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      To all of those perfectly imperfect people who struggle and fight their silent battles. You are not alone.
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      Steve stood at the edge of the stage, feeling butterflies take flight in his belly as he looked out at the crowd in the auditorium. He glanced up at his mother, her smile radiant and proud as she beamed down on him and gently squeezed his hand. Crouching down, she leveled him with her kind gaze, her blue eyes so bright and beautiful like the color of a cloudless sky.

      “I know you’re nervous, Stevie, but I promise you that you’re going to be just fine. Just look out at the crowd before you play, and you’ll see Daddy there watching you from the front row, okay? Try to imagine you’re just at home, playing for us like you do every day.” She suggested with a reassuring stroke of her hand across his cheek as she turned to face the stage. Steve’s eyes followed her eye line to the shiny grand piano in the middle of the stage. “And do you see that big, beautiful piano? You get to play that. You get to sit on that bench and make something beautiful for everyone in the audience to hear.”

      Steve surveyed the large black grand piano curiously. With its lacquered finish that reflected the stage lights, he wondered if he could see his reflection on its surface. What would the keys feel like under his fingers? It was like the big pianos on the videos he would watch of great concert pianists entertaining in huge concert halls. He was curious about what it sounded like. Was it loud? Was it clear? I want to play that piano.

      “Okay, Mommy,” he said, reflecting her encouraging smile.

      A master of ceremonies took the stage and stepped to the microphone. “Next up we have the ages five to eight category. First up is seven-year-old Steven Furgallo, playing the jazz piece "Dream a Little Dream of Me" on the Piano.”

      “Okay, baby, it’s time. I’ll be right here, and remember Daddy is in the front row watching.” His mother reminded him with a nervous smile.

      Steve swallowed down his nervousness, turned and his eyes zoned in on the beautiful ivory keys across the stage. Walking out onto the stage, the lights were blinding, but he paid them no mind, his entire focus on the magnificent grand piano he was approaching. Slipping onto the bench, Steve turned his head and glanced down at the sea of faces watching him, spotting his father immediately, his eyes shining and smile wide. He gave him a thumbs-up. Steve turned to the keys, his hands itching to play. Setting his hands in place, he closed his eyes, taking a brief moment to feel the smoothness of the ivories under his fingers as he heard the song in his head, the notes writing themselves on the sheet music in his mind. Hitting the first note, the clear, crisp sound from the piano, making his eyes fly open and widen as his hands glided over the keys with ease. He imagined he was like those concert pianists he watched, and the entire auditorium grew silent as he played. He wanted to play more than one song, stay here for hours discovering what this piano could do; however, his rogue thoughts were interrupted as he ended the song and the auditorium erupted with applause, everyone rising to their feet. Glancing over at his father, who was clapping proudly, his face wet with tears, Steve’s brows furrowed. Why is he crying? Sliding off the bench, he stood facing the crowd as his mother coached him to do and bent to take a bow. The applause swelled as he turned, rushing off the stage into his mother’s waiting arms.

      “Stevie, that was beautiful.” His mother cooed, kissing both of his cheeks, making him squirm and giggle. “Did you see all those people out there? They loved it too. We are so proud of you, Stevie.”

      She wrapped her arms around him in a hug, and the familiar warm and safe feeling he always got in her arms enveloped his body and made his nose tingle.

      “Excuse me,” a woman said, abruptly breaking their embrace as she stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at them both. A little girl beside her, close in age to Steve, stood by her side, hands on her hips too, mimicking her mother.

      “I’m sorry, we’ll get out of your way,” his mother said as she got to her feet and reached for Steve’s hand.

      Steve’s eyes locked on the stare of the little girl who was dressed in a pretty yellow dress, with a wide hooped skirt that made it look like she was floating on air. She had a bright yellow bow in her dark brown ringlet hair, and her dark brown eyes were the color of a night sky. She looked like a real-life princess in one of his sister’s movies, and Steve’s gaze transfixed on the little girl with wonder. He had never seen anyone more beautiful or angelic, and as they passed, his lips tilted up into a friendly smile. The girl squinted at him, then scrunched up her nose and stuck out her tongue, making him frown. That wasn’t nice.

      “Next up is seven-year-old Emersyn Bridger singing Beauty and the Beast.”

      Despite her less than kind greeting, Steve’s eyes widened as he watched the little girl go onto the stage, with a confidence well beyond her years. Beauty and the Beast is Raya’s favorite movie. Tugging on his mother’s hand, she looked down at him curiously. “Mommy, can I watch her?” he asked, pointing towards the stage as the pretty little girl got to the microphone.

      “Sure, Stevie.” she replied, and they turned around to watch, his mother as enraptured by the little girl on stage as he was. The intro music started, and when the little girl opened her mouth to sing the first note, his mother put her hand to her heart as the little girl’s voice, sweet and angelic, soared through the auditorium. Steve closed his eyes, taking in every rise and fall of her sweet voice, pure and perfect. A confusing mix of feelings stirred in his chest as he listened intently, not wanting to miss a single note. Listening to the little girl made him happy yet made him want to cry in equal measure.

      “Your daughter sings beautifully.” His mother complimented, sincerity in her tone.

      The girl’s mother turned to face his mother, eyed his mother up and down speculatively and answered, “Looks like my daughter is giving your son some competition,” with a tone that Steve unmistakably knew wasn’t nice. Steve’s eyes darted up to his mother. The look on her face both baffled and disappointed. His mother wasn’t one for conflict of any sort, her heart too kind to be a pot stirrer, so she simply offered the girl’s mother a hesitant smile and glanced down at Steve, saying, “Let’s go find daddy.”

      Steve nodded, taking her hand just as the pretty princess in the yellow dress took her bow on stage.
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      A core memory is one that stays with you and is part of your internal makeup. Part of the intricately woven fabric of your soul. It is something you come back to again and again, and it fills you with emotion, sometimes good, sometimes bad. Luckily for Steve Furgallo, most of his core memories were good, and although the bad ones did hover on the edge of his consciousness from time to time, now at 28, they seldom made themselves known.

      One of his earliest core memories was the day he and his two-year-old sister, Raya, went to live with their adoptive parents, Antonio and Dahlia Furgallo. Although he was young, he remembered that day so distinctly. He was four years old, being brought to a pretty blue house with white shutters and an overhang that covered a bright sunshine yellow front door. Two people stood at the door, who he now knew as his parents. They were tall, good-looking and sharply dressed. Just like it was yesterday, he remembered his father’s button-down shirt that was the same color as the house and his mother’s long golden blonde hair, which he thought looked like strings of pure gold. Their eyes were kind, and their smiles so bright and welcoming. His sister Raya, who was scared, started crying as she clung to the social worker, and he remembered telling her it was okay because these people would take care of them and love them. Raya, with her eyes filled with fearful tears, gave him the most trusting look and, with hiccupped breaths, she went willingly into their new mother’s arms. He remembered glancing up at his mother and seeing her lashes flutter rapidly as tears trailed down her cheeks, which he wanted to touch and wipe away with his hand as he wondered why she was crying and if he could fix it.

      Part of the core memory that always stood out to him was the how safe he felt, like he was finally home and would finally know what it was like to be loved. And he was loved. He and his sister grew up with so much love in their house, he almost felt guilty for those that didn’t have what they had. They were given opportunities that many would have only dreamed of. His parents embraced him, and his sister and they were never made to feel like a second choice to them, with his adoptive parents unable to have children of their own. He and his sister lived a truly good and privileged life, and if it weren’t for that life, he never would have found music.

      As a child, curiosity was something Steve had in spades. He always wanted to touch, feel, and see everything. He was quiet by nature but would ask questions when something fascinated him, and from the day he walked into his new home; he was fascinated by the piano standing tall in the corner of the living room. An old upright Mason & Risch piano, with a deep dark wood finish and weathered keys the color of antique ivory. He loved to sit on the long wooden bench and play each key, listening to the sound it would make and thinking about what each sound compared to. Even before he came to live with his parents, he would hear sounds everywhere. He heard pitch, tone and beat. His ability to hear these things, so much a part of him that he wasn’t even aware that maybe he was different from other kids his age and could be considered gifted.

      It wasn’t until he was watching a TV show with his parents, all of them snuggled up on the couch, that he felt the uncontrollable need to sit at the piano and mimic the song he was hearing on the TV screen. Hearing each note so clearly, he climbed up on the bench, pressed a few keys just to match the tone, then started to play the song. He remembered his mother’s gasp of surprise as she held her hand to her mouth and his father rising from the couch to stand by the piano and watch him, disbelief and wonder in his eyes. He wasn’t sure what all the fuss was about at the time as he heard the song and simply wanted to play it, but as he continued to play, he could see the pride on his parent’s faces, and he knew he was special. He was five years old.

      As a declared wunderkind, and with his parents wanting to share his talent with others, he willingly competed in talent competitions and festivals. For the most part he enjoyed it, but as he got older and his musical interests matured, he preferred something with more of an edge, looking up to incredible musicians like Geddy Lee, Freddy Mercury and John Paul Jones. He loved how the music they played and the lyrics combined to make pure magic, so he aspired to be just like them.

      Looking back at how his love for music began, he was proud of what he did with his natural talent. As the official composer and keyboardist for a popular indie rock band, Prairie Sound, being a member of the band gave him endless room for creativity and the chance to play the music he loved most. Luckily, his parents supported him, although he was sure they had grandiose dreams of seeing him play in classical auditoriums rather than in dingy bars and later, concert venues. Either way, they were proud of him, and he was living his dream.
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        * * *

      

      Steve pulled his long black hair back, twisting it into a makeshift man bun as he stared down at the lyrics his bandmate Layne put in front of him. He could already see the notes forming in his mind as he hummed the tune to himself. It was a Saturday afternoon and he, along with his bandmates Ramiro Perez, the lead singer and Layne Stark, the bass guitarist had plans to pick away at a few new song ideas and run through all the songs they had for their second album, set to drop this coming summer. Steve looked around the new studio Rami had designed for them on the grounds of the new home he shared with his wife Savanah. The studio was modest and similar in size to the Layne’s garage, where they practiced for over a decade. The only difference was their new space had everything state-of-the art, decked out with all the equipment they could ever want or need. Although he loved the new space, sometimes he missed the nostalgic comfort of the cold, dingy garage.

      On top of a new studio, the past four years had brought a whirlwind of changes for their humble garage band. The first was the seemingly overnight viral success of Prairie Sound. All it took was a few videos going viral to help open the door of opportunity and ride the wave of success to where they were today. It had been quite the ride too. A platinum debut album, two major tours with big names like Aerosmith and the Rolling Stones, and this fall they would be embarking on their first national tour across Canada with them as the headliner. First things first, they needed to decide which songs they were going to record and finish their second album in the studio.

      As for other changes, there were plenty. Rami and Savanah had been married for two years and had bought a beautiful property at the end of Main Street, Primrose. Layne reunited with his high school girlfriend, who had emigrated from Germany and was now a proud Canadian citizen. Layne was a dad, with he and his wife Juli welcoming a baby girl, Tabitha, a few months after they were married. Rex, their drummer and probably his best friend in the whole world, hadn’t changed much. He was still the same womanizing, foul-mouthed, drinks too much guy he always was, and yet that was part of his overall charm.

      “Have either of you heard from Rex?” Steve asked, checking his phone to see if there were any missed messages.

      “I haven’t.” Layne replied. “But I haven’t been out of the house much lately. Tabs has decided sleeping is for chumps, and poor Juli has been running herself ragged for Entertainment Weekly. I’ve been on full nighttime dad duty,” he said as a yawn escaped.

      Steve smiled. It was fun to see his long-time friend as a dad, and Layne was a great one.

      “He hasn’t messaged me either. I did speak to him a few days ago, and he said he would be here, but have any of you noticed how he has been a no-show a lot lately?” Rami asked. “I mean, Rex has always been late for practice, but it’s hit or miss if he’ll even show up these days. I haven’t said anything as he always shows up to gigs, but something is going on with him.” Rami and Layne turned to face Steve. “You’re closest to him, got any ideas as to what’s going on with him?”

      Steve sighed and gave them an uneasy look. “Honestly, I think he’s been drinking a lot again. I mean, he’s cleaned up his act before, but it seems that he’s off the wagon again,” he answered. “You know Rex, he starts, he stops, he starts, he stops. He has done that with alcohol and weed for years. It’s sort of his pattern.”

      They both nodded, knowing full well what Steve was talking about. Just then the door of the studio flew open, and Rex appeared, his blue mohawk now slicked back and his indigo eyes red-rimmed and glassy.

      “Fucking sorry, guys. Had a late-night rendezvous with Charlene and, well, let’s just say the party for two ended an hour ago, if you know what I mean.” he said waggling his eyebrows at them as he took a seat behind his drum set, picked up his sticks and hit the cymbals.

      The guys were very familiar with Charlene, a busty redhead Rex had been seeing on and off for the past year. She was well known for sinking her long fingernails into any local bad boy, and she instantly had her sights on Rex. Not that Rex was all that bad. Yes, he swore far too much, yes; he had a reputation for bedding more women than most and yes; he drank like a fish and enjoyed the odd joint, but he was from a good family in St. Augustine and was very well connected. Rex had a strong work ethic instilled in him at an early age working for his father’s trucking company, and although he was chronically late, when he was there, he worked hard, and he always brought something amazing to the table. That’s probably why they let him off so easily.

      “Please leave the details at the door, Rex,” Layne said, rolling his eyes as he picked up his guitar and turned to Steve. “Okay, maestro, what are you hearing?”

      Steve glanced at Rex, knowing he needed to table a conversation with his friend, offered Layne a smile and started to play the tune in his head.
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        * * *

      

      Steve walked into the Everything you Knead bakery in Primrose and took a deep inhale of the comforting smell of fresh baking in the air as he stepped to the front counter. Damn, it smells good in here.

      Marnie Baxter, Rami’s sister, came flying out of the back kitchen with a large pan of freshly made Danishes in hand. “Steve!” Marnie greeted as she spotted him. Marnie was the self-proclaimed big sister to everyone in the band, whether you had siblings or not. She was funny and sweet but also a total badass when she needed to be. Seeing that she married a burly redheaded military man seemed fitting, and Steve adored her. She slid the pan into the showcase and turned back to him, meeting his eyes with a question, “What brings you to my bakery?”

      “I’m here to meet up with Dee Jones,” he said, glancing at the freshly baked Danishes. “But now, I think I’m here to try one of those.”

      Marnie let out a laugh and cocked an eyebrow at him. “I can do you one better, Steve, and plate you up two. Besides, you are far too skinny, and I know how big your appetite is,” she said, looking up at him and giving him a wink.

      Marnie had made it her mission to feed him every chance she got. He was tall, six foot two, and had always had a slim, lanky build. The truth was, he couldn’t gain weight if he tried and always had a ravenous appetite, the joke being that the food went straight to his size fourteen feet. His opinion was, if Marnie was going to feed him, he was going to eat it.

      The bell of the bakery door chimed, and Marnie and Steve’s heads turned as Devine Jones stepped inside. Lowering her sunglasses, Dee oozed cool, rocking retro wide-leg jeans, a bright green sweater, and her signature black rocker-style jacket. Her crochet braids were wrapped up at the top of her head with a multi-colored scarf, and Steve’s eyes feasted on the gorgeous woman before him. Steve had to admit he had been harboring a bit of a crush on Dee since he met her. It was hard not to. Dee Jones was the definition of a sexy, confident woman, and any man would be lucky to have her on his arm. Sadly, despite all attempts to the contrary, he was friend-zoned upon meeting her and had stayed in that zone ever since.

      “Hey there, String Bean,” she said, sidling in next to him and giving him a playful nudge.

      “Hey, Short Stuff,” he countered, putting his arm around her for a friendly side hug, as she wrapped her arm around his waist with a reciprocating tight squeeze.

      Marnie plated the danishes and poured them coffee as they settled into one of the tables by the large windows overlooking Main Street Primrose.

      Steve leaned back in his seat and surveyed Dee, his eyes twinkling with amusement as he said, “I’m super curious why you wanted to talk to me today. Unless of course this is a date, and this is your way of getting me alone without Rex.”

      Dee shook her head, rolled her eyes, and let out a huge guffaw. “That guy is relentless, and sorry to tell you, Steve, but you’re not exactly my type. Far too handsome and sweet for your own good, but not what I’m into,” she added, giving him a shrug as she picked up her coffee and took a sip, her midnight eyes danced playfully.

      Steve threw his head back with laughter at their banter and shrugged. “Hey, had to shoot my shot.” he replied resolutely as he trained his eyes on her and asked. “Seriously though, what’s up?”

      Dee put her coffee down and leaned forward, her elbows on the table, meeting his inquiring gaze. “As you know, I’m the new drama teacher at Primrose High, and every year we do a spring musical.” He nodded, having heard Savanah talk about her new job. “And this year being my first year, I’m going to take on an ambitious one.”

      “Okay, how can I help?” he asked, leaning forward to mirror her with genuine interest.

      “Well, we’re going to do Singin’ in the Rain, and from what Rami tells me, you’re a bit of a savant on the piano. Like, you could be a concert pianist, kind of good,” she said. “Soo... I was wondering if you would consider volunteering your time to be the pianist for the production. It would involve a lot of practices, working alongside the vocal coach, and you would of course need to be there for all the performances as well as the dress rehearsal."

      Steve winced and leaned back against his seat, letting out a long exhale as he replied, “That’s a huge commitment, Dee, and with everything that Prairie Sound is working on right now. Finishing up the songs for the new album and preparing for
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