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      "I must confess… that my loneliness… is killing me now." My eyes remain closed, but my voice channels everything into an off key version of "Hit Me Baby, One More Time” by Britney Spears.

      As I finally opened my eyes, there stood Frankie, my best friend. Her butterfly hair clip, adorned with fake diamonds, sparkled like a disco ball. Her cropped shirt, boasting a cartoon bird print, struggled to contain her ample bosom as she twirled and spun.

      “Don’t you know, I still believe?” Frankie poured her heart into the song, gesturing to her chest as she sang along with me, moving in sync with the song blaring from my stereo.

      "That you will be here, just give me a sign." I gripped a brush as my makeshift microphone, belting out the chorus with all my might.

      Abruptly, the music dwindled and fell into silence. The room plunged into darkness, leaving me bewildered.

      "He hit me, baby," Frankie muttered, her voice nearly a whisper.

      I turned to her, only to see her cropped shirt now stained with blood, her gaze fixed on something unseen on her right.

      "Frankie, what are you talking about? What's happening?" My voice trembled with fear and concern.

      She slowly turned her darkening eyes toward me.

      "He hit me, baby, one more time," she murmured, as if she wished to remain unheard.

      "Who did?" I inquired, my curiosity piqued.

      She offered no response, her gaze now locked to her right again.

      I followed her line of sight, and where there had been nothingness before, now stood a door, banging loudly and with increasing force, the magnitude growing with each impact.

      My heart pounded in rhythm with the door's relentless assault.

      "I have to go," Frankie suddenly said, her unease apparent as she started to move closer to my direction. Her eyes remained fixed on the banging door. Then suddenly, turned to me.

      "Why? Why do you have to leave?" I demanded, my voice growing louder.

      "You know why, Gen. You know why." she replied, her eyes never leaving mine, inching closer as if floating.

      I struggled to move but remained immobile, as if something held me captive.

      The deafening sound of the door continued to assault my ears.

      Frankie is now just inches from my face, a tear trailing down her cheek. She whispered, "I'm long gone, Gen. I'm dead."

      "Frankie," I uttered, my body trembling.

      "I'm dead!" Frankie exclaimed. "AAAAAAAAH!"

      Her scream reverberated through my ears, accompanied by the thunderous knocking on the door, driving me to scream as well.

      "AAAAAAAAH!" My voice brought me back to the present, jolting me awake.

      It had all been a nightmare.

      "Another nightmare, sweetie?" my husband asked, his hand gently resting on my shoulder, offering comfort.

      Gasping for breath, I managed to say, "Frankie."

      My body is drenched in sweat and I’m trembling. I locked eyes with my husband.

      Concern and confusion mingled in his expression. He pulled me close, enveloping me in a reassuring embrace - just the comfort I needed.
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        * * *

      

      "Drink this tea, it'll calm your nerves," Peter urged, setting a steaming teacup in front of me. My gaze remained fixed on the clock above our fridge.

      I heard him, but I couldn't shake the memories of the nightmare. It wasn't just a dream; it was a haunting reality.

      I was a senior in high school. We had really danced and sang to Britney's hits that night. Frankie had stayed over because her house is far from school, and we planned to go to prom together the next day. But when I woke up in the morning, she was nowhere to be found. I ended up going to prom alone. And that's when...

      "Hey," Peter snapped his fingers in front of my face, pulling me back from my thoughts. "I said drink this tea; it'll calm your nerves," he repeated.

      "I'm sorry," I mumbled. Lost for words, or maybe, I just simply don’t understand what’s happening.

      "What's going on with you? I thought these nightmares were gone. You've been having them again all week!" His concern is evident in his voice.

      "I know," I admitted.

      "I think you're letting stress and pressure get to you. Is this because of the VMAs?" he asked, his expression torn between worry and uncertainty.

      "I don't know. Maybe. I'm not sure," I replied, slightly shaking my head.

      "You need to get it together. You can't look like this when we perform," he pointed out. It’s hard to tell if he was stating a fact or throwing some shade.

      "Do I look that bad?" I inquired.

      "Let's just say you're lucky you’re my wife," he confirmed, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

      "That bad?" I questioned.

      And to conclude, he’s both throwing shade and stating a fact.

      "But you’re still my wife,” he jested. “Listen, you can't afford to be distracted or fall ill before the VMAs. In fact, for the entire promotion season of your album,” he reminded.

      "Our album," I corrected.

      "Plus, it's been years since we performed together. And it's the VMAs! This is the most important performance we'll ever do," he emphasized, his hand gestures echoing his point.

      "Not until the Grammys," I teased, a smirk forming on my lips, my excitement thinly veiled.

      "What? No way! Did we get an invite?" Peter asked, incredulous.

      "And we're nominated for 'Song of the Year.' When will you ever check your emails?" I went on to say.

      "Oh my god!" He rushed to my side and envelops me in a hug.

      Seeing his pure joy somehow lightened the weight of my nightmares.

      This is just how Peter is, sometimes sweet and loving like this, and other times hot-headed and short-tempered.

      I hoped this version of him would last longer than usual. This is the man I fell in love with and married. But I do and will always love him no matter what.

      "You're making your dreams come true," he said, his eyes locking onto mine.

      "Our dreams," I corrected with a warm whisper.

      He leaned in, his lips meeting mine. His kiss was tender, filled with love, just like the ones he used to give me. It’s been a while since the last time he had kissed me like that.

      I kissed him back, reciprocating his action.

      He suddenly pulled away.

      "What… what's wrong?" I asked, perplexed.

      "We have a rehearsal today; we've rented a stadium and need to start early. The dancers and the whole crew are waiting," he explained.

      "Alright. I'll freshen up," I said, blowing out the flame of heat we had ignited.
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      Inside the empty stadium, Peter and I are in the midst of mic checks.

      The dancers are stretching, the choreographer is barking orders, and the tech team is busy with their setup.

      My focus, however, is locked onto Peter as he tunes his violin. I stood there, mesmerized, lost in the moment.

      "Baby," Peter called out, snapping me back to reality. "Check your mic," he reminded me.

      "Oh, yes… mic check, hello, one, two, three," I responded, shaking off my distraction.

      "You keep looking at me like that. It seems like I did something good," he teased.

      "Not yet, baby," I replied with a grin.

      "Oh, get a room, you two," the choreographer quipped, interrupting our momentary reverie. "But save it for later. Let's start from the top. Come on!" he instructed, getting everyone into position.

      "And, 5-6-7-8!" he yelled, and we launched into our rehearsal.
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        * * *

      

      The day continued with Peter and I rehearsing, our minimal choreography adding just the right touch to our heartfelt performance.

      The backup dancers added color and grace, and I couldn't wait for the VMAs to see the final set.

      When I was writing this song, Peter was always on my mind. Every detail of our love story found its way into the lyrics. This song was a reflection of my love for him and his for me. I can’t believe it’ll bring us to the VMAs.

      "And pose for five seconds, Imogen, eyes on your husband. Peter, the same," the choreographer instructed as he held our final pose. "And Cut! That was amazing! Let's take a break while we set up the lights. Tech?" he called out to the tech team.

      Peter placed his violin on top of the grand piano and made his way towards me.

      I waited, but an irresistible force propelled me towards him.

      We met in the middle.

      "You were amazing," he said, his hands sliding around my waist.

      "You were amazing," I echoed, placing my hands on his shoulders.

      He leaned in for a kiss, but I playfully dodged it.

      "What's wrong?" he asked, looking puzzled.

      "People are watching," I reminded him, subtly gesturing toward the crew with my eyes.

      "People's eyes are always on the superstar, what’s new?" he teased, playfully bumping his nose against mine.

      Unable to resist any longer, I initiated a passionate kiss, and he responded eagerly.

      "Little angels are watching, you two!" the choreographer scolded us, but his tone held a hint of humor. He reminded us of the children dressed as angels among the backup dancers.

      "We should have one of them," Peter whispered, still holding me close. "But I know you're not ready yet."

      "I'm ready. I want one of those too. Maybe three?" I said, surprising him.

      His grip on my shoulders tightened as he pushed back slightly, his eyes locked onto mine, filled with shock. "What? Are you sure? You're not just playing with me, are you?" he asked, his excitement palpable.

      "No, I'm serious. I'm ready," I confirmed, and he pulled me into a tight embrace, his happiness evident.

      "But what about your career? You wanted to establish that first, remember?" he asked into my ear, still holding me close.

      "Well, let's bring them along for the journey together," I suggested.

      He pulled back from the hug, a radiant smile on his face. "Thank you. Oh my god, I'm going to be a dad!"

      "Well, technically, not yet. We have to make it first, right?" I teased.

      He smirked, his playful side coming to the forefront. "The bathroom is the nearest place," he suggested mischievously.

      "Hey," I protested, playfully slapping his arm. "Not here," I added, glancing around.

      "Well, I can't wait to be a dad," he said, jokingly. "Come on," he urged, taking my hand and leading me toward the bathroom’s direction.

      However, our journey to the bathroom was abruptly interrupted by a voice echoing through the stadium.

      "Imogen! Wait up," the voice called out, and we stopped in our tracks. It was the journalist I knew from the news.

      "Veronica! Hi," I greeted her.

      Peter reluctantly let go of my hand.

      "Hi, I'm sorry, your agent told me you were rehearsing here," Veronica said, struggling to adjust her ID on her collar.

      "Yes, privately. Supposedly?" I replied, my hesitation apparent.

      "I'm really sorry for this. Don't worry; it won't be released before the VMAs. Do you have five minutes? Or maybe thirty? We just want to ask you and Peter some questions about the upcoming event and your preparations. From what I'm seeing, it's going to be a massive hit. It will be the number one trending topic for sure," she explained.

      "We were actually just heading…" Peter began, but I interrupted him.

      "To fittings, for our costumes?" I suggested.

      "Please? I'm really sorry if this is so sudden. I came all the way from Tennessee. I was in the middle of uncovering a murder case when I got the call for this interview," she pleaded.

      Suddenly, my phone rang.

      It was Wynne, my agent. "Gen, is Veronica there? You need to do that interview. The VMAs sent her for the behind-the-scenes clips," he said over the phone.

      "Oh, yeah, she's here. Thanks for letting me know. Okay, see you later," I replied, ending the call.

      "Veronica?" I said.

      "Yes, Gen?" she responded, hopeful.

      "Let's do it. We can go to the stage right there," I suggested, pointing her in the direction of the stage.

      Peter shot me an annoyed glance.

      "It's for the VMAs. Wynne said it's for the behind-the-scenes clips. We have to do it," I whispered to Peter, who reluctantly followed.

      Sitting on the edge of the stage next to Peter, Veronica faced us and began her interview.

      "The last time we saw the two of you perform together was about two years ago. What's the reason behind the long wait? Fans went crazy when you two teamed up again," Veronica started.

      "Well, those 2 years will be worth it once they hear the whole album," I replied.

      "Oh! The album! I'm personally waiting for that!" Veronica said.

      "Aw, thank you," I responded.

      "I heard your newest single from the album; it’s amazing! I felt every word of it," she continued.

      "I wrote it myself. It’s a love letter for my husband," I replied.

      "That's me," Peter chimed in playfully, chuckling.

      "I love it. My favorite line from the song is And now you don't have to drive me home, because now, you are my home. That line ended all other singers' careers," she complimented before chuckling.

      "Wow. Thank you for the kind words. But we didn't create the album for that purpose. We're just expressing our love for each other through our music," I explained.

      "Always. You always do," she nodded. "Now, I want to ask about the setup. How long did you prepare for this?"

      "About two months. We have an amazing choreographer and director, Mr. Sky. He's very disciplined and talented," I said.

      "Only two months? Wow! You've achieved so much in that time period?" she said in surprise.

      "Well, I'm not Amber; I'm not the total performer she is, giving her all every time. I'm more of a simple, old-fashioned singer, who just stands there and sings, you know what I mean?" I responded.

      "Yeah, I get it. You stand in one position, but when you start singing, everyone is captivated," she complimented.

      "Thank you," I replied, smiling.

      "Now, Peter, you initially started your career as a musician in an orchestra, right?" Veronica directed her question to Peter.

      "Yes, when I was 21," he confirmed, giving Veronica his Hollywood smile; a smile that will make you think he’s happy but deep inside, he’s pissed.

      "But you gained fame when you appeared in Imogen's first music video a couple of years ago. Do you think that is the reason you're where you are right now?" Veronica asked, sparking a conflict within me.

      "Excuse me?" I interrupted.

      "No, yes, actually, yeah. That's true," Peter agreed.

      "No, it's not," I disagreed. "People loved him because of his charm and talent. Even those who don't understand real music appreciate him for that. Sure, I might have opened an opportunity, but the rest is him. Actually, it’s not even me; it was the casting director who discovered him," I explained.

      "Oh, that's very well-said. I guess we should thank that casting director who gave you the job," Veronica said to Peter.

      "Yeah, thank you, Mrs. Andrews," Peter said, looking into the camera and playfully waving.

      "Thank you. Moving on… about this album, can we expect collaborations with other singers or just the two of you?" Veronica continued to question.

      "You'll have to buy the album to find out. Hahaha," I teased.

      "I surely will!" Veronica replied excitedly. "Peter, do you sing? Will we hear your singing voice on this album?"

      "Yes, he sings," I confirmed, a little too excited.

      "No, no, I don't," Peter denied.

      "So, he sings on the album?" Veronica inquired.

      "No, I didn't," Peter insisted, his irritation apparent.

      "Unfortunately, he's right; he's not singing on the album," I said. "But he sings really well."

      "Stop it," Peter muttered.

      "But one time, he recorded an entire song as an anniversary gift for me, and it was amazing!" I shared.

      "Oh, really? Peter, we should hear you sing," Veronica encouraged.

      "I don't sing; I play the violin," Peter replied, clearly agitated.

      "Come on, just a little, for the fans," Veronica urged.

      "I DON'T SING!" Peter exclaimed as he stood up. Now the Hollywood smile is gone. He looked at me with anger in his eyes and walked away.

      "Oh my god, I'm sorry, I might’ve asked too much," Veronica apologized.

      "Oh no, I'm sorry, I might’ve said too much. He's just a little stressed out lately," I explained.

      "Well, I think we're done here. Thank you so much for your time, and again, I'm really sorry, Imogen." Veronica said, preparing to leave.

      I watched her walk away before I stood up from my seat, and followed Peter.

      How humiliating! I can’t believe Peter acted like that… and on camera! I know it was my fault for pushing him but to do it in front of Veronica… who knows what she’ll do with that gossip.

      No doubt, our names will be a number one trending topic tomorrow. Maybe, any minute now. 'Hollywood's ideal couple is not so ideal at all.'

      Ugh
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