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      Viola flexed her fingers, ready at the drop of a pin to bolt for dear life. Fleeing, however, would pose a problem. She couldn't move a muscle. Her legs felt like cement blocks, her tongue felt as heavy as lead. She knew she appeared like a deer in the headlights, but with flight out of the equation, her only alternative was to stand her ground and fight.

      Viola counted her lucky stars that she hadn't peed her pants. She spent her life in constant fear of many things:

      
        
          	
        Public speaking.
      

      	
        Disappointing her friends.
      

      	
        Dealing with angry people and ugly situations.
      

      	
        Her father's drinking, for example, which usually led to angrier and uglier situations.
      

      	
        Eames Fawkes.
      

      

      

      Eames Fawkes terrified her most of all.

      It wasn't because Eames was an internationally famous EDM producer. Nor was it because during an impressionable age in her life, she'd listened to his debut electronic dance album Electric Haunts every night for weeks on end and memorized every note, beat, and drop.

      It was because Eames hated her.

      Not just hated her.

      He simply detested her.

      From the moment they met, he either ignored her existence or went out of his way to be mean to her. Viola was used to people ignoring her. Trying not to offend was her goal in life. For twenty-four years, she'd become the living, breathing equivalent of the color beige.

      It baffled her that as much as she tried to stay under his radar, Eames had not only noticed her, but went out of his way to pick on her. Calling her ‘simple.’ Nicknaming her 'church mouse.' Viola wondered if her more worldly friend Elyse Darrow noticed Eames' behavior, though it seemed Elyse was too enamored by his celebrity and British accent to notice.

      Whatever the reason for Eames' dislike of her, Viola equally disliked him. He was a bully trying to pick a fight.  Under normal circumstances, she avoided him like the plague.

      Today she was desperate.

      "What do you want, mouse girl?" He asked in a rasp whisper, every word dripping with thinly veiled contempt.

      Viola flexed her fingers again, wiping her sweating palms on the leg of her jeans. The rusty creak of a gurney's wheels passed through the hallway. The beep of his heart monitor amplified her spiking anxiety.

      She took a deep breath. She had an eloquent speech prepared in her mind, but one look at Eames' impatient scowl and she couldn't remember a word. He had a knack for making her feel dumb and incompetent.

      "I-I want..."

      "Out with it," Eames barked. His speech rate was ten times the pace of normal American speech. One hundred times the pace of the lazy Southern drawls of Indigo Bay. A 128 beat per minute rate of talking which left Viola dizzy. His British accent was so thick that whatever he was trying to say sounded like babble, punctuated every few beats by an F-word or two or twenty. Viola strained just to understand. She didn't dare ask him to clarify. If only he came with subtitles.

      "I don't have time for this," he said. "Tell me your name—if you can manage."

      Viola frowned. She'd been on a horse with him, his arm wrapped around her waist. They'd been confined to a hot-air balloon together, their shoulders inches apart. They'd been introduced and reintroduced. Yet even now... he still couldn't remember her name?

      Was she that forgettable?

      Was she that much of a loser?

      It was one thing to think you were nobody. It was another thing for someone to confirm your insecurities.

      She considered the injured man before her. There was nothing physically intimidating about him. Bandages covered the left side of his face. The right side was still handsome, his jaw shadowed by whiskers, his cheekbones hallowed by pain. His unbandaged eye, an otherworldly shade of blue, picked up on her nervous ticks and told her she was wasting his time.

      A motorcycle accident landed him in the hospital. There had been a mysterious fire. Eames bore the brunt of the injuries; Elyse escaped with a broken leg.

      Apparently, Eames was helping Elyse search for her runaway dog, so there must be some redeemability to the man before her. There must be, or he wouldn't have bothered to help Elyse.

      "Viola," she said, finding her voice. My name is Viola, you asshole. She drove her thumbnail into the web between her fingers.

      "And what, Viola," he sneered, "do you want from me?"

      "I-I⁠—."

      "Don't you dare stammer. One word at a time. I don't suffer imbeciles."

      Viola squared her shoulders, dragged in a fortifying breath, and blurted out, "I want a music career."

      Eames was as surprised as someone with a bandaged face could get. After a beat, he said, "How the fuck do you expect me to help you with that?"

      "You can make it happen."

      Silence. Judgement. Eames' IV drip morphed into a mighty splash.

      After the longest pause of her life, Viola watched in horror as Eames' bandaged arm reached for the call button.

      Viola panicked. "What are you doing?"

      Wincing, he picked up the remote. "Nurse... Nurse. Get security."

      "Oh no, don't do that!" She checked over her shoulder, half expecting a pair of burly orderlies to appear and drag her out of his room.

      No one came.

      His thumb lingered over the call button, but he'd never pressed it.

      A whoosh of relief threatened to topple Viola over. Her knees wobbled like wet spaghetti.

      He'd played a mean trick on her. Even in his indisposed state, he still had time to bully and coerce.

      She didn't want to believe anyone could be so horrible. She'd known plenty of mean people in her life, yet found good in everyone. But Eames Fawkes made her lose faith in mankind. Maybe he was just an irredeemable asshole?

      "Jumpy little thing, aren't you?" he said, tossing aside the remote, "I'm not going to throw you out. Yet. I'll give you five."

      "Five?"

      "Five seconds to state your case. Go ahead, entertain me."

      A tear dribbled down her cheek.

      "Cry and I'll not only have you thrown out, I'll press charges. You have four minutes." His voice echoed through the sterile corners of the room.

      Viola wiped her eyes on her sleeve.

      Eames stared her down like an insect. Maybe he was testing her. Maybe he was just amusing himself again at her expense.

      "Fine," he snapped. "Seems like I have to do all the heavy lifting even through I'm obviously not in the mood seeing as I don't have a fucking face." He dragged in a lengthy breath, coughed. "So. A music career, eh?" he said, his cold blue eye tracking her up and down. "Doing what? Let me guess: you want to be a singer like all the other girls."

      He sounded so sure of her ambitions.

      Viola's indignation flared. Who was he to judge her? He didn't know her history and the obstacles she had to overcome to get to this point. He knew nothing about her.

      "I can sing, yes."

      "I suppose you want to be a star?"

      "No," she said. "I'd rather not be famous if I can help it."

      He snorted. "That's the first I ever heard. Why the hell not?"

      "You're famous and you're the most miserable man I know."

      She held her breath, waiting for his reaction.

      He half-smiled, half-winced in pain. "So what is it you want to be if not famous?”

      "I want to be a composer like you."

      "A composer?" He laughed.  "Do you hear yourself? Are you living in bloody 1791? Do I have a fucking powdered wig? I'm not a composer. No one ever calls me that. No one sane anyway."

      "But you are classically trained," she said, recalling an ancient YouTube video of a five-year-old Eames Fawkes playing the piano. As a prologue to an unconventional life, he toured with the London Philharmonic in his teens, working on private musical projects on the side. When he was nineteen, he uploaded a sample into the comment section of a famous EDM blog and caught the eye of a music exec. "You appreciate all genres of music. You—" she stopped herself before she could give away how much she admired him. Used to admire him, anyway.

      "I don't know where you've formed such a high opinion about me. I'm a sell-out. I don't appreciate shit."

      "That's not true..."

      "Let's get to the point," he said. "How do you think I can help you? I haven't put out an album in two years. Have you read what they say about me? I'm finished."

      Viola squared her shoulders. Here was her opportunity. "It's more like what I can do for you."

      His eye widened.  She'd spoken out of turn. Once the words were out, there were no take backs. "Phantoms was derivative of Electric Haunts. You took what made the first album great and altered the notes, changed two chords, sped up the middle, and added some vocals. Like this..." She hummed the similarities.

      Viola's reticence disappeared when she spoke of music, and a more articulate power possessed her. "Anyone who knows music knows it was a rehash. Your lyrics were lazy. It's almost..."

      She halted, afraid to continue.

      "What is it?" he barked. "Don't stop now."

      "It's almost as if you lost respect for your listeners just to make a quick buck."

      "Listen," he said. "I don't know who you think you are. The day you command six figs for a set is the day you can give me advice. I don't have to listen to this. What the fuck do you want?"

      "To collaborate."

      His eyes widened. "Collaborate?! Ha! Get out. I've heard enough." When she hesitated, his finger smashed the call button. "Nurse. Nurse. Get security."

      A woman's static voice crackled from the other end of the line.

      Viola stepped backward. "Please, h-h-hear me out."

      "I can't hear a fucking thing," he said with a tone of finality.

      "Okay." Viola reached into her pocket and set down a transparent cassette tape on his night table.

      Without meeting his eyes, she fled the room.
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      With the pest gone, Eames Fawkes, alone and in pain, picked up the cassette tape. His brows furrowed in annoyance— a running theme since he arrived in Indigo Bay. The town was packed with eccentric people and that was saying something coming from a D.J. who donned a carbon fiber mask during performances.

      He studied the cassette. "Strange girl," he muttered, popping open the rose-gold case. The cassette was transparent, housing a spool of neon pink tape. It was the overpriced, prefabricated retro junk you'd buy at a hipster record store. He doubted that a wilting flower like Viola could come up with a stunt like this herself. This had Elyse's influence all over it.

      Big, brash, grabs-life-by-the-balls, Elyse. Bohemian love child, lavender-haired Elyse.

      Elyse Darrow was the reason he was in the hospital. After weeks of trying—and failing—to bang her, he'd gone out of his way to help her search for her runty dog. The next thing he knew he was in the burn ICU with a catheter jammed up his knob, bandages all over his face, and the stench of burning petrol forever seared in his memory. Except for a broken leg, Elyse escaped the accident with minor injuries. As for her dog? The reason his motorbike crashed... that dog didn't have a scratch on him.

      Eames hadn't seen his injuries. He was sure he looked like Two-Face. Quite the price to pay for a piece of ass. And the ironic part? Wait for it... he'd never even slept with her.

      He was done with Elyse. Fuck Elyse. Fuck her dog. And fuck her bumbling Disney Princess friend and her goddamn stupid demo.

      "Who the fuck uses a cassette?" he said to his empty hospital room. Only the beep of his heart monitor answered him.

      He mentally replayed Viola's critique of his second album. Derivative? Lazy? What did she know? Phantoms, creatively shitty as it was, made a mint. All his concerts sold out within minutes. He made boatloads of money. She didn't know what the fuck she was talking about. That he was even giving her opinion a second thought catapulted him into a boiling rage.

      With a grunt, Eames tossed the cassette in the trash. The tape hit the can with a ping and clattered to the floor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Viola raced through the hospital corridor and burst into the parking lot. The sky crawled with gray clouds. A bracing November wind chilled her from head to toe.

      Without stopping for breath, she dove inside her rusty Ford pickup and slammed the door. Blood rushed inside her ears. She clutched the steering wheel to stop herself from shaking. White puffs of breath clouded her car window. She was close to fainting.

      I did it. I can't believe I just did it, but I did it.

      Speaking to Eames Fawkes was frightening enough. Leaving behind her demo was perhaps the most terrifying and courageous thing she'd ever done.

      It took weeks to work herself up to this point.

      She almost chickened out more times than she could count.

      If someone were to tell her three months ago that she'd make a daring business proposition to The Electric Ghost himself, she would never have believed it.

      It was surreal.

      Like something that would happen to someone else in the movies.

      Today it was happening to her.

      All because she'd made it happen.

      And she had Elyse to thank for it.

      Elyse had intended to make Viola over, transforming her into a confident woman, but all Elyse changed was Viola's wardrobe. Viola knew she would never wear crop tops, shredded jeans, and messy high buns as well as Elyse. Rather than embrace Elyse's 'don't give a fuck' chic, Viola felt like she was playing dress-up. After a week of not washing her hair and wearing nothing but shredded denim and shapeless sack dresses, she smelled like a hobo. While she never transformed on the scale that Elyse had hoped for, something inside Viola had changed.

      She'd been content with her small, quiet life...

      Living in the shadows of her twin brothers.

      Existing as a shadow in her own right. She'd worked at Whispering Vinyl when she was seventeen and never thought about moving some place else. The job paid the bills and filled her days with music. She can boast that she listened to every record in every genre from '40's big band to '80's synth pop.

      Then along came Elyse, who pushed and cajoled and bullied. Because of Elyse, Viola saw she could be more.

      She never had trouble keeping a tune, but she never realize she made a damn good vocalist until Elyse pushed her to sing at a wedding, secretly filmed her, and uploaded the video on YouTube.

      Once the mortification of watching herself on YouTube wore off, Viola saw her subscriber base grow. Playing first fiddle in her family string band was a side hustle, but it wasn't until she saw that strangers actually loved her performance that she began to wonder...

      What if?

      Could she make a career out of her hobby?

      She became hungry...

      What was the point of merely existing?

      What did she have to lose?

      The worst thing Eames could do was laugh in her face. He already laughed at her anyway. Was it not better to try and fail than to have never tried at all?

      Eames reacted exactly as she'd expected.

      She knew the odds going in. The chances he'd listen to her demo were slim to none. Propositioning Eames would bring her no closer to a music career than singing in the shower.

      But she had done it. She had done something. She'd marshaled up her courage and marched up to the one man who terrified her, and she'd stood her ground.

      Viola jammed her keys in the ignition. Her car sputtered to a start. With a shaky sigh, Viola hooked up her phone and hit play. Cloudburst, Track 8 of Electric Haunts, filled her car. The tempos were slower than his normal mixes, the composition deeper and richer, a synthesized symphony on a cold winter's morning. The song was uplifting and hopeful, even idealistic. The first time she heard it, she imagined a young and optimistic musician with the world at his fingertips.

      Was she wrong!

      Viola shut her eyes as a sudden pang of sadness struck her. She almost wished she never met Eames. She liked him better when all he was to her were crisp, melodious notes and an albums' worth of long, haunting beats. Funny how he seemed more human in music than in person.

      She leaned forward, her hand tapping her tattered leather dashboard. A fine dusting of snow coated her windshield, reminding her that if she didn't leave now, she'd be late for her job as a receptionist at Aiden Hines' veterinary practice. If she remembered correctly, Aiden had a pug and a cockatoo scheduled in the morning.

      One courageous thing was all she could muster. Except for today's crack in the stone wall, life went on as normal.
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        * * *

      

      "You bring it to him," a female voice whispered from outside Eames' door. "I brought him breakfast, lunch, and dinner all week."

      A male voice responded, "I did dinner duty yesterday and got soup tossed in my face."

      "He's your friend."

      "He likes you better," he said.

      "He's been mean to me all week."

      "Olive, please..."

      "No, Wesley. No! Get your ass in there!"

      "Please..."

      "Fine," Olive sighed. "We'll both go."

      Several tense minutes passed. They were probably taking deep breaths and doing positive visualization exercises.

      Eames stared out the window. His room in the west wing of One Enchanted Evening overlooked a crepe myrtle grove. Snow coated acres of AstroTurfed lawn like powdered sugar.

      Despite his grumpy mood, he was grateful to Wesley for offering him a place to recuperate until he was ready to fly back to London. He just didn't know how to express his gratitude outside of the occasional grunts of thanks. More often than not, he was an absolute shit. He couldn't stop himself from being a shit. Long, endless days of boredom and pain nicked away at his psyche, transforming him into a monster. In a few short weeks, he had literally become one of those cantankerous old men in a nursing home, the one that nurses whisper about. His misery had taken a life of its own. He was a train wreck and he didn't know how to stop himself.

      At long last, the door creaked open. Wesley and his pretty redheaded girlfriend with the annoying habit of saying 'Whaaa' tiptoed toward him as if they were walking on eggshells.

      "Hey buddy," Wesley slapped him on the shoulder. "You're looking well."

      Eames could sense Olive shooting Wesley a silent warning: not what you say to a burn victim.

      Wesley cleared his throat. "Anything we can get you, buddy? Change of bandage? Something to read? Some company?"

      Eames shot him a withering look. "No."

      Olive set down a tray. The edge of her dinosaur-patterned skirt brushed against his hand. Eames glanced up and scowled at her dairy maid braids. Too fucking cheerful.

      He eyed the tray. Minestrone soup. Orange juice.  Antibiotics. Painkillers. A pink rectangle.

      Wait.

      What? That's new.

      "What the fuck is that?" he asked.

      Olive forced a nervous smile. "A cassette. The hospital packed it with your things."

      "It's cool, isn't it?" Wesley asked, draping a protective arm around her shoulders. "Retro. We'd thought you'd want it back."

      "And do what with it?" Eames asked.

      "Listen to it?" Olive suggested.

      "How do you propose I listen to it? Without. A. Bloody. Cassette. Player?"

      "My dad used to have a Sony Walkman," Olive said. "I can find his if you want to use..."

      He glanced up at her.

      She gulped. "Well, enjoy your soup! Text us if you need anything!"

      "We'll just..." Wesley scurried after Olive. "You know."

      The door slammed.

      Left alone again, Eames gave the pink cassette a scornful glance and returned to his favorite activity: staring out the window.

      The hours passed. The sun dipped beyond the myrtle grove. Eames drifted into a fitful sleep. A burst of agony startled him awake.

      He reached for his painkillers, swallowed them dry.

      During his month-long recovery, pain loomed over his shoulder like a cloudburst. Eames clenched and unclenched his fists, waiting for the drugs to kick in.

      Sweat beaded his forehead.

      The seconds ticked by, a bottleneck of intense torture and then... ahhh... sweet release.

      He slumped back in his wheelchair, exhausted, his eyes listlessly following the movement on the lawn below.

      As owners of a wedding venue, Wesley and Olive were busy setting up for the winter season. They strung icicle lights across the stark oak branches and hung snowflake-shaped lanterns.

      Eames watched them without interest, numbed to the surrounding beauty.

      As evening settled into night, the venue's lights switched on.

      Strings of icy blues glittered across fences, porch columns, and around the trunks of evergreens. Gigantic candy canes lined the walkway leading up to the stately mansion, each emitting a whimsical glow. There was even a glass tulip garden that flashed violet, green, and blue lights in sync with a never ending Christmas soundtrack.

      One would think recovering in a place as magical as One Enchanted Evening would have lifted Eames' spirits.

      His spirits were shit.

      As beautiful as the world was outside, his world was muted and devoid of color. The joyful atmosphere was an insult to his pain and hopelessness.

      When he told Viola he couldn't hear shit, he wasn't bloody joking.

      He literally cannot hear the music anymore. No, don't laugh. It was the truth.

      He wasn't deaf. There was noise. Lots of noises. Living in the same house as Wesley and Olive had allowed him to put together a library of sounds. They were heavy gamers and there was always some audio disturbance to his peace.

      At night, tossing and turning in the cocoon of his own misery, Eames could hear the happy jingles and melodies from their video games. Bleeps and bloops. Sirens and swirls. Computerized gunshots and ambient tones that transported him into a woodland quest.

      There were brief sparks of inspiration. He was so close to putting it all together. He was on the bloody verge of arranging just one movement...

      And then?

      Poof.

      Nothing.

      Spark snuffed out.

      Inspiration gone.

      Before his accident, before his shitty second album, he could transform these sounds into music. Composing came as naturally to him as breathing. Now everything was just dull, garbled... noise.

      In his darker moments (who was he kidding? All his moments were dark since the accident), he wondered if he was as talented as his fans said he was. He discovered he wasn't as talented as he thought he was. Everything that came out of him lately was the same old shit, the same old beats. Everything he created had been done before, either by him or some new face on the EDM scene.

      The mouse girl was right. He was irrelevant. He was fucked.

      The next day, when his hosts approached him for breakfast, he made an unusual request. "Wheel me outside."

      Wesley and Olive looked at each other as if he'd delivered the most shocking request of the century. As their reactions dragged on, wasting precious seconds of his time, Eames snapped, "Bloody Hell, I'm asking to go outside not to the moon!"

      Wesley grabbed the handles of his wheelchair. "Where would you like to go?"

      "To the grove. Beneath the trees with all that shit on them?"

      Olive brightened up. "You mean our electric icicle forest?"

      "Yeah," he said. "The icicle forest—that place."

      The next thing Eames knew,  they'd parked him beneath a glittering canopy, a tartan throw draped over his lap, his hands mitten bound.

      Yanking off the dumb mittens with his teeth, he twirled the pink cassette tape in his hand, his thumb and forefinger pinching a reel.

      The icicles flashed in a pattern of pure whites and cool blues. The mouse girls' constructive criticism—No, strike that, they were accusations, weren't they? Insults. That fucking mouse girl's insults echoed through his head. He was a lazy musician, a hack trying to make a quick buck...

      All true. Everything she said. The vault of his insecurities tossed in his face by a babbling git who couldn't even look him in the eye.

      A tap on his shoulder. Eames ripped his eyes from the icicles.

      "Can we get you anything else?" Wesley asked.

      "Yes." Eames studied the cassette, a frown rippling his brow. He couldn't believe he'd resorted to this. "Where do I get my hands on a bloody Walkman?"
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        * * *

      

      "Caleb? Conrad?" Viola poked her head into the twins' room. Crusty socks and boxers formed a laundry mountain between their unmade beds.

      She wrinkled her nose and took a cautious step inside. "Guys?" she raised her voice over the sound of machine gun shots and stared down at two rustled strawberry blond heads.

      Her seventeen-year-old brothers, Caleb and Conrad, were sitting cross-legged on the floor, an empty pizza box between them.

      "Caleb? It's me. I'm home."

      "Mmp," Caleb grunted, his freckled hands clutching his game controller, his eyes glued to the screen.

      Fine reaction for someone who hadn't seen his sister in three weeks.

      "Hey Viola," Conrad mumbled without turning around.

      She smiled, expecting him to ask her how she'd been. Then she could tell them how she'd not only met Eames Fawkes but dared leave her demo by his hospital bedside. They'll never believe her.

      Conrad never followed up his greeting. He jerked against his twin bed, his thumb smashing his controller. "Die motherfucker! Die!"

      A pixelated soldier exploded like a watermelon.

      "Conrad, where's Pa?" Viola asked.

      "Oh hi Vi," Caleb glanced over his shoulder. "When did you come in?"

      "Just a few minutes ago," she said.

      "Mmph." Caleb had already returned to the game.

      "Are you here to make dinner?" Conrad asked.

      Viola sighed. "I guess."

      "Mac and cheese casserole," Conrad said. "With hot dogs."

      "And sprinkle some Doritos on top," Caleb said.

      "Where's Pa?" Viola spoke to the back of their heads. "Guys? Guys... did you hear me?"

      Viola propped a hand on her hip, her triumphant mood overshadowed by a sense of invisibility. Who was she kidding? Of course they hadn't heard her. They never listen to a thing she said. She knew how the twins were when absorbed in their game. It would be hours before they emerged from their dark bedroom, squinting like voles in search of food.

      Viola walked the narrow hallway of the double wide, picking up a discarded sock and shoving it into the laundry hamper. She got out a trash bag and began picking up Pa's empty beer cans from the floor around his tattered recliner and emptied his ashtray.

      She pried open the curtains. A weak beam of morning light filtered into the dingy living room with its shoddy green shag carpet and peeling plasterwork. Without her care, the daisies she left by the windowsill had died. She dumped the wilted flower, pot and all, in the trash bag. Gathering her hair into a ponytail, Viola tackled the dirty dishes in the sink.

      A bracing wind blew in from the back of the trailer, causing the screen door to flap on its hinges.

      Peeling off her kitchen gloves, Viola ventured outside.

      Beer cans littered the stoop.

      Fresh leaves crunched under her boots. She spotted Pa snoozing on the ground, at the divide between their property and the spruce forest beyond. He had a knack for falling asleep in the most unusual places: the back pew of the Indigo Bay First Presbyterian Church being one of his most publicized hangover moments. By now, she was accustomed to fishing her father out of tricky and embarrassing situations, but as she knelt to rouse him, she never ceased to pity him.

      Sprawled on his back, Pa snored like a hibernating grizzly bear, his gut rising and falling with every breath. A spool of spittle had dried on his patchy beard. Wet leaves coated his flannel shirt.

      "Pa?" Viola tapped his cheek, jumping back when he tried to swat her away. "Wake up, it's me."

      Groaning, he rubbed his eyes with his fingers. His nails were short and grimy. At last, he blinked up at her with bloodshot eyes. Those eyes could be as mean as a pit bull’s, but today they crinkled at the corners at the sight of her face. "You came back, possum."

      Viola smiled despite herself. He only called her 'Possum' when he was in a good mood.

      "Come on, Pa," she said, draping his arm over her shoulder and helping him to his feet. She got a whiff of him and held her breath. He desperately needed a shower. "Let's get you home and cleaned up. I'm making dinner. Mac and cheese casserole."

      "With those little mini Vienna sausages?"

      She noticed that his hands were jittery. "And crushed Doritos."

      "You moving back home, Possum?"

      She bit her bottom lip, not daring to respond. Pa was silent as she helped him back to the trailer. Her decision to move out did not sit well with him. They'd had a huge, mostly one-sided argument which involved Pa shouting all manners of foul things at her. She was selfish. How could she think about moving to the city (Downtown Indigo Bay was only five miles away and hardly a bustling metropolis)? She was moving in with that  'scheming purple-haired liberal' who would surely lead Viola to ruination with her commie ways.

      "I've got coffee on the pot," she said, purposefully ignoring his question. "And I reckon you'll want some aspirin for your head."

      His thumb grazed her cheek. "You'll be staying awhile, Possum?" He sounded as hopeful as a child.

      Viola hesitated. "Maybe overnight."

      "Then everything's back to normal."

      "Yes." A pang of resignation made her look away. She tilted her head and gazed up at the winter sky. "Everything's back to normal."
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        * * *

      

      Eames stared listlessly at the winter sky. The icicle lights were flashing a brilliant blue by the time Olive fished out her dad's old Sony Walkman and handed him the retro device.

      Mumbling his thanks, he waited until he was alone before tucking on his headphones.

      He didn't know what to expect. He didn't expect much.

      Eames pressed play and sat through a long prelude of static.

      "Typical."

      The mouse couldn't even nail the technical basics of a demo recording. To his annoyance, he realized that the tape needed rewinding. He sank down in his wheelchair and pressed rewind, then play.

      As her voice reached his ears, he jolted from his seat.

      Eames fiddled with his headphones and pumped up the volume. The gray world melted away into a sheer explosion of the most vibrant colors.

      "What the—" His hands dug into the arms of his wheelchair.

      Her voice. That brilliant voice. Never in a million years would he match those vocals with that cowering girl. He shut his eyes. Perfect pitch. Untethered range. A soaring ethereal quality similar to an out of body experience. He saw the festivals, the manic pixie girls painted in neon, and her voice, serenading the desert night. She was the perfect instrument—pure and untrained—just waiting for him to play her.

      By the time her demo finished, Eames had broken out into a cold sweat. With shaking hands, he rewound the cassette and played it again.
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      Frowning at her plate, Viola glanced around the packed table. Was it just her or did this meal look unappetizing? Maybe her palette wasn't refined enough for the likes of Quintessence, Indigo Bay's hot new molecular gastropub.

      In the spirit of Thanksgiving, Quintessence has rolled out an elaborate fifteen course prefix menu. A somber girl in a gray dystopian frock brought out the starter (three green drops on a sterile white plate). She set the orders down with a hassled air.

      I'm not sure about this, Viola thought. She picked up her fork and glanced around the packed table. Fortunately, she was not the only one thinking the same thing.

      Beside her, Aiden Hines, her friend and boss, poked at his goo. He bent his head, examining his meal. In profile, he was strong jawed and handsome in an All American way, earning him the nickname Captain America amongst his friends. Before his romance with Elyse, Aiden's favorite restaurant had been Applebee's so Viola could assume that Aiden would have something to say about Quintessence's 'experimental' menu.

      Aiden leaned toward Elyse.

      "When you invited me to your annual Friendsgiving," he said, "I wasn't expecting this."

      His aside was meant for Elyse's ears, but the restaurant's minimalistic soundtrack (raindrops falling in a bamboo forest) and the concrete dining alcoves (meant to stimulate a womb) echoed back Aiden's comment for all to hear.

      The server ignored him and continued to set down plates with a displeased grimace.

      Elyse shoveled a spoonful of paste in her mouth. Her lavender hair rippled down the front of her gray camisole in loose beach waves.

      "There's turkey coming," Elyse said.

      "In what form?" Aiden asked.

      "Surprise is part of the experience."

      Aiden narrowed his eyes. "I don't know about this."

      On the opposite end of the table, Wesley leaned toward Olive. "Maybe we should get burgers after this?"

      Olive poked him in the ribs, which she quickly remedied with a stolen kiss.

      Beside the smitten couple, Lucie Teegarden inspected her dish for imperfection. She mashed her lips in silent approval and unfurled her napkin.

      "Asymmetrical plating," she mumbled, making a mental note to nick it for her catering company Confectionery Kisses. With a surreptitious glance at the server, she began thumbing something under the table, the glow of her phone illuminating her flawlessly made-up face and shiny chestnut hair.

      Beside Lucie's gleaming presence, Coralee Davis, waved her arms for the server's attention. Her blonde hair was gathered into a messy bun and speared through with chopsticks. She had taken a cue from Elyse and was dressed in a colorless prison smock that was meant to look depressing but probably cost a pretty penny.

      "So what is this dish called?" Coralee probed the server. "I heard the chef has a darling name for every creation but I'll be damned if I know what each dish means. Maybe I'm not supposed to know. I love puzzles. I don't like to toot my own horn, but I'm something of an escape room champ. Has Chef ever been to an escape room? Will we get to meet him afterward? Is he handsome? I bet he's a dish. You can tell me. Blink once for yes. Twice for no."

      The server stared at Coralee without blinking.

      "Or no blinks for yes. I knew it. He's gorgeous, isn't he? I'm single, by the way. Maybe you can pass that on with my compliments, but do so subtly. I may be single, but I'm not desperate. Wait, I lost my train of thought. What's this dish called again?"

      To her credit, the server withstood the barrage of questions with a stoic expression. "Discontent," she whispered, and melted into the shadows before Coralee could squeeze in another word.

      Coralee huffed. "Did you see how rude she was to me?"

      "The servers are not here to indulge in your questions," Elyse said, "but to illuminate the very essence of the dish. Coralee, did you feel 'discontent'?"

      Coralee tipped her chin at a haughty angle. "Indeed I did. I'm feeling extremely uncomfortable."

      "Maybe it's the chair," Aiden said, twisting from side to side. "This chair is killing my back."

      "Probably because you're old," Elyse said, wiggling in her own chair.

      "That's not what you said last night," he whispered in her ear, sending Elyse into a blush.

      "Shh." She nudged him with her shoulder, not before stealing a quick kiss.

      "Now we're feeling extremely uncomfortable," Lucie said.

      "Get a room!" Olive seconded.

      Elyse pulled off a
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