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      Music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, and life to everything.


    

    
      -Plato
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  Foreword



This novel is part of the love/life series and can be enjoyed as a standalone. However, certain elements may hold deeper meaning if you’ve read Book 1, Someone To Watch Over Me, which is currently available in both eBook and paperback formats.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




The keys feel cold beneath my fingers, unforgiving as winter stone. I press middle C and the sound echoes through the empty practice room at the community center, hollow and weak. Nothing like the rich, full tone I once coaxed from the concert grands I’d become accustomed to.

My right hand trembles as I attempt a simple scale. The scars that web across my knuckles pull tight, and I have to stop at the fifth note. The pain shoots up my arm like lightning, and I cradle my hand against my chest, cursing under my breath.

“Shit.”

Four years. It’s been four years since Brooks Spencer shattered more than just the bones in my hand. He shattered everything I thought I knew about safety, about music, about myself. The scar he left on my cheek throbs in phantom pain, hidden now beneath careful makeup and the curtain of my dark hair.

I glance at my phone. Luke again.  Three missed calls from earlier. One text from Carmindy, sent from whatever location she’s currently filming. Even one from Mom, probably wanting to talk about how I’ve missed therapy appointments. Everyone checking on poor, broken Harlow.

I silence the phone and turn back to the piano. This beat-up old upright with its chipped keys and slightly flat middle register is all I can afford now. All I deserve, maybe. The Manhattan School of Music acceptance letter sits in my kitchen drawer, yellowed with age and impossible dreams.

The practice room door opens, and Mrs. Chen, who runs the community center, peeks in. “Harlow, dear, we’re closing in ten minutes.”

“Of course.” I start to pack up my sheet music, though I’ve barely managed to play anything worth keeping. “Thank you, Mrs. Chen.”

She lingers in the doorway, her kind face creased with concern. “You know, my neighbor teaches at Rice University. He says there are some excellent hand therapy programs—”

“I’m fine.” The words come out sharper than I intend. “Really, I’m doing much better.”

The lie tastes bitter on my tongue. Mrs. Chen nods but doesn’t look convinced. Nobody ever does anymore.

Outside, Houston’s February air carries the scent of rain and exhaust. The downtown skyline glitters in the distance, and I wonder what normal people do on Thursday nights. People who haven’t had their futures ripped away by a madman’s obsession with someone else.

My phone buzzes. Luke again. A text this time.

Luke: Can we talk? I’m worried about you.

I delete the message without responding and walk to my car. Luke Robinson, with his Marine Corps discipline and protector instincts, doesn’t understand that some things can’t be fixed with determination and love. Some things stay broken no matter how hard you try to piece them back together.




The drive home takes me through the heart of the city, past the club district where music pulses from doorways like heartbeats. Normal people laugh and stumble along the sidewalks, chasing temporary highs and fleeting connections. I used to judge them. Now I envy their ability to lose themselves in something, anything.

My apartment is now a studio in a converted warehouse, all exposed brick and industrial fixtures that looked artistic in the rental photos but feel cold and hollow in person. The silence here is different from the practice room. Heavier, more complete, as it presses against my eardrums until I want to scream.

I pour a glass of wine from the bottle I opened last night and settle at my kitchen counter with my laptop. My reflection stares back from the dark window, and I adjust my hair to make sure the scar from the corner of my eye to my lip is covered. The brand on my right hip is small, barely the size of a quarter, but it burns as much now as it did when he put it there. Just another advertisement for my failure to protect myself.

An email notification pops up. Another invitation to audition somewhere, forwarded by my old music professor at UH, who still believes in me more than I believe in myself. The Seattle Symphony is looking for a principal pianist. The audition is in three months.

Three months to get my technique back. Three months to pretend I’m still the woman who could make audiences weep with a single phrase from Chopin. Three months to lie convincingly enough to fool myself.

I close the laptop and drain my wine. Tomorrow I’ll practice again. Tomorrow I’ll pretend the pain doesn’t matter, that the stiffness in my joints is just a temporary setback. Tomorrow I’ll avoid Luke’s calls and Carmindy’s worried texts, and my mother’s gentle probing about everything.

But tonight, I sit in my empty apartment and remember what it felt like to have music flow through me like breath, natural and necessary and pure. I remember the weight of possibility, the electricity of a perfect performance, the way applause could lift me above everything ordinary and small.

I remember, and I grieve for the woman I used to be.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The nightmare always starts the same way. I’m on stage at Lincoln Center, the Steinway gleaming under the hot lights. My hands move across the keys with impossible grace, and Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 2 pours out in perfect waves of sound. The audience is breathless, hanging on every note.

Then Brooks Spencer’s voice cuts through the music like a knife.

“This is what happens when you get in my way.”

I wake up gasping, my right hand clenched so tight the scars ache. Sweat dampens my sheets, and my heart hammers against my ribs. The digital clock reads 3:17 AM, the same time I’ve been waking up for months.

I stumble to the bathroom and splash cold water on my face, avoiding my reflection in the mirror. The scar catches the light anyway, a pale reminder of how quickly everything can change.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand.

Callan: Hey beautiful. Last night was incredible. Can’t stop thinking about you. 

Callan. I met him three months ago at Monsoon, a bar in the club district where the music is loud enough to drown out thoughts and the drinks are strong enough to make bad decisions feel inevitable. He has dark hair and darker eyes, and when he touches me, I don’t have to explain why I flinch sometimes or why I never let him stay the night.

I should delete the message. Instead, I find myself typing back.

Me: Can’t sleep. You?

The response comes immediately.

Callan: Never sleep much. Want company?

My finger hovers over the keyboard. This is dangerous territory, the kind that leads to 4 AM confessions and morning regrets. But the silence in my apartment is suffocating, and Callan doesn’t know enough about me to look at me with pity.

Me: I’ll leave the door unlocked.

Twenty minutes later, he’s at my door with coffee and that crooked smile that made me notice him in the first place. Callan Grant works in construction, his hands calloused and strong, so different from Luke’s careful touch. He doesn’t ask about the scar or why I keep the lights dimmed. He just pulls me against him and kisses away the lingering taste of nightmares.

“You’re shaking,” he murmurs against my neck.

“Bad dream.” I let him lead me back to bed, where his hands chase away the ghosts that live in my skin. He’s not gentle exactly, but he’s present, demanding nothing but this moment. When he moves over me, I close my eyes and let myself disappear into the sensation, the blessed absence of thought.

Afterward, he holds me while I trace patterns on his chest. A tattoo covers most of his left shoulder—a compass with coordinates beneath it.

“What’s the location?” I ask.

“Place in Afghanistan where my unit got hit by an IED.” His voice is matter-of-fact, but I feel him tense. “Lost three guys and my Lieutenant Colonel that day.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Shit happens.” He shrugs, but his fingers tighten in my hair. “What about you? What’s your damage?”

The question catches me off guard. Most people dance around the obvious signs of trauma, pretending not to notice the scar or the way I sometimes flinch from unexpected touch. Callan’s directness is almost refreshing.

“Someone decided I was in his way,” I say finally.

“He dead?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Callan’s hand moves to my face, thumb brushing over the scar. “He give you this?”

I nod, waiting for the pity, the awkward shift in energy that comes when people learn the extent of what happened to me. But Callan just leans down and kisses the scar, so softly I almost don’t feel it.

“Bastard had no idea who he was messing with,” he says.

Something inside me cracks open at his words. Not pity, not careful handling, just simple acknowledgment of my strength. It’s been so long since someone saw me as anything other than a victim.

He leaves before dawn, slipping out while I pretend to sleep. The apartment feels different after he’s gone. Not empty exactly, but expectant. Like it’s waiting for him to come back.

I make coffee and sit at my keyboard, the one that sounds tinny compared to real instruments but doesn’t require a practice room rental. My right hand is stiff from the cool dampness that is Houston in winter and the previous day’s failed attempts at technique exercises, but I try anyway.

Scales. Arpeggios. Simple chord progressions that used to be as natural as breathing. Each note is a small victory and a larger failure, proof that I’m still here but nowhere near where I used to be.

My phone rings. Luke’s name flashes on the screen, and guilt twists in my stomach. I let it go to voicemail, but play the message immediately.

“Hey, it’s me. I know you’re probably practicing, but I wanted to hear your voice. I’m in Dallas for a client consultation, but I’ll be back tomorrow. Maybe we could grab dinner? I miss you, Harlow. And I love you.”

The simple declaration hits me like a physical blow. Luke Robinson, who held my broken body in the hospital while I cried for everything I’d lost. Luke, who learned to make my favorite tea and bought me hand therapy equipment I’m too proud to use consistently. Luke, who looks at me like I’m still the woman worth protecting.

I almost called him back. Almost. But then I remember the way Callan’s hands felt on my skin, confident and unafraid, and I delete the voicemail instead.

Outside my window, Houston is waking up. Traffic builds on the freeway, and the morning joggers appear on the sidewalks below. Normal people starting normal days, unaware that just floors above them, someone is sitting in the ruins of her old life, trying to decide whether to rebuild or burn what’s left to the ground.

I choose neither. Instead, I reach for my phone and scroll through my contacts until I find Callan’s number.

Me: Coffee later? I know a place.

His response comes quickly.

Callan: Pick you up at noon. Wear something that shows off those legs.

I smile despite myself and set the phone aside. Maybe this is what healing looks like, not the slow, careful reconstruction everyone expects, but something messier and more immediate. Something that doesn’t ask permission or wait for the right time.

Something dangerous enough to make me feel alive again.
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