started.

“Hey, guess what? He overruled him! I’m packing my trunks now. No, I’m not taking that with me. It can stay here,” the voice said. Then, a woman’s voice responded, “But you’ll need to catch up with your studies when you come back to—” The voice cut her off sharply. “I’m not coming back here,” it said. I tilted my head, trying to make sense of it. At the other end of the line, Corey’s voice said, “Thanks be to God!”




“This is jail, and I’ve been released,” the voice declared, firm.

“He’s free as a goddamn bird, Opie!” Corey added, with defiance.



“I’m never going to need that because I’m going to make sure I never come back—and if I do, I’ve got an escape route in the tuck. But if you insist, I’ll take the other one instead. It’s a fuller volume,” the voice said, giving directions to someone. Shawn chuckled softly, then told me to mind my own business and to hang up. “You can wipe your ass with it! I don’t give a fuck,” the voice spat.

“You know how I love it when you get on a roll, and I hate to do this, but...” Corey started, before shouting, “Hang the fuck-up!” My eyes widened—I’d been caught, and soon I knew I’d be in trouble. Shawn quickly snatched the phone from me. “Sorry, I thought it was for me,” he said, saving the day.
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That evening, I planned to spend the night at my cousin Winnifred’s house. Her husband, Kenneth, was away on business and wouldn’t be back until the next day. Tonight was the last night she and her daughter, Kayla, would spend alone before he returned. Freddie, as we called her, was tall with a poised, commanding presence. She had high cheekbones, a heart-shaped face, expressive eyes, smooth skin, and polished hair. Her quiet confidence made her stand out.

When she arrived to pick me up that evening, she wore a white turtleneck sweater layered underneath a North Face puffer vest and khaki pants. She was standing in the kitchen with my mom, gossiping when I came in. She came up to me and threw her arms around my shoulders, embracing me.

She began to play with my hair as my mom hugged and kissed me, reminding me to behave and have fun—but to be home by Christmas Eve. I was expected to attend AMCR’s Christmas Eve Dinner Gala.


“Do I have to?” I asked with a sigh.

“Sadly,” Mom answered.

I shifted my weight, feeling the heaviness of it.

“Look, I don’t want to go either,” Mom added with a small smile.

“But those are Daddy’s friends,” I mumbled.



“They’re Daddy’s ex-wife’s friends, and they took Daddy’s side,” she corrected gently. “So, we have to keep up appearances.” I sighed again. She continued, “If you help me, maybe we can talk him out of it.” She then walked away after letting Freddie know I needed another hair treatment before my shoot in Hawaii.

I mentioned I had trimmed my split ends, and Freddie examined my makeup as she listened. Freddie works as a hair specialist. She earned her cosmetology license back in 1990 and owns Milk and Honey Spa, which attracts a high-end clientele. The salon’s space and concept were bought and financed by my cousin Bonnie, who worked for a major record label and scouted talent worldwide.

She’d been in Atlanta recently, helping her dad finish up the last few details after Aunt Jo’s passing. She plans to finish everything by summer and then move to South America. Freddie asked if I had any requests for my hair.

I suggested straightening it, but my father had come into the kitchen and cut in with a firm no. “Well, that’s it then,” Freddie said with a chuckle, grabbing her coat. She was eager to get back home before more snow hit us tonight.

After a treatment, a shampoo, and a diffusing, I sat beside her in my pajamas she left for me in the guest room of their house. Freddie always left gift baskets with useful items for guests when they came to visit. She said it was because she wanted her guests to make themselves feel welcome and at home.

It’s a practice that I adopted when I got older. Whenever a guest comes and visits my home, I leave a basket full of soaps, shampoos, shower gels, and custom bath soaks just for them to enjoy, along with handwritten notes welcoming them to my home and the Wi-Fi password.

Guests usually leave with full bellies and goodie bags filled with homemade muffins and jars of jam. Later that night, I started telling her about my work trip to Paris. I recalled Tyler’s faltering French accent and my first on-screen kiss with him—how he led me on, only to shake my hand, and thank me for the opportunity to guest star on my show, mentioning he doesn
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