Chapter 1 
TJ
The mirror hates me.
Or maybe I hate it.
I slouch in the dressing room chair. My sneakers are half off, and the sleeves of my hoodie are pulled over my hands. For just a moment, I catch a glimpse of myself—the freckles across my nose and the quiet slump of someone who wants to disappear into a corner of L.A. unnoticed. I could almost pretend I’m not about to step on stage.
But the chant outside rises like thunder: Ash-er, Ash-er, Ash-er.
My stomach twists. They aren’t calling for me; they’re calling for the ghost I’ve created, the rock god they want to devour.
I drag off the hoodie and toss it aside. The sneakers follow. Sweatpants pool at my feet. In their place, leather hugs my body. Boots clomp heavily on the tile—a costume.
Each layer I change feels less like freedom and more like surrender. Piece by piece, the mask takes over.
My hair is shoulder-length, messy, and wild, falling in streaks of blue and black, like a jagged banner for the persona they adore. One side is shaved, and earrings thread through like tiny silver chains. I catch the faint glimmer of foundation smoothing away freckles—the last trace of the boy I was, erased.
I lean closer to the mirror. My reflection blinks back, a stranger with my face, and I flinch.
This isn’t me. This isn’t me. This isn’t me.
They can’t see me. They don’t mind, though. They only want the fire, the broken angel they can bleed dry. The voice. I practice it, low and rough, snarled at the edges— not TJ, soft-spoken, sarcastic, human. Asher snarls at the mirror, hungry and defiant. I’m starting to despise it, the sound of it coming from my own throat.
The crowd roars again, shaking the floorboards. My pulse keeps time with it.
I breathe, trying to remember the music, the fire, the adrenaline, the reason I started. But all I feel is exhaustion—hollow. A pit of dread gnaws at my stomach.
I have to be him. I have to be Asher. One more night.
I pick up the guitar. It feels heavier than usual. It’s not about physical weight; it’s about responsibility and expectation. My reflection shifts as I adjust. There’s a flicker of TJ in my eyes, but I push it away.
I whisper to the mirror, barely audible: “You can do this,” I say, though my chest knows it’s a lie. “You can fake it one more night.”
I slip into the black leather jacket, its scent a mix of smoke, sweat, and forgotten nights. I’m no longer TJ—I'm not allowed to be. The stage demands Asher Grave, the fallen angel of pain.
I rise, and the mirror reveals a stranger: shadowy eyes, a sharp jaw, skin illuminated by harsh, artificial light. The mask fits too perfectly.
A knock at the door interrupts my thoughts. My manager’s voice, tinged with irritation as always, calls out, “They’re ready for you. Hurry up, TJ.”
The chant begins to build: Asher. Asher. Asher.
I force myself to move forward, adjusting the mask as I notice the subtle shift of shadows—my bodyguards.
The door swings open, revealing a hallway flooded with light and warmth, the hum of fans pulsing through the walls. I strap my guitar over my shoulder. Thousands of faces are calling for Asher.
The roar crashes over me before I even step onto the stage. “Graves don’t silence angels!” A tidal wave of raw, unrelenting voices. Lights slice through the smoke, sharp and white-hot, casting jagged shadows across the arena. I move closer to the edge, heart racing, lungs tight, stomach dropping.
I shouldn’t feel this way. I should be energized. I should feel alive. Instead, I feel hollow.
In the crowd, faces press against the barricades. One girl, her eyeliner streaked, screams my name like a prayer, tears streaming down her cheeks. Behind her, a boy jumps, fist raised and eyes wide, worshipping Asher—not me.
“Asher Grave,” the signs in the pit glow back at me. “Our fallen angel of metal.”
Each time I see those words, my chest tightens like a fist. Panic crawls up my throat because I know the truth: he was never meant to be more than a shield—a way to bleed out the pain, to keep it from consuming me.
But now?
Now it feels like Asher is the one consuming me, from the inside out.
The first riff slices through the chaos, the guitar vibrating against my chest. Lyrics pour from me, jagged and violent. I don’t even have to think anymore.
Asher takes over. They love him. They crave the destruction. They thrive on the rage.
"Ashes to crown, we bleed the night, Tear the veil, ignite the fight, Shadows scream but angels fly, Fall. Burn. Rise."
The crowd erupts, fists punching the air, voices drowning everything else. A chant rises from the back: “Fall. Burn. Rise!” Thousands of voices join in, echoing through the arena like a storm.
The crowd moves as a single entity, fists raised, their voices shaking the walls. They worship me, or Asher, the persona I’ve built, the mask I wear. And me? I feel like a ghost in my own skin. I glance out over the crowd. One girl collapses in ecstasy, lifted by friends, still screaming the lyrics. Homemade signs wave in the air: “You are our angel, Asher.” The worship is both intoxicating and suffocating.
The second verse strikes hard, both brutal and cathartic:
"We rise from ashes, bleed through the pain, Scream into silence, break every chain, No grave can hold what angels defy, Fall. Burn. Rise."
Then, as the guitar solo begins, something shifts for a brief, rare moment. The chaos of the crowd, the screaming, the lights—all of it fades away. I’m not Asher; I’m just me and the music. Every note is fire, every riff pulses through my veins. My fingers move instinctively, my voice cracks and soars, and I feel… alive. Not hollow. Not empty. Just music. Just the rush of sound and vibration coursing through me—the only thing that feels real.
This is why I started. This is why I loved it.
But the moment shatters. My gaze falls on my bass guitarist, Miguel, across the stage. His eyes are empty and electric, glazed over with pupils blown wide. He’s fist-pumping, mouthing the lyrics like a sermon, but it’s driven by pills and powder, not passion. A flash of dread hits me. That could be me, couldn’t it? If I drowned myself in enough poison to feel alive…
I scream the final chorus, releasing every borrowed scream:
"Ashes rise, shadows fall, Angels scream through empty halls, We burn, we break, we rise again, Fall. Burn. Rise."
Sweat soaks my leather jacket, my muscles tremble. My bandmates are manic, high-fiving and shouting, addicted to adrenaline and chemicals. But I feel hollow—an empty echo in my chest. Smoke curls around the stage, drifting into my lungs.
The music doesn’t free me; it cages me. It brands me. I am Asher, not TJ. Every scream, chant, and worshipful shout tonight is meant for a hollow idol.
I step back, shoulders slumping, heart racing, throat raw. I glance at the sea of faces and realize the truth: I am not Asher. I never was. Yet the chants keep washing over me: Asher. Asher. Asher.
Under the thunder and lights, beneath the leather and blue-streaked hair, a thought gnaws at me like a blade against my ribs.
How much longer can I resist before Asher takes everything?

Becky
The piano notes emerge slowly and shakily, reminiscent of a leaky faucet in the small teaching room. Deshawn furrows his brow at the arpeggio, his fingers stiff and uncertain. He is tall and gangly, earnest, and brimming with nervous energy. His dedication makes me smile, even as it makes me want to throttle him at times.
“Breathe through it, Deshawn,” I say, keeping my tone light. “Don’t wrestle with the notes; let them carry you. Imagine you’re floating downstream and the music is the current.”
He tries again but misses a note, and his shoulders slump. Irritation flares up within me, quick and unhelpful, but I push it aside. Just last year, he couldn’t even read music. I remind myself of that.
“Okay, slower,” I tell him, turning down the metronome. “Forget about speed. Focus on finding the feeling in each note. Hear the space between your fingers and the keys.”
His eyes lock on his hands. He begins again with a small adjustment: less tension and a softer wrist. The notes remain uneven, but something shifts. A flicker of light appears on his face as he begins to grasp the phrase; he’s starting to hear the sadness in “Clair de Lune,” understanding its need to breathe.
I tap the edge of the music stand out of habit. This piece is more than a technical exercise; it’s a story. He chose it because it reminds him of moonlit nights with his grandfather, and that’s reason enough for me.
I smile in the way the kids expect. Harmony House is a refuge, a place where teens come off the streets and discover themselves through music and faith. I’m a teacher here, one of the steady faces they trust, and I enjoy being that person. I love witnessing someone finally nail a Chopin nocturne after months of practice. Those moments matter.
Yet beneath my public role lies a private counterpoint: sometimes it feels constricting, like clothes tailored for a different shape. Expectations weigh on my chest. The past, with old memories I keep buried, tugs at the edges of every day. I keep those pieces folded away. Out loud, I offer hope; inside, I guard against the cracks.
Harmony House is more than just a classroom; it’s a sanctuary for these kids and, in its own way, for me. When I started, I learned the neighborhood’s history—Leimert Park’s music, its stories—because to earn trust, I had to show up ready to listen. I blend gospel and jazz with classical pieces because they belong here too. It’s how bridges are built.
Some might think my middle-class, pale-skinned background makes my pain less credible. It doesn’t. Trauma doesn’t discriminate by privilege. I carry mine like any other scar, quietly and stubbornly. I don’t share it with the kids; they don’t need that version of me. They need a steady hand and a teacher who believes the music can carry them somewhere softer.
The posters on the wall—Bach and Handel—remind me why I keep going. There’s comfort in that lineage, in knowing these voices have survived. One lesser-known composer, Hammerschmidt, always soothes me; his pieces sound like honest conversation. I like to think I teach with that same honesty, even on days when it’s harder to find.
For a moment, the window catches my attention—not with reflection but with a familiar tightness. I feel small under the weight of expectation; my hair and pale skin sometimes draw attention, and that attention isn’t always comfortable.
Exhaustion weighs on my shoulders, and I don’t need a mirror to see the tiredness in my eyes. I push that feeling aside and keep smiling.
Deshawn strikes the final chord. It’s not perfect, but it’s his best performance yet. He beams as if the world has just opened up for him.
“Bravo, Deshawn! That was wonderful. You’re really getting it,” I say, applauding with genuine laughter.
“Thanks, Miss Becky.”
“Now, let’s revisit that section, this time focusing on dynamics.”
I keep the music flowing because staying busy keeps the shadows at bay. If I can help these kids find something steady, maybe I can maintain my own steadiness, too. The work is never truly finished, but for now, that small victory at the keys is enough.




Chapter 2

Becky
Mozart's melodies drift through the music center, but today they barely reach me. The notes float gently in the room—beautiful and precise—but feel hollow against the chaos. I'm trying to keep the teens in line, but tension crackles in the air. The room feels off. Notes stumble, voices rise a little too sharp, a few frowns catch my eye. It scratches at my nerves like nails on glass. I should feel safe. I should feel grounded. That’s the whole point of Harmony House. But today… something isn’t right.
I scan the students. A boy slouches, tapping his drumsticks. Another mutters, glaring at the girl beside him. Suddenly, a fight breaks out—shoving over stolen sheet music—and my chest tightens. Panic rises, brittle and sharp. This is exactly what I’m trying to prevent, and I can’t shake the feeling that the day’s momentum is slipping away from me.
The sharp twang of a snapping string slices through the air.
A guitar string. A teenager tightening a peg too far. My mind understands this, but my body doesn’t. The sound hooks into me, yanking me backward before I can stop it.
Noise. Shouting. A chair screeches across the floor. A fist slams onto the table. I’m small again, crouched in the corner by the old piano, trying not to breathe too loudly. His voice booms like thunder, too close, too dangerous. Mama’s pleading is thin and fraying. Another crash. And me, humming under my breath, fragments of a hymn I once heard, the only softness keeping the walls from caving in. I press my forehead to my knees and rock, whispering the song like a shield.
“Miss Becky?”
The classroom rushes back. Not the kitchen. Not the corner. My students sit in a loose circle, their wide eyes fixed on me. My hands tremble. Something has gone wrong—metal twangs and a tense pause tell me it’s a string. I imagine it lying on the floor, curling like a snake.
Breathe. One. Two. Three.
I force myself upright, my smile tight but steady enough. “It’s okay,” I tell Samuel, the boy with the guitar, his face pale. “Strings break sometimes. It’s part of learning.”
He nods, relieved, but the sound still buzzes in my chest, hot and sharp.
I place my hands on the piano keys, trying to find something steady beneath my fingers. Cold wood presses against my palms, smooth and unyieldingIt’s supposed to ground me, but it barely eases the tremor coursing through my fingers. My chest tightens, a familiar weight pressing down on my ribs. The room seems to close in, the air thinning, each noise twisting and snapping in my head.
“Becky?” My friend and colleague’s voice drifts from across the room—soft, distant, concerned. Sarah sees more than she says. My throat tightens around a knot of unshed tears. My vision narrows, edges blurring. Every sound in the room sharpens, fades, then sharpens again. A disorienting wave rolls over me, and I realize I can’t stay. If I don’t leave now, I’ll break.
“I… I need a minute,” I manage, pressing my lips into a tight, brittle smile. It doesn’t reach my eyes, and I know it won’t fool anyone, but it buys me a second. I grab my bag and step past the arguing teens, mumbling apologies that catch in my throat. I avoid their gaze; the thought of their disappointment or judgment is unbearable. Each step feels heavy, like moving through water, but I force myself toward the door, outwardly composed while my insides are a storm
Outside, the city envelops me. The air is thick with exhaust, roasted coffee, honking horns, and the distant wail of sirens. My bag feels heavy on my shoulder, like a sandbag weighing me down. My stomach twists, churning with nausea. The sidewalk tilts beneath my feet, sending a wave of dizziness through me. I stumble, catching myself against a lamppost.
I slip into the nearest café as if seeking refuge, a small bubble of old wood and faded upholstery. The aroma of coffee is thick and comforting, offering a brief shield against the sensory overload. I close my eyes, breathe deeply, and will my heart rate to slow.
“God,” I whisper, pressing my palms against the cool table. “Please… help me breathe. Help me find calm.” It’s a prayer I’ve whispered countless times, a lifeline amid the chaos. Sometimes it helps. Today, it feels like a struggle.
The café is quiet, nearly empty. Soft indie music hums in the background, an acoustic guitar weaving through the air. The scents of warm coffee, cinnamon, and sweet pastries fill my lungs.
I turn toward the counter for sugar, my vision still slightly blurred without my glasses. Suddenly, my shoulder collides hard with someone. Hot coffee splashes against the sleeve of my cardigan, darkening the soft wool.
“Oh! I’m so sorry!” I exclaim, my words spilling out sharp and breathless. The spill feels like a symbol of my unraveling.
I look up, trying to make out the stranger’s features through the haze. He’s tall, towering over my five-foot-two frame, his hoodie pulled up to obscure part of his face. But I catch a glimpse of his dark brown, almond-shaped eyes—intense enough to make me look away.
I bite my lip, torn between the urge to leave and the need to stay.



TJ
The past month has been a whirlwind—an endless blur of concerts, appearances, and advertisements. Always on the move, always smiling, always performing. Today, it feels as though my chest can't expand enough to take in air, as if the world is closing in from all sides.
I slip away from the watchful security team and the paparazzi circling like vultures, cameras ready for the slightest misstep. Each step takes me farther from the noise, the flashes, and the relentless pressure to be Asher Grave. The clamor begins to fade, leaving only the sound of my sneakers scraping against the concrete.
For a brief moment, I almost believe I’m free. No microphones shoved under my chin, no headlines chasing my every breath—just silence, thick, heavy, and unfamiliar. Hollywood feels suffocating, its billboards and red carpets towering around me like bars. Fame is supposed to be a dream, but it often feels more like a gilded cage.
I pull my frayed hoodie tighter, hunch my shoulders, bury my hands in my pockets, and slide the hood forward until my face is shrouded in shadow. For a moment, I’m not the spectacle or the brand. I’m just a man trying to breathe, acutely aware that it could all be taken away if someone spots me.
The café is small and unassuming, the kind of place that doesn’t attract photographers. The wooden floors are scuffed with age, and the tables have witnessed years of stories. The warm aroma of strong coffee lingers in the air. Sunlight streams through dusty windows, casting stripes on the floor—a rare, fragile calm. I settle at a corner table, order a black coffee, and allow my mask to slip slightly. The tension of the day still lingers, and a knot of anxiety twists in my stomach: someone could walk in at any moment with cameras in tow. Yet, for now, I can almost exhale.
Then, warm coffee arcs from her hands, splashing suddenly. My reflex is immediate—I lean forward before my mind can weigh the situation. Initially, I brace for a polite brush-off, a minimal response to maintain distance. But her fluster, the trembling in her hands, and the sharp tilt of her shoulders draw me in. Something in her stance mirrors the vulnerability I know all too well. My instinct to remain invisible clashes with the urge to reach out.
I step closer, subtly, letting concern guide my movement. Thankfully, she doesn’t recognize me, but her nervous energy ignites a protective reflex I can’t ignore. My hand hovers near her arm, careful and grounding, while my mind calculates the risk: someone could see me at any moment. Still, I can’t pull back.
Her words tumble out, rapid and apologetic. Her fear is palpable, and I lean in slightly, my presence a silent reassurance. My heartbeat quickens, tension and instinct colliding. I don’t have to think about it; my body knows what it wants—to ensure she’s okay and to steady her without intruding.
“Hey,” I say, keeping my tone light and calm. “Are you okay? Really, it’s nothing. Just a little coffee.”
The words land softly but deliberately, giving her space even as I hope she’ll stay, my protective instinct humming quietly within me. The mask of Asher Grave feels distant here, replaced by something smaller and quieter: just me, alert and aware, noticing another human, while the shadow of the city’s gaze lingers, ever-present at the edges of my mind.
Chapter 3
Becky
He waits, his eyes locked onto my face. I push my glasses up my nose, trying to concentrate. The warmth radiating from him is surprising, even through his plain hoodie. His black hair, streaked with vivid blue, falls across his forehead. Stop staring, Bex, I remind myself, striving to keep my face neutral while my cheeks betray me.
“Can I join you for coffee?” he asks gently. I hesitate, my fingers curling around my cup. Instinct screams at me to step back, to retreat into Harmony House, where the world feels predictable and safe. I don’t know him. I spilled coffee on him. Tall, strong men—strangers—can be dangerous.
Yet, there’s a tug in the pause between the chaos and this moment. A faint curiosity, a whisper of relief. My shoulders relax slightly. Perhaps it’s exhaustion nudging me toward anything that isn’t stress. Maybe it’s a rare chance to breathe without the weight of expectation pressing down.
“I guess that would balance things,” I murmur, my voice low, hesitant but steady. My fingers drum lightly against the cup, creating a rhythm I can’t quite stop. “Sure. But just so you know, I’m… not great at conversation after a rough day.”
I lean back a bit, leaving space to retreat, our knees brushing together. My eyes dart to his expression—no danger yet—but I remain vigilant. The tension softens just enough for me to notice a hint of humor threading through my voice, a part of me I usually hide. My chest flutters with alert awareness, subtle anxiety mingling with curiosity.
He smiles, genuinely, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “I’ll take my chances,” he says, a smirk tugging at his lips.
He settles at a small table by the window, graceful for a big guy. I perch on the edge of my seat, my jaw tight and shoulders tense. This could be a mistake. Who is he, really?
“I’m Becky,” I say, extending my hand. My fingers tremble, hovering a heartbeat too long. “And just to warn you, I’m completely oblivious to pop culture. Reality TV? I’ll just stare blankly. Not pretty.”
“TJ,” he replies, shaking my hand—warm and firm. He pushes his hoodie back. “Good to know. Probably for the best.” Vigilance tightens again, instinctive and subtle, despite my fascination with the unique flicker in his features.
“Nice to meet you, TJ.” The words flow easily, and my shoulders relax a bit more, though tension still coils in my neck and fingertips, a reminder to stay alert.
Silence stretches between us as he studies me with keen eyes. I sip my lukewarm coffee, grateful for something to occupy my hands. My shoulders ease further, but a thread of alertness runs through my body. My fingers tap lightly on the cup, and my jaw tightens and relaxes in a subtle display of vigilance.
“So…” I break the silence. “You look like a musician.” My fingers tighten around the cup, knuckles whitening, and the warmth from the coffee barely grounds me.
“Oh yeah? What gives it away?” His teasing tone catches me off guard. I shrug, feeling my cheeks warm, fingers fidgeting, pulse quickening—a reminder to stay cautious. “Hard to say. But you definitely don’t strike me as an accountant.”
He chuckles, low and warm, a sound that resonates in my chest. My shoulders twitch, caught between relaxation and instinct. “You’ve got me there. Accountancy and I… not on speaking terms. What kind of music do you think I play?”
Play it cool. “Depends,” I reply with a wry smile, tapping my foot lightly. Our eyes lock—captivating. A cautious curiosity threads through my vigilance. “If it’s anything involving screaming, I might have to excuse myself.”
“Then I must be a country singer,” he says, winking and sending warmth to my cheeks. My fingers curl tighter around the cup, a tremor barely concealed. “Think twangy guitars, heartbroken lyrics, enough denim to clothe a small nation. Scared?”
Country? That’s unexpected. A brittle laugh escapes me. I shift slightly, half-relaxing but still ready to pull back. “I can honestly say I like a little bit. At least it doesn’t require earplugs. But I don’t buy it. No hat or boots,” I gesture lightly, my fingers brushing the rim like a lifeline.
He laughs, rich and easy, sending a thrill through me—a brief loosening of the tension in my chest. I tuck my hair behind my ear, an unconscious habit.
“You got me there,” he leans forward, his eyes sparkling. My heart jumps, and I catch myself holding my breath before exhaling slowly. I shift back slightly, maintaining an imaginary buffer—alert but engaged.
“My brother taught me guitar as a child, but I really got serious about it in high school.” A shadow flickers across his expression but is gone quickly. “But I’m sad to say I’m part of a band,” he smirks, teasing. “A metal band.”
“Nooo!” I exclaim, mock horror mingling with real relief. My hands tighten briefly before releasing. “Just when I started to like you, TJ.” Laughter fills the café, my chest tightening and loosening in rhythm. Caution and curiosity tangle together, and I keep a mental exit strategy in mind.
Even as I laugh and lean in slightly, a part of me keeps track of the space between us, of safety, and how far I can let myself warm without losing the door I’ve kept open for escape. But… maybe, just for this moment, that’s enough.

TJ
I’m laughing—actually laughing. The sound feels strange, foreign, almost dangerous. When was the last time I allowed myself this freedom without worrying about perceptions, headlines, or inevitable commentary? I can’t recall.
Becky is laughing too. Her big, green eyes crinkle behind her glasses as she nervously brushes her curls back. Her giggle is soft and hesitant, pulling at something in me that I didn’t realize I missed. I resist the urge to lean closer, to savor the moment—not yet.
She’s beautiful, but not in the way I’m used to. There’s no polished, pre-packaged gloss—just raw honesty and quiet strength. And she doesn’t know who Asher Grave is. To her, I’m simply…TJ. That thought is both exciting and unsettling. What if I’m not enough? What if Thomas James doesn’t measure up to Asher Grave?
“So, what do you do, Becky?” I ask, leaning slightly forward, careful not to appear too eager. My curiosity pushes past my instinct to stay detached.
Her posture shifts as she speaks, a subtle straightening of her spine. For a moment, her mouth tightens—a fleeting expression gone before I can catch it. Then a light sparks in her eyes as she talks about Harmony House—her students, their struggles, the small victories, and the way music heals. Her voice grows animated, and the tension I carry eases just a bit, though I maintain a slight barrier, a mental measure of distance.
She talks about God. I haven’t found peace with faith, but her conviction anchors her in a way I can’t help but notice. The same eyes that seemed haunted moments ago now shine with purpose.
“That’s…amazing,” I say, carefully measured, meaning every word. “It takes someone special to dedicate their life to something like that.”
Her smile falters briefly, replaced by a shadow I can’t quite read. “It’s not just me,” she says quickly, almost defensively. “There’s a whole team. We’re all…equally yoked.” A faint blush rises, and she shifts in her seat. I notice it all without appearing too invested.
“Still… it’s inspiring.” My voice is steady as I keep my body relaxed yet ready to pull back at the first sign of trouble.
She pauses, meeting my gaze and showing a flicker of vulnerability before tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Music can be…transformative. It heals.”
Her knuckles whiten around the coffee cup. I see it and resist the urge to reach across the table, to fix or soothe. Thomas James isn’t supposed to get involved like this, yet I can’t look away.
“Transformative, huh?” I say, grounding myself in the present. “Maybe you can teach me a thing or two. Who’s your favorite musician?”
“Andrésas Hammerschmidt.”
I blink. “Who?”
Her lips curl into a playful, challenging smile. “Exactly. Look him up.”
“Oh, so it’s like that now,” I tease, leaning in just enough to make her lean back slightly. My grin is careful, tempered by the usual awareness that walls are necessary. “So I guess you’re familiar with Starset, then?”
Her genuine confusion is priceless. I laugh—a real, unguarded laugh, though brief. I let it linger in the air, a small rebellion against the persona I maintain for the cameras. Her laughter joins mine, soft and unrefined, and I allow myself a flicker of enjoyment while remaining subtly prepared to withdraw.
“So, what does TJ stand for?” she asks, curiosity evident in her tone.
“Thomas James,” I reply cautiously, aware of how much I’m revealing.
“Really?” Her brows lift, and her lips twitch. She holds my gaze, sending a jolt through me, tempered by the reminder to stay contained.
“Does it not sound metal enough?” I joke, managing a half-smile while keeping my guard up.
“Thomas James,” she repeats, testing the name. The warmth in her eyes tightens my chest. I resist the urge to lean closer and let my mask slip entirely. “I like it. I’m going to call you Thomas.”
Caught off guard, I pause. That’s new. My walls instinctively tighten, but a small part of me—perhaps foolishly—wants her to.
“Names have meaning,” she says softly. “Your name isn’t an accident.”
I let a slow breath escape, teasing myself with the edge of vulnerability. “Alright then, what's your full name?”
Her smile widens, but she retreats behind a subtle veil of mystery. “That’s a secret.”
Walls back up. Intrigue spikes. I’m drawn in again, cautiously; the part of me that thrives on puzzles flickers to life.
The waitress appears, apologetic but firm—it’s closing time. I don’t want the night to end. We walk toward Harmony House under the streetlights, shadows stretching long across the sidewalk.
She shivers slightly. I slip off my hoodie and hold it out. “I’m fine,” she protests.
“Humor me,” I insist, softer now. “Take it.”
She hesitates, her eyes drifting briefly, then sighs and slips into the sleeves. “Deal, but I’m keeping it,” she says playfully, daringly.
I laugh softly, genuine yet measured. “Fair enough.”
We talk—music, the neighborhood, the weather. The air is alive with unspoken questions, the tension tempered by curiosity.
By the time we reach her door, my palms are damp. Asking for her number feels like stepping into unknown, reckless territory. She hesitates, her eyes flicking aside, testing me. “I… don’t usually give my number to someone I’ve just met.”
I maintain a neutral expression, keeping a careful edge. “Fair enough. Guess I’ll have to track you down then.”
She gives a small, shy smile before slipping inside. My chest is a tangle of frustration and thrill. I am Asher Grave, unaccustomed to uncertainty. But tonight, I am Thomas. And Thomas is captivated, curious, and, cautiously yet impossibly, alive in a way he hasn’t allowed himself to be in years.
.
Chapter 4
Becky
I walk, bone-tired, toward Sarah Miller’s for Bible group. Another day at Harmony House brings tiny triumphs and sharp setbacks. Daniel finally mastered his Bach prelude, but Maria’s foster placement fell through. The work is never truly finished.
My thoughts keep circling back to him—TJ. Just saying his name makes my stomach flip. There’s a pull that feels bright, magnetic, and terrifying. He embodies everything my father warned me about: worldly, reckless, dangerous. Letting someone like him into my life feels like inviting chaos into the one safe space I’ve created.
I built these walls for a reason. In my childhood home, love came wrapped in control and fear. Scripture was wielded like a club, and obedience was demanded and enforced. I learned early how quickly things could go wrong, how fast kindness could twist into cruelty. Those lessons didn’t leave me when I left home; they remain beneath my skin, a constant drumbeat of caution.
Yet, despite the warnings and the memories of fists, sermons, and the nights I learned to be smaller, there’s something about him that unsettles me differently. He listened. He laughed at the right moments. He took my name—Thomas—as if it meant something. The sound of it on his tongue was innocuous, but it lodged within me and refused to budge. It calmed me, even as every sensible part of me screamed that calm could be a trap.
I remind myself of the sensible responses: pray, steady your heart, focus on your calling. My grandfather always said that music is both anchor and refuge—“Soli Deo Gloria,” he’d remind me. So, I let that thought guide me across the yard to Sarah’s house.
Sarah’s place is warm and familiar. Voices and laughter wrap around me, easing the tension in my shoulders. Luci bounds up with her usual full-body hug. “Becky! You look like you need a whole pot of coffee.” Her brightness feels like medicine.
“Hey, Luci,” I reply, managing a practiced smile. It’s thin but genuine enough for now. “Rough day,” she guesses, squeezing my shoulders.
“You have no idea,” I say, weaving truth into the humor. Luci nudges, teasing for more details. I deflect with a joke and sip my tea, letting the room’s rhythm steady me. Marlon begins the meeting with a story—a parable that always finds its way into everyone’s heart—and I follow along, half-listening, half-battling the way TJ’s laugh keeps surfacing in my mind.
Ethan is there, lounging on the sofa. He smiles when our eyes meet, and Luci notices, giving me that look—part conspirator, part mischief. “Becky, he keeps asking about you,” she whispers later. “He’s totally into you.”
I laugh it off, though my stomach tightens. “Luci, we’re friends.” It’s easier to frame the truth in safe terms. Ethan is kind and steady, which is comfortable, but comfort doesn’t dismantle the walls I’ve built. It’s not the same as risking everything for a spark.
Marlon reads from Proverbs and speaks about trust. His words snag on the scar tissue of my past—submit, lean not on your own understanding. I’ve learned to mistrust “submit” because I know how it was weaponized against me. Yet, another voice lingers in my memory—Grandfather quoting Isaiah when I panicked: “Do not fear, for I am with you.” He taught me that faith is quiet courage, not obedience to someone else’s control. That version of God is what I want to embrace.
When the group breaks into smaller circles, I listen and nod, absorbing as much as I can while the internal storm rages. I want answers—did God place TJ in my path, or is he a temptation meant to test me? My father would have called him a stumbling block. My heart, more reluctantly, sees him as curiosity.
Luci won’t let it go. “Promise me you’ll at least notice him,” she teases. I laugh and wave her off, but my laughter is half defense and half concession. I won’t surrender my life; I won’t lower my guard just because someone smiled at me. Yet, I can’t pretend he doesn’t matter.
As we disperse, the room hums with small talk and goodbyes. Aisha gives me an encouraging look, and Marlon pats my hand with the quiet confidence of someone who’s seen others find their way. I leave feeling both reassured and unsettled—bolstered by community, yet still carrying the ache of things I can’t yet fix.
Outside, the night air feels clear. The questions follow me home, heavy like prayer beads in my pocket. I don’t have a tidy answer; I have a knot of longing and a louder knot of warning. For now, I make a promise to myself: I will pray. I will watch. I will not be reckless. The edge I maintain is a lifeline.

TJ
I sit on the edge of the marble countertop in my penthouse, looking down at the city sprawling beneath me like a miniature fantasy I can’t believe in. Asher deserves this life, not me—I’d rather be anywhere else.
The phone buzzes. Damian. Of course.
“Where the hell have you been?” His voice slices through the luxury like a chainsaw cutting through silk. “You ditched your bodyguards last night and vanished without a word. We have a plane to catch in an hour. Time is money, TJ. This isn’t just about you.”
I rub my temple, frustrated. As if any of this is ever truly about me.
“I just needed—” The words catch in my throat.
“Needed what?” Damian’s tone tightens, sharp and venomous. “A coffee date? A walk in the park? Newsflash: the world doesn’t care about TJ. It bends for Asher Grave. You disappear, you hurt the brand. Do you want that?”
“I’m not just a brand,” I snap, more forcefully than I intended. “I’m not Asher. I can’t just vanish from my own life for this.”
“Watch yourself, TJ. You think saying no once won’t have consequences? Every second you hesitate, the world forgets Asher Grave. Every fan you lose erodes what you’ve built. Do you really want to throw that away over a whim?”
I stiffen. “It’s not a whim!”
“You just want what? To be normal? To chase some girl who doesn’t care about Asher?”
I flinch. A girl who doesn’t know Asher? How does he know? Of course, I sold my soul the moment I signed on. No space, no private life. Everything monitored, analyzed, weaponized. My chest aches to walk out, to see Becky, to be TJ, even just for a moment. But being TJ comes with risks. People don’t stay for TJ.
Damian’s reasoning tightens around my mind. Asher is alive. Asher is in demand.
“Fine,” I say flatly, surrendering. “I’m ready. I’ll be down in a minute.”
“Good. Remember: Asher performs. Asher doesn’t vanish. Don’t make me regret investing in you.”
Click.
I exhale and push off from the countertop, slipping into my leather jacket as the familiar weight settles over my shoulders. My boots hit the polished floor with a confident rhythm, the sound sharp in the quiet penthouse. I swing open my bedroom door, grabbing my Dita Mach-Ones to hide the remnants of TJ beneath the persona of Asher Grave. For a heartbeat, I wish I were back in that cozy coffee shop with Becky, her laughter mingling with the clink of mugs, the smell of roasted beans filling the air, her teasing voice calling me Thomas. I let myself smile at the thought, that small sliver of warmth, before the mask of Asher slips back over me.
Bodyguards materialize from the edges of the hallway, as if they’ve been waiting in the shadows, suddenly flanking me with silent precision, forming an invisible barrier around me to clear a path. Personal space? A joke.
Marcus whispers, “Ready?” I nod, keeping my head down, my ears attuned to the chaos ahead. Marcus, the silent giant who reads moods like an open book; Elijah, sharp-eyed and calculating; Jade, calm and precise, hands poised to catch anything or anyone before they fall. I trust them not only to protect me but to shield others from the chaos surrounding Asher Grave. This is the part of me no one sees: I invest in people, even when I’m supposed to be untouchable.
The lobby is cleared for us, with only hotel staff remaining, their eyes wide in admiration, whispering as if we were gods. Outside, the real world waits, a cacophony of screaming fans and flashing cameras snapping like gunfire.
Miguel ‘Migs’ Ortega, my bassist, practically bounces on his heels. “TJ! Where the hell were you last night? We missed one hell of a party—more girls than I can count!” His manic grin, likely fueled by whatever he took, is accompanied by flailing hands as if he’s conducting chaos itself. He sports his signature backward cap, attempting to tame his wild black curls, and wears a loose band tee with cut-off sleeves showcasing his ink, heavy chains, and ripped jeans.
Victor ‘Vic’ Volkov leans in smoothly, his eyes scanning the girls like a shark circling prey. “Yeah, man, the crowd was buzzing about you. They adore it when you disappear. That brooding vibe? Golden.”
He smirks at me, nodding toward the fans with a flirty air amidst the chaos. As my guitarist and occasional vocalist, he fits the image of his Russian heritage, dressed in his usual leather jacket adorned with patches, ripped skinny jeans, and heavy boots.
I mutter sarcastically under my breath, “Brooding? Yeah, nothing like being ogled for being miserable.” A dry, sarcastic hum escapes my lips. “Yeah, being admired for my misery. Clearly, that’s my life’s dream.”
Migs bounces even more, his voice shrill with excitement. “TJ! We have a studio session later! Fans love it when you’re angry; they go insane! I’m talking next-level insane!”
Vic smirks at a group of swooning girls near the barricade. “Maybe let him linger a bit. Some of them thrill at your rudeness. Watch how they react—they eat it up.”
I can’t resist muttering just loud enough for Migs and Vic to hear, “Oh, perfect. Admired for snapping at strangers. My dream is achieved.”
Migs shoots me a mock glare. “Don’t start, man! You gotta ride the wave!”
I roll my eyes beneath my shades. Ride the wave? More like drown in it.
André Mallik, our drummer and the calm center of the group, leans against the wall with his arms crossed. “You look tired, TJ.” His tone isn’t judgmental—just factual, as if he can see straight through the chaos to my exhaustion. “Let’s get this over with.” He’s dressed in his usual black tank top and simple joggers.
Clair Mai Linh Nguyen, my keyboardist, remains quiet as ever, lingering near the console with her arms crossed and a slight tilt of her head. Solid and loyal, she’s invisible to the noise around us but not to me.
Finally, I hear the impatient huff of Damian, stationed at the door with arms crossed and foot tapping. “Seriously, TJ, move it. These people aren’t going to swoon themselves.” Another mutter escapes me: “Drama king much?”
With Marcus, Elijah, and Jade nearby, Damian rolling his eyes, and my bandmates swirling around me like chaotic satellites, I step fully into the world outside. Cameras flash and fans scream, one girl chanting, “Burn the night, take the fight!”
Fans press against the barriers, cameras flashing. I tilt my head, letting the persona of Asher emerge. “Yes, keep screaming. I live for the noise,” I drawl, my voice dripping with mock-vengeful charm.
A cluster of girls waves frantically, their eyes bright. “Oh, sure, wave harder. Maybe I’ll autograph your soul while I’m at it,” I mutter under my breath. They swoon. I smirk. This is ridiculous.
Vic smirks at a group of swooning girls near the barricade. “Look at that one, watching your every move. Give us one TJ, make it count.”
I can’t resist a tiny jab, loud enough for them and the nearest fan: “Oh, sure, adore me for brooding. It makes all the screaming worthwhile.” The fan takes it as a compliment, gasps, holds her hands to her face, and Vic bursts out laughing.
Flashbulbs explode. A wave of obsession crashes around me. I mutter low enough for Vic to hear: “Try not to pass out. I can only disappoint so many at once.”
Migs throws his hands up. “TJ! This is your world! Feel it! Breathe it! Party it!”
Vic raises an eyebrow at a fan leaning too close. “Relax, T. Just take it. Let them worship. That’s your job.”
Yeah. Worship the Asher façade while TJ suffers in silence.
A fan yells, “We love you, Asher!” Another shrieks, “We need a selfie!” My jaw tightens. Yes, they love Asher. TJ? Not so much.
I toss a sarcastic jab over my shoulder: “Try harder. I’ve got standards.”
Migs snorts. “Standards? Dude, you are the standard!” He winks, clearly high on his own hype.
Vic shakes his head, smirking at a girl tugging at his sleeve. “Classic Migs.”
André’s steady gaze keeps me grounded. “Ignore the noise. Focus on the exit.”
Clair stays quiet, her presence anchoring me. She doesn’t cheer or hype; she simply exists.
Step by step, leather creaking, sunglasses shielding my eyes, I push through. The Asher persona envelops me like a second skin. Inside, TJ is still fighting.
Then, as the screaming swirls around me, a memory strikes: Becky in that tiny coffee shop, tapping her fingers on the table and laughing at my dry joke. “Thomas,” she said, and I chuckled, the name so intimate it made my chest tighten. I’d let her call me that again, no mask required. The memory is sharp, warm, and quiet, tucked inside me like a secret lantern amid the flashing lights.
I shake the feeling back into place as Vic mutters to the nearest fan leaning too close: “Hands where I can see them, darling. Not that I mind the attention.” Another swoon. Perfect. Exactly what the world wants.
I mutter, “Hello, apocalypse. Nice of you to wait for me.”
Sure, Damian. My soul for the brand. Totally worth it.
I raise my chin, the mask of Asher firmly in place, with Marcus, Elijah, and Jade close by, Damian rolling his eyes impatiently, and step fully into the chaos. Fans cheer, cameras flash, Migs bounces like a man possessed, Vic grins at every swoon, André remains calm as a river, and Clair stands steady as a rock.
Step by step, with leather creaking and sunglasses shielding my eyes, I push forward. The Asher persona wraps around me like a second skin, while inside, TJ continues to fight.

Chapter 5
Becky
I stretch out on Opa Friedrich’s old couch, the faded leather creaking beneath me, worn smooth by decades of use. The house smells just as it always has—old wood, polish, coffee grounds, and dusty books. I stumbled in late last night, dropped my bag in the hall, and for a brief moment, I felt sixteen again, suspended in time.
Of course, there was no chance of sleeping in. Dawn found me on my knees in the vegetable garden, dirt under my nails, Opa’s sharp German muttering behind me like a metronome. Nearly eighty, he never rests, always finding something to prune or straighten. Sometimes I wonder if he’ll stop moving only when he’s laid to rest.
Now, Brahms drifts through the house, the sonata curling through doorways like incense, filling corners I’d prefer to leave quiet. That’s the thing about music here: it reveals Opa’s mood before I even see him. A house steeped in silence teaches you to read subtler languages—the weight of a sigh, the crack of a floorboard, the way grief lingers in the air like smoke.
And grief has never left this place. Not since the "Pastor Rampage," not since my mother’s death.
It returns in fragments—not images, but sensations: the metallic tang of blood sharp in my nose, the high, brittle sound of her scream breaking and vanishing, the walls pressing in on me as I hid barefoot on cold floorboards. My father’s sobs hours later, ragged and lost. I was twelve—too young to understand the power of my words, too old to ever forget what followed.
I remind myself it wasn’t my fault. I tell myself daily. But guilt doesn’t bend to reason; it lingers, whispering.
Amidst that whisper comes another memory, softer yet equally sharp—a face I never asked to carry with me. Two weeks since that night, and still, TJ flashes unbidden, breaking through like light under a door. His laugh caught me off guard—low and unforced, not the hollow kind people polish for crowds. The warmth in his eyes when his guard slipped for half a second, and the faint trace of cedar and smoke in his cologne that clung to the air after he left. Even now, it presses close, uninvited, like the echo of a song I can’t shake.
I press my palms over my eyes. Be realistic, Becky. You’ll never see him again, and it’s better that way. Trust the Lord, Bex. Keep your eyes forward. My inner monologue repeats like a hymn—half comfort, half command.
And yet, his laugh lingers. His scent remains, especially with the borrowed jacket hanging in my room.
“Komm, Mädchen.”
The word pulls me back, Opa’s voice breaking the spell from the doorway, gravel wrapped in warmth. “Show me if those fancy city lessons have paid off.”
I can’t help but smile. Opa will always be Opa—unyielding in his routine, yet steady in a way the world is not.
“Alright, Alter,” I tease, getting up from the couch. “Let’s see if you can keep up.”
He narrows his eyes in mock offense and steps forward with purpose. I dodge just in time, laughing as his hand swipes at the air where I had been.
“Frechdachs,” he growls, but the sound is playful.
I’m already jogging down the hall toward the music room, my laughter trailing behind me, chased by his German grumbling. Brahms swells around us, as if the house itself is laughing too. And for a moment, even with all the ghosts, we are just us.
At the piano bench, my fingers hover over the keys. I can almost feel his old hand guiding mine, patient even in his storms. Opa’s voice steadies me, though it only exists in memory now. “Beckchen,” he’d say, tapping the sheet music with one thick finger. “Don’t force the notes. They want to live; your job is to set them free.” Then he’d smile, and the whole room would transform. He made music feel less like practice and more like prayer.
So I do as he taught me. I let the notes spill out—imperfect, unplanned, but honest.
And I play. I play for Opa and for myself because music is safe. It comforts and heals.

TJ
"A shadow of a memory I shouldn’t still be chasing." The strings hum beneath my fingers as the track loops again, rough edges and all. The bass vibrates through the floor, a low, living pulse. Sweat beads at my hairline, warm and sticky, mingling with the faint metallic tang of cables and the earthy musk of polished wood. Drumsticks click, amps resonate, and Vic’s laughter ricochets off the walls. Every scent, every vibration, reminds me that music is alive here, even when I’m not.
I let my hand trail across the worn leather chair, absorbing the thrum of the amps. Just a song about a girl. Big deal. That’s what I tell myself, but the chords echo in my chest with the weight of a confession I can’t articulate.
“Why the long face, amigo?” Migs leans against the bass amp, strings vibrating under his fingers. “Epic hit, dude. Chicks are gonna swoon. Love confessions from their brooding prince, another piece of your soul, gift-wrapped for them.”
I can’t help but smirk. “Yeah, yeah. Thanks, Mig. You always know how to make a guy feel… better.”
“Better? I’d call it terrified,” Vic yells from the floor, tangled in a cable like it owes him money. The silver rings in his lip and ears glinting. “You’re writing sad songs for girls again? Emo much, Your Majesty, Prince of Brooding?”
“And you know,” Migs adds, leaning back smugly while inspecting the inked art on his right arm, “my bass only ever improves your songs.”
Vic’s bark of laughter fills the room, and before I can react, he hurls a drumstick at Migs’ head. “Improve my ass.”
Migs ducks, the stick clattering to the ground, and then it’s on. Migs dives straight into Vic’s taller frame, chaos trailing behind him. Vic curses in Russian as they collide like kids. Vic snatches a stray cable, twirling it like a lasso. Migs tackles him, laughing as Vic yelps.
“Here we go again,” I mutter, but Vic’s already back on his feet.
I watch them tumble across the rug, shaking my head. The familiar clang of metal, the hum of amps, and the scent of sweat and leather merge into a chaotic symphony that somehow feels alive.
Andrés, perched stoically at his drum kit with arms crossed, making his biceps bulge, huffs and rolls his eyes. “Can you two keep it down? Some of us actually play instruments with dignity.”
Migs grins. “Dignity, sure. Right up there with Damian’s personality.”
The group bursts into chaotic laughter. Vic teeters on the floor, lightly smacking Migs with a rolled-up cable. “Oh, damn, that’s cold. Did you borrow that line from a Facebook roast page?”
“Nah, that’s my own. I could write one for every sad adult in this room,” Migs mutters, dodging another drumstick.
“What adults?” I murmur, sinking deeper into the chair, my pulse syncing with the rhythm of the amps. Sweat prickles along my neck. The bass vibrates the floor, blending with Vic and Migs’ roughhousing and Andrés’s clipped snare hits, weaving a chaotic symphony. It’s messy, sticky, alive—the perfect backdrop to a song about a girl I barely know.
Clair perches on a crate, arms crossed and leaning forward, always close by, always steady. “They’re right. It’s a masterpiece.”
“Thanks, Clair-bear,” I say, smirking. She scoffs and nudges me with her elbow.
“Seriously though, what’s up? You seem somewhere else,” she presses, her eyes sharp.
I exhale, my fingers drumming on the arm of the chair. “I think I need a break. Just… some space.”
Damian, buried in documents near the mixer, finally looks up, his voice sharp. “You’re a grown man. Maybe try acting like it.”
“Oh, sure, Mister I-need-to-be-an-adult,” Vic retorts from the floor, tangled in Migs’ playful headlock. “We’ll send you a memo when chaos levels drop below death-metal apocalypse.”
Mig snickers. “Yeah, D-man, ever thought about humor? Or do you keep it locked away with your soul somewhere in a vault?”
Damian scrolls through his phone, his jaw tight with indignation. “Grow up.”
Vic snorts. “Seriously. We made him rich, but apparently money can’t buy a personality.”
Andrés rolls his eyes, tapping a steady rhythm. “Keep it down, you two. Some of us are trying to concentrate.”
The tension begins to ease as I observe the chaos. Part of me aches, feeling somehow responsible for the energy, the laughter, and the way everyone spills into the room like sound itself.
Clair leans closer, her voice low but steady. “Take the break, T. Remember, the Roach works for us, not the other way around.” She gestures toward Damian, her attitude surprisingly fierce for someone so small and delicate. “You need to stand up to him. He’s a jealous bully. Don’t let him choke this out of you.”
I nod. Yes, I will.
The amps hum, warm against my skin. Vic and Migs are still wriggling on the floor, tangled in cables like oversized kittens. Andrés’s precise drum taps weave through the chaos, a metronome of order. Every note resonates through the floor into me.
The studio hums with leftover sound bleed, bass vibrations crawling up through the floor, faint cymbals ringing out like ghosts that refuse to quiet. The scent of hot cables and stale coffee mixes with the musk of sweat and leather from hours of playing.
Damian steps back in, all button-down crispness and furrowed brows, his voice sharp as a cymbal crash. “Can we, for once, act like adults?”
That earns a pause. For about half a second.
Vic throws some spare drumsticks in the air, catching only one. “Depends—did adults make you rich, or was it us, the immature rock stars?”
Migs grins, leaning back on his amp. “Pretty sure Damian’s wife cut him off. That explains the attitude.”
“Cut him off from what, though?” Vic interrupts. “Snacks or—”
“His personality?” Migs finishes, smirking.
Andrés shakes his head, quiet but keeping the beat. “You two are insufferable.”
“Insufferable, but talented,” Vic shoots back, pointing a stick at Andrés.
“Talented at what? Dropping pics?” Migs chimes in.
“Better than dropping every damn chorus,” Vic snaps, rolling his eyes.
“Oh, here we go—”
“You always come in late on the bridge.”
“Because you rush it.”
“I don’t rush; you drag.”
“Boys.” Damian’s voice slices through the chaos like a hi-hat choke, but no one listens.
It’s just noise—pure noise. Words pile on top of words, insults stacking up like a badly mixed track.
“Buy a personality, Damian!”
“Buy better strings, Vic!”
“At least mine don’t snap onstage.”
“That’s because you’re barely playing!”
“Tell that to your mom!”
Laughter erupts. Someone slaps another's head. Sticks clatter to the floor.
I lean back in my chair, guitar resting on my lap, observing the circus unfold. A smirk curls on my lips before I can contain it.
“Unbelievable,” I mutter, loud enough to pierce through the chaos. “We’re supposed to be a platinum-selling band, and I swear, I’ve seen toddlers with more professionalism.”
“Toddlers don’t tour,” Vic retorts.
“They’d probably draw better crowds,” I shoot back, deadpan.
That sends them into another fit of laughter—Vic wheezing, Migs clutching his sides, Andrés muttering something in Spanish under his breath. Poor Damian just rubs his temples, aging ten years in an instant.
And me? I sit in the center of it all, letting the noise wash over me like a different kind of music—chaotic, messy, alive. Then, fleetingly, a memory surfaces: the scent of her perfume, just a whiff, delicate and impossible, like a chord that shouldn’t exist in this chaos. It stings, soft yet sharp. A plan forms: a break, a reset, maybe even a visit to Leimert Park.


Chapter 6
Becky
The boy’s footsteps fade down the hall after I send him off with a mock stern warning about practicing scales. The front door shuts behind him, marking the end of the last lesson for the day. Suddenly, Harmony House is mine again, quiet except for the hum of the fluorescent lights and the faint metallic tang of old strings lingering in the air. I stack stray music books, wipe fingerprints from the keys, and tuck loose pencils into the chipped ceramic mug on the shelf. My body goes on autopilot, packing up, while my mind begins planning for tomorrow—lesson plans, the snack cupboard that still needs restocking, and that one violin that won’t stay in tune.
That’s when I hear it.
A knock rattles the lobby. My pulse quickens. No one should be here at this hour.
I cross the room slowly, phone clutched in my hand, and pull the door open just a crack, keeping the chain in place.
And freeze.
Because it’s him.
TJ.
The smell of fried noodles and soy sauce wafts through the gap, familiar yet disorienting. He stands there with a greasy paper bag and that grin, as if this is the most natural thing in the world.
My brain stutters between fear and disbelief. “What—”
“You busy tonight?” he asks casually.
Every instinct screams caution. My father’s voice hisses in my memory—don’t trust men like that; they’ll drag you down. I should slam the door. But hunger twists in my gut, and his grin—tired, easy, not threatening—chips away at my defenses.
I slide the chain loose and open the door wider. My voice comes out thin. “Uh… hi.” Brilliant, Becky. Real smooth.
He smirks and lifts the bag. “Got Chinese.”
I linger in the doorway, half-blocking the frame. “You… know this looks sketchy, right?” The words tumble out sharper than I intend, nerves disguising themselves as sarcasm. “A guy shows up at my door with mystery noodles—that’s how crime podcasts start.”
He bursts out laughing, full and unguarded, like I just delivered the best punchline. It’s ridiculous, but the tension in me begins to dissolve.
“Guess I’d better behave then,” he says. “Don’t want to get tackled by the Becky SWAT team.”
Heat rushes to my face. I groan and cover it with both hands. “Stop. Just—stop talking.”
He steps inside, unfazed, and sets the bag on my desk. The aroma of sesame and soy fills the room, and my stomach betrays me with an audible growl. He doesn’t tease me—just hums and begins unpacking cartons as if it’s already a settled matter.
I grip my music folder like a shield, my nerves still prickling. But when he launches into a ridiculous story about a guitarist battling a smoke machine, waving his arms as if he’s being engulfed, a laugh escapes me before I can stop it—a snort.
I quickly cover my mouth. “Oh no.”
“Oh, I heard that,” he says smugly. “Cute. Do it again.”
I roll my eyes, my cheeks burning. “Don’t push your luck.” My tone is still defensive, but it feels lighter, safer.
He leans back in his chair with noodles in hand, looking pleased. “There it is. Miss Harmony House has bite.”
Something loosens in my chest. Not entirely gone—just… lighter.
We’ve been eating for a while, laughter bubbling up in little bursts I can’t seem to suppress. My guard isn’t down—exactly—but it’s lowered more than I intended.
Then TJ points his fork toward the piano. “Alright, Bex. Play me something.”
I nearly choke on a bean sprout. “What?”
“The piano. Give me a song.”
My fork clatters into the carton. “No. Absolutely not.”
“Yes.” He smirks, leaning in. “Come on. It’s the least you can do. I brought dinner.”
I tighten my grip on the carton, my heart racing. “You can’t just… do you know how weird that is? You’re basically saying, ‘Dance, puppet, dance.’”
“Oh, so you do have bite,” he drawls. “Good. Use it. Play something.”
My pulse races, but so does the part of me that bristles at his smug grin. I cross my arms, trying to sound firm. “No one asks me to play for fun. Ever. It’s always lessons or recitals. Expectations. Proof.”
His smirk softens into something quieter. He doesn’t press, just waits, watching me. The silence makes my skin prickle.
Maybe it’s the noodles, the safe dark pressing against the windows, or the spark in his grin daring me—but I hear myself say, “Fine. But only if you do.”
He blinks, caught off guard. “Excuse me?”
“You said you’re in a band.” I jab my fork at him, my voice shaking, but I lift my chin anyway. “Prove it. I’ll play if you play.”
The quiet between us stretches, humming with challenge. My stomach flips as if I’ve just broken curfew.
Then he grins again, slower this time, amused. “Deal.”
I perch on the piano bench, still shaky. My fingers hover over the keys, every nerve screaming not to mess up. The room smells of polished wood and old sheet music, sharp and sweet.
I press the first note. It wobbles, thin, but another follows, then another. My hands recall the rhythm, even if my courage falters. The hesitation fades as the melody takes hold. Notes tumble together, filling the room and steadying me.
My chest relaxes. My pulse slows. The music envelops me, drawing me beyond my nerves into something more genuine and raw.
When I glance up, TJ’s no longer smirking. He leans forward, elbows on his knees, eyes fixed on me as if I’ve knocked the breath from him.
Heat rises to my cheeks. Great, Bex. You’ve just become a walking confessional. He doesn’t even know you. Yet the last note hangs in the air as if it does.
I let it linger, then exhale. “Your turn,” I whisper, my voice a mix of challenge and invitation.

TJ
I watch as she slightly arches her back, her eyes closing while her fingers dance over the keys. Each note resonates with weight and emotion. She’s not playing to impress; she’s living.
My hands itch to reach for the keys, but I remain still, caught off guard. I’ve never seen anyone lose themselves in music like she does. There’s a natural ease and pure honesty in her movements that tightens my chest.
My heart stutters as I watch her. Every motion—the subtle tilt of her wrist, the lift of her fingers over the keys—transforms the act of playing into something alive. Her hands don’t just press the notes; they coax them into existence. She surpasses anything I’d expect to see in a music center. She should be on a Juilliard stage, dazzling an audience of hundreds, not tucked away in a quiet teaching space. As she continues to play, lost in her own storm of melody, the chaos of my life—the fans, the shows—melts away. It’s just us. Just music.
“Holy,” I murmur, dragging a hand over my jaw as the last note lingers in the air, shaking my head in disbelief. I can’t even focus. “You didn’t tell me you could do that.”
She hugs herself, trying to shrink into the chair, her arms wrapping around her like armor. Cute. Vulnerable. Somehow terrifying. “Your turn,” she reminds me, her voice tight as she tries to deflect.
I grin, letting my smile turn sharp and teasing. “Yeah, but I wasn’t warned you’d set the bar at ‘angel descended from heaven to wreck my soul.’”
Her laugh is sudden and startling in its honesty. She buries her face in her hands, but her laughter spills out anyway—real laughter, not the polished, polite version I’ve heard from teachers, students, and everyone else in her world. No, this is her, and it knocks me off balance.
As I watch her, the rest of the world fades away. The cramped music center, the city hum outside, the chaos of my life—none of it matters. There’s just this, her, and the sound she creates when she’s truly herself.
I swallow hard, still caught in the echo of her laughter, and my fingers itch for something to do. I reach for the old guitar tucked in the corner, its rough wood worn smooth by years of use, and strum the first chord. Suddenly, I feel nervous. When was the last time I played as TJ, not Asher? But then she raises an eyebrow, mischievous. “Is it going to be a lot of screaming?”
“No Mozart,” I reply with a grin, my nerves forgotten. “I can actually sing, you know.”
Her smile lights up the room, challenging and teasing. I lean back against the edge of the piano, letting the music find me. I choose a ballad, stripped down and acoustic, just me and the strings. I strum the first chord slowly, feeling the vibration hum through my chest. My voice starts softly, raw and uncertain, then settles into the melody. It’s not polished or perfect, but it’s real. Every note carries the reason I started and why I fell in love with music in the first place.
Her eyes are fixed on me, and I catch that familiar glimmer of awe I’ve seen in audiences, but this time it feels more personal, more intimate. She doesn’t move or blink; she simply listens. Her fingers tap unconsciously against the edge of the table. I’m at a loss for words when I see her face—the small, almost imperceptible intake of breath as a note resonates just right.
I finish the last chord, and for a moment, there’s nothing but silence. When I look up, it feels as if the world narrows to a single teardrop sliding down her cheek. “That… was wow,” she whispers. “That was amazing.”
I catch my breath, letting the warmth of her reaction sink in. There are no words, no teasing—just a shared heartbeat in the music, the kind of connection I’ve always sought but rarely found. That’s why I play. Not for fame or approval, but for moments like this. Moments that evoke something real. And damn, this one hits me just as hard.
Becky wipes her cheek, flustered, and gives me a pointed look. “You really know how to ruin a quiet afternoon.”
I grin. “Ruin it? I think I just… elevated it.”
She laughs, a little breathless, and it’s not the careful, measured laugh she usually wears; it’s genuine and bright. My chest tightens. This is the real her, and it strikes me how rare it is to see someone shed their armor like that.
“I think you should play again,” she says, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “But only if I get to pick the song next time.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Oh? Planning to challenge me already?”
“Maybe,” she shrugs, feigning nonchalance. “Maybe I just want to see if you can actually scream on cue.”
I shake my head, laughing, and pluck the strings again. “No screaming today, I promise. But you might have to endure a few impromptu solos if you push me.”
She leans forward, her chin resting on her hands, watching me intently. “Bring it on. Just… no death metal, please. I might actually collapse.”
I smirk, strumming a chord that vibrates through the small space. “Noted. Classical-ish, then. Ballads only.”
Her fingers twitch as if she’s resisting the urge to leap onto the piano and join me. “Classical-ish? You make it sound ominous. I’m warning you, I might actually play something really complicated just to spite you.”
I laugh, shaking my head. “I’d pay to see that. But be careful; I might have to retaliate.”
Her eyes light up, bright and daring, revealing the spark, the playful fire she usually hides beneath her perfectionist exterior. The room feels smaller, cozier, charged with our teasing, our music, and the way she allows herself to slip out of her careful shell.
She finally settles back at the piano, her fingers hovering over the keys, and I notice a faint tremor in her hands. “Okay,” she says softly, almost to herself. “One more piece.”
The first notes drift into the air again, delicate and vibrant, winding around the guitar in my hands. She’s completely lost in the music, letting it flow through her, and I can’t help but let my fingers dance along the strings, improvising around her melody.
We settle into an easy rhythm, piano and guitar, teasing harmonies and playful riffs that bounce between us, coaxing and laughing. Occasionally, she shoots me a grin, daring me to try something bolder; sometimes I add a chord that makes her pause, and we share a small, private laugh.
Amid the notes and our quiet banter, I realize I don’t want this moment to end. I don’t want the outside world with its expectations, eyes, and judgments to intrude. I just want her, the music, and this fragile, unguarded intimacy.
When the last chord finally fades, she looks up at me, flushed and triumphant, her hair a little messy from leaning over the keys. “You’re lucky,” she teases, her voice soft yet vibrant. “I could have made you look like a total amateur.”
I grin and set the guitar aside. “I think I’d survive. And honestly… I’m not complaining.”
Her laughter spills into the room, genuine and untamed, and for the first time, I feel like we’re both exactly who we’re meant to be in that moment—no masks, no pretense, just music, sparks, and something fragile and wild beginning to grow between us.
As the room settles into a warm, lingering quiet with the last echoes of music fading, Becky leans back, running her fingers through her hair, her eyes soft but still holding a glimmer of teasing fire. I can feel her calm settling over me too, as if we’re both catching our breath after a shared thrill.
I pick up the guitar again to gently strum a chord, not wanting to break the delicate rhythm of the moment. “I… should let you rest,” I say softly, trying to sound casual, but my heart is pounding.
She nods, almost reluctantly. “Yeah… I should probably…”
“Any chance I can get your number now? I mean, we’ve confirmed that I’m no serial killer,” I ask, smiling, teasing yet earnest.
Her eyes narrow at me, incredulous, and then she can’t help but laugh. “That’s exactly what a serial killer would say.”
I shrug, grinning, letting the tension stretch for a moment. “Please, Bex… I need to see you again. I don’t… I don’t want this to be just today.” Inside, my pulse races—please don’t reject me, please don’t reject the real me.
Her laughter softens, a little breathless now, and I notice a shift in her eyes, subtle but undeniable. The hesitation melts, the walls drop just enough, and she relents, reaching for her phone.
In that instant, when she offers it and our hands brush together as I type in my number, I feel like I just won another Grammy—not for the music, not for the performance, but for this tiny, messy, electric victory.
She smirks and shakes her head. “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”
“Yeah,” I admit, my voice low and almost reverent. “But worth it?”
Her smile says it all. Worth it.
Even as she gathers herself to leave, I know I’ll see her again. I’ll make sure of it.
Chapter 7
Becky
The church basement carries a faint scent of floor polish and coffee as I arrive early for youth night, my arms loaded with plastic tubs and a stack of lyric sheets that threaten to slip from beneath my elbow. Luci beats me inside, humming a tune under her breath while she pulls out the beanbags for the corner lounge area.
“Bex,” she teases, glancing at my phone glowing in my back pocket. “If that thing buzzes one more time, I swear I’m going to confiscate it like one of the teens’ phones.”
“It’s just—” I bite back a smile as it buzzes again, heat creeping up my neck. “It’s nothing.”
“Mmhm.” She raises her brows. “Nothing has you grinning at your screen like that all week? Please. Don’t lie to your best friend.”
I set down the lyric sheets and unlock my phone just long enough to see TJ’s latest message flash across the screen:
TJ: You’re probably drowning in folding chairs again, aren’t you?
I snort softly, tapping back with my thumb.
Me: Only up to my knees, thank you very much.
TJ: Tragic. A true martyr for the faith.
Me: Better than drowning in noise complaints from your neighbors at 2 a.m.
TJ: Touché. But inspiration doesn’t wait for curfews.
A familiar tightness settles in my chest after his messages—light and teasing, yet threaded with something real. A week of these exchanges has woven into my days like a rhythm: his late-night insomnia rants, my morning pep talks, and jokes about food disasters.
Last night at midnight:
Me: Can’t sleep. Too much music in my head.
TJ: Same. Except mine’s loud guitars, not Handel.
Me: Maybe you should try Handel.
TJ: Maybe you should try Metallica.
And then, softer,
TJ: Do you ever feel like music is the only thing that keeps you breathing?
That message lingered heavily in my chest long after I set my phone down.
As I pull cups from a cabinet, Luci sneaks up behind me, whisper-singing, “Texting loooove notes instead of setting up chairs…”
“Luci!” I swat her with a plastic cup, laughing. “It’s not like that.”
“Uh-huh. Then explain the blush. Go ahead. I’ll wait.”
Before I can come up with an excuse, the first wave of teens bursts in, their chatter and footsteps filling the room. Ethan drops his backpack with a thud and flashes me a lopsided grin. “Hey, Becky. Need help with the projector?”
“Please,” I reply, grateful for the distraction. He always volunteers quickly, steady in a way that makes my guilt rise. The truth is, I know he likes me. I’ve never encouraged it or promised anything in return. Still, when his gaze lingers just a moment too long, I feel a pang in my chest, as if I’m already breaking something I never intended to touch.
Across the room, Luci mouths, uh-oh, at me, but then my phone buzzes with TJ’s name lighting up the screen, pulling my attention away.
My phone buzzes again, almost teasing me.
TJ: Question of the day: if Mozart and Metallica had a mashup, would your classical heart survive?
Me: Probably not. But I’d listen just to prove you wrong.
TJ: That’s my Bex.
Heat rushes to my face again. No one else has ever called me that—just him. It feels like a secret only we share. I laugh softly, then catch myself, my cheeks warming further. Ethan glances over, curious, but I quickly tuck my phone away, guilt gnawing at me.
As I finish setting up the last of the lyric sheets, I whisper a prayer in my mind: Lord, keep me steady. Don’t let me play with hearts—not Ethan’s, not mine, not TJ’s. Help me see clearly where You’re leading me.
But when my phone buzzes again, I can’t resist. My hand drifts to my pocket, and a smile starts to form on my lips.
“Miss Becky has been grinning at her phone for days,” Sammy pipes up loudly, his eyes twinkling. “Bet she’s texting a boy.”
At twelve, Sammy is the youngest at Harmony House and bounces into every room as if he owns the sunlight. His t-shirt is always adorned with some cartoon, and his bright sneakers look like they could guide a plane in for landing. His wide, gap-toothed grin is impossible to miss, and his unruly mop of hair refuses to be tamed, no matter how many times his mother tries. There’s a kind-hearted eagerness in him that inspires me to do better and create a world safe enough for kids like him to keep shining.
“Sammy!” I groan in mock outrage, prompting a smirking Luci to shout, “Do I need to confiscate your phone?”
I place a hand over my heart, putting on a show for the teens. “It’s called discipleship, thank you very much. Purely holy conversations.”
“Holy conversations don’t usually involve fifty laughing emojis and debates over pizza toppings,” Luci retorts.
This earns a chorus of “ooohs” from the group.
Ethan walks in at that moment with a box of sodas, catching the end of the conversation. “Wait, who’s blowing up your phone, Bex?” His tone is casual, but a flicker of concern flashes in his eyes.
I force a light laugh as I place the last Bible on the table. “Just a friend. We talk about music, mostly.” I notice his jaw tighten before he turns toward the snack table, and guilt twists in my stomach. I’ve never led him on, but the truth is, Ethan’s steady presence sometimes feels like a promise I can’t fulfill.
“Alright,” I call out, deciding to shift the focus. I clap my hands. “Phones down, hearts up. Worship starts now.”
The teens shuffle to their feet, some groaning exaggeratedly, but as soon as the first guitar strum echoes, the atmosphere shifts. The worship team begins softly, just two teens on guitar and one on cajón. Voices rise—off-key, passionate, alive. I close my eyes, letting the sound envelop me. These nights always feel like a thin place, where heaven feels a little closer.
I mouth the words, my heart both lifting and straining.
“On Christ the solid rock I stand…”
I close my eyes. Lord, help me stand. Help me not to build on the wrong things, not even on those who make me feel seen for a moment. Especially not there.
When the last song fades, we form a circle for closing prayer. Some teens pray out loud while others remain silent. I whisper my own prayer: God, make me real. Make me rooted. Even when it hurts.
The music slows, and the teens buzz with excitement from the final chorus. Ethan steps forward, calm and steady, Bible in hand. His voice naturally commands attention—firm yet gentle.
“Alright, guys. Let’s take a breath,” he says, waiting for the chatter to subside. He grins at the back row, where two boys are nudging each other. “Yes, even you two.” Laughter ripples through the group before quieting down.
“Tonight I want to talk about foundations—what we build our lives on,” Ethan begins, his voice steady but warm.
I fold my arms and lean against the side wall, where I can see everyone’s faces. This is my favorite part of the night, when the chaos narrows into a quiet space, and I get to watch them lean in, even the ones who pretend not to care.
Ethan glances down at his Bible before looking back up. “Matthew 7:24–25. Jesus says, ‘Everyone who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain fell, the floods came, the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock.’”
A few teens murmur along; they’ve heard this verse before. But Ethan doesn’t rush through it. He pauses, letting the words resonate.
“The thing is,” he continues, pacing slightly, “storms aren’t optional. They’re inevitable. It could be family issues, heartbreak, or your own doubts gnawing at you at night. The real question isn’t whether storms will come; it’s what you’re standing on when they hit.”
A hush falls over the room. Even those who had been whispering quiet down.
I feel a tightness in my chest. He’s right. I know it. I’ve experienced it. My storms often wear smiling faces, the masks I don to hide the cracks beneath. How many times have I kept myself busy with teaching piano or volunteering when what I really needed was to sit quietly in God’s presence and admit I was tired?
Ethan turns a page. “You can build on sand. That’s easy; sand looks fun and feels good for a while. But when the waves crash, it won’t hold you. You’ll sink and wonder why everything you thought would satisfy you has vanished.” He pauses, scanning the group. “But the rock, Jesus, that’s permanent. That’s strength you don’t have to pretend to possess.”
My throat feels dry. I glance at the teens: Luci, who rolls her eyes but hugs her knees tighter; Jordan, who’s chewing on his sleeve yet hasn’t looked away. And Ethan, standing there, steady, almost glowing in the dim light.
Part of me envies the way he speaks, as if every word is woven into his very being.
The thought pricks at me. Because if I’m honest, I don’t always feel that anchored. I want to. I pray for it. But sometimes my prayers feel like whispers lost in a storm.
Afterward, the kids scatter, laughing and chattering as they grab snacks again. Ethan lingers by the snack table, listening to Luci tell an exaggerated story. He smiles, but when his gaze sweeps across the room and lands on me, there’s a weight in his eyes, as if he’s carrying more than he reveals.
I wonder if his message about storms is more personal than he lets on. As I drive home in the quiet, I whisper a prayer, low and raw. “God… please, just keep my heart steady. Keep me from hurting anyone. And help me understand where this is all headed.”
My phone lights up on the seat beside me. I don’t need to check to know who it is.
I smile, but it’s a smile tangled with guilt and longing.

TJ 
I stretch my arms above my head, feeling my neck crack, grateful for the break. My lungs still buzz from the last chorus we drilled. In the lounge, Migs and Vic are yelling like maniacs, bouncing up and down on my couch while they take each other out in Call of Duty. Controllers rattle, and the bass of gunfire thrums through the speakers.
I retreat to the kitchen, relieved by the hum of the fridge instead of simulated explosions. I fill a glass with water, the cold seeping through the glass into my hand, and check my phone again.
Her name lights up the screen.
Bex: Stop laughing at my jokes, you’ll inflate my ego and then I’ll have to start charging for them.
A grin stretches across my face before I can stop it. She’s ridiculous, sweet, and real. There’s something about her humor that’s genuine—not cheap or surface-level. She makes me laugh, but she also makes me think.
“You and that phone again,” Andrés grunts, his voice low from behind me. He leans against the doorway, arms crossed, dreadlocks tied back, always giving the impression that he’s observing more than he lets on.
“Yeah,” I reply casually, setting my glass down. “Better company than you lot.”
His mouth twitches as if he doesn’t quite want to smile but can’t help it. “Better company, huh? So who is she?”
I hesitate, but it’s Andrés. He’s not one to blab. “Just… someone I’m talking to. Keeps me grounded.”
Andrés studies me for a moment. “Grounded is good. Just make sure grounded doesn’t turn into distraction.”
There’s weight in his tone. He’s not talking about the band schedule or practice hours; he’s talking about me, about keeping my head clear. About the fact that, not too long ago, I wasn’t exactly “clear.”
I nod. “I know.”
Behind him, Clair slips past quietly. She grabs a soda from the fridge without saying a word, but her eyes flick to my phone and then back to me. A flash of pain crosses her face, but she quickly masks it and disappears before I can offer her a smile.
When I wander back to the lounge, Migs points his controller at me without taking his eyes off the screen. “Man, that chic doesn’t let up.”
“What chick?” I feign ignorance, slipping my phone into my pocket as if that will stop the heat creeping up my neck.
Vic doesn’t even glance away from his controller. “Whatever, dude. No one smiles at a phone like that because their mom texted. Spill.”
“Spill,” Migs cackles, landing a headshot.
I flop onto the armchair, hiding my grin. “You all are imagining things.”
“Imagining my ass,” Vic shoots back. “Look at you, smiling like a middle-schooler with his first crush.”
Migs slams a victory cry anyway, fist-pumping as his character takes Vic down in a spray of digital bullets. “Uh-huh. Deflection. Classic. But we see you, T.”
Andrés snorts from his corner. “Kid’s got it bad.”
I throw a cushion at him, earning a wave of laughter.
The match ends, controllers click, and they’re still side-eyeing me like I’m some zoo exhibit.
“Alright,” Migs says, narrowing his eyes. “Come out with us tonight. Shake off whatever’s got you holed up. You need the distraction.”
Vic nods, already scrolling through his phone for options. “Yeah, let’s hit downtown. Music, lights, women—real women, not the kind living in your pocket.”
They mean well. They always do. But the thought of going out makes my stomach twist. The clubs, the parties, the fake smiles, and the easy pills passed around like candy. I’ve experienced it all before—more than enough. I remember the high, how loud it was, and how full I thought it made me feel. Then comes the crash, the emptiness after the buzz, the women who never looked me in the eye, only at the name. The booze, the smoke, the blur.
I’m done with it.
“I’m good,” I say, leaning back and keeping my tone light. “You guys go have fun. I’ll catch you next time.”
Migs groans dramatically. “Bro, you’re seriously choosing text bubbles over living?”
“Maybe,” I shoot back with a grin. “Text bubbles don’t puke on your shoes.”
That gets them laughing, giving me a moment of cover. But the truth hums under my ribcage. I’d much rather spend the night messaging Bex as TJ, just me, stripped of the spotlight, than show up anywhere as Asher Grave, letting strangers paw at the pieces of me until there’s nothing left.
Migs smacks me on the back of the head, bouncing off with his usual grin, while Vic and Andrés start debating where to go as they walk out of the room. I really love them; they are my brothers. But sometimes they worry me. At the rate they party, drink, and mess around, anything could happen.
I glance at my phone again. The screen is still dark, but I can feel it pulling me in. She doesn’t even know how much she steadies me. And maybe… that’s the best part.
After checking in with Marcus to let him know I’m staying in for the night, I head upstairs to my room. My phone chirps again, making my stomach flutter.
Bex: What’s with the silence? Don’t tell me you’ve died tragically mid-water break.
I laugh under my breath and type back:
Me: Nah. Still alive. Just under fire from couch trolls.
Her reply comes quickly.
Bex: Couch trolls? That’s a new species. Do they bite?
Me: Constantly. One of them tried to recruit me for a night out. I declined. Hero move, right?
Bex: Hero move? Please. That’s just survival. Clubs are loud, sticky, and smell like bad decisions.
I grin at that, my fingers hovering over the keys.
Me: You’ve got a way with words. It’s not just funny; it’s true. You always do that.
There’s a pause. Then:
Bex: Maybe because I’ve had my share of bad decisions. Easier to laugh at them than let them drown you.
I stare at her words for a long time. I know that feeling—drowning under choices, under the weight of who I’ve been. My chest tightens, but then I type back:
Me: Yeah. I get that.
For a brief moment, the chaos in my mind subsides; it’s just me, my phone, and her, walking the line between light banter and something deeper—something neither of us has named yet.
I glance at the words again, my thumb hovering over the screen. She gets it.
Me: Yeah. I get that.
Bex: Are you sure you do? Or are you just being polite?
Me: I do. I’ve been through some of that. Drowning. Hollow nights. Smiling on the outside, screaming inside.
Bex: That sounds familiar. But hey, at least you’re not alone right now.
I feel the weight of what I want to say pressing against our playful banter from earlier. I type slowly.
Me: I’m alone a lot, even when people are around. But when I text you, it feels like someone actually sees me.
Bex: I see you, TJ. And I like what I see—even the hollow nights.
A soft laugh escapes me, more breath than sound. She really does see me.
Me: You make it sound easier. Lighter. I don’t know if that’s fair.
Bex: Maybe it’s not supposed to be fair. Maybe it’s supposed to be real.
Me: How do you do it all, Bex? How do you not break?
Bex: That’s an easy answer. All God.
Me: Must be nice.
Bex: You can have it too, TJ. He’s waiting for you.
Me: Maybe…
I lean against the kitchen counter, filling a glass with water, the question heavy in my chest. She doesn’t know everything about me—my mistakes, my hollow nights, the chaos I chased just to feel alive. Some of us are too far gone, too ruined for the kind of God she leans on. That’s why her words cut deeper.
Me: I don’t think I’ve ever really believed in that. Waiting. Hope. Not drowning in my own mess.
Bex: You don’t have to believe it yet. Just… try it.
Her simplicity and quiet certainty make me smile. I can hear Andrés behind me, still chatting about grabbing snacks, but I barely pay attention. Clair’s calm presence in the lounge, sitting with her book and occasionally glancing at the TV, brings a tranquility I haven’t felt in a while. She is a steady force around me, grounding me.
Me: You make it sound possible. Lighter. Easier.
Bex: Maybe that’s what it’s supposed to feel like when it’s real—not forced, not pretend.
I lean my forehead against the counter, reflecting on the emptiness I’ve carried for years. Texting her, laughing at her jokes, sharing snippets of life, I feel a thread of something I haven’t experienced in a long time: grounding.
Me: Real… yeah. That’s it. That’s exactly it.
Bex: So… tell me a secret. One you don’t usually share with people you just text.
I hesitate. Part of me wants to type a joke to maintain my defenses. But the part of me that’s tired of pretending—tired of drugs, girls, and hollow nights—pushes through.
Me: I’ve spent so much time trying to prove myself and keep everything together that I keep forgetting to just be. Not pretending, not performing—just me.
She pauses, then responds with a warmth that takes me by surprise:
Bex: That’s brave, TJ. It shows you’re human and still fighting.
I can’t help but smile, a soft and genuine expression that comes from a place I thought I’d lost.
Me: Fighting feels easier when someone’s on the other side, even if it’s just through texting. You make it feel like I’m not alone.
Bex: Good. Because I’m not letting you be alone.
I grin a little shakily, allowing the moment to settle. Not Asher. Not the persona everyone expects. Just me.
Me: Promise me something. If I start slipping, you’ll call me out. No sugarcoating.
Bex: Deal. But you have to promise me the same.
Me: Deal.
The chaos of the apartment—the shouting, the game noise—fades away. For the first time in a long while, I feel… grounded.
Chapter 8
Becky
I’m wrapping up my tasks at the music center, straightening chairs and stacking sheet music to prepare for tomorrow. Thankfully, it’s a quiet evening since the community has an event planned for early in the day. I cherish these rare moments of calm.
A knock on the door interrupts my thoughts. I look up, and a smile instantly spreads across my face, my heart fluttering.
I hurry to open it.
“Thomas?”
He stands there casually, a grin pulling at the corners of his mouth. I joke, “Well, I guess this is going to become a regular thing, huh?”
“Sure seems like it,” he replies, leaning against the doorframe.
We chat for a bit, our easy banter warming the quiet music center. I find myself laughing more than I have all day, my chest feeling lighter.
Suddenly, Luci bursts in, radiating energy and enthusiasm. “Hey Becky! I thought we could walk together.” She stops abruptly, her eyes scanning the room before locking onto TJ. Her jaw drops, and I can almost see the gears turning in her head as she glances back and forth between us.
I clear my throat. “Oh, Luci… this is Thomas.”
She stares at me, wide-eyed. “Becky… please tell me this isn’t the struggling musician you’ve been chatting with nonstop?”
“Well… I didn’t exactly call him struggling,” I admit sheepishly.
Luci lets out a dramatic sigh and smacks her forehead. “Oh, Becky. I told you, your aversion to social media is going to bite you someday.”
I glance at TJ. He’s chuckling, shaking his head in amusement.
“What’s going on, Luci?” I ask.
She looks at TJ with a grin that’s a mix of disbelief and mischief. “Wanna do the honors?”
TJ turns to me, his face slightly flushed. “So… I might have downplayed my band a little.”
“A little?” Luci exclaims, her eyes wide.
“Well… maybe more than a little,” he admits, looking embarrassed.
“Can someone please explain what’s happening?” I say, completely confused. “Luci, have you met TJ?”
“Well… not exactly met him. More like… seen him on TV winning Grammy awards.”
“What??” My voice cracks slightly, disbelief rising within me. Seriously?
“Well, I guess we are somewhat famous,” TJ says, leaning back slightly, looking a bit awkward.
“How famous are we talking?” I ask, still trying to wrap my head around this.
“Goons checking the perimeter for crazed fans kind of famous,” Luci interjects, exasperated, running her hand over her face.
I look from Thomas to Luci, dumbfounded, struggling to process this shocking information.
Luci takes a breath and holds up her hands. “Okay, I think I’ll head out and let you two talk.”
“Thanks, Luci,” I murmur, my head spinning.
TJ turns toward her, looking uncomfortable. “Uh… Luci, please, could you not tell people?”
“I would never do that,” she interrupts, slightly offended that he would even think she might out him. She steps closer, gives me a quick hug, and whispers, “Be careful, chika.” Then, turning to TJ, she shoots him a warning glare sharp enough to stop traffic before sauntering away.
“Good friend you have there,” TJ comments, smiling.
But I’m not smiling. My chest tightens, panic surging through me so quickly I can hardly breathe. He’s famous— the kind of famous that attracts cameras like moths to a flame, turning every step into a headline. If anyone ever connected me to him, they would dig. They would uncover my past, the parts of my life I’ve buried so deep I can hardly bear to remember.
My hands go clammy, trembling as I clench them into fists against my thighs. I need to move. Run. Hide. My body is already choosing flight before my mind can catch up.
A flash of memory sears through me: hot lights, microphones thrust in my face, voices overlapping, shouting questions I couldn’t even comprehend. I was twelve, cornered against a black SUV. “Rebekkah, did you know? Rebekkah, how do you feel about your father’s trial? Rebekkah, look here, smile, sweetheart!”
I swallow hard, bile rising. Not again. Never again.
Feeling hurt, overwhelmed, embarrassed, and confused all at once, the words escape me sharper than I intend. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
TJ’s smile falters, his tone shifting to serious. “Because I really enjoyed you seeing me as TJ, the real me. No one ever does. All they see is… Asher Grave.”
His words hit me, but it’s the look on his face that freezes me in place. He looks… dejected. Like I’ve already rejected him, not as the rock star, but as Thomas, the man who let me see behind the curtain.
That thought pulls me back from the edge of panic. My heart is still racing, and my skin is still damp, but I force a breath into my lungs. I can’t do to him what the cameras did to me. I can’t treat him like a mask when he’s trying so hard to be real.
I sort of understand. I never had a positive experience with being recognizable. My father turned my childhood into headlines, my pain into their entertainment. Eventually, I even changed my surname to escape the circus he created. But looking at Thomas now, shoulders heavy and eyes shadowed, I know one thing for sure: he deserves better than my fear.
He looks genuine, regretful, and even slightly worried. Worried that I’ll walk away? That we’ll lose this fragile friendship? Could I realistically maintain a friendship with a famous rock star? Then again, God must have had a reason to cross our paths, and nothing is impossible for Him.
I take a deep breath, forcing the panic down. If I want him to feel safe, I have to meet him halfway. “Why the name? Asher Grave?”
He exhales slowly, his eyes drifting. “It’s… a story.”
I give him space, leaning back slightly. “Do you want to tell me?” My voice is soft and patient.
He fidgets, his thumbs brushing against his jeans. “My parents… they cared more about appearances than anything real. It was always about achievement and perfection. And being half-Korean—” He shrugs. “It just made everything harder, adding another expectation I couldn’t escape.”
I nod, remaining silent and allowing him to find the right words.
“The only person who ever gave me something real was my older brother, Ashton. He taught me guitar, introduced me to rock music, and showed me that life could be more than just checklists.” His jaw tightens. “Then, when I was fourteen, I watched him spiral into drugs and addiction, and finally… he overdosed.”
I swallow hard, aware of how personal this is. We barely know each other, yet here he is, letting me in. I realize that this—this quiet confession—is a step, a sign that he wants a friend and is serious about trust.
Without thinking, I reach across the space between us and thread my fingers through his. His callused hands press against mine—rough but grounding. He looks up, his grief softening into something almost grateful.
“It wrecked me,” he admits, his voice low and nearly breaking. “But it also… gave me purpose. To carry on what he taught me.” He squeezes my hand lightly. “His name was Ashton. I took ‘Asher’ from that and added ‘Grave’ to mark what was lost and what life can destroy.”
I swallow again, allowing my own walls to crack just a little. “My childhood… wasn’t exactly a sanctuary either,” I admit softly, the words a careful echo of his shared pain.
He turns his attention to me, not pushing, just waiting.
“My dad…” I pause, my breath catching. I can’t share everything yet, but I can reveal enough. “He was controlling. Charismatic to everyone else, but at home, he demanded perfection and total adoration. To the church, he was a great shepherd, a voice of God.” A humorless laugh escapes me. “To me, he was just rules and fists—a man who craved worship more than he ever offered love.”
I bite my lip, pressing down the sting in my chest. “And my mom… she couldn’t take it. She turned to the bottle until it swallowed her whole. The whole house was toxic. I learned early how to keep my head down, play the role, and pretend everything was fine.”
For a moment, I can’t meet his eyes. Even sharing that much feels like peeling back skin. But his hand is still holding mine—solid, warm, present—and somehow, I don’t feel quite so exposed.
TJ slowly reaches out, resting his palm against my cheek. No words, no pity. Just the steady weight of his hand—a tether in the storm, a grounding, quiet support. Unspoken but clear: I see you. You’re not alone.
We sit like that for a moment, just holding hands, letting the silence speak louder than words.
“You know,” he finally says, shaking his head, “for two people who grew up in completely different, messed-up worlds, we’re… kind of the same.”
I can’t help but laugh softly. “Speak for yourself. I don’t have goons checking my perimeter for crazed fans.”
He grins, a bit sheepish. “Okay, fair.”
I hold onto his hand a moment longer. The warmth of his palm is comforting, and for once, I don’t feel like I’m shouldering the entire conversation alone. We sit together, two broken souls finding solace in each other. My chest feels tight, but not in a bad way.
I glance at him and then, with a playful grin, pull my phone from my pocket. “Let’s look up this famous Asher Grave.”
He groans dramatically, throwing his head back like a teenager, but soon we’re both laughing. I tilt my phone into my lap and type in his full name.
A moment later, the screen fills with images. Instant regret washes over me. His face, but different from the TJ I know. Instead of a hoodie and messy hair, he sports a leather jacket, chains, and eyeliner so sharp it could be a weapon. Stage lights blaze off him like he owns the night.
My jaw drops. “Oh, come on,” I murmur, scrolling further. Video clips, stadium crowds, headlines. His voice roars through speakers—nothing like coffee shop chatter, but an earth-shattering sound that drives fans wild.
I turn my phone around as if I’m presenting evidence of a crime. “What is this, Thomas? You’re not just a little famous; you’re—” I scroll with my thumb, the articles piling up: Chart-topping frontman. Nu-metal revivalist. Global tour sold out in minutes. My mouth hangs open wider. “You’re this famous!”
He winces, looking as guilty as if I’d caught him with a stolen cookie. “I mean… kinda.”
“Kinda?” I nearly choke on the word. “You have security memes about you! You’re trending in Japan! There’s a fan forum dedicated exclusively to your hair!”
He snorts, ducking his head, his cheeks turning a shade that makes him look almost twelve.
Meanwhile, I slump back in my chair, my phone dangling like it’s just delivered a death sentence. “Unbelievable. Here I thought you were just a scruffy guy who wandered into a coffee shop. But no. Of course not. I end up having a heart-to-heart with an international rock star. Just my luck.”
He smirks, his eyes sparkling. “Would it help if I told you the hair forum’s mostly an exaggeration?”
I groan, dragging my hands down my face. “This is my life now. Great. Fantastic. Seriously, could You maybe warn me next time before You drop a celebrity in my lap?”
That earns me a loud, booming laugh from Thomas. Caught between feeling moved, horrified, and entirely exasperated, I decide that laughter is the only sane response left.

TJ
"Summoned." That’s the word they use, as if I’m a medieval knight being called to the castle for judgment. In reality, it’s just a text from my mother’s assistant—heaven forbid she contacts me directly—telling me to report to the mansion “this evening at seven.” I can’t help but smirk. What’s the new complaint this time? My lyrics? My eyeliner? Did I breathe wrong in public again?
As the car crawls up the long, pretentious driveway, I find myself thinking about Bex. I remember the look on her face when she first saw the online version of me—chains, eyeliner, leather, and a glare that could curdle milk. The “not-TJ” me. I hadn’t realized how scared I was for her to find out. I braced myself for her to flinch, to shove me into the same shallow box everyone else does. But she didn’t. She teased me, rolled her eyes, and still looked at me like I was… Thomas. And damn if that didn’t undo me more than any spotlight ever could.
The mansion doors swing open, and the show begins; our butler—who’s practically a bachelor, having run this house since I was in braces—ushers me in with a whole array of servants. Then Mother sweeps into view, dressed as if she’s headed to the opera. Father follows in his usual uniform: the tailored suit.
“Seriously, Thomas James,” Mother sighs the moment her eyes land on me, skimming me like a failed exam, “you couldn’t even dress properly for one night?”
I glance down at my buttoned shirt and dark jeans. For me, this is practically a tux. Good thing I left the eyeliner at home—you're welcome, I think, biting back my retort.
Dinner is perfect, the food exquisite, and the silences unbearable. Father tries again; he’s been making an effort lately to seem interested. He slips in a gentle question about shows, about touring safely, about money management, but the words barely stick, swallowed by Mother’s barbs and my own growing resentment.
I stab at my food, trying not to remember that first real concert. Nineteen, heart in my throat, staring at the crowd, half-convinced I’d see them out there—my parents, my family. But no. Later, when I asked, my mother actually laughed. Seriously, Thomas James. You expected us to sit through an evening of that… music?
Mother’s been in a mood all night and decides to twist the knife. “At least Ashton could have gotten you into something useful for your life.”
Father speaks quietly in Korean: “Geuman-ieyo,” his voice low and measured, cutting her off mid-sentence. Just enough to pierce through her theatrics without changing the tide. The single word hangs between them like a drawn blade. Enough.
The audacity of her. How dare she even mention his name, as if they weren’t the ones who suffocated him with their relentless expectations, forcing him to drown himself in drugs until they ultimately buried him. My knuckles ache under the table, white-hot from gripping the chair too tightly, the only thing keeping me steady. I feel an urge to shout the truth at them.
But what’s the point? I’ve expressed these feelings before—shouted, cried, begged for them to listen. It’s as if my words bounce off the walls of this house, never landing, never resonating. Why do I even return here? Some childish fantasy that maybe one day they’ll love me—not the son they wanted, not the son they broke, but me.
I should just give up.
By the end, I can’t get out fast enough. Outside, my mandatory bodyguards—part of the contract I can’t escape—wait for me. Another reminder of the cage I live in: different bars, same prison. Just before I make my escape, Father steps forward again: “Thomas,” he says, his voice measured and calm. “I know you’re doing your own thing, and, well, I just hope you know we… we want what’s best for you.” He tries for warmth, but it feels fragile, like he’s testing it.
Too late, Father. Way too late.
On the way home, the sarcasm fades, leaving behind a dull, aching hollow. It’s the kind of ache that rises in your throat when you’ve swallowed down too much you’ll never say aloud. I’ve played stadiums and drowned in a sea of screaming voices, but right now, the silence is unbearable.
So I do the only thing I can.
I call Bex. Not because I know what to say, but because she’ll listen. Because she’ll probably laugh at me and then remind me of who I truly am beneath all this.
And tonight, that’s my only lifeline.
I dial Bex’s number. When she answers, her voice is warm, surprised, and a little breathless. “Thomas?”
And just like that, I can breathe again.

Chapter 9
Becky
I tug nervously at the hem of my blouse, twisting it around my fingers. Last night, he called while driving back from his parents' house. He opened up to me, sharing his feelings. He was upset but tried to downplay it, and my heart broke for him as I sensed his fear of never making them proud, followed by his anger at himself for even trying. We talked for hours, and then he asked to see me today. My stomach flips at the thought; it's our first time going out, and I know who he truly is. He said he enjoys my company and would like to be friends. Friends—a word that should feel safe, but it makes my chest ache in ways I can't quite name.
“Chica, you’re not wearing jeans and a pullover, right?” Luci's voice cuts through my swirling thoughts as she flops onto the bed, crossing her legs with a sly grin.
“Come on, Becky,” she retorts, “when do you ever let yourself feel beautiful?”
I freeze mid-twist of my scarf. “Uh… I was thinking something simple. It’s not a date, remember?”
“Simple?” She scoffs, raising an eyebrow. “Nope. That’s not good enough. Let’s do your hair. You need a little sparkle, chiqui. You are so beautiful, Becky, if only you could see yourself as we do.”
A few minutes later, I glance down at my outfit. I kept the jeans but swapped my sneakers for flats. Am I insane? Is this okay?
We laugh as she fusses with my hair, teasing me about tangles and uneven curls. Her fingers poke at the hem of my skirt. “There. Perfect. Go on, take a look in the mirror.”
I glance and smile faintly.
Then her tone softens as she tucks a strand behind my ear, looking me in the eyes. “Becky… just remember to guard your heart. I’m really happy for you, but I’m also worried.”
“I know, Luci. I’ll be careful, but I feel he needs a good friend.”
Her gaze sharpens, scanning my face. “The look on your face and those nerves? They don’t seem friendly, Becky. It worries me.”
I take a deep breath, resting my hand over hers. “I know, Luci. But… just trust me?”
She nods, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “Okay. Just… be careful.”
I close my eyes for a moment, panic flaring up. It’s okay, Becky. Breathe. He is safe.
I glance at the clock, my stomach twisting. Luci watches me, a mischievous grin still on her face.
“Okay, that’s enough pep talk,” I say, swatting at her arm. “Shoo! Go find something to do. No more smothering.”
She pouts dramatically. “Fine. But remember, chika, you look amazing. Don’t you dare forget that!”
I wink back at her. “Thanks. Just go.”
With a huff, she flounces out of my room, calling over her shoulder, “Maybe with Ethan it could be a real date!”
I roll my eyes and pull the door closed behind her. The sudden silence is almost deafening, and my nerves prick at every inch of me. My hands fidget with the hem of my blouse again. Luci doesn’t know that the idea of just being friends terrifies me. Okay. Just friends. Remember?
A knock at the door makes my heart leap into my throat.
“Bex?”
I peek around the doorframe and blink. His hood is pulled up, shadowing most of his face, but his broad smile is unmistakably disarming. Our eyes meet, and for a moment, everything else blurs.
“Hey, Thomas,” I manage, trying not to sound as if I’ve been holding my breath for the past hour.
“Hey.” He steps fully into the room, still hooded, his posture relaxed yet cautious, as if he’s waiting for a crowd to descend on him.
“Uh… you ready?” he asks, scratching the back of his neck. His smile falters slightly, revealing his uncertainty.
I nod, forcing a casual shrug. “Yeah… ready.”
As we step outside, a guy falls in behind us, obviously a bodyguard. A female bodyguard opens the SUV for us.
I bite my lip, a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth.
The car hums along the quiet streets, and I find myself relaxing as I tell him about the music I teach and how the piano moves through me. He listens intently, asking questions that warm my chest.
When we pull up, the bowling alley looks impossibly still, as if we've stepped into a private world.
“How is it empty?” I ask as I step out.
TJ grins. “A friend owes me a favor. They just finished renovations, and they open tomorrow.”
The door swings open, and a massive man fills the frame. With broad shoulders, arms that could lift me like a child, and a stare that seems to assess everything in the room, he’s less a bowling alley doorman and more a walking tank—clearly TJ’s third mandatory bodyguard. Panic rises in my chest again, and my fingers start tingling. Come on, Becky, it’s just a bodyguard. Chill.
“Marcus, this is Becky,” TJ says casually. “Bex, this is Marcus.”
“Nice to meet you,” I murmur, trying not to gawk as I take a deep breath to calm myself.
Marcus grunts a greeting that might be “welcome” and nods at TJ, who laughs in response. “Yeah, he seems intimidating at first, but he’s a huge softie underneath,” TJ explains, winking at me.
I can’t help but glance at TJ, then back at Marcus, and mutter, “Okay… this is a lot.”
TJ just grins. “You’ll get used to it. They’re good guys.”


TJ
The bowling alley carries a faint scent of floor wax that clings to your clothes. Becky quietly ties her rental shoes, her hands trembling slightly. Have I messed up already? Is it me?
But as we begin to play, Becky seems calm, and my body relaxes in a way it rarely does. The first time she flinches as the ball strikes the pins, the sound echoes in the empty alley. I discreetly send a message to Marcus, asking him to play some music, and it seems to work.
“You realize,” I say, leaning against the ball return with my arms crossed, “that this is an unfair fight. I’m taller, stronger, and infinitely cooler. Physics says I win.”
She snorts. “Physics also says you need aim, which you clearly lack. Remember that gutter ball? Pure grace.”
“That was just a warm-up,” I retort. “The lane was crooked.”
“Of course it was,” she replies, sarcasm curling off her like smoke. She picks up a ball nearly the size of her head, squares her shoulders, and rolls it perfectly straight. Pins scatter as if terrified of her.
I whistle. “Okay, maybe you cheated. Did you practice? Tell me, are you a secret bowling prodigy?”
She spins on her heel, looking smug. “Nope. Just talent.”
My turn is less graceful. The ball wobbles like it’s drunk, knocks over exactly two pins, and sulks back down the gutter. Becky tries not to laugh but fails.
“Physics, huh?” she says, grinning so widely that her freckles stretch across her cheeks.
I dramatically drop into my chair. “You wound me. I wasn’t ready, that’s all.”
“Right. Not ready for the basic laws of motion.”
We continue our playful banter until the conversation drifts, somewhere between her lining up a strike and me pretending to calculate angles with my hands.
When it’s Becky's turn, she plants her feet at the lane like a general preparing for battle, her curls bouncing and green eyes narrowed with fierce determination. The ball rolls, swerves, and—crash!—she takes out eight pins. She spins around, arms raised as if she’s just won the Super Bowl.
“Did you see that? I’m basically an expert!”
I lean back in the plastic chair, a smirk tugging at my lips. “Yeah, terrifying. Someone call ESPN. We’ve got the next bowling legend right here.”
She tosses her hair, chin lifted in mock arrogance. “You’re just jealous because you know I’m busy destroying you.”
I drag myself off the seat and grab my ball. “Bex, I shred stadium crowds for a living. Do you think I’m afraid of ten pins?”
She cups her hands around her mouth like a heckler. “Don’t choke, rock star!”
I roll the ball with exaggerated concentration, and it veers into the gutter so quickly that it feels like a personal insult. Becky slaps her hands over her mouth, her shoulders shaking with laughter before she absolutely loses it.
“Oh my, Thomas! That was… tragic!” She can barely breathe. “You didn’t even touch a pin!”
I try to look wounded, pressing a hand over my heart. “That’s cold, Bex. You’re a teacher; aren’t you supposed to be encouraging?”
“Encourage you?” She wipes tears from her cheeks, grinning widely. “I’m framing that memory forever. I’m a music teacher; we don’t tolerate wimps.”
I roll my eyes but can’t suppress the smile tugging at my lips. “Fine. Laugh it up. Just remember, karma’s real.”
“Please,” she says, grabbing her ball again with mock swagger. “Watch and learn, rookie.”
The ball slips at the last second, thudding halfway down the lane before rolling pathetically into the gutter.
Now it’s my turn. I double over, hands braced on my knees, laughter shaking me. “Expert, huh? What was that, artistic interpretation?”
She shoots me the fiercest mock glare she can muster. “Shut up. That was a jinx.”
We continue battling through the game, each strike met with dramatic celebrations and every gutter ball with playful teasing. It’s silly, ridiculous, and loud, but for the first time in a long while, my chest feels lighter.
And Becky’s laughter—God, it feels like something I could thrive on.
Becky leans back in her seat, crossing her arms with that sly little smirk that always spells trouble.
“You know,” she says, drawing out her words, “I may have done a little online stalking of Asher Graves.”
“Oh no,” I groan, dragging a hand down my face. “Alright, go on then. Lay it on me.”
She tilts her head, her eyes sparkling. “Well… I prefer Thomas Choi.”
“Yeah?” I ask cautiously, feeling like I’m stepping into a trap. I know we’re just playing around, but this means more to me than she realizes.
“Oh, absolutely.” She ticks off points on her fingers. “I prefer the hoodie over the leather, the messy hair over whatever that… sculpted storm thing is. But mostly? I prefer the smile. Haven’t found a single shred of evidence that Asher Graves can actually smile.”
That makes me snort. “Not exactly great for the tortured rock-legend image,” I shoot back.
She laughs, the sound bubbling up bright and warm. “Exactly.”
I squint at her. “And what else did you uncover in this… extensive investigation?”
She pretends to think, then casually drops it. “Well, I may have braved some of the songs.”
“Braved?” I echo, feigning offense.
“Mm-hm,” she replies with mock seriousness. “It was touch and go for a moment, but I pulled through.”
That gets me laughing, my head tipping back. “Glad you survived.”
“But seriously…” Her tone softens. “Musically, it’s… it’s beyond talented. Complex layering, dissonance resolving into harmony, like you’re deliberately bending expectation until the ear begs for release.”
My brows rise in surprise. “You actually know what you’re talking about.”
She shrugs, a little shy now. “I dabble. I notice things. Like that track—you build everything in seven, right? Most listeners won’t consciously catch it, but it keeps them unsettled until you finally drop into four. That’s why it hits.”
I blink, impressed despite myself. “You caught that?”
Her cheeks flush. “Maybe.” Then, with a teasing glint: “So tell me, do you actually think in modes when you’re writing, or do you just noodle until something sticks?”
That makes me grin slowly. “Depends who’s asking. The critics? Genius composer. You? Mostly noodling.”
“Ha!” She points at me. “Knew it.”
“Alright, your turn,” I counter, leaning in. “If you were arranging one of my tracks for piano, how would you strip it down?”
Her eyes flash with excitement. “Start with the chord progression, not the riffs. You hide melody inside your bass lines, which means—”
“—it translates cleanly to keys,” I finish for her, surprised at how easily the back-and-forth flows.
She nods, a hint of smugness in her expression. “Exactly.”
For once, instead of feeling exposed, I feel... understood.
I shrug and rub the back of my neck. “Well, it’s mostly heavy riffs, layered vocals, and electronic textures—stuff that really hits you. My brother Ashton taught me to play; he was my inspiration and mostly into heavy metal and classic rock.” I chuckle, tilting my head. “So, I draw inspiration from bands like Nirvana, Deftones, Metallica, and newer groups like Linkin Park. That’s what I grew up listening to.”
She blinks at me, looking confused. “Those sound like… haunted houses, not bands.”
I laugh and shake my head. “Nah, trust me. It’s heavy and raw—the kind of music that makes you feel like someone finally understands how messed up your mind can be.”
Her brow furrows, intrigued despite herself. “So… when you say ‘raw,’ do you mean unresolved dissonance? Non-traditional voicings? Is that what nu metal is?”
I smirk at her and shake my head. “Nu metal isn’t just noisy guitars.”
Her eyebrows lift. “Really? Then what is it?”
I lean back, trying to explain without sounding pretentious. “Nu metal isn’t about being pretty. It’s messy, angry, and heavy as hell. It’s rap intertwined with metal riffs, hooks you can scream or sing along to, and bass that rattles your teeth. It’s all the ugly stuff you keep buried—grief, rage, feeling like you don’t belong—and turning it into something loud enough for the whole world to hear. Bands like Korn, Linkin Park, Deftones, and Slipknot gave kids like me a place to vent without resorting to self-harm. You don’t just listen to nu metal; you feel it in your chest and bones. It’s pain and rebellion, but also a release. You walk away feeling lighter than when you arrived.”
Becky adjusts her glasses and leans forward. “That sounds like parallel texturing, right? Driving guitar under a counter-rhythm with vocal layering on top. Intensity balanced by dissonance.”
I stare at her. “That’s… the most ‘Becky’ way anyone has ever described nu metal.”
Her cheeks flush, but her smile remains. “I’m just saying, structurally, it’s fascinating.”
“Have you ever composed anything yourself?” I ask.
Her blush deepens as she looks down, fussing with the cuff of her sleeve. That’s answer enough.
I grin. “I’ll take that as a yes. You’ll have to play something for me one day.”
“Maybe,” she replies softly. Just when I think she might retreat into her hoodie, she straightens, her green eyes flashing. “But first, let me kick your ass at one more game.”
Her challenge draws a genuine laugh from me.
She grabs a ball and positions herself at the line like she’s gearing up for battle. The sound system clicks, and a triumphant, overblown Pachelbel piece blasts through the speakers. She freezes and slowly turns to glare at me.
“What?” I ask, feigning innocence with my hands raised.
“I thought you might need some inspiration,” I add with a grin.
She shakes her head, muttering something about insufferable rock stars, but her smile gives her away.
And damn if it doesn’t make the whole place feel brighter.


Chapter 10
TJ
It’s been two weeks since the bowling alley. Some days with Becky feel like sunlight; I swear she sees the real me, and we talk as if the weight of the world has lifted. Other days, she drifts into silence, and I convince myself she’s just busy, that she has her own life outside of me. But deep down, I’m terrified she’s pulling away.
She hasn’t mentioned the fame, not directly. Yet I sense her caution lingering in the air between us, as if she fears what it brings. I see it in how she relaxes when it’s just us, then snaps shut when Asher Grave’s shadow crosses the room.
Just yesterday at Leticia’s, we arrived late to find only two other customers. One of them kept staring at me, squinting as he tried to place my face. Eventually, he shook his head and left, but the damage was done. I felt her shoulders stiffen, her silence wrapping around us like a tight coil. She stirred her drink for too long, her gaze fixed on the table, as if wishing to disappear.
That’s what kills me: the way I sense her shrinking from the world that follows me. From me.
Her silence gnawed at me more than words ever could. It wasn’t an angry silence, not sharp or cutting, but heavy, as if she were carrying something too fragile to name. She stirred her tea, eyes cast down, lashes lowered like drawn curtains. I laughed too loudly at something Leticia said, trying to lighten the moment, but Becky offered only a small smile, one that never reached her eyes.
That’s when panic crept in. My chest tightened, and my mind raced back to all the times people had drifted away after seeing too much of me. The thought screamed: She saw the real me yesterday, and it wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough.
I can still picture her across the table, the coffee steam curling between us like a fragile barrier. The rich aroma of roasted beans filled the small shop, mingling with the faint sweetness of pastries cooling on the counter. Outside, rain tapped a slow rhythm against the windows—soft enough to be comforting, yet inside, every sound seemed amplified in the stillness.
She sat stiffly, fingers white-knuckled around her mug, steam warming her palms but doing nothing to ease her unease. I leaned in, trying to reach her with words I hoped could alleviate the tension. “You don’t have to be afraid with me. I’ll never hurt you.”
Her breath hitched, just barely, and I noticed. She looked at me as if I had pulled the rug out from under her, eyes wide and darting, like a cornered animal searching for an escape. For a brief moment, I thought she might bolt, chair scraping back, door swinging wide.
Her shoulders hunched, tense and drawn up, bracing for a blow I couldn’t see. I froze, misreading the signal. She’s afraid of me. She wants to run.
I reached across the table slowly, hoping to bridge the gap between us. But she recoiled from my touch before I’d even made it halfway, her hand snapping to her lap. Her spoon rattled in the saucer as she stirred nothing, clink after clink, as if she needed the noise to drown out my words.
The harder I tried, the softer I spoke. The closer I leaned, the more she shrank into herself, silence pressing between us until it became painful.
Then doubt hit me. Am I pushing too hard? Did I scare her? Am I the reason she looks like she wants to run? Every word I intended to comfort her sounded wrong in my head—twisted and heavy—as if I were the one tightening the chains she longed to escape.
This… us… it’s fragile yet beautiful. I’m desperate to hold on to it, which is why I haven’t told anyone except my bodyguards and Clair. I want to protect it, and her, so it can grow into something real. My bandmates suspect something, especially after I stood my ground with Damian.
I told him I needed three weeks off from public appearances. He resorted to his usual tactics, targeting the insecurities I battle when the lights fade—that I’m nothing without the crowd, that if I disappear, the world will move on, and that my worth burns out as quickly as the spotlight.
So this week, we’re focused solely on practice. I write a little and keep the motions going. But the truth is, every spare moment is consumed by thoughts of her. I’m either planning my next visit with Becky, calling just to hear the steadiness in her voice, or sneaking out to meet her. It’s like I’ve created a secret setlist around her, one that no one else will hear.
Being with Becky feels like stepping out of a cage I didn’t even know I was in. With her, I don’t have to scream over the noise or wear my leather jacket like armor. I don’t have to be a brand.
Asher Grave represents fire, chaos, and noise—the kind that hollowed me out from the inside. Becky, on the other hand, is a quiet light. She doesn’t consume me; she steadies me. With her, I remember what it’s like to breathe without smoke in my lungs.
And the way she says my name—Thomas. God. I didn’t realize how much I needed that until she said it. Not TJ. Not Asher. Thomas. It’s as if she’s cutting through the noise to touch something I had forgotten existed. Now, I don’t want to hear anything else.
I want more of her. I need more of her. Away from the cameras, away from the stage, away from anyone who thinks Thomas James is merely the shadow of Asher Grave. Somewhere quiet, where her voice can break through the noise, and I can pretend, for a little longer, that I’m not beyond saving.
So I have to fix this, whatever it is. I’ll make it up to her and ensure she’s happy to be with me again.
I scroll through my phone, pretending to read messages, but my mind is elsewhere. I want the next time I see Becky to be more than just coffee or a tucked-away booth where the world can’t find us. She deserves more.
So, I called in a favor—an old contact from when I did a cameo for a soundtrack. A musical theater venue downtown L.A. Big velvet seats, golden balconies that echo when you breathe too loudly. For one night, it will be ours: empty and silent, just her and me. She’ll probably make a quiet remark about how music lingers in places like that, as she always does, as if she can hear what I can’t.
She'll never know how rare it is for me to be with her, to simply be myself. It’s also terrifying—what if she gets to know me and I’m not enough?
Before I can spiral further, the door swings open, and chaos crashes in like a hurricane. Migs bursts in, bouncing on his toes, slamming his bass down so hard that the floor seems to tremble. “Choi! Dude, hiding out again? Thought we lost you to monk mode!”
In seconds, the room transforms into a whirlwind, and I find myself at its center. Migs bounces like a pinball, slapping his bass so hard the strings squeal, shouting, “TJ! You have to hear this riff—it’s literal fire, bro! Fire!”
Vic isn't any quieter, hammering on his guitar with loud, crude chords that feel like they could knock down the walls. “Yeah, yeah, we all need to worship Migs’ genius,” he shouts, smirking, “or your solo’s getting replaced with interpretive screaming. Deal?”
Andrés, usually the quiet and controlled one, has turned into his own hurricane, clacking his sticks on everything: the snare, the floor, his knee, my shoulder—anything that makes a sound. His eyes have that manic glassy edge, the kind that twists my stomach. It’s not just energy; it’s dangerous energy. I try to step back, but the floor vibrates too hard for me to find my balance.
Then, as if the chaos needed a new spark, Vic leans in, eyes glinting with mischief. “Speaking of sparks…TJ…Clair. What’s going on there? She’s been super quiet lately. Weird quiet. You noticing?”
I freeze, mid-breath. Clair? Quiet? Lately? My stomach drops like someone just shoved a piano down my throat. “Uh… she’s always quiet,” I manage, my voice tight.
Migs spins around, almost toppling over. “Don’t play dumb! She’s acting all… withdrawn, bro! She’s got, like… feelings for you. You’ve noticed, right?”
Feelings? For me? Clair? My mind can’t keep up. I stammer, “What?”
Vic snorts a manic laugh, his sticks still flying. “Man, you’re blind as a bat. She’s all into you, TJ!”
I stumble back, tripping over Migs’ bass cord, my thoughts spinning faster than the chaos around me. Every time I try to think, Migs jumps in with another wild riff, Vic cranks out another cringe-worthy chord, and Andrés slams his sticks like a deranged percussionist. In my peripheral vision, I catch sight of Clair—quiet, observing, almost… too patient.
I feel terrible. Terrible for spacing out, terrible for not noticing her, terrible for letting this band-room tornado, my life, swallow her too. My chest tightens. I have to talk to her. I need to know if she’s okay, if she’s really feeling something, if this isn’t all in my head.
“Okay,” I mutter under my breath, trying to ignore the chaos.
I 
find her by the keyboard, quiet and nearly invisible in the swirl of noise. “Hey,” I start, my voice low, careful not to get lost in the band room hurricane. “Can we… talk?”
She glances up, her eyes guarded. “Talk about what?” Her tone is flat, as if she’s trying to hide the tremor I can see in her hands.
I step closer. “About… us. About what you just—” I gesture vaguely toward the chaos, with Vic laughing like a maniac, Migs bouncing, and Andrés wild-eyed and grinning. “About what you said, or didn’t say.”
She shakes her head, tight-lipped. “TJ, I… don’t know what you mean. There’s nothing to say.”
[bookmark: _heading=h.r9a4djgowpkg]I frown as her eyes dart away for a brief moment before snapping back to me. It’s too quick, too practiced—lies. My stomach drops. “I never meant to…lead you on. Ever. If that’s what you’re thinking.”
She looks away, biting her lip, and for a split second, the walls she’s built begin to crack. I know she feels something, even if she won’t admit it. Now, I feel it too—the guilt, the panic. Crap. I never wanted this, but now it’s here.
Vic screams from across the room, “TJ! Migs is destroying my eardrums, help!”
Migs shouts back, “I’m evolving, man! Can’t you feel it?!”
Andrés’s sticks are a blur. “Focus, people! Focus!”
Yet somehow, through all that noise, my eyes remain locked on Clair. She’s hurting, and I didn’t even mean to cause it.
I step closer, my voice softening to almost a whisper. “Clair…I’m sorry.”
She meets my gaze for just a fraction of a second before looking away. “I’m fine, TJ. Really. Don’t worry about me.”
Her words sound hollow, and I can feel the lie radiating from her, but she’s not ready to admit it.
I swallow and force a small nod, leaving it there for now. Maybe later. Maybe not. But for tonight…chaos reigns, feelings wait, and I let it slide.
Vic’s laughter booms across the room. Migs is flailing mid-riff. Andrés is still manic. And somewhere in the midst of it all, Clair sits, composed—or at least pretending to be—and I can’t help but worry.
I shake my head and slip out. Some things have to wait. Some things…have to survive the storm.

Becky
I flop onto my bed after another long day at Harmony House, my shoes kicked off toward the corner. My body hums with exhaustion, but my mind won’t settle. Images from today flicker through my thoughts: teaching scales, coaxing out fragile voices, the echo of children’s laughter still woven into me. But my heart feels heavy after meeting with Thomas last night. We had such a good time bowling, laughing, teasing, feeling like maybe things were finally… easy. Yet, the past pulled me back in last night, and I hate these moments.
I can still feel the weight of his gaze on me, the panic and hurt twisting within him, which only tightens the guilt around my chest. He doesn’t understand why I froze; he doesn’t know the old, sharp edges of my fear—the violence, the control, the way my body reacts before my mind can catch up. I can’t tell him yet. Maybe someday I will, but not now—not while I still want him to look at me the way he does now, without pity or caution.
My body trembled slightly under the table. I tried to anchor myself in the warmth of my coffee cup and the muted clink of spoons against saucers, but the panic was stubborn. I hated that he thought he had done something wrong, that he believed he scared me off. It wasn’t him; it was the past living inside me, like a shadow I couldn’t shake.
And yet, even amid this fear, something fragile and beautiful is forming between us. I’m desperate to hold onto it. Maybe someday I’ll explain everything, but for now, I just need to breathe, to survive the wave of memories that threatens to drown me, and to trust that this connection, this delicate bond, is worth preserving.
I scroll absently on my phone, then pause at his band’s page. My thumb hovers over a video link—a live recording of one of his songs. I’ve avoided these, truthfully; his world is noise and distortion, while mine is Bach and Hammerschmidt. The title of the song stares back at me, and before I can second-guess myself, I press play.
The room fills with sound that doesn’t just play; it envelops and claims me. A metallic surge, guitars layered with intricate precision, percussion pounding like a heartbeat too big for its body. It’s not my world—no sonata, no fugue—but it has structure, counterpoint, tension resolving into something aching and defiant. He didn’t just write a song; he orchestrated a storm.
His voice cuts through, raw and ragged, carrying words that feel too intimate to overhear:
Cracks in the mirror, staring back at me
A hollow face, a ghost of what used to be
They wanted a star, to create a perfect symphony
But the strings all broke, when they took you away from me
I sit upright, breath caught in my throat, ears straining for every detail. Ashton. This is about Ashton—his brother, his idol, his loss. I hear the grief woven through the riffs and the fury simmering beneath every chorus. There’s a counterpoint here, I realize, like fugue lines hidden in grit. The second guitar intertwines with the melody, shadowing it, pushing back, while the drums break into triplets like a heartbeat trying to outrun sorrow.
Shattered idol, lying on the ground
The hero I looked up to, nowhere to be found
The weight of the world, it crushed you in its hand
And I'm still screaming your name across this barren land
Miss you every day, yeah, I miss you every day
This isn’t just a song; it’s a soul cracking open.
My fingers press against my lips to stifle my trembling. He poured his essence into this. Layer by layer, rhythm by rhythm, he has constructed a cathedral of sound, every note a stained-glass window glowing with both pain and brilliance.
Tears blur my vision. My training compels me to dissect how he bends dissonance into harmony, how the melody pushes against the rhythm like a soul against its prison. But my heart… my heart bows. This is more than music; it’s liturgy in disguise—a psalm of rage and love.
I close my eyes. The music roars in my ears, both feral and divine, and I realize this is Thomas’s truth. Not TJ’s facade, not Asher Grave’s spectacle. This is him—broken, brilliant, blazing with something no one taught him, something no conservatory could ever provide.
And I, quiet, careful Becky with her classical scores and disciplined scales, see him for the first time. Truly see him.
“Oh God,” I whisper into the silence, phone still glowing in my hand. “He’s a genius. A sad and broken musical genius. And I hurt him.”
My heart aches because within that genius lies so much pain.
I close my eyes, the song still reverberating through me. I’ve spent my life in sacred halls, in practice rooms where Bach and Hammerschmidt were the highest devotion I could imagine. Yet here I am, undone on my bed, realizing that holiness can wear distortion and steel strings. That God whispers even through screams.
And that Thomas is so much more than Ashton Grave. He is a composer of the broken, a prayer disguised as rebellion.
“God, hold him. Please. He’s bleeding through this song, and the whole world cheers, but does anyone else see? Does anyone else know he’s more than that gilded cage he sings about?”
The insistent chirp of my phone cuts through my prayer and the music. I scrub at my eyes, trying to erase the puffiness, and clear my throat.
The caller ID glares back at me: Friedrich Muller. Opa. Of course. He always calls when I haven’t made it to see him that month. It’s not that we don’t communicate—little messages scattered throughout the weeks. I send him snippets of my music and updates on my life, and he replies with—well, German efficiency. “Gut.” That’s my Opa. I never doubt his pride; he’s just not a very demonstrative person.
My favorite moments are when he shares a classical remake he’s discovered from some obscure corner of the internet, often ranting about the disgrace of modern interpretations.
I swipe to respond. “Hallo, Opa.”
“Rebekka.” His voice is gruff, but warmth lurks beneath the surface. “Was machst du?”
“Listening to… music,” I say, wincing at how choked my voice sounds. “Just taking a quick break. And you? Did you find another composer to excoriate this week?”
A snort escapes him. “You think this is amusing, Mädchen?” Oh, he’s using Mädchen. I’m definitely in trouble.
“Only a little,” I admit, grinning. “Besides, you secretly love having something to complain about. It keeps you young.”
“Young? I’m 83 years old!”
“And yet, you navigate the internet like a pro. Finding obscure musical disasters takes dedication.”
There’s a pause, then a reluctant chuckle. “They are not disasters. They are… misguided. And I have a subscription to a very reputable music blog, thank you very much. Have you been practicing the Liszt piece I sent you last month?”
“The one you called a ‘travesty’ when you first heard it?” I tease. “Yes, Opa. I’ve been practicing. I’ll even play it for you when I visit. Assuming you haven’t sworn off Liszt entirely by then.”
A dramatic sigh follows. “Come visit this week, Liebling. You haven’t been here in ages, hast du mich vergessen? We will have Kuchen, and you will play for me. Then, maybe, I will feel better about the state of modern music.”
“I’ll be there, Opa.” I swallow, emotion thick in my throat. “I promise. Ich liebe dich, Opa.” Just to tease him a bit more.
He grunts something that sounds like “tschuss” before hanging up, making me chuckle at my phone screen. Despite everything—the chaos of my childhood—I’m so grateful for him. My mom tried her best, but Opa? He was the constant, the unwavering presence that grounded me. He wasn't always emotionally available, but he showed he cared in his own way—through terrible remakes, German lessons, and unwavering belief in my music. And sometimes, that was exactly what I needed.

Chapter 11
Becky
I nervously tug at the hem of my dress, my stomach doing backflips that make me question whether I’ll ever get used to this kind of excitement. But today, I remind myself, I’m okay. I'm making it up to him—no more pulling away, no more letting fear dictate my choices.
A knock at the door startles me. Thomas stands there, hoodie up, looking casual and effortless. Behind him, Marcus and Elijah linger quietly, shadows in the background. I step outside and take his hand, my pulse racing.
As I slide into the car, I sneak a glance at him. He’s grinning like a kid caught sneaking candy, and the sight steadies me more than I expected. The words tumble out before I can second-guess myself, my nervous energy sharpening into humor. “So, Mr. Asher Grave, are we pretending you’re all broody and mysterious tonight, or should I stick with the ‘giddy boy next door’ angle?”
His grin falters for just a moment, as if checking whether I’m joking. Guilt pricks at me, but then he leans closer, reassured, his voice low and playful. “Giddy? Me? Come on. I’m angsty, moody, dangerous. That’s my brand.”
I laugh—lighter than I feel, but it carries me through. “Sure. Brooding and moody. Keep telling yourself that while you’re giggling like a schoolboy.”
He huffs a laugh, mock-defensive, his eyes sparkling. “Okay, fine. Maybe giddy slips out when I’m with you. But it’s… strategic.”
I nudge him with my elbow, relief loosening the knot in my chest. “Strategic, huh? Right. Just don’t let the tabloids hear about this.”
We fall into silence for a moment, anticipation pressing in around us. When the Palace Theatre’s ornate façade comes into view, glowing in the evening light, my heart stutters again, panic prickling up my spine. “Wait… Thomas, are we… going inside?”
He gives me a calm, reassuring smile. “No worries. No one’s here.” He opens the door, and we step inside. The atmosphere is hushed and awe-inspiring; a full orchestra is already assembled on stage, tuning softly. The scent of varnish and rosin makes my stomach flip.
He leads me to a private box above the stage, enclosed and perfect for just the two of us. I sink into the plush chair, my eyes wide. Thomas sits beside me, brushing his hand lightly against mine.
I take a sharp breath as something dawns on me. “Thomas, tell me this… this isn’t the Philadelphia Orchestra, is it?”
He smirks, one corner of his mouth tilting up. “Maybe.”
“How?” I ask, gaping as I try to steady my racing heart. “I mean, it’s just us, and they’re like… How?”
Thomas gives me an adoring smile, and the music begins. He leans in close, his voice tentative as he whispers, “Do you like it?”
“Like it? I love it!” I gasp. “Never has anyone done something like this for me.” Tears trickle down my cheeks, but I’m too engrossed to care.
Handel’s Music for the Royal Fireworks fills the theater, bold and brilliant. Every note trembles through me, sinking deep into my bones. My chest rises and falls with the swelling fanfare.
Noticing my tears, Thomas leans over and gently brushes them away before taking my hand in his. His smile is tender. “You okay?”
I nod, barely trusting my voice. “It’s… perfect. Everything feels so real. Like it’s breathing.”
I’m transported to another world, the thrill electrifying my senses. The music surges—bass drums vibrating in my chest, violins tickling my skin. My breath follows its ebb and flow, a dance of tranquility and frenzy. Joy bubbles up, then a somber chord tightens my throat. Goosebumps prickle my arms as the music swells, my heart mirroring the timpani's beat. Around me, others are equally entranced, and a shared connection settles deep within. I'm not just hearing music; I am the music, each note a physical and emotional pulse within my soul.
I lean back as the final notes of Handel fade, feeling almost sad that it has come to an end. But then the orchestra seamlessly transitions to "Broken Chains," one of Asher Grave’s hits that I recognize. My eyes widen.
“Wait… that’s—”
Thomas leans back, grinning. “Caught you. Recognize it?”
I laugh, teasing him. “Oh, this is definitely an improvement.”
He shakes his head, mock-offended. “Improvement? That’s how you view my work?”
I turn serious, my voice low. “I’ve listened to your music. You are a musical genius, Thomas. You know that, right?”
He blinks, stunned. “Wait, you like my music?”
I arch an eyebrow teasingly, a smirk tugging at my lips. “I didn’t say I liked it.”
He laughs, incredulous. “So… you actually listened?”
I shake my head, letting the moment linger. “I appreciate the talent it takes. The vulnerability. It’s… raw.”
He stares at me, breathless, then tentatively leans in. Our lips meet in a soft, uncertain kiss, filled with the nervous excitement that’s been crackling between us all evening. I entwine my fingers with his, holding on as Handel’s grandeur merges with Asher Grave’s raw, powerful energy. The theater, the empty seats, the music—all of it fades away until there is only this: Thomas, the music, and me, trembling and utterly alive.

TJ
I can’t take my eyes off her. Each time the orchestra swells, with every delicate trill, she leans forward slightly, her lips parted and her eyes fixed on the stage. I notice the tiniest shiver run through her during a high crescendo, her hands curling in her lap as if she’s holding herself together just to absorb it all. She’s breathtaking.
She’s fine—no withdrawal, no walls rising between us. Just… her. A wave of relief washes over me, lifting a weight from my chest that I hadn’t even realized I was carrying. The connection between us is fragile yet beautiful, and I’m desperate to hold on to it. I haven’t shared this with anyone, only Clair and my bodyguards. I want to protect it, protect her, so it can blossom into something real. Right now, seeing her open and present, not pulling away… it feels like a gift I almost don’t deserve.
As the strings rise and the woodwinds shimmer, I feel her body tense and relax in harmony with the music. She trembles, tiny tears glistening at the corners of her eyes, and my chest tightens. I reach over and brush one away with my thumb, my fingers lingering on hers, and she doesn’t pull back. She lets me hold her hand, her eyes shining and her mouth slightly parted as if she can’t catch her breath amid her emotions.
I’m mesmerized. Her awe is contagious, and I realize that for once, I’m not just performing or orchestrating a surprise—I’m sharing it with her. The music, the lights, the empty theater—all of it is perfect because she’s here.
I kissed her. I actually did it. Just like I imagined… but better.
She’s incredible. Every detail, every nuance. Her vulnerability, talent, and playful snarks are all pure and uniquely hers, and I want it all. When the final chords fade, she leaps to her feet, clapping, her eyes sparkling like fireworks. My smirk transforms into a grin, unable to resist her infectious joy.
“Thank you, Thomas,” she whispers, her voice breaking, and I pull her into a hug, burying my face in her hair. “How could I ever thank you enough?”
I shake my head, holding her tighter. No words can capture it. Then, as if the universe knows we need to laugh, she teases, “You know… classical music and modern rock don’t usually collide. But somehow, with you… it’s perfect. Your rockstar flair versus… precise, beautiful classical genius. It’s ridiculous.”
I pull back just enough to grin at her. “Ridiculous? You think it’s ridiculous?”
“Yes,” she replies with mock seriousness. “Overwhelmingly, beautifully ridiculous. But I kind of love it.”
I laugh, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Then maybe that’s the point. Maybe that’s always been the point.”
Her laugh, soft and breathless, fills the palace theater box. I know that every favor, every call, every secret arrangement… it was all worth it. Because Becky, she’s worth everything.
She pulls back just enough to wipe her eyes, still grinning, and I can’t resist the sparkle of mischief in her gaze.
“So,” she begins, mock-serious, “this is your big classical side, huh? I’ve been listening to your Asher Grave stuff, and then this? Really, Thomas? You’re like two completely different people.”
I grin, shrugging as I lean back against the plush velvet of the theatre box. “Guilty. What can I say? Some of us are born to rock the world, while others are born to… rock a palace theatre.”
Her laugh is pure and infectious, rumbling in my chest. “Rock a palace theatre? That’s your excuse? Asher Grave would be proud.” She winks, teasing. “Or jealous. I can’t decide which.”
I nudge her lightly, smirking as I tease her back. “Careful. You’re mixing genres and insults. That’s dangerous territory. I might have to… compose a counterattack.”
“Oh, really?” she says, mock-gasping with her hands on her hips. “Is that a threat, Mister Classical-Rock Hybrid? Because I’ll have you know I’m trained in sarcasm and devastating wit. You won’t survive a single verse.”
I laugh, shaking my head, caught between amusement and awe. “I’ll take my chances. Besides, I’ve already survived the greatest challenge tonight.”
She raises an eyebrow. “Oh? And what might that be?”
Leaning closer, I lower my voice just enough that she has to lean in to catch it. “You. Watching you, listening to you, seeing all of this… worth every impossible favor, every call, every risk.”
Her breath hitches, her smile softening into something almost shy, and I know I’ve won, even if I never truly “win” with her. “Thomas…” she murmurs, and I pull her into another quick, teasing hug, grinning.
“Now,” she says, breaking the moment, “you still have to explain how your rockstar flair and classical precision collide. I’m demanding an answer before we leave this box.”
I smirk, my eyes glinting. “Alright. Simple. The rockstar makes the heart race. The classical makes the soul fly. And apparently, you,” I pause, letting the words linger between us, “make it all worth it.”
Her laugh is the kind that sticks with you, like music you can’t stop humming, and I realize tonight isn’t just about the orchestra, the theatre, or the surprise. It’s about her. Every look, every sound, every spark of awe she shows me. For the first time, I think maybe… I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.
We step out into the cool night, the theatre lights fading behind us. I glance at her, her eyes still wide with exhilaration, cheeks flushed, hair slightly mussed from the adrenaline of the show. She’s practically glowing.
“See?” I say, nudging her shoulder. “Rockstars and classical maestros can survive the same evening.”
She laughs, tugging at my arm. “I don’t know how you even managed this. Did you bribe the orchestra? Charm them? Threaten them with… whatever you threaten people with?”
I smirk, feigning offense. “Top secret, Becky. National security stuff. I can’t reveal my methods.”
As we round the corner, she momentarily freezes and flinches. 
“Uh… Thomas?” she whispers. “Marcus and Elijah…”
I glance up to see them leaning back in the shadows, hoodies up, trying and failing to look inconspicuous. My smirk widens. “Relax. No one’s here. They’re just my overly cautious bodyguards—or your personal paparazzi, take your pick.”
Becky rolls her eyes, muttering something about “creepy, but effective.” I chuckle and link my arm with hers. “See? I’ve got you covered.”
“Uh-huh,” she replies, still teasing, but her grip tightens slightly. “I guess I can let this one slide, just this once.”
I look down at her, my grin softening. “Just once? I’ll take it.”
We start walking, the quiet night streets stretching ahead of us. I can’t help stealing glances at her; she’s still glowing from the music, the kiss, the night itself. My chest feels full, every nerve buzzing.
“So,” she says suddenly, bumping my shoulder lightly, “you think you can handle a mash-up of me listening to Handel while you rock out at full volume?”
I laugh and shake my head. “Challenge accepted. But beware, after tonight, nothing you throw at me will surprise me—not even your sarcasm.”
Her grin is wicked. “Good. I like a man who can handle sarcasm… and classical firework music.”
I squeeze her hand, thinking, She is everything. Her snark, her talent, her awe, that little glimmer in her eyes when she’s captivated… pure magic. I kissed her tonight, and it’s just as amazing as I imagined. Everything about her is.
She bumps her shoulder against mine again, laughing, and I lean down to whisper, “Just wait. This is only the beginning.”
Her smile softens, a mix of uncertainty and exhilaration, and I know she believes me. The night stretches ahead, full of possibility—and maybe, just maybe, the perfect chaos that only we could create together.
We step out into the cool night, the theater lights fading behind us. Becky’s cheeks are flushed, her eyes wide with exhilaration, her hair slightly mussed from the adrenaline of the show. She’s practically glowing.
“See?” I nudge her shoulder. “Rockstars and classical maestros can survive the same evening.”
She laughs and tugs at my arm. “I don’t know how you even managed this. Did you bribe the orchestra? Charm them? Threaten them with… whatever you threaten people with?”
“Top secret, Becky,” I smirk. “National security stuff. Can’t reveal my methods.”
She rolls her eyes, muttering something about “creepy, but effective,” and I chuckle, linking my arm with hers.
We walk down the quiet streets, and I can’t help but steal glances at her. She still radiates the energy of the music, the kiss, and the entire night. My chest feels full, every nerve alive with excitement.
“So,” she nudges me lightly, “think you can handle a mash-up of me listening to Handel while you rock out at full volume?”
I chuckle. “Challenge accepted. But be warned, after tonight, nothing you throw at me will surprise me—not even your sarcasm.”
Becky flashes a wicked grin. “Good. I like a man who can handle sarcasm… and classical firework music.”
I squeeze her hand, thinking, She is everything. Her snark, her talent, her wonder, and that little sparkle in her eyes when she’s captivated… it’s pure magic. I kissed her tonight, and it’s just as amazing as I imagined. Everything about her is.
Becky nudges my shoulder again, laughing. I lean down and whisper, “Just wait. This is only the beginning.”
Her smile softens, a mix of uncertainty and exhilaration, and I know she believes me. The night stretches ahead of us, full of possibilities, and maybe, just maybe, the perfect chaos that only we could create together.

Chapter 12
Becky
The afternoon sun slants through the tall windows of the music center, casting a warm glow that illuminates drifting dust motes. I should feel grounded here—this space usually steadies me—but today, the light feels too sharp, almost intrusive. My stomach churns, and a faint hum of nerves thrums beneath my skin.
I gather Maya, Deshawn, Kayla, and Sammy for their lesson. Sheet music rests on the stands, and the air is infused with the familiar scent of polished wood. I paste on a smile and lift my voice, steady but perhaps a bit tighter than I intend.
“Alright, everyone. Let’s start with music theory. Today, we’re exploring classical composers and how their work reflects the word of God—specifically Bach and the concept of divine order.”
Deshawn raises his hand immediately, his eagerness a comforting presence. “So, was Bach trying to write music that sounded like God’s plan?”
“In a way, yes,” I reply, nodding. “He believed music was a gift from God, meant to reflect His perfection. The way Bach structured his compositions embodies that belief.” I play a short Bach fugue; my fingers are steady, though my pulse races. “Listen to how each voice enters and intertwines. It’s complex, yet harmonious.”
Sammy bounces in his seat. “It’s like everyone’s talking, but saying the same thing!”
Maya tilts her head, deep in thought. “Like a conversation where everyone’s listening.”
Kayla, usually quiet, adds softly, “It’s like in church… voices blending to praise God.”
“Exactly.” I allow myself to beam at them, even as my chest feels tight. “Now, let’s move on to scales. Remember—precision honors the gifts we’ve been given and brings us closer to God’s plan.”
The children scatter to practice, playful banter filling the room as Deshawn teases Sammy about his drumming. “Man, you sound like a beginner!”
I force a small laugh and interject, “Rhythm is a gift—like Bach layering his voices in a fugue.”
“Hey!” Sammy grins, unfazed. “Then I’ll be cooler than Miles Davis.”
I shake my head, keeping my tone light even as an invisible weight settles on my shoulders. “Miles Davis is fantastic, but let’s keep the beat steady before we start improvising, alright?” I clap a rhythm for him, trying to focus on the simple pattern instead of the restless thrum beneath my ribs.
“Okay,” I say, turning to Maya. “Let’s hear that Bach prelude.”
She takes a breath and begins. The music fills the room, sweet and precise, but the tension in her playing mirrors the knot in my own chest.
“Beautiful,” I tell her. “Really lovely. But let it flow more—don’t be afraid of mistakes.”
Deshawn leans against the piano and pipes up, “Yeah, Maya, loosen up! You’re playing like you think Bach’s about to jump out and yell at you.”
Laughter erupts, and even Maya chuckles. I smile too, though it feels delayed, as if it takes an extra second to catch up with my emotions.
Deshawn strums his guitar in mock grandeur, and I encourage him to play his new song. He launches into "Unshakeable," his voice strong and the lyrics heartfelt. The room swells with sound, the kids fully absorbed. I nod along, my smile fixed, but inside, my pulse quickens and my breath turns shallow.
Why can’t I shake this unease?
As he sings, I steal quick glances around the room. Sammy taps his foot in time, Kayla nods along, and Maya watches Deshawn with that thoughtful look she gets when something resonates with her. A wave of gratitude blooms within me—warm and startling. This is more than just a lesson; it’s a small, resilient community, a space where they can make noise, pray, and truly belong. It’s more than I ever dreamed possible.
When Deshawn finishes, there’s a brief pause before the room erupts into applause. The sound should lift me, but it feels oddly faint and distant, like someone talking from another room. I blink and force a smile. “That was amazing, Deshawn. Really powerful. You’ve got a gift.”
He blushes and looks down. “Thanks, Miss Becky.”
“Alright, let’s wrap up for today,” I say, clapping my hands together to break the momentum. “Kayla, how’s that new song coming? Maybe you can perform it next week, so come prepared.” My voice is practical, but a tightness lingers around the edges.
They drift out, shuffling their feet and exchanging small goodbyes. The door clicks shut, leaving just me and the slow hum of the radiator. For a moment, I breathe easier, until a sight in the open foyer makes my stomach drop like a stone.
TJ stands there, impossibly bright, a bouquet in one hand and a smile fixed on his face as if the world couldn’t be kinder. Flowers. Smile. He looks like he’s stepped out of a different life—one that should, by all accounts, make me melt. Instead, my chest tightens so quickly that my breath catches.
No. No. No. What if a kid sees him? What if someone recognizes him and the media swarms Harmony House? What if they connect him to me and—oh God—discover my secret?
Panic surges, hot and jagged. My fingers go numb at the tips. The room tilts slightly, as if someone bumped the floor. I try to steady myself on the piano, my nails digging into the lacquer. My breathing becomes shallow; every inhale feels too small.
Thomas notices first—the way my smile freezes. His expression softens, and he steps closer, his hand reaching out tentatively, meant to be steadying. “Bex?” he says softly.
I flinch as if struck. “Don’t—don’t touch me.” The words tear from me, thin and trembling. My voice sounds wrong to my own ears. I can’t— not now. Not here. Not when everything feels so exposed.
 “I’m sorry, Bex,” TJ says, his voice warm and pleading. “Please—don’t shut me out.” He takes a cautious step forward, hope evident in his posture, but my pulse races uncontrollably.
Then, I’m lost in a memory.
It engulfs me: Dad’s face, raw and red; his voice a thunderclap echoing through the house. Mom is on the kitchen floor, hands raised, begging. I am a small animal cowering in the corner of a tiny room—knees pulled to my chest, blankets wrapped so tightly they hardly let in air. Doors slam and the house trembles. I can feel my heartbeat in my throat, frantic and loud. I remember the tears that wouldn't stop and the shame that felt like a heavy stone.
I want to disappear. I’ve always wanted to disappear.
The foyer’s light blurs. Sounds fade until all that remains is the roaring of that memory: ancient, helpless panic. My legs feel like cotton, and my hands tremble so violently that I have to curl them into fists to stop the shaking. My chest constricts as if something heavy is pressing down on it.
TJ’s face moves closer again, worry etched in his eyes. “Bex—” His voice fades, muffled, as if I’m underwater.
I step back, my foot catching the edge of the rug, nearly causing me to lose my balance. Every instinct screams to run, to hide where no one can find me. “I need—” I gasp, but the words tangle in my throat.
Thomas reaches for me again, more urgently this time, but I recoil as if I’ve been burned. “Don’t,” I whisper, my voice a fragile thread. “Please, don’t touch me.”
I can’t tell if I’m crying or sweating; warm slickness trickles down my spine. The bouquet in TJ’s hand trembles. His expression shifts to one that resembles hurt, and even through the fog of panic, I can see he’s trying to be gentle. He looks confused, maybe a little afraid, and that combination drives my fear deeper.
All I can think about is hiding—closing every door, shrinking myself until I’m small enough to be invisible. I step back into a shadowed corner, heart hammering, fingers searching for something solid to hold onto because gravity feels unreliable and the world is too bright.

TJ
Her body tenses, recoiling from me, and my chest tightens. My heart races—not from excitement, but from the sickening fear that I’ve overstepped. I’ve seen her pull away before, but the panic in her eyes is different this time. It cuts through me, leaving me feeling raw and helpless.
I take a cautious step back, hands raised and open, trying to give her space without disappearing. “Bex… I’m sorry,” I whisper, my voice thinner than I’d like. “I don’t want to scare you. I just…” My throat tightens. “I just want to be with you. To help you feel safe.”
She won’t meet my eyes. Her fingers clutch her arms, wrapping herself tightly as if trying to hold herself together. I know—somewhere beneath the surface—that this isn’t about me. It’s something darker, a shadow I can’t reach, and it terrifies me.
Her fingers fumble with her phone, and then, as if it’s too heavy, she drops it. I move slowly, careful not to make her flinch, and pick it up. I keep my gaze on her, trying to breathe steadily so she can borrow my calm.
“Who do you need, Bex?” I ask softly. “Luci?”
She nods, still avoiding my gaze, her eyes fixed on a point beyond the room. Small as she looks, something inside me breaks at the sight. I dial Luci with deliberate calm, keeping my voice steady. “Hey… it’s TJ. We’re at Harmony House and Becky… she’s not okay. Can you come? She needs you.”
I set the phone on the counter, still in my hand, my eyes never leaving her. The silence thickens, heavy and close. Each second stretches on.
Then the door opens, and Luci slips in—steady, alert, the kind of calm that reshapes the room. Becky stiffens, panic flaring; her hands fly to her chest, fingers clutching at her fabric as if it might shield her from the world.
“Bex…” I murmur, taking a careful step. “It’s okay.”
She flinches at my voice, ducking her head. Her breathing is rapid and shallow, and her eyes dart everywhere but toward me. Luci drops to her knees beside her, hands warm on Becky’s shoulders.
“Hey. I’m here,” Luci says, her voice low and even. “Everything’s fine. I’ve got you.”
For a moment, Becky’s gaze flickers to me—fear and frustration colliding—before sliding away. I search for words to comfort her, but they clog in my throat as she curls inward.
I stand there, hands limp at my sides, watching her fold into Luci’s steadiness. My chest tightens; a wave of helplessness rises within me. She’s not angry with me, not exactly—she’s scared. So scared. And I… I can’t fix it.
A memory I thought I’d buried crashes into me: Ashton’s empty apartment, the note, that hollow silence that swallowed everything after he died. Fourteen and alone, the world felt like a place that never noticed me. The guilt, the loneliness—it floods back with a physical punch.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Is this what I do to people? I whisper the words to myself, bitter on my tongue. I’ve been so desperate to be wanted, to be needed—now I stand here wondering if I only fracture what I touch.
My fists curl instinctively. I want to apologize, to promise I’ll stay and that I see her pain. But every memory warns me: don’t push. Don’t break her more.
Luci stands and meets my gaze—soft, understanding, yet firm. “Let me talk to TJ for a moment. I’ll be right back, Becky. I’ll make some tea.” She looks at me. “It’s better if you step outside for now. It’s not you, TJ. This happens sometimes. She’ll start to calm down when there aren’t men around.”
A heavy knot forms in my throat. I want to argue, to stand my ground and make it right, but I know that forcing it will only make things worse. I swallow hard and step back, holding my palms outward to show I’m not a threat.
“Okay,” I manage, my voice rough. “I’ll… go.”
Leaving feels like dragging a weight. Each step toward the door etches her recoil deeper into my memory—sharp and impossible to ignore. I want to reach out and reassure her that I’m not like those who have hurt her, to beg for her trust. But Luci’s words echo in my mind: she’ll calm down when there are no men around.
At the threshold, I pause and look back. Becky is still curled in on herself, hands trembling, her gaze lowered. My stomach twists. I take a long breath, trying to mend the fracture that hums through my chest.
I step out into the cool air. The lobby lights wash over me, and the night carries the faint scents of exhaust and flowers—her bouquet left in the room—everything feeling both ordinary and brutal at once. I linger on the stoop, overwhelmed by the ache of helplessness and the echo of Ashton’s silence.
I don’t leave to forget. I stay close enough to hear, but far enough to give her space, vowing quietly and steadily that I’ll return a thousand times if that’s what it takes to prove I can stay. For now, that will have to be enough.
Chapter 13
Becky
The night before last, I finally calmed. Aisha came over, and she and Luci prayed over me until the storm inside eased enough for me to breathe again. My hands stopped shaking. My heart slowed. For the first time in days, I felt like I wasn’t drowning alone. Aisha pressed my shoulder and told me firmly to take the day off. Her tone left no room for argument. Still, it made me feel guilty and weak, like I was letting everyone down.
But she was right. I slept, ten hours straight. I can’t even remember the last time my body allowed that.
When I woke up yesterday afternoon, the guilt came back sharp and heavy. I couldn’t stop replaying the look on Thomas’s face when I panicked. The confusion, the heartbreak. It gutted me. I couldn’t let it end there.
So I pulled myself together the only way I knew how. A long, scalding shower until my skin prickled and my thoughts cleared. Then I threw an overnight bag together and drove out to Opa’s.
He didn’t ask questions, not at first. Just listened patiently as I stumbled through the whole story, my shame and fear spilling out in a jumble. When I finally ran out of words, he simply patted my hand, his old eyes steady and full of that grounding strength I’ve leaned on my whole life.
“It’s time for Handel,” he announced, as if it were the most obvious solution in the world. And then he sat me down and made me play Messiah; If God is for us. My fingers stumbled at first, but he didn’t let me stop. Over and over, until the truth in those words started sinking past the cracks in me. If God is for us, who can be against us.
By the end, something in me loosened. Not healed, not fixed, but softened, enough to believe a little. Enough to hope.
I went outside afterward, the air cool against my damp skin, and pulled out my phone. My hands trembled as I dialed. Even if Thomas never wanted to see me again, I had to do this. I owed him at least an apology.
When I finally pressed “call,” my heart nearly leapt out of my chest. The ringing felt endless, and for a moment I almost hung up. Then his voice came through, cautious, uncertain.
“Bex?”
The sound of it cracked something in me. “Thomas… I’m so sorry.” The words tumbled out, rough and uneven. “For what happened. For how I… reacted. You didn’t deserve that.”
There was silence, just long enough for panic to claw at me, before his tone shifted, almost disbelieving, then overflowing with relief. “You’re okay. Thank God, you’re okay.” I could hear the breath he let out, shaky and full of something like joy.
“I want to explain,” I whispered. “Not everything… but something. Will you come tomorrow?”
“Yes.” The word was short, immediate.
I hesitated, then added, “To my Opa’s place? It feels… safer here.” My thumb hovered before I pressed send location. My chest ached as I waited for his reply, but it came quick, steady.
“I’ll be there.”
And now… now I’m here. Sitting on the steps outside with nerves rattling inside me like loose glass, waiting. Opa pretends to read his paper in the next room, giving me space. I hear the car before I see it, the crunch of gravel under tires. A door opens, closes. Then footsteps. I take a deep breath and look up.
When Thomas appears, he’s tentative but smiling, holding himself like he doesn’t want to spook me. “Bex?” His voice is soft, hopeful.
I nod, managing a small smile. “Come on.” I lead him around the back garden, to the old weathered bench where Opa used to sit with me after long violin practices. We sit on the old bench, the air cool, lavender brushing faintly in the breeze. My hands twist in my lap, my throat tight. But I force the words out, shaky and halting.
“My father… he wasn’t kind. He was controlling. Violent. Sometimes… sometimes I still have these trauma-induced freak outs. Like the other night.”
Thomas doesn’t speak, just waits, his eyes steady on mine, leaving space.
I swallow hard. “He had this way of… making everything feel like my fault. If I didn’t smile right in public, if I stumbled on a note while playing piano, if my shoes weren’t polished enough. He’d squeeze my shoulder so hard in church that my arm went numb, and I’d have to keep smiling because no one could know.”
Thomas’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t interrupt.
“And my mom…” My voice wavers. “He’d shout at her until the walls shook. Once, I tried to step in, and he, ” My breath hitches, and I shake my head. “I learned after that to hide. To make myself small. To stay quiet and wait until it was over.”
His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t speak. He just listens, his eyes locked on me like I’m the only thing that matters.
Inside, my chest feels like it’s caving in. He doesn’t know everything. He doesn’t know that my father’s violence didn’t just end with slammed doors and bruised silences, that it escalated into murder. That my mom paid the price. That he killed himself after. He doesn’t know the part I played, or how the media devoured me alive afterward. He doesn’t know any of that. And I don’t want him to. Not yet. I can’t stand the thought of him looking at me with that kind of pity.
But he knows enough. For now.
I pick at my fingernails, shame crawling up my spine. “That’s what happens sometimes now. My body remembers. Even when my mind knows I’m safe, my body just… reacts.” I finally glance at him, bracing myself. “I can’t tell you everything yet. It’s too much. But I don’t want you to think it was you. It wasn’t. It’s me. And if you want to take a step back, or even end this, I’ll understand.”
A silence stretches between us. Then, low and steady: “No. Why, Becky?”
I blink, startled.
“We all have baggage,” he says, leaning forward, his eyes shining with something that looks like pain and resolve at once. “Demons in our closets. That doesn’t define you. It just makes you real.”
The words land heavy, but not crushing. For the first time, I feel the faintest spark that maybe, just maybe, I’m not too broken for this.
I hadn’t realized how tight I’d been holding myself until that moment. My shoulders drop, my lungs finally draw in a full breath, like I’ve been underwater since the coffee shop and Thomas just hauled me up to the surface. The air feels lighter, sharper, almost sweet.
A trembling laugh escapes me, half-sob, half-relief. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that.
I catch it then, his hand twitching, just barely lifting toward me before pulling back like he’s afraid. Afraid I’ll flinch. Afraid I’ll break.
Before he can retreat completely, I reach over and take his hand myself. My fingers curl around his, and his startled expression softens into something that makes my chest ache.
“So,” he says, the corners of his mouth tugging upward in a crooked smile, “you wanna show me where this music prodigy was created?”
A laugh bursts out of me, unexpected and shaky but real. “Prodigy? You’ve clearly never heard me butcher scales at six in the morning.”
The heaviness between us loosens, replaced by something fragile, something almost sweet. For the first time in days, hope doesn’t feel like a stranger

TJ
I follow her up the short stone path toward the house, my mind still whirling with what she told me. Controlling. Violent. Trauma-induced panic attacks. She’d said it so simply, but I could hear the weight behind every word, the scars pressed into her bones.
Anger simmers low in my gut, not at her, never at her, but at the man who should have been her protector and instead became the monster she had to survive. I can’t imagine being a kid and living through that kind of storm, but she did. And here she is, strong, brilliant, kind. Amazing.
I squeeze her hand gently, marveling at the fact that she let me hold it. She’s letting me in, piece by piece, and I’d burn the world down before I let anyone take that from her.
She leads me through the front door into a home that smells faintly of pipe smoke and polish, old books and something comforting I can’t quite place.
And then I see him.
Her Opa stands in the doorway of what must be the sitting room, tall despite his age, posture straight as if gravity itself doesn’t dare pull him down. He looks like a man born from another era, pressed slacks, suspenders, a neat wool cardigan. His snow-white hair is slicked back with precision, and his trimmed beard gleams silver, touched faintly yellow at the tips.
Those eyes, blue-gray, deep-set, sharp as a hawk, fix on me. Not cold, not unkind, but assessing, like he’s measuring the weight of me in seconds. I fight the urge to fidget under his gaze.
“Thomas, this is my Opa,” Becky says softly, a note of reverence in her voice that I don’t miss.
I extend my hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir.”
He adjusts his glasses before clasping my hand with surprising firmness. His grip is steady, disciplined, and I swear he looks straight through me. Then, just barely, the corner of his mouth lifts. Not much, but enough that it feels earned.
“Becky doesn’t bring strangers here,” he says, voice low, roughened by age but carrying the weight of authority. “So I suppose you’re not one.”
I glance at her, heart tugging when I see the faint blush on her cheeks.
“Come,” Opa says, stepping back into the room. “She tells me you are a musician of sorts. Then you must sit. We will see if you know how to listen.”
Becky gives me a tiny, amused smile as she leads me inside. And for the first time in days, I feel something shift. This, this fragile, beautiful thing between us, maybe it can take root here, in the safety of her world.
Opa doesn’t linger in pleasantries. He turns, motioning us down the hallway until the house opens into a room that makes my jaw slack.
It isn’t just a music room, it’s a sanctuary. Sunlight spills across polished wood floors. Shelves of scores line the walls, and the centerpiece is a gleaming grand piano, its black surface reflecting the afternoon light like still water. Instruments hang with care, violins, a cello, even a harpsichord in the corner. This place isn’t just lived in, it’s revered.
“Becky,” Opa says, already sliding the piano bench back with practiced ease. “Violin.”
She doesn’t argue, just walks over to the case, retrieves the instrument with the same tenderness I’ve seen in the way she handles people. She tucks it beneath her chin, bow poised, waiting.
Then Opa begins. His fingers strike the keys with a strength that belies his years, filling the room with a cascade of sound that sends a shiver up my spine. It’s Beethoven, recognizable, but alive in a way I’ve never quite heard before, like he’s summoning the man himself.
Becky joins in, her violin weaving seamlessly through the melody, bright and urgent, lifting and carrying what Opa lays down. The two of them together, it’s not just music. It’s conversation. Generations speaking to each other through strings and keys.
I stand there, stunned, my chest tight. For a moment I almost don’t move, afraid to intrude. But then my eyes catch on the guitar leaning against the wall. My fingers itch. Before I can second-guess myself, I grab it, sit down, and start threading my chords into their world.
It’s shaky at first, like trying to step into a river already rushing strong. But then something clicks. The rhythm finds me, and my guitar fills the spaces left waiting, answering Opa’s bass notes, echoing Becky’s soaring line.
Opa’s head lifts, just slightly, his eyes flicking toward me. Still playing, but now… testing. Pushing. I push back, letting the strings rasp and bite where the piano grows thunderous, then soften, weaving under Becky’s violin like a net.
When the final notes fade, the room holds a reverent silence. My heart hammers in my chest.
Then Opa speaks, dry as dust but with the faintest glimmer in his eyes. “So. You do more than scream and make a noise?”
Becky lets out a snort, lowering her violin with a grin she can’t quite contain. I laugh, shaking my head, more relieved than I want to admit.
“Guess I’ve got a little more range than that,” I say.
For the first time since I met him, Opa’s mouth curves into something that almost, almost, resembles a smile. Then he rises from the piano bench with the same deliberate grace he had sitting down. He shuts the lid over the keys, straightens his cardigan, and gestures toward the dining room.
“Lunch,” he says simply, already heading that way. No question, no invitation, just a statement of fact.
Becky sets her violin gently back in its case, her eyes flicking to mine, amused. “That’s Opa-speak for you passed,” she whispers, lips quirking.
I chuckle under my breath, still buzzing from the music. “Barely, huh?”
“Mm,” she hums, tucking her hair back as we follow. “He’s never let anyone play with us before.”
The dining room is exactly what I expected after seeing the music room, neat, orderly, with an old oak table polished to a shine. The smell of fresh bread and something savory lingers in the air. Opa has laid everything out already, bread basket, cold meats, cheese, even a pot of steaming soup.
We sit. Opa pours water into heavy glasses, sets them down with precision, then takes his seat at the head of the table. His gaze flicks briefly to me, assessing. Always assessing.
I clear my throat. “Thank you for lunch. And for… letting me join in back there.”
He lifts one snowy eyebrow, slicing into the bread. “You play guitar well enough. Still, different from Beethoven.”
Opa lifts his spoon, pauses mid-air, and glances at me over the rim of his glasses. “So,” he says slowly, “you think a guitar can replace proper training? A piano? Violin? Bach does not nod to chords.”
I grin, leaning back. “Not replace, complement. Adds… color.”
Becky snorts, elbowing me lightly. “You’re going to regret starting this, Thomas.”
“Regret nothing,” I counter, keeping my tone light, “I’ve been told I have… flair.”
Opa doesn’t laugh, but the corner of his mouth twitches. “Flair?” he repeats, as if tasting the word. “Hmm. We’ll see if it survives a fugue in D minor.”
I chuckle. “Challenge accepted.”
Becky watches us, a small smile tugging at her lips. There’s a soft warmth in her eyes, the kind that makes you forget the rest of the world exists for a moment. I catch her glance and smile back, feeling the tension of earlier finally ease.
Opa, though, is observing too, noticing the way her gaze lingers, how she relaxes when I reach for a bite of bread or crack a joke. His fork pauses mid-air as he studies us. “Ah,” he mutters under his breath, more to himself than to anyone else. “Music brings people together… and sometimes, it exposes hearts.”
I raise an eyebrow at him, whispering to Becky, “He’s onto us, I think.”
She snorts again, but this time with genuine laughter. “Maybe. But it’s too late to hide now, Thomas.”
Opa clears his throat, dipping his spoon back into the soup as if he hadn’t just caught the unspoken exchange. “You two… keep your eyes on the music. And mind that she’s your equal in patience, not just talent.”
I nod, grinning. “I think I can manage that.”
Becky shakes her head at me, still smiling, but there’s a softness in her eyes, relief, comfort, and maybe just a little affection. And for the first time in hours, I let myself feel like maybe… I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.

Chapter 14
TJ
I can’t remember the last time I was this nervous about dinner. Sold-out arenas? Fine. Award shows with industry sharks circling? Whatever. But dinner at a pastor’s house? With Becky’s friends? That’s another level.
Becky keeps reassuring me in the car. “They don’t care about Asher Grave. They’re meeting my Thomas.” Every time she says it, something warm stirs in my chest. I don’t even think she knows what it does to me.
We pull up to Pastor Marlon’s place, a warm, brick home that smells faintly of grilled food before I even step inside. The door swings open and Pastor Marlon himself greets us, tall, steady, eyes kind. He grips my hand firmly and smiles.
“Welcome, TJ. Or should I just say Thomas?”
“Uh, Thomas works,” I manage.
He grins. “Good. And I’m just Marlon. Leave the titles at the door. Tonight’s family.”
Inside, I meet Aisha, his wife, gentle smile, eyes that study you like she already knows half your story. She welcomes me with a hug before I can process it. Feels… safe, somehow.
Inside I greet her friend Luci that I met at Harmony House and am introduced to her friend Sarah, more grounded with glasses slipping a little down her nose and an older gentleman everyone calls Mr. Oldman, though Becky had warned me his actual name is Harold. He sizes me up with a squint, cane resting against his chair.
“So you’re the boy who makes all that noise.”
I blink. “Uh. I guess that’s one way to put it.”
A beat. Then he smirks, dry as desert air. “Good. World needs a little more noise.”
The table bursts into laughter, and something in my chest loosens
Dinner smells like roasted chicken and garlic bread by the time we all sit, the table crammed with mismatched chairs and clinking silverware. The kind of place where elbows end up bumping and no one cares.
Before we eat, Marlon bows his head and leads a prayer. I freeze for a second, not sure what to do, but Becky squeezes my hand under the table. Her head is bowed, her face peaceful, lips moving softly with the words. Something in that steadies me, too.
Marlon takes the head seat, carving meat with the casual authority of someone who’s done it a hundred times. The bodyguards linger just outside the door, their silhouettes framed by the porch light. Marlon notices.
“Tell your men to come in,” he says easily. “There’s plenty of food.”
“They won’t,” I say. “But they appreciate it.”
He nods, accepting that answer with the same ease he hands Sarah the first plate.
 The food is passed around, and the banter starts almost immediately. Luci leans toward me, mischief in her eyes. "So, Thomas, do rockstars even know how to eat politely, or do you just, " she mimes stuffing her face with both hands.
"Depends on the venue," I say, keeping a straight face. "Stadiums? Definitely hands."
Becky groans, covering her face, but I catch the smile slipping through her fingers.
Sarah tilts her head, curious. "How do you even…write music like that? I mean, it's so different from what we hear Becky play here. Do you start with words, or the sound?"
I twirl my fork, thinking. "Usually sound first. Riffs, rhythms. The words show up after, like they've been waiting around in the corner for the right moment. Sometimes they fight me, sometimes they fall in easy."
Becky beams at me like I’ve just given some great revelation. Sarah’s eyes light up, thoughtful, already spinning it into something deeper.
Mr. Oldman clears his throat, grumbling low like he’s been storing the sound for decades. “Writing’s never tidy. Whether it’s music or stories, it’s all the same, you wrestle with it until it lets you win. I once spent three years on a sonata, only to realize I had it backwards the whole damn time. But the backwards version? That’s the one that worked.”
The table goes quiet a moment, soaking in his gravel wisdom, before Luci breaks it with a grin. “So basically, genius or madness, you won’t know till the end.”
I point at her with my fork. “That’s my entire process in a nutshell.”
She snorts into her drink.
Every time someone asks me about music or my life, it’s not about Asher Grave, but me. My story. My influences. He listens with genuine interest, nodding like each word matters. Not like an interview. Not like a trap.
Mr. Oldman is hilarious I can see why Becky likes and respects him so much. He is busy sharing about playing cello in an orchestra back in the day, how “music teaches you patience because half the time you’re just counting rests.” I laugh, surprised how easy it is. I catch Becky watching me. She’s glowing, cheeks pink from laughter, eyes soft. Like she’s proud of me just for being here.
Dinner carries on in waves of teasing and small stories. Luci tries to bait me into admitting embarrassing stage mishaps (“Tell me you’ve fallen off something big, don’t lie!”). Sarah asks sharp, thoughtful questions about balancing noise with silence, about what inspires me when I’m not performing. Mr. Oldman drops gruff one-liners that somehow feel like wisdom disguised as complaints.
And through it all, Becky keeps looking at me, sometimes trying not to, sometimes not bothering to hide it. Every time our eyes meet across the table, it's like a secret chord played between us, unheard by anyone else.
By the end, my plate is clean, my chest hurts from laughing, and, for the first time in a long time, I feel like I’ve been let into something solid. A family table. A place that isn’t bought with ticket stubs.
Dinner’s over, but I can still hear them laughing as Becky and I step outside into the cooler night air. The Ellington’s place glows warm behind us, like a lantern against the dark, and for a second I almost want to stay. To soak up more of that messy, noisy family energy that wrapped me up like I belonged.
Her shoulder brushes mine as we walk to the car, quiet now, both of us carrying the echo of stories and teasing. My guys nod at me from where they waited outside the whole time, ever watchful, never intrusive.. I’ll owe them an extra round for sitting out there in the cold while I pretended to be just… normal.
Once inside the car, the door shuts with a soft thump and suddenly it’s only us, cocooned in leather and faint cologne and the aftertaste of wine. I start the engine, but I don’t move right away. She’s looking out the window, cheeks pink from laughter, lips curved in a smile she doesn’t even realize she’s wearing.
God.
I find myself watching her longer than I should. The way she tucks a curl behind her ear, the freckles the dashboard light catches, the way her hand rests on her lap like she’s holding back the words she really wants to say.
“You fit in with them,” she says finally, turning to me. Her voice is soft, almost reverent. “Like you’ve always been part of their table.”
That pulls something in me. I laugh low in my throat. “I don’t know. Mr. Oldman kept giving me that look, like he could see right through me.”
Her lips twitch. “That’s his thing. He acts like a grump, but it’s all theater. You impressed him. Don’t deny it.”
I shift in my seat, smirk tugging. “Impressed? You think so?”
“I know so.” She leans a little closer, conspiratorial. “He told me once he can always tell if someone’s full of it. And he didn’t call you out.”
“Well. That’s a relief.” My voice drops without me meaning it to.
Silence stretches, not heavy but charged. Her eyes meet mine, wide, green, pulling me under. I can’t stop replaying her earlier words, when she’d told me she listened to my music, really listened, and called me a genius like she meant it, like she’d seen me. Not the persona, not the screaming crowds, just me.
Before I even think it through, I lean across the console. Her breath catches, soft and sharp, and then my lips are on hers.
It’s not calculated, not staged. Just instinct. Just need.
She tastes faintly of red wine and dessert, warm and human and everything I didn’t know I’d been starving for. For a heartbeat she’s still, and then her hand comes up, fingers brushing my jaw like she’s memorizing the shape of me.
When we finally part, the world feels shifted. She whispers, almost dazed, “You really did it.”
I can’t help the smile breaking across my face. “Yeah. Guess I couldn’t help myself.

Becky
TJ invited me and Luci over to his house, if you can call it a house, it’s huge. It doesn’t feel like anything I’ve ever stepped into before, warm lights spilling through tall windows, walls that practically hum with music, and hallways so wide I’m sure I could get lost if I tried. Luci walks at my side, her curiosity written across her face.
We meet some of the guys right away. Migs, who doesn’t just walk into a room but practically explodes into it, all manic energy and wild hand gestures, talking faster than I can process. Vic leans against the wall with that crooked grin, every word from his mouth dipped in charm. He doesn’t even try to hide how much he enjoys flirting. Andrés is the opposite, quiet, watchful, his handsome face unreadable until Luci cracks a joke, and then his smile sneaks out like sunlight through clouds.
The only one missing is their pianist, Clair. I notice TJ’s expression shift when her name comes up, a flicker of concern, his eyes shadowing. He opens his mouth like he might ask, but Andrés shakes his head and murmurs, “Leave it, T.” TJ presses his lips together, silent, and the moment slides away.
The music studio feels alive, instruments waiting in a circle like old friends. Guitars line the walls, cables snake across the floor, and the grand piano gleams beneath the lights.
Migs claps his hands like a coach at halftime. “Alright, you two. Center stage. Don’t even think about hiding.”
“Me? No way,” I say quickly, heat crawling up my neck.
“Yes way,” Luci shoots back, grinning like she’s been waiting for this.
Migs points a finger at me like he’s calling me out in court. “TJ says you’re some kind of music prodigy. So… go. Play.”
“Prodigy?” I shoot TJ a look. “Seriously?”
He just smirks and shrugs, not denying it. “She plays. Don’t let her fool you.”
“Traitor,” I mutter, glaring at him.
Luci nudges me toward the piano bench. “If you play, he sings. That’s the deal.”
“Wait, what?” I glance at TJ, who raises his eyebrows like sure, why not? Already reaching for his guitar.
Even Andrés looks invested in this. Migs whoops rattling off a few names. “Hotel California? Stairway?”
I shake my head. Feeling my cheeks burn, I don’t even know these songs.
Vic throws in, “Go for Elton John. Every girl secretly wants to play Elton John.”
Thomas steps up with a mischievous smile “Guys, I’m not sure if Bex knows anything written after the 1800s?”
The room bursts into laughter, and my cheeks go hot. “I’ll have you know I do know things written after the 1800s,” I protest.
“Name one,” Thomas teases, eyes dancing.
I open my mouth, then shut it again. “That’s… not the point.”
Silence stretches, everyone waiting. I blurt before I can think better of it: “I think I can play Broken Mirror?”
The room freezes.
Thomas spins toward me, stunned. “My Broken Mirror?”
“Yes.” I frown. “I told you I listened to your songs.”
His brows shoot up, awe flashing in his eyes. “You… didn’t say you could play them.”
“Well, I listened to it a couple of times,” I shrug, suddenly very aware of how many eyes are on me. “I should be able to play okay.”
Migs’ jaw drops. “You listened a couple of times and you can play it?”
“Yeah,” I mumble, wishing the floor would swallow me. The embarrassment is suffocating now.
Thomas just stares at me, then turns to his friends with a look that says it all, told you she’s amazing.
Migs spins dramatically, hands in the air. “There it is, folks. Decision made. Broken Mirror. The universe demands it.”
I slide onto the piano bench before I can change my mind, my fingers hovering uncertainly over the keys. Everyone’s still watching, the weight of their expectation making my stomach twist.
“Ready?” TJ asks softly.
I glance up at him. “You sure?”
His smile is small but certain. “Always.”
So I take a breath and let my fingers fall into the opening chords. The melody flows out smoother than I expect, muscle memory forming where I didn’t know I had any.
Then TJ starts to sing.
The sound of his voice crashes through me like a tidal wave, low, rich, haunting, and so powerful it makes my chest ache. The lyrics curl around the notes, raw emotion pressed into every syllable. I know the song, but hearing it like this, with him, it feels completely new.
I lose myself in it, following his lead, building under him, around him. It’s as if the song was waiting for this moment, for us, to come alive.
When the final chord fades, the silence that follows is thick, reverent.
Then the room explodes. Cheers, whistles, clapping, Migs practically jumping on the spot. “Unbelievable! Record this right now. This would sell like crazy!”
Vic lets out a long, low whistle. “Red, I didn’t know you had that in you.”
Andrés actually smiles as he claps, which feels like some rare planetary alignment.
I’m burning with embarrassment, wishing I could vanish into the piano bench itself. TJ doesn’t joke it off like I expect. Instead, he just looks at me, eyes wide, like he’s seeing me for the first time. The weight of it makes me want to squirm.
Luci, bless her, swoops in like a lifeline. “Alright, enough making Becky blush. TJ, you and me. Game time.”
Everyone whoops, and just like that the tension breaks. The whole crew migrates into the massive lounge, controllers in hand. Migs and Vic become instant commentators, narrating every move like a championship match, Elijah leaning forward on the couch with boyish excitement.
I slip away toward the kitchen, murmuring, “I’ll make coffee.”
“I’ll help,” Marcus says, following me in. He moves with an ease I’ve never seen before, something lighter in his step.
I glance at him. “You care a lot about him.”
Marcus’s mouth tilts into the barest smile, his gaze sliding toward the sound of laughter echoing from the lounge. “Yeah. I do.” His tone carries a weight that goes beyond duty.
I tilt my head. “Why?”
He leans against the counter, arms crossed loosely, his guard mask slipping. “When I left the defense force, Elijah, Jade, and I stuck together. Took some gigs. Then came TJ. His contract said he had to be guarded, but he refused just anyone. He chose us.” Marcus’s eyes soften with the memory. “During the interview, he asked about our families, our history, questions no one’s ever cared to ask bodyguards.”
I frown, surprised. “Really?”
“He sends my kids birthday presents,” Marcus says, his voice almost reverent. “Pays for Vic’s sister’s tuition. When Jade lost his father last year, TJ covered the funeral. Showed up, too. Didn’t have to. But he did.”
The coffeemaker hums to life, but my focus isn’t on it anymore. His words sit heavy in my chest as I glance toward the lounge. Through the doorway I see TJ, head thrown back in laughter at something ridiculous Luci just said, his joy shining like I’ve never seen.
I don’t answer. I just watch him from the doorway, awe pooling in my chest at this man I thought I was starting to understand, realizing I’ve barely scratched the surface.
And for the first time, a thought slips in, quiet but insistent.
Maybe this can work.
Maybe we can work.

Chapter 15
Becky
The buzz of my phone tries to drag me from sleep, but I bury deeper into the pillow, ignoring it. Whatever it is, it can wait.
A moment later, my bedroom door slams open and Luci barrels inside like she’s being chased by a crazed killer.
“Chica! Why don’t you answer your phone!?”
I jolt upright, heart pounding, stretching across the nightstand to grab my phone off the charger. My eyes blur against the light as I squint at the screen. Forty-seven missed calls. Luci. Aisha. Ethan. Even Thomas.
My pulse stutters. I blink hard, trying to focus, and that’s when I notice Ethan standing in the doorway, worry carved into his face.
I turn back to Luci, throat dry. “What’s going on, Luch?”
She sits heavily on the bed, taking one of my hands in hers. The dread that spreads through me is instant, suffocating. 
“No. No, no.” I shoot to my feet, panic clawing up my chest. “Is it Opa?” The words come out half-screech, half-plea. For a moment she looks confused, then she stands too, reaching to steady me with her hand on my shoulder.
“Opa is fine, Becky.”
Relief rips out of me in a shaky breath, my knees wobbling under me. Then, a knock at the apartment door. Ethan moves like a soldier heading into battle. My panic spikes again.
When I glance back, Luci’s eyes are wet. “Becky… the news stations somehow found out, ”
But Ethan’s already returning, and he isn’t alone. Marcus and Jade file in behind him, Thomas’s bodyguards. My stomach drops.
“No.” My voice cracks as I grab Luci’s arm. “Is Thomas okay?”
“He’s okay, Becky.” Luci pulls my attention back to her. “He’s just worried. All the major news outlets are running with the story, ”
“Story?” I choke out.
Her chest heaves as she takes a breath, and tears pool in her eyes. “They found out about you. You and TJ. Then they dug deeper, and, Becky, they know about your dad.”
The floor seems to tilt beneath me. My legs give way, and I collapse onto the edge of the bed. Luci sinks down beside me, holding my hand as dread crushes the air out of my lungs. Ethan hovers close, silent and protective.
Jade crouches carefully in front of me, her voice soft. “TJ sent us to get you out. He’s devastated.”
“Get me out?” My words feel numb, distant.
She glances at Luci, then back at me. “Becky, the whole street is filled with paparazzi.”
“What?” My mind stutters, refusing to grasp it.
Ethan finally speaks, his voice tight. “Where will she even go?”
“There are a few safe options,” Jade answers. “TJ wanted you at his place, but the media’s camped there. He’s arranging another spot with a friend, ”
“No.” My voice breaks as I cut her off. “I want Opa. Take me to my grandpa.” The only anchor I have left, the only constant. If I don’t see him, I’ll shatter completely.
Marcus glances at Luci, waiting for her judgment.
“Should be fine,” she says softly. “Her grandpa lives remote. He’s basically a recluse. The vultures will never find him.”
“Good plan,” Jade nods, rising as Marcus steps aside to make a call. I hear him mutter into the phone, “Her grandfather’s place… she’s ok…”
The words stab me. Thomas must be frantic, and I can’t even bring myself to ease his fear. My chest caves under the weight of it all.
Everyone knows now. My friends. My church family. My students. Thomas. The whole world. They’ll know my father murdered my mother and then turned the gun on himself. They’ll know the pastor of the great megachurch was a monster behind closed doors. They’ll know I am his daughter.
I’ve spent years hiding, changing my name, burying my past, and still it’s crawled out of the grave. Now the whispers and the pity and the judgment will all return.
They found me.
God, they found me.
My lungs seize, breath scraping shallow and fast, the world closing in around me. I can’t move, can’t think, only feel the crushing weight of it, like the ground itself has turned traitor.
Flash, 
I’m eight again, curled under the bed, cheek pressed to the wooden floorboards, dust scratching my throat. My heart thunders so loud I’m sure he’ll hear it. Please, God, don’t let him find me. Please. His boots creak closer, shadows spilling long and jagged through the crack beneath the bed. I bite my hand to keep from sobbing, the taste of blood metallic and sharp on my tongue.
Flash ends, 
The same helpless fear seizes me now, crawling up my spine, burrowing into my skin until I’m frozen. My lips move before I know it, a whisper breaking out like a secret I swore I’d never tell again.
“God… please.”
Because if He doesn’t hear me this time, I won’t survive.
Tears slip down my cheeks before I can stop them. Luci’s crying too, silently at my side. She’ll probably feel betrayed that I never told her. I wanted to, God, I wanted to. But how do you even say something like that?
Jade reaches forward, squeezing my hand firmly. “It’s okay, Becky. We’ll get you out. There are more guards outside.”
I nod weakly, unable to form words.
“Becky?” Marcus’s voice cuts through the haze. He’s still on the phone, looking at me with concern. “TJ’s asking to talk to you.”
I shake my head, fresh tears blurring my vision. I can’t. If I hear his voice right now, I’ll break.
Marcus gives me a sad, understanding smile. “She can’t talk right now, bud, but she’ll try later once she’s settled. Yes… yes, of course, with my life.”
Jade straightens, glancing at Luci. “Go pack Becky a bag.”
Luci jumps up, moving quickly, leaving me sitting there hollowed out and shaking.
Luci shoves clothes into a bag with trembling hands while Jade pulls me to my feet. My body feels weightless, untethered, like I’m sleepwalking through someone else’s nightmare.
Ethan presses a hoodie into my hands, a big one. His hoodie. “Put this on. Keep your head down.”
I obey without thinking, tugging the hood up as Marcus cracks the door. A wall of sound slams into the apartment, shouts, camera clicks, the shrill call of my name from strangers who shouldn’t even know it.
“Go,” Jade hisses, sliding an arm around me, half-dragging me forward.
The stairwell is chaos. Every step down feels like I’m ten years old again, bare feet on cold pavement, shoved toward a police car while cameras blinded me. Rebbekka! Look this way! Did you see him pull the trigger? My mother’s blood wasn’t even dry, and still they clawed at me, microphones shoved like weapons.
Flashes explode as soon as we hit the front doors. The street is a battlefield, paparazzi screaming, lights popping, hands reaching. My breath stutters, choking me.
“Becky, keep your head down,” Ethan orders, his hand firm on my shoulder, shielding me as Marcus muscles through the mob.
But the voices are everywhere.
“Is it true you hid for years?”
“Were you in the house when it happened?”
“Does Asher know you’re the Rampage Pastor’s daughter?”
Every question is a dagger, each flash a bullet. My chest caves in, oxygen thinning. I see myself at twelve again, my face plastered across tabloids: Preacher’s Princess Turned Orphan. I remember hiding under Opa’s coat as he shoved through the press, his body trembling as he carried me away. I thought if I hid long enough, they’d forget.
They never forget.
The SUV looms ahead, black and solid, like salvation. There are two SUV’s and more guards, there are even police officers trying to control the crowd. Marcus yanks the door open and Jade all but shoves me inside. Ethan slides in after me, slamming it shut as cameras smack the windows.
Inside it’s dim, muffled, but I can still hear the roar outside. My whole body shakes. I press my forehead to my knees, hands clutching my hoodie tight.
Luci scrambles in, breathless, and the car lurches forward. Marcus’s voice is steady as he drives, though I hear the tension in it. “We’re clear. Heading out.”
But I’m not clear. Not inside. The ghosts are louder than the reporters. I see my mother’s smile, hear the crack of a gunshot, feel Opa’s hand gripping mine as the world turned on us. And now it’s back. The circus. The pity. The judgement.
Luci reaches across the seat, her fingers finding mine. I cling to her hand like a lifeline, even as tears spill hot and unending.
“Almost safe,” Jade murmurs from the front, but the words barely register.
Because deep down I know, there is no almost safe. Not anymore.
The car speeds forward, but I can’t shake the sound of the mob outside. Their voices linger, clinging to me like smoke. Every flash feels burned into my eyelids.
I press my hands over my ears, but it’s not enough. The noise is still inside me. The shame. The whispers. The pity. It’s like being twelve again, lost in the funeral crowd, the smell of lilies choking me while strangers pointed and murmured, That’s the girl. The pastor’s girl. The survivor.
I rock forward, forehead against my knees, lungs burning. Darkness stretches its hands toward me, familiar, almost welcoming. The same pull I’ve fought before, the cliff-edge of despair. It would be so easy to tip over, to sink and vanish.
God, please… please don’t let me drown. I can’t do this again. I can’t.
Then my phone vibrates against my thigh. Loud. Violent. Like a scream in the silence.
I flinch, jerking upright, fumbling for it with shaking hands. The screen glows in the dark. Thomas.
My heart twists, a sharp painful pull. I swipe the tears from my face but more keep coming, unstoppable. My thumb hovers over the screen. All I’d have to do is press one button, hear his voice, let him soothe this storm.
But the thought paralyzes me. Because what if he hears me like this? What if his voice shatters me completely? What if this changes everything, what if he looks at me the way they all did, with pity, with shame?
The phone keeps vibrating, buzzing like it’s trying to shake the truth out of me. He deserves to hear me. He deserves to know I’m okay. But I’m not okay. I’m splintering.
My chest heaves as I choke back a sob. “I can’t,” I whisper hoarsely. “I can’t talk to him. If I hear him right now, I’ll break.”
Ethan’s hand is suddenly there, covering mine, gently prying the phone away. “Then don’t. Not yet.” His voice is calm, but his jaw is tight. He slides the phone out of reach, tucking it into his pocket. “You’ll talk when you’re ready. Not before.”
The relief and the guilt crash over me at the same time. Tears spill faster, hot and relentless. I bury my face in my hands, shaking.
The darkness in me seizes the opening, whispering its cruel logic: See? You’re already failing him. Already a weight. Just like before, just like always
A small, warm hand slides into mine. Luci’s. I glance sideways through my blur of tears. Her lips are moving, voice trembling so low it almost disappears under the hum of the tires. She leans over and presses her forehead to mine, whispering prayers through her tears, Spanish and English tangled. “Señor Jesús… cuídala. Lord, give her peace. Give her strength. Cover her, hold her. Don’t let her fall.”
Her whispered prayer splits me wide open. My throat works around a sob, but nothing comes out.
“I’m here, chica,” she says fiercely, squeezing my hand. Her eyes shine wet in the dim light, but she won’t look away from me. “I’m not going anywhere. You hear me? You’re not alone.”
Ethan leans forward from the other side, his voice rough but steady. “Neither am I. You’re not alone, Becky. Not now, not ever again.”
I shake my head, words spilling before I can stop them. “But you’ll hate me, everyone will. You’ll all look at me like they did. Like I’m… broken. Like I’m him.”
“No,” Ethan cuts in sharply, the force in his tone snapping through the spiral. His gaze is firm, unwavering. “You are nothing like him. Don’t you dare believe that lie.”
Luci nods, tears sliding silently down her cheeks. “We love you. That’s the only truth that matters.”
Their words push against the tide pulling me under, but the grief is heavy, so heavy. My chest aches with it, every breath a battle.
I close my eyes, choking out another frantic plea in the silence of my heart. God, please. Please help me hold on. Just one more breath. One more step.
The darkness presses close, whispering old familiar promises, oblivion, quiet, escape. But Luci’s grip anchors me. Ethan’s presence steadies me. Their voices keep tugging me back, tethering me to this moment, this seat, this fight to stay.
I can’t see the road ahead, but for now… I’m not alone in the dark.








Chapter 16
TJ
I pace the apartment, phone clutched so tight my knuckles blanch. Marcus isn’t answering, and I know I shouldn’t keep calling him, he needs to focus on Becky, on getting her safe, but I can’t stop myself. Every silent second is another hammer pounding my chest.
Vic, Andrés, and Migs hover in the corners like shadows, trying to ground me, but I can’t focus. My chest feels like it’s being crushed. My stomach twists into knots. My hands shake.
Then Damian bursts in, storming through the room like he’s trying to bulldoze the panic itself. “We need to act, now! She can’t, ”
Andrés doesn’t even hesitate. One shove, a brutal shove, and Damian is slammed against the wall, gasping, disoriented. “You’re not helping. Get out.” The room goes still for a moment, everyone holding their breath. I barely notice.
I sink onto the couch, head in my hands. I look at my phone again. I shouldn’t call her again, but I try again, desperate. Becky isn’t answering. She won’t. And every second she’s out there, she’s exposed, vulnerable, and I can’t reach her. My chest feels like it’s being ground into dust. This is all my fault.
And then it hits me, the memories, sharp and cruel, like lightning. Ashton. My older brother. My hero. The one who taught me guitar, who believed in me when nobody else did, who loved me unconditionally. He fell into drugs under the crushing weight of our parents’ expectations. I failed him. I wasn’t enough. And now… the memory of his body, the smell of his room, the quiet despair in his eyes when I couldn’t save him, it all crashes into me.
I can still hear our mother’s words, echoing through every failure I’ve ever known: All you do is weigh down the people around you, Thomas James. Every breath, every attempt to protect, to fix, to hold something together, it feels like another strike against me.
And now Becky. Becky, who’s been through more than anyone should ever bear. Her childhood shattered by violence and judgment. Her life clawing back from the wreckage of her father, of her mother’s death, of everyone’s pity and scorn. And still… she’s here. Loving. Caring. She still gives, even after all of it. My chest aches, a raw, twisting, beautiful ache. I admire her. I want to shield her. I have to.
Vic leans forward cautiously. “TJ… breathe. She’s not gone. You’ve got her covered.”
I shake my head, voice raw. “You don’t understand. I can’t… she won’t answer. And every second she doesn’t pick up, I, ”
Andrés steps closer, voice hard, but not unkind. “You’re not helping anyone like this. Calm down, focus, breathe. You’re distracting Marcus. He’s the one keeping her alive right now.
Music was supposed to help me, to heal me, to carry the weight I couldn’t. Asher Grave’s chords, the hours of guitar, the melodies that once stitched my soul back together, they were supposed to save me. But Asher Graves is destroying me from the inside out.
Marcus still doesn’t answer, and I know I’m distracting him. I know I should stop. He needs to keep Becky safe, and here I am, spiraling and making it harder for him. But I can’t. My hands shake. My heart races. Every second she doesn’t answer, every second of silence, the panic coils tighter.
Everything I touch breaks. Everything I try to protect crumbles. I know that. But Becky… she’s still here. Still whole. Still caring. Still loving. And if I can’t reach her, if I can’t tell her, I don’t know if I’d survive the weight of losing her too. And yet… she exists after it all. Beautiful, fragile, unbroken. And I can’t stop wanting to protect her, to shield her from every last bit of the world that’s ever hurt her.
I press my forehead to my knees, trying to shut the world out, but I can still hear the distant echo of paparazzi cameras, the imagined crack of glass from a car window in my mind, even from miles away. And I pray, desperately, recklessly, that she makes it through the night, because if she doesn’t, I don’t know if I’ll survive the guilt.
I destroy everything.
I can’t stay, I can’t breath. I bolt from the room before anyone can stop me, slamming my bedroom door behind me. I need space. I need air. I need to do something to stop the chaos rattling inside my skull.
And then I see it. Ashton’s old guitar in the corner, strings catching the dim light. The one that started all of this. My chest tightens. Every memory, every lesson, every song Ash and I shared floods back.
I sit down on my bed and pick it up; I curl my fingers over the strings the way he taught me when I was just a kid, barely tall enough to hold it right. Mentally I scroll through his old playlists, the bands he loved, the ones that made him feel alive when the world pressed too hard: Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, Guns N’ Roses, Hendrix.
I start playing “Comfortably Numb.” No backtrack. Just me and the notes, the memory of his hands guiding mine. Each chord burns, jagged and heavy, like dragging glass across my chest.
I close my eyes. I can still see him, head bent low, hair falling in his face, lost in the music he lived for. He used to laugh when I stumbled. “You’ll get there, little man,” he’d say, tapping my head with the end of his pick.
But he’s not here. He left.
The lyrics thread through me, distance, numbness, slipping away. I sing under my breath, voice cracking, and halfway through, my hands falter. The strings screech. My pick slips.
I slam my fist against the guitar. Hollow sound. Like me.
“Why’d you do it, Ash?” I whisper, shattering into the silence. “Why’d you leave me to clean up the pieces?”
Tears blur the fretboard. I clutch the guitar, rocking forward, thinking the words I never say aloud: Didn’t you know I needed you? That I’d trade every show, every scream, every song, just to have you back?
Suicide feels like betrayal and mercy at once. I hate him. I love him. And I’m stuck here, angry, broken, playing the songs of a ghost.
I play along, my clumsy fingers stumbling where his used to glide. Every bend, every slide, every stubborn chord, I remember him showing me, correcting me with that laugh I can’t hear anymore. My chest tightens. I can’t feel anything except this hollow ache.
The chorus hits, and the words slice deeper than the strings:
You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave.
I drop the pick. My hand shakes.
“Why’d you leave me, Ash?” I croak. “You taught me everything. You promised we’d play together, fight through the crap, make something out of this mess. And then, ”
I can’t finish. My chest caves.
I press the guitar against me like it’s him, but it’s cold. Lifeless. People say suicide’s selfish. That it’s a choice. But all I see is his pain swallowing him whole, until he couldn’t see me standing right there, reaching for him. Until he believed disappearing was mercy.
Now the silence is mine.
I stumble through the chords, every bend and slide echoing the memory of his hands. I hear him in my head, stubborn and alive: No, bro, not like that, feel it, don’t fight it.
I can’t feel anything except this hollow ache.
The chorus hits. Words cut deeper than the strings under my fingers:
You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave.
I drop my pick. My hands shake.
People say suicide is selfish, a choice. I see only Ash’s pain swallowing him until he couldn’t see me standing there, reaching. Until he thought disappearing was mercy.
Now I’m left with silence.
I choke on the anger and longing, the weight pressing down like it wants to drag me under too. For a second, I understand why he wanted out.
Then the next song comes on, Zeppelin, “Stairway to Heaven.” His voice echoes in my head again: Play it like you mean it, TJ.
I grab the pick. Hands shaking, I play. Not Asher Grave. Not the world’s expectations. Tonight, I play as TJ, the kid he taught to hold a chord, the kid he promised he’d never let go.
The notes scrape something open inside me. I shut my eyes, and for a second, he’s here, sitting across from me, shouting for me to keep up. I almost laugh, almost, but the sound dies in my throat.
The lyrics spill from memory, rough and cracked:
“Hello, is there anybody in there? Just nod if you can hear me…”
I choke on the next line. My pick slips. I slam my palm against the strings, muting everything. Silence feels safer than the truth pressing in.
Ash left me. Pills and shadows, the weight too heavy for both of us. Ash was my brother, my best friend, and he chose to leave.
I hate him for it.
But I love him too much to stop playing. I can’t stop listening for his laugh in the middle of solos. I can’t stop seeing his hands over mine, showing me how to hold a guitar.
I lean forward, forehead against the body, strings humming faint under my fingers. I whisper into the dark:
“I’d give it all up, Ash. The band, the stage, the name, if you just stayed. I’d rather be no one if it meant I still had my brother.”
The silence swallows me whole. For once, I don’t fight it.

Chapter 17
Becky
I’ve been at Opa’s for three days, and Marcus is still here, refusing to leave. I sent Luci and Ethan away this morning, I need space to breathe, to think without someone hovering over every move. They left reluctantly, only after I promised I’d call if I needed anything.
Opa has been my quiet presence through it all. At first, I hid in my room, buried under blankets, staring at the ceiling, scrolling through every article about me, even knowing I shouldn’t. The words cut deeper than I expected.
Opa stormed in, opened the windows wide, and shooed me out of bed, barking something about my violin skills getting rusty. I tried, I really did, to get lost in the music, to lose myself in the notes. But I couldn’t. Every chord, every scale I played, echoed with everything the world was saying about me. The accusations, the headlines, the whispers, they wouldn’t let me forget.
I cannot stop thinking about what’s been lost. My life, as I knew it, feels gone. Harmony House, my community… everything I worked for, everything I loved. I can’t return there, not now, not while the media circus waits to devour every corner of it.
And yet, somewhere in the grief, in the noise of fear and anger and despair, there’s a small, stubborn spark. A reminder that music has always been my refuge. That Opa’s calm, firm presence is enough to anchor me when everything else is falling apart. I just have to find a way back to it.
The night is too still, too heavy. I sit in Opa’s kitchen, pretending the mug of chamomile tea between my hands can anchor me, pretending Marcus’s steady presence can keep me from unraveling. But the silence hums with everything I’ve tried not to feel.
Then, knock, knock.
Marcus stiffens. His chair scrapes as he pushes back and strides toward the door, muttering under his breath. I hear him open it, his voice low, guarded. Then another voice, rough, familiar.
“Come on, Marcus, I just… I just have to see her. I can’t, ” A crack in it, raw. “I need to see she’s okay.”
My chest caves. My breath leaves me like someone’s ripped open old scars with bare hands.
Thomas.
Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m on my feet, stumbling toward the door. Marcus’s broad back blocks the way, his stance protective. I press a trembling hand to his shoulder. “It’s okay,” I whisper, though my voice shakes.
He turns, searches my face, then slowly steps aside.
And there he is.
Thomas, disheveled, dark hair unkempt, his jacket wrinkled like he hasn’t slept in days. His eyes, those storm-torn eyes, lock on mine, and the air between us collapses.
I barely manage a breath before he pulls me into his arms.
And I break.
All the walls I’ve bricked around myself crumble in a heartbeat. My sobs rip through me, ugly and unstoppable, shaking us both. His arms tighten, like he could hold me together by sheer will. I clutch at his shirt, fingers digging in, as if I could disappear into him and escape myself.
Marcus and Opa linger in the doorway, their worry etched deep, but they don’t move. They don’t have to. The storm is already here.
When at last my sobs slow, Opa clears his throat softly. “Marcus, come. Let them be.”
Their footsteps retreat, and suddenly the air feels thinner, just the two of us standing in the wreckage of who I am.
Thomas’s voice is rough against my hair. “I’m sorry, Becky. God, I’m so sorry. I did this to you. All of it. You wouldn’t be hurting like this if it weren’t for me.”
I flinch, shaking my head, but I can’t form the words. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know the truth, that the worst of it isn’t his fault. It’s mine.
I lead him outside, down the familiar path to Opa’s old bench in the garden, the one with peeling paint and iron curls that always bite into the back of my knees.. The air outside feels heavy, though the night itself is still. He sits beside me, closer than he should, his hand hovering like he wants to reach for mine but is afraid I’ll flinch again.
For a moment, neither of us speaks. The crickets fill the silence, and the faint glow from Opa’s kitchen window spills across the grass. I clasp my hands together, squeezing hard, like maybe if I press hard enough the tremor in me will stop.
He swallows hard, voice low. “Becky… I, this… this is my fault, too. I didn’t mean to… I never wanted you to feel trapped or exposed like this. And yet, here you are, broken, and I…” He stops, shaking his head. “I should’ve protected you better.”
My chest tightens at the weight in his voice. “Thomas…” I whisper, but he shakes his head, almost frantically.
“No, you don’t get it,” he says, voice thick with guilt. “I should’ve known how much they’d try to tear at your life. I… I thought I could trust Clair, I didn’t… I should have protected you. And now…” His hand squeezes mine harder. “Now you’re hurting, and it’s because of me. Because I didn’t stop it. Because I, ” He cuts himself off, his voice breaking.
I reach up, touch his cheek lightly. “Thomas, it’s not all on you. You didn’t make this happen.”
But he shakes his head again, eyes full of anguish. “I know, I know logically, but… I see you like this, Becky. I watch you crumble, and I feel responsible. Like I should’ve seen it coming. Like I should’ve… done something. Anything.”
Thomas’s hand covers mine, desperate, steady. “Let me be here for you. Please.”
I shut my eyes. His words pierce because they sound like my own thoughts. My own guilt, mirrored in him. I want to say it wasn’t your fault, but the words choke me, because deep down I believe everything is my fault.
“Thomas,” I whisper, finally, my voice brittle. “Do you ever… do you ever feel like you broke something you can’t ever fix?”
His eyes search me, intent, like he knows I’m holding out a fragile piece of myself. “Every day,” he admits. “But you didn’t break, Becky. You survived. That’s strength.”
Strength. The word tastes bitter. My chest tightens and, before I can stop myself, the truth that’s haunted me since I was a child presses against my tongue. I let out a shaky breath.
But inside, everything is collapsing again.
Because he doesn’t see it, the black hole I carry inside me. The secret I’ve never told anyone.
I was the one.
I was too young to understand, too eager to repeat what I’d overheard. A childish confession at the dinner table, about how Mama had been with someone else. I thought it was nothing. I didn’t realize what I’d done. Not until the shouting started. Not until the silence afterward. Not until the car crash that left me motherless and hollow.
Her death traces back to me. My words. My fault.
No matter how I tell the story in my head, it always comes back to that. And if I let Thomas in, if I let him stay, my past will suck us both down. He doesn’t deserve that weight. And I cannot survive in his world. No matter how much I want him to be in mine, we’ll destroy each other.
I pull my hand from his, my voice raw. “You should go, Thomas.”
His brows knit, confusion and pain flashing in his eyes. “Becky, no. Don’t do this. Don’t shut me out.”
But I already am.
“I can’t,” I whisper. My throat burns. “I’m not okay. And we won’t… we can’t be okay together.” Thomas moves, but I raise a hand before he can touch me. Tears sting my eyes. I can’t let him try to fix this, not when it’s unfixable. Not when he deserves light and I carry nothing but shadows.
God, what am I doing? Please… I don’t know how to carry this anymore. I don’t know how to let anyone close without destroying them too.
I force a breath, straightening, pulling the walls back up. “Thomas. You don’t understand what it’s like to be… poisoned. And I won’t drag you down with me.”
“Becky, ” His voice breaks, but I stand, needing distance. Because he thinks he ruined me. He doesn’t know I’ve been ruined all along.
“No.” I cut him off, wrapping my arms around myself like armor. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, voice barely audible. “I… I just can’t. Not yet. I need… I need to breathe without… everything trying to drag me under.”
Thomas looks like he wants to argue, wants to reach through the barrier I’ve built around myself, but he doesn’t. He only nods, the hurt and worry clear in his eyes. I stand slowly, my legs shaky, and take a few steps back, creating the space I desperately need.
I hope he understands. I hope he knows it’s not that I don’t care. I just… can’t let anyone else drown with me.
And before he can follow, before he can try again, I turn and walk back toward the house, whispering under my breath, God, forgive me. Please hold me, because I can’t let him.

TJ
She sent me away. She said it wasn’t my fault. And then, just like that, she sent me away. I can’t breathe. My chest is tight, every inhale a struggle. I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles whiten, until Elijah’s voice cuts through the fog.
“T, you want us to come in?”
No. No, I don’t. I just… I need air, a place where I can actually breathe.
The next thing I know, Elijah pulls up in front of Pastor Marlon’s house. I don’t even remember asking him to bring me here, I just know I needed somewhere safe, somewhere I could… exist. I get out of the car, my legs heavy, my mind spinning.
At the front door, I pause. Why did I come here? I don’t know. Before I can knock, the door opens.
“Thomas?” Marlon’s voice carries confusion, concern.
“Marlon… it’s fine if you want me to leave. It’s… my fault… Becky… I just didn’t know where to go…” My voice cracks on the last word. A sob rips out of me.
“Come in, Thomas. You’re welcome here.” His smile is gentle but firm, stepping aside to let me in before I break completely.
Aisha stands in the foyer, and something in her eyes, kindness, compassion, an understanding that I don’t deserve, makes me lose control. I collapse into her arms. I cry. I cry for Becky. I cry for me. I cry for Ashton. I cry for the little Thomas who had no one to turn to.
When the flood finally eases, Marcus guides me toward the living room. Aisha murmurs that she’ll make tea, but I barely notice. I sink into the couch, staring at the floor, ashamed. Boys don’t cry, I hear my mother’s voice echo in my head.
“I’m… sorry,” I whisper, my voice barely audible.
“No,” Marlon interrupts firmly, shaking his head. “Never apologize for your feelings.”
I lift my eyes, and his gaze holds me. There’s no judgment. Only space to be seen, space to be heard. Something in me cracks again. My throat tightens, and before I can stop it the words start spilling out.
“I don’t even know where to start,” I say, voice shaking. “My mom… she, she never let me cry. Said boys don’t cry, boys don’t show weakness. She said I had to be perfect, had to carry the family name, had to… measure up.” My laugh is bitter. “But no matter what I did, it wasn’t enough. My dad barely looked at me unless it was to remind me of the pressure waiting. Success. Achievement. Image. That’s all I was to them. A reflection, not a son.”
I blink hard. “Ashton was the only one who ever… saw me. He got it, you know? He was the only one who didn’t ask me to be something I wasn’t. He’d sneak me out of the house, show me chords on his guitar. Music was the only place I could breathe.” My voice falters. “But then… he slipped. He couldn’t carry it either. I watched him drown in pills and powder and promises he couldn’t keep. I tried, God, I tried, but he… he left me. He left me, Marlon. Suicide.”
The word claws out of my throat like broken glass. My chest heaves. “And I… I keep thinking, what if I had done more? Said the right thing? Stayed with him? He was all I had. The only person who ever chose me. And then… gone. Just like that.”
Marlon’s quiet. He doesn’t rush to fill the silence, doesn’t give me some neat answer. He just lets me sit in it, lets me breathe through the ache.
My hands digg into my knees, knuckles white. The words spill before I can stop them. “I should’ve been stronger. I should’ve been enough for Ashton. If I’d been… better… not so weak.”
Marlon leans forward, his voice steady. “Thomas. His death was not your fault.”
I flinch, shaking my head. “No, you don’t get it. If I hadn’t clung to him so much, if I’d given him space, maybe he wouldn’t have drowned in it. Maybe I smothered him. Maybe I was the reason he, ”
Marlon cuts in gently, but firmly. “It’s not your fault, Thomas.”
My voice rises, rough and jagged. “But what if I supported him wrong? What if I said the wrong things? What if, ”
“It’s not your fault, Thomas.”
His tone doesn’t waver. He doesn’t argue logic against me, he just keeps repeating it, like a truth he’s laying across my breaking body.
And something inside me shatters. The words rip out of me, ugly, broken sobs I can’t contain. “Then why does it feel like it is?” I bend forward, hands over my face, my whole chest caving in. “Why does it feel like I wasn’t enough? For him. For Becky. For anyone.”
Tears burn down my face, and I can’t stop them. Years of silence, of being strong, of holding everything together, it all comes crashing down. I cry like I did as a boy, the boy who had no one to hold him. The boy who just wanted to be enough.
Marlon sits close, not crowding, just steady. “Because the enemy of your soul wants you to believe that lie,” he says quietly. “But lies don’t change the truth. Ashton made his choice. You loved him. You stood by him as best you could. His death is not your fault, Thomas.”
I sob harder, the words scraping me raw, because some part of me wants to believe them, but I don’t know how.
“I… I don’t know how to stop feeling like this,” I admit, the words barely leaving my throat.  “I… I lost… so much. I don’t know how to not be angry. Not to… not to hate myself. And now… Becky, she… she’s left me, I think. I just want her to know… I want her to understand… I just…” My hands cover my face. I swallow hard, tears still streaking my face. “I… I don’t want to be this scared. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I don’t want to… be alone anymore.”
Marlon nods, and there’s something in his eyes that I can’t name. Something steady. “You’re not alone. You never were. You just needed to find a place where it’s okay to feel. And that’s right here, Thomas. And when you’re ready… when you’re ready to let Him in, He’ll be waiting too. Not to judge, not to shame, just… to hold you.”
Silence hangs between us, broken only by my gasping breaths. Then Marlon adds, softly, “Can I pray with you? Not to fix everything tonight. Not to erase the pain. Just… to let God sit here with us in it.”
I freeze. My chest tightens again. Part of me wants to say no. Wants to shove it away. Wants to keep the walls up.
“I don’t… I don’t know if I can,” I whisper.
“That’s alright,” Marlon replies, calm, unshaken. “You don’t have to have the words. You don’t even have to believe yet. I’ll pray. You just sit. Let yourself be seen.”
Marlon bows his head, his hands resting loosely on his knees. His voice is low, steady, like he’s talking to someone sitting right in the room.
“Lord… you see Thomas. You see the weight he’s carried for far too long. You see his pain, his fear, his guilt. You see the little boy who was never told it was okay to cry, the young man who felt like he had to be perfect, the brother who lost more than he knew how to hold. You see it all, and You don’t turn away.”
My throat burns, and I bite down hard, but tears spill anyway.
“God, Thomas believes it’s all his fault. He blames himself for things that were never his to carry. Tonight, I ask You to lift that burden from him. Whisper to his heart that he is not to blame. That Ashton’s choice was not his fault. That Becky’s fear is not his shame. That his tears are not weakness, they are proof that his heart is still beating.”
My chest heaves. The words cut and comfort all at once, and I can’t look at him.
Marlon’s voice softens even more. “Wrap him up in Your arms tonight. Let him know he is not alone, not now, not ever. And when he’s ready, Lord, remind him that You’ve been here all along, holding him even when he didn’t know it.”
He pauses. Silence stretches, heavy, holy. Then, simply:
“In Jesus’ name… amen.”
The word hangs in the air. I don’t echo it. My fists are still tight, my lungs still unsteady. But something loosens, just slightly, in the ache inside me.
Marlon lifts his head but doesn’t look at me right away, like he knows I can’t bear eye contact. He just sits there, steady, like an anchor I don’t know how to hold onto.
I whisper, hoarse, “I don’t know if I believe any of that.”
“That’s alright,” Marlon says softly. “God still hears it.”
I swallow again, my chest heavy but somehow lighter. I don’t know if I’m ready. I don’t know if I ever will be. But I do know this, I can breathe here. And for the first time in a long time, maybe that’s enough.

Chapter 18
Becky
The darkness won. I let it. I don’t even fight it anymore. Maybe I was doomed from the start, daughter of a monster, marked by his blood. What chance did I ever really have?
I don’t know how long I’ve been at Opa’s house. Days? Weeks? It doesn’t matter. The curtains are always half-drawn, so the room lives in shadows. Sunlight does slip in sometimes, but it only reminds me the world keeps moving without me. I’m not living. I’m just existing.
The air feels heavy, stale, like the walls are pressing in. Food tastes like ash. The smell of Opa’s coffee drifts through the hall in the mornings, bitter and strong, but it only churns my stomach. At night, the house creaks and settles, but even silence feels too loud. Every sound drags me back to memories I don’t want.
The pain of the past is too sharp, the pain of losing Thomas too heavy. The life I built, the fragile hope I once held, it’s all gone. Hope hurts too much. Better to let it rot inside me. Better to give in. To lose home, lose myself, embrace the dark.
Opa has tried everything. He’s shouted until the windows rattled, pleaded until his voice cracked. Sometimes he just sits in the chair by my bed, his rough hand hovering like he wants to reach for me but doesn’t know how. He brings tea, soup, cookies, things that once felt safe, comforting. Now they’re just smells that turn my stomach. Nothing works.
Friends come by too. They fill the room with perfumes, the rustle of shopping bags, the clink of takeout boxes. They sit too close, their voices too bright, too desperate. “We miss you, Becky.” “It’s not the same without you.” “You’re stronger than this.” I hear every word but they scrape against me, raw and useless. I nod or whisper thank you, but inside I feel… nothing. Their hugs are warm, but I stay cold. Their laughter is sharp, grating, like light I can’t bear to look at.
Pastor Marlon came a couple of days ago. Opa let him in even though I told him not to. I didn’t want anyone else seeing me like this, sunken-eyed, hair unwashed, wrapped in blankets like a ghost of myself.
He sat across from me in Opa’s old armchair, his Bible balanced on his knee. He didn’t try to force a smile. Just studied me with that quiet, patient sadness in his eyes. “Becky,” he said softly, “I know it feels like you’ve been buried. But you are not beyond God’s reach. You are not forgotten.”
I kept my eyes on the floorboards, tracing the grain like maybe they’d split open and swallow me.
He opened his Bible, the pages whispering as he turned them. His voice was low, steady as he read:
“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” (Psalm 34:18)
The words hovered in the air, fragile, but to me they were empty. Nothing close. Nothing saving. Just noise.
He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You don’t have to fix yourself first. You don’t even have to find the strength to stand. God meets you here, in this. Even in your silence. Even in your pain.”
Something in me flinched, but I crushed it down.
He read again, slower this time:
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” (Matthew 11:28)
Rest. The word sliced through me. My jaw clenched. I wanted to laugh, wanted to scream. Rest? Where was His rest when my whole life was collapsing? Where was He when I was drowning in fists, in lies, in loss? Where was He when Thomas, 
The anger surged, hot and bitter. For one wild second, I wanted to rip that Bible out of Pastor Marlon’s hands and hurl it across the room. If He’s close to the brokenhearted, then why can’t I feel Him? Why did He let it all burn?
But all that came out was a whisper. “I don’t feel Him.”
Pastor Marlon nodded, like he’d expected it. “That’s okay. Sometimes faith isn’t a feeling. Sometimes it’s just a flicker, smaller than a mustard seed. And even then, God is still holding on to you.”
I wanted to shout that he was wrong, that God had let go a long time ago. Instead, I yanked the blanket tighter around me, pressing my nails into my palms, fighting back tears I didn’t want him to see.
When he finally left, he squeezed Opa’s shoulder, whispered something in the hall. I stayed curled on the couch, eyes squeezed shut, pretending to be asleep. Pretending the words hadn’t gotten under my skin.
They don’t understand, there’s nothing left to reach. I’m hollow. On autopilot. Empty.
Opa says Thomas reached out. I didn’t even charge my phone. The charger sits tangled on the floor, useless. I don’t want to know. What good would it do? What could he say that would stitch me back together?
The ceiling above me is cracked, a hairline fracture running across the paint. Sometimes I stare at it until the edges blur, hoping maybe I’ll just dissolve into it. Can someone waste away like this? Fade until there’s nothing left?
I almost hope so. At least then, the ache would finally stop.


TJ
Everything hurts. Every nerve, every bone, every inch of me screams. It’s been a week since Bex sent me away. A week of hollow silence, of shadows curling around me like smoke I can’t inhale. I cannot take this pain. This empty, gnawing void inside me.
Clair is there, handing me a glass, cold sweat slicking my palms, and throw it back like it could burn the hollow away. The burn rips through me, a false heat in a body that feels empty. My stomach churns. My heart races. But I don’t stop
Asher whispers in my head, low and smooth, dragging my thoughts into dangerous corners. Let go. Let loose. Drown your sorrows. Live a little. His voice is velvet and fire, impossible to resist. I press my hands to my temples, trying to shut him out, but he doesn’t stop.
I’m too tired to push him away. Too tired to fight. Too tired to even care.
Clair flickers in my vision, everywhere and nowhere, desperate and impossible. I push her away. I only want Becky. Only her. But she’s gone, distant, untouchable, and that absence burns more than the music, more than the drink, more than the world. Everything would have been different if she had stayed. If she hadn’t sent me away…
Marlon’s words echo in my head, soft but insistent: “God is faithful. God is loving.” Faithful. Loving. Where was He all my life when I needed Him? When I was invisible, screaming for something, anything, to hold me together? I shake my head. The question hits too hard tonight, but my body feels… slow, tingling, like I’m floating just above it. Sounds smear together, the bass, laughter, shouts, like I’m hearing them through water.
The penthouse is a storm of lights, heat, and movement. Floor-to-ceiling windows give the illusion of being suspended above the city, the skyline glittering like broken promises. The DJ’s bass thumps through the floor into my chest, vibrating in my teeth, my skull, every nerve ending. People move everywhere, a mass of bodies, perfume, sweat, glitter, and leather. The noise bends, echoes, curls around me.
Migs and Vic are already drunk, grinning like predators. Migs shoves a shot glass into my hand before I can even blink. “Drink! Forget everything, man. Tonight’s ours!”
Vic leans close, whispering, teasing, dangerous. “Don’t think, TJ. Just feel. Fire and noise. Forget TJ.”
I blink. Hard. The room shimmers at the edges, like heat haze. My tongue feels heavy, my chest strange, detached. I glance toward the kitchen counter. Andrés stands there, sober, tense, eyes sharp, watching. Stop. Don’t do this.
Becky. Perfect Becky. The one I wanted to reach, the one who pushed me away, the one I’ve never stopped thinking about. Her face flashes, smiling at me even as she pulled away. I ache. Hollow in my chest opens wide. It hurts too much. I can’t be TJ tonight. I can’t feel. Not fully. Something keeps slipping, my hands twitch like they belong to a stranger.
Some girl, a stranger, desperate and hot, slides onto my lap. Hands in my hair, lips brushing my ear. She doesn’t know me. I don’t care. Her touch is a rope I grab onto, the kind that doesn’t save me but lets me swing above the chasm. Clair is here too, at the edge of the room, everywhere, in the corner of my eye. I don’t want her. Not tonight. I want Becky, but Becky sent me away. I let Asher push Clair back. Tonight is chaos. Tonight is fire.
I throw back the shot Vic hands me. It burns too much, or not enough, I can’t tell. I spin into the music, knocking over glasses, laughing when they crash. I bump into strangers, grab another drink, throw it back. Bodies press, hands wander, voices smear into one another. My head swims, swimming both thrilling and wrong.
Migs cheers. Vic roars. Andrés steps forward, jaw tight, hand reaching for my arm. “TJ! Stop, ”
I shrug him off, almost laughing at the futility. Beyond trying. His sober weight against my chaos is unbearable. Not the Andrés I knew. He’s gone. I don’t care.
Then I see him in the corner, passed out, face eerily like my brother’s. My stomach flips.
I grab a bottle. Drink harder.
I topple a table, spin into the crowd, nearly crash into a wall. Someone yells. I laugh. I drink. I grab another girl, kiss her mouth to mouth, teeth and all, until she breaks away, flushed, laughing, scared maybe, but I don’t notice. My own hands feel alien, twitchy. The fire isn’t careful. It’s reckless. Dangerous.
And I love it.
TJ hurts too much. TJ hopes too much. TJ wanted to be better, to fight, to hold on. Asher doesn’t care. Asher burns everything down and laughs in the ashes. My vision sways, the world tilts, my tongue tastes like metal, legs like jelly.
“TJ, wait!” Andrés’s voice cracks through the fog, desperate, pleading. My chest tightens, my head jerks toward him, but the sound is distant, almost unreal. He tries to grab me, but I flinch, shaking, blinded by everything, Clair’s obsession, Asher’s seduction, Becky’s absence. I just want this pain gone. I want everything gone. Then I see it, the balcony. Wide open. Pool glittering below like a mirage. Something snaps inside me. I climb over the railing, ignoring the shouts, ignoring Andrés’s hand grazing mine. Marcus lunges, eyes wide, voice cutting through the chaos. “TJ! Stop, don’t, ” His fingers brush mine, a fleeting tether. Not enough. Go for it, Asher screams. Take the risk. Take the chaos.
I look down. Thirty feet. A perfect, terrifying drop. The city sparkles. I laugh, half thrill, half madness, launching backward over the railing. The world tilts. Wind rips past. Thirty feet of pure adrenaline.
Splash.
Water explodes around me. Crowd screams. Phones flash. Someone’s already live-streaming.
I surface, laughing, chest burning, eyes wild. “What the hell, man?” Andrés shouts from the balcony. I shrug, splashing to the edge, dripping, laughing, untouchable. Migs and Vic already show the clips, shouting about the viral stunt. I laugh, a sharp, broken sound, and let the city pulse around me. Hollow or not, pain or not, tonight, I am only this. Only chaos. Only me.
Elijah is down here, drenched, furious, trying to grab me again. Jade ushers hotel guests from the pool.
Clair freezes at the edge, horror and disbelief on her face, but I push it away. Not tonight. Not TJ.
The penthouse is wrecked, tables overturned, glass everywhere, music still thumping. I tread water in the pool, fully Asher. Fire. Chaos. Danger. Something whispers: this isn’t me. Something is wrong.
And Becky’s face lingers. Perfect Becky, gone, unreachable. TJ can’t feel tonight. Only Asher can survive.
The headlines will scream by morning: “Rockstar TJ Jumps From Penthouse Balcony Into Pool, Wild Party Goes Viral!”
Somewhere deep, TJ whispers: This isn’t safe. This isn’t right.
I push it down. Tonight, there is only Asher
 
Chapter 19
Becky
It’s been another dark day when the bedroom door slams open. My body jerks. Opa Friedrich storms in, phone clutched in his hand, eyes blazing.
“You listen now, Mädchen,” he barks, his German accent cutting sharp. “Sit up in your bed and listen. A life is at stake.”
Something in his tone, something desperate, unyielding, cracks through the fog. My body obeys before my mind does. I sit up, blinking at the light, throat dry.
“Becky?” A voice calls from the phone speaker. Mr. Oldman. He sounds frantic.
“She’s here, Harold,” Opa answers quickly.
“Becky, it’s Sammy. He’s gone.”
The words slam into me. My heart lurches, pulling me all the way out of my numbness. “What do you mean gone?” My voice croaks, rough from disuse.
“Something happened to his brother,” Harold says, his words tumbling fast. “A gang shooting. Sammy ran. No one can find him.”
“Oh God…” I clutch the blanket, knuckles white. Not Sammy. Please not Sammy.
“We need you, Becky. Sammy needs you.”
And just like that, the darkness loosens its grip. I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, fear and panic shaking me awake. “Okay. I’m coming.” My chest feels like it’s caving in, but I can’t stop. It’s Sammy. He has to be okay.
“I was hoping you’d say that,” Harold admits, relief flooding his voice. “I, uh… may have already sent Ethan to get you. He should be there soon.”
“Oh. Okay.” I nod, still dazed.
Then something clicks, sharp enough to cut through even the panic. I narrow my eyes at Opa. “Wait. How do you know Mr. Oldman?”
Opa grunts, shifting like he’s been caught. “Who do you think sends me those obscure musical remakes?”
It almost makes me smile. Almost.
My body feels like it belongs to someone else as I push myself off the bed. My legs tremble, stiff from too many days of lying down, but I force them to hold me. The room tilts for a second, and I grab the dresser to steady myself.
Opa doesn’t move. He just stands there in the doorway, arms crossed, his face a mask of sternness, but his eyes… his eyes give him away. He’s watching me like a man who doesn’t dare breathe too loud, afraid this fragile spark might flicker out again.
I fumble into jeans, pull on a sweater, my hands clumsy with buttons. My reflection in the mirror makes me flinch, hair tangled, eyes hollow, skin pale. I look like a ghost. But I keep going. Because Sammy.
By the time I tug my sneakers on, headlights sweep across the window. A car door slams. Opa steps aside as Ethan’s hurried knock rattles the front door.
He looks different too, worn, eyes shadowed, clothes rumpled like he hasn’t slept. “Becky,” he says, relief in his voice but also something harder, like urgency is the only thing keeping him standing. “We’ve been looking all night. Since yesterday evening. The church set up a search party, split into groups, but, nothing. No trace of him.”
My stomach twists. “Nothing?”
Ethan shakes his head. “Not a word. He doesn’t answer his phone. It’s like he vanished.”
I close my eyes, panic pressing in. Sammy, where are you?
And then, like a thread pulled loose from memory, something surfaces. His voice, soft and confessional, the way he trusted me in that rare quiet moment. When I get scared… when things are too much… there’s this place I go. No one knows about it. An old shed, behind the library. Don’t laugh, okay? It feels safe.
My eyes snap open.
“I know where to go.”
Ethan freezes. “What? You, you know where he is?”
I nod, already grabbing my jacket. “I think so. He told me once. An old abandoned shed. Behind the library.”
Ethan’s eyes widen with sudden hope, and Opa exhales like he’s been holding his breath for years.
“We need to move now,” Ethan says, already turning toward the door.
I swallow hard, my pulse racing. The fear’s still there, clawing at me, but it doesn’t matter. Sammy needs me. And for the first time in what feels like forever, I’m moving toward something that isn’t the dark.
The library is dark at this hour, the streetlamps casting long shadows. Ethan kills the engine, and we both climb out, our breath misting in the cold. My pulse is so loud it drowns everything else.
“There.” I point, my voice a whisper. Behind the library, half-hidden by overgrown brush, is the shed, small, crooked, forgotten. My feet crunch against gravel as I hurry toward it. Ethan follows close behind.
The closer I get, the heavier my chest feels. Please be here. Please be alive.
I push the warped door open, and the smell of dust and old wood hits me. My eyes adjust slowly, and then I see him.
Sammy. Curled in the corner, knees hugged to his chest, face streaked with dirt and tears. His whole body shakes.
“Sammy…” My voice breaks on his name.
His head snaps up, eyes wide and swollen. For a moment he just stares, like he’s not sure I’m real. Then his lips tremble. “It’s my fault.”
I drop to my knees in front of him. “No. No, it’s not.”
“Yes it is!” His voice cracks into a sob. “He told me to wait for him after school, but I was late, and, and if I had been there, he wouldn’t have gone that way home, and the gang, they wouldn’t have, ” He chokes on the words, burying his face in his arms. “He’s dead because of me.”
My chest aches like it’s splitting open. I grab his arms gently, prying him out of his huddle until he has to look at me. “Sammy, listen to me. You’re twelve. Twelve. Nothing you did, or didn’t do, caused this. The gang, the violence, the world, that’s what caused it. Not you. Do you hear me?”
He shakes his head frantically, tears spilling. “But if I had just, ”
“No!” I grip his shoulders, firm but soft. “It is not your fault.” I let the words repeat, pressing them into him the way Marlon did for Thomas. “Not your fault. Not your fault.”
Something shifts in his eyes, a flicker of doubt against his guilt. And then it hits me. Like a lightning bolt through my chest.
I was twelve too. Twelve when my father’s sins swallowed my world. Twelve when the Council’s cruelty tore me apart. Twelve when I started believing I was cursed, doomed, guilty just for existing.
I was only twelve.
And I was innocent too.
My throat tightens, tears flooding my eyes. I pull Sammy into my arms, rocking him as he sobs into my chest. “You’re not alone,” I whisper, voice trembling. “And you’re not to blame. None of this is on you.”
His small hands clutch at me like he’s drowning, and I hold tighter. And in that moment, I know, I need help. I can’t keep pretending. I can’t keep drowning in silence, blaming myself for things that were never mine to carry.
I want to get better. For Sammy. For Thomas. For me.
Ethan crouches beside us, his hand steady on Sammy’s back, his eyes flicking to me. I nod, tears streaming down my face. “I want to get better,” I whisper, more to myself than to him.
And for the first time in so long, the dark doesn’t feel endless. There’s a crack in it. A sliver of light.

TJ
The sunlight slants through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the suite, cutting across the mess of overturned furniture, empty bottles, and soggy towels from last night. My head pulses like a jackhammer, each throb whispering that last night didn’t go according to any sane plan, each pulse a reminder of the chaos I let Asher loose to create. Did I drink that much? No, no, I remember raising a glass, but that’s it. Some of it is foggy. Or maybe I’m breaking apart. I can’t remember all of it. Can’t even trust the fragments.My head pounds,.
Phones light up all over the room. Tabloid alerts, texts, group messages. “Rockstar jumps from hotel penthouse balcony into pool, fans horrified!” “Asher Grave at it again: reckless, untouchable?” “Penthouse pandemonium: blood, booze, and broken glass!”
We are in the lounge, my bandmates and Marcus. I lean back on the couch, raising a hand like it’s all part of the show. “All good, all fun,” I joke, forcing a grin. “Gotta make sure the views keep climbing, right?” My voice sounds hollow even to me.
Vic and Migs sit nearby, shifting in their seats. Their pale faces tell the story my alcohol-addled brain is struggling to process. Last night’s bravado is gone. Replaced by… guilt? Fear? Did they push me too far? Maybe I let them. Maybe I let myself slip. Or am I breaking, is that it?
Andrés is the first to break the silence, pacing the suite in his black hoodie, arms crossed. His eyes are sharp, frustrated. “What the hell were you thinking?” His voice is low, deadly calm. “You could’ve died. Or worse, someone else could’ve. Stop this.”
I wave him off with a laugh that doesn’t reach my eyes. “I’m fine, man. Totally fine. Don’t sweat it.” But even as I say it, the hollow weight in my chest tells a different story.
Part of me aches for Becky. Perfect, infuriating, impossible Becky. The one who pushed me away, who made me feel like I was never enough. I remember her words, her steady gaze that somehow saw right through me. And it hurts like hell, the kind of hurt you can’t numb, can’t escape. Asher tries to take over, tries to shove that memory into the background, but it claws at me anyway.
Then the door bursts open. Damian storms in, face red, voice booming. “What the hell happened here? Do you boys have any idea how much this will cost?!” 
I smirk, letting Asher take over. “Relax, Damian. You wanted Asher Grave, didn’t you? Headlines? Shock? I gave it to you.”
Marcus steps closer, his expression tight with worry. “TJ… this isn’t you,” he pleads quietly. “You’re hurting yourself. Please, don’t do this. Not for views, not for anyone.”
I feel a flicker, TJ stirring beneath Asher’s roar. A pang I haven’t let surface in weeks.
“I don’t need lectures,” I mutter, voice cracking despite myself. My brain screams, Wait, what am I doing? Did I even choose any of this?
But Damian is not done, “We need to get on top of this, ride the wave…”
Markus interrupts facing Damian with his jaw tight. “Get out,” he snaps. Damian freezes, shocked, but Markus doesn’t waver. He literally shoves him toward the door. “We’re taking care of him. You don’t get to decide what’s best.”
Damian glares, sputtering protests, but he’s gone in seconds. Silence falls.
Marcus steps closer. “No, listen. I’ve seen you push too far before. This… this last stunt? You’re not invincible. You’re breaking. Let us help.”
Breaking. The word hits like a shard of glass I can’t swallow. My chest tightens. Pulse skipping. Alcohol, Asher, bravado… none of it shields me. Not now.
Andrés leans against the minibar, quiet but tense, a contained warning radiating from him. Care. Fear. Everything I can’t articulate. I feel it all pressing down.
Asher snarls in my head: I’m fine. Don’t let them see it. Don’t let them win.
But this time I press back, voice shaking, ragged: You can’t outrun yourself forever.
And for the first time in days, the edge of the fog trembles. I’m not sure which part of me is standing, or if I’m even standing at all.
Then Elijah steps in, calm and deliberate. “T-Man,” he says softly. “Someone’s here to see you.”
I look up, expecting another irritation or annoyance, but it’s Marlon. His face is full of sorrow, concern, love. He doesn’t rush, doesn’t lecture. He just is there.
“Marlon…” My voice falters. All the Asher bravado, the reckless mask, cracks under the weight of his gaze.
I think of Becky again, her laugh, the way she cared without letting me forget she could leave at any moment. I realize I’ve been running from that kind of pain, from anyone who might see the real me, because it hurts too much. But Marlon’s presence… it’s different. Solid. Patient. He doesn’t ask anything of me but to be here, to feel.
“I’m here, TJ. I’ve got you,” he says, kneeling slightly, placing a hand steady on my shoulder.
Something inside me breaks. TJ shudders, the grief, shame, and exhaustion spilling over. “I… I can’t… I, ” My voice cracks.
Marlon’s hand stays, steady. “You don’t have to be perfect. You don’t have to do this alone.”
I swallow hard, trying to pull the Asher grin back into place, but it won’t stick. My chest tightens, thoughts tumbling faster than I can catch them.
Then her face flashes, Becky. Perfect, infuriating, untouchable Becky. The way she laughed at my jokes but never let me off guard, the way she cared without ever demanding I be less than me. My throat tightens. And a voice whispering somewhere inside: You’re not enough.
The words sting. I hadn’t realized how much I’d carried them, how much I pushed everyone away to avoid that hurt. And now… now I can’t. I can’t push Marlon away, either.
“I, Becky…” I breathe it out before I can stop myself. The sound of her name cracks through the Asher façade, and everyone in the room freezes.
Vic and Migs glance at each other, guilt deepening their expressions. Andrés’s hand twitches, wanting to reach out, but he stays still. Markus tightens his grip on my shoulder, steadying me, letting the mask fall away.
Marlon doesn’t flinch. “It’s okay,” he says softly. “You can let it out. You don’t have to carry it alone.”
My knees tremble. The walls I’ve built, Asher, the reckless, untouchable one, fall piece by piece. Becky’s memory, Marlon’s presence, Andrés’s concern, Vic and Migs’ remorse, it all crashes into me at once. I collapse into the couch, unguarded, letting the grief, shame, and longing wash over me.
I whisper again, almost to myself, “Becky…” and for a second, I can almost see her there, smiling, steady. The ache in my chest sharpens, but so does the clarity: I can’t run from who I am, not from them, not from her, not from this.
Marlon’s hand tightens slightly on my shoulder, grounding me, while Markus’s other hand rests near mine, protective.
For the first time, I feel it: TJ surfacing, trembling and raw, not Asher. Becky lingers in the back of my mind, the memory both painful and grounding, but for now, Marlon’s hand is enough. For the first time, it feels like someone actually sees me.

Chapter 20 
Becky
The car hums low as Ethan drives, headlights carving through the night. The silence between us is thick, but not heavy this time. Not suffocating. Almost… waiting.
Sammy’s small form curls in the back seat, head slumped against the window, breath fogging the glass. Finally asleep. Finally at rest. My chest tightens just looking at him, protective and aching all at once.
“He thought it was his fault,” I whisper, my voice barely holding. “He thought… because he told his brother to hurry that night, it was why the shot happened.”
Ethan’s jaw flexes. His knuckles tighten around the wheel, but his eyes stay on the road.
“I told him no,” I breathe, shaking my head hard, like I can shake away the sting burning behind my eyes. “I told him he’s just twelve. He’s a kid. He didn’t cause it. He didn’t…” My voice splinters, my throat closing. “And then I, ” My hand presses against my chest, as if I can hold myself together. “I realised… I was twelve too.”
Ethan glances at me, quick and sharp, then back to the road.
“I was twelve,” I whisper again, the words trembling out of me like they’ve been locked away for years. “I didn’t cause it. I didn’t deserve it. I was a kid.”
The tears spill hot and stinging before I can stop them. I cover my face with both hands, my words tumbling out ragged between gasps. “I need help, Ethan. I can’t keep pretending I’m fine. I want to get better. I want to live. I, ” My breath hitches like it’s snagged on glass. “I want to believe God can fix me.”
The car slows, the road’s rumble softening as Ethan eases us onto the shoulder. For a moment, we just sit there, engine idling, the world hushed all around us, like even time has paused to listen.
When Ethan finally turns toward me, his eyes shine wet in the glow of the dash. His face is steady, but I can see it, the storm of his own emotions held back, because right now it’s me unraveling. His hand trembles slightly as it reaches for mine, but his voice… his voice is steady, almost fierce.
“You will, Becky,” he says low, certain, like a vow sworn in secret. “With God, you will.”
The words sink deep, heavy and warm, like something I didn’t know I’d been starving for.
Silence settles again, but this time it’s different. Not empty. Not hostile. The hum of the engine fills the space, steady as a heartbeat. Sammy shifts in the back seat, murmurs in his sleep, then goes still again. Ethan’s hands rest steady on the wheel, but I feel his eyes flick toward me now and then, quiet and watchful, like he’s guarding something fragile.
My chest feels tight still, but not like before, not like suffocating. More like… stretching against old walls that were too small for too long. The words I said earlier echo in my head, circling, refusing to let me go: I want to get better.
I turn my face toward the window, the blur of streetlights streaking past. My voice slips out before I even think about it.
“God… I don’t even know if You’re listening. Or if I’m saying this right.” My throat catches; I blink fast, vision swimming. “But… please. Help me. I don’t… I don’t want to stay like this anymore.”
The silence afterward is unbearable, thick with the weight of my own trembling words. My palms are clammy, twisting in my lap as I wait for something, thunder, judgment, nothing at all.
Instead, Ethan doesn’t break the moment with explanations or corrections. He just reaches across the console, laying his hand gently over mine. Warm. Steady. Anchoring.
“That’s it, Becky,” he murmurs, his voice rough, thick with tears of his own. “That’s prayer. And He heard you.”
I swallow hard, a fresh tear slipping down my cheek. Half of me can’t believe it. Half of me wants desperately to cling to it.
My first fragile prayer, it feels like stepping out onto thin ice, terrified it’ll crack beneath me. But for the first time in so long, maybe… just maybe… I want to believe it’ll hold.
Sammy’s house feels smaller than I remember, but maybe that’s because of how heavy everything feels. Mrs. Davis meets us at the door, her eyes red, her arms wrapping around her son like she’ll never let go again. She thanks me over and over, her voice shaking, her hands trembling as she cups my face.
 “Thank you. Thank you, Becky. You don’t know what this means. I can’t lose both my boys.”
I hold her tight, swallowing the lump in my throat. She doesn’t know scared I was, how close I came to falling apart, how my heart nearly broke in half just thinking of him out there alone.
I glance over at Sammy, pale but alive, sitting stiff on the couch. His eyes won’t meet mine. He twists his fingers together, shoulders curled inward as though bracing for punishment. When his mother kisses the top of his head, he flinches like he doesn’t deserve it.
Oh, Sammy. The guilt in his posture hits me harder than any words could. He thinks this is all his fault. He thinks he brought darkness into this house. But he’s just a boy who feels lost right now. And I know what it feels like to get lost.
I kneel in front of him, waiting until he dares to look up. “Sammy,” I whisper, soft but firm. “This isn’t on you. You hear me? What happened, it isn’t who you are. You’re still here, and that matters. You’re loved. You’re forgiven.”
His throat works like he wants to argue, but no words come. A single tear slips down his cheek, and I brush it away with my thumb.
Inside me, something shifts, like a chain rattling loose. All this time, I’ve been carrying guilt like it was mine to bear. Guilt over my father’s sins, over my own brokenness. Guilt that maybe I was too far gone for God to want me back. But here, in this room, with Sammy’s fragile heart in my hands, I feel it break. This weight isn’t mine. It never was.
For the first time in weeks, maybe months, I feel the faintest flicker of peace. Maybe this is what grace looks like, not a lightning bolt, not a perfect healing, but a slow lifting of chains. Maybe God really does mean it when He says His yoke is easy, His burden light. Maybe He’s been waiting for me to let go of the lies I’ve clung to and trust that He can redeem even me.
I squeeze Sammy’s hand. “We’ll walk this road together,” I promise him, but I’m saying it to myself too. “You’re not alone.”
Mrs. Davis wipes her eyes, nodding fiercely. “He won’t be. Not while I have breath in me. And not while God’s holding us up.”
And in that moment, I let myself believe it. Maybe, just maybe, God’s been holding me up all along.


TJ
The voices drift toward me before I even realize where I’m standing. I hadn’t meant to linger. I was just grabbing Andrés’s jacket upstairs, trying to be quick, but the hallway is quiet and something makes me pause. Voices drift from the half-closed study door. Damian’s laugh cuts through the air, sharp and smug, and I freeze.
“…you think I didn’t notice?” Damian’s voice smooth, controlled. “I knew from the moment you told me about Becky. About how close you were getting. You wanted him for yourself, and I needed him in the spotlight. Perfect arrangement.”
Clair’s voice is smaller, nervous, almost pleading. “I just… I thought if he wasn’t clinging to her, he’d see me. He’d need me, I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”
My chest tightens. Becky? Clair told Damian about Becky? My stomach twists.
Damian’s reply is smoother, that easy arrogance coating his words. “And yet, you were quite keen to go ahead with my plan to drug the boy at the penthouse.” His chuckle is cruel, deliberate. “You wanted him pliant. I needed him broken open for the world to consume. And still, pathetic. You drugged him, and he didn’t come to you. Quite pathetic, don’t you think?”
My chest tightens. No. No, I must be hearing wrong.
The air leaves my lungs. My stomach drops. My head swims. The drink… that night… it wasn’t me being careless. It was them. Drugged. The night that had blurred at the edges, when the world spun and I thought it was exhaustion, too much pressure. My hands grip the wall just to stay upright. 
Clair’s voice cracks. “You told me it was the only way. You said if I helped create the storm, he’d realize Becky was wrong for him. That he’d see me.”
A sharp laugh from Damian. “I said it would draw the spotlight, and it did. Asher Grave back in headlines, controversy flaring. But you? You wanted him for yourself. And even then, you failed.”
Clair’s voice trembles. “I thought… maybe he’d turn to me, if he couldn’t face anyone else.”
Damian’s tone drips disdain. “You’ll never have him, Clair. But you were useful. Desperation always is.”
I stumble back, my pulse hammering in my ears. My stomach turns over, bile rising. Clair. The one I thought meant well, who smiled and encouraged. And Damian, using her, using me.
Clair. She’s everywhere. I can’t escape her. I don’t want her, I want Becky. But Becky… Becky sent me away. I bolt, heart hammering, up the stairs to the roof. The night air hits me, a small relief against the storm inside me. Marcus is there, his hands out before I even see him. “TJ, wait!” he calls, but I don’t stop. Not yet.
. The memory of that night crashes back, the glass in my hand, the strange heaviness, how I’d tried to shake it off. The shame.
I press my back against the wall, fists clenching. The storm, the headlines, the cameras, they were all engineered. My life, planned, manipulated.
 “Hey.” A hand grips my shoulder. Marcus. I hadn’t even heard him following. His brows knit when he sees my face. “T, what happened?”
I shake my head, words tangling, but they rip free anyway. “It was Clair… she told Damian everything. She told him about Becky. He made it all happen, the media, the storm… the drugs. He used her, Marcus. Used her obsession to… to get to me. He used her because she… because she wanted me for herself. And the drink, ” My throat closes but I force it out. “She put something in it, he had her slip something into my drink. That night at the penthouse. All of it... it wasn’t me losing control. It was them.” My voice breaks. “Clair wanted me away from Becky. She thought if I fell, she’d be there to catch me.”
For a moment Marcus just stares, stunned into silence. Then his jaw tightens, teeth grinding so hard I hear it. “He drugged you?” His voice is thunder, low and shaking. “He dragged Becky into this, used your pain, all for his own brand?” His fists clench, unclench. Rage radiates off him like heat.
I look away, ashamed. My voice drops. “I thought it was my fault, Marcus. That maybe I was weak. But it was him. It was always him pulling the strings. Or maybe I was weak?”
He steps closer, grips my shoulders so hard it anchors me. His eyes burn into mine. “No. Don’t you dare carry that weight. This isn’t on you, T. It’s on them. On Damian, on Clair. They tried to break you, and they failed.”
The steadiness in his voice cuts through my shaking. He leans closer, fierce and certain. “They will pay for this. You hear me, T? They don’t get to walk away clean. Not after what they’ve done. Both of them. What they did is poison. But first, we get you safe. You’re not facing this alone. Not now. Not ever.”
The words break something in me. My throat aches as I nod, clinging to the only thing keeping me upright, Marcus’s steady grip and the promise in his eyes.
The city blurs beneath me. Neon smears into the black glass of skyscrapers, and the night air cuts cold across my face. I grip the railing so tight my knuckles burn, but it’s the only thing keeping me from collapsing. My chest is wrecked, split wide open. Betrayal always hits like a blade, but this one feels poisoned...
I lean forward, press my forehead against the cold steel, breath ragged. “I should’ve known. I should’ve seen through it.” My voice cracks against the wind.
“Enough.”
Marcus’s tone slices through. He’s steady, unshakable, like he’s the only one holding the ground while the rest of us fall. He steps in front of me, forcing my eyes to him. “I told you, you are not carrying this.”
My throat works but no words come.
“You’re not falling apart here. Not tonight. We plan.” His jaw tightens as he pulls his phone from his pocket, already dialing. “Elijah, bring the car around. Now. We’re moving.” He doesn’t wait for me to agree, doesn’t give me the chance to argue.
He’s already lining the pieces. “Jade, get the Migs, Vic and Andrés to TJ’s place. See if Marlon is available. Everyone together, something happened, no, he’s with me, he’s okay.” He ends the call, eyes locking on mine like he won’t let me slip away. “We’re done reacting. From here on, we control the board.”
I want to laugh, or break, or both. My chest is still a battlefield, shame and betrayal tearing it raw. But Marcus, he’s not asking me to be strong right now. He’s demanding it. Holding me upright by sheer force of will.
Marcus all but drags me down the stairs, one hand clamped on my arm like I’m a drunk he’s hauling out of a bar fight. My legs feel disconnected, rubber, like they don’t belong to me, but he doesn’t slow.
“Car’s coming,” he mutters, already on his phone, voice clipped, efficient. That tone he uses when the world’s falling apart and he still somehow keeps it together. “Elijah, back entrance. Two minutes.”
I barely hear the response, Elijah’s voice low and steady through the speaker, because my head’s still back on the roof, spinning with everything I thought I knew.
When we step outside, the black SUV screeches up like it’s been waiting its whole life for this exact moment. Elijah’s behind the wheel, his eyes catching mine through the windshield, worried, too worried, like he’s seeing more cracks in me than I want to admit.
Marcus yanks the door open and shoves me inside. Not rough, not careless, protective. The kind of shove that says move, you’re not safe here.
I collapse into the leather seat, chest still heaving, heart still hammering. Elijah twists in the driver’s seat, his hand resting on the steering wheel but his gaze fixed on me. “T…” His voice is quiet, careful. Like one wrong word might shatter me completely.
I can’t look at him. Not yet. I just lean back, pressing my palms into my eyes like I can shut everything out.
Marcus slides in beside me, phone already to his ear again, issuing orders. His calm is the only thing holding me together right now.
The door shuts, the car seals around me, and I sink into the seat, my pulse pounding louder than the engine. Elijah’s gaze lingers in the rearview, all quiet worry, while Marcus’ jaw is set like he’s already running three plans in his head.
Me? I press my forehead to the glass and try to breathe.

Becky
Since last night, since that raw, honest cry to God, I feel… lighter. Like the air itself has space for me now. I get home, and I have to tell Ethan I’m okay, even though I feel fragile in the quiet. And then I notice: someone’s been here. My apartment… it’s spotless. Fridge stocked. Everything feels like Aisha. Her fingerprints, her care, her thoughtfulness. It’s in the small details, the way the fruit is arranged, the leftovers wrapped neatly. My eyes catch the front door… a new lock. Marcus. Always looking out for me.
Luci called, wanting to come over. I wanted to say yes, but… no. Not tonight. I need space. I need God. I need stillness. So I take a long shower, letting the water wash away not just dirt but the heaviness I’ve been carrying. I make tea. I open my Bible. Psalm 34. I read the words, slowly, letting them sink in, letting them breathe life into me. I feel lighter. I feel… seen.
I’m on my way to see Marlon. I need him to hear it all, the guilt, the fear, the grief I’ve been holding tight. I need him to help me find a counselor, someone who can walk with me through trauma and loss, someone who can help me lay it down properly, instead of stuffing it away.
And I need to talk to Aisha about HH. I’m not even sure if they still want me teaching, but that’s… not the point. Not anymore. The point is trust. Intentional trust. Letting God lead me, instead of clinging to fear. I want to live that way now. Fully.
Now, walking to Marlon’s house, my stomach twists nervously. I haven’t faced my pastors since the news about my father broke. I don’t know what to expect, but I know they will be loving, kind, patient.
“Becky!” Marlon calls out when I arrive, he is on the porch, mug in hand, sun catching the rim of his glasses. He waves, and just seeing him calm and steady eases a knot in my chest.
We settle on the porch swing, mugs in hand. He doesn’t rush me, doesn’t pry. Just sits there, a quiet anchor.
“I… I don’t even know where to start,” I admit finally, voice low. “Everything’s… everything’s been hitting me at once. The guilt, the grief, the fear… I feel like I’ve been holding my breath for years.”
Marlon nods, eyes gentle. “Then let’s breathe together. One step at a time. That’s all God asks of us, Becky, one step.”
I smile, weak but real. “You make it sound so simple.”
“Only because it is,” he quips. “We make it complicated.”
I take a shaky sip of tea, the warmth doing little to steady the tremor in my hands. I finally look at Marlon, my voice barely above a whisper.
“You know… I told you about my dad being… you know.”
He nods, patient, waiting for me to find the words.
“What I didn’t tell you,” I continue, swallowing hard, “is the guilt I’m carrying. And yesterday… looking at how young Sammy is, blaming himself…” My throat tightens, and I take a deep breath. “I… I let something slip to my father that day. About Uncle Matt visiting when he’s not here, bringing me treats. I didn’t realize, I thought… I thought it was harmless.” My voice falters, and I choke on the words.
Marlon reaches out and takes my hand, steadying me, his touch grounding.
“That’s how he found out,” I manage, my voice cracking. “And later that day… he… I can still hear Mama’s screams.”
Tears stream down my face, hot and relentless. “For years… for years I’ve carried that guilt. And yesterday, with Sammy… it was the first time I realized… maybe I was only a child too. Maybe the guilt… maybe it’s not mine to carry.”
Marlon squeezes my hand gently. His eyes, full of kindness and quiet understanding, hold me.
“Becky,” he says softly, “you were a child. You did what any child would do. You didn’t cause it. You didn’t deserve it. And you certainly don’t have to carry it alone.”
I let out a shaky breath, trying to let his words sink in, trying to believe them. The weight feels just a fraction lighter, but for the first time in a long time, I feel the possibility of release.
“Thank you,” I whisper. “I… I needed to say it out loud.”
“You needed to let it out,” he replies gently. “And God needed you to trust Him with it too. One step at a time, Becky. One step at a time.”
I nod, tears still falling, but hope threading its way through the pain. And in that moment, I begin to believe that maybe, just maybe, I can start to let go.
“I think… I need help,” I admit, voice tentative. “Real help. A Christian trauma counselor… someone to walk me through this properly. I can’t keep carrying it all by myself.”
“That’s a brave step,” Marlon says. “I can refer you to someone excellent. Someone who will meet you with love and God’s truth, not judgment.”
“And Harmony House…” I glance at him, voice quieter now. “I need to talk to Aisha. I’m not sure if they even want me teaching there anymore… but I want to be intentional about it. About my faith, about my life. No more running. No more hiding from God.”
At that moment, Aisha steps onto the porch, carrying a tray with fresh tea. “Thought you might need a refill,” she says softly, her eyes full of care.
“You have perfect timing,” I murmur, tears threatening to spill again.
She sets the tray down, sitting beside me, her presence calm and comforting. “Becky… of course you can still teach,” she says gently. “All the kids at HH have been asking for you. DeShawn even led an evening prayer session for you yesterday.”
Tears spill freely down my face. Gratitude, relief, and love mix together until I feel raw and open. “They… they missed me?” I whisper.
“Yes,” Aisha says softly. “And we’ve been praying for you. But more than anything, we want you to be ready, whole, and sure in your faith before stepping back in.”
I bow my head, letting the tears fall. Marlon places a hand on my shoulder. “God is here, Becky. He sees your heart.”
Aisha gently guides us into prayer. “Let’s thank Him together,” she says. We join hands.
“God… I don’t know how to carry all of this. I don’t know how to forgive myself, how to let go… But I want to. I want to trust You fully. Help me heal. Help me live intentionally in You,” I whisper.
Marlon’s voice follows, steady and warm. “Lord, guide her. Walk with her. Let her know Your love in every step. Help her release the burdens that are not hers to bear.”
Aisha prays last, her voice like a balm. “God, thank You for her heart. Thank You for the children she loves so deeply. Bless her, strengthen her, and let her feel Your presence now, fully.”
I sit in silence, letting the warmth of the tea, the sunlight, their hands, and God’s presence fill me. All these years, I thought I was a Christian. I went to church, said the prayers, tried to do what I thought was right. But I never fully trusted Him. Never truly, completely turned my life over. I held pieces back, fear, guilt, shame, and tried to control the rest myself.
Not anymore.
I want to trust Him. Fully. No half-measures. I want to hand over the grief, the guilt, the fear. I want to let God have it all, and step into the life He’s calling me to, intentionally, with faith that is mine.
I rise from the swing, tears still falling, a lightness threading through my chest. “Thank you,” I whisper. “For listening, for praying, for believing I could find my way back.”
Marlon smiles, gentle and steady. “You already are finding it, Becky. One step at a time.”
Aisha squeezes my hand. “And we’ll walk every step with you.”
The sunlight warms my face, and for the first time in what feels like forever, I feel ready, ready to let go, ready to heal, ready to trust God fully.


Chapter 21
TJ
Back at my place I sink back into the couch, my legs still shaking from shock. I cannot believe they did this to me?? I can’t believe Clair betrayed me like this, she was one of very few people I trusted, now this. I close my eyes for a moment and focus on my breathing.
Marcus is looming close like a shield. My bandmates are here; Vic, Andrés, and Migs, Elijah, as well as my bodyguards Elijah and Jade. Everyone is tense, waiting for me to speak. My chest is tight, words heavy.
“I overhear Damian and Clair talk at the studio,” I start, voice rough. “Clair…she was the one that told Damian about Becky. She wanted her gone. Wanted me for herself.”
Jade gasps. Vic’s jaw tightens. Andrés leans forward.
“Damian used her obsession with me,” I continue. “Leaked everything to the media, he wanted a media storm for Asher Grave, he wanted more fame and more sales.” The bitter taste of my stage name burns in my mouth.
Marcus steps in, voice sharp. “Then the bastard told Clair to drug TJ so she could get with him. So they could control him together. This was all set up, this whole media frenzie.”
Migs lets out a curse. “What the hell, man? That’s insane. They, ”
Vic cuts in, voice low and sharp. “No mercy. None. They mess with you, they mess with all of us.”
Andrés clenches his fists. “We have to make sure they don’t get away with this. Damian, he walks away with nothing. I swear it.”
Elijah steps forward, calm but serious. “I can connect you with a good lawyer. Someone who doesn’t bend. We make sure the law’s on your side. Damian doesn’t get to manipulate this.”
I shake my head. “And Clair? I…she did wrong. Horribly wrong. But she’s still Clair. I don’t know…”
Vic scoffs. “Trust is earned, TJ. She lost yours the moment she went after you.”
I close my eyes for a beat. “I can’t keep doing this. I have to stop Asher Grave. I can’t let this control my life anymore.”
Migs leans against the wall, tentative, hopeful. “Maybe some time off would help? Step back, breathe?”
Vic shrugs, softer. “Yeah. Take a break. Let the dust settle.”
I know that they are worried, this is their lives too, their future, but I just cannot do this anymore, the fame, the façade. It is destroying me from the inside out. 
Andrés steps closer, urgency shaking him. “Guys! Can’t you see? TJ’s suffocating. He’s been suffocating for so long, we just chose to ignore it. He is not, never was, Asher Grave. We made him. We created him. He just wanted to play music! He is more important than a damn record label, he’s more important than any of this!”
I swallow hard, letting the truth sink in. It’s been suffocating, this weight on me, this lie I’ve been forced into. All I wanted was to play music, connect with it, be honest. Andréss support warms me, he has changed so much, he is clean, he is steady, and I’m so lucky to have him.
The outrage in the room mixes with determination. Plans start to form: lawyers, pulling the band together, shutting Damian down. I feel a flicker, hope, maybe the first real breath in months.
The door swings open and Marlon steps in, calm authority radiating from every movement. Before anyone can react, Andrés is already moving toward him, grinning.
“Marlon! When did you get back? Sneaky,” Andrés jokes, clapping him on the shoulder.
Marlon raises an eyebrow, lips twitching into a rare half-smile. “Not sneaky. Just…timing is everything.”
Vic and Migs chuckle. Jade rolls her eyes but smirks anyway. I feel like I missed something, when did everyone get so familiar with the pastor? Understandable though, his presence just calms a person.
Marlon then takes deliberate steps toward me.
“TJ,” he says, voice low but steady, “I think it’s time for your healing, brother.”
My chest tightens at the words. Healing. It feels foreign, impossible even. But Marlon stands there, unshakable, like he’s carried this burden a thousand times and knows exactly how to guide me through it.
I barely nod, words failing me. Somehow, just having him here, Marlon, makes the weight feel a fraction lighter.
Andrés claps me on the back, grinning like he’s trying to pull me out of my fog. “Yeah, man. Time to put Asher Grave to bed and get you back.”
I glance around at the crew, at their expectant, concerned faces. For the first time today, I feel a little bit of hope stirring. Maybe…maybe this really can work.

Becky
Walking into Harmony House with Aisha at my side, my palms are damp despite the cool morning air. My throat tightens, not fear exactly, but that familiar questioning: what do they think of me now? My students, knowing who my father is. My colleagues, having seen me unravel. Do they whisper? Pity me? Avoid me?
But then Sammy’s face forms in my mind, fragile yet brave, and I know it doesn’t matter. For him, for the brother he’s burying, I will walk through those doors.
The familiar hum of the school wraps around me. Chalk dust, old wood, and the faint sweetness of someone’s morning muffins fill my senses. Children’s voices echo, overlapping, impatient with grief yet holding it in their eyes.
Sarah slips in beside me, quiet, steady. She doesn’t need words. Her presence alone guides me.
And then Mr. Oldman: arms folded, brows knit, voice gruff. “About time you’re back,” he says. “All of us having to carry your load.”
The words could sting, but the warmth in his eyes tells me otherwise. His way of saying: Nothing has changed. You’re still ours. My chest loosens, the knot in my ribs untying itself.
Then my students. Their faces bloom with relief, some tentative, some bright as sunlight. Deshawn barrels forward, hugs me tight, and whispers, “Sorry.” No questions, no judgements, just grace.
We start to work. Sheets of music spread across tables, pencil scribbles correcting notes, Sarah softly guiding harmonies. The first hesitant voices rise, then grow, blending into a fragile, beautiful chorus.
And suddenly, I feel it, Opa. Not a memory, exactly, but a presence threading through the room. The way he stood beside me at Mom’s funeral, strong and unwavering, arms ready to lift me when the world pressed too hard. I smell the faint warmth of his coat, feel the weight of his steadying hands in mine, hear the quiet cadence of his voice: Wir gehen nach Haus, Beckchen. We’re going home.
And then, as we play, the piano notes seem to carry something more, tinged with the scent of polished wood that reminds me of the chapel, of flowers, of Mom. A soft breeze brushes through the open windows, rustling sheet music, and I feel a whisper of that final day: the media’s flashbulbs, the crushing press of cameras, the smell of lilies and earth, and Opa’s grounding presence holding me steady.
I remember how he carried me away when I had nothing left to stand on. And now, watching these kids, these voices, coming together around pain and hope, I feel that same lifting. My chest unclenches, and the crushing weight of guilt begins to ease.
I realize healing isn’t in shutting the past away. It’s in stepping into the hurt, standing beside others in theirs, and letting Him weave something new through the ashes. With these children, with His grace, maybe I will finally be set free

Chapter 22
TJ
The studio feels smaller than it should, walls closing in with the weight of every memory. Headphones on, mic hot, the hum of the monitors vibrating through my chest, I can feel every heartbeat in stereo. Fingers drum against the console, a restless rhythm echoing the chaos in my skull.
I take a breath, smell the faint tang of coffee and old cables, hear the soft whir of the AC. Everything is quiet but for the pulse beneath my skin. Tonight, it’s not about perfection. Not about the lights, the fame, the crowd. Tonight, it’s about closing the chapter of Asher Grave, burying him so that I can breathe.
I close my eyes. The first chord strums through my chest, rough, jagged, alive. Every note is a memory, every lyric a piece of me I didn’t know I’d left behind. I sing because I have to. Because if I don’t, the silence will swallow me whole
The studio feels too quiet when I set my hands on the keys of the piano. Vic’s leaning forward on the armrest, guitar in hand, eyes narrowed, Andrés twirls a drumstick between his fingers, Migs is silent, waiting. They know this one’s different. My throat feels like it’s made of glass.
I tell myself it’s just another song. Lie number one.
This isn’t a song.
This is the burial.
I close my eyes. The first chords come slow, clean. My voice follows, low and raw:
The storm broke open, rain of poisoned ink
Smeared your vibrant colors, made your true self shrink.
The world, a pin, ready to pierce and keep,
But my Butterfly deserves to wake from this sleep.
My chest aches. Every word tastes like blood. She deserved better, she was better. Becky was sunlight, a vibrant butterfly. I was the dark corner that smothered it.
The chorus rises, strings swelling in the backing track. I force the breath out of me:
I'm opening the glass, Butterfly, setting your spirit free
Even though this empty hand aches eternally
You were born to dance on winds, 'neath an endless sun
All I gave was shadows, a place to start to run.
My vision blurs. Not from the studio lights. From the truth.
Every day without her is hollow. Every breath feels stolen.
Remember whispers, soft as velvet wings,
Hopes we spun together, now broken, fragile things.
I vowed to guard you, from every bitter sting,
But I became the cage, that clipped your every spring 
Andrés whispers, “TJ…” but I don’t stop. If I stop, I’ll never start again.
I'm opening the glass, Butterfly, setting your spirit free
Even though this empty hand aches eternally
You were born to dance on winds, 'neath an endless sun
All I gave was shadows, a place to start to run.
Migs exhales, a sound too heavy to be casual. Andrés’ drumming hand freezes mid-spin. 
The bridge hits, louder, rawer. I drag the words out of my ribcage:
They pinned your history, wriggling on display
Stole the iridescent shimmer, left your colors gray
And in that darkness, watching your light begin to fade
I knew the only solace, was a choice that I had made
The guitar solo is raw and real, the strings crash with the band. Vic pulls it of perfectly. This isn’t just music. It’s the sound of dying in slow motion.
The headlines scream, a whirlwind of cruel lies
But I remember beauty, reflected in your eyes
And I'm left a wasteland, haunted by what might have been
Knowing my love for you, became your greatest sin 
The final chorus claws out of me, voice breaking:
I'm opening the glass, Butterfly, setting your spirit free
Even though this empty hand aches eternally
You were born to dance on winds, 'neath an endless sun
All I gave was shadows, a place to start to run.
Tears run as I hit the outro, saying goodbye, letting her go.
It'll echo forever, the ghost of your sweet flight
A love turned to ashes, in the endless night.
But you're out there soaring, on wings newly bright
While I'm left with the darkness, and a fading light...
Yeah, I'm left with the darkness... for you, Butterfly. 
Silence.
The kind of silence that screams.
Andre finally exhales, low and shaky, like he’s been holding his breath the whole song. “Geeze, T,” he says, voice cracked. His hands are trembling on the keys. “That’s not just a track. That’s a funeral.”
“Yeah,” Migs mutters, rubbing at his face. His eyes are red, whether from lack of sleep or holding back tears, I can’t tell. “And you just buried yourself with it.”
They’re right. That’s exactly what I did. Asher Graves is dead. I killed him with that song.
But the thing is, Asher was never really me. He was armor. A mask. A monster the world fed until it ate itself. And Becky… she deserved better than being dragged into the grave with him.
Vic runs a hand through his hair, pacing behind the soundboard. “Do you even want this released?” he asks. “It’s… I mean, it’s brilliant, but it’s brutal. You’re putting her name out there without saying it. Everyone will know who it’s about.”
I stare down at my hands, flexing my fingers like I don’t recognize them. My knuckles are raw from where I pounded the piano earlier, trying to bleed out all the things I can’t say. My voice still echoes in my head, the lyrics like glass I swallowed whole:
I vowed to guard you, from every bitter sting,
But I became the cage, that clipped your every spring.
I can’t answer Vic right away. My jaw works, but nothing comes out. All I can think about is Becky’s face, the way she looked at me before everything went to hell, like maybe I was worth saving. Like maybe I wasn’t just destruction wearing skin. And I destroyed that too.
“She deserves this,” I whisper finally. My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, thin and cracked. “Not the mess, not the lies, not the way the world tried to chew her up. She deserves to know someone loved her enough to let her go.”
Andre shakes his head. “You think she’ll hear it?”
I close my eyes. My chest seizes. “She’ll hear it. Even if she never listens. She’ll feel it. I wrote it so she’d feel it.”
But it doesn’t change the fact that when the last note fades, I’m left empty. The music used to be the only place I could breathe. Now it feels like breathing ash. Every lyric is her. Every chord is her laugh. Every silence is her absence.
Andrés swipes at his face, failing to hide it. Vic mutters something sharp under his breath, kicks his chair back, like he can’t sit with it. The he adds, voice hoarse: “We can’t not release this.”
Migs breaks it with a gruff sniff. “If this is really the last Asher Graves song… it’s the only way to go out.” He nods toward me. “But T, are you sure? Once it’s out, it’s forever. Immortal. No taking it back.”
Immortal. Becky will be immortal in my ruin. A goddess burned into the ruins of Asher Graves. And me? I’m already gone.
“I’m sure,” I say, though my voice shakes. “The world can have this one piece of me. After that… nothing.”
Vic studies me like he wants to argue, like he wants to drag me out of this grave I’ve already dug. But he doesn’t. He just nods, slow, like he knows the fight’s gone out of me.
Inside, I’m already dust. Nothing’s okay. Nothing will ever be okay again. Every breath is a punishment because it isn’t her. Every sunrise feels like proof that I lost the only thing that mattered.
But if the world hears this song and knows that I loved her, that I let her go because she deserved to be free, then maybe I can leave the wreckage behind. Maybe I can finally bury Asher Graves.
Even if it kills me with him.

Chapter 23

Bex
I’m so tense my fingers shake. It’s been exactly one year and five months since I last saw Thomas. I did get updates from Andrés once I started feeling strong enough, strong enough that his name wouldn’t make me burst into tears. The first six months, I stayed off social media entirely.
After listening to the song he wrote me, I wanted nothing more than to run to him and never let go. But I couldn’t. I wasn’t in a position to see him. I needed to heal. I needed my focus on God. I realized I was so broken I wasn’t good for him either, he needed to heal too.
Luckily, my friends understood. I know it was hard for Luci and Andrés, but they gave me space, respected my wishes, and treated the topic of Thomas as off-limits.
Then, after about six months, I cracked. I just needed to know he was okay. Andrés told me he was. He had gone to rehab, facing his demons, and he was winning. It stung, knowing he needed me out of the picture to heal, but therapy, and prayer, taught me I’m not responsible for other people’s journeys. I was genuinely glad he was healing.
And then he messaged me last night. With the wedding coming up this weekend, he said we needed to meet, to break the tension so our friends could have the wedding they deserved.
So here I am, standing at the door of the old coffee shop where it all began, my heart hammering in my chest. I close my eyes for a second, pressing my palms together in quiet prayer, surrendering the ache, the guilt, and the longing. Lord, I give You all my pain. I give You my heart, my worry, my love for Thomas. I cannot control him or his life, only You can. Help me accept that he has moved on. Help me release him to Your care, even while I still love him. Guide me through this meeting. Steer my heart, Lord. Let me see what is right, not what I want.
I open my eyes and push the door open. The familiar scent of coffee beans and warm wood washes over me, grounding me. The chatter of patrons is soft, almost distant, like it’s underwater, and my heartbeat hammers in my ears.
Then I see him. Thomas. His eyes, always so haunted, are free now, unshadowed. No hoodie, no hair falling over his face. His dark hair is pulled back in a man bun, showing the sharp lines of his jaw. He looks… whole. Strong. Gorgeous. Not hiding anymore.
My breath catches. And then he smiles. A real, unguarded smile that reaches his eyes, softening the edges of the man I remember and revealing the man he has become.
“Bex… you’re here,” he whispers, awe threaded in his tone, like he can’t believe I actually came.
I can’t help a small, teasing smirk. “I figured someone had to make sure you didn’t cause too much trouble without me around.”
His shoulders relax, and a breathy laugh escapes him. Then his gaze scans me, as if making sure I’m okay. “You look good, Bex… no glasses?”
I touch the space on my nose where they should be, and a small laugh slips out. “Mostly a shield all this time… sort of like your rock persona. Defensive, unapproachable, keeping people at a distance.”
He smirks, familiar and warm. “Classic you. But I can tell there’s more under there now.”
I shake my head, letting the tension slip a little. “Well, I’ve been doing some work on the under there. Took a while, but I think God helped me figure it out.”
We just stand there, inches apart. I feel the warmth radiating from him, the quiet electricity of the shared history between us. My hands press together briefly in prayer. Lord, let me honor this moment. Let me speak with wisdom, move with grace. Let me love without clinging. Thank You for healing us both.
And then, in the quiet between words, I reflect. I still love him, deeply, irrevocably, but I am no longer tethered to him. I can love freely because I’ve surrendered my heart to God. My hope is no longer tied to possession or control. He is not mine, not in the way I once thought he should be, but in God’s hands, he is safe, and so am I. That truth steadies me more than anything his smile ever could.
Even in the teasing, the quiet scanning, the small smiles, I feel it, our connection, tempered by time, prayer, and growth. We’re both here. Both changed. Both free. And somehow, just being in this moment, letting it be exactly what it is, feels enough.
I blink, taking in the subtle shift in him, the confidence, the presence, the freedom in his posture. Then something clicks. “You started playing music again?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.
He chuckles softly, a low, warm sound that vibrates straight through me. “Yeah,” he says, a little wry, a little proud. “Christian rock. You know… playing with fire, trying to figure out faith, trying to figure out myself.”
I tilt my head, letting a small smile tug at my lips. “The Doubter… clever. I like it.”
He leans back slightly, eyes bright, teasing. “You were the one that made me believe my name had meaning.”
My stomach twists, and I can’t stop the laugh that escapes me, half disbelief, half affection. “Me?”
He nods, that same intensity in his gaze, and it’s like he’s seeing all the moments that led here, the dark nights, the music, the prayers, the healing. “Yeah. You showed me there’s purpose in doubting. Purpose in questioning. And, well… maybe even grace in the answers.”
I press my hands together briefly in my lap, a quiet prayer rising between us. Lord, thank You for this moment. For him. For the growth. Let me honor him, let me honor You, and let me walk this path with wisdom.
The teasing, the memories, the laughter, all of it swirls around us, and yet underneath, I feel it: the freedom, the healing, the connection that has survived time, distance, and pain. He’s here. I’m here. And even in this small exchange, I see the work God has done in both of us.
“I must admit,” I say, smirking a little, “I appreciate the new music. You know… the talent, the faith… minus the screaming.” I tease him, letting a playful edge slip through.
“Yeah?” he asks, arching an eyebrow, clearly amused. “You listened?”
“Especially the addition of the orchestra,” I continue, leaning in slightly, “especially the violin in Doubting.”
He chuckles, shaking his head, that low, warm sound that always gets under my skin. “I met a musical prodigy,” he says softly, the corners of his mouth tugging up, “taught me the importance of a full repertoire.”
I blink, a small smile tugging at my lips, the compliment settling warmly between us. “Ah… so that was your inspiration, huh?” I ask lightly, teasing, but underneath, there’s admiration too.
He nods, eyes glinting with the memory, with pride, with something I can’t quite name. “Yeah. Thought I’d try to keep up. You know… expand my horizons.”
I press my hands together briefly in silent prayer, grounding myself. Thank You, Lord. For this moment, for him, for the growth You’ve worked in both of us. Let me honor him, and let me honor You.
Even in the teasing, in the music talk, in the small smiles and shared memories, I feel it: the connection, the freedom, the grace that time, prayer, and healing have gifted us both

Thomas
I watch Becky, and even now, she’s more beautiful than I remember, radiating a quiet love and peace that pulls me in. My chest tightens. She’s captivating, yes, but God is in control. I still love her. I always will. But I won’t disrupt her life. Never again. It took me years to forgive myself for her relapse after the media exposed her, and now… here she is.
Her calm, surrendered presence reminds me of something I’ve chased for years in my music, in my faith, in my life. How many songs have I written trying to wrestle with pain, doubt, the broken parts of me? And here she is, embodying it, trusting, surrendered, healed. It hits me: this is what freedom looks like. Not hiding. Not pretending. Not running. Peace. Faith. Love. And yes… joy.
“Bex,” I breathe, gathering the words. “As you know, I’ve given my life to Christ. Part of that… is owning my mistakes. And part of why I wanted to meet you… is to apologize.”
She opens her mouth, trying to interrupt. “No, Thomas. We both, ”
I gently place my hand over hers. “Please, Bex. Let me do this.”
She hesitates, then nods.
“I’m so sorry I created a situation where your past was exposed. I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize how much you were suffering.”
Her voice trembles and I look down at my hands, scared she will reject my apology, but trusting in God, and in doing the right thing.
“Thomas?”
I meet her gaze, and her eyes are glistening with tears. “Thank you,” she whispers. Then she exhales, her voice steadier. “But you have to know, Thomas… I was hiding for so long. The weight of my secret was killing me. It was horrible. I thought… I wouldn’t… I wouldn’t make it through. But I needed to break, Thomas. I needed to realize I couldn’t live my life half-trusting God. I needed to surrender. I needed to heal.”
I swallow, holding her words close. And in that moment, I see it clearly, her faith, her healing, mirrors the journey I’ve been on, the one that birthed The Doubter. The music, the lyrics, the faith I clung to, it’s all part of God’s work in me. I’ve doubted for so long. I’ve wrestled with my mistakes and my pain. And now, looking at her, I see the freedom I always envied in her. The peace I longed for is not just in my songs; it’s real, it’s tangible, it’s here with her.
“And now?” I ask tentatively. “Are you… okay?”
She smiles, a real smile, even with tears in her eyes. Filled with joy. “I’m really good, Thomas.”
And I can’t help but think: she’s surrendered, and in that surrender, she’s a mirror for my own. I will always love her, but for the first time, I understand that love doesn’t mean control, it means trusting God, letting Him lead, and honoring the path He’s laid for both of us.
“There’s… another thing I wanted to ask of you,” I continue, suddenly feeling nervous.
“Yeah?” she asks, still smiling at me. That smile, warm, steady, fills my chest with something like hope, or maybe gratitude.
“Uhm… I sorta wrote a song for Andrés and Luci, for the wedding…” My voice trails, unsure if I’m saying too much.
“That’s so… amazingly thoughtful, Thomas,” she says softly, her eyes sparkling.
I take a deep breath, then meet her gaze. “Bex… would you… play it with me?”
Her eyes widen, surprise and joy mixing in a quiet laugh. “Really?” she whispers. “You want me to play it with you?”
“Yes,” I say, steady now, feeling the weight of the moment. “I… I want to share it with you. Not just the song, but this, us, the music, everything we’ve been through. And celebrating and honoring our best friends.”
Her smile falters slightly, a shadow passing over her eyes. “Thomas… I… I don’t know,” she murmurs. “All my life, I’ve… I’ve hidden. I was so scared my… my secret would be exposed.”
I nod, understanding the weight of that fear. “I get it, Bex. I really do. But I think this will help.” 
She hesitates, biting her lip, then slowly lets out a breath. “Okay… I’ll do it,” she says, her voice small but resolute.
I reach into my bag and pull out the sheet music. “I have the sheet here,” I say, handing it to her, rubbing the back of my neck. “Though… you hardly need it,” I add with a small grin.
She chuckles, the tension in her shoulders easing just a fraction. “Guess I’ll keep you on your toes then,” she teases softly, but there’s warmth in her tone, a quiet permission to step into this moment together. I can’t help but chuckle with her, her honest joy pulling me in.
She still looks at me, a small, genuine smile still lingering. “How about tomorrow morning?” she asks.
“Morning works,” I reply, feeling lighter than I have in months. “Would it be ok to use Harmony House?”
“Yeah,” she nods, tucking the sheet music under her arm. “We’ll run through it, take it slow.”
I can’t help but smile back, my heart steady for the first time in a long while. “Sounds good. I’ll see you there, Bex.”
She gives a little laugh, soft but confident. “Don’t be late, Doubter.”
I chuckle, shaking my head as I watch her go. The sunlight catches her hair, her spirit unburdened, and I think: no matter what happens next, God is in control. And somehow, we will be okay.
I let her go with a quiet prayer of my own, grateful for this moment, grateful for her. I still love her, always will, but I’ll never disrupt her life again. God’s timing, His plan… it’s bigger than me. And right now, it’s perfect
Chapter 24
Thomas
The morning air feels sharp and electric as I drive toward Harmony House. My hands grip the steering wheel tighter than necessary, but my heart is lighter than it’s been in months. Last night was long, I spent hours in prayer, pouring out everything I felt, everything I hoped for, everything I feared. I even phoned Reggie, asked him to pray with me, to pray for guidance, for wisdom, for peace. I love Becky, more than I thought possible, and the thought of messing this up gnaws at me.
I whisper another prayer as the city wakes around me, voice barely audible over the hum of the engine. Lord, if this is meant to be, help me love her well. If it’s only friendship, give me the grace to appreciate every moment with her, without clinging, without fear. Protect her heart as fiercely as I would. Help me honor You in every word, every note, every glance.
Her face flashes in my mind, her eyes, the way she radiates peace and joy, the quiet strength she’s carried through so much. I swallow hard, feeling the weight of my own gratitude and fear. God, help me. I’ve been given another chance, to love, to forgive, to witness her light, and I won’t take it for granted.
Harmony House comes into view, bathed in the soft morning sun. My pulse quickens, anticipation tightening and warming at the same time. No matter what happens today, whether it’s just music, just friendship, or something more, I’m here. Present. Grateful. And ready.
As I pull up to Harmony House, I see her through the door, Becky, laughing, her head thrown back, radiating light. My chest tightens when I notice the man with her. Ethan. My heart stumbles. It feels like it could break, like I might cry right here in the street. Ethan leans in, giving her a hug, and she melts into it, her joy spilling into the air. I take a shaky breath, whispering under it: The Lord is in control. I am not alone. I accept Your ways, Father. Please help with the hurt.
I nod at Ethan as he walks away, and he offers me a warm smile before disappearing down the path. I try to hold myself together.
“Thomas! You’re here!” Becky calls, her voice bright, filling the space between us.
“Now you’re the one doubting,” I tease, forcing a smile that feels more like practice than truth.
Becky frowns slightly, then glances toward where Ethan walked off. My stomach twists, my pulse quickening. I know her heart, so kind, so careful, and I brace myself for whatever she might say.
“Oh… yes, you saw Ethan,” she begins softly. My chest tightens, but I force a calm.
“It’s okay, Bex,” I interrupt gently. “All I want is for you to be happy.”
Her smile deepens, genuine now, warm and unguarded. “I am, Thomas. Ethan came to tell me his baby boy was born last night.”
I stammer, the words catching in my throat. “Wha… what?”
“Yup,” she says, not a trace of regret in her expression. “Got married last year to a very nice girl, Ashante. They’re so happy.”
A flood of relief sweeps through me. The tightness in my chest eases, and I can finally exhale. Maybe, just maybe, it’s time to truly trust God next time.
We walk into one of the practice rooms and Becky sits down at the piano, sliding her fingers over the keys. The song intro flows from her like it was always meant to be hers. I open my mouth to join in, and forget to start. I’m frozen, just listening. She is incredible. The way she took this song and made it hers… her touch, her timing, the life she breathes into it… she amazes me every day.
“Uhm…” she stops mid-phrase, looking over her shoulder. “Thomas… you gonna join?”
I chuckle, rubbing the back of my neck. “Sorry, momentarily dazed by your talent,” I say, my voice quiet, full of awe.
“Stop it,” she laughs, cheeks tinged with pink.
“No, I won’t,” I insist, grinning. “Do you even realize how talented you are?”
“Kettle meet pot,” she teases, a sly smile tugging at her lips. “Seriously, this song is amazing, Thomas.”
And I flush, a multi–award-winning musician who’s played sold-out arenas, blushing because… because finally, here, now, I make and play music as me. Exposing every vulnerability. And she likes it. She really likes it.
Thank You, Lord.
I take a deep breath and finally play the chords, letting my part of the song flow. Becky glances at me, a small, encouraging smile lighting her face, and I feel a rush of warmth. We fall into the music together, her melody dancing over mine, every note somehow finding its place perfectly.
I start singing, she amazes me by joining, harmonizing perfectly. I get so emotional, she is really letting me in. I am overcome with the honour of it.
Her fingers skip lightly over the keys, adding little flourishes that make my chest tighten. Every time I hear her, I marvel all over again, how someone can pour so much life and joy into a song. I can’t stop watching her, but I also can’t let my gaze distract me from keeping up.
“Thomas,” she murmurs mid-phrase, and I realize she’s looking straight at me, eyes curious and teasing. My pulse jumps, but I focus. Her playing is fearless, alive, and it inspires me to let go of every doubt.
I match her tempo, weaving my part carefully around hers, our music mingling like it’s been waiting for this moment. She nods slightly, as if sensing my rhythm and trusting me to carry it. And suddenly, I do, no hesitation, no walls, just music and the soft, radiant energy she brings with it.
When the song reaches the bridge, she hits a chord that makes me pause, just to marvel. “You know,” I say, voice low, “I could listen to you play forever.”
She laughs, a soft, airy sound that makes my chest ache in the best way. “You better not,” she teases, but her smile says otherwise.
We finish the final notes together, hands hovering over the keys for a moment, caught in the glow of the music, and of each other. I can’t stop smiling. She looks at me, breathless, joyful, and I realize that for the first time in a long time, I’m not trying to impress anyone, not the world, not the headlines, not even myself. I’m just… here. With her.
And it’s enough.

Bex
Luci and Andrés march into Harmony House like they own the place, laughing and carrying a little chaos in their wake. My stomach does a funny little flip as I glance at Thomas, who’s sitting at the piano, pretending to look busy.
We both freeze for a second, like naughty schoolkids caught passing notes in class. I can’t help the small, guilty grin tugging at my lips, and I see him twitch a corner of his mouth in a similar way. Our secret song, the surprise for the couple, feels like a little mischief between us, and I can’t stop myself from enjoying it. Suddenly I’m very grateful that Thomas included me in this.
“T my man, you are here!” Andrés calls out, striding over and giving Thomas a big, friendly hug. My cheeks burn a little, these two are best friends, and I know they’ve missed each other, but respecting my need for distance so they probably didn’t see each other that much, making me feel guilty. Stop it, Bex, I chastise myself. We’re not doing this guilt thing anymore, remember?
Thomas catches my eye across the room, giving a small, conspiratorial smile, and somehow that’s enough to snap me back into the present. I take a deep breath, letting the laughter and the warmth of everyone around us settle in, and for the first time in a long while, I feel completely at ease.
“Ready for tomorrow, guys?” I ask, a teasing lilt in my voice, and immediately get a volley of nods and smiles.
“The question is, what are you guys up to?” Andrés looks from me to Thomas suspiciously.
I catch Thomas’ eye across the room and give him a little shake of my head, and he chuckles softly, nodding. We both know the surprise is ours to keep, a small secret that makes tomorrow feel even bigger, brighter.
“Just catching up,” Thomas says, trying for a serious expression with his friend.
“Uhu,” Andrés replies, clearly not buying our innocent act for a second, then he turns to Thomas, letting it go for now. “Ready for tonight?”
I freeze for a moment, caught between surprise and a tiny pang of disappointment. Stag night? Really?
Luci, reading my expression as usual, rolls her eyes and leans in, stage-whispering. “They’re having pizza and prayer night at Marlon’s,” she clarifies, a teasing smile tugging at her lips.
I let out a small, relieved laugh, shaking my head. She catches my eye and gives a subtle, meaningful look, silent, but clear: Are you okay? What were you two doing just now?
I nod almost imperceptibly, appreciating her check-in, and glance at Thomas, who seems oblivious to the silent conversation. My heart flutters, though, remembering just how close we’ve been in our little musical bubble today.
Andrés claps me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Bex. You’re still part of the action tomorrow.”
I smile, letting the warmth of the group and the gentle oversight from Luci ease my fleeting disappointment. The night is calm, familiar, and good, a perfect counterpoint to the excitement and nerves of tomorrow.
Luci and I curl up in a corner of Harmony House, blankets draped over our laps, glancing at Thomas and Andrés with mischievous smiles.
“So,” Luci begins, leaning closer like she’s about to reveal state secrets, “while the boys are having their pizza-and-prayer night at Marlon’s…”
I grin, nudging her. “We’ve got our own little celebration. Pamper night. Just us girls.”
Andrés leans against the doorway, arms crossed, a teasing smile tugging at his lips. He glances at Luci and murmurs softly, “You deserve the best, baby.”
My chest tightens in this strange, warm way. The way he looks at her, honest, steady, centered, makes me ache with a sort of happy longing. Real, God-centered love. The kind that feels like a blessing just to witness. I swallow, whispering under my breath, please, Father, let me find this someday… let me feel it too.
Thomas groans dramatically, shaking his head. “Ugh, this… this is what they’re like together.”
I laugh, the sound spilling out before I can stop it. “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I answer, feeling a flutter in my chest as everyone chuckles.
And then I catch Thomas out of the corner of my eye. Just looking at him feels electric, like the air around him hums in a way it never did before. That smile, the one that hints he knows all the little secrets I haven’t even admitted to myself, sends something thrilling through me.
In a fleeting, selfish daydream, I imagine Thomas with me in the same quiet, centered love I see between Luci and Andrés. Him steady and patient, walking with me through prayer and joy and every little ordinary moment, a love that lifts and nurtures, rooted in God and grace. My stomach flutters, my heart races, and I can almost hear the soft hum of a life I’ve longed for without even naming it.
I shake myself lightly, blinking at the reality before me. Luci continues, ignoring Thomas’s groaning, “We’re thinking face masks, maybe a little mani-pedi action. Maybe some relaxing music, scented candles, the works.”
Andrés whistles softly. “Wow. Sounds fancy. Can we join?”
I shake my head, mock-serious. “Negative, gentlemen. This is strictly girls-only territory. No boys allowed, not even angels of harmony like yourselves.”
Thomas snorts. “I can’t believe you’re turning your wedding-prep into a spa day. Really, Bex?”
I grin at him. “Hey, someone has to balance out all that macho pizza-and-prayer energy you guys are generating.”
Luci winks. “Plus, we’ll be sparkling and pampered while you’re over there arguing over the proper way to fold napkins or something.”
Andrés laughs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Man, you two are relentless. I love it.”
I lean back in my chair, letting the warmth of the room, the laughter, and the teasing wash over me. My heart feels full, peaceful in a way I haven’t felt in ages. Watching Luci and Andrés, I feel a quiet, grateful ache for my friends’ happiness, whispering a silent thank you, God for blessing them with this love.
And then my gaze drifts again to Thomas, and I realize just how completely captivated I am. Every little move, every glance, is a magnet I can’t resist. Something about this new Thomas, the one who is playful and steady and mysterious all at once, keeps me rooted here, smiling and dizzy in the same heartbeat.
I feel that fluttering hope, that selfish little wish in my chest… and then I close my eyes for a second, breathing deep. Not my way, only Yours, God.
When I open them again, I catch Luci’s sharp gaze on me. She’s smirking knowingly, that teasing little glint in her eye that makes my cheeks heat up. I glance away, flustered, but just in time to see Thomas lift one brow at me, a sly, amused challenge written across his face.
I bite back a laugh, my heart still racing, and settle into the moment, letting laughter, love, and quiet gratitude carry me into the night.

Chapter 25
Bex
The apartment is chaos in the best way, the kind that smells like hairspray, coffee, and nerves all at once. Dresses drape over every surface, curling irons hum on the counter, and laughter bounces off the walls like sunlight refusing to be contained.
“Careful with that liner, you’re about to stab yourself blind,” Aisha teases, leaning against the bathroom doorframe, arms crossed.
“I’d rather stab myself than let you do it,” Luci shoots back, grinning.
“You wound me,” Aisha presses a hand to her heart. “But fine, glow up on your own, queen.”
Everything is buzzing with laughter, the kind that comes in spurts, too loud, too joyful, impossible to contain. Luci is at the center of it, of course, hair pinned half-up, gesturing wildly with the curling iron like it’s a microphone.
“Listen,” she declares, wide-eyed for dramatic effect, “sparks. Actual sparks. At Harmony House.”
Sarah, cross-legged on the couch, tilts her head, calm smile tucked into her teacup. “Sparks?”
“Flying,” Luci insists, turning to Aisha. “I’m telling you, if the power had cut, we could’ve lit the whole room off Becky’s face.”
Aisha smirks, elbowing me where I sit on the rug. “So it’s like that, huh?”
I roll my eyes, trying to bury the warmth crawling up my neck. “It’s not like anything.”
“Oh, no, no,” Luci waves a finger, already grinning. “Don’t even try. Becky, my sweet introverted miracle, you can’t downplay this. Andrés and I were there. We saw it.”
Thomas’s face flashes in my memory, the way his brow quirks when Luci caught me staring, the smirk that followed. It’s enough to knock the air out of me. I press my palms to my cheeks, laughing weakly. “You all are impossible.”
“Impossible, maybe,” Aisha sings, “but not blind.”
Luci whoops, throwing her head back. Sarah’s quiet chuckle floats over the noise like a softer harmony, steady and grounding. And me? I sit in the middle of it all, heart full.
My blush deepens, and I busy myself with my curling iron, anything to keep from meeting their eyes. Inside, though…my heart is thudding, betraying me just as loudly as Luci’s laughter.
I sneak a glance at her as she spins again, her joy radiating so bright it feels like the whole apartment is lit from the inside out. For a moment, I’m pulled back, to the day I met her. I was at my lowest then, hollow and heavy, convinced I had nothing left worth giving. And Luci, with that same stubborn light in her eyes, had taken one look at me and declared we were going to be best friends. Just like that. No hesitation, no questions, no weighing of what I did or didn’t bring to the table.
Her light drove out pieces of my darkness before I even realized I was holding on to them.
And now, seeing her like this, on the morning of her wedding day, overflowing with joy? My throat tightens. If anyone deserves this happily-ever-after, it’s Luci. My best friend. My sister in Christ.
Not my way, I remind myself silently, pressing my lips together to keep from smiling too much. Not my timing. God’s way. God’s timing.
By the time Luci’s hair falls in perfect waves around her shoulders and her dress is zipped tight, the room feels different. Sarah’s eyes glint with unshed tears, Aisha’s trying to hide hers behind a cough, and I… I can’t stop staring. She’s radiant. Not just because of the gown or the veil or the morning light catching her hair, but because she’s stepping into the life God has written for her. And Andrés, Andrés who can barely contain his love, is waiting.
“You’re so beautiful,” I whisper, throat tight. “He’s going to fall over when he sees you.”
Luci laughs, brushing away at her own tears before they can ruin Sarah’s careful handiwork. “Stop, you’ll smear my makeup before I even make it down the aisle.”
When she hugs me, I cling a little longer than I should, gratitude swelling until it feels like it might burst. Thank You, Father, for this joy. For these friends. For this love that points us back to You.
Sarah nudges me with a quiet smile, and I think about how I met Luci, how low I’d been, nothing left to give, convinced I was broken beyond repair. And she? Determined from the first moment that we would be best friends, her light carving a space through the darkness I clung to. Her stubborn, unwavering brightness changed my life, and now, seeing her here, about to marry the man she adores, I can’t help but feel every ounce of thankfulness for God’s guiding hand. If anyone deserves this happy ever after, it’s her.
Final touches are applied. Lipstick. Perfume. Shoes slid on with a collective sigh. Then comes the scramble, purses, phones, tissues, veil box, all the little things that suddenly feel urgent.
We spill into the hallway, laughter ricocheting, nerves and excitement colliding like fireworks. Downstairs, cars wait, ribbons tied to mirrors fluttering in the breeze.
Before anyone reaches for a door handle, Aisha lifts a hand. “Wait. Before we get too carried away,” she says, hands folded neatly over her lap, “let’s pray. For today, for the wedding, for Luci and Andrés, and for all of us lucky enough to witness it.”
Luci’s hand finds mine, squeezing tight. Sarah bows her head, quiet as ever.
“Father,” Aisha begins, voice soft but steady, “thank You for this day, for this moment, for every laugh and every tear that led us here. Thank You for Luci and Andrés, for their love, and for the joy they bring into our lives. May this day be full of grace, and may their marriage reflect Your love always. Guide us as friends to support them, and guide our own hearts as well.”
Her words wrap around us, warm and steady, like sunlight streaming through the car windows. I close my eyes, breathing it all in. My chest tightens with gratitude. I can almost hear Luci’s laughter at Harmony House, feel the warmth of Andrés’s hand over hers, sense the way God has quietly, powerfully woven these lives together.
“Not my way,” I whisper silently, repeating my prayer, letting it settle deep in me, “but His way.”
And then we pile into the cars, the city waiting, the aisle waiting, Andrés waiting. The car hums forward, energy buzzing, nerves and excitement colliding. I let myself smile, letting my heart ride with every joyful bump along the road. Today is holy, messy, real, and exactly as it should be.

Thomas
I tug at my cufflinks, the energy of the room buzzing around me. Migs is here, buzzing on a different energy, the chemical kind, and my chest drops like a stone. He’s been so steady after his last stint in rehab; I was so hopeful. But he’s still trying to do this alone, not surrendering it to the Lord. I take a deep breath and whisper a prayer, almost to myself. In Your time, Lord. In Your time.
Andrés’s shifting his tie, smirking at me from across the room. “You’re thinking about her again, huh?” he teases, voice low, like he knows my secrets before I even do.
“I… maybe,” I mutter, trying to look indifferent.
He laughs, claps me on the shoulder. “It’s okay. Don’t tell me you’ve been praying for patience while she’s out there breaking hearts with that gang of hers?”
I can’t help the small smile tugging at my lips. Vic’s off touring with his new band, and I’ve tried reaching out. He shrugs me off like I’m asking for permission to breathe. I get it, he’s still raw that we let Asher Grave go. I understand. But I also know that without that choice, I wouldn’t have survived.
Marcus is here, all 6.5 feet of him and military presence folded into the room like he owns it, and in some ways, he does. Elijah is still in touch, but halfway across the world, traveling with a band of missionaries in North Sudan, half protective detail, half missionary himself. And somehow, Becky, Becky, with her fire and her faith, has rerouted all our paths. God stepped in through her, and none of us are the same.
Jade is here too, of course. She’s part of the groomsmen. Of course she is. She and Andrés started that security shop in Leimert Park, and she’s loving it, hands-on, sharp as ever.
Andrés’s grin widens, and I know he’s remembering last night. During pizza and prayer, he had to, of course, tell everyone about the sparks flying between me and Bex. Truth be told, it’s not untrue, and it’s not that I don’t want it with my whole heart. But part of me still wonders if I’m good enough for her. My life has torn hers open in ways I can’t fix, and yet, I give it over again to the Lord. His will be done.
Andrés bumps me with his elbow. “Relax, man. She’s amazing. And I think she already likes you. But don’t worry, you’re gonna have to fight off some serious competition if you’re not careful.”
I flush, heart hammering. “I, yeah. I want it… but part of me still feels I’m not enough for her. My life tore hers open… I leave it to God. His will.”
Migs grins, nudging me. “Well, lucky for you, God’s got good taste.”
Jade laughs. “And so does she. Trust me, T, the girl still loves you. You’d better be ready.”
Andrés winks. “Guess that means I’ll just have to keep you on your toes. Consider it… pre-marital training.”
Marcus lets out a low chuckle, shaking his head. “Preaching patience in this room would be wasted. Sparks flying everywhere. I’ve seen less tension in a live wire factory.”
The banter wraps around me, warm and chaotic, and I feel it: gratitude, nerves, hope. God, guide me, steady me. Let my heart and hers follow Your path, in Your time, Lord.
I roll my eyes at Andrés. “You’re ridiculous, man. But seriously, you deserve this happiness, man, this God-given blessing with Luci. You’ve been a rock to all of us. Now it’s your turn to celebrate, be happy, .”
He chuckles, brushing me off slightly, the sound of his laugh lighting up the room. “Stop with the mushy stuff, T, my man.”
He’s radiating, really, like he’s been waiting for this moment his whole life. And I can’t help smiling. Finally, he’s going to let himself be happy. I catch a flicker of gratitude in his eyes and feel something lift inside me.
Marlon steps forward, hands raised slightly. “Alright, guys. Time to come in. Please, let me pray first.”
The room quiets, and I fold my hands, leaning slightly forward. Marlon’s voice is steady, full of warmth, full of God.
“Lord,” he begins, “we thank You for this day, for the love that surrounds us, and for the gift of friendship and family. We lift up Andrés and Luci, asking that Your hand guide their marriage, fill it with joy, patience, and unwavering faith. Bless them in all their days together, Lord, and bless each one of us who stands with them today. May we support, encourage, and love as You would have us do. Protect them, guide them, and let this union be a light in Your glory. Amen.”
I close my eyes, letting the words wash over me, feeling the weight of everything, the struggles, the losses, the victories, the sparks of grace.
When the prayer ends, the teasing and laughter bubble back up, but now it’s tempered with awe. I glance at Andrés, glowing and nervous and happy all at once. He deserves this. We all do.
We fall into line, walking down the aisle to take our positions in front of the altar. My chest hammers as I shift my weight from foot to foot. Will this ever be me? I wonder, almost painfully, my gaze sweeping the room but finding only glimpses of Bex’s radiance in my mind.
All I can see is her walking down the aisle toward me, radiating in a white dress, every step deliberate, every heartbeat echoing through mine. Stop it, Thomas, I scold myself. Focus. Be present.
“You okay?” Marcus asks beside me, his hand brushing lightly against mine as if to anchor me.
“Yeah… I’m good,” I murmur, though my pulse betrays me.
This is Andréss day Thomas, I tell myself, Andrés and Luci, focus.
But then I see her, the girl who changed everything, approaching, and all prayers, all doubt, all fear dissolve into awe. She is light, she is fire, she is home

Chapter 26
Bex
The ceremony felt like something out of a dream, soft light, vows that had everyone reaching for tissues, and a joy that filled the air so thick I swear you could taste it. Luci and Andrés practically floated back up the aisle, their faces shining.
Now, at the reception, my nerves are back in full force. The pit in my stomach tightens as I glance at the stage. It’s almost time for our song. How did I let Thomas talk me into this?
Then he catches my eye from across the room, that familiar crooked smile pulling at his mouth like he already knows my answer. Oh yeah. That’s how.
Before I can give him the glare he deserves, a woman walks in carrying a violin case, her steps confident and purposeful. I blink, thrown. Thomas meets her halfway, greeting her with the easy familiarity of someone who’s played with her a hundred times.
He turns back to me, grin widening. “Thought I’d Bex the song up a bit,” he says, like it’s the most natural thing in the world. “Becks, this is Taylor. She does most of the violin work for the Doubter.”
Taylor opens her case, sleek instrument gleaming under the soft lights. She gives me a warm smile. “Nice to finally meet you. He’s been talking non-stop about this duet.”
I shoot Thomas a look that could peel paint, but my pulse skips anyway. “You really think a surprise violinist is going to calm my nerves?” I hiss under my breath.
“Not calm,” he whispers back, eyes twinkling. “Make you unstoppable.”
I roll mine, but not seriously. Of course he’d turn my world upside down five minutes before show time. And of course, I’d let him.
The three of us huddle close, heads bent together, the hum of the reception fading around us. Andrés and Luci have no idea what’s coming. This is for them, our gift, our secret.
And maybe, just maybe, a little bit for me too
Taylor slips into place, the violin resting gracefully against her shoulder. She gives me a conspiratorial wink, as if to say, let’s make this count.
The chatter of the reception hums around us, glasses clinking, a burst of laughter from the far table. No one has the slightest idea. My hands are clammy, my throat tight. I glance once more at Thomas, and he leans just close enough to whisper, “Ready, Bex?”
I shake my head, because absolutely not, but he just grins like he knew I’d say that.
Then he strums the first low chord on his guitar. The sound cuts through the noise, warm and rich, just loud enough to pull heads around without breaking the flow of the party. People quiet almost instantly. Andrés looks up, curious, and Luci’s hand automatically finds his.
My heart is beating so hard I’m convinced it’s audible.
Taylor’s bow glides across the strings, her violin weaving a shimmering thread over Thomas’s steady chords. And then, my cue.
I’ve always avoided the spotlight. Years of fear, of hiding my secret, living in the shadows where no one could see the cracks in me. But not today. Not here. God’s got His hand on this moment, guiding me through the nerves twisting in my stomach.
I take a deep breath, letting it fill me with something steadier than fear. My fingers find the keys, Taylor’s bow already coaxing the first notes from the violin. I close my eyes for a heartbeat and whisper a prayer under my breath, then let the music take over.
As I play, the notes lift me, and for the first time in a long time, I feel like I belong here, like this stage isn’t just a place to perform, but a place to witness love and grace in action. Thomas is there too, a quiet anchor at my side, smirking just slightly, enough to remind me that I’m not alone in this.
I take a breath and begin singing, letting the first words float out, trembling but true:
"Here’s to forevermore, a journey hand in hand..."
I glance toward Andrés and Luci. They’re radiant, hands clasped together, Luci wiping at tears. My chest tightens. This is the kind of love I dream of. Will it ever be mine?
Thomas’s eyes flick to my hands, lightly brushing the edge of the piano as if steadying me. I notice it and shiver slightly. Stop it, Bex. Focus.
"With Jesus as your guiding light, together you will stand!" His voice joins mine, rich and steady. My gaze returns to the newlyweds, but I catch a flicker, his foot tapping subtly in rhythm with the song. Really, Thomas?
"Through every storm you face, His love will be your light..." My voice cracks slightly, and he leans just a fraction closer, eyebrows raised, silently encouraging. Keep going, he seems to say without words.
"A bond unbreakable, with Him always in your sight." I swallow hard. My heart races as I look at Andrés and Luci, joy radiating from them like sunlight. Then, a quick glance at Thomas: the faint tilt of his head, the way his eyes linger a beat too long. My stomach flutters. Focus, Bex. He’s distracting you.
"Oh, lift your voices high, celebrate this sacred vow..." I pour everything into the words, feeling Taylor’s violin swirl around us, threading a golden line through the room. Thomas’s fingers drum lightly against his leg, almost imperceptibly, but I see it, feel it. He’s aware of me.
"May God’s unending grace shine brightly on you now!" The last note hangs in the air. Andrés gasps softly; Luci’s hand flies to her mouth, tears shimmering. The room erupts in applause, but I only have eyes for Andrés and Luci, caught in their perfect moment.
And Thomas… he’s still watching, that soft half-smile tugging at his lips. My cheeks flush. He reaches out subtly, brushing a strand of hair from my face as if it’s the most natural thing. My heart stutters. Stop it, Bex. Stay professional. You’re supposed to be performing.
Taylor sets her violin down, grinning. “You two make a good team.”
Thomas chuckles, leaning closer, whispering, “Mostly you, Bex. They’re lucky to have this moment. And maybe… you’re not so unlucky either.”
I glance back at Andrés and Luci again, warmth pooling in my chest. And then Thomas’s hand grazes the piano edge near mine, a fleeting, silent connection. My breath catches. One day… will it be me up there, glowing like that?
I open my eyes. The crowd fades away. All I see is Andrés and Luci, their happiness radiating, their hands clasped together, their tears sparkling. And beneath it all, a quiet voice inside me whispers: This is what stepping into the light feels like. This is faith.
And so I play
I draw in a breath and let the first note slip free. Soft, trembling at first, but catching hold on the strength of the music around me. My voice carries into the hush, wrapping around the melody Thomas built, lifted higher by Taylor’s violin.
The song blooms, secret and luminous, filling the room. I see Luci’s eyes widen, her hand flying to her mouth. Andrés’s jaw goes slack, his whole face raw and unguarded.
They don’t know what to do with their shock, this is for them.
My nerves fade, replaced by something fiercer: love, joy, the sheer weight of wanting them to feel celebrated. Each word tastes like truth as it leaves me, rising, steadying.
And in the corner of my vision, Thomas, watching me like I’m the only one in the room. His grin is small but certain, like he knew I could do this all along.
The three of us, me, Thomas, and Taylor, are in perfect rhythm now, the song unfolding like it was always meant to sound this way.
By the time we hit the chorus, the whole reception has gone silent, holding its breath.
Luci is crying. Andrés’s too. And I know, without a doubt, the surprise has landed.
The last notes fade, lingering in the air like a breath held too long. I keep my hands on the keys for a beat longer, afraid to break the fragile spell. Then I look up.
Luci’s face is streaked with tears. She stumbles toward me, throws her arms around me, shaking with sobs of pure joy. “Becky… I, thank you…” she chokes out, hugging me tight as if she’s trying to soak up every ounce of love in the room.
Andrés stands frozen, eyes glistening, his jaw tight. His hands tremble slightly at his sides. He’s clearly overwhelmed, trying to keep composure, but the emotion is raw and undeniable. He swallows, then shakes his head slowly.
Migs steps forward, clapping once, loudly, almost shaking his head in disbelief. “You guys need to record together,” he says, his voice tinged with awe. “That… that was, wow. Seriously, wow.”
I step back, letting them have their moment, and my chest tightens. This is the kind of love I’ve dreamed of… the kind that makes the world hold still. Will it ever be mine? My gaze drifts across the room, and Thomas is staring at me, that calm, steady look that somehow unravels me from the inside. My fingers still tingle from the keys, and the echo of the lyrics in my heart, the vows, the promises, the light, feels like a glimpse of something holy and untouchable.
God, is this what You mean by timing? This kind of love… could You let it be mine one day?
Even as I watch Luci and Andrés, radiant and unstoppable in their happiness, a small spark of hope settles somewhere deep, where I’ve been keeping it hidden for years.

Thomas
The last note lingers, vibrating in the air and deep in my chest. Becky steps back, her hands still poised over the keys, her eyes bright, trembling with that mix of fear and fearless light I’ve never stopped chasing. I’m overwhelmed.
“Here's to forevermore, a journey hand in hand…” The lyrics echo in my mind, but they feel like more than words, they feel like a promise I want to make, not for Andrés and Luci, but in secret, to her. Every note she played, every breath between phrases, carved her heart into the room. And I want it. I want to hold it, protect it, never let it go.
“…With Jesus as your guiding light, together you will stand!” And I think of every moment I’ve doubted myself, every fear that told me I wasn’t enough for her, and I realize that’s irrelevant here. She’s radiant. She’s alive. God’s hand is on this. God’s hand is on her.
“…Through every storm you face, His love will be your light, a bond unbreakable, with Him always in your sight.” My chest tightens. That’s the kind of love I want. That’s the kind of love I’ve dreamed of but never dared to hope could reach me. And yet, here she is, playing it, living it, and somehow, somehow, it feels like she’s playing it for me, even if she doesn’t know it.
I can’t stop staring. She catches my gaze, the faintest flash of awareness in her eyes. She tries to hide it, just a little, that careful strength she’s always carried. But I see through it. I feel it. And the truth smacks me: I’m utterly undone by her.
I step a little closer, just enough that she knows I’m there, and the applause, the tears around us, all fade. It’s just her, the song, and the quiet ache in my chest that tells me this, this moment, is everything.
I can’t stop staring. She catches my gaze, just for a heartbeat, and I swear I see that flicker of recognition in her eyes. She tries to hide it, just a little, that careful strength she’s always carried, but I see through it. I feel it.
And then, in that brief moment, it hits me: maybe she’s noticing me noticing her. Maybe she knows how undone I am. The thought twists something warm and sharp in my chest.
Her hands move over the keys, confident now, radiant, yet I swear each note is a whisper meant for me. This is the kind of love I’ve dreamed of… will it ever be mine? I can’t stop the pulse of hope, impossible and delicious, that maybe, just maybe, she feels the same pull.
I step a little closer, careful, just enough that she knows I’m here, and the applause, the tears, all the laughter around us, it melts away. It’s just her, the song, and the ache in my chest that screams this is everything.
Her eyes meet mine again, this time holding mine longer. And somewhere deep down, I know: we’re both thinking it.
The room is still buzzing when the last note fades. Luci can’t contain it, she throws herself at me, tears streaming, and I catch her just in time. Her laughter and sobs mingle into one perfect sound, and I hug her back, feeling every ounce of her joy radiate into me.
Andrés is standing a few feet away, hands over his face, trying to process everything at once. Migs steps in, shaking his head, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You guys have to record together. That was… wow.”
The applause and chatter around us feel distant now, and I find myself drifting toward the edge of the reception hall, where Andrés and Migs are leaning against a table, still catching their breath.
“Seriously,” Andrés says, nudging Migs. “Did you see that? The sparks, the chemistry… unbelievable.”
Migs chuckles, shaking his head. “I know, right? Thomas, man, how’s your heart holding up after that? That was… something else.”
I swallow hard, the words caught in my throat. “I… I love her so much, guys,” I admit, my voice quieter than the laughter around us. “But I still feel like I’m not good enough. She’s… like Becky. She’s everything I could ever want, and I’m… broken.”
Andrés claps a hand on my shoulder, steady and grounding. “Thomas… look at me. You’re not broken. You’re human. And anyone who’s ever doubted you can see what we all see right now. You love her, you’re honest, and you just gave her the song of her life. That’s not broken, that’s real.”
Migs nods, a grin tugging at his face. “Yeah, man. That performance? That chemistry? That’s raw, unfiltered… and honestly? Inspiring. You two have something special. Don’t throw that away with self-doubt.”
I take a deep breath, letting their words sink in. Part of me wants to believe them, part of me still trembles at the thought of being enough for her. But even in that uncertainty, I feel it, the pull, the spark, the song echoing in my chest, and for the first time in a long time, it doesn’t feel impossible.
The music shifts, a soft groove taking over, and the room fills with laughter and clinking glasses again. Andrés and Luci are swept away by friends, radiant smiles plastered on their faces, but I can’t tear my eyes from Becky. She’s at the edge of the dance floor, chatting with some of the girls, her fingers brushing absentmindedly over the violin case.
I feel the pull of the song still lingering between us, a thread I can’t ignore. Every glance she throws my way makes my chest tighten, and when our eyes meet, that tiny, knowing smile she gives me, it knocks the wind out of me. I shouldn’t feel this exposed, shouldn’t let her see me like this, but I can’t help it.
Migs nudges me, smirking. “You planning to just stare all night, or are you gonna dance too?”
I shake my head, trying to focus. “Not yet. I… I want to watch her. Just for a minute.”
And then she moves closer, almost like she knows exactly what I need. The music slows, a romantic hum threading through the speakers. Without a word, she holds out her hand, and I hesitate only a heartbeat before I take it. Her touch is electric, grounding, and I can feel the world around us blur.
As we sway to the music, our steps cautious at first, I steal glances at her face. She’s laughing softly, a glow around her that seems to make the whole room fade away. My heart thrums with every beat, and the old fear, the self-doubt, flickers at the edge, but it’s drowned out by the warmth of holding her.
She whispers something I can barely hear over the music, but the smile in her eyes says it all. I respond with a little joke, and she laughs, the sound like a bell cutting through everything that’s ever held me back.
Migs and Andrés watch from across the floor, grinning like proud uncles. Andrés calls out, “That’s my cue to take notes!”
I grin, catching Becky’s gaze again, and the world narrows down to just the two of us, the echo of our song still resonating between our hearts. Maybe I’m not broken enough to keep her away after all.
Laughter and chatter swirl around us as the night unfolds. Plates clink, glasses shine, and the scent of flowers and candles hangs in the air. Andrés and Luci are still on cloud nine, caught up in a whirlwind of congratulations and hugs, their joy radiating outward like sunlight.
The reception slows as the evening stretches on. Couples sway under soft lights, the air thick with music, laughter, and the faint scent of dessert. Andrés and Luci are still glowing, glowing like they’re wrapped in their own private halo, and Migs leans against the bar with a grin, eyes flicking between me and Becky.
“Man, you guys have to admit,” Migs says, voice low so only I can hear, “that song? Next-level. You two are… dangerous together.”
I laugh, though it’s tight around my chest. “Dangerous… yeah, dangerous to my self-control.”
Becky’s nearby, rearranging a few glasses, and she catches my gaze again. I swear the room disappears when she does that, the laughter, the music, all just noise around her.
“Thomas,” Andrés’s voice cuts through, soft but firm. He’s leaning against the piano, still a little flushed from dancing. “How’re you holding up, man?”
I glance at him, then at Becky, and the words escape without thinking: “I love her so much, guys… and still feel like I’m not good enough. She’s… she’s like Becky. I’m a broken man.”
Migs elbows me lightly, smirking. “Yeah, you say that now, but look at you. Holding your own in the spotlight, and she’s… she’s glowing around you. That’s not ‘broken.’ That’s… lucky.”
I swallow, catching Becky’s eye again. She’s laughing softly with a group of Luci’s friends, hair falling over her shoulders, eyes crinkling at the corners. My chest aches with the urge to go to her, to tell her she doesn’t have to hide in shadows anymore, not with me.
Finally, I can’t resist. I slip through the crowd and slide into the space beside her. “Hey,” I say, voice low, careful not to draw too much attention.
She looks up, surprise flickering across her face, then relaxes into that mischievous smirk. “Hey,” she replies, playful. “Survived your fan club’s critiques?”
I grin, shaking my head. “Yeah… they think we’re dangerous.” I glance at her hands, resting lightly on the piano. “I’m the one who’s in danger, though. Every time you look at me like that, it’s… it’s unfair.”
Her eyes glint, and she leans just a fraction closer. “Unfair, huh? Well, I guess we’ll just have to live with it.”
We stand there for a moment, letting the hum of the room surround us, yet somehow existing in our own bubble. My heart beats fast, every nerve buzzing. I want to reach for her hand, to pull her closer, but I wait, let her decide.
Migs nudges Andrés, whispering something, and Andrés nods, grinning. “You two… I swear, if you don’t at least dance a little more, I’m dragging you back to the floor myself.”
Becky laughs, soft and warm, and I feel my resolve crumble. “Dance?” she teases. “Are you sure you can handle it?”
I step closer, fingers brushing hers as I take her hand. “I think I can manage,” I murmur, and she leans into me, just slightly, letting the music guide us.
The crowd seems to fade. All I can see is her smile, the way her eyes sparkle in the soft light, the way she fits perfectly against me as we sway to the music. I’ve never wanted anything more than this, more than just holding her, more than just being near her.
And in that quiet moment, surrounded by celebration, laughter, and love, I realize something terrifying and wonderful: maybe she’s not just a dream. Maybe this, Becky, this connection, this love, is real.
And maybe… just maybe… I’m ready to fight for it
Becky catches my gaze and winks, just slightly, enough to make my pulse spike. I have to fight the urge to cross the room and sweep her into my arms, just to feel the warmth of her laugh again.
The DJ spins a slow number, and the crowd on the dance floor shifts to match. Migs grabs my shoulder, grinning like a mischievous uncle. “C’mon, man. Time to show some moves. Don’t just stare at her like a lovesick puppy.”
I glance at Becky. Her smile is magnetic, and the little shrug she gives me is an unspoken dare. I step forward, taking her hand, letting her guide me onto the dance floor. Her laugh bubbles through the soft music, infectious and freeing, and for the first time in a long time, I feel like I can breathe without the weight of everything else pressing down.
We sway, tentative at first, then looser, letting the music move through us. I steal glances at her face, memorizing every curve of her smile, the way her eyes catch the light. I feel exposed, but not afraid. Not when it’s her.
Migs leans in from the sidelines. “Y’all look like a rom-com in motion. Don’t get all mushy, though, or do, I don’t care. Just… don’t break anything.”
I grin, tightening my hold just slightly, careful not to spin too fast. Becky rolls her eyes at Migs but smirks at me, and my chest feels full, almost painfully so.
Later, as the night winds on, the music shifts to something upbeat, and laughter fills every corner of the room. I catch her in little moments, her hair catching the light, the way she nudges friends with a joke, the glances she sneaks at me when she thinks no one’s watching.
Somewhere in the middle of it all, I realize the song we played earlier hasn’t left my chest. It’s a lingering echo, a promise that maybe, just maybe, this could be the kind of love I’ve dreamed of, the one that doesn’t feel out of reach.
And for the first time in a long time, I dare to hope.

Chapter 27
Bex
Thomas insisted on walking me home, I am dead tired on my feet, but my heart is full. My mind is still racing, replaying the song, the applause, the way I felt alive in front of everyone. I’m riding a high I haven’t felt in years, and God’s been whispering every step of the way, guiding me, giving me courage.
I think back to the ceremony, the way the sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows, catching every tear and every smile. Luci, radiant in her joy, barely able to contain her excitement; Andrés, standing strong and calm, holding her hand like he’d always protect her. My beautiful friend, glowing with love, surrounded by everyone who truly cherished her. I felt so privileged to witness it all, to share in the sacredness of it, and somehow, in the midst of all that, I had found my own small, trembling place of courage. 
Thomas walks beside me, his hand brushing mine every now and then, like he’s grounding himself, or maybe grounding me. The night is quiet, city sounds softened at this hour. We’re both still a little wired from the evening, but there’s a gentleness in him now that pulls me closer.
“After I decided to quit Asher Grave,” he starts, voice low but steady, “Marlon linked me up with this guy, iZaak. He does a lot of work with addicts in LA. Mentors them, helps them find a way out. He’s been through a lot himself.” Thomas glances at me briefly, then back at the pavement. “He’s the one who got me to a retreat. More like a rehab-slash-Christian retreat. A place where people can just… step away from all the chaos and actually connect with God.”
His throat tightens on the last word. I hear it. Feel it. He clears it softly and keeps going.
“They studied the gospel of John while I was there,” he says, voice catching. “And when I got to the part about Jesus’s blood covering all sins, ” His words falter, but he pushes through. “It broke me, Becky. I always thought I was beyond redemption. Too far gone. But realizing that He died for me, that I could actually be part of His family… that I could have salvation, no matter what I’d done, ” His voice cracks fully now, tears slipping into his tone. He laughs once, softly, like he’s embarrassed but too raw to hide it. “It changed everything. Completely.”
I squeeze his hand, not trusting myself to speak.
“André went before me, actually,” he adds after a moment, a softer note in his voice. “He had the same kind of awakening. For him, it was understanding grace. That it’s a gift. Not something we earn. That hit him hard, and me too. For so long I thought I wasn’t good enough for Jesus, so why even bother trying? I figured I’d already failed Him before I started. But hearing it laid out like that… grace given, not earned, it finally made sense.”
His words hang in the night air, vulnerable, holy somehow. I look at him, this man who’s fought so much darkness, who believed for years that he didn’t deserve light, and all I can see is how much he’s been remade.
I squeeze his hand tighter, my chest full to the point of aching. I can’t even look away from him now. In the stillness between us, I whisper a prayer, Thank You, Lord. Thank You for finding him in the middle of his wreckage and showing him he was never too far gone. Thank You for the grace that chased him down, even when he thought he wasn’t worth it.
“You’re here, Thomas,” I say softly, my voice barely above the hum of passing cars. “And you’re not the same. That’s God. That’s His faithfulness. I can see it in you.”
His jaw tightens, emotion flickering in his eyes, but he nods, like he’s letting my words sink in. Then he exhales and keeps going, words pouring out like he’s been waiting years to let them free.
“I started music to cope,” he admits, voice rough, honest. “First it was losing Ashton. Then the loneliness. It gave me something to hold on to. But music couldn’t heal me without God. I tried to use it to fill this hollow in my chest, but it never did. And then… then I became this person. This Asher. Someone I didn’t even know. And it just… snowballed. Took over my life.”
I can hear the shame woven in his words, and it breaks me.
“I can’t blame anyone else for it,” he says, shaking his head. “These were my choices. I used to point the finger at everyone, my parents for not being there, Damian for pushing, the fans for demanding, my bandmates for not seeing me. Even Ashton for leaving. But mostly… mostly I blamed myself. That I wasn’t good enough as TJ. Not good enough as Thomas. That the only way I mattered was as Asher.”
His voice cracks on the last word, the name sharp in the quiet night.
I don’t rush to fill the silence. I just walk with him, steady, my hand anchored in his, my heart lifting prayers as he unravels the weight he’s carried for too long.
Thomas slows his steps, like the weight of his words is too much to keep moving with. His thumb brushes over my hand, a nervous, searching motion.
“But you saw me, Bex,” he says, voice rough, eyes fixed ahead like he can’t quite look at me. “The real me. You opened up this whole world for me. For the first time, I thought maybe I didn’t have to live under the mask of Asher.” He swallows hard, his jaw working. “And then it all fell apart. I wanted to blame you so badly for pushing me away. God knows I did.” His voice cracks, heavy with honesty. “But I couldn’t. Deep down I knew, I had only myself to blame.”
My chest tightens. Memories flicker sharp, me shutting the door, me thinking it was the only way to protect myself. The ache of it still burns.
“Then I learned…” he exhales shakily, his voice lowering to almost a whisper, “I could have peace even without you. It wasn’t easy, Bex. It tore me apart. I missed you every single day. But I needed to learn, I couldn’t make you the center of my happiness. That wasn’t fair. Not on you. Not on me. God had to be the center.”
His words hang raw between us, his vulnerability like an open wound.
I bite down hard on the lump in my throat, my eyes stinging. Lord… thank You. Thank You for teaching him this, for carrying him when I couldn’t. Thank You for showing him a love greater than mine could ever be.
I glance at him, my voice trembling but certain. “Thomas… that’s the most beautiful thing you could’ve learned. I can’t be your savior. You can’t be mine. But God, He never fails at it. And look at you… you let Him in. You let Him be enough.”
His eyes finally meet mine then, glistening in the glow of the streetlight, and in them I see not the broken boy I once walked away from, but a man remade by grace.

Thomas
Laying my soul bare was hard. Every word felt like tearing off armor I’d worn too long. Part of me, my ego, still flinches at admitting how much I needed God. That pride, that stubbornness, it’s just my sinful nature talking, trying to claw me back into the dark.
But Bex… she makes it easier. Just by being herself, gentle, steady, supportive. She listens without judgment, and that alone feels like grace.
Then she speaks, her voice soft but threaded with something raw.
“It was hard for me too, Thomas. Harder than I ever let anyone see. I was a wreck. After a couple of days, I was ready to call you, I felt like I couldn’t breathe without you. But Marlon… he stopped me. He cautioned me, said I couldn’t be guiding anyone to Jesus before I let Him heal me first.”
Her eyes glisten in the streetlight, but she holds my gaze steady. “I was angry at him back then. Angry and stubborn. But he was right. I needed it. I dove into intensive trauma counseling, six months straight. I still see my counselor even now.”
My chest aches hearing her, imagining the weight she carried alone.
“Slowly,” she continues, “I started working hours at Harmony House again. Those kids… they became part of my healing too. They reminded me of grace when I couldn’t feel it for myself. And once I let go of my guilt, really let it go, the healing followed. I could see God’s hand in everything. Even in the pain.”
Her words settle in me, equal parts ache and comfort. She’s walked her own road of breaking and mending, just like me. Different paths, same Redeemer.
I squeeze her hand gently, my heart whispering thanks, for her, for this moment, for the God who didn’t give up on either of us.
Her voice drops lower, almost like she’s confessing something sacred.
“After I heard the last song you wrote for Asher, I cried for a long time,” Becky admits. “I realized then… yes, we needed space, but you were one of the only people who ever truly saw me.”
My chest tightens. The honesty in her words hits harder than anything.
“I stayed off social media for months,” she goes on, “like my counselor suggested. And I started seeing things clearly, how much I relied on you to be my saving grace. How I thought maybe I could atone for my own sins by leading you to Christ.” She shakes her head at herself. “I was so misguided. I realized it then.”
Her hand squeezes mine. “But Thomas, I wanted to know how you were every single day. I just couldn’t bring myself to ask. I was so afraid of hearing the worst. André… he was amazing. He never brought you up unless I asked, and even then he kept it short, never pushing. It must’ve been hard for him. But he was so happy, so genuinely happy, about your salvation.”
I blink against the sting in my eyes, floored all over again by her strength.
“Once I started feeling better,” she says softly, “you’d already begun making music as The Doubter. And I listened to your songs.”
I stop mid-step, staring at her. “You did?” The awe in my own voice surprises me.
“Yip,” she says, and there’s a mischievous twinkle in her eye that makes me certain she’s about to ruin me with a joke.
“And?” I press, bracing myself.
She bites back a grin. “Well… your voice sounds so much better when you’re not screaming.”
I groan, dragging a hand down my face. “Seriously? That’s what you got out of it?”
“And,” she continues, the corner of her mouth twitching, “everything sounds more tolerable if you add a violin. Or two. Maybe even a whole string section. Who knew screamo could use some elegance?”
I can’t help but laugh, shaking my head. “Bex, only you would roast my soul-searching music and ask for violins.”
She nudges me with her shoulder, grinning now. “What can I say? I have refined taste.”
Her laughter breaks through the heaviness like sunlight splitting the clouds, and I realize, this, right here, is the miracle I never thought I’d see again.
Her laughter softens, the twinkle in her eyes giving way to something gentler. She squeezes my hand, her voice low and steady now.
“But seriously, Thomas… those lyrics.” She shakes her head, emotion thickening her words. “They were so raw. So true. It’s amazing what you put into them.”
The air catches in my lungs. For a moment, I can’t even breathe. I’d braced myself for the jokes, for her lighthearted deflections. But this, her honesty, her tenderness, it cuts straight to the part of me that still doubts, still wonders if what I write matters.
I swallow hard, forcing out the words. “You think so?”
“I know so,” she says without hesitation. Her eyes don’t waver from mine. “You poured your soul into those songs, Thomas. And it shows. You’re not hiding behind Asher anymore, you’re letting people hear you. That’s powerful. That’s… beautiful.”
My throat burns, my chest swelling with something between gratitude and disbelief. I look at her, this strong, stubborn, beautiful woman who always saw past the noise, and all I can think is thank You, God, for giving me her eyes to see myself through
I let out a shaky breath, my lips twitching in something between a smile and a grimace. “It was terrifying, Bex. Writing as me. Not hiding behind Asher, not screaming just to drown out the silence in my head. Just… Thomas. Every word felt like ripping open scars I wasn’t sure had healed.”
I glance down, kicking at a loose stone on the sidewalk before forcing myself to meet her eyes again. “Part of me thought no one would care. Or worse, they’d laugh. Because Asher Grave was this… bigger-than-life thing, you know? Loud, dark, untouchable. But me? I was just a guy with too many regrets and not enough hope.”
The words stick, thick in my throat, but I push through. “So when I started writing as The Doubter, it felt like I was standing naked in front of the world. Like, if they hated it, then they hated me. Not a character, not a stage name. Just me.”
I rub the back of my neck, realizing how raw my voice sounds. “But I couldn’t fake it anymore. God didn’t pull me out of all that mess so I could go back to wearing masks. He wanted me to speak the truth, even if my voice shook. And it did. It still does.”
Her fingers tighten around mine, and for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel ashamed of the cracks in my voice. She gets it, she always does.
By the time we reach Becky’s place, the night air has cooled even more. She stifles a yawn behind her hand, eyes heavy, shoulders drooping. It hits me, it’s been such a long day for her.
“You should go get some sleep, Bex,” I say softly, not wanting to let go of this moment but knowing I should. “Looks like you’re about to pass out on your feet.”
“I know,” she murmurs, and then her voice trails off. “But I don’t want…”
She doesn’t finish, and I can’t help but wonder, could it be she doesn’t want the night to end either? Or is that just wishful thinking on my part?
Trust in God, Thomas. Just trust Him. I remind myself sternly. I can’t push, can’t demand. Is it fair of me to slip back into her life like this? She admitted she missed me, but she also said it was the right thing for us to separate back then.
“What was that, Bex?” I ask gently.
She looks like she’s mulling something over, her brow knit in the same tug-of-war I feel inside.
Then suddenly it bursts out of her: “Can we have coffee in the morning?” She blushes instantly, biting her bottom lip. “I mean, after we help clean up the hall. And only if you don’t have plans. Totally get it if you do…” She’s rambling now, nervous, and it makes me want to smile so wide my face might split.
“Hey, Bex?” I cut her off softly.
Her wide eyes flick up to mine.
“I would love to,” I answer simply.
She beams, radiant for just a heartbeat, then lowers her gaze to the ground again, shy all of a sudden.
My heart rejoices. I cannot say goodbye yet, not tonight, not tomorrow morning. Lord, please guide me. And when it’s time to go, give me the strength.
“Bye, Thomas,” she says softly, turning toward her steps.
“Bye, Bex,” I whisper into the night, watching her retreat, the ache of parting softened only by the hope rising quietly in my chest.

Chapter 28
Thomas
The hall smells faintly of melted wax and leftover food, chairs stacked in uneven rows, confetti still clinging stubbornly to the floor. We’re all dragging, moving slower than yesterday’s high, but there’s a buzz of warmth under the exhaustion.
It’s the crew, Marlon, Marcus, Aisha, Sarah, Jade, and even a handful of teens from Harmony House who showed up eager to help. Luci and André are off on their honeymoon, and Migs… who knows where he ended up last night. Thinking about it makes my chest tighten. I miss him. I miss us, the old rhythm, the four of us. 
But the laughter around me pulls me back. Marcus cracks some joke about how Jade’s stacking chairs is a violation of “basic geometry.” Jade fires back about his “dad jokes getting worse with age.” Aisha and Sarah are dancing with the broom handles like they’re on stage, and even Marlon’s pretending to look stern, though the twitch at his mouth gives him away.
It’s chaos, but the good kind.
One of the teens, a wiry kid with big hands, is clattering plates into the bin and grinning at me. “Mr. T,” he calls me now, even though I’ve told him a hundred times not to. “You coming to André’s drum class on Friday?”
I chuckle, shaking my head. “I think I’ll spare myself the humiliation.”
Apparently, André’s been giving lessons at Harmony House. Luci told me once, laughing so hard she nearly spilled her coffee, that he teaches like he’s still in the military, snapping orders, counting beats like drills. And the wild part? The kids eat it up. They love him for it.
The thought makes me smile despite my fatigue. André, the drill-sergeant drummer. Only he could pull that off.
I pause, leaning on the broom handle, watching everyone work and tease each other. They’re tired, sure, but they’re together. And for the first time in a long time, I feel like maybe I’m part of something bigger than the wreckage I left behind.
Bex is here too, of course, because where else would she be? Always the steady one, always showing up. Aisha and Jade keep nudging her, trying to coax her into playing something while we work. She just laughs, brushing them off with that easy grace of hers, pretending she’s too busy folding tablecloths or sweeping up glitter.
She’ll never realize how amazing she is. Not just as a musician, though God knows she’s that, but as a person. The kind of person who makes a room lighter without even trying.
She’s like the sun. People just… gravitate toward her. The kids, the crew, everyone in this place, it’s like they can’t help but orbit around her warmth. Including me. Or rather… especially me.
Even after last night, after I laid myself bare and she let me see her own scars, she’s still the same Bex. No masks. No act. Just her, authentic, steady, radiant.
And standing here, broom in hand, watching her laugh with Jade, my chest swells with something equal parts joy and ache. I don’t know what tomorrow holds, but right now? Right now I just thank God for the gift of her.
I pause mid-sweep, letting the broom rest against my shoulder, and my eyes linger on her without her noticing. She’s laughing at something Jade said, hair catching the light in golden strands, eyes sparkling like they always do.
Lord, I whisper under my breath, thank You for her. Thank You for letting her be in my life again, for letting me see her heart, for letting me be seen by her too. Help me to honor her, to love her rightly, without trying to claim her or fix her, just to walk beside her as You guide me.
I swallow hard, feeling the weight of my own brokenness and the grace that’s carried me here. Keep her safe. Keep me humble. Let me be the kind of man worthy of even a fraction of the light she shines. And when the time comes to speak, let it be with courage, wisdom, and love that reflects You.
My gaze drifts back to her. She’s still radiant, still effortlessly herself, and I can’t help the quiet ache in my chest. I don’t know what tomorrow brings, but for tonight, I’ll just be thankful. Thankful for her. Thankful for this moment. Thankful for the God who’s never let either of us go.
By the time we’re done, the hall is finally tidied, chairs stacked neatly, floors swept, the chaos of earlier reduced to order. I step back, stretching my arms, and blink.
Bex is standing in front of me, hands loosely clasped, looking up at me with that unmistakable spark in her eyes. A small smile plays on her lips.
“Should we?” she asks, voice light but hopeful.
“Yeah,” I reply, feeling a smile tug at my own face. “Let’s do it.”
Before we can move, Aisha’s voice cuts in, teasing, eyes twinkling. “OOOH! And where are you going?”
I try to sound casual, shrugging. “Just gonna grab some coffee.”
“Uhu,” Aisha says, smirking knowingly, and for a fleeting moment, I feel it, heat creeping up my neck. Blush? No… can’t be. I don’t blush.
We exit the hall, and laughter and snickering follow us down the corridor. I catch Bex’s eyes just as she rolls hers, shaking her head at Aisha’s antics. But then I notice it, a soft, red tinge on her cheeks.
My chest tightens just slightly, the sight of it making the smile on her face feel even warmer, more real.
We push open the door to Leticia’s, the warm scent of roasted coffee beans and fresh pastries wrapping around us like a familiar blanket. The soft murmur of other patrons, the clink of cups, the low hum of music, it all feels like it’s made for us tonight.
“Two coffees, please,” I tell the barista, glancing back at Bex. She nods, settling into one of the worn wooden chairs by the window, tucking her hair behind her ear.
I slide into the chair across from her, noticing the faint flush still lingering on her cheeks from earlier. She catches my gaze and smirks, playful but soft, like she knows exactly what effect she has.
“So,” I say, leaning back a little, “what’s the verdict on my performance as a coffee-fetching accompanist?”
She laughs, a musical, easy sound that makes the corners of my chest ache in a good way. “Hmm… competent,” she teases. “But you’d better keep your day job.”
I mock gasp, placing a hand over my heart. “Ouch. After all those years of training?”
“You didn’t practice nearly enough,” she says, grinning, eyes twinkling.
I lean forward, elbows on the table. “Maybe you could give me some lessons, Bex. Show me the ropes. Teach me your secrets of authenticity and charm?”
Her laugh softens into a gentle smile, and for a moment she just watches me, no teasing, no words, just that quiet warmth that always seems to reach right into me. “Thomas,” she says softly, “you already have more charm than you realize. You just need to let yourself be… yourself.”
I swallow, heart tightening, grateful and stunned all at once. “I’ll take that advice,” I murmur, “especially coming from you.”
Our coffees arrive, steam curling in the dim light. She lifts her cup, and I follow her lead. The clink of mugs feels like a quiet celebration, small, perfect, and ours.
The warmth of the coffee seeps into my hands, grounding me as we settle into the quiet corner of Leticia’s. Outside, the city hums, but inside, it feels like our own little world.
Bex takes a careful sip, then tilts her head, eyes searching mine. “Thomas… what about your parents? Have you… I mean, have you found peace with them?”
I swallow hard, tracing the rim of my cup with a finger. “Part of my healing… was forgiveness,” I admit softly. “I carried so much bitterness for so long, it became a part of me. But I realized I couldn’t move forward if I didn’t let it go. I took the time to forgive them, for everything I thought they failed at, everything I blamed them for.”
Her hand hovers near mine, but she doesn’t touch, just waits, listening.
“I reached out,” I continue, voice catching slightly. “My father… he really tries now. Before, I was too bitter to accept it, too wrapped up in anger and resentment. But now, I try. He’s trying. That’s what matters. I’ve also had to forgive Clair… for everything she did. And Damian. Even Ashton, leaving me, walking away. That hurt more than I thought I could survive, but I had to forgive him too.”
I pause, letting the words settle between us. “Most of all,” I murmur, eyes dropping to the table, “I had to forgive myself. For all the choices I made, for letting Asher take over, for hurting people I cared about. For thinking I was beyond redemption. That was… the hardest part.”
She reaches out then, gently brushing her fingers over mine, a quiet anchor. “Thomas,” she whispers, voice steady but soft, “that… that’s so brave. To face all of it, and still choose to move forward.”
I look up at her, seeing the sincerity in her eyes, and it feels like a balm over all the years of pain. “It wasn’t easy,” I admit. “Still isn’t always. But… it’s freeing. Like I finally have room in my chest again for something besides anger and guilt. And for the first time in a long time, I can let God lead me instead of trying to carry all of it myself.”
She squeezes my hand once, a gentle pressure that says more than words. “I can see it, Thomas. You’re… different. Stronger. Still you, but… healed in a way that’s beautiful to witness.”
I swallow hard, heart full. “I’m still learning,” I whisper. “Every day. But… having you here, seeing you, talking like this, it makes it easier.”
Her eyes soften, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “I’m glad, Thomas. Really glad.”
I take a slow breath, letting the warmth of the coffee and Bex’s presence settle around me. For a moment, the noise of the world outside fades.
“Thank You, Lord,” I murmur softly in my mind, a silent prayer spilling from the corner of my heart. Thank You for bringing me here, for helping me forgive, for showing me mercy… and for her

Bex
We linger over the last sips of our coffee, the clinking of mugs and soft murmur of the café fading into a comfortable background hum. Hours pass like minutes, laughter, confessions, shared silences. We talk about wounds we’ve carried for years, the small victories that kept us moving, the ways we’ve tried, and sometimes failed, to forgive ourselves.
I watch Thomas across the table, his hands wrapped around his cup, his eyes soft but intense. He’s so… present. Relaxed in a way I haven’t seen before, unguarded. It makes my chest ache in a way I can’t quite name.
Eventually, the clock nudges us back to reality. “I guess we should go,” I say reluctantly, sliding my chair back.
He stands with me, offering a small, gentle smile, but I notice something shift. His shoulders seem to tighten just slightly, his gaze drifts away for a beat. The easy warmth of the day has receded behind a wall I can’t see over. He seems reserved, like he is mentally withdrawing. Pulling back. And every time I inch closer, hoping for some sign, some warmth, he retreats just a little.
We start walking, my steps keeping pace with his, though my stomach twists with unease. He was so relaxed, so open just moments ago, what happened? My voice trembles, though I try to keep it casual.
“Thomas…” I begin, but the words stick. He glances at me, and I see the faint shadow of something I can’t read, guardedness, maybe, or weariness.
I feel a lump rise in my throat. I don’t want this moment to end. I don’t want to say goodbye. The world suddenly feels too big, too empty, the distance between us stretching already. When will I ever see him again? The thought hits me harder than I expected, and I bite my lip to hold it back.
He clears his throat softly, as if sensing my unease, and I force myself to meet his eyes. There’s a hint of his old self, the careful, deliberate Thomas, but also something else, something deeper, fragile. My heart twists.
At first I don’t speak, because the words would only betray the ache I’m trying to hide. Instead, I walk a little closer, hoping maybe proximity can bridge the invisible distance between us, hoping somehow he’ll know I don’t want this to end, But he stays quiet, and my mind start spinning then the word come out.
 “Thomas…” My voice trembles. “Am I… am I reading things wrong here?”
We both stop mid-step. He looks at me, brows knit. “Bex… what?”
I take a shaky breath, blurting everything. “Am I reading things wrong? I thought we were reconnecting, and I’ve been praying, talking to our friends, everything seems to be going..” I’m babbling now, full-on verbal nervous break.
He’s gaping at me, eyes wide, unblinking. My chest tightens. “Did you stop loving me, Thomas? Is that it?” My voice wavers, almost a whisper. “It’s totally okay, you can love me as a friend, I’ll be okay… I’ll probably go into hiding for a while, but then I’ll be okay, I just need to know. I actually don’t… maybe this is a bad idea. I should…”
“Bex?” His voice cuts through my panic, firm but gentle, and he tilts my chin up, making me look at him. There’s a softness in his smile, yes, but underneath it, a shadow of regret I can’t ignore.
I jerk back, panic rising. “Oh God, what have I done?” I try to step away, but his hand comes to my arm, gentle but insistent.
“Wait, Bex… please. Let me explain.”
“You don’t have to explain, Thomas. I’m so sorry…” My voice cracks, tears threatening to spill. “It’s been so long… of course you moved on… I’m so, ”
“Bex.” His tone sharpens slightly, pulling me back from the edge of my spiraling thoughts. I look up into his eyes, blinking rapidly to hold back the tears.
Don’t cry, Becky. Don’t you dare cry,  I whisper to myself, trying to steel my voice, my chest, my heart.
“I never stopped loving you,” he says, voice low, steady, and sure. His hand brushes my cheek, wiping away a stray tear I hadn’t even noticed. “You’ve always been it.”
I falter. My breath catches. “Why…?” I manage, barely above a whisper, trembling.
He hesitates, searching my eyes like he’s afraid I won’t understand, or worse, that I’ll reject him. The air around us feels suspended, holding its breath for the answer.
Thomas takes a slow breath, his fingers still resting lightly on my cheek, grounding me. “Bex… I’ve never stopped loving you, but… I’ve always felt like I wasn’t enough. I’ve hurt you, so badly, and I’ve spent years thinking… maybe you’d be better off without me. That being with me… it would just hurt you again.”
I swallow hard, the sting of past heartbreak and the ache of longing twisting in my chest. “Thomas… I don’t care about the past. I can’t change what happened, but I, ”
He shakes his head gently, a small, rueful smile tugging at his lips. “No, Bex… I get it. You’re amazing. You’ve always been amazing. And me… I’m broken in ways I thought you’d never want to deal with again. I’ve tried… I’ve tried to fix myself, but I always thought I’d fail you. And here I am, staring at you, still terrified that I will.” He swallows, voice thick. “That I’ll ruin this too.”
I reach out instinctively, my hand brushing his, holding it against mine. “Thomas… you don’t get to decide that for me. I’ve prayed. I’ve prayed for courage, for clarity… and God keeps bringing me back to you.”
His eyes glimmer, the moonlight catching the edges of tears he’s holding back. “I don’t deserve you… Bex. But I’ve never loved anyone like this. I don’t want to hide anymore. I don’t want to keep pushing you away because I’m scared of myself.”
I look up at him, searching his eyes through the glow of the night. “Thomas… have you prayed about this? Asked God?”
He nods slowly, a shadow of a smile playing on his lips. “Yes… I have. Every day, I’ve been asking for guidance. And… He keeps bringing me back to you.”
I reach up, cupping his face gently. “Then trust God, Thomas. Trust Him… and trust me.”
His gaze falters, vulnerability and longing mingling in his eyes. “I want to… I really do.”
“We’ve both needed to heal,” I continue, my voice soft but steady. “We were both hurting each other without even meaning to, Thomas. I hurt you too. But God… God has given us healing. And I truly feel… He is in this with us.”
He closes his eyes for a moment, taking in my words, letting them sink deep. When he opens them again, there’s a quiet resolve, a newfound steadiness. “If God is in this… then I can do this. With you. I trust Him, Bex… and I trust you.”
I squeeze his hand, feeling the tension between us start to melt away. “Then let’s walk this together. No more hiding. No more fear.”
He leans closer, forehead to forehead, letting the night wrap around us. “No more hiding,” he echoes. “No more fear.”
And in that moment, the past feels distant, the world hushed, and all that exists is us… and the hand of God guiding both of us forward.
I let out a shaky laugh, one tear slipping free. “ I’ll catch you if you fall. You catch me too.”
He smiles softly, a mixture of relief and awe washing over his features. “I’ll catch you, Bex. Always.”
We stay like that for a long moment, hearts pounding in the quiet night, letting everything unsaid settle between us. The world feels small, suspended around us. For once, fear and past mistakes feel like they’re at bay, and maybe… just maybe… love is enough. His eyes search mine, steady and full of something I haven’t dared hope for in a long time. “Bex…” His voice is low, reverent. “Well… we’re going to do this properly.”
I blink, heart hammering, and he smiles, brushing a loose strand of hair from my face. “I’m going to date you,” he says, voice soft but certain. “I’m going to show you just how much you mean to me. And then… God willing… I’m going to marry you.”
My breath catches. My hands tremble as his fingers lace with mine. The world narrows to the warmth of him, the certainty in his gaze, and the faith we’re both holding onto.
He leans in slowly, giving me every chance to pull back, but I don’t. Instead, I tip my face up, and his lips meet mine in the gentlest, most careful kiss, like a promise, like a prayer, like everything we’ve both been waiting for.
It’s soft, it’s reverent, it’s everything. And in that moment, I know, we’re not rushing, not hiding, not afraid. We’re stepping forward… together, guided by love and by Him.
We linger there, foreheads resting together, breaths mingling. I can feel the steady warmth of him, the way his heartbeat seems to echo mine. Every fear, every doubt from the past few years melts into this stillness.
“I… I can’t believe this is real,” I whisper, letting my hands slide up to his chest. “After everything… you’re really here. With me.”
He smiles, a slow, soft smile that crinkles the corners of his eyes. “I never left, Bex. Not really. And I’ve prayed… a lot. Every step of the way, God kept bringing me back to you.” His thumb brushes lightly over the back of my hand. “I was scared… scared I’d hurt you again, scared I wasn’t enough. But I can’t… I can’t stay away from you.”
“I hurt you too,” I admit, voice trembling. “We’ve both… we’ve both made mistakes. But… God’s given us healing. I truly feel He’s in this with us.”
He tilts my chin up slightly, looking straight into my eyes, and I see a mix of vulnerability, awe, and devotion there. “Then we trust Him, and each other. I promise, Bex. I’ll do this right. Slowly, surely… no running, no hiding.”
“I want that,” I whisper, feeling tears prick at the corners of my eyes again. “I want all of it.”
Thomas leans in, brushing his lips against mine once more, gentler this time, like sealing a sacred vow. “Then we’ll take our time. We’ll laugh, we’ll love, and… God willing, one day soon, I’ll marry you. And not just in words, Bex… in every way I can show you how much you mean to me.”
I press closer, heart swelling, letting the quiet joy of the moment wash over me. Everything, every fear, every heartbreak, every prayer, has led us here. And I know, with God and with him, we’re finally home.
The night hums softly around us, but in this bubble of warmth and certainty, there’s only us. And for the first time in so long, I feel completely, unshakably safe.

Epilogue
Bex 
I settle onto the edge of the stage, fingers brushing lightly over the keys. The hum of the crowd washes over me, a sea of anticipation, thousands of faces blurred into one pulse of energy. My heart’s racing, but somewhere deep inside, there’s a quiet thrill too.
Rebekah Muller, sitting here, playing on stage for thousands… I can hardly believe it’s real.
Thomas is beside me, his hands gentle on the guitar. He’s been guiding me through this for months, church halls, small venues, then bigger stages, and each time I’ve felt a little more like myself. Using my God-given gift to praise my Lord and Savior. That’s the truth I hold onto when the nerves spike.
I still feel it, the flutter in my stomach, the pulse in my fingers, but then I glance at Thomas. He’s smiling, eyes alight, radiating joy and faith in me. Just looking at him, the tension in my chest loosens, and I take a deep breath, letting the music flow through me instead of against me.
He nods once, subtle, almost imperceptible, and it’s enough. I know he believes in me. And for this moment, that’s enough to believe in myself too.
I press down on the keys, and the first notes rise into the air. My song, my praise, my heart, all laid bare in melody. The crowd fades behind the music, and all that remains is Him, and this gift, and the gentle encouragement of the man who’s walking this path with me.
I smile, and for the first time in a long time, I feel fully, completely, free.
The lights dim, and for a second all I can hear is my heartbeat, fast, loud, like it’s trying to escape my chest. My palms are slick against the keys. Thousands of people wait, expectant, and the air feels heavy with it. I take a shaky breath.
“Lord… it’s Yours,” I whisper under my breath.
Then Thomas counts us in, his guitar picking up the first measure, warm and steady, a tether for me. My fingers land on the piano, trembling for only a beat before muscle memory takes over. The melody rises, fragile but sure.
I lean into the mic, voice quivering at first, but then something steadies me, faith, the Holy Spirit, maybe even the way Thomas glances at me and grins, like he knew I could do this all along.
I sing:
“I was lost in the night, drowning in the weight I carried,
Chains of fear around my heart, a burden I couldn’t bury.
But You stepped into the shadows, light blazing through my shame,
You called my name, You called my name.”
The crowd ripples, like a wave moving through them. Some stand, some lift their hands, some just close their eyes, but I can feel it, the music reaching them. My voice grows stronger, carried on something bigger than me.
The band builds, Thomas’s guitar shimmering, drums rolling beneath us. My nerves are gone, replaced with fire. I push into the bridge, with Thomas’s voice joining mine, both of us pouring out everything we’ve held inside:
“I will trust when the night is long,
I will sing through the trial’s song,
For my soul has found its rest in You.
Every breath, it belongs to Grace,
Even pain cannot steal my praise,
I am reborn, my heart made new.”
The music drops out, just drums, just my voice filling the cavern of sound, echoing into silence.
“And I will not fear… I will not fear…”
The words crack something open inside me. For the first time in years, I believe them.
Then the band roars back in, the chorus swelling, Thomas’s harmony slipping in beneath mine, lifting me higher:
“You never let me go, no shadow steals Your light,
You pull me from the deep, You turn my wrongs to right.
I cast my fears on You, every tear You hold and know,
Even in the sorrow, I’m alive, because You never let me go.”
There is nothing like worshipping like this. Nothing.
The lights are bright, the music swells, but what takes my breath away isn’t the stage, it’s the sound of thousands of voices rising together. Praises spilling out like waves, raw and unashamed. Hands lifted high, eyes closed, faces lit with awe.
Through the set, I get to witness it all. The release in people’s expressions as chains break loose. The tears sliding freely as hope floods back in. The awe written across faces as if they’ve just touched the edge of heaven. And the power of God, undeniable, pulsing in the air, filling the room until it feels like we’re not just singing about Him but with Him.
It humbles me. It heals me. It undoes every lie that told me I wasn’t worthy, wasn’t enough. And in the middle of it all, I find myself whispering a silent prayer: Thank You, Lord. Thank You for this. For them. For letting me be part of Your song.
When the last note fades, I sit back, breathless, trembling, but not from fear. From release. From freedom.
I glance sideways. Thomas is looking at me, joy radiating, pride in his eyes. And for the first time in forever, I let myself believe, I belong here.
The show is over. The roar of the crowd still hums in my bones, but backstage the air feels quieter, heavier. And then I see him.
Opa.
He stands straight-backed, posture stiff as ever, but his eyes betray him. They glisten in the stage lights, and though he blinks hard, fighting it, a tear slips free. My throat tightens, I can’t remember the last time I saw my Opa cry.
“Beckchen, you did it,” he says, his voice steady but roughened at the edges. “God did it. Mein Schatz.”
Before I can answer, Thomas steps close, his arm slipping warmly around my shoulders. His presence calms me, the chaos of lights and nerves melting away. He presses a kiss to my forehead, his lips lingering just a moment longer than usual.
“We’re doing a prayer session with Marlon,” he says gently, then adds in that familiar way that still makes my heart glow, “I’ll be out there, love, take your time.”
He steps away then, joining Andres and Luci, she squeezes my shoulder as she passes, and suddenly the space feels too wide without him. But Opa is there, reaching for me. His hands, calloused and steady, close around mine.
“I know I’m not getting any younger, Mädel,” he says, almost matter-of-fact. But when he looks at me, his gaze wavers, his jaw tightening as though to hold back the flood. “God gave me the biggest gift ever today...”
His voice cracks despite him. Another tear falls, and before I can even react, he pulls me into his arms. His embrace is firm, unshakable, and yet I feel the tremor in it, the emotion he can’t quite keep contained.
“To see you like this, Beckchen, filled with joy and peace… now I can pass on with peace in my heart.”
Pain and love collide in my chest. I bury my face against him, clutching him tighter, unwilling to let the words settle.
“Opa, none of that nonsense, Alter,” I whisper, forcing lightness into my tone. “You’ll outlive me, you’re too stubborn to die.”
A small huff escapes him, half laugh, half exhale. “Frechdachs,” he mutters, his stern mask cracked just enough to let warmth show through.
And in that moment, caught between Thomas’s everyday tenderness and Opa’s rare, unguarded embrace, I feel it overflow. God’s peace. God’s joy. Holding me steady.
Endlessly, endlessly thankful.
Opa’s arms loosen, and I finally draw back, wiping at my eyes with a shaky laugh. He gives my hands one last squeeze before releasing me, his composure slowly rebuilding brick by brick.
I glance across the room and find Thomas already in the corner with Andrés and Luci, heads bent together as they pray with a young couple lingering near the curtain. His posture is unhurried, open, every word he speaks carrying that gentle steadiness I’ve come to lean on.
The sight still catches me off guard, how much he’s changed, how far God has brought him. To see Thomas now, pouring out compassion so freely, so earnestly, it amazes me. He was once the man trying to drown his own pain, lost in shadows. And now… now he’s a beacon.
Lord, You really did this. You turned his ashes into something beautiful.
I watch him touch a shoulder, offer a quiet prayer, his expression radiating sincerity. He’s not just singing anymore. He’s using the music to heal, to reach hearts, to call the lost home to Christ.
And somehow, against all odds, I get to be part of that.
To be here, with him. To walk this journey side by side. To play my violin while he lifts his voice. To minister through the gifts we’ve been given, woven together.
It’s overwhelming in the best way, and gratitude swells so deep inside me that I feel like my heart might split with it.
Thomas looks up mid-prayer, his gaze flicking to mine. And just for a breath, I see it, the joy, the faith, the unwavering belief he carries in me
“Go,” Opa nudges softly, his voice low but firm, as if he’s giving me permission I didn’t know I needed.
Before I can second-guess, my feet move on their own. The curtain parts, and suddenly I’m standing in the glow of the small circle where Thomas and the others are praying.
He glances up the moment I step in. Without hesitation, he reaches out a hand toward me.
This time, I don’t hesitate either. I slip mine into his, and his fingers close around mine, steady and sure. The circle shifts slightly to welcome me, and I bow my head as the prayer rises again.
The words flow over me, petition, praise, tears, healing. And as I listen, as I add my own whispered prayers, I feel it: that same joy I’d just seen glowing in Thomas, now flooding into me.
Opa was right. This is where I belong. Not just beside Thomas as his girlfriend, not just as a violinist on a stage, but here, in the work of healing, lifting the broken, praising God together.
When the final amen is spoken, Thomas squeezes my hand once, gently, and murmurs just for me, “Come love.”
He calls me that often, love, but it never loses its warmth. Every time he says it, it steadies me, roots me in the truth that I’m cared for, seen, chosen.
 A name wrapped in faith, not just affection.
And I realize, my heart is steadier than it’s been in years.



Epilogue 2
Thomas
The music swells as the bridesmaids step into the aisle, Luci and Sarah, radiant and composed, gliding like they’ve rehearsed a thousand times, though I know the nerves are still there, hidden behind their smiles. Becky’s students play, little hands on keys and strings, their earnest, imperfect notes filling the church, lifting the moment higher with every tremble and swell.
Opa steps into the aisle, tall and proud despite the years on him, Becky on his arm. 
My heart hammers in my chest as I glance at Becky, radiant beyond words. Opa walks her down the aisle with that firm, careful strength he always carries, but today, just for a moment, I notice the tremor in his grip, the tiniest slip of vulnerability in his otherwise stoic eyes. He leans down, whispering something in German that makes her smile, and I feel my chest tighten in awe. For a second, I’m not sure if it’s the stained glass throwing light across her veil or if it’s just her, but she glows. My chest tightens, a lump forming in my throat.
“Breathe, man,” Andrés mutters beside me, grinning like he knows I can’t.
“Don’t faint,” Markus adds under his breath, smirking. 
I grin at them, but they’re right. I can barely breathe. The moment she steps closer, every nerve ignites. Her eyes catch mine, playful but full of peace. She’s been through so much, and yet here she is, full of God’s joy.
Opa holds her steady, his face carved in that stern dignity of his, but when he reaches me, he places Becky’s hand in mine with a softness that undoes me all over again. His eyes say everything he doesn’t, take care of her. She is my heart.
“I will,” I whisper, more to him than anyone else, before he steps back.
Then Marlon begins, words washing over us about love, covenant, and Christ at the center. My hand trembles slightly in hers, but she squeezes back, steady.
And then it’s my turn. I look at her, and the vows pour out raw and unpolished, but true.
“Becky… from the moment God crossed our paths, I knew He was giving me a gift I didn’t deserve. You’ve shown me grace when I was broken, patience when I was stubborn, love when I didn’t even believe in it for myself. Today, before God and everyone here, I vow to love you the way Christ loves the Church, faithful, sacrificial, steadfast. In joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, through storms and sunshine, I’ll stand by your side. You are my partner, my best friend, my love… and I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure you know it.”
Her eyes glisten, tears trembling but not falling, and her lips part with her own vow.
“Thomas, you were an answer to prayers I didn’t even know how to pray. God brought you into my life to remind me that He restores, He heals, He redeems. I vow to honor and cherish you, to stand with you in ministry and in the everyday, to laugh with you, cry with you, and pray with you. Whatever lies ahead, I’ll walk it with you, hand in hand, with Christ as our foundation. You are my gift, my home, my heart.”
Marlon announces it’s time for the rings and everyone looks down the aisle. There’s little Malachi, stumbling in with the rings in hand, wobbling down the aisle like he’s balancing the weight of the world,  or maybe just the most important thing in it, Ethan and Ashante’s shoo him on. I know. The irony isn’t lost on me either: me, I’m actually close to Ethan now, smiling at his kid holding what will soon seal our covenant.
As we exchange rings, a tiny, familiar voice breaks through:
“No crying, Chica! Your makeup!”
Heads turn, and the congregation snickers. I glance over just in time to see Luci hovering with Sarah standing beside her, trying to suppress her grin.
I notice my dad standing quietly to the side. No mom. Since I was saved, she’s decided I’m throwing my life away with this charity and ministry, and she’s mostly withdrawn. My chest tightens for a second, a shadow of the old disappointment. But I breathe, because I’ve given it over to the Lord long ago. Seeing my dad here, even at a The Doubter concert, reminds me He works in His timing. We’ve grown closer, slowly but surely. And now, here he is, witnessing this day, his shoulders a little less stiff, his eyes soft.
The pastor’s voice rises, blessing us, the congregation lifting an “amen” that seems to shake the air.
Pastor Marlon smiles knowingly, his hand resting gently over ours as he pronounces us husband and wife. “By the power vested in me, and before God, I now present to you Thomas and Becky, united in Christ.”
The congregation rises, laughter and applause mingling with music. Luci whispers something else about makeup and rings, and I chuckle under my breath, letting the moment sweep over me.
I look at Becky, her eyes shining, radiant with joy, peace, and God’s love, and I know that every trial, every misstep, every heartbreak has led to this. And now, every step forward is ours together.
The church spills into motion as soon as Pastor Marlon dismisses us. Music swells, guests rise, and the aisles quickly fill with chatter and laughter. Becky and I barely make it three steps before we’re swallowed up in embraces.
Luci is first, of course. She squeezes Becky so tightly I half expect her to squeak. “I told you not to cry, chica!” she scolds, though her own mascara is threatening rebellion. “But you look, ugh, perfect. Absolutely perfect.”
Andre and Markus clap me on the back so hard I stumble forward. “Guess you did it, man,” Andre says with a grin. Markus adds with mock solemnity, “And here we thought you’d chicken out at the vows.”
Becky laughs, cheeks flushed, and my heart swells at the sound.
Then Opa makes his way through the crowd. People step aside, respectful, and he comes to stand before us. For a long moment he just looks at Becky, his expression restrained, jaw set, eyes steady, but the tears slip through anyway, against his will. He clears his throat, as though to disguise the crack in his voice.
“Beckchen,” he says softly, gathering her into his arms. His hold is firm but trembling with emotion. “You… you are the Lord’s blessing to me. And now… to him also.” His gaze flicks briefly to me, steady and measuring, but then he nods. Approval. Trust.
Becky melts into the embrace, blinking rapidly, whispering, “Danke, Opa.” When she pulls back, she slips her hand into mine, and I lace my fingers with hers instinctively.
More friends surround us, Sarah and Luci’s dresses gleam under the soft light, Sarah’s eyes shining as she presses Becky’s hand and murmurs her congratulations. The students crowd around too, buzzing with excitement at having played the music, their pride lighting Becky’s face brighter than any bouquet could.
Then there’s Malachi, stumbling up again with the ring pillow still clutched in his little fists, his curls damp with sweat from the effort. “I did good?” he asks solemnly.
“You did perfect,” Becky assures him, crouching down to hug him. He beams, proud as can be.
I catch sight of my father off to the side, quiet, a little awkward in his pressed jacket, but present. No mother. That absence still stings, though I gave it to the Lord long ago. Instead of bitterness, I feel gratitude: for Dad being here, for the way our relationship has healed. He even came to one of The Doubter concerts, told me afterward that he finally understood. That memory steadies me now.
Through all of it, the laughter, the hugs, the chaos, my eyes keep finding Becky’s. Every time, she looks back at me with that mix of wonder and warmth. She’s used to me calling her “love,” but I can tell it still softens her.
The swirl of the crowd is noisy and wild, but the peace of God rests heavy between us, an anchor. Opa dabs at his eyes with his handkerchief and mutters, “Ach, too much fuss. But… I am proud.
The reception hall glows like a lantern in the night, golden light spilling over the tables, soft laughter bouncing against high ceilings. Flowers, Becky’s choice, white lilies and soft greenery, fill the air with a clean, sweet fragrance.
We barely make it inside before the clamor begins again. Andre commandeers the microphone for the first toast, of course. “To Becky and Thomas, may she continue to keep him in line, because Lord knows none of us ever could.” Laughter roars, and Markus hollers from the back, “Amen to that!”
Becky hides her face in her hands, but she’s laughing too.
I sneak glances at her, stunned all over again. My wife. The word lands like a revelation each time it crosses my mind. She shines tonight, not just in the dress, not just in the glow of being the bride, but in something deeper. Joy. Peace. The very things she fought so hard to hold onto.
Opa sits near the head table, his posture ramrod-straight even in the soft evening light. He doesn’t gush. He doesn’t need to. Every once in a while I catch him watching Becky, his expression reserved, his hand absently winding his silver pocket watch. But when she laughs, when her eyes soften as she greets another well-wisher, I see it. The almost imperceptible lift of his mouth. A rare, unguarded warmth.
Dinner passes in a blur of conversation, prayer, and laughter. Then comes the music.
The students who played at the ceremony set up their instruments again, their faces alight with pride. Becky’s violin gleams under the lights, and she looks over at me, eyes sparkling with mischief.
“You’re not getting out of this, love,” she teases, nudging me toward the guitar resting on its stand.
I groan dramatically for the crowd, but inside my chest something bursts open, because she called me love, because she’s looking at me like this moment was always meant to be. I sling the guitar over my shoulder, and together we play. She leads with clear, strong notes, and I weave in underneath, strumming soft, then building.
The crowd quiets. Heads sway. Somewhere in the middle of it, Becky closes her eyes, bow sliding with effortless grace, and I know without doubt: this is her gift, her worship. And somehow, impossibly, God has let me be part of it.
When the song ends, the room erupts. Luci whistles so loud I wince. Andre yells, “Okay, okay, guess he can do more than scream after all!” Opa chuckles under his breath, shaking his head.
The first dance comes next. Becky in my arms, her hand on my chest, her head tilted back as though she still can’t quite believe. Neither can I. I murmur, “You’re mine. My wife.” She grins, eyes glistening, and whispers, “Always.”
As the night wears on, the chaos swells, kids darting underfoot, glasses clinking, people spilling stories and prayers and laughter. And through it all, Opa remains steady at his table, one hand resting on his cane, the other folded neatly in his lap. He watches. Quiet. Content. Every now and then, I catch him dabbing the corner of his eye when he thinks no one’s looking.
Near the end, when Becky slips away to hug another friend, Opa beckons me closer. His voice is low, his accent thick. “You are… good for her,” he says simply. “And I see… you let the Lord make you new. That is enough for me.”
The words lodge deep. I nod, unable to speak, and he clasps my shoulder once, firm, final, before waving me back toward the dance floor.
The night blurs into song and prayer, joy and exhaustion. And even as the crowd begins to thin, the truth remains steady in my chest: this isn’t just a wedding. It’s a testimony. A beginning.
I let the scene soak in. The friends who’ve become family, the students who played with such pride, Opa sitting dignified and quiet but with his eyes soft every time they land on her. The joy in this room is thick, alive, almost tangible.
And I can’t help but remember the pit I was in not so long ago, the chaos, the numbness, the noise I hid behind. I was a man drowning in my own wreckage. And now… now I’m here, surrounded by grace, by laughter, by the miracle of her hand in mine.
Lord, I don’t deserve this. I don’t deserve her. But You gave her to me anyway. And You gave me this new life, this peace, this family.
Becky leans into me, whispering, “You look far away, love.”
I turn to her, heart stumbling at that word, love, though she’s said it before. “No,” I tell her, shaking my head. “I’ve never been more here.”
She smiles, and in that smile I see every answered prayer, every moment of grace stitched together into something whole.
Gratitude swells so fierce it nearly undoes me. For her. For this night. For the God who carried me out of darkness and gave me not just a new song, but someone to sing it with.
And maybe that’s the truest miracle of all, when even the darkest places, the heaviest silence, learn to carry a melody.
That’s when the shadows sing
.

