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Most of these songs aren’t about what they’re about.

The love songs aren’t always about love.

The heartbreak songs aren’t always about people.

Sometimes a song reminds me of writing.

Sometimes it reminds me of power.

Sometimes it reminds me of the version of myself I was trying to outrun.

This is the story the way I heard it.

Scan for Writer’s Block Playlist
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Chapter One 

Guest of Honor
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Bottles of champagne burst in clean pops.  Laughter, casual and rich, rose above the low hum of Labrinth’s music and the ocean’s breath.  Servers in black ties floated like shadows through the crowd, weaving between clinking glasses and bodies swaying beneath strings of white lights.  

On every screen: her face, brand, logo.

Alexandra Sharpe, flawless and composed, stayed back from a looping reel of film trailers and dust jacket covers.  The crowd drank her in like they drank everything else; quickly, and carelessly.  

She wondered how many of them actually read her last book, or if they had just memorized the quotes people posted.  

Somewhere in the distance, a reporter shouted into his mic.  Flashbulbs left a lingering glow.  Her name floated through the speakers in curated praise.  

But Alex wasn’t watching the party.  

She stood alone on the wooden boardwalk, a silhouette against the dark water, full champagne glass in hand.  Her eyes tracked the surf like it might speak.  Beneath the glamour, something in her was still pacing.  Her thumb pressed into the rim of the glass again and again, testing whether it would crack.

Gavin came up behind her.  

Sharp suit, his soft presence calming her before he even got close.  He took a moment to notice her.  The woman that captured his heart.  He smiled as he approached, leaned in, and kissed her shoulder, like a ritual.

“You ready, love?” he asked as he gently wrapped his arms around her waist, whispering, “All those people down there are looking for the guest of honor.”

Alex didn’t turn.  “All those people are looking for someone to use.”

Gavin slid a hand to the small of her back.

“Abby’s looking for you,” he said eyebrow raised. “she’ll be at the podium soon.”

Alex closed her eyes.  Just for a second.  A long, deep breath.  

“I did this,” she said. “All of it.  For us.  So that we could live the way we always wanted.”

“You second-guessing what we talked about?”

She didn’t answer.

Gavin’s tone changed.  Firmer but still gentle. 

“Be honest with yourself, at least, Alexandra.  I’m here.  I’m standing with you.”  He paused, like there was something else he wasn’t saying.  “But be honest, whatever this was, you wanted it all.”

She looked at him terrified for the first time.  “I don’t want to be a monster.”  She sighed.  The words felt too small for what she’d done. 

“I know baby.” He took a deep breath, preparing for the crowd.  “You ready?”

“I guess.”

He smiled as he ushered her towards the party.  They descended the steps together.

Alex moved with practiced grace, each step intentional.  The lights grew brighter as the crowd noticed her approach.  

Some whispered.  

Some raised phones.  

Her name began to ripple against the space. She talked with reporters and laughed with celebrities, all hoping she might mention a role she hadn’t even written yet.  

She was polite, as she worked the room. Maybe a little more animated than usual.  She wanted the night to be over before it began.  

One reporter asked her about a character she’d never written.  She smiled anyway.  Corrected him gently with a wink and a flash of dimple.  

“We’re not all the same.”  He nodded like he already knew and slipped away in embarrassment.

Everyone wanted something.  A mention, a shoutout, a future project not even created.  She squeezed Gavin’s hand when a conversation got too uncomfortable and he would rescue her without a word between them.

When she noticed Abby nod, she politely excused herself.  

Gavin held her tightly as they walked toward the stage together.  The music faded. The crowd pulsed forward like a tide rushing to the shore.

Abby Hunter stepped into view and took the mic in stilettos under the gorgeous moonlight.  Poised like royalty.  Radiant in a black gown that caught every flash just right.  Her presence was magnetic, practiced, and absolute.  

Alex smiled.

“When Alexandra came to me with her first project,” she began, “it wasn’t just the work, it was her tenacity.  The commitment to her worlds being seen.”

Cameras rolled.  Soft applause and nods everywhere.

Alex’s smile faded.  

Something cut through the music first, not loud, just wrong.

“Her books have inspired people all over the world.  And now, thirteen New York Times bestsellers in five years.  Three blockbuster movies.  Countless TV deals...”

Alex turned slightly, before anyone else did.

The sirens started off low, but they quickly drowned Abby’s voice out. She froze mid-sentence.  The mic fell into the feedback.  Sand clouds formed as police cars screeched from the pavement towards the beach.

Then came the gasps.  The staring.  The shouting.

The officer moved in. 

Alex squeezed Gavin’s hand.  

Then again.  

But this time, there was nothing he could do to save her.  

“Alexandra Sharpe, Get on your knees!  Hands behind your head.” The officer nodded, her voice echoing against the water.

Alex didn’t move right away.  Her body was still, too still, like it had known this moment was coming.  She dropped to her knees and lifted her wrists up together.  It was controlled.  Like a scene she’d written long ago. 

She cuffed her.  Rough, not brutal.  But unbothered by her status.  Alex refused to wince even as the metal bit into her wrist.

A camera bulb popped.  

Champagne hit the sand.  

They whisked her through the crowd, her gown catching in the dunes, shoes barely holding on.  Faces blurred, shocked, curious, suddenly distant.  She looked at Abby, ashamed of the disappointment she promised would never happen.  

And when her eyes met Gavin’s.  She finally crumbled inside.  

His hands at his sides.  His face wasn’t angry or afraid.  

She just knew that look didn’t belong in this world.  Not here, not in the version of their life she built.  He was absolutely devastated, as the lights strobed against the ocean and the flashbulbs tried to make sense of what just happened.  

She didn’t look away from him.  

Even as the squad car door slammed.

Even when the car pulled off. 
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Chapter Two

A Little Light Stalking
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Five Years Earlier: The apartment was a small one-bedroom: a narrow living room, mismatched couches, conflicting décor, a bookshelf that leaned to the left, the place smelled like sofrito and ambition. 

A tiny Queens kitchen, clean but worn.  Countertops from another decade.  A mix of hand-me-down furniture and stubborn pride. 

Early morning sunlight broke through the kitchen in perfect stripes across the table. The hum of the radiator was louder than it should’ve been, background noise you stop noticing, eventually.

Alex stood at the stove, plating breakfast with one hand, balancing her old laptop against her forearm. Her fingers curled tight around the back, something only a writer with no time could ever master.

The laptop was open, tape over the mouse pad that no longer worked.  The screen was half-scrolled through a draft she knew by heart.  But she scanned it anyway.  

She hadn’t slept.  Maybe an hour here, twenty minutes there.  But her skin still had that faint electric glow.  A kind of secondhand adrenaline, the one that clung to her after a marathon writing streak.

Gavin noticed it right away.  He sat at the table in boxers and a wife beater, broad shoulders relaxed, the thick lines of tattoos down his arms.  His glasses rested perfectly on his nose, the ones he didn’t actually need but wore anyway.  

His SharpeTECH pullover and slacks already ironed nearby.  He cradled his mug, sipping coffee with a smile that only came from someone who loved her for real.  He watched her for a moment.  He’d memorized all her tells.  The little crack in her voice when she introduced a new character.  The embarrassment on her face when she described something too intimate for coffee.  

He watched her as she balanced the morning.  

“It’s good,” Alex said, sliding the plate in front of him. “It’s so good. I get excited editing it.”

“You should publish it then.”  

Alex scoffed, grabbing her coffee.  “It’s not that easy. I need an agent. A literary agent.”  she sighed.  “That’s even harder than writing a book.”

Gavin side-eyed her. “People publish books every day. My homegirl from high school put out a whole series about our hood. Just self-publish.”

“If I said I wanted to play in the NBA, you wouldn’t tell me to just show up at Madison Square Garden and try out for the Knicks,” she said, eyebrows lifted. “If I wanted to invest in stocks, you wouldn’t tell me to just start yelling numbers on Wall Street.”

“I might,” he grinned.

She smirked back, but her voice shifted.  

“It’s a process. Like anything worth doing. I need an agent. That’s how books sell.”

Gavin leaned forward, elbows on the table.

“I got you. So... what’s the plan?”

“Abigail Hunter,” Alex said without hesitation. “She’s the biggest dark romance agent in the world. Offices downtown, she eats lunch at Capital Grille. Same booth, every day, like clockwork.”

Gavin squinted at her. “So... stalking. That’s the plan?”

She sucked her teeth.  “Aye, a little light stalking never hurt anyone.” She sipped, smug, bit her lip and looked up at him with a devilish grin.

“You’re obsessed with her.”

She rolled her eyes.  “She’s my entire list.  No one else will get me the way she will.”

“Alexandra Sharpe,” he said, smiling as he shook his head. “I swear...”

But then, serious. Real.

“My business is gonna take off soon babe. I’m telling you. SharpeTECH is real. When it does? We’ll move into The City. You can write full-time. Take the pressure off.  No more scrambling for those poetry gigs and ghostwriting for people who can’t even spell their own names.  You can work on your craft full time.”

Alex let the words land between them, kissed his forehead.

“That sounds perfect.”

But as she sat back down, her thoughts drifted.  Those ghost-writing jobs kept her sharp, kept her listening.  Odd gigs, and poetry slams barely paid the bills.  And, they were a safety net, and safety nets had a way of becoming cages if you stayed in them too long.  She didn’t know how yet, but she knew she had to change something and soon.

She sipped her coffee and watched Gavin take a bite of his toast.  

They both reached for their forks at the same time. They didn’t have a lot, but there was rhythm in their movements, like two people in the same current, paddling hard against something they hadn’t fully named yet.

In the background, her laptop blinked. The cursor, waiting. Calling her.  She shook it off, smiling as Gavin reviewed his meeting schedule.  

***
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ABBY HUNTER DIDN’T walk, she arrived.  And she never once checked her phone.

Every day at 1:13 p.m., she stepped into Capital Grille like she had an ownership stake in the oxygen. Staff didn’t greet her. They nodded, tight, reverent, wordless. Her booth was always empty unless she was using it.

She didn’t carry a bag. She didn’t need to. Everything she needed, she built.

Alex watched.  Holding her folder.  Inside, a manuscript, three paper clips deep, that felt like a fire burning through her bag.  Women like her weren’t supposed to write stories like this. 

Alex noticed her from across the street, heartbeat racing.

This was it.  

She watched her walk into the restaurant.  She wondered if Abby ever got tired of being right about people.

She pressed her back up against the brick building.  Her heart raced.  She tried to catch her breath, folder against her chest.  Hunter wasn’t just a literary agent. She was the literary agent. The kind of woman publishers didn’t call.  They waited to be called by her. She sold silence. She sold mythology. Her specialty?  Women’s voices; layered and chaotic.

And Alex? Alex felt she had written something sharp enough to cut through the noise. She just needed ten minutes to prove it.

She slid down into the booth and sat across from Abby like it was an accident. Casual smile.

Abby didn’t look up.  Didn’t seem surprised, didn’t even blink.

“You’re Alexandra Sharpe.”

“Yes ma’am,” Alex said, surprised she knew her name.

“You’re bold.”

She grinned, big. “Yes ma’am.”

Abby finally turned her head. One ring, on her first finger. “That was not a compliment.  You shouldn’t be here.”

The diamond gleamed in a way Alex had never seen in person.  

One eyebrow raised. She nodded at the folder like it was a napkin.  “You’re a good storyteller. That’s not in question.”

Abby grabbed the manuscript from her hands.  

“This opening scene,” she said.  “I almost stopped here.”

Alex’s chest tightened in disappointment.

“But then you wrote this.”  She slid her finger down the page.  “And I kept going.”

Alex’s stomach fluttered.  She watched in awe.

“But your writing needs work.”

The flutter dropped.

“Like I said in the letter, we really enjoyed it. You made it to our internal group. That means something. That’s big.”

Alex leaned forward, hopeful. “Are there any sugges-”

“If you have something else,” Abby cut in, lifting the ringed hand like royalty calling off a servant, “please submit it through the portal on my website.”

Then the words landed heavy and final.

“I’m not offering you representation at this time.”

Alex felt the blood drain from her face. She stood still. Let it hit.  She nodded once, understanding something she didn’t want to.  

Abby softened, but only slightly.  Almost kind.  “This is the only place I get any time to myself. Please don’t come back here.”

The clatter of silverware from nearby tables filled the silence.

“Yes, ma’am,” Alex said quietly.

She stood up. Smooth and graceful. No tears. No collapse. 

Just a long breath, as she searched for the exit.

Alex walked out of Capital Grille.  The sun was blinding. Her fingers gripped the handle of her bag as she stuffed the manuscript down.

She didn’t look back.

But something inside her whispered:

Next time, she’ll come to me.

***
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THAT NIGHT, THE APARTMENT was dark except for the pale blue glow of the monitor.

Alex sat on the floor, in an old Yankee tee.  Cotton panties, legs folded beneath her, typing like something owed her. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a loose knot. One hand on the keyboard. The other flipping through a notebook covered in arrows, scribbles, half-thoughts.  Chaos, but coded.

The rejection played on a loop in her mind. “Your writing needs work.”

She didn’t cry about it. She opened the document instead.

She wrote.

The joint burned in the ashtray sending smoke curls up like questions she couldn’t answer.

Her fingers moved fast, stalled. She hit backspace, rewrote the same line four different ways.  Then deleted the entire paragraph.  Sat there, one arm folded across her chest, she took a long drag.  She pushed the smoke from her lips and didn’t bring one word back to the page.

The room was suffocating as it hummed around her; the heater, the steady clack of the pipes, loud sirens reached through the windows, and of course, the occasional quiet curse under her breath.

Get it right. Get it better. Get it fuckin’ read.

The front door opened. Closed.

Gavin stepped in and peeled off the day.  Lunch bag, briefcase, clothes all off. He changed into something comfortable, moved quietly, carefully placing his things down without interrupting the rhythm of the room.

The apartment smelled like tension.

He walked towards the stove light, revealing a foil-covered plate waiting. He smiled, grateful for the home cooked meal, even though she hadn’t responded to a text all day.

He heated it up. Rolled his neck. Took a few bites standing at the counter.

He turned and walked down the short hallway and stopped in the bedroom doorway.

She hadn’t looked up. Her eyes were on the screen, the words, the war.

“How was your meeting?”

Alex didn’t flinch. Focus was her only friend tonight.

“She said I’m a good storyteller. But my writing needs work.”

“So, straight from constructive criticism to... obsession, again.”

“It’s not obsession,” she said, finally looking up. Her eyelids heavy. “It’s the fix. I just need to get it right and submit it fast, so she doesn’t forget me.”

“Sounds like you’re in need of a break.  Need a distraction?”  He smiled.  Pretending to untie his sweats.

Gavin stood there for a few moments longer. Watching her. 

“Earth to Alexandra...”

Nothing.

“Food is on the stove, babe.”  

He shot her a look, lifted the plate and stepped a little closer. Studying the silhouette of her in the screen light. She was biting the inside of her cheek. Her foot, tapping against the hardwood, but not consciously.

He sighed. Turned. Walked away.

He knew he’d be going to bed alone again, just like most nights.  It gave him more time to tinker with SharpeTECH, but that didn’t stop the ache.  He still missed his wife.  The weight of her head on his chest, the way she laughed when he whispered something stupid in the dark.  

Lately, the long hours and black holes she disappeared into made it harder to even try.  It wasn’t that she didn’t love him.  He knew she did.  But she was always somewhere else, inside whatever story she was building.  She wrote about grand gestures and desperate kisses like they were oxygen, but when it came to them, she didn’t seem to want to breathe that way, lately. 

He hadn’t grown up with examples of soft love, only practicality, survival, and keeping your head down until the task is done.  

Gavin wanted to give her more romance, more attention, more everything.  To show her that he wasn’t just a man buried in wires and code.  That he could be spontaneous, too.  But every time he tried, he felt like he was guessing the rules, terrified he’d pull her out of her zone and ruin the moment before it even began.  Tonight was no different.  At least she’d made dinner, he thought to himself taking his last bite.  Thank God for that.  

He flicked off the bedroom light and slid under the covers, the hum of her typing slipping through the apartment like a pulse he couldn’t match.
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Chapter Three 

Everyone’s a Fucking Writer
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The Black Dress

The subway rocked under her feet like it was dragging a body through Manhattan.  Slow.  Stubborn, too heavy to hide.  The lights in the car flickered, the reflection hitting the metal poles when they flashed.  There was something in the air, not quite rust or blood, but close enough to make people shift in their seats.  

Alex sat back against the window, laptop open, screen glowing soft in the dim light of the car. Her fingers hovered above the keyboard, frozen. Not quite writing. Not thinking. Just existing.  In that fog writers know too well, the one between inspiration and doubt.

She was tired. 

But more than that, hungry for something. And this story? It was still too quiet. It hadn’t revealed what it wanted yet.

Beside her, a woman in a hoodie leaned in, peeking at the screen.

The woman had that tired-but-scrappy look, hair pulled into a scrunchie, nails chipped red.

“Is it a book?” she asked.

Alex didn’t answer at first. 

Then, polite with a smile.  “Yes. My first novel.”

The woman lit up. “That’s amazing. I love books. I read all the time.”

Alex nodded, focused back on the screen.

“Actually, I’ve always wanted to write a book,” the woman said. “My husband left me with three kids and a mortgage. I could write about that, right?”

Alex’s lips pursed.

“I’m sure you could.”

Across from them, a man in a bubble coat piped up.

“My brother’s wife found three dead bodies in their basement.” he said it proudly, while peeling the label off a Poland Spring bottle with his teeth.  “Now that’s a book.”

The woman squinted. “Who would wanna read about that?”

Another voice jumped in from the other end of the car.

“Please,” he rolled his eyes.  “Who wants to read about a divorce?”

“Murder sells,” the man said with confidence. “Divorce don’t.”

The subway car filled with bickering. Loud, messy, ridiculous.

Alex closed her laptop with a quiet click.

She didn’t say anything. Just stood, slung her bag over her shoulder, and said low, just for herself:

“Everyone’s a writer.”

The train stopped. The doors opened. She stepped off into the noise of the platform and didn’t look back.

Outside, The City buzzed.  Early morning light stretching long across the pavement, catching on taxi hoods and scaffolding. Alex moved through it with her bag slung high and her brain half-closed off to the noise.

The coffee shop was small. Striving for that local look. A place full of half completed final draft files and pitching things too loudly to whoever would listen. 

She didn’t care, she walked in, waited in the line.

Inside, the air was all espresso and determination. Laptops open. AirPods in. The baristas moved like over-caffeinated DJs behind the counter. An indie playlist hummed overhead.

They worked in sharp, choreographed bursts, steam hissing, grinders whirring, mugs clinking.  

Alex stepped up.

“Large mocha mint iced coffee. No foam.”

The barista rang her up without looking at her. 

“$4.39.”

She paid cash. No need to make eye contact.

She found a stool at the window-facing bar and set up like it was war: laptop open, charger connected, bag unzipped just enough for her notes. She took a deep breath and started typing.

Time passed. She didn’t notice. 

The world fell away.

The coffee disappeared. Then the sun. Then the people.

She edited paragraphs until they bled. Highlighted whole pages only to delete them. She whispered lines to herself, shaking her head at the screen. Changed character names. Changed endings. Changed her mind.

All she thought about was Abby’s words, and that damn rejection letter.

Around her, the shop emptied. Chairs flipped. Lights dimmed.

A barista wiped the counter down and leaned over, half-impressed, half-weary. “Hey, we’re closing in five. You’ve been here all day. What are you writing?”

Alex didn’t look up. Just kept typing.

“A novel. Urban romance, really.”

“I’ve always wanted to write a book.”

Alex froze.

Just for a second.

“I’ve already got the title,” she said. “I just need the time to actually write it.”  The barista said, smiling.  

She snapped her laptop closed fast, a loud click.  She stood up, placed a five on the counter.

“Goodnight.”

She didn’t wait for a response.

She grumbled to herself as the bells rang above the door. 

The City was still alive. Still moving. Still rich with things she didn’t have.  Things she secretly feared she may never get.

She walked past lit-up boutiques and floor-to-ceiling apartments, clean glass hiding curated lives. 

Somewhere, a couple laughed over red wine. 

Somewhere else, a woman stepped into a black car with a driver waiting.

Buildings so high her neck hurt trying to see the top.  She was always in awe of The City.  Queens felt a million miles away from the grace and beauty Manhattan offered. 

Alex stopped in front of a display window.

A mannequin stood frozen in a sleek black gown. She was perfect, still, expressionless but with a pizzaz Alexandra couldn’t ignore.

She reached out, touched the glass.

For a second, her reflection and the mannequin’s overlapped.  The head tilted in such a way, like it knew a secret.  

She blinked, let go. Stepped back, the separation like peeling herself away from something trying to reel her in.  

She kept walking.

She looked back at the black dress once.

Twice.

Again, until the mannequin was swallowed by the distance.

The train car rocked in a slow, hypnotic rhythm as it cut through the tunnels.

Alex sat near the door.  She wrapped the strap of her bag around her feet.  Laptop balanced on her knees. She hadn’t planned to write here, but her fingers had other ideas. The second she opened the screen, the noise of the world dimmed.

The glow lit her face.  Sending a sharp pain to her left eye. She smiled anyway.  Delving into the world of Nico and Zoe.

She cracked her knuckles and flexed her wrists, shaking off the ache of the day. Then she leaned in, fingers finding keys like muscle memory.

Her reflection moved in the subway window behind the screen.  Blurry, haunted, but alive.

She was back in it.

No outline. No roadmap. Just the pulse of something forming. Words came in waves, some heavy, some light, all necessary. She whispered a line aloud, stopped, deleted it, rephrased it with a curve, hit enter. 

Again.

The train jostled hard. She didn’t flinch.

Her shoulders ached.  Her knees pressed together, the space too small for the world she was building.  Her mouth was dry.  The hum of the car faded into a loud, long screech, riders covered their ears.  It didn’t faze her.

People got on, got off. Announcements played overhead. A man argued with someone on speakerphone.  The subway performers.  None of it touched her.

She hadn’t eaten. She hadn’t used the bathroom in a while. She didn’t care.

Alex wrote like someone trying to outrun the silence.

And for the first time in hours, maybe days... 

The story started to talk back.

Nico and Zoe were finally alive again right there with her.  2508 hadn’t died.  She had recovered it.  She typed until the end of the line and all the way back home.  

She checked her reflection on the black screen.  She tried pulling her hoodie down, pinching her cheeks, but looked too tired for a pic.  She angled her screen towards the subway doors and took a picture of her screen showing “the end.”  

Posted it to her 121 followers.  She finally took a breath.  

She stood near the doors as the train slowed, metal grinding to a stop that felt louder than normal.  It was late.  Only a handful of passengers stepped off with her.  No one made eye contact.  No one ever did at this time of night.

The doors closed behind them with a finality she felt in her chest.  Alexandra adjusted her bag and started toward the stairs, her pace just a little faster than normal.  Not running.  Never that.  Just enough to feel like she wasn’t standing still.  

The sound behind her wasn’t clear but it was enough.  She picked up her pace, taking the subway steps two at a time, heart thudding harder than the situation called for.  Her writer brain always had her on alert.

By the time she reached the top, the air felt different.  Open but not safe.  When she heard it again, voices.  

She slowed just slightly, her breath still uneven from the stairs.  

She didn’t turn right away she didn’t have to.  She knew that tone.  

Knew exactly what kind of moment this was before she even saw it. 

And just like that, a flash of herself.  Another block, years ago, walking too fast with her keys pressed between her fingers.  Door knocker earrings swinging against her neck, catching light she didn’t want.  

Learning how to move through a city that noticed...everything and nothing at the same time.

Learning when to keep her head up, and when to keep it down.  When to survive or flee.  

Someone stepped in for her once.  

She never forgot that.  

Alexandra exhaled slowly and turned.  Different faces, same scene.  A boy stood too straight, like he was trying not to look nervous.  The man in front of him stood just a little too close.  Not touching, but too damn close for her comfort.  She felt it in her chest.  

That line.

The one you weren’t supposed to cross.  The one New Yorkers pretended didn’t exist, until it did.  In neighborhoods like this, things could shift too fast.  

One wrong move.  An incorrect tone could fire things up.  

And it was already there.

He grabbed him forcefully; both with their hands wrapped around the strap of his backpack.

“What’s your name, kid?”

The boy hesitated.  Just a second too long.  Alexandra moved before she gave herself time to think.  

“What you doing to him?  That’s my nephew?”

The man barely glanced at her. She noticed his badge hooked onto a thick fake gold chain.

“Fuck outta here, ya nephew.”  The man smiled, but without moving back.

She stepped closer anyway, slipping her hand into the boy’s, and gripped tight. 

“I told you don’t walk away from me papa, didn’t I?”

“I’m sorry, Titi,” he said quickly catching on.  

The boy’s backpack strap was still twisted in the officer’s fist.  She pulled it from him.  Hard.

Alexandra didn’t look at the child.  Didn’t need to.  She kept her eyes on them.  

“Go do your job,” she said, her voice edged in attitude.  

“Don’t you have some criminals to find?’

She pulled him with her.  His hand felt tiny in hers.  

“Which building?”  she murmured under her breath.

He told her.  

She walked him the whole way.  Didn’t let go of his hand until they were at his door.  

“I’m Alex.  What’s your name?”

“Elijah.”  He kept his head down.  “I didn’t even do anything.  I was just walkin’.”

“I know.  I been there.  You just gotta stay off these streets, as much as you can, Elijah.” she said, calmly.

She slipped a few dollars into his pocket.  

“Go ahead inside.”  She smiled. 

A woman, about her same age, came rushing out into the hallway, pulling at her robe; the most worried look on her face.  Her apartment door slammed behind her.  

“Get your ass inside.”  She grabbed his arm and pulled him into the building.

He looked at Alexandra as the woman opened their apartment door again, nodded.  Alexandra winked at him.  He turned into the door without saying another word.

Queens roared.  The sirens, the loud laughter stretching way beyond the thin walls.  

Alexandra stood there a second longer than she needed to.  Her chest still feeling it, still remembering that age.  

She walked up the block towards the old building that always felt like it sagged under the weight of its own history. The sour odor, always baking in the hallway no matter the season.  The cracked green tile.  

Her stomach turned at the thought of walking in.  

This life had a sound too.  The clatter of someone making dinner after a long day of work.  The slam of a door after a bounced check in 3B.  The rattle of babies crying through two walls.  Hundreds of mailboxes filled with junk no one could afford.  

She rolled her eyes as the elevator doors slowly opened.  The heaviness that always made you feel like it was going to get stuck between floors.  

Alexandra felt all of it.

Everywhere.

Every rotten smell from the overflowing garbage chute.  The neighbor’s kid knocking on another’s door with an empty cup asking, “Miss Lex, ya’l got sugar?”

Every shouted complaint and reminder that dreams here weren’t dreams.  They were survival tactics.  

She couldn’t tell Gavin about moments like what happened with the boy.  She could always see how the information sat in his body long after the conversation was over.  And he’d worry.

So, she carried the neighborhood in her body like weight.  In her jaw.  In her shoulders.  In the way she hurried up the stairs so she wouldn’t hear someone ask for something she didn’t have.  

But Gavin?

Gavin seemed to walk through it all like the building was temporary fog and he was in sunlight.

He only saw tomorrow.  Saw... SharpeTECH scrawled across the future like a prophecy.  All he could see was their names on buildings, not mailboxes held together with duct tape.  

He talked about servers and cybersecurity and clients with money while stepping over a puddle leaking from God-knows-where.  

Sometimes Alex looked at him and wondered why she couldn’t just be wired like him. 

To float above the sinking.  Ignore the sour stench.  To not feel the walls closing in every time she heard the radiator, or the fridge or the endless creaks.  

For her, everything was amplified.  It was too hard to concentrate if she could hear the neighbor’s television.

Gavin though?

He just kept smiling through it all, optimism pouring out of him like he could manifest them out of the hood if he believed hard enough.  

Alexandra thought about that black dress again.  

She stood in front of the apartment for a long while, staring at a drip near their door.  

It would have dragged through this hallway like punishment and never came clean again.
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Chapter Four

Burned it
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The Fix

The front door clicked open. Gavin looked up from the table like he’d been holding his breath.

There she was.

Alex stepped in, face tired. Her laptop bag hung heavy on her shoulder.  She didn’t look broken, just... used up. Like the day had wrung her dry.

“There you are,” Gavin said, letting out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Thought I’d have to send a search party out for you lil’ mama.”

Alex gently placed her keys in the bowl by the door.

“I was... walking,” she said softly, distracted. “I needed to clear my head.”

He crossed the room, relieved, but still reading her. Gently took the bag from her shoulder and set it on the counter like it might break.  She sighed, finally dropping the weight it carried for her all day.  

Dinner was already on the table. Two plates. A candle flickering in an old juice glass. Three wilting flowers in a narrow vase, his best attempt at romance on a Thursday.

“Dinner’s still hot,” he said. “You hungry?”

She nodded.

They sat. Forks scraping softly. The sounds from the street buzzed against the windows like it was trying to be let in.

“How’s it been going?” he asked.

Alex didn’t look up.

“I burned it,” she said. 

He raised a brow.

“Edited. Rewrote damn near half the book. Should’ve done it sooner.”

Gavin raised an eyebrow. “Guess I should be grateful we don’t have a fireplace.”

He smiled. She didn’t. Not tonight.

“I stopped trying to make him likable,” she said.  “That was the problem.”

“You’re not giving up, right?” he asked, a little quieter now.

“Never,” she said. “I’m just... starting to see it all. So clearly.”

Her voice wasn’t loud, but it hit different.

He watched her carefully. Something had shifted. She had that half tired-half wired look.  

Alex sat there playing with her food, fork idle. Her posture collapsed, like the last of her energy had dropped beneath the table. She leaned back against the wall and stared up at the ceiling.

No music. No movement.

The phone rang.  The landline. Loud and jarring in the quiet. It echoed through the small apartment like it didn’t belong there anymore.

Gavin looked at her.

She didn’t move, just continued her meal, ignoring it.  

Alexandra had connected the line specifically for her queries, but only spam callers ever dialed it.

The answering machine clicked on.

She huffed and rolled her eyes.  

“You’ve reached Author Alexandra Sharpe. Leave a message and I’ll call you back.”

BEEP.

“Alexandra. This is Abigail Hunter from Hunter & Bray Literary Agency.”

Alex’s head was down, fork in her plate.  Her eyes shifted.  She didn’t breathe; she listened.

Gavin stared at the machine like it was about to start glowing.

“I just finished reading your new draft of 2508. It’s exactly what I knew you had in you. Meet me tomorrow. Capital Grille. 1:15. Don’t be late.”

Click.

Silence.

Even the radiator paused, like the whole apartment was listening.

Alex turned to look at Gavin. He was already smiling, wide and full, like it was Christmas and she was the tree.

“Did she just say...?”

“She did,” Gavin said.

Alex didn’t move.  Not right away, she felt it in her neck first.  Not relief, something sharper.

A laugh, he’d never heard before, broke free from her chest.  Surprised, wild, and breathless. She stood, still laughing, Gavin grabbed her, spun her in a full circle like they were twenty and drunk and free.

They danced.

Right there in their tiny kitchen, surrounded by bills and books and a dying bouquet, they danced like everything had already changed.

He dipped her. She kicked one foot in the air. He lifted her, spun her, kissed her so hard she forgot how exhausted she was.  Time slowed down long enough for her to see him.  To really see him.

His SharpeTECH button down, already ready for the next day’s work.  The clean Caesar cut.  The light shadow of his beard, still fresh from yesterday.  

Tall, and somehow even more handsome as the years went on.  He knew exactly what he looked like.  Alex had made that very clear over the years, but he wore it lightly.  And she was always grateful for that, because he was fine enough to be obnoxious about it if he wanted to.  

She pulled on the bottom hem of his shirt as he began to walk away.  He turned fast.  Quickly bending down to her lips.  Her arms slid around his shoulders; a quick hop and her legs wrapped around his waist.  He walked them to the shower, undressed her making sure he kissed every inch of her body.  Her breath was shallow and loud.  The warm water splashing on them, suds running down the drain as they held onto each other tightly.  

When her tongue touched his neck, he moaned in her ear.  The type she couldn’t describe on paper if she tried.  

Then, the happy tears came, streaming down her face as she dug her fingers into his skin.  He could feel the joy radiating through her body.  He released her, her soapy back sliding down from the tile wall.  

Her naturally sun-kissed skin glistened as he rubbed her legs with the towel.  

Later, tangled in sheets, laughter still warm between them, she whispered:

“Gav...”

Gavin grinned, eyes closed. “Hmm?”  

“We gettin’ the fuck outta hea.”

“Hell yeah.”

The streets roared outside, it had no idea who she was yet.
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Chapter Five 

OMG, THE Abby Hunter 

[image: ]


A Name They Won’t Forget

Capital Grille buzzed with quiet power, hushed conversations, dark wood polished to perfection, and waiters who moved like they had security clearance.

Abby Hunter sat at her usual booth, but she wasn’t reading the menu. She wasn’t checking her phone or pretending this was just like any other afternoon.

She was staring at the door.  The diamonds in her ears caught the low light.  Earrings so massive, they would’ve been rings on someone else. The kind of gems you earn after decades of saying no until the right yes changes... everything.

She hadn’t really slept.  It had been so long since she had that feeling again.

The one she used to get when she first started out. Before the meetings, before the checks, before the industry started mistaking taste for trend.  When a bad query letter wasn’t an actual reason for rejection.  The feeling of reading someone you knew was going to change things.

She’d finished reading the new draft of 2508, sat up in bed, whispering lines to herself, like incantations.  It had gotten under her skin. Deep.  

Abby normally refused cheating stories.  She found the prose lazy most of the time.  An easy grab at drama she’d say.  Writers always trying to pass off betrayal, like it was romantic, tragic, or fated.  Like bad decisions made for better endings.  

Usually, she passed a project the minute she saw “side chick” anywhere in a synopsis.  

But 2508 was
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