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      I sit on the hard, wooden bench and stare at the eighty-eight white and black keys. Keys that seem to mock me. My hands rest on my thighs, and my foot hovers over the damper pedal. Reverently, I lift my arms and spread my fingers evenly across the white ones,  waiting for inspiration. My foot aches with the need to press down, except my fingers are frozen.

      Uncompromising.

      In a rage, I pound my fists on the hateful, mocking keys, and a chaotic blending of notes emit a sour sound that echoes throughout the cavernous room. I shove myself away from the taunting instrument and slam the fallboard down, hoping to silence the scornful laugh I only hear inside my head. Instantly, I regret my actions, and with great care, I lift the fallboard and caress the ebony and ivory in a familiar gesture.

      Silence reigns. Just like it has every single day for the last year. This time, I gently lower the cover, and with a final, longing glance, step away from my beloved piano. There’s no sense in causing myself further frustration. The music inside my head is gone, like it has been for a year now. I can’t even remember the last piece I wrote. I sold it without a second thought, never realizing it would be the last symphony I composed.

      I step out of the music room and close the door, refusing to give the instrument another thought. I make my way down the hallway toward the sitting room and pick up the receiver from the desk phone. I press a single button, replace the receiver, and stride through the house until I reach the front door. I step into the warm sunshine, and briefly close my eyes to bask in the heat against my face. When I open them again, my town car is pulling up.

      I wait for my driver, Thomas, to exit the vehicle. He rushes around the front of it and opens the back door, closing it once I’ve situated myself on the cool leather seat. When he returns to his place behind the wheel, I lower the window separating us.

      “Take me into town.”

      He acknowledges my command with a single nod. I press a button and the window rises, blocking my view of him. From the hidden wet bar, I pull out a chilled decanter of bourbon and a rocks glass and pour myself two fingers. I stare out the window and take a sip, savoring the burn of the liquor down my throat. Soon, my stomach warms where it settles.

      The sun shines through the trees lining the quarter mile long drive to the road, the dappled pattern coating the white cement. The car slows as the wrought iron gate separating my estate from the outside world jerks, its gaping maw opening wide to let us pass through. I sit back and savor the drink in my hand. I have no intended destination, but the drive almost always helps clear my head. Especially on days like today when the frustration and anger become too much to deal with.

      My fingers still itch from the need to play, but inside my head, where melodies used to come from out of nowhere, there’s nothing but quiet. Not a single note. I toss back the remaining liquid and, with a rage-filled roar, throw the now-empty glass against the divider window where it shatters. Slumping back against the leather, I gaze out at the passing scenery, the landscape whizzing by without me truly seeing anything.

      When we pass the city park, I lower the window separating my driver and me.

      “Stop here.”

      He pulls the town car over, and soon I’m navigating around other occupants of the walking path. I spot an empty park bench at the far end of the lake, half in shadows formed by the trees at its back. As I settle onto the wooden seat, I notice the air is cooler and more crisp in the shade. With my legs stretched out in front of me, and my fingers laced over my stomach, I lean back and scan my surroundings.

      Parents with their children play in the small playground, young couples play fetch with their dog, and several groups of college-aged men throw a frisbee back and forth. None of them have any thoughts beyond the moment. They’re all frivolous without a care in the world. They know nothing about the darkness surrounding them. The freak who sits amongst them.

      My gaze wanders to a group of young women huddled together on a blanket on the opposite side of the lake. They giggle and whisper to each other, while one of them, not so discretely, points at something. My eyes follow the path her finger guides me along, until I find the object of their laughter.

      A lone woman sits beneath a tree with a book on her knees. A light breeze blows her hair around her face, and she tucks it behind her ears only for it to escape again seconds later. When the wind picks up and the pages of her book flutter, she slams it shut in frustration, and across the water, a bass drum crashes inside my head.

      I jerk upright. My gaze locks on her, and a violin begins a haunting melody. It’s joined by the warm pitch of a cello, the tweeting of a flute, and a nasally, piercing sound of an oboe. When the woman rises and begins to walk away, drums join the orchestra now playing a concert only I can hear.

      My eyes never leave her, and the symphony continues to play while she strides away. I jump from my seat and follow her, weaving in and out of people along the path until, at last, I’ve caught up with her. The strength of the chords grows.

      Day after day, month after month my world has been silent.

      Until now.

      Until her.
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      I hear the laughter over my shoulder and know it’s Kelsey and her groupies. She’s done nothing but mock me with her pointing and giggling ever since I stupidly got drunk and confessed my love to Parker Boone at the Kappa Sigma party a few weeks ago. It wouldn’t have been so bad if I hadn’t plastered wet, sloppy kisses on his neck when I hugged him. Or if everyone at the party didn’t know he’s dating Christian Ingersoll, captain of the football team. Ever since then, it’s been her life’s mission to make the last four months before graduation as miserable as possible. If I knew she and her sheep were going to show up at the park today, I would have stayed at the library. But the weather is too beautiful to remain cooped up inside.

      Out of nowhere the wind picks up, and I can’t keep the pages of the book I’m reading from fluttering. The story has me hooked, and I don’t want to miss anything, so it’s time to head back to my shitty studio. Plus, I can’t take the constant mocking laughter directed at me. I’m not going to continue subjecting myself to Kelsey’s bullshit by remaining in target range.

      In frustration, I slam my book shut and stand to brush the leaves and dirt off my ass. Ignoring the burn on the back of my neck, I walk away slowly. I don’t want to give that bitch the satisfaction of thinking she ran me off.

      I wander the path, enjoying the warm fall day. The leaves haven’t started turning yet, but it’s coming, and I can’t wait. Fall has always been my favorite season. The cooler temperatures, bonfires on the beach, s’mores, and best of all, Halloween.

      I smile when the memories of trick-or-treating with my little brother fill my mind but falter a bit at the fact he’s no longer here. I shake off the melancholy, because I know Caleb’s in a much better place now. At least that’s what I tell myself.

      Sharp laughter jerks me out of my memories, and I realize how far I’ve walked. I need to pay more attention to where I’m going. I turn the corner and back track a couple blocks before I reach my street. I work part-time at the local bookstore so I don’t make a ton of money. Barely enough to pay rent on this dumpy studio in a shady part of town, in fact.

      My foot only just lands on the front step when the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I pause and slowly turn, my eyes rapidly scanning the area looking for… something out of place. Shadows move across the sidewalk in random patterns from the wind blowing the tree branches, and a stray cat darts across the street, but otherwise everything is quiet and still. Too still, in fact.

      I don’t live in a high-traffic area, so there isn’t often people wandering the streets, but this feels different.

      Heavier.

      Ominous.

      I shake my head at the ridiculous thought. Apparently, I’ve been reading too many thrillers, because I’m not usually this on edge. Chalking it up to my overactive imagination, I jog up the steps and let myself into my building.

      By the time I reach the fourth-floor landing, I’m huffing and puffing. Damn place can’t even afford an elevator. My key has barely hit the lock when I hear a door open nearby. Inwardly groaning, I brace myself for what I know is going to happen next.

      “Afternoon, Avery. Don’t you look pretty today.”

      I turn to find my neighbor, and resident perv, Reginald standing in his doorway. Per usual, he’s wearing a sweat-stained, two sizes too small wifebeater stretched tight over his beer belly. Despite the cinched belt, I have no doubt his low-slung jeans fully display his ass crack to anyone unlucky enough to be behind him.

      “Hello, Reginald.” My smile is tight and insincere.

      “Now, Avery, how many times have I told you to call me Reggie? It’s what all my friends call me.” He slowly rubs his hand up and down his belly attempting to draw my attention there, and lower, but I keep my eyes firmly locked on his face. The urge to gag is strong, and I barely restrain my shudder of disgust.

      When I don’t respond, he continues, unfazed. “I’m inviting one of my buddies over to watch the football game on Sunday. We’d love to have you come over.” He eye-fucks me at the invitation.

      I’d like to say, “Not in a million years, you creep”, but instead I politely decline.

      “Thanks for the invite, but I have to work.”

      It’s a total lie, which pisses me off, because now I’m going to have to make myself scarce for a few hours. I have no doubt his buddy is just as creepy, and there’s not a chance in hell I’d enter that apartment. Ever.

      “Oh, that’s too bad. I know he’d be real interested in meeting a sweet, young thing like you.” He rests his hand on his belt buckle and widens his stance, jutting his pelvis out the tiniest bit. My stomach heaves. The thought of being alone with Reginald makes me retch, but add in another forty-something, skeevy pervert, and no fucking way. I hate that I’m getting run out of my own place, no matter what a shit-hole it is.

      I wave him off. “Sorry, maybe another time. Look, I need to get ready for work.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I quickly let myself into my apartment and lock the door behind me. Ugh. I really need to get out of this place. I toe off my shoes and toss my messenger bag on the small side table before plopping onto my papasan chair, curling my legs underneath me. I flip my book open to where I left off. Some time later, I turn the last page with a satisfied sigh. That’s when I realize how late it is. A quick glance at the clock has me jumping to my feet. Shit, I’m supposed to meet Sage in ten minutes at Pauly’s Diner.

      Grabbing my bag, I slide my shoes back on, and rush out of the building. The bus stop is five blocks down, and I don’t know if I’m going to make it on time. I jerk open the front door and take off down the street. I don’t make it a block before a man steps out from behind a car, and I collide with his hard body, my breath escaping with an oof. Strong hands grip my arms and a woodsy scent fills my nose. Slowly, almost too slowly in fact, the man’s hold loosens on me and he steps back without a word.

      “Sorry,” I rush out.

      He remains silent and his eyes bore into me in an unnerving way, one that holds me immobile. They’re almost black with a lurking darkness inside them. A voice in my head tells me to run, but my body is frozen.

      A honking horn breaks our connection, and my body surges with the need to flee. With more calm than I feel, I take several steps around him, facing him the entire way. The man remains watchful. Tentatively, I turn, my gaze not leaving him while I wait for him to do… something. He doesn’t move. I’m on full alert, and my ears strain for any sound as I walk away, but there’s nothing to hear besides the typical neighborhood noise.

      Every few steps, I glance over my shoulder, expecting him to be right on my heels, but he remains a statue. The intensity with which he watches me sends a shiver through me. When I’m several blocks away, I take off running, never looking back.
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      The symphony that began in the park played on and on while I followed a safe distance behind her, right up until the moment she disappeared inside the run-down apartment building. Then it came to an abrupt halt. I nearly roared in frustration, but I forced myself to remain calm. I sat in the backseat of my town car, staring at her building, waiting for her to come out. I’d been on the verge of instructing Thomas to leave and we’d return the next day, when I saw her step outside. Faintly, the notes began to play again. They rose in pitch and volume the closer she got. When she collided with me, it was like a cannon went off inside my head. The music didn’t stop until the minute I lost sight of her retreating form. Then the silence returned as though it had never left.

      Why now? Why her? I don’t know what it is about the girl that brings the music to me, but I refuse to lose it again. It is late, so I slide across the leather seat one more time and knock on the window signaling to Thomas I’m ready to return home. The ride back to my estate is as silent as the trip into town was, but now an air of excitement fills the vehicle.

      My music has returned, albeit briefly, and the tiny flame of life I thought extinguished begins to burn. I feel whole again, like the piece of my soul that’s been missing for a year is back where it’s supposed to be.

      When we reach my estate, I immediately head to the music room and sit before my piano. I’m feeling inspired, but the second my fingers line up over the keys, the inspiration dissolves like salt after water’s been poured over it. Which is exactly what this feels like. Salt rubbed into a wound. The pain is sharp, and it never fades to more than a dull ache. I need this girl to get the music back.

      My thoughts drift to her and how beautiful she is. Initially, her hair appeared a plain, boring brown, but when the sun shone on it, I could make out all the various shades, including a subtle hint of red. I wonder if she has a temper to match the color. Her brown eyes had sparkled with a combination of attraction and fear when I’d held her. I’d been reluctant to release her.

      My cock hardens when I remember her perfect curves. It’s been far too long since I’ve been inside a warm, sweet pussy. Definitely not since the music left me. I shift uncomfortably on the bench, my erection straining for release behind my zipper. Yes, I could hear the music when I saw the girl, but Christ, when I’d touched her, it had been deafening. I want to feel that again. I want it to play so loudly it drowns out the voice of my father, whose subtle presence is always lurking.

      When my watch vibrates against my wrist, I rise from the bench, exit the music room, and trudge up the staircase. Once in my room, I quickly disrobe and turn on the shower. Steam fogs the mirrors and I step under the scalding water. When my hand brushes my cock, visions of the girl return, and I harden again. I close my eyes and picture her hand gripping my length, her delicate fingers sliding up and down my shaft.

      I take myself in hand and mimic the movement, groaning under my breath. Soon the picture shifts and she’s on her knees as I fuck her face. With each thrust I push myself deeper into her throat as the tears spill down her cheeks. They turn me on, and I jerk my cock even faster, the water helping my hand slide easier. I can feel my balls tighten, and I fist myself harder to draw the orgasm out. An animalistic growl rumbles in my chest. My dick jerks as I spurt come that is swallowed by the drain. I wish it was her throat drinking me down instead.

      Sagging against the wall, I suck in air. My body relaxes after its release. I finish washing up and after drying off I climb naked into my bed. The sheets are cool against my heated skin. I stare at the ceiling. I am so goddamn tired of the silence. It isn’t the right time to get the girl yet, but soon.
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