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  Chapter 1


Iawoke to that feeling of closeness that happens when the space is too quiet. The lack of ambient noise was, in itself, enough to pull me fully awake. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I became fully aware of my surroundings. The electric blue numbers on the digital clock said 7:23 a.m. I rolled over and saw Jon lying on his side, watching me. Normally, I was the first to wake up. And normally I didn’t sleep well in hotels. But last night had felt different from the get-go. 
“You’re cute when you sleep,” he said quietly. Grinning. 
His eyes were the color of melted caramel and, God; I could get lost in them. Every. Single. Time. I smiled, suddenly feeling shy, and went to turn away.
He brushed a piece of hair from my face, stopping me. “Thank you for being here with me.” 
“Of course I’m here with you.”
“Yeah, but I know you didn’t want me to do this.”
I hesitated—aware of the earnestness in his expression. “Jon, it’s not that I didn’t want you to do it. I am so glad you had this opportunity. I was just…”
There’s no other way to say it, Via. Just speak your mind. 
“Worried about you.” I finished.
“I know. And I love you for it. I don’t tell you enough.”
I searched his face, wondering where all this was coming from. 
“I couldn’t do any of this without you, Vee. Literally. And I recognize all the ways you look out for me. I’m sorry if I’ve ever made you feel like I don’t appreciate it.”
What the fuck?
“I know you do.” I said.
And I meant it. 
He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, looking contemplative, and for a moment, silence enveloped us. When my phone rang a moment later, the sudden shrillness made me jump. It was Krissy—she wanted to know if I’d meet her downstairs for a “morning walk.” When I hung up, Jon was grinning. He elbowed me playfully. 
“Get outta here. I know she’s ready for a wake-and-bake.”
I laughed, partly because he was right, and partly because of the way he teased me about it. Jon didn’t partake in the joys of marijuana. Even before his health scare, he’d always said he never liked the way it made him feel. But he also never judged me for my occasional indulgence. He never really judged anybody for anything, which is another reason he was so damn lovable. 

      ***Krissy and I had found a rather vacant spot in the alley behind the hotel. Philadelphia had many unique qualities, and over the years I’d grown to love some and hate some. The hot, thick air was a trait I found unpleasant, especially in July—although at that time of morning it was still relatively cool in the building’s shade. A lot of the bands and attendees of the show the day before had booked rooms at the same hotel, and I recognized a few of them who had filtered outside for the same reasons as us. 
I listened with complete enthusiasm as Krissy recited every detail about the guy she had met at the hotel bar. Apparently, things at the lounge had really picked up once the show let out, and the two of them hit it off so well that they’d already made plans for later that day.
Nice.
We were both beaming over her good luck when suddenly she turned serious, as if remembering something. 
“Enough about my shit. How did it go last night? Was he pissed? You know… with TJ coming up, and everything?”
I reflected on that. Because, yeah… Jon hadn’t been happy about that visit—no matter how well-meaning it had been. Normally he was the nicest, sweetest, most gentle man I’d ever known.
But something in his eyes flickered last night when he had me against the wall. I think a part of him had been genuinely angry about TJ and Tamara coming up to our room to check on him. He’d felt violated. And I suppose that was fair.
But another part of him, the true enigma of him—had spun it. I couldn’t quite shake the idea that he had known exactly what he was doing. I felt the electric charge, like a slight undertone of aggression in the way he moved on me, asserting a dominance that I found both startling and sensual.
He’d been quick to reestablish the boundary, yet had done it in an extraordinarily sexy way. Although upset, instead of an argument, he’d shown me a passion I’d only ever experienced with him.
He hadn’t hurt me. He would never do that. But it had been intense. Purposeful.
And afterward, he wrapped his arms around me. Kissed me softly… just as he always did, and melted me with a wry grin.
And that was that. 
Point made.
Noted.
And damn.
He drives me crazy.
I must have taken too long to answer, because Krissy’s expression turned to concern.
“Shit, did you guys get into it?”
I snapped out of my own thoughts, a mischievous smile spreading across my face, and shook my head.
“No. I mean, yeah—he was kind of pissed off about it, but he played it cool.”
We had made our way back inside to the lobby, so I looked around before lowering my voice and leaning toward her. “In fact, we had some really intense sex afterward.”
“What?” Krissy’s eyes lit up, and now we were both grinning devilishly. We stepped into the elevator, and she quickly pressed the close-door button before anyone else could follow us in, spinning toward me.
I laughed, quickly elaborating. “He was so irritated when they left. Which is what I expected. But then, he like, flipped the whole situation on its head. He pushed me against the wall. Not hard—not mean or anything. Just… a little bit aggressive, but in a sexy way. And then… I mean seriously… am I walking funny?”
I couldn’t wipe the huge smile from my face, and we both cackled.
Krissy’s eyes were gleaming. “Holy shit. That sounds hot.” 
We were both still laughing, but before I could agree with the comment, the elevator stopped at my floor, and when the doors opened, the damn devil himself was there, ready to step in.
For a split second, all three of us seemed startled. My face instantly grew hot as Krissy tried to stifle a snicker. I didn’t dare look at her, or we’d both lose it.
Jon nodded. “Ladies.”
I watched his eyes dart between us just once, as if he could sense we’d been gossiping about him. Mercifully, he let the awkward moment slide, instead moving his arm to hold the door open. 
“I have a quick meeting downstairs. Us and Clay’s guys.”
That meant FR and FaultCode.
I wonder what they’re up to now?
I would have asked him more about it, but I was eager to escape further embarrassment, so I followed Krissy into the hallway. 
“You two meet us down there in about 30 minutes for breakfast? I’m buying.”
“Sure!” we both said in unison.
He gave me a wink before the doors closed.
Krissy’s giggle turned into another full cackle. “God, you two are adorable. Relationship goals!” She said, gesturing toward the elevator doors dramatically. 
I couldn’t help but smile. Jon and I had been together for a few years now, but lately, so much of us felt new. Different.
As much as I hated that It happened, there were a few undeniably unique bonuses that resulted.
And I felt like I was falling in love with him all over again. 

      ***TJ and Tamara were already in the lobby with their bags, talking to Jon when we stepped out of the elevator. 
“Are you joining us for breakfast?” I asked, giving them each a hug.
TJ sighed. “Man, we’d love to, but we’ll probably just hit a drive-through on the way back.” He nodded towards Tamara. “This one has to work this afternoon.”
Jon nodded. “Well, I really appreciate what you did for me. Seriously. Thanks for coming all this way to check on my faulty wiring.” A hint of a grin played at his lips as he extended his hand. 
Woah. It wasn’t the joke that surprised me—it was the lack of edge behind it.
TJ laughed, accepting the handshake, but using it to pull Jon in for a hug. “Totally my pleasure,” he said, clapping him on the back with his other hand. “You guys were amazing last night.”
“You sure were!” Tamara chimed, giving Jon a hug. She elbowed me, turning back to Jon. “We’ve gotta keep those lights on! I want to see a full set next time!”
Jon smiled at her attempt to continue the joke, but it looked more polite than anything. “Full set,” he said. “Definitely.”
But I wasn’t sure he believed it. Not that Tamara would come—but that he’d ever play a full set again.
An unexpected pang of sadness hit me, but I immediately dismissed it. 
Get that bullshit thinking right out of your head, Via!
And please, God—keep his lights on. 

      ***We grabbed a giant round booth in the corner of the lounge, and a server pulled over a square table to add extra seats. Plenty of room for all of us. The table was abuzz with chatter, and I paused several times to take it all in. I really wanted to fully appreciate the moment—just as Jon had said to me the morning of his first doctor’s appointment.
“We’re here now, in this moment.”
It was great to have the full gang together—my friends, his friends, and our friends. Everyone together like one big happy chosen family. We were almost done eating when Nikki eyed the untouched plate of bacon that came with Jon’s pancakes. 
“You gonna eat that?”
He shook his head. “Have at it.”
“What, you don’t like bacon?” she inquired, already shoving a piece into her mouth.
Jon shrugged.
I looked at the plate of bacon, and suddenly my brain did a quick analysis of the meals and food choices he’d been making lately. Jon’s appetite had been screwy ever since It happened. But now that I was thinking about it… when was the last time I had actually seen him eat any meat? It had been a while…
Oh. My. God.
“You don’t eat meat anymore,” I breathed quietly, speaking the thought out loud as it hit. 
Jon stared thoughtfully at the plate. “I don’t know, I just… I don’t want to be the reason some poor animal has to lose its life. I can’t bring myself to do it.”
His eyes met mine. “They’re little souls, too, ya know?”
I was only vaguely aware that the rest of the table was listening to us. I felt like we were in our own little bubble. His words were so simple. So sweet. I could feel my eyes starting to tear up. 
I could get on board with this.
The idea came quickly, yet felt right. Perfect, even. 
“Jon,” I said, reaching for his hand. “Do you want to go vegan?”
His expression softened, and a smile big enough to show his dimples crept in. Fuck yeah. That look on his face? I was instantly sold. 
“We can do that,” I added. 
“You would do that for me?” he asked cautiously.
“I would do it with you.” I said genuinely. “I’d love to.”
A flicker of doubt crossed his brows. “That’s a big commitment.”
“I know. We can start slow. Vegetarian. No meat. Cheese is going to be a bitch to give up though. I’m going to need some time to figure that one out.”
We both laughed. “We can do it,” he said, his eyes sparkling. He leaned over to give me a quick peck on the lips.
Slow, exaggerated clapping from down the table brought my awareness back to the group. Watching us. 
“Bravo,” oozed Kenny. “I don’t know how everything between you two is always so damn romantic.”
Chuckles broke out from around the table. 
“Really,” growled Nikki in mock disgust. “But don’t think you’re going to guilt me out of eating this bacon.” She stared us down as she took a giant, intentional bite. 
We all laughed. Jon shook his head. “No judgment,” he said. “It’s a personal choice.”
But he squeezed my hand under the table. 
New level. Unlocked.
I felt warm and almost giddy inside. 
I’d found another way to connect with him. 
“Guess we’ll have to go grocery shopping when we get home.” He leaned over to keep the conversation between us.
I smiled and nodded in agreement.
Hell yeah.
His medication had done a serious number on his appetite, especially right after It happened. But ever since, it had been a real challenge to get him to eat. He seemed uninterested in food. I had chalked it up to just another way he’d changed because of It, but now I was wondering how much of that might have been fueled by this revelation. 
How long has he been thinking about this?
It was hard to keep up with the crazy thoughts that went through his mind these days. I’m sure I didn’t even know the half of it. 
But spending time with him in the kitchen? That felt special. 
Fuck. I’m going to have to learn how to cook. Like—for real. 
I smiled. 
The thought of him being happy, healthy… and hungry again?
I would gladly prep meals in the kitchen every evening to see that. 

      ***I recognized the guy from the radio station when he approached our table a short while later. He made eye contact with Shawn and shook his hand heartily.
“Hey man! We’re ready to get those links up on the site. They told me one of the guys from your group is a computer whiz with web stuff? Think you could help us out?”
Shawn smirked. “Ahh… yeah… that would be the lovely young lady down there.”
He motioned, and suddenly, a dozen pairs of eyes were on me. I felt as confused as the radio guy looked. 
“Whaaaat?” Nikki drug out the question with her typical sarcastic air. “A chick who’s pretty and smart? Gasp!” She rolled her eyes as she said it, eliciting chuckles from around the table.
Jon put his arm around me and gave me a playful peck on the cheek. “She’s the total package.” 
Radio Guy looked slightly embarrassed. As he should have. Obviously, he’d assumed it was someone with a penis who could help with whatever job he had. I was used to that kind of thing—there weren’t a lot of females in web development or programming. But that didn’t quell my irritation every time someone acted surprised to find out that’s what I did for a living.
I offered him a forced smile anyway.
“I’m sorry to bother you,” he explained. “We’re set up in the conference room at the end of the hall. But it’s just me and Brent. We don’t have our web guy here.”
Then, immediately realizing his misstep, he cleared his throat. “Person,” he corrected.
His obvious discomfort eased my annoyance, and I laughed. “Sure. I’ll be right over.”
Radio Guy thanked me, thanked all of us, and left. Emily and Kenny made a few more jokes about the gender bias, as I turned to Jon, who looked amused at the whole thing. 
“What the hell is he talking about?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
“Sooo…” Jon began, exchanging glances with Mike, Cary and Shawn, as if preparing to make some huge announcement. “We decided to offer up those new songs as exclusive digital downloads. But instead of paying us, people will donate to the cancer research organization. That should add a decent contribution to the total from the benefit show.” 
Wait. What?
I was stunned. And thoroughly impressed. “You can do that?”
Jon’s grin broadened. “We can do whatever we want with these songs. They’re ours. We own them.”
The entire table erupted in cheers and excited words of encouragement.
Cary had agreed to do a recorded interview with the radio station the night before. He explained that when the station aired the interview, it would also announce where and how fans could download the music. Apparently, they were already being flooded with calls because of the live broadcast from the night before, and expected a ton of traffic to the website after the announcement. 
Shawn explained that donation/download links would need to go live on the radio’s website, as well as Final Relapse’s site. And FaultCode wanted them, too. That’s what Clay had wanted to discuss earlier. 
I sat for a moment, rushing through a mental checklist of my new work tasks. But mostly, I was just in total awe of Jon, because now I knew he’d had a secret agenda all along.
Of course he had. 
I turned back to him. “This is why you wanted to play last night, isn’t it? So you could surprise everybody with that new material and then put it out there for the fundraiser?”
He was smiling. “I can’t think of a better reason to do anything than to help sick kids. Think you can help us get those links up and working?” 
I was so proud of him. Proud of FR. Happy to be a part of it all. 
Of course, I’ll get the links up and working—you crazy, adorable genius.






  
  Chapter 2


It was nearly 4 p.m. when Shawn’s Navigator finally came to rest at Jon’s house. It took me less time than I expected to get FR’s songs and donation links onto the websites. But it had taken longer than any of us anticipated to close out the socializing, say our goodbyes, and finally get back on the road home. 
The weekend had been epic, long, and exhausting in multiple ways. Which is why I was surprised when Jon asked for a “group meeting.” Before we even left the hotel, he asked Shawn if he could stick around another night before heading back to Cleveland.
“I want to apologize for not being up to partying with you guys last night,” Jon had said, with quiet sincerity. “I guess I ran out of steam. But there are some things I think we should talk about. Together. In person.”
I wondered what he wanted to talk about that needed to wait until we were home.
Of course, everyone had been agreeable, insisting he had nothing to apologize for. And so, we reassembled at Jon’s house late that afternoon. Just our small FR family—Shawn, Mike, Nikki, Cary, and Emily.  
At first, it was easy banter, scattered in the living room, enjoying a few celebratory shots and recapping the excitement of the previous day. Even Jon was slowly nursing a beer, something he hadn’t really partaken in since It happened.
Cary poured the rest of us another round and lifted his glass. “Here’s to you, brother,” he said, gesturing to Jon. “Nelson would be proud.” 
Those words landed hard for all of us, but I saw Jon instantly tense, his eyes glistening.
It was bittersweet. Nelson had been the catalyst for Final Relapse to even come into existence. He had been insistent and incessant—encouraging Cary, Mike, and Jon to do something serious, ever since they had entertained everyone at one of his house parties a couple of years back with an impromptu live jam session.
Shawn nodded, raising his glass. “Cheers to that. I never had the chance to meet the guy, but I know he was awesome, and without his influence we wouldn’t be here.” 
Shawn turned his gaze directly to Jon, full of sincerity. “I can feel him with us, man. And he for damn sure is proud of you.”
Mike and Cary nodded in agreement; Nikki whistled. I nodded, smiling, even as the burn of vodka lit my chest. It felt good.
This moment felt good. 
“Yeah. Me too.” Jon smiled, but his eyes were serious, with a hint of sadness.
He sat down on the arm of a chair and waited for everyone to quiet down. “Look,” he sighed, with a resolve that said he had something important to share. “I haven’t properly thanked everyone for sticking with me through this. And I’m not just talking about the show last night. I’m talking about everything these last couple of months. I love you guys. I appreciate the hell out of you. And… thank you. I couldn’t do this without you.”
A pause.
“I know you’re all trying like hell to look out for me,” he added quietly.
The room was silent. No one moved. 
I found Jon’s candor—his complete modesty—his total lack of ego in this moment—both admirable and deeply moving. So did everyone else, judging by their expressions.
Jon took a breath, looking determined to push forward with this strange heart-to-heart conversation. “But,” he continued, “I don’t think it’s fair to keep shit from me.”
Oh hell.
Crickets.
Jon’s gaze moved across the group, making eye contact with each person.
“Did I scare you guys last night?”
Another beat of silence passed. Then Shawn spoke up.
“No, man. You were fucking stellar last night,” he replied quickly, looking and sounding deeply sincere.
The rest of us immediately nodded, murmuring in agreement.
Jon smiled. Or maybe it was more like a faint smirk. “Okay, then. So—which one of you assholes wants to tell me what’s going on?”
Oh shit.
Does he know about the record deals Tony was talking about? Somehow?
I could tell we were all wondering the same thing.
Mike, Cary and Shawn all suddenly looked like deer in headlights. And I know I felt like one. For a few seconds, no one spoke. The three of them seemed to exchange accusatory glances, as if silently trying to sort out who had tipped him off. Naturally, a few eyes snapped toward me.
Dammit. That was a fair assumption, although untrue. I hadn’t mentioned it at all.
Jon sighed, his expression shifting from frustration to annoyance. “Relax. Nobody here has told me anything.” A glint of irritation danced in his eyes. “It’s nice to know you’re all so committed to being sneaky.”
Fuck. That made the guilt hit hard.
Then Shawn leaned forward.
“Alright. Yeah. You’re right, man. We need to have a conversation.”
“You’re fucking right we do. Deals are coming to the table, and you guys don’t think I deserve to know about it?”
“We didn’t want to pile it all on you at once, bro. That’s all,” Mike assured him quickly.
“We were definitely going to talk about this. It’s only been a day,” Cary added. “We thought we’d have more time—”
“Before I found out?” Jon interjected coldly.
No one responded immediately. Guilty looks all around.
“Well, surprise.” He held out his hands sarcastically. “I found out.”
Then he smirked. Almost bitter. Almost. 
“Yeah. Of course, I know about it. I’m psychic now. You knew that already, right?”
Oh my God.
The entire room froze in stunned silence.
Oh fuck.
A few long, uncomfortable seconds ticked by.
Then, “I knew it,” Cary muttered. “I fucking told you.”
All eyes snapped toward him, but he was staring directly at Shawn. As if the two of them had held a prior conversation about that exact thing.
Another long beat passed, but before Shawn or anyone else could think of a proper response, Jon’s smirk morphed into an outright laugh. 
“You should see the look on your face,” he teased Cary with amusement, thoroughly enjoying himself.
Nobody else knew what to say. Including me.
“Avery told me last night, you dipshit,” Jon added playfully, still laughing.
Avery. I wasn’t sure of his exact title, but I knew he had been helping to manage things backstage. And he had been standing among the group that had called Jon over while we were having our little powwow the other night.
That figures.
While the rest of us were standing there devising a plan to keep the label offers a secret from Jon, Avery was talking to him all about it, less than 30 feet from us.
Ironic.
Mike smirked, shaking his head, embarrassed.
We all felt stupid.
Cary huffed a laugh, looking uncomfortable.
Shawn just looked awkward. Like he wasn’t sure which was worse—getting busted for keeping the label deals a secret from Jon, or getting busted for talking about Jon behind his back.
Jon smiled faintly, but looked thoughtful. Then, a bigger grin spread across his face.
“You guys really think I’m psychic, though, don’t you?” His eyes drifted across the group, gleaming playfully.
We collectively shifted, each reflecting on our feelings about the matter.
Cary smirked, running a nervous hand through his hair. “I don’t know, man, you keep me guessing.”
Jon chuckled. “I don’t need to have a sixth sense to know you fuckers have talked about it. About me.”
Another pause.
Shawn exhaled sharply. “Yeah, man,” he admitted. “We’ve talked about it.” He laughed.
But so did Jon.
The energy in the room shifted back to something lighter. Easy. Nikki and Emily’s giggles followed.
Then Jon sighed. “Look, we’ll talk about the label deals in a minute. But first, I want to address the elephant in the room. Because I don’t want us tiptoeing around each other. I don’t want you guys to keep things from me. And I don’t want to keep things from you, either. So… yeah. I guess… well. I guess I can sometimes feel things. Ever since… yeah. I’m just a little more sensitive now.”
Everyone was watching him, with some mix of awe, fascination, and reverence on their faces. 
“Via calls it clairsentience, don’t you, Vee?” His tone was so casual. So matter-of-fact.
Oh my God.
My gaze snapped to Jon. He was still grinning and gave me a quick wink.
But now the rest of them were gaping at me, too.
And I suddenly felt special. I guess because Jon had just in some strange, underlying way, acknowledged my unique understanding of him. Not in an obvious way. But in a really sweet, abstract nod to the deeper conversations we’d had. To the research I’d done. To my efforts to connect with him, as much as he’d found ways of connecting with me. Like I was the only one lucky enough to have him open up to me on a more intimate level.
But perhaps even more importantly, the deeper significance of it… he hadn’t denied it.
He hadn’t joked it away.
And somehow, he’d chosen a word that meant he’d been listening.
My thoughts swirled, and suddenly the true weight of this moment settled in. 
But the looks I was getting from everyone else ranged from doubt to surprise to… something else.
“Do you guys want to talk about it now that I’m sitting right here?” Jon’s voice cut through the amazement in the room. He was so sincere. So authentically open. 
“What does it feel like?” Nikki wasn’t holding back now. She looked very intrigued. “When you get a feeling? Or whatever you wanna call it… how do you know?”
Woah.
Jon and I had some late-night talks about this after he’d read my research paper—The Psychological Effects of the Near-Death Experience. Ever since It happened, I’d been gently encouraging him to open up to his experiences. And his abilities. I thought it was important that he not shut down, or block what was clearly such a gift. Mizz Vanessa had helped me realize how special it was. And how real. And my professor, Dr. K, helped me prove the scientific side of it.
It elated me to hear him finally acknowledge it out loud to someone other than me. And surprised he’d chosen this moment, in front of the entire group. It was as if being up on that stage again had awakened some new part of him. He was turning yet another corner. Taking another step further into this new, uncharted life he’d been blessed with. 
Jon appeared to be deep in thought—choosing his words carefully, as always. 
“I don’t know how to explain it exactly,” he said. “I just… feel things differently now. People. Situations. It’s like—”
He shrugged. “Like the volume got turned up.”
“Are you serious?” Nikki was excited.
Jon nodded. “Yeah… Via has been helping me sort it out.”
I felt pride swirl in my chest. There’d been a time not long ago that I was certain Jon had resented my efforts to understand him. But now I suddenly felt his gratitude. It was a touching turnabout. 
“I think it’s something we’re all capable of. It’s just that, maybe… maybe I’m more attuned to it now. After everything.”
After It. 
Nikki nodded reflectively. 
“Anything else you want to ask me about?” Jon looked around the room, waiting. After a second or two of stunned silence, he smiled and lightly clapped once, rubbing his hands together as if he were washing away the moment. “Okay,” he said with a grin and a nod. “Enough about that, then.”
He shifted in his seat. “Now, let’s talk about how we’re going to handle these label offers.”
But just before he could say more, Cary’s voice cut in.
“Wait,” he said, sounding a bit reluctant.
Oh God. Here we go again.
We all stared at him.
“I do have one more question. It’s been on my mind since… well, since the shit back at Creston.”
Jon paused, looking a little amused. He nodded, no doubt bracing for another one of Cary’s NDE-themed questions.
Cary stood. “Can I have a hug?”
Wait-what?
He was kind of grinning, but also looking at Jon, who smirked.
“I’m serious,” Cary said. “Stand up and give me a hug, you fucker.”
A flicker of uncertainty flashed across Jon’s face, but then he laughed.
Cary motioned again for him to stand up, taking a few comical steps toward Jon with both of his arms outstretched. “Bring it in, man.”
The rest of us laughed as the two of them embraced in a real, genuine hug. The good kind that you rarely see between dudes. Cary looked like he didn’t want to let go. Then, as if to break the ice, he said, “Damn, you smell good!”
Jon laughed, playfully shrugging loose from his grip.
Cary turned toward me. “Seriously, Via—I get the appeal! I bet he’s a good cuddler, isn’t he?”
We all cracked up, and I nodded. 
Yes, he is. 
Somehow, the conversation shifted effortlessly back to the original topic—what to do about any potential offers that came in for FR. With the discussion diving into business, I let the guys at it and suggested Nikki and Emily follow me to the kitchen to figure out food plans.
We were all starving and ultimately ordered a large variety of Chinese takeout. I scoured the delivery menu stuck to the side of the fridge, careful to choose a few vegetarian options for myself and Jon. 
It felt significant, perhaps more than it should have. But I smiled to myself, treasuring what would hopefully be the first of many times Jon might actually enjoy a meal again. I wanted to see his appetite come back, and perhaps I’d found a way to do it. 

      ***Nikki, Emily and I were soaking up the evening warmth on Jon’s back patio. The sky looked like cotton candy—feathery clouds turned bright pink from the setting sun, swirling against deeper blues along the horizon. I was enjoying the temporary lull in our conversation, pulled into my own thoughts which were, for once, calm.
A sense of profound gratitude enveloped me—something I’d been more conscious of lately. Jon had taught me that. I had felt wound tight most of the weekend. Hoping for the best, but fearing the possibility that Jon’s body might object to the demands he placed on it. In many ways, it had been a reckoning.
For me. 
But for Jon, it had been a reclaiming of self. Watching him on stage, I could finally let go of the belief that control equals safety. I allowed myself to feel everything: fear, love, and awe.
He’d taught us all what it meant to truly live. To hold presence in the face of uncertainty.
Emily’s voice pulled me back to the present. “That’s pretty wild. What Jon was saying earlier? I know I wasn’t really in the picture as much back when he was in the hospital. But Cary has remarked multiple times that Jon seems to have a new sixth sense about things. He said it seems like Jon can read his mind a lot of times.”
Nikki and I met eyes briefly. There was an odd expression on her face. Knowing. Amusement. Something she was trying to hide. I looked at Emily and nodded. 
“So, do you really think he has new abilities? Like, from his near-death experience?”
Absofuckinglutely. 
I nodded again, feeling uncomfortable, but then reminding myself that if Jon was ready to talk about it, then I should be too. “I’ve done a lot of research. I wrote a paper for my Psychology class on NDEs. It’s been really… eye-opening.”
Both girls were staring at me, waiting for me to continue. I took a deep breath. 
“The doctors told us that Jon was incredibly lucky that he didn’t have any neurological impairment. That after an arrest for that long… especially multiples, some amount of brain damage is inevitable. But Jon didn’t show any signs. It was pretty incredible. Except…”
I paused, thinking of how to explain what was in my head. “I think something changed. Not damage—just… openness.”
I used air quotes around the word. Hoping it would convey what I meant accurately enough. “And I think it’s more than just physical. I think it’s something else… something spiritual, maybe?” 
The three of us stared at each other. 
“You know, he fixed my car. He tore apart the dashboard and fixed some electrical wires. Mike said Jon didn’t have the tools or the automotive knowledge to do something like that. But he did. He knew right where to look.” Nikki was staring at Emily. “He knew Shawn got a promotion, even before Shawn found out. And then there was that thing with Blake… and the car accident.”
Emily looked fascinated. I considered telling her about Mary. And about Jon, describing Abby in blue light. But I kept it to myself. There was more than enough information to absorb with the current details already.
And, I didn’t feel like it was my place. Confiding with Ms. V in the cozy privacy of Veil and Vessel was one thing. But telling our mutual friend group? No. Those stories were Jon’s to share—if and when he chose. 
The fact that he was finally able to start opening up—even just a little—felt monumental. I knew from my research (and from some well-meaning reminders from my professor, Dr. K) that many times a near-death experience can be difficult to navigate psychologically. Jon had always been emotionally intelligent. It was one of his traits that I’d found most attractive early on. And I’m sure that his high EQ was helping him work through his trauma, still. And he was making progress. 
We’d been having more talks ever since he’d read my research paper. And his revelation to the group today was significant. For the first time, I was feeling confident we’d get through the weirdness of it all. Together. Especially now that some of it was finally out in the open among friends. 

      ***It had been almost two weeks since Jon read my research paper in its entirety. I hadn’t planned it. Granted, I was going to invite him to read the final product at some point, but the day it happened was an accident. 
I had printed the entire project out on paper, wanting to give it one last proofread with a highlighter before turning it over to Dr. K’s scrutiny. I had to admit—the final product looked impressive; bound inside the fancy research binder. The effort to write it had not just been an academic challenge. It had been a personal, emotionally charged endeavor—just like Dr. K had warned it would be.
But I’d done it. It was finished. It was lying on my desk. And now—Jon’s eyes had fallen to it, his expression lighting up. “Hey! Is this your paper?”
I felt my face flush. Nodded my head. 
Jon turned to look at me, his expression sincere. “Can I read it?”
Fuck.
I took a breath and nodded again. 
He sat down on the edge of my bed, holding the binder and staring at the title in quiet contemplation. He looked up at me again, and our eyes met.
He smiled.
Quiet. Curious.
Then, looked back down… and opened the cover. 
Holy shit. This is really happening. He’s reading it. Right Now. 
At first, I sat nervously, watching his face for any signs of disapproval. The paper covered a lot of topics related to NDEs. Some of them, we’d discussed together in detail. Others… not so much. He hadn’t reacted well when I’d first told him about my research topic. Hadn’t seemed interested in actively participating. So, I didn’t push.
But now, as he read it with absolute focus, I was terrified that he might find flaws. Although I’d spent months poring over research, I was certainly no expert on the matter. He, however, was. He had lived it. He would know if I’d gotten it wrong.
What is he thinking?
Oh God. 
I hoped he wasn’t disappointed. I couldn’t read his expression. He seemed totally engrossed in the pages. Finally, cracking under the suspense, I forced myself to get up and go to the kitchen. I had an entire conversation with Krissy, desperate to distract myself.
After a good half-hour, I reluctantly slipped back into my bedroom. He had moved and was sitting at my desk—still flipping through the pages. He glanced up when I entered, his demeanor earnest, although his eyes sparkled. 
I sat on the bed, and my anxiety took over, my words tumbling out. Like maybe if I spoke first, I wouldn’t have to hear what he thought. “I’m sorry, again—for not involving you sooner,” I blurted. “I should have asked you how you felt about the topic first.”
He turned to face me. I was still bracing for that distant, disappointed look. But his expression was full of warmth. Admiration, even. “This is really good, Vee.”
His voice was low. Sincere. 
I sat stunned. He got up and moved to sit next to me on the bed, still holding the binder. The weight of the moment gave me a sense of déjà vu.  
“Don’t apologize for writing this. I’m partially to blame for why you felt like you had to keep it from me. If I hadn’t reacted so poorly, the first time you brought it up, well… that was my fault. I’m sorry. What you’ve written here is absolutely amazing. I mean it.”
A mixture of pride and relief flooded my chest. “Really?” I whispered. 
He leaned over and kissed me lightly. “Really.”
He pulled back, looking hesitant for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”
Oh God.
“Sure. What?”
“Did writing this paper help you feel better, and, you know—come to terms with things? Did it help you understand anything?”
He wasn’t asking as a student. He was asking as someone standing right on the edge of himself.
I knew I needed to choose my next words very carefully. I was really trying hard to be less analytical. Less critical. Less driven to quantify every little detail. But this research had sent me down rabbit holes, filled with theories that I was still only beginning to grasp. I’d started this paper looking for explanations. Diagrams. Cause and effect.
But somewhere along the way, the questions stopped feeling sharp. They softened. My initial research may have been driven by a need to explain (and thereby control) the things I didn’t fully understand. 
Now? After all my research, the only thing I understood was the fact that there were things I might never understand.
But—that didn’t have to mean it was scary. Mizz Vannessa showed me that. Ms. V had taught me how to frame “the miraculous things.” So yes, ironically, my research had left me with more questions than answers. But yet, somehow, I was okay with that. And that was perhaps the most significant thing of all. 
So, when I smiled at Jon and answered his question with a simple, yet emphatic “Yes,” I was absolutely telling the truth. 
A slow grin spread across his lips. “Good.” He kissed me again. “It may have helped me understand some things, too.”
Woah. 
Did he really just say that?
It hadn’t come across as flattery, but a sincere comment. One that landed softly, sparking my curiosity. “Can I ask you something?”
I felt that familiar, thick stillness, calmness, settle between us. 
He nodded.
My voice was barely a whisper when I asked. “Are you extrasensory now? Do you think you might have clair senses?”
For a long moment, he held my gaze. Again, I had that unsettling sensation that time itself was warping and stretching around us. But then—he smiled. It seemed to come more from his eyes than his mouth. 
“I think…” He paused, still holding my gaze. Not searching for words—testing them.
“I think, maybe.”
I’m not sure why those words hit me so hard. I already knew he was. Deep down, I’d known all along. Ever since It happened. But hearing him say it… so softly. So genuinely. Like he was less sure than I was. At least about what to call it. But that didn’t change the fact that this was his new reality. 
Our reality. 
Fuck. What do we do now?
We do nothing now, Via.
We stay present. Right here. With each other.
And for once, that feels like enough.






  
  Chapter 3


It still wasn’t entirely clear to me how Jon truly felt about FR’s status as a band, and whether he might someday want to sign with another label. But I had zero doubt that if that day ever came, there would be plenty of opportunities ready and waiting. 
But the decision for the time being—one all members had adamantly agreed to—was that FR would table all offers coming in. Not only to give Jon the time to fully recover and address his health issues, but because being out from under contractual obligations gave FR unprecedented freedom and creative control. 
The new material was dark and edgy, but carried a raw, haunting authenticity. Jon was not only pushing the bar compositionally, but encouraging the others (especially Cary, who perhaps needed the extra prompting the most) to bring their best contributions to every song. 
People could hear the difference. No—more than that, they could feel it.  That much was obvious from the benefit show. Tony was right. He usually was, when it came to his instincts about the band. There was more material like that brewing. But Jon needed the freedom to write it without feeling pressured from outside sources. 
Granted, their previous contract had been a dream come true. It had provided them with the funds, connections, marketing, and distribution to skyrocket into the music industry in a way none of us had ever even imagined. But those benefits came with expectations, and a certain level of control that Jon, especially, had always resented. He felt it stifled his creativity. So, without those constraints, they could push the creative boundaries as far as they wanted, without having to answer to anyone. 
Plus, it was less stress. And for Jon, that was critical right now.
But I swore I could see the relief in Shawn’s, Cary’s, and Mike’s faces as well. And as we discussed the decision together that Sunday evening, sitting around the fire pit in Jon’s backyard—the way we’d done countless times before—something felt new and different. 
This sensation was becoming familiar. Even though only a few months had passed since It happened, it felt as though we were all still learning—or maybe a better term is re-learning—how to sit with reality. 
Jon had always been a clear communicator. It’s a skill few people his age possess. Hell, I’d wager to say it’s a skill many adults fail to master, ever. But for Jon, it had always seemed to come naturally. And when combined with his new “abilities” (regardless of what we called them) it was downright impressive to watch his influence on those around him. 
I admired the way Jon had handled what was basically a confrontation with his bandmates—and closest friends—but with the ease of a skilled leader. He was upset that they’d decided not to talk to him about the contract offers, yet he’d strategically waited for the right time and place, saying all the right things to subtly let them know what he appreciated and what he didn’t. He’d spoken his piece elegantly, leaving everyone feeling more united by the end. Not unlike the way he’d reminded me who was still in charge the night before.
In the sexiest way possible.
Clairsentient or not, he seemed to be led by his intuition extremely effectively. Thank God he was a good guy. A kind person, with the purest soul I’d ever known. Otherwise, his skill set would be downright dangerous.

      ***I slowly awakened the next morning to the rays of daylight leaking through the blinds. We’d stayed up late, enjoying the warmth of an early July night around the fire. And the company of each other. Em drove Cary home around midnight, and Mike and Nikki walked back to her place not long after. 
But now, I rolled over to find myself alone in Jon’s bed. He and Maize were gone. I glanced at the clock. 9:34 a.m.
Huh.
He must have killed the alarm and snuck out of bed, letting me catch up on sleep.
I pulled myself together and quietly made my way downstairs. The door to the spare room was closed, which meant Shawn was probably still sleeping. That was fair. He’d have a long drive back to Cleveland later. 
The downstairs was quiet. I glanced out the patio doors… they weren’t outside. So, I opened the door to the basement and saw the faint glow of lights coming from the studio. Jon was busy at his computer, Maize chewing on a toy beside him.
What the hell is he working on already? 
He offered me a smile. “I almost have my statement ready. Will you read it and tell me what you think?”
“Of course!”
I was flattered that he wanted my opinion. 
Around the firepit the night before, Jon had asked me if I would make another update to the website—with the band’s approval. We listened with growing reverence as he explained how Saturday’s performance at the benefit show had forced him to drop his ego. He explained how the experience had left him feeling appreciative—not only because he was physically able to participate, but also because of the support he received from everyone. From all of us.
He thanked Cary for doing the interview with the radio station and for handling the PR alongside Tony when he’d been in the hospital.
And then he said the most surprising thing of all. He told us he felt it was time to personally address the situation himself.
“I’ve been reflecting on a lot this weekend, and I have some things I need to say. It’s time. I owe it to everyone. And I’m ready,” he said over the crackle of the fire.
We all nodded in solemn agreement.
I knew this was a big step for him. Jon was a private person. But I was starting to understand that Saturday’s performance had been emotionally impactful for him in ways I hadn’t initially considered. His new candor about everything was touching. Inspiring, even.
I knew that whatever he’d written would be heartfelt. And of course, it was. He offered up his seat and I settled in, reading the words he’d typed.
Holy shit.
I knew that it absolutely belonged front and center on their landing page:
I want to thank everyone who came out to the United for Hope Summer Festival. It was an honor to be part of something that matters so much.
When I think about the kids out there battling cancer—and their families, doctors, and caregivers who show up every single day—I’m inspired and humbled. They’re the real heroes.
This weekend, I found myself talking more openly about my own health—and about what happened to me. More importantly, I was finally able to face my new reality head-on.
Being forced to put my physical limitations on display was cathartic in ways I didn’t expect. It left no room for ego. I had to put my pride aside—and I’m better for it. I realized how blessed I am to even have this opportunity, and the overwhelming support from the FR family, friends, and fans has filled me with gratitude. 
I truly love and appreciate you all, and I look forward to sharing the next chapter with you… whatever that may bring. 
With love and respect,
Jonathan 
I blinked back a tear, and smiled at him. 
“Well?” He looked sweetly hesitant. 
“Jon, this is beautifully written. I’m going to put it on the front page, right next to the download links. Okay?”
“Really? You think?”
God he’s adorable. 
“I know,” I stated emphatically. 
I felt my admiration shift to surprise, and then abject excitement, as I logged in with my admin credentials to the backend of FR’s website. 
“Oh my God! You have over 2,000 downloads of your new songs already!” 
“Really?” Jon asked again, his voice still muted with modesty.
I spun toward him in the chair, my excitement bursting over. “That’s incredible! That’s a lot of money FR has raised already! It’s only been up for less than a day!” I threw my arms around him. Kissed him excitedly, and then pulled back, looking into his warm, golden eyes. And finally, he offered me a half-grin. Complete with a dimple. 






  
  Chapter 4


The following weekend was going to provide a much-needed, uneventful break at home. Although—not entirely what I would call “relaxing.” Jon had agreed to watch Kyle while Cindy and Steve attended an out-of-state wedding. Naturally, Kyle was ecstatic to spend the weekend with Jon. 
“I want to spend the night at YOUR house!” Kyle had exclaimed, practically jumping up and down.
“Alright, buddy,” Jon said. “We’ll have a sleepover. Maybe we can even talk Via into hanging out with us and making s’mores.”
I’d rolled my eyes in mock irritation, but couldn’t keep from smiling when Jon had thrown me a playful grin. It was hard to say no to that level of cuteness. 
Friday evening it rained, so we spent the time playing video games. Jon had bought a new skateboarding game specifically with Kyle in mind. I had to admit; it was actually fun. The three of us took turns playing for hours until I suggested it was time to wind down and have a bedtime snack. 
Cindy had sent a backpack over with pajamas and a few changes of clothes, reminding us we could always go next door for anything else we needed. But Kyle surprised both me and Jon when he emerged from the bathroom in his PJs, carrying a book. He scrambled onto the couch and flopped down hard beside me, plopping the book into my lap. 
“Will you read to me, Via? Mom reads me a few chapters each night before bed.”
I tried to conceal my surprise, picking up the book to look at the title. “The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Hmm… this is a good one,” I said warmly. 
“You’ve read it?” Kyle looked up at me inquisitively with big brown eyes. 
“Via reads a lot of books,” Jon said from across the room. “That’s why she’s so smart.”
I glanced at him, and he winked.
“Will you read to me?” Kyle asked again. “There’s a bookmark where we left off.”
“Sure!” I opened to the bookmark. I had to conceal my surprise again when he pulled up the blanket and nestled right beside me. It was so sweet.
I was impressed that Kyle—usually so animated and full of energy—sat quietly, completely engrossed in the story. He was smart for his age, and I enjoyed reading to him as much as he seemed to enjoy listening. 
I could get used to this. Maybe when Abby is older, I can read to her, too.
At one point, between chapters, I paused just long enough to glance over at Jon, who was watching us with a strange mix of curious admiration. He smiled quietly at me, more with his eyes than his mouth, and held my gaze until I looked away. I quickly found my place in the story and continued reading, feeling a rush of heat on my cheeks. 

      ***Saturday was gorgeous, the heat from the sun drying out the

      ***
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