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		Description

Jaemin Song; a cello prodigy who dominated the competition, whose name was known to all musicians, both young and old. When a sudden tragedy throttles his life, he suffers a mental breakdown while performing, leaving him unable to hear the sound of his own instrument. 
Years later, the once renowned prodigy has retired music for good. Content with living out the rest of his life in normalcy, an eighteen year old boy laboriously puts one foot in front of the other as the days pass him by until his life is once again turned on it's head by the arrival of a girl named Octavia. Oh, but this is a story about music, not love. 
Then again, is there really a difference?

Octavia / Vinyl / OC. Humanized.
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		Verse One: Adagio



"And now..."
The curtains are drawn back. The blindingly hot lights of the stage greet me like the hounds of hell. 
"Introducing, the winner of the West Division Cantrelotte Cello Competition."
I still cannot hear.
"Jaemin Song!"
A thunderous applause from a crowd of faceless people. But I'm still behind the stage, gazing from beyond as I grip the neck of my cello in one hand and my bow in the other. My knuckles are white from the exerted strength. My entire body is tense.
Still, I must go. I have to go. It's what she wants me to do. It's what she would be telling me to do right this moment.
This is my punishment. 
I take a step forward, onto that brightly lit stage. The tapping of my concert shoes against the wooden floor reverberates crisply throughout the hall.
And when I come to my seat, I turn to face that impossibly dark expanse and bow my head in it's direction. Their claps sound like television static. The air around me is in sepia.
The audience quiets as I take my seat and adjust. The moment of anticipation is here; the air is dense, the silence suffocating, the expectations impossibly heavy.
Remember what you've been taught. Follow the motions.
My arms are first at my sides, slack, then I slowly raise them into position. My left on the strings, my right on my bow. I have done this numerous times. I have succeeded numerous times. And as I begin to move the bow, I know I am producing the sound I want to make. I practiced enough for the entire song to become pure muscle memory, and my fingers and arms move autonomously. 
As long as I play what is written in the score, the audience will hear what they came here to listen to.
However, the sound that greets my ears is not music—
It is the purest agony.

y=mx+b.
The equation of a straight line, called a linear equation. To any mathematician, this is an abstract concept used as a base to explore relationships between imaginary numbers and unseen solutions. To me, however, y=mx+b represents the career path of the classical musician. A line that extends from a point of origin and then upwards, upwards, and upwards, into a constant infinity and even further, further, and further above that. The point of origin is where you hone your craft - that is, you assimilate the fundamentals of playing your instrument, which you then move on to complete and total mastery of before proving your worth in certain displays of skill and technique - auditions, competitions, and performances. There is no "goal" however when it comes to your path as a musician; when people expect you to improve and yet further improve with every appearance, every concert and even every interview and public sighting, there is only "up." 
Hence, y=mx+b.
Believe it or not, there exist people who look at that line and think that it's ceaseless pursuit of infinity is inspiring, like the line itself has a will, a method, a reason for existing. These are the same people who will tell you to shoot for the moon and land among the stars, not knowing that shooting yourself anywhere outside the stratosphere will cause you to burn up and die.
Then, there are others who believe more strongly in that line than anyone else - those who believe in it's tragic, piteous fate as a line that will always climb upwards, but never find resolution nor rest. If you can't match that pace— if you cannot surpass your own limits and soar to greater heights with each performance, honing your level of skill to the finest micro-tuning of muscle and memory— then you cannot hope to compete against others.
y=mx+b. 
It's neither artistic nor romantic. That's what a musician is. If you find yourself on this path, some would say you're fated to suffer. Somewhere along the way, your mind will turn to steel, and music itself will transform into something beyond recognition. The sweetness of the music you once loved and thought you knew fades away, replaced by a slow and insidious killer.
But let's not get ahead of ourselves.
My name is Jaemin Song. I tell people to call me Jamie since I assume it's easier. Some have told me it's too feminine a nickname to go by, but hearing my birth name butchered multiples times by different people is a unique kind of torture and I've always felt bad when an teacher would reach my name on the attendance list and furrow their brow in confusion. Thus, Jamie is fine. I don't feel one way or the other about it, but what I always did like was my last name.
"Song." It's technically derived from an old Chinese surname which actually has more to do with the dynasty than the word we usually think of today, but meanings can change over time. When I was younger, I thought it was the coolest thing in the entire world that I felt such an affinity towards music, and I really owed it all to such a telling family name. People always remarked that me being a "song," would naturally lead me to such a conclusion. That made me feel… I dunno, important. Kids like that sort of thing. I certainly did.
And it wasn't just me riding the high either. I genuinely enjoyed classical music from the bottom of my heart. My mother started me on the piano at an early age, which I then transitioned from to my life long partner, the cello.
On the topic of mothers, mine was certainly one to behold. I seem to remember the most common thing she'd repeat to me was...
"Be better. At all times, think of ways to improve. There is no 'perfect,' there is only better."
If I ever asked challenged her stance on this and asked her why, she'd feed me something along the lines of:
"Foolish boy. Do you need to ask the sun why it rises, or the birds why they sing?"
She was ridiculous. Her exterior was cold and harsh like winter itself, though I can't deny there might have been maternal loved somewhere deeper within. I suppose that could also apply to me since apples don't fall too far from the tree. They called her an "ice queen" for her professional temperament and in turn I was known as a "ice cold" to my peers growing up for what others assumed to be my strict and unbending personality. Truth is, I was always more of a fan of spring. There was something so soft and comforting about the wind, the way you could feel the chill of the previous season's cold front being tempered by the slow and steady warmth of the oncoming summer. The passing of seasons was an event for me - often times there was very little else to look forward to in between long car drives to and from orchestra rehearsals, private lessons, practice sessions, going to school, so on and so forth. 
That was then. Now, I take great comfort in winter. The way snow covers everything like a blanket, calmly and serenely; that biting chill that makes you want to escape, to burrow into your den and only emerge periodically to breathe fresh air. That, to me, is true comfort. For what reason did I change my mind? I'm still not quite certain. However, perhaps it had something to do with the day it happened. 
A perfect spring afternoon, sunny and with a steady breeze. My eleventh birthday was just the day prior, but with very little celebration— I spent most of it practicing for the competition after all. Vibrant flowers of various hues and the lush green of the tall, healthy trees painted the town so beautifully that the moment I stepped outside the concert hall, I could almost breathe in the color.
Then I saw her. My mother.
"What is she...?"
I remember how the concerned voices of other passerby leaving the hall tickled my ears, but I paid them no mind. No, more improtantly, she was at the bottom of the stairs, walking away. The back of her head stared back at me. Why was she leaving? Didn't she listen to my performance? I did the best I could, I didn't even make any mistakes!
"She's not...?"
"Hey lady, the light isn't green yet!"
"Somebody stop her!"
I took a deep breath, preparing to call out to her. My feet left the ground, ready to sprint if I had to—
"LOOK OUT!"
I'm not sure what was louder, the shrill scream of the adults standing next to me or the horn of that enormous truck, blaring with an intensity that made my eardrums burst.
And then there was my mother, in the middle of the road.
The world slowed down as she turned to face me. Was she saying something? But I can't hear her, I'm too far, let me come closer... there are arms around me, why are there arms around me? Let me go to my mom, I need to hear—
Is she smiling? Did she hear my music after all? Did I do well? Please— she's just a couple feet away now—
...
...
...
And the only color I could see through the green of the trees, and the blue of the orchids, and the brightness of the sun, was the unforgiving, cruel, crimson red of blood.

Mommy will be fine, right?
She's just sick. Just like when I got that boo-boo from riding my bike. She'll get better, I know she will!
I just need to wait. That's what the big people in the white coats told me. I trust them. I know what they are. They make you better no matter what you have! Like the time I woke up and my face was really hot, and this weird stuff came out of my mouth...
That's right! When she gets out, she'll want to hear my music again! So I'm gonna play extra well at today's recital!
I know I can do it! I won't make any mistakes this time! I can do better! Just watch me!
My young, childish hands were already moving before I could stop them. A deep, dark void swallowed me whole.

"This just doesn't make sense, Jaemin. You're getting worse by the day."
He clicked his tongue in annoyance, slamming the tape recorder down onto the desk as I jolted straight upwards from the loud and violent gesture.
"What exactly is the meaning of this?"
I looked down. My once kind-hearted instructor who had nothing but love and praise for me now stared at me with tangible disgust.
I held it close in my arms. My cello. A full-size, finely tuned instrument made from various types of wood. A true mastercraft, one that represented countless years of time and tradition.
Yet in that moment, I despised it more than anything.
"Look at me when I'm talking to you!"
I felt a blow across my cheek. For a moment I felt nothing, then a white hot pain streaked across my face.
"Do you understand me? Do you have ANY idea what this means for your future!?"
I didn't meet his eyes. I couldn't.
A powerful blow connected with me once more, causing my head to jerk to the opposite side.
"I'm talking to you, Song! If you still have ears, then play that measure for me again, and do it RIGHT this time."
He stomped back to his desk, grumbling to himself. My ears, though deaf to the notes of the cello and still ringing slightly from his slap, could pick up his words.
"Would've never invested in you if this is what was gonna happen..."
I raise my bow and place it on the string.

"You still can't hear the notes?"
I nodded in response while staring at the soles of my thoroughly worn sneakers. I can see a bit of my socks peeking through the sides. The sound of pen scribbling on paper reached my ears.
"You don't actually believe this do you, doctor? He's clearly just making it up. He's at that age now."
"I wouldn't be too sure about that. You know what he went through last year, and considering the rate of his rehabilitation, I wouldn't be surprised if this continued for a while. Especially with today being the anniversary of..."
Though I never lifted my head, I could feel their peircing gazes on me nonetheless. It puzzled me. It's not like they cared a lot about my feelings on anything else, but if there was one topic everyone was hesitant to mention in my presence, it was...

...my mother's death. The day of that incident came and passed me now around six years ago. And on the same day as that tragedy, I stopped being able to hear the notes of my cello.
No, I didn't go deaf. I still walk and talk and listen just fine. It isn't something that affects my daily life on a major level. Make no mistake about it— the only thing I can no longer hear is the sound of the cello.
No one understands why. Not even me. It's not the kind of condition that can be treated, it can't even truly be diagnosed or assessed by any kind of standard except through a lens of psychological trauma— even then, it's abnormal. But it is what it is. My hands still know how to play, but my mind cannot process the notes. When I place my fingers in first position and play a scale in C minor, I hear one note... then another... then, when I'm truly focused—
Nothing. Everything is reduced to dull, muted vibrations. Like television static. No matter how hard I try, no matter how well I play, the sound won't reach my ears.
The notes float away and vanish like the balloons of a child who was never told to not let go.

			Author's Notes: 
Adagio: Meaning a slow tempo or slow speed. Sometimes it is the name of a work like Mozart's Adagio for Violin and Orchestra.


	
		Verse Two: Andante



Spring has come once again to the quaint town of Sonyville, the place I was born and raised. The strange spelling of the name confuses many but, rest assured, it's pronounced exactly how it's spelled. 
Ever since the incident, I've lived with my uncle. He's a kind man who doesn't have any expectations of me, only to live righteously. 
As for me, I'm an average student you could find just about anywhere. I study, eat, sleep, and repeat. I might go to college, I might continue helping my uncle out at his coffee shop like I've been used to doing for a while, whichever is more convenient — though I know he wants me to pursue the former and is willing to pay for further education, I don't know if I could burden him like that.
After all, I have no aspirations now.
The child prodigy soloist Jaemin Song died with that spring day six years ago.
I am now average by all assessments, with no particular skills or interests. Such is life. Such is how life will continue until I'm nothing but dust.
y = -1x
This is the expression for a line that decreases in height, y, for every x value. Perhaps nothing could best describe me now. This is the new line that now defines the path of my life. Every x is a day in the chapter of my story, and every y is a further decsension into the unknown. 
At least, that's what I thought. But spring had other ideas for me.

It was another beautiful, wretched day. Sonyville was known for it's pleasant climate during most seasons, and this made it very attractive for many. Some tell tall tales of the weather having been maintained since ancient times by powerful winged creatures with almighty magicks, but I don't know who I heard that from.
The wind tousled my hair and pressed the fabric of my clothes tightly against my skin, making a prominent outline of my wiry frame. I didn't like that one bit. If there really are any little magic ponies stirring the air in my town, I'd appreciate if they could at least leave me be...
The last day of my 3rd year of high school had come to an uneventful close, and the remainder of my day was almost exceedingly free. With my uncle retiring the shop for a week to prepare for a grand re-opening, I find myself with more and more free time nowadays. Again, such is life. Ever since the incident, vacations have been more troubling to me than when school is in session. Not knowing what to do with yourself can be a worse cage than the toughest iron-clad prison bars.
That being the case, I opted to take a walk around town before returning home. My bag was light, so it wasn't nearly as much of a hassle as it would be on a normal school day — after all, the only thing it contained was a clean yearbook with no signatures or notes. I left the campus before anyone could approach me with that intent.
Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. My sneakers make a dull noise against the pavement as I made a detour from my usual route home. Wouldn't be much a walk around town if I made a beeline for my house, after all.
Downtown would be too noisy, and I'd like to sit down...  
The park it was then. A place I normally avoided, but on a day like today, where the finality of school put a particularly weightless spring in my step, I felt it was fine to make an exception. Despite not frequenting the location often, I found the park with no particular issue and stepped foot within.
Not even a brief moment had passed before I heard something. A sound. A sound so sweet, I nearly mistook it for the fragrance of the roses. 
Music. Beautiful music, in fact. Whose, though? I needed to know. My pace quickened, first to a power walk, then a jog, then a full sprint.
What was this feeling? My heart was racing like I had run a thousand miles. And as it beat fast, I felt it fracturing in certain places, not knowing which emotion to feel, how to react, what to say, what to do... except find the source of that precious, beautiful sound which had evaded me for so long.
I remembered the song being played. Prelude from Bach's Cello Suite. It was one of the first songs I had ever learned, and the one that taught me how to play in second position... I could hear it, I could hear it, I could hear it!
I can hear it.
I could hear the notes of the cello! Every note was being played in my mind with a hand on the string and another on the bow, in quick sweeping motions...!
I rounded the corner, nearly tripping over in my haste, and saw her.
Black hair, long and lustrous that danced in the wind filled my vision. She swayed gently as she played, letting the wind I so despised carry her like a masquerade with each note and phrase. Her pale skin was like a canvas, being painted by the colors of the grass and flowers and sky and sound.
A girl who couldn't have been much older than me stood in a clearing with no instrument I've ever played nor performed alongside in my life...
A recorder. 
That's impossible. I heard a cello. I know I did — how could I possibly make that kind of mistake? But the more I listened, the more it became obvious.
I didn't hear a cello. 
I never heard a cello. I merely pictured it in my mind and replaced the notes to fit, because it was being played so true to the original rendition. I had deluded myself. Dumbfounded, both by my own foolishness and the incredible prowess of the girl who stood before me, I could only stand and watch until she finished. Her Prelude finished with a high intensity section of joyful repeating notes and measures, and ended on a triumphant final note, just as it's written in the score. As she released her lips from the tip of the recorder, the image hit me again of a bow leaving the string in a gesture of grand finality. 
This girl performed Prelude to such a degree of finesse and beauty with a recorder that I couldn't even begin to compare it to any cellist I had ever met in my life. Completely taken aback, I felt my weight shift towards one side—the wind pushing me, again— and stepped squarely on a nearby twig. An audible crack filled the air as I froze in panic.
The girl turned her head sharply in my direction. 
Her eyebrows raised once, then lowered. Her face betrayed no expression, but I could see the ends of her mouth curling up as her eyes fell upon me.
And she opened her mouth to speak—
"Where's my applause?"
Her... applause? She was really expecting something like that? I quickly glanced from my left to my right to see if anyone else was nearby but to no avail. It was just us two.
"I..."
I wasn't sure what to say to that. Part of me was still in shock. Her emotionless smile against that colorful park painted a picture that I would need weeks to fully analyze. 
Still, I needed to know.
"Who are you?" 
The face I didn't recognize but so dearly felt drawn to.
Though her smile widened, her eyes remained the same. Wide, discerning, opaque, as if looking both at me and through me at the same time.
"A famous violinist once said this," She let the arm with the recorder fall to her side as she turned to completely face me. "Music can transcend words."
She wore an expression on her face I couldn't decipher. Rather, I could not align her words with the emotions she could have been feeling in that moment to any capacity.
"Still don't know who I am?" She prompted.
I gulped. The feeling of not wanting to disappoint her was overwhelming, but it couldn't be helped.
"N... no."
Her smile faltered slightly. "Well," she spoke slightly under her breath, "that's to be expected."
The black-haired girl cleared her throat, and started walking towards me in long, confident strides, causing me to take a step back reflexively.
"The best musicians always did live the most tragic lives, didn't they? Chopin, Beethoven, and the rest..."
She stopped right before me. A mere few inches was the distance between my face and her's.
"Octavia," she spoke clearly and commandingly, as if she had my heart in the grip of her fist. "Octavia Melody."
"Try not to forget it a second time, okay?" Another smile... but this time, her eyes smiled followed in suit. 
Beautiful.
I couldn't help but think that.
Not just aesthetically. Though her face was well proportioned and cute with piercing lavender eyes and long eyelashes, and her hair gorgeously lush, and her white dress showing a figure with curves in all the right places... what made my heart beat faster than anything was the sound that still rung in my ears. Her music. Her Prelude. Not Bach's.
Octavia Melody. She was dazzling. Her skill with a cello was dazzling. Bright enough to make me want to avert my eyes and close my ears. She was like the sun... no, she was like spring itself. 
...As for me? I couldn't begin to describe the look on my face in that moment.
And like a big lumbering oaf, I simply replied, "Oh."

"Seriously?! You ran into the Octavia Melody?"
Did I forget to mention a certain someone? I may be unable to hear the sound of the cello, nor can I pursue classical music as a profession anymore, but that doesn't mean I'm a loner.
"Duuuude, what is wrong with you?" A girl with shocking blue hair and a lazily strewn together outfit of a tank-top and shorts yelled almost drunkenly as she sunk further into my chair. As usual, we were lounging about in my room — a common after-school affair between friends. "You didn't get her number or anything? For reals?!"
This obnoxious girl is known as Alexis Capella. She sometimes prefers to go by her "stage name," though - Vinyl Scratch that is. Don't ask me where she got that idea from, especially when she bears no particular love for record players.
One look at her and you know she's not the quiet, meek, "good girl" type - not just her dyed hair, but her wildly punk sense of fashion, an attitude that I've never seen on even the most seasoned musicians, and more energy than I've seen in even the most hyperactive puppy. Still, she has a heart of gold. You just might need to wipe away some grime to get there. 
I know it better than anyone, having been friends with her before and after the incident. I have her to thank for getting me through some difficult years. On top of that, she gives me something to do in my spare time— seeing as she's all about the aspiring DJ life, I offer help with her music production and do some backstage stuff whenever she has an event. I still remember how most music is structured after all, even if EDM isn't really my thing. Alexis isn't always the most receptive to my feedback, but no doubt she has me to thank for some of her tracks hitting some high numbers on the internet.
How we met? I'll save that for another time.
She was obviously upset with me today for no reason, as usual. Still, I was grateful to have her company over the summer break. At the very least, this would fill in the gaps between helping Uncle out at the store.
I sighed, cracking open a can of soda while tossing her a spare. "What kind of chauvinist do you think I am to ask for someone's number the first time I meet them?"
She shot me a look as she deftly caught it between her feet (I was almost kind of impressed by that before realizing her athleticism puts her on par with your average zoo monkey). "You know that's not what I mean dude! How do you not know Octavia Melody? I mean, you of all people!"
Speaking of getting to know people, I was apparently about to get the full run down on this Octavia character. It had been a few hours since I ran into her at the park, and although I only mentioned it briefly to Alexis, this was the reaction I got.
"What's the big deal? It's not like the conversation really went anywhere after that. All that happened was..."

"O- Octavia. Right. I'll try not to forget... again."
Looking satisfied, the black-haired girl took a playful step back and turned away.
Weird. She talked like we knew each other from somewhere, when frankly, I had no idea who this girl was nor where we could have possibly met. My memories of my childhood were a little fuzzy, but I definitely would have remembered a person who had her looks or personality. 
"And you?"
The sudden question surprised me.
"Me? Oh, uh..."
I cleared my throat, trying to match her flow. "Jaemin. Jaemin Song."
She chuckled. "Why isn't that coincidental?"
I frowned at that. "What is?"
"Oh, nothing..."
We started walking as we talked, somehow. Though a little awkward at first, unsure of whether my presence was wanted or not, I naturally felt myself easing into it. She was easy to talk to somehow, and over very little things like the weather or which flowers were in season.
I asked the most burning question on my mind.
"Earlier..." She perked up, apparently surprised that I was initiating the conversation. "That was Bach's Prelude, right?"
The inquiry seemed to tickle her fancy somehow as her smile became— was it just my imagination?— a little mischievous. 
"And how could you tell?"
Feeling a bit blindsided by the question that seemed obvious to me, I opened my mouth to reply—
But realized my answer would be wrong. I was not a cellist, nor was I a musician. Not anymore.
"I... I just recognized it. Heard it on the radio, you know."

"Jamie, come over here and take a look at this."
Urgh. I wish she'd stop calling me that. I even respect her dumb stage name, so why is she incapable of showing a fraction of that courtesy towards me?
"Look at what?" I sighed, getting off my bed and walking over to the blue-haired girl, now using my computer as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
"This." She pulled up a news site and shoved the monitor in my direction. I leaned in to get a better look.
There she was. The girl from the garden, Octavia Melody. Her picture on full display in a bold red dress, with the headline:
Finalists Announced for the 2018 Ekuestrya International Music Competition.
I whistled. That was an event you definitely knew regardless of whether you were a classical musician, a DJ, or even an average Joe. It was a multi-faceted type of festival that celebrated the best performers of all genres of music, though I only ever remember being involved in the classical music section of the competition. Alexis sent in a few of her songs for auditioning every few years, but had diminishing returns with nearly all of them. That was the kind of challenge you faced trying to achieve first place in such a prestigious competition — the steepest there is. There was the prize money and the free overseas tour to shoot for, but nothing was worth more than your name on that gold medal at the award ceremony and the fame that came with it.
I know that as well as anyone else. After all, there's Ekuestrya 1st Place medals from 2009 to 2012 collecting dust in my closet right this moment.
But, there she was, standing on a red carpet next to about a dozen other faces. Octavia, with a cello in hand, standing with a stiff pose and an equally stiff face — quite the contrast to the individual I met this afternoon. She looked more like a statue in that photo than a person.
"She's a freakin' celebrity dude! And check out that bod..." Alexis giggled as she lecherously ogled my computer screen.
I sighed, flicking the rambunctious girl square in the forehead with my fingers, making her yelp. "Easy. I don't think you're her type."
"Uuugh..." She whined as she massaged her forehead. "Yeah? What makes you so sure, loverboy?"
I sighed and stared at the ceiling, trying to best think of a way to put it...

"Woah!"
In a supremely embarrassing act of idiocy, my foot got caught on an upturned brick on the path, and I nearly found myself tumbling into a nearby rosebush when—
I felt Octavia's hand on mine, pulling me back. Close shave.
"Careful now. You're quite stiff, aren't you?" She commented, apparently not too phased by my slip-up, and helped me back onto my feet.
"Er..." I could feel my face flush, my heart heavy with shame. "I'm sorry." 
She gave me a look. "Why the apologies? Do you do that all the time?"
How was she so good at this? Putting on pressure? It wasn't so unreasonable that I apologize for being a burden, was it?
"I'm s—" Oops. Without thinking, I was about to repeat what I had just said.
"Well," I retorted, not wanting to get pushed back, "what should I be saying then?"
She sighed. "Rather than 'sorry,' how about 'thank you'?" She put her hands on her hips. "And I don't mean just for times like this. I mean for everything else in life. Thank you's are always better than Sorry's."
I was completely blindsided both by her words and the sudden change in temperament, but ended up nodding in agreement. "Alright then. Thank you, Octavia."
After a tense moment, the black-haired girl dropped the hardened look and smiled. "Good."

I made a weird face as I recalled the words she said from that afternoon. Basically...
"She just didn't seem like a rocker, okay? And I don't think she goes to raves either, or big parties, or anything like that..."
Alexis made a face at me. "You sure are well informed, huh? Did I even need to tell you about her?"
I stopped, surprised by my own words. Why was I talking like I knew her? 
"N— no. But classical musicians generally stick to their craft." I shot the blue-haired girl a look back. "I would know, wouldn't I?"
She stuck her tongue out at me and rolled out of my chair lazily. Alexis was a free spirit all right.
I sighed and picked her up off the ground like litter. "You're gonna get dirty like that. Do that on my bed at least."
"Wh—!?"
Her eyes became wide as saucers and she yelped and swatted at me. "D—don't say it like that, freak!" Was there some red on her cheeks? 
So she is a girl after all. I definitely had my doubts before. The sheer thought of it got a chuckle out of me.
"A perv like you..." 
Suddenly, I found myself getting— powerslammed?!
"..deserves some punishment!"
My field of vision suddenly took a wild, stomach-churning twist as I found myself landing on my bed with my back, and hard. On top of being rambunctious, this girl also had some monstrous strength when she got serious...
And before I knew it, Alexis positioned herself on top of me. All routes of escape blocked off.
"How's that, huh?" She said triumphantly, literally flexing on me. Her face was still red, but with excitement.
"I give, I give." I reply weakly, a smile on my face despite the circumstances. "You know I can't win against you."
"Hehe!" She had a big, dumb grin on her face as she giggled— the same one I had seen countless times in my life, one of the few things I still treasured. Her crimson red eyes and infectious joy pierced me, straight into my heart. "You know it!"
"Still though..." She dropped the act and fell against my chest (to which I replied, "oof" as her weight knocked a bit of wind out of me). "What do you think brought a big shot like Miss Melody to our quaint little town, huh?"
I stared at the ceiling, my head spinning with the same question as I felt her chest slowly rise and fall in rhythm with mine.

"So you are a musician."
I stopped in my tracks while she kept walking. An unpleasant feeling washed over me, and my feet felt planted to the brick path. 
"A string player, to be exact." She spoke as if to drive the point further.
"That's not..." A drop of sweat rolled down the side of my face. "How can you tell?"
Octavia stopped a few paces ahead of me and looked back, looking confused that I even had to ask.
"Your left hand." She held up her own to prove the point. "Your fingertips are very rigid, in a way that only years of being pressed against thin steel can produce. That's how I knew."
Then, earlier, when she saved me from falling over— that was when?
"...That's dirty." For the first time, I felt some irritation. I knew it was displaced. There was no way she could have tripped me on intention, and I'm not sure why I was so against my found out like this, but for her to expose something I hadn't openly stated about myself...
Octavia's mouth formed a smile, but her eyes looked directly at me. "What is?"
I defiantly held her gaze for a moment before dropping it. What was wrong with me? I wasn't seriously about to lash out towards a girl I just met, was I? No... come to think of it, it *was* her fault. For making it seem like we met somewhere before. For making it seem like this was natural. Like we were meant to be talking like this on this day, in this moment, in this place. Like it was fate.
"Don't be sour, Jaemin. I don't point it out to spite you."
While my head was clouded with thoughts, I found my hands in her's once more. Barely having any time to react, I only looked up at her.
"You know..."
Octavia spoke so quietly that it was almost a whisper. There was no one around us, so there wasn't any need... it was as if she was telling me a secret that only the two of us could know. Her face being so close again, I could make out her features better. Long, beautiful eyelashes complimented her deep lavender eyes. She gazed with an emotion I couldn't quite place in her eyes at my hands.
"These hands." She spoke while rubbing the tip of my index finger with her's. "They've worked hard. They have so much passion and warmth. They're the hands of someone who knows their purpose. And I..."
She squeezed slightly as she looked up to meet my gaze.
"I love them."
My head was swirling with questions. My heart was beating to an irregular time signature. I began to worry that I was sweating, that my breathing was off... but when I saw the look on her face, those long eyelashes, those piercing eyes and soft lips... and feeling the gentle breeze of that perfect day on my skin, painted in bright colors by the flower garden surrounding us...
...somehow, every worry and fear in my mind felt so small compared to that moment. Compared to her, Octavia Melody, the girl I found— or, perhaps, found me— in the heart of the most important springtime of my entire life.

			Author's Notes: 
Andante: Meaning a walking tempo or walking pace; a moderate speed.
For those who would like to hear Bach's Prelude on recorder as it's described above, refer to this link.


	
		Verse Three: Crescendo



Octavia's hands are soft, as a girl's should be, but her fingertips firm just like mine. I somehow knew this. There was no way I could miss it.
"Ahem." She cleared her throat pointedly.
"Huh?"
I'm not sure what kind of a moment we were having there. Seconds turned into minutes, and she still hadn't let go of my hands. Rather, as I continued to look upon her, Octavia Melody's face grew mysteriously pink.
"Do you..." 
She swallowed once. Her expression, now unreadable as opposed to the cool and intelligent smirk she was wearing before, betrayed nothing as she timidly asked, "Do you think anything about this at all?"
I was at a loss for words.
"I..."
I took a moment to think on it. Her actions. Her words. How was I meant to respond to all that?
The answer I should choose here is...
"...Thanks," I spoke very tentatively, "I guess? For loving my hands?"
And then, something amazing happened. The face of the girl standing in front of me went through three transformations all within a miraculous matter of seconds— first to shock, then disgust, and finally resignation. 
She let my hands go and turn around swiftly. As Octavia did so I could barely make out the sound of a word—
"...Idiot."
I perked up. "What?"
"I said," she spoke turning back to face me, now indignant, a finger pointed in my direction, "You, Jaemin Song, will appear in this park at the same time tomorrow afternoon! Now that we are both on summer vacation, I trust completely that you have nothing but free time! Do you understand me?"
There was a fire lit in her eyes. A face I hadn't seen on her before. No— this one seemed familiar. Maybe. Had we met somewhere before today after all? And what was with that assertion that I had nothing but free time just because school was out for the summer? I could be going on vacation somewhere! Not that I was, but...
Octavia turned around and briskly walked away, her heels clicking satisfyingly against the brick path, her body language clearly telling me that this was no longer a "walk and talk" affair.
She paused right before the gates of the exit and looked back at me with the most serious expression I had seen her make that entire afternoon.
"Bring your instrument, Jaemin."

"NO WAY!"
Ow! Girl, seriously? You're still on my chest. Don't use me as a launching pad with your arms just because you're shocked!
"She said that? Seriously? That's even better than a number, dude! You can see her again in person!"
Alexis pumped her fist, still sitting on me but clearly not minding how her weight pressed on me each time she made a violent movement. "Man, you had me straight up worried for a while, Jamie!" She looked annoyingly proud. Smug, even.
I made a face at her. "What the hell are you talking about?"
"Well, cause you just don't get out dude! I mean seriously! You don't make friends, you don't talk to girls—"
"Hey," I protested, "you did not need to add that last bit—"
"So I was worried you'd stay a loner for the rest of your life! Don't you know how much that would weigh on me as your  childhood friend?" She finished as she feigned a look of despair, like a damsel in distress. The gesture looked so wildly unfitting on her that it made me cringe.
"Oh, sure it would. Was it just my imagination when I thought you were just monopolizing me this whole time?" 
A "pfft" noise left her mouth as she grinned at me smugly. "In your dreams, loverboy!"
"Oh, you wound me." I feigned jokingly myself, a hand over my face as if I were shedding crocodile tears.
"Jokes aside," the blue-haired girl sitting on my lap stared at me with a serious look on her face. "You're going to go see her, right? She even told you to bring your cello! That has to mean something."
I paused, averting her crimson gaze. What did I want to do?
There was no basis for seeing Octavia Melody again, even with an invitation. To begin with, the circumstances of our first meeting were just too strange. The way she was so receptive to me made it feel as if she were expecting me. And why did she want me to bring my cello? What was the point? All that, and the way she moved, walked, talked... the emotions they made me feel were so alien that my heart couldn't keep up. She was dangerous.
I wanted to see her. But at the same time, every fibre of my being rejected the idea.
"I don't know," I said as I eyed a piece of lint on my pillow, "I don't think it's gonna happen."
Almost a minute of silence. I couldn't read her expression with my eyes averted.
"Seriously?" I looked back at Alexis when she broke the silence. Her eyes had narrowed, and her expression was a mixture of anger and something I couldn't put my finger on. "You're just gonna let this go?" Her tone shifted away from the usual jokingness into something much graver. 
"Wh..." My mouth was agape at this uncharacteristic behavior from Alexis. "What's it to you? Does it really matter if I go see this Octavia person anyway? She's a celebrity, right?"
I sighed. "It has to be some kind of prank. She's a famous musician. She needs to practice, go places, be someone. There's no way she'd show even if I went."
That's right.
Dark thoughts clouded my vision as I stared at the ceiling, past the bright blue hair of my childhood friend.
Don't expect anything. Don't want for anything. That way...
I'll never be hurt. Never again.
A sudden, sharp pain struck my chest.
"Ow!"
I rubbed the spot where Alexis had suddenly slammed her fist. 
"What's your problem?!" I asked incredulously.
"Don't even start, Jamie!" She spat back, now furious. "Why are you doing this to yourself!?" She punched me again to punctuate her words. "Again?!"
Confusion riddled my brain. "I beg your pardon?!"
"Forget it!"
Once again, Alexis used me as a launching pad and shot out of my bed, onto her feet, and began storming out of my room.
"Like I care who you see or where you go!"
She stopped herself from exiting the room with one hand on my doorframe. 
A pause. 
"I hate when you get like this."
And the door to my room slammed shut. 
I stared incredulously at my door, the sight of her back burned into my retinas as I heard her footsteps descend down the stairs and then into nothing.
"..."
I sighed as I let my head fall back onto my pillow. Pissing off two different girls in the same day. What exactly am I doing wrong?

A day had passed. Alexis hadn't returned any of my calls nor had she texted me back (though, my phone tells me all my messages are in fact being read). Although I knew where she lived, and could easily walk there in under thirty minutes, something told me that showing up at her door right now would surely put me on the express train to the afterlife. 
Uncle had left the house early on some business. I was alone and with nothing but free time, I spent the entire morning cleaning the house. One of the few things I could always do well was housework, although my cooking still needs a little work. Uncle promised me that he'd help me improve one of these days, and I'm holding him to that in addition to teaching me how to brew coffee like him.
With my floors polished so clean I could see my reflection in them, I took a cold shower, ate breakfast, and once again, found myself in bed, staring at the ceiling with so little happening in my brain that my thoughts would appear as a straight line on any audio visualizer.
...
"I guess..."
I slowly rose and walked to my closet.
Hesitantly at first, but then with slow confidence, I put my hand on the knob, twist, then pull.
The case of my cello leaned against the corner within, coated with a fine layer of dust. The carbon fiber black finish of the outside stared back at me like a deep, dark void. 
Once upon a time, when I was much younger, I hurled this case and all my sheet music contained within and shut the door. Thinking I no longer had the right to be a musician after such an act of outrage, I never came near this part of my closet again for six years.
Yet, today I reached for it.
"I'll go see her."

Another perfect spring day. The kind of weather that made me want to throw up.
I made my way back to the park with little trouble, my mind scrambled with various thoughts. Alexis' face from the other day kept appearing before me, and whenever it did, I felt a mixture of confusion at her reaction, anger with her inexplicable behavior, and then revulsion at myself for whatever I did to hurt her like that. I made a decision to see her later that day even if it did kill me, after whatever was going to happen with Octavia Melody.
Speaking of which...
I eventually came to stand before the gates of the park once more, and the path to the garden was laid out cleanly before me.
Deep breaths, Jaemin. She probably won't be there. Don't get your hopes up. You know what happens when you do.
With these thoughts in mind, I stepped forward.
And when I rounded the corner of the entrance... A field of grass, surrounded by flowers. Not a speck of litter to be seen. No people. No Octavia Melody. I released a breath I didn't even know I was holding.
"Yeah, I should've known—"
Suddenly, my vision went black. An electric current shocked my spine.
Something... soft. Covering my eyes. A set of delicate, feminine fingers.
"Guess who?"
A voice which clearly wasn't used to mischievousness spoke into my ear. But I relaxed. I know whose voice that was.
"I didn't know it was in your nature," I spoke calmly despite my racing heart, "to play tricks like this."
"Maybe not at first glance," she went on, "but I'm just like any other girl. I like to have my fun."
Octavia released my eyes. "That said, you don't seem like the type that handles getting snuck up on very well. I apologize for scaring you."
I turned to face her, a little annoyed. I thought I kept my reaction pretty mellow, and her seeing right through me was a blow to my pride. "What makes you think that?"
"Well, it was obvious," she smiled sweetly. That was unfair. That smile compared to what she was wearing today — an airy-looking white blouse combined with a stylish combination of a skirt and thigh-high socks — was unfair.
"Whenever you get nervous, your shoulders seize up, and your hands get jittery."
My eyes went wide. Something only my Uncle or Alexis had ever observed or pointed out... she noticed?
"You—" I was about to say something in retaliation, when...
"Thank you."
I stopped short. Octavia spoke while facing down, a behaviorism I hadn't seen from her. She looked... vulnerable. Was she being timid?
"Really. Thank you for showing up."
I looked down, noticing her hands clutching the hem of her skirt.
"...No problem," I said hurriedly, trying to move the conversation along, "I uh— brought it. My instrument."
Octavia held up her head once more, her face and hands now neutral, switching her attitude almost instantly. "I knew that. A cello, is it? A bit cumbersome, but no matter."
She cleared her throat. "Play for me, Song."
"Bach's Prelude."
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Idiot! 
Moron!
Dummy!
Asshole!
Coward!
Alexis Capella banged her head against the wall of her shower, and instantly regretted it. Yup, that was solid marble. And now in addition to all her grief, she now had a headache.
"Urgh..." She felt like crying.
Acting like that... saying stuff like that...
You're an idiot, you know that?! You can't get carried away by your emotions! Isn't that what he always told you?
She massaged her forehead, remembering that it was the same spot he flicked using his fingers just the other day.
Her hand paused over her face.
"Easy. I don't think she's your type."
"You'll get dirty like that."
"You know I can't win against you..."
That smile of his. That damned smile. The one he rarely showed to anyone else except her.
That kindness. So warm, so naive that she knew it would come back to hurt him one of these days.
That laugh. So rare, so precious. And the way he never said no to her, even when she totally deserved it...
And when she laid against his chest that afternoon, pretending to just play around... despite the fact that he was so scrawny and unreliable, his chest was broad and warm. He was unfair. Jaemin Song was unfair. Unfair, stupid, cool, cowardly, cute, too hard on himself. Never allowing himself anything, always holding back, never living life as he should. Always hurting in some infinitely small way, always hiding it from her. To protect himself, and to protect her...
She sniffed once. Tears began to join the water coming down from the shower head above. 
"Can't I do anything...?"

"You all sobered up?"
A hot cup of coffee was set in front of her.
Alexis looked up from her knees and peered suspiciously at it. "Where's the cream and sugar?"
The man who stood beside her at the dinner table looked downcast at her words. "I thought you might like to try it black this time. Like your old pops?"
She scowled. "I don't want something bitter. Not right now."
He shrugged and took the cup away. "Suit yourself. Be back in a mo'."
The male walked over to the kitchen counter to make preparations as Alexis buried her face into her knees once more.
"I shouldn't have said all that," her words were muffled. "It wasn't what he needed to hear. He hates me now."
"Maybe so." Two tablespoons of cream, then three sugar cubes. Andrew Capella knew how his daughter liked her coffee. "But maybe not. You can't be certain unless you talk to him again."
She groaned into her knees. What a dad thing to say.
"Don't give me that," he chastised as he spooned in the last cube of sugar, "You guys are friends, aren't you?"
A little more than that, in his opinion, but as a father figure, Andrew figured it was best to not overstep in this situation. They were still teenagers after all.
"Plus," he slid the now significantly lighter coffee in front of Alexis as he took a sip of his own, "How long have we known Jamie? There's no way a little thing like this would make him hate you."
Another sniffle. He couldn't see her face in the position she was in, but he had an idea. It had been a while since Andrew had seen her daughter this vulnerable or since she'd come to him for advice. He secretly thanked Jaemin for that.
"You just need to apologize, okay? Apologize and explain. He won't understand otherwise, you know?"
Andrew leaned back in his chair as he looked upwards, recalling a memory.
"Don't you remember all those summers ago, when he went the whoooole barbecue without touching a single bit of food from the table? All because no one told him it was okay for him to eat too!"
The memory made him chuckle. They were much smaller back then. Both Jaemin and his little girl. A lot more rambunctious too. All because Alexis tried all the harder to get the at the time despondent Jaemin to get up and move around. He clearly didn't like it then, but look at them now.
"So you know how he is."
Andrew put a hand on his daughter's shoulder. 
"Talk to him when you feel better, okay?" He flashed his classic smile at her, the one which used to win him over countless ladies during his prime. He was still confident it would net him a pretty good score even now, provided he shaved and put on some snazzier clothes.
...
"Okay."
Alexis slowly reached for her coffee, found her grip, and raised it to her mouth.
Sweet. Creamy. Just how she liked it. The liquid felt like a warm hug. She closed her eyes as she drank.
When she finished, Alexis fished her phone out from her back pocket and stared at her most recent conversation.
JAMIE: hey
JAMIE: are you ok?
JAMIE: hello?
JAMIE: you know i don't know how to use my phone that well, alex...
JAMIE: text me back when you can, okay?
JAMIE: im sorry. about yesterday.
JAMIE: please dont be upset with me

Click. She locked her screen. The kind, sincere words hurt to read. In every line, Alexis could see the face of that kind boy who put up with her, with all of her, no matter what. She put her face into her knees once more.
What are you worried about me for, idiot? Why do you care if I'm upset with you? You should be mad at me!
The clock in their living room chimed 10AM in the morning. A wooden bird going "cuckoo! cuckoo!" and the sound of a teaspoon stirring Andrew's coffee mug were all the Alexis had for company as she lamented her circumstances.
I'm sorry, Jamie.
Bzzt.
"Looks like you got another one," Andrew commented, peering over his newspaper.
She sighed, unlocking her phone once more.
JAMIE: did you remember to brush your teeth after that soda? you'll get cavities you know.
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Out of the question. Impossible. Absurd. This girl was nuts.
"I can't do that."
I wore an expression of dead seriousness as I regarded Octavia Melody. 
"Why not?" she asked in reply, tilting her head quizzically. "Surely, you brought your cello with you today for a reason?"
"Because you told me to!" I asserted quite violently as my eyes narrowed, "and because you didn't really leave me with a choice!"
"I didn't?"
Octavia stroked her chin pensively as she regarded me.
"But you showed up today, and followed my instructions exactly. Why choose now to resist?"
"Because—!"
...
I breathed in hard through my nose. No need to lose my cool.
"Because... I'm out of practice. And I don't remember how the song goes. And there's nowhere here to set up. And..." 
I averted my gaze.
Octavia clicked her tongue. "Excuses. Lies, even. I don't appreciate that, Jaemin."
She took my chin between her fingers and forced me to look at her. Her expression told me she was not impressed or moved by my words.
"Out of practice? I can believe that. But not remembering the song?" She smiled. "When you recited the name of it perfectly yesterday, despite only hearing it and not seeing me play with sheet music?"
I froze.
"As for a place to set up a chair and stopper for your endpin, rest assured, we will not be digging any holes into the soil here. It would be rude to the gardeners, after all."
"Then..."
I swallowed. "Then where would you have me play?"
She looked me as though the answer was obvious. "The Academy, obviously. Where else?"
...
What?
"Please," I took a deep breath, "slow down. What exactly do you mean by that?"
She sighed. Hey, what's that look that so clearly says "This dolt..." on your face for?!
"The Canterlotte Academy of Art and Culture. I believe you've heard of it?"
The Academy, she says. Octavia cut it down quite intensively from it's actual name— though, I suppose just the two words are enough when it comes to such a prestigious institution. Of course I've heard of it. I know it better than anyone. That place used to be like a second home to me, after all.
"Ahem." I cleared my throat self-importantly, returning Octavia's smug gestures back to her. "And how do you propose I play there? It's an hour by train, and I'm out of money." I smiled haughtily, "Sorry, but it looks like you're gonna have to—"
"Oh, perish the thought, Jaemin. You think this wasn't in my calculations?" She pointed towards the road outside the gates of the park. "Look over there."
An impossibly long, slick, black limousine. The kind you only ever saw in movies.
That was... her's?
"Eh?" I stared like an idiot.
"Our ride," Octavia stated, putting a hand on my shoulder. "Now, I believe you know how to properly stow an instrument into a vehicle, yes?"

By car, it would take less than thirty minutes to reach Canterlotte. The travel time was etched into my heart, after all, from all the times I came and went from the Academy when I was younger.
I sat across from Octavia in that limousine with it's overabundance of interior space. It felt less like we were sitting in a long corridor more than a moving vehicle. 
And for the first time that day, a wave of sudden emotion rushed up to meet me. 
Why didn't I think this through?
This is the Octavia Melody, just like Alexis said. Known around the country by now, an emerging musical superstar. Her face was on posters, her interviews written into magazines, her music heard by every set of ears that could still listen. She was the new face of contemporary classical performance— a genius capable of drawing the most sublime sound out of any instrument.
Yet I came out to meet her, like a complete and utter fool. What exactly was I doing here? What was I trying to prove? Was this just to appease Alexis? So that I could tell her later that I did as she asked, and we could make up?
No. While that was part of it, I would be lying to myself if I said it was completely for her sake.
Despite the redness in my ears and my inability to look at Octavia Melody any further than from above her knees, a strong feeling pulled at my heart.
She pulled at my heart. In a way I didn't even know was possible. Her commanding tone, her aggression— she unfairly moved me in ways I couldn't begin to describe.
That imposing feeling scared me, so I needed to find out what she was up to. Who she was, why she needed me to play for her.
I opened my mouth, "You know—"
She cleared her throat loudly, interrupting my attempt to speak.
"Could you please look at me when you're talking? It's quite rude not to, you know."
Erk... she got me there. I reluctantly straightened my back.
"You know..." I tried again, slowly, so as not to stumble over my words, but also closely watching her face for any changes, "I wasn't kidding. I really can't play the cello. I know I brought it with me today, but I only happened to have it at home. Nothing more to it."
She raised an eyebrow at that. "You really take me for a fool, don't you?"
I blinked once. "Um?" 
"Explain to me then," Octavia's brow furrowed as she crossed one leg over the other, "why you can't play."
I paused. She really could see right through my lies. There was no point in even trying it.
"I can't." I averted my eyes. Holding her gaze was painful while saying such a thing.
"...hear it. I can't hear the cello. I haven't been able to hear the notes of my own instrument... for years now."
I paused with bated breath. Waiting for the insults to begin raining down upon me. The bombardment of questions. My entire body braced for sticks and stones.
"And what of it?"
She spoke again. Betraying my own fears, I glanced back at her.
Her mouth was tight-lipped, but her lavender eyes gazed upon me with a look I couldn't put my finger on.
"Play anyway."
I stared at her with my mouth agape. Did she just hear a word I said?
"I don't think you understand," I asserted, sitting straight up now. My hands turned into fists on my knees. "I can't hear the cello. I don't care if you don't believe me, but it's true!"
"When did I say I didn't believe you?" Octavia clicked her tongue. "Taking me for the fool again, Song. I'm not as shallow as you think."
"Wh—"
I could feel irritation rising from the depths of my heart. What was with this girl? How was she doing this? Betraying all my expectations? Pushing buttons I didn't even know I had?
"Did you think, perhaps, because of your unique circumstances," she leaned forward, not letting my eyes go with her intense gaze, "that I—no, that the world of music would go easy on you?"
She wasn't making any sense. How does a musician who can't hear his own instrument even begin to fathom the very act of performance itself? What did the world of music have to do with me, a failed musician?
Insanity.
"You are making a grave mistake in your thinking, Jaemin. Listening is not everything in music." 
She held up a finger. "Ever hear of Anton Rubenstein?"
I hesitantly nodded. The Russian pianist, composer and conductor who became a pivotal figure in Russian culture when he founded the Saint Petersburg Conservatory. "I've heard his compositions a few times—"
Octavia sighed heavily.
"I applaud your broad range of taste, but that's not what I mean. I refer to his words, which I quote:"
"Before your fingers touch the keys, you must determine in your mind..."
"..How you're going to play it," I finished for her. 
She looked upon me with satisfaction. "So you know it after all."
I averted my eyes. The spaciousness of the limousine felt like barely enough room for one person when I engaged in conversation with this anomaly.
"We're here," she spoke, gazing outside the window. 
I paused and looked as well. A sickeningly familiar sight greeted me.
Tall, imposing columns lining a large, stone staircase leading into the entrance of an important looking building. A busy looking crowd of people, loitering around the steps. Scattered students with their faces buried into sheet music, entering and exiting through the front doors. A few kids with their parents, who had come to the conservatory for private lessons. Ever since I was a child, the Academy truly felt larger than life. The main building housed the Academy's wide concert hall as well, explaining the need for such size.
I swallowed.
This was a mistake. This was such a mistake. I can't do this. All sorts of unpleasant memories are rising up to devour me like quicksand. 
Yet as I thought those things, my feet had already stepped out onto the pavement. My feet still remembered the sensation of those flat, stone stairs. Ones that I used to climb with timidness, then fervor, then with the autonomy of a robot.
My cello case was shoved into my hands by Octavia's chauffeur. At a dismissive wave of her hand, he returned to the driver's seat, closed the door, and the limousine pulled away. 
I could immediately hear voices. No, it wasn't just because the front of the Academy entrance was bustling with people. I knew what these voices were saying. Almost like second nature.
"Isn't that...?"
"Oh my god, oh my god! Do you think I can get a picture?"
"Way ahead of you, girl..."
Standing next to this primed social media gossip material gave me quite an uncomfortable feeling.
"Do you hear them, Jaemin?" Octavia asked, looking up at the tall columns of the front entrance.
I sighed. "Yeah, yeah. You're famous, after all."
She shot me a look. "Please don't tell me you're actually that stupid."
Huh?
The black-haired girl, looking quite annoyed now, snapped her fingers in my face. "Stop hearing only what you want to hear, Song."
What the hell did she mean by that? And did she have to say it so rudely?
But sure enough, as Octavia Melody said those words, the whisperings and chatter did indeed reach my ears.
"Song...?"
"He's back!"
"No way—"
"But the rumors—"
"Six whole years!—"
Octavia smiled when she saw my face as she began walking forwards.
"Welcome home, Jaemin Song. Today..."
At the top of the stairs, she turned around and extended a hand towards me. Her slender fingers beckoned with a force stronger than anything I'd ever felt in my life.
"I'll have you play for me, no matter what."

"Miss Melody!" An important looking man in a stuffy black suit waddled up to us as we entered the doors of the Caterlotte Academy of the Arts and Culture. "Just where on earth have you been?"
"My sincere apologies, Headmaster," Octavia smiled with a sweetness so transparent and fake that it made me think of plastic, "I simply stepped out for some fresh air and lost track of time. Please excuse me."
"Yes, yes, of course..." He pulled out a handkerchief from his coat pocket and dabbed away some sweat. "Well, you certainly are back within time— I never doubted, of course— but you understand—"
She brushed some hair out of her eyes and smiled confidently. "But of course. The children's recital is still ongoing, yes?"
"You see, Headmaster..." Octavia pulled me forward by the cuff of my shirt. "I happen to have found the perfect stand-in today!"
Both I and the headmaster stood flabbergasted at her words, speaking at the same time. "Stand-in?!" 
What on earth was this crazy girl going on about now?! A stand in for a recital? That was out of the question! 
The headmaster of the Academy seemed to be thinking the same thing. I was beginning to worry that he'd render his own handkerchief useless by overusing it. It looked drenched with sweat already.
"Now see here, Miss Melody!" He exhaled indignantly, "You can't make last minute arrangements like this all on your own! The children are expecting the Octavia Melody today, not..."
And for the first time, he looked in my direction. "Er..."
I cleared my throat, feeling it was best to speak for myself in this situation. "Song, sir. Jaemin Song."
His eyes practically bulged out of their sockets at that. "Jae— you— wh— you mean?—"
"That's exactly who he means, Headmaster." Octavia put a hand on my shoulder. "Now while I'm sure the children would be delighted to see my face again for the 3rd time this month, might I suggest changing things up a bit? A chance like this does not pass us up very often, wouldn't you agree?"
The Headmaster paused, clutching his wet handkerchief in deep thought. "I suppose... well— certainly, I mean— there is no time like the present... still!"
He looked up at me with narrowed, as if blaming me for this sudden turn of events. Hey, I want you know I had no part in this change of plans, old man!
"You!" 
Me.
"What on earth have you been doing the past six years?! For you of all people to be—"
"Now now, Headmaster." Octavia stepped in between us, smiling all sickly sweet like that again. "We don't have much time before the current performer finishes, do we? Let's hurry to the backstage now."
Though she didn't stand taller than either of us, Octavia Melody pushed us both along the corridors of the conservatory with such conviction that neither of us could oppose her.
I leaned back and shot her a look, mouthing the words—
What's the big idea?!
She regraded me for a moment, then went back to staring forwards as we walked towards the back of the hall. Her eyes shone with confidence that I could not locate the source of.
As we walked, I could hear a small voice reach my ears.
"Mommy, that's him isn't it?"
"Shush dear, don't bother the Headmaster..."
"I know it! I saw him in pictures!"
Her voice was becoming distant, but that child spoke directly to my heart.
"I get to hear him today? For realsies? I'm so excited!"

And so we moved into the back area of the conservatory, where an assortment of waiting rooms, fitting rooms, and practice spaces were strewn about. 
"Now don't worry about a thing, Headmaster." Octavia had her hand on the large man's shoulder. "I'll brief Mister Song here on the whole situation, so would you mind entertaining the audience briefly?"
The stuffy headmaster batted her hand away. "Entertain! As if it's my job to do such a thing! Miss Melody, you are truly—"
"Please?" Those puppy dog eyes again. I wonder how exactly she pulled it off.
The man paused, glaring at her, before sighing and straightening his dress coat. "I suppose as a leading figure in this establishment, I ought to give the children a decent talking to..."
He made his way towards the door leading to the stage, but stopped to glare at me. "Five minutes. Understand?"
I gulped and nodded as the tail of his coat disappeared behind a closed door.

"Are you out of your mind?!"
I had Octavia Melody against the wall as soon as we were behind the doors to the practice room. 
"What exactly are you trying to pull here?" I spoke without being able to hold back my aggression. "Have you been listening to a word I've said?"
She looked back at me unflinchingly despite the position I had her in. 
"I could ask you the same thing, Jaemin. What makes you so sure you can't play? Have you even tried?"
Octavia put a hand on my chest and pushed. I reflexively stepped away as she crossed her arms.
"That's not— That's not fair— You just—"
I could barely speak through my anger.
She sighed. "The Children's Recital. It's a weekly event where the younger students at the Academy can listen to the current repertoire of some of our selected performers. It's a very simple thing, really. Nothing to be worried about."
"Nothing to be worried about?!" My eyebrows furrowed. "You don't get it. I don't get you! Why are we here? Why are you doing this? Why me?" My hands tightened into fists as I made no effort to keep my voice down. "Can you explain even a single thing to me, Octavia?"
She glared at me. "I'm not interested in a shouting match, Song. There's a mirror right behind you. Take a look at yourself, why don't you?"
My heart was filled with nothing but contempt for this inexplicable girl, but I still did as she said and turned. 
There I was. Jaemin Song was an average boy by all standards. I was a thin, wiry thing. My white shirt hung from me awkwardly like cloth on a scarecrow, and my hair was uncombed and messy from the shower I took earlier that day. My reflection stared back at me, and it occurred to me then that I never really took the time to mind my appearance with much care for a long time. I was not handsome, my clothes were not fashionable, my muscles hardly showed any sign of use, and I always thought the mole underneath my left eye was annoying. 
Yet as I stood there with a cello strapped to my back, my ragged breath calmed, and my racing heart slowed. 
...
"What do you want me to do?" A question both for Octavia and myself as we looked upon each other's reflections.
"What do you want to do, Jaemin?"
She stepped towards me.
"But since you're asking, my answer hasn't changed. I want you to play.
Produce a sound, Jaemin. Whether it's ugly, brutish, moody, uninspired, it doesn't matter. Make the kind of music only you can make."
I pointed my gaze downwards. Somehow, looking at Octavia behind me using a mirror felt cheap. "But I can't hear the notes, I already told you..."
Slowly, tentatively, I could feel her standing right behind me. 
"Look at me."
With my head still hung, I turned to face her.
"Jaemin Song."
I stared at her shoes as we shared a moment of silence.
"I want you to know I'm not forcing you. I never did. Even today, you didn't have to meet me in that garden, yet you did. So if you truly feel like you can't do it, then run away if you want. I won't blame you. I'll even lend you money for the train."
I inhaled sharply. This pretenious little...!
"You—!"
"But know this, Jaemin." She sharply interrupted me.
I paused and, finding courage deep within myself, raised my gaze to meet her's.
"I still believe in you," she aaserted clearly and in no uncertain terms.
Her eyes pierced me. Somewhere in those deep, endless wells of purple and blue, there was a girl who said what she meant. Though she spoke confidently, I could see her lips tremble from the short distance that separated us.
"I still believe in you." She repeated. "So don't go thinking you can't do it just because you don't think you can. It's not a matter of 'can' or 'can't,' it's a matter of doing."
Octavia paused, her hands looking fidgety, as if they sorely wished to grab hold of something. "It takes courage, you know..."
"To sail into uncharted waters." I finished for her. She liked to talk all wise like a scholar, but that quote wasn't from Beethoven or Mozart or any significant historical mind, but rather...
"Couretsy of Snoopy." She finished, looking satisfied, and smiled. Not plastic-sweet, like she did to win the headmaster's favor, but in the most sincere manner that I could feel. 
"Five minutes, like he said. Do whatever you need to do, Jaemin."
And as the door shut, all that remained was me.
...
What do you want to do?
Her voice echoed throughout my head like it traveled through an endless cave.
I made my choice deep within my heart as I walked to the door and gripped the metal handle. I'm going to run away.
In my current state, there's no way I could play in a way I could be proud of, even if in front of an audience of children. I was rusty, I most likely wouldn't even be able to play the piece off the top of my head, and in the end... who was I to take her place? Those children were obviously going to be seated with their parents, who paid no short amount of money to the Academy every year in tuition fees and did so with the hope that it would enrich their young ones. This institution had a reputation to uphold. 
I'm not going up on that stage. Once they'll realize I'm gone, Octavia Melody will return to the stage. They'll be happy to see her. No one is interested in a washed up failure like me. I'm sure that's the case. 
As these thoughts invaded my head, so did a multitude of brief flashes, containing...
"What on earth have you been doing for the past six years?"
A man who looked at me like a ghost, a relic of a time long gone.
"Why are you doing this to yourself again?!"
My childhood friend who knew what was best for me, or so I thought.
"I still believe in you."
An outrageous girl who had me by the collar at every step.
I was prepared to let them all down. Because the alternative would be much, much worse. I began turning the handle.
"I get to hear him play today? For realsies? I'm so excited!"
—I stopped.
The words of that little girl I passed in the hallway returned to me.
"Him?" Her mother had regarded me with something like disdain. "Sarah, don't go looking up to someone like that. They say he's a fraud. He dropped out six years ago, just because he couldn't take the pressure..."
"But mom, I heard him! We both heard him! He was on the TV, remember?"
She clapped excitedly, unable to contain a squeal of excitement. "I wanna be just like him!"
Idiot.
Why are you stopping? 
You said you were going to run away.
Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. Idiot! Just open the door and leave!
Every fibre of my being was screaming at me to run. To leave today behind like an unpleasant memory. Forget that girl, forget her mother, forget the Canterlotte Academy of Art and Culture, forget Octavia Melody, forget everything! You did it once before, you can do it again!
But I couldn't. 
My mind raced at a thousand miles every second. 
I slowly stepped away from the door. My legs trembled, but not with fear.
Excitement.
My blood was boiling. 
"It's not that you can't play, you just won't."
Octavia was in my head. Her voice remained in my mind and continued to whisper into my ears as I took my cello case off my back and began unpacking. 
I extracted my bow, then my cello. I sat to check the strings and to apply a fresh layer of rosin to my bow. On the table in front of me was a copy of the sheet music, Suites á Violoncello Solo senza Basso.
Johann Sebastian Bach's six Cello Suites.
Prelude. The first of the six. The most well known.
It was a simple song that lasted two pages and ran for 2 minutes and 46 seconds, give or take. 
I'll do it. I'll play the piece. 
I'll take these next five minutes to burn the notes fresh into my mind, then my fingers. I wouldn't be able to hear it, but if I consume the piece with my whole body, then it won't matter. Each finger and each movement is a sound I haven't heard in six years, but my instinct will patch up the rough places. I'll simply try and play to the best of my ability, even if the sheer act of performing a song you can't even hear is the height of absurdity.
I have to show them all that Jaemin Song is no more. That Octavia Melody's hopes are misplaced. That I'm a lost cause. That no child should ever look up to me.
Six years ago, I vanished without a trace from the scene of classical music. Today, I'll firmly plant and mark my grave with my playing. A message to everyone: that the cellist everyone once knew is long gone. 
Surely, I'll be able to communicate that. After all...
"Music transcends words."
I spoke under my breath, smiling. No longer knowing who it was who owned that quote, no longer caring so much as the fact that Octavia said those words to me.
Thank you.
With this... maybe I can finally say goodbye. 
And five minutes later, I stepped onto the stage.

			Author's Notes: 
Sostenuto: to be played in a sustained and prolonged manner.


	
		Verse Six: Cantabile



"Jaemin..."
An impossibly gentle hand caressed my head. So soft that I could have mistaken it for the wind.
"Why do you play the cello?" My mother asked. "And for who?"
I looked down with misty eyes. My fingers were clenched tight against my bow, creating deep imprints of the wood into my hands. 
"I don't..." I can feel myself trembling. A mix of frustration and confusion wells up within me, and a tear begins to crawl down the side of my red cheek. "I don't know, Mama..."
"There, there." More stroking. My nerves were being calmed with each motion. I hated being babied, but at the same time, my racing heart slowed to a steady pace under her guiding hand.
"We all make mistakes. It's part of life. Part of being human. You're not a robot after all, Jaemin."
She placed her hand on mine and squeezed tight. 
"You're my boy. My perfect cellist. Now, lift your head and play it again, my little raison d'être."
I glanced up at her, sniffling back a tear. "What does that big word mean?"
Her smile was warm like a spring day.
"Oh, nothing special..."

Hey, Octavia Melody...
The girl I could never understand. The girl who moves me in mysterious ways. The girl with long, beautiful black hair, porcelain skin, a smile that can sometimes be as fake as plastic and other times melt my heart, and eyes that see both through me and at me.
Why did you tell me to play?
Why do you want to hear my music?
Even if it might be terrible?
Even if I'm here to commit suicide as a musician? Knowing I can't hear the notes?
These are all things I plan to ask you. I hope you're prepared, after dragging me around all this time. I promise that no matter what, I am going to get you back for this, Octavia!
With overconfident thoughts like that, I began to step forwards.
"Miss Melody is feeling a bit under the weather today, so she will be sitting amongst you today, kids!"
An excited chatter arose at that. Some of the children in the audience clambered in their seats to get a look at Octavia, who sat a few rows away. 
"As such, please give a round of applause for..."
And once more, I was bathed in the brightness of the spotlight.
"Jaemin Song!"
The only sound in the hall were my footsteps, echoing and reverberating loudly in the acoustics of the grand hall. 
A few claps. Clearly there was confusion amongst the crowd. The children who didn't know any better found themselves in a pickle when they were the only ones applauding.
"That's him, isn't it?"
"Sure looks different from the photos..."
"Idiot, that was six years ago! And this isn't a concert, so he's not in a tux or anything..."
"Wow, I can't wait!"
I couldn't figure out what kind of expression to wear as I stood before the small crowd of people. This was a weekly, non-formal event, so the hall wasn't packed like I was used to seeing. Perhaps that made the weight of what was about to happen even worse.
These were the people I was about to disappoint. Just these children, their parents, and a handful of curious onlookers were all that sat before me, yet their expecting eyes and words pierced me like bullets.. 
I took my seat, adjusting the height of my chair and the endpin on my cello so it sat comfortable between my knees. 
And after all preparations were made, I let my hands fall to my side, hanging loosely and without feeling, as if my body had died.
Ah... I remember now.
This feeling.
The silence before a performance. 
The air was thick with a feeling. So poignant it felt like you could grab it with your hands if you just reached far enough.
The moment before the conductor's baton came down. Before a pitcher threw the ball. Before the referee blows the whistle. Before the starting pistol is fired.
Octavia brought me here today to hear me play.
But for me, as someone who can no longer do that... 
I am here to die.
I raise my arms, my left on those steel strings, my right holding the bow loosely with four fingers. Bach's Prelude. The first of the great cello suites. Musical masterpieces. If I played well, in this moment, would I be able to hear it again? The notes?
I inhaled.
...
And with the release of my breath, my hands began to move. 
I let myself sway into the unchanging rhythm of the Prelude. A steady piece which never needed a drastic shift in tempo or dynamics in order to convey a change of emotion, it was rather one of the fine examples of how notes and musical structure could dictate certain phrases, transform them into miniature and subtle expressions of sound and emotion. 
Just as the sheet music in my mind dictated, I played each note in the time it was meant to be played. My fingers moved mechanically, almost against my will, even though the friction of the steel strings began to dig into my fingertips. The weight of my bow felt like a heavy stone in my right hand, my entire arm attacked with a familiar sensation that it was conversely not used to. 
My body cried out, begging me to stop, desperately asking why I had decided to put it through the motions of playing cello when I had sworn off doing so for so long.
Yet I played.
The notes were garbled like a person trying to speak with their mouth full. Not a single phrase from Bach's composition shined in my mind's eye. The air around me was in sepia. 
"Hey, this playing is a little..."
"Should the little ones be listening to this?"
"I thought he was preparing for a comeback. What a disappointment."
I was halfway through the piece. I couldn't tell by sound, but the metronome inside my head had counted nineteen measures. Twenty three left to go. Could I bear it? I had to steel my mind in order not to lose my place. If I couldn't remember what came next, I would have no point of reference. My ears reached out to grab the notes, but the only thing left was television static. 
I couldn't put any feeling into my playing. Just keeping up with the score was taking everything I had. Sweat dripped obscenely from my forehead and hands, and it felt like the blood cells in my head would rupture any second. 
This is wrong. This is wrong. I shouldn't be trying to play the cello. Why am I here? What am I doing? Why do I still try?
My hands were beginning to slow. There was no decrescendo written in the piece, yet I could feel my pace reducing with each measure. 
I couldn't look up at the audience. My eyes were fixed on the bridge of my cello, the wooden piece where five steel strings stretched over like wool over my eyes. 
"This is hopeless..."
"Where's Octavia? I came here to hear her..."
My body was beginning to seize up. Starting from my toes, crawling up my calves and towards my abdomen, the sensation that I had been touched by Midas' hand was beginning to take me. Like I was beginning to become stone. 

Ah... I thought humorlessly to myself. You knew this would happen, wouldn't you?
Yet, you still tried. You met with Octavia Melody, followed her every whim, and you let her put you up on this stage. 
At least Alexis isn't here to see me like this. That's good. In her eyes, I should just be the sad guy with no plans for life, her production assistant. That life is the only thing waiting for me after this performance. Well, if I make up with her, that is...
I'm sorry, Alex. Sorry, Octavia.
Lost in my thoughts, the sheet music vanished from my mind. My hands slowed to a stop, as did the song.
Sorry, mom. Sorry, me.
I did this to myself. By hoping. By expecting something. 
Again.
I stared at the ceiling, my body and mind numb. 
The same mistake.
"Is it over?"
"He didn't even finish..."
"Is it true that he can't hear himself anymore?"
"Can't be..."
A worried chatter spread throughout that small audience. 
I was frozen in time. My bow still on the string. My hands came dangerously close to going slack, letting everything go, letting myself fall back into a deep hole...
"Don't stop!"
Like an electric shock, Octavia Melody's voice pierced my ears. I nearly jumped in my seat at the sudden noise.
"Don't you dare stop, Song!"
She had stood up in the audience. Everyone looked at her with mixed feelings.
"I..." 
I could tell her voice was trembling, even from where I sat. "I'll never forgive you if you do!"
She inhaled deeply once and yelled in a way I'd never heard before. "I won't give you a ride back home! That's a long way to walk, you know that!? And I'll take back the money I was going to lend you for the train!"
"So don't stop!"
Don't stop.
Her voice echoed once, twice, then three times in that large hall, and then vanished into the air.
She was colorful. Her words and actions moved me like nothing else did.
She was spring itself.
And I was surely winter. Cold, unmoving, stoic, forever destined to be the season which brings about the death and stagnation of all things...
But do things really have to be that way? After all, winter isn't just the season of dying trees or flowers... it's the season of revival. All that wilting and death was part of the cycle which brought about bigger, better things. Winter was a powerful, influential force. And that snow, which covered everything like a blanket, lit up the world in a way that fake lights and flowers could never hope to accomplish...
I stared back at Octavia, a deep feeling welling up in my chest.
I had stopped midway. By all accounts, the performance was a failure. Nothing about this was a learning experience for those children who sat before me.
Still, they looked at me with expectant eyes. They sparkled so impossibly bright, like freshly fallen snow. Like bright red roses. Like the garden I met her in.
My entire body tensed up, then relaxed. 
"I wanna be just like him!"
That little girl who looked at me like a superhero. Did I ever feel that way about someone else? Wasn't there something in my life that moved me to act? 
There was someone, for certain. 
She was outrageous. She liked to play tricks on me. She was deceptively beautiful. She was inexplicable, she said and did strange things on a whim. She saw through me like I was made of glass. Yet at the same time, she never acted as if I were below her or in need of pity. 
Octavia Melody. The modern classical genius. The girl who I'd met before, but couldn't remember where or when. She wasn't a flower on a high mountain, and neither of us were Beethoven. We were just people. She was a girl with a heart bigger than mine.
When hope was nowhere to be found within me, she instead shared with me her own.
"I still believe in you."
"I still believe in you. So don't go thinking you can't do it just because you don't think you can. It's not a matter of 'can' or 'can't,' it's a matter of doing!"
This ridiculous, impossible girl. Octavia Melody. Despite everything, my lips began to curl up at the edges.
You're so infuriating... you bring me here by force, tell me it's okay to run away, yet you deny me a way home?
You're so unfair.
I smiled, and my eyes saw the lights above me through a thin film of tears. 
And so... I played from the top.
The notes were still muddled. Although they couldn't reach my ears, it no longer mattered. I wasn't playing with any special technique, any special mindset, nothing like that. Rather than play religiously to the score, I instead let myself be free inside the music. I freed myself, if only for a moment, from the shackles of my ears. It was just like she said, how listening wasn't everything. I could feel the music now.
Each note was a color that danced in front of my mind's eye. Each note was a memory, an emotion, a strong urge. 
I wanted to transcend words. I wanted to speak through my instrument like Octavia did. 
I cried out to the air with my cello—
I want to make life comfortable for my Uncle.
I want to make up with Alexis, and laugh and joke around again like we always do. I want Octavia to know how much her words lifted me up.  I want to show these kids that there's a bright future, a burning freedom in music that nothing else could provide. 
I became keenly aware of the sensations in my body, in my fingers and arms. They were no longer numb, but now feeling a stinging, aching pain from the tirelessness of my playing.
Good.
That pain meant I was alive.
It meant I could keep living.
It looks like...
I began speeding up. The finale was fast approaching now. The intensity of the music swelled with each phrase. My hands and my bow moved in quick, discreet movements as the air around me began to vibrate with color.
...I won't die today after all.
A triumphant G major chord ended Bach's Prelude. My bow soared off the string as the last note rang throughout the hall.
And within my ears.
...
Not a single word spoken. Not a noise to be heard. Silence so deep and profound that you could hear a pin drop. A sudden chill came over me. 
Clap.
Slowly, but surely.
Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap.
And then, thunderous applause.
"What the heck?"
"He is back after all!"
"That was incredible!"
"Guess there was nothing to worry about!"
I released a breath I didn't even know I was holding as I found myself standing up before the audience. My shirt was drenched with sweat, and my breath was ragged, and my heart racing, and my body aching...
But I found it again. The moment that all musicians live for. When they finish that piece, and they stand to face the crowd, knowing for sure that their sound reached them.
I took a deep breath, feeling guilty for the happiness I felt in my heart and the big stupid smile on my face as I bowed deeply.
Was it okay for me to feel like this? Was it okay for me to play the cello again? Could I be forgiven after all?
As if to answer, the applause roared in my ears like crashing waves. And as I emerged from my bow, I saw her.
Octavia Melody. 
Because of the lighting, it was all I could do to make out her outline, much less any kind of facial expression. Yet, I could see them perfectly in the dimness of the seating area. Her tears.
A smile, drowned in tears... like a rose covered in snow.

As I walked backstage, a voice spoke out to me from the darkness of the rafters.
Did you play well, Jaemin?
I paused.
"I wouldn't say so. I did stop once, after all."
You know what that would mean in a competition, don't you?
I looked down at my sneakers.
"Immediate disqualification."
Yet you kept going. Even if there's a chance that it would have been futile. Why?
...
Why, you ask...
"Because someone out there was listening."
Is that so?
Is that really what you think?
The voice began to fade like smoke into the air.
Looks like you still have some growing up to do, Son.

"I must say, I completely misread you my boy!"
That large, jovial man who was looking daggers at me before now stood at my side as I exited the backstage door, patting my back with all the jolliness of Santa Claus and laughing heartily all the while.
"Jaemin Song, eh? I must say it had been a while since I heard your name, you'll forgive me for my lack of initial faith... oh, but I always knew you'd come through, my boy!"
"Haha..." My laugh was weak, squeaky, and pathetic.
To be honest, I could hardly register a single word he was saying. My mind was still spinning from what I'd just done, and I felt unsteady on my feet. Still, I plodded through and back to the practice room where I left my case.
"Take a breather, young man! I trust Miss Melody will be along to see you soon."
He shut the door behind me as I stood in that dimly lit room.
Deep breaths.
I set my cello down carefully, loosened the threads on my bow, set that down with the cello, and then my whole body caved in.
Luckily, the sofa I sat down on to tune my instrument before going on stage was there to catch me. I fell uncomfortably and face first into that leather seat, extremely winded.
Did I really just do that?
My heart was still pounding at a feverish pace. The sweat on the back of my shirt had become cold.
...
I just needed a few moments.
To catch my breath.
...
I really did do that, didn't I?
I did that... I...
The world around me faded to black.

The door opened. A shred of light from the hallway stretched across the walls of the practice room.
"To think I would find you like this..."
The sound of a familiar pair of heels walked over to where he laid. When he didn't respond, she peered curiously at his face, which was pressed into the seat of the sofa. Jaemin Song seemed to have fallen asleep, despite the incredible odds.
"Just a two minute piece, yet you're already in this state."
The weight of the sofa shifted sightly as Octavia Melody took a set right beside him.
"Really, what am I to do with you?"
"I'm out of practice..." She recalled him saying. "I believe you now, for sure. But to think it would be to this degree!"
Octavia looked down at him with an indescribable feeling in her chest.
"If you sleep like that, you'll wake up with marks on your face, you know? Honestly..."
She scooted closer to him.
"I'm right here, yet you insist on sleeping in that uncomfortable position. You sure know how to offend a girl, don't you?"
Carefully, so as not to wake him (though she felt that even the roughest handling wouldn't rouse the very tired looking Jaemin), she shifted the boy's head onto her lap. He made a lackluster noise from the disturbance, but it seemed like he was still dreaming.
Octavia parted a section of his hair with her fingers in a delicate motion. His hair was rough, messy, black like her's, but mysteriously not as dark. It was fun to play with, she quickly realized.
When she looked at him like this, all sorts of things jumped at her. His face, still a bit red from the excitement, was handsome and well proportioned, and his skin fair like that of a prince's (she didn't know, of course, that it was only because he didn't get very much sun). His form was slender yet broad, perfect for a cello player. The mole underneath his left eye was also very endearing.
And despite everything, he slept on her lap so peacefully, just like a baby.
"You're incredible, you know that?"
She had a bit of his hair twirled between her index finger.
"I never expected you to show me up like that, Jaemin Song."
Truly, you made me look like a fool after everything I'd said and done to you. You had the last laugh in the end. I could hear it in your Prelude, you know?
Within the notes of that Prelude, Octavia could still remember seeing it clearly. The image of a young boy who loved and played classical music with his whole entire heart.
"So stay with me, okay? Because I still have to show you what I can do too."
She smiled and leaned close, whispering into his ear—
"That's a promise, Jamie."

Huh?
When did I fall unconscious?
My memories are hazy... though my consciousness was held together by mere threads, I could recall someone entering the room. Then, a really soft sensation... warmth like I hadn't known for so long...
I sat up in the sofa. The room was now well lit, and everything was as I left it.
Everything except...
There she was. Sitting in the opposite corner, a book in her hand. Octavia looked up at the sudden noise, and our eyes met.
Just like the day we met, her face betrayed no expression.
"Awake now, are we?"
I rubbed my eyes. "How long was I out for?"
She checked her watch.
"Three hours."
Three hours, huh?
...
"Three hours?!"
I checked the time on my phone in a panic as Octavia regarded me with an unimpressed expression. "You heard me the first time, didn't you?"
I ignored the jab and rubbed my eyes harder, willing away the sleepiness.
Good god. Three hours after a two and a half minute song? There are limits to fatigue...
And after all that mouthing off to Octavia, that's what I had to show for myself? My entire face burned with embarrassment.
I am so, SO uncool...
I mean, it's not like I was really trying to impress her in the first place, but you know...
My mind suddenly picked up on a memory. Mischievousness welled up within me like helium in a balloon.
"But hey, I didn't know you could get so emotional Octavia." I smiled cleverly as I looked back at the black-haired beauty, who froze up in response. "Yelling in the middle of a performance, crying right afterwards... looks like little Miss Melody isn't without her imperfections, hm?"
Bingo. Her face suddenly flushed with a deep pink.
"I did no such thing! It was all your imagination." She huffed indignantly. "More importantly, what was the big idea with stopping in the middle like that? And that atrocious playing right before? You know you'd be disqualified immediately if you auditioned or competed in that state, don't you?"
I couldn't hold back my laughter. Just the mere sight of her... Octavia's cheeks puffed out like a hamster when she got mad!
"You...!" She looked like she wanted to throw the book in her hands at me when she saw my expression.
I laughed so hard it hurt. It had been so long since something was this funny. So long since my heart trembled like this.
"Well..." I wiped away a few tears, holding back more laughter. "Sorry to have made you stick through that playing, and with me while I was out, Octavia."
"Tavi."
"Huh?" I did a double take.
"Call me Tavi." She faced the wall, so I couldn't make out her expression. Still, the tips of her ears were red.
I smiled at that. Not a flower on a high mountain, not Beethoven, not some goddess. Just a girl with a big heart. Even if there were many other things I still didn't know about her, I knew for sure that was Octavia Melody.
"Got it, Tavi."
I scratched my cheek awkwardly. "Um— you can call me Jamie if you want, I guess...?"
The book I was expecting her to throw at me earlier came flying towards my face. The binding of a hardcover met with the bridge of my nose at an uncomfortable angle.
"Who would call you that?!"
Oof.

The Children's Recital had already long concluded by the time I regained consciousness. I was told by the Headmaster that many parents had to drag their kids away from the Academy when the affair wrapped up, trying effortlessly to convince them that I would still be there by the time they went home and came back. Guess that meant I was expected to come again.
The sun was beginning it's descent, and I needed to get home. I hadn't seen Uncle all day, after all, and there was still the issue of Alexis to take care of. But I was optimistic about it all— my life outside of music seemed to shine more colorfully as a result of what I went through today.
Octavia, keeping true to her word, offered me a ride home. During the half hour of commute, rather than the awkward exchange of words we had while going to the Academy, we instead had an animated discussion on music. What pieces would fit a performance for the children, like what mix of technique and expression would best entertain the audience, along what kinds of things we liked to eat before or after playing a big piece, the styles of music we preferred and which composers made the best pieces for certain instruments.
Almost before I knew it, we'd arrived in front of my home. We both exited the car and stood at the curb, now bathed in the light of the sunset.
"A coffee shop, hm?" Octavia commented, stroking her chin pensively as she looked upon my humble abode.
"We're not in business right now, but there'll be a grand re-opening next week." I looked sideways to her. "Will you come?"
She smiled, pretending to think it over. "I do enjoy a good latte from time to time. Try and brew me a good one, will you?"
I scratched the back of my head while laughing nervously. No way I could tell her I was still a total novice at the whole thing... I'd have to really press my Uncle to teach me how before that happened.
More importantly, I'd get to see Octavia Melody again. That stood out to me more than anything else.
"Now," she spoke as she motioned for her chauffeur to come forwards, "I believe this belongs to you?"
Of course. My cello. I took the case in my hands and adjusted the strap over my shoulder.
"It's a shame we couldn't enjoy dinner," she spoke wistfully, "I could have taken you to any five star restaurant tonight with ease... but alas, your poor uncle awaits you in fear of the unknown. I'll have to let you go for today."
I rolled my eyes at her grandeur. She really liked to show off, didn't she? Still, today truly was amazing. I had to show her my gratitude.
I began, "Thank y—"
"But I'm not done with you just yet, Song." Octavia turned to face me and cut me off, now serious. "I really meant it when I said that I believed in you. You can go farther than where you went at the Children's Recital today. You can soar to even greater heights if you truly put in the effort."
She stepped forwards, now very close to me. A mere inch, or perhaps less than that, is all that separated our faces.
Her eyes shone in that moment of twilight. "I know you can."
I wracked my already fatigued brain for something to say, then opened my mouth to speak, "I—"
"But, again, whether you want to or not is up to you," Octavia turned away quickly while cutting me off again, "I'm still not forcing you to do anything."
She tucked a bit of hair behind her ear, a rare blush appearing on her face. "S— so in the meantime, while you think about it, I suppose I'll let you have my cellphone number!"
I froze, immediately struck with the fear that this was some kind of prank. A pretty girl wanting to exchange contact info was surely a trap in any other context? Surely someone would jump out with a camera any moment, or a crowd of my peers would join us and start jeering. All boys my age sort of feared this situation, at least to my understanding... but then I realized who I was speaking to and eased up.
"Sure, Tavi. If that's what you want."
"I— I mean, how else will we get in contact again? Don't take it the wrong way, fool! They wouldn't let you just waltz back into the Academy without me to guide you, understand?"
As ridiculous as ever, Octavia Melody. Perhaps in addition to having a big heart, I should also refer to her as the girl with an even bigger mouth.
"I will text you later! Make sure to respond within 30 seconds, or you'll definitely hear from me!"
With that, we parted ways. Her extravagant limousine drove off and turned the corner. The image of her still burned into my retinas. Her seriousness. Her smile. Her laugh. Her anger.
Seriously...
Keeping up with her was even harder than keeping up with sheet music that I could no longer even hear. I chuckled to myself as I pulled out the keys to the front door— to find that it was unlocked. I tentatively opened and peeked in to find...
Alexis Capella, my childhood friend, sitting at the front table with my Uncle, who looked less than pleased at this sudden turn of events.
Our store had large, dark, tinted windows that allowed generous sight of the street, but not so much vice versa. Meaning they had seen everything.
She had seen everything.
My Uncle looked at me with worried eyes, making a gesture with his hand to his neck that I couldn't quite understand.
The blue-haired girl before me smiled with a sickening sweetness, like the thorniest rose to have ever been, as she rose from her seat and slowly walked towards me.
"You sure..."
Uh oh.
"...looked veeeeeeery cozy—"
Oh no. Your eyes are scary, Alexis. Way too scary. Those aren't the eyes of a human being.
"—with Octavia Melody just now, didn't you, punk?!"
Not good!
"GAAAAAAAAAHHHH!"
And for the second time that day, my face took a sound beating.
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Ugh. Regardless of the reason, blacking out twice in a day was definitely not a good look for me.
Wait, that second time definitely wasn't my fault, was it? 
I woke up in a daze in my bed. Something inside me felt off— I realized seconds later that my internal clock was rocked by the fact that I regained consciousness in the darkness of night. 
There was a dim source of light somewhere in the corner of my vision. I looked to the side to see my Uncle sitting at my desk with a newspaper in his hands. With his receptive hearing, he immediately noticed me.
"Awake now, are we?"
I feel like I'd already heard that line somewhere before.
"I..."
Before I could ask just what happened to me, my Uncle raised a finger to his lips in a "shush" gesture as he nodded to me. Confused, I looked to my side to find—
I nearly jumped. Alexis, right beside me. She had curled up beside me like a kitten and had the left side of my body in a surprisingly tight embrace. What a wild contrast to the rebellious girl I'm so used to. 
"Poor girl felt bad about knocking you out right in front of the register, looks like."
Poor me, more like! Now I remember the reasons for both my falling unconscious twice on the same day and the right side of my face stinging like someone had driven their fist into it with the force of a monster truck.
"She carried you up to your room all by herself! Didn't want my help or nothing." He chuckled, "That's our girl, eh?"
I smiled hopelessly at that. Despite her outrageous display of violence, doing something immediately to rectify it sounded just like her. Like a puppy; rambunctious when no one's watching, meek when caught in the act.
Uncle sighed and leaned back in his chair. "Ah, but you lot aren't kids anymore. Of course dragging your body up a flight of stairs would tire the lass out. Think she dropped you onto the bed and knocked right out herself."
That also, surprisingly enough, sounded just like her. Alexis was strong, yes, but she wasn't superwoman. If anything, I've always had more stamina than her just by virtue of having been a classical musician— quite a workout in it's own right if you doubt the physical and mental strength required to perform, especially longer pieces and at length without stopping.
"Well, just wanted to check and make sure I didn't need to drive either of you to the clinic," Uncle yawned, folding his newspaper and shutting off my desk lamp with a satisfying click. "This old man's off to get his beauty sleep. See you in the morning, Jamie."
I nodded wordlessly, trying not to make any sudden movements at the risk of disturbing the beast's slumber.
Uncle slowly began closing the door, but poked his head in one last time.
"No funny business during the night, okay?" He squinted at me. "I told Andrew she'd be staying over, but I didn't promise him anything else. No hard feelings, loverboy."
Before I could even respond, the door to my room clicked shut.
Ridiculous pair of old geezers... usually you'd be telling the teenagers to get their minds out of the gutter, wouldn't you? Also, I was seriously getting tired of this whole "loverboy" shtick. Was that something both he and Alexis came up with to torture me with, or was the universe itself just not on my side lately?
I sighed, suddenly tired again despite having just woken up. My left fingers were still slightly numb from the intensity of my playing today, and all the muscles in my body were tensing and relaxing at irregular intervals, trying to shake stress that they weren't used to. 
I turned my head to face Alexis, still sleeping despite the noise from earlier. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness of my room, but the moonlight shone helpfully on her in quite a picturesque manner. I compared her to a dog earlier, but she looked more like a cat while she slept. Demure, peaceful, and cute even. I suppose no matter what your personality is, all girls are considerably prettier while they're sleeping.
Though I'm usually good at resisting the impulse, I couldn't help but poke her cheek lightly. The way her face scrunched up slightly at the unfamiliar sensation was equal parts amusing and cute, and made me wonder what kind of dream she was having.
My smile dropped as I remembered our conversation from the other day. Well, argument more like, but even then, it was more of a one-sided fight than anything. I still couldn't understand what had gotten her so upset with me, but the point of contention was seeing Octavia Melody again, so if I told her about that, would we be able to make up?
I studied Alexis in deep thought. Maybe she had a deadline coming up, and she just needed to vent out some frustration. These things sometimes happened when you were an electronic music producer who took on some odd jobs for pocket money. Were that the case, I wouldn't particularly mind. I'd be helping her in some way, and I have no real objections to that.
But there was something much more deep seated in her eyes that day than simple weariness from sleepless work nights. 
Her eyes, which were now shut peacefully.
I sighed again.
I don't suppose I could ever come up with a valid reason on my own without asking her. She could have been upset with me over anything. And if she were especially irritable for some reason...
Absentmindedly, I reached up and gingerly touched her exposed left ear.
She always wore those noise cancelling headphones in her room and around the house. Those things were bound to do something to you eventually, weren't they? Granted, they were important for her work, but there's no reason to wear them when you're not even listening to anything...
I traced the outline of her earlobe. I never really noticed or cared to comment on it before, but her ears had a pretty shape. I wonder if that's a valid thing to say about someone, given that most ears tend to look the same.
I sighed once more. 
"...Ahem."
Uh oh.
"Where do you think you're touching?"
I paused, suddenly sweating bullets.
"There was... a mosquito. On your ear. Yeah."
I slowly retracted my hand as Alexis shifted slightly to better face me. Her eyes were still shut, but a rosy pink hue colored her cheeks in the moonlight.
"...Three times."
Her voice. Small, not at all like I was used to hearing.
"...Sorry," I whispered back. "Did I wake you?"
She half opened one of her eyes.
"You sighed three times." 
...
Where was she going with this?
"When you sigh, a little bit of happiness escapes. You're the one who told me that."
I looked at her, bemused. "So I did."
This girl actually listened to me from time to time, huh? Though I wouldn't consider an old family saying important information to retain.
"So why are you letting something so rare get away from you, dummy?"
She lightly punched me in the shoulder. 
I smiled. This was just like her too.
"Sorry. It's all still floating around in my room, though, so I can get it back later."
She giggled. "Sure you will."
Our faces were incredibly close to each other, as we practically shared the same pillow now, but my heart was at ease. Maybe because we used to have sleepovers just like this as children. I remember she'd beat me half to death when it came to pillow fights, and I'd have to be careful not to beat her too many times at chess less she started crying. 
I always wondered why she preferred doing that kind of thing with me rather than with other girls her age— though, I'm sure if I asked, she'd just respond by saying that she wasn't into girly slumber parties.
Which was true. I couldn't picture her getting all giddy with her girl friends underneath a pink tent over who the cutest boy in school is or what color to paint her nails.
"...Sorry." She whispered.
"For what?"
She gave me a slightly sour look. 
"Oh, don't make me say it."
I blinked once. "Oh, right. Well..."
I cleared my throat. "Let's call it even. You carried me back to my room after all."
Alexis smiled again, which was all I wanted to see. "That's not fair. It was just the right thing to do. Anyone would have done the same."
I don't think "anyone" would knock my lights out with a single punch though!
I sighed again, nonplussed by this inexplicable childhood friend of mine.
"That's not all."
She averted her eyes from me. "I'm also sorry for... you know. For yesterday."
...
I wasn't sure how to respond to that. I wanted to know, of course, what made her burst out like that— but at the same time, I didn't want to risk making that negativity resurface when the both of us were so comfortable in this moment.
"If something like that was all it took for me to hate you, don't you think we'd be sworn enemies by now?" I poked her cheek playfully. She swatted my hand away, but thank god, I got her to smile again.
"Maybe you could stand to take some more punishment then," she said, amused.
"Please, no." 
She's not superwoman, but I'm no superman either. My body definitely has limits, and I was painfully reminded of that from today's recital.
Right. The performance. I have to tell her about it. About how I played the cello again. About Octavia.
I opened my mouth to speak, but Alexis chose an unfortunate moment to yawn. Her mouth opened so wide I could see her tonsils. How thoroughly unladylike.
"Sorry," she mumbled. "Still wanna sleep some more..."
"Well then," I said conclusively, "let's do that."
She freed my left side from the death grip she had me in before, and I turned my back to Alexis to sleep on my side.
"Good night, Alex." I murmured, letting my eyes fall shut.
...
"Hey, dumbass."
Huh?
I opened my eyes again and turned back to find her looking annoyed.
"You're gonna make me be the big spoon?"
I resisted the urge to sigh a fifth time.
"Do we have to spoon at all?" I asked tiredly, "The blanket's warm enough if you need it."
Alexis stayed silent at my valid statement, still looking quite unsatisfied. I shook my head, knowing I'd never hear the end of it if I didn't comply with her wishes.
"Alright, come on. Turn yourself around."
She looked more than happy to do so— a little overenthusiastic, I would say— as she promptly rolled over and into my chest. Her rear pushed up uncomfortably against me in an awkward place, and it took a lot of will power not to react to that. Her whole body shook once violently, and I could tell she was suppressing a laugh.
I let another sigh loose, but this time with a different feeling. Maybe it was hopelessness, maybe it was something else. Maybe it had something to do with the smile I just couldn't shake from my face.
I put one arm around Alexis, and she grabbed hold of it like the handlebars for the seat of a rollercoaster. Her hands were warm.
"...I'll kick you if you touch me someplace weird," she said, fully knowing I would never do such a thing on purpose. I decided to ignore her little quip.
"We still haven't set up our kitchen for the reopening," I said to the back of her head, attempting for the first time that night to push my luck, "and I'm tired of cereal. Can I have breakfast at your place tomorrow?"
...
A moment of silence.
"You know Dad would let you in even if I didn't, dummy."
I felt her squirm slightly under the covers, adjusting herself to sleep closer to me.
"But since you're asking, I guess I'd be okay with it."
I smiled at the comforting sensation of our bodies relaxing into each other as we drifted off into that special silence of a spring evening. All that happiness I sighed out was slowly ebbing back into me. 
"Hey.."
Her voice was slightly muffled as she spoke into the blanket.
"Can you... do that thing again?"
I blinked once, thoroughly puzzled. "Remind me."
"You know... the ear thing."
I paused, not understanding completely until she tucked some hair behind her ear, exposing it to me.
"Oh."
I'm not sure why she wanted this, but per her request, I gently began tracing the curvature of her ear with the fingers of my left hand. Her ear twitched once, twice, then relaxed at my touch. My fingers were supposed to be hurting from the performance today, but strangely enough, I couldn't feel any pain as I pet Alexis to sleep.
The air around us was filled with sweet sensations— the aftertaste of candy, the smell of roses, the stench of cigarette smoke (I assumed that was something that stuck to Alexis as a result of her father), and the pink of her rosy cheeks. My final conscious moments drifted away like the last few notes of Claire de Lune.
"...Good night, Jamie."
More than any of those things, the sweetest thing in the room was right in front of me, curled up like a bright, neon blue kitten.
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I wonder who once said that Spring marks the land's awakening? That the March winds are the yawns of the morning?
Beethoven? Mozart? 
...Snoopy?
I woke up wondering such arbitrary things as I watched the white curtains of my window danced freely in the early breeze. It seemed a crack in the window had come completely loose overnight, but the warm wind was actually a welcome feeling against my skin. For the first time in days, I felt completely rested. Perhaps I had someone to owe it all to...
I looked to my side, finding Alexis Capella right where I left her. Her bright blue hair was a mess, as was mine, and we were still in the same clothes we wore the other day. Really, what a sloppy sleepover this turned out to be. She slept peacefully, but shivered slightly. I looked down to find her belly exposed, her tank top in all sorts of a mess.
I almost sighed again but caught myself, remembering her reprimands from the other night. She really knew how to make an impression, didn't she?
I smiled in spite of that. "I may be letting happiness escape, but you're gonna catch a cold like that..."
Unable to resist yet again, I poked her exposed stomach. Completely mismatched with her temperament, her skin was soft and smooth to touch. Alexis made a noise that was between a grumble and a whimper as she rolled over, apparently not wanting to wake up yet. I chuckled at the sight of her burying herself into my bed. She was such a kid sometimes. 
I stretched, making my arms reach as far as they could for the ceiling, feeling life surge through my body again. Though a few of my muscles were still sore, it was the satisfying, refreshing kind of ache that you often felt after some rigorous exercise. Well, I'm embarrassed to say that playing the cello for two and a half minutes is, for me, rigorous...
"Rise and shine, sleepyhead." I leaned over towards Alexis, patting her shoulder. "Breakfast at your place, remember?"
"Nnngh," she grunted listlessly as she burrowed into my blankets. 
Wow, I didn't know she was this heavy of a sleeper. If I were her mother, getting her to go to school in the mornings would certainly be a battle of life or death.
"Hmm..." I pretended to sound pensive, observing Alexis from above. "I see how it is. It can't be helped then."
I inhaled. "Drastic times..!"
With that, I lunged forwards and put my hands around her exposed waist, making an obscene movement with my fingers against her bare skin.
Bingo. She started spasming uncontrollably as an unwilling, violent bout of laughter greeted my ears like music.
"Hey— Hahaha, you— Haha, stop it asshole!— Guh!— HAHAHA, STOP—!"
I felt something sadistic awaken deep within me as I tortured Alexis for another minute or so before letting go.
"Heh," I chuckled as I stood triumphantly over her. "Admit defeat yet, oh mighty beast?"
She could hardly breathe as she clutched at her sides. "W— who are you callin' beast, asshole!? Jus— haha, just you wait, you... you little..."
And in my moment of incredible hubris, Alexis found a grip on my ankle and knocked me off balance, straight into a choke hold.
"Erk!"
I hurriedly tapped the floor of my bedroom as her forearm pressed threateningly against me. "I give, I give, I give! Have mercy!" I felt like, with how much she was about to pay back, my neck would go "snap" any moment.
The blue-haired girl breathed hard into my ear, smiling like the devil herself despite her face flushed red. 
"Mercy?" With her free hand, she slowly began lifting my shirt. "What's that?"
"N— no, please don't! Anything but th—"
Getting tickled first thing in the morning is, as I discovered that day, the kind of terror that no words could ever do justice. Even more bitter that that was, indeed, the taste of my own medicine.

My Uncle looked up from his newspaper as Alexis and I stumbled into the first floor area, both of us extremely winded.
"You two sure sounded like you were having fun."
We gave him a look at the same time, neither of us interested in anything more than splashing some cold water on our faces.
"Hey, lemme in first..." We bumped into each other like drunkards as we tried to open the door to the washroom, our sides still feeling tingly. 
"This is my house, isn't it...?" Although the rule in my family has always been to treat our hosts like royalty.
"Go dunk your head in the toilet if you wanna wake up, asshole..." Some royalty she is.
I almost thought she'd throw up into my sink as I opted for the shower head. A torrent of cold water immediately shocked me awake. 
"Pheeeew!" Alexis sighed with a satisfied look, her hair and face both drenched, "I feel alive again."
She promptly began to vigorously shake the water off as I recoiled from the spray of droplets. "Are you some kind of dog?! Don't do that!"
Alexis grinned mischievously, laughing at my reaction. "Oh, since when were you such a wimp? A little water won't kill you."
Backed up against the wall of my shower, she promptly head-butt me squarely in the chest. An unpleasant wet spot formed on my shirt.
"See?" 
I sighed. "Yes, I see. I feel, more like. Please step away now."
As we both toweled off, a strange afterglow permeated the air. Perhaps that's why it was hard for me to speak to her, and why she didn't seem to have anything to say herself. It was a pretty intimate night, though for me it was partly the nostalgia of the whole thing, but it's still the kind of situation that would make any outsider think, "I really wonder about that." I glanced sideways at her, wondering if she was thinking about any of this.
Alexis was looking at me too, and we caught ourselves in an awkward moment. Some redness tinted her cheeks, but she simply smiled at me like she always did.
"So hey, once we get something to eat, wanna help out with my current project?"
I smiled right back, remembering how comfortable it felt to be around her and how stupid it was for me to worry about something like sleeping in the same bed for one night. 
"A new song, huh?" I chuckled, "I guess I'll help you hit the charts again."
She stuck her tongue out at me. "I've gotten a lot better since the last one, okay? Don't give yourself too much credit there, loverboy!"
Again with that?

After washing up, we were out of the house. I told Uncle I'd try and be back later that day but, again, no promises. Music took a long time, after all, regardless of genre or style. With Alexis, I had little doubt that it would be an all-day affair, whether I had plans or not. She was treating me to breakfast after all, so it's the least I could do.
A brisk walk first thing in the morning felt like the right thing to do. A steady thirty minute walk was all that was between our shop and Alexis' home, even shorter by bike and practically a waste of gas or effort by any other means.
We exchanged some jokes along the way, the atmosphere of awkwardness quickly fading. The girl I'd been friends with for over eight years was a much looser, more flexible and fun person than that. I'm sure she didn't get hung up on things like this. Yup. Definitely not.
Still...
I opened and closed my hands a few times, a distinct feeling still left on them. Alexis' body wasn't small, and by no means was I competing with her in the strength department, but the way she felt in my arms the other night made me feel like I was protecting something incredibly fragile and precious. Her skin was soft to touch, and her messy blue hair tickling my neck was such a small gesture that felt so intimate that I still wasn't sure what to make of it. Of course we were used to roughhousing (I should say, she's the one who's more used to that), and physical contact usually wasn't a problem. 
...
No use in thinking about it further. There are a lot of questions in the world that can't be answered on their own no matter how much thought you put into them. Best to just think of them on the go.
We eventually reached the front steps to the Capella residence. It was a slightly run down home, with signs of age showing on some of the wood of the walls, but there were so many happy memories inside this house that I could never look upon it with any negative feelings in my heart.
Waiting for us at the front door was Andrew Capella, Alexis' father. I distinctly remember mistaking him for her brother or cousin once— his looks were incredibly youthful for a parent, but he's never once straight out told me how old he was. My current guess is at around 28. 
He winked at me (was I supposed to interpret that in some special way?) as he greeted us. "Morning, you two. And a special good morning to my little baby girl..."
His tone went sickly sweet as he bent down and opened his arms wide, clearing expecting Alexis to run and jump into her Daddy's arms like a kindergartener. 
She did, in fact, run towards her father, but rather than embrace him, she instead delivered a swift jump kick to his chest.
"How old do you think I am, old man?!"
I winced as I watched him topple over helplessly.
"Yeouwch... you're tearing me apart, Lexy..."
Andrewe rubbed the spot where he had been mercilessly knocked down. "And you used to be such a sweet little muffin too... always coming to me, crying 'Papa, papa'... Oh, how I miss those days. What went wrong?" Andrew boo-hoo'd with all the conviction of an adult man who has never taken an acting class in his life.
"That's what happens when you turn older than six, Dad!" Alexis groaned.
I wondered myself where the confidence to attempt a "come to daddy" gesture even came from. As if to further the point, Alexis' father shot a disappointed look at me, like her not melting into her dear father's arms were somehow my fault.
"Anyways, I know what you guys are here for." He opened the front door and ushered us in. "Remember to take your shoes off."
I always did without him asking, though it wasn't uncommon for Alexis to track some mud into the house when we were kids. Somehow I was always scolded alongside her when that happened.
"Mom's out again?"
"Oh, you know how she is, Lexy. Another business trip to Italy. She'll call us tonight..."
Immediately, a wonderful smell wafted towards me. The smell of a slightly rustic yet warm and familiar home. I'm not too versed with the particulars, whether it be the type of wood used for the floorboards or the old white paint that covered the walls, but compared to my house which smelled more recently like construction smoke and coffee beans, it was quite a welcome change for my nose.
"Even if you guys grow up and go far, far away from old Andrew here," he spoke with all the grandeur of a king as he seated us down at the kitchen table, "I know you guys will always have room for these!"
And suddenly, sliding towards me on a glistening white plate, before my eyes...
My mouth watered like it was the most natural thing in the world. Eggs Benedict, freshly cooked. The golden glamour of the hollandaise sauce which gently coated the poached egg, sitting on a bed of fragrant bacon and a toasted english muffin...
"Unbelievable..." I couldn't even stop myself from uttering the words. It had been a long time since something so delectable had been placed before me. I've eaten many things in life, but none gave me such a rush of joy and taste as much as this simple dish.
"Dad, what's going on?" Alexis eyed the food on her plate curiously, albeit just as hungrily as I did.
The man smiled knowingly at us both as he set down some forks and knives and began pouring us water, "As long as I live, how could I possibly forgive myself if I fed you guys trash for breakfast? You guys are the future, after all."
Ah... this sour-sweet-salty-savory flavor was what I lived for. I hope the rest of my life is a y=mx+b where every (y) value is another Benedict for every (x) breakfast in my life...
"But," I spoke with my mouth half-full, unable to resist digging in, "I thought you only did this for special occasions? Like Alexis' birthday last year, or you and your wife's anniversary, or that one time the pretty lady from across the street came over..."
Andrew suddenly looked panicked. "Shh! You trying to get me killed, Kid!?"
He cleared his throat as he avoided a sharp look from Alexis. "Anyways, this is a celebration! I mean, there's the fact that you guys are gonna be seniors next year, but I'm surprised you're being so humble about it."
He shuffled around for a moment as we ate.
"Look here."
We paused and looked over as he proudly held up a magazine, the latest issue of Classical Now. This was one of those things I wasn't very into, but then again, I doubt most kids read magazines or newspapers for fun. Andrew, on the other hand, was a music aficionado and as such made it a point to keep up with these religiously.
Moreover, the page he had turned to and held before us had printed... something outrageous?!
Though I had to admit what a waste it was, both me and Alexis sprayed out the foods in our mouths in astonishment at what we saw on that page.
"Huh? Jamie?!"
"What? Me?!"
The headline, no larger than 15 or 16 size font, might as well have been the size of the moon before me. 
Soloist Prodigy Jaemin Song Returns to the Stage!
There it was in all it's glory— a full color photograph of me, performing in my street clothes at the Children's Recital just the other day. 
Unbelievable.
"You—"
Alexis turned towards me with a scary look in her eyes. "What the hell is this all about?!"
I could only stare at her, equally as dumbfounded. It had only been a day— no, for one afternoon. It was a quiet, non-formal, weekly event that was aimed towards children. How could one of the largest classical music publications in Canterlotte get a hold of that kind of story in the short span of time of a single day?
Andrew looked at us as though he'd stepped on a landmine.
"Er... why don't I just let you guys finish breakfast, huh? Daddy will be in his room if you need him..."
With all the finesse of a grown adult male, Mr. Capella slinked out of the kitchen as me and Alexis sat in silence. I was unable to do anything except look down at my half-eaten Eggs Benedict.
"...I'm sorry."
It was my turn to apologize now.
"I meant to tell you earlier, but—"
"That's great!"
Huh?
I looked up to find Alexis positively beaming. 
"Seriously, why didn't you tell me earlier? You're playing the cello again? I'm really glad for you!"
"Uh..." I swallowed once, "I see. Thanks, Alexis. I appreciate it. But..."
She tilted her head to the side. "What's up?"
I squirmed in my seat, trying not to say anything that would upset her. "I just... thought you'd be a little mad at me, y'know? I know you hate it when I keep thing from you..."
She smiled wider. "Oh Jaemin..."
Not good. She never called me by full name.
"Why would I be mad at you over something like that? It's a good thing you're getting back into music. You can hear the notes now, right?"
I slowly shook my head. "I think yesterday might have been a fluke, actually, but..."
...I hadn't seriously considered this part. Was I getting back into music? Like, officially? The more I thought about it, the more daunting it seemed. The more I wanted to run away from it all.
She sighed, clearly able to see confusion on my face. 
"Well, I knew it wouldn't be that easy," she muttered.
"Huh?"
"I said, now that you've got your musical head screwed back on, you're gonna be helping me aaaalllll day with my new track, got it? I won't take no for an answer!"
I hung my head. "Got it..."
Alexis tapped my plate with her fork. "Now eat up! Worker bees like us need nutrients to function. All good music comes from the stomach, don't you know?"
"I thought it came from the heart, actually."
The blue-haired girl began scarfing down her breakfast, and I tentatively followed in suit. 
Between Octavia and Alexis, I was beginning to find it difficult to distinguish which girl was harder to keep up with...

A couple minutes later, after Alexis had changed into something more comfortable (which, as it transpires, was just a different set of tank top and shorts), we were in her room. Much more spacious than mine, and much darker with the shades drawn. Also, much less organized and a lot more stylish. The walls were plastered with posters, musical equipment was strewn around the room haphazardly, and what looked like her entire wardrobe littered the floor. I swear I could see a couple of undergarments buried amongst the shirts and pants— in fact, I think the first thing I stepped on upon entering were a pair of panties. 
Which, of course, she hurriedly snatched from me as I picked it up to inspect it and promptly punched me, which I assume she did to hide her embarrassment. I wish the shock of her punches were actually strong enough to make me lose my memory, for heaven's sake.
Alexis booted up a large computer tower and jumped into her seat, a large gaming chair which looked big enough to seat two or more. I pulled up a nearby stool and took a much more unassuming seat beside her.
"Now," she flashed a grin at me, handing me a pair of headphones. "Why don't we get started?"
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"Okay then," I said as I got comfortable (or as comfortable as I could in that dinky stool), "let's get down to business."
Alex stared at me with an joyful expectancy. "To defeat the—?"
"Buns," I interjected rudely, not wanting this story to get copyright struck for a harmless gag.
Useless matters aside, here's where the nitty gritty happens. Alexis and I were hooked up to the same audio port with well tuned headphones, so every sound and note reached my ears with perfect accuracy. That being the case, I could also offer pitch perfection with my advice and guidance. 
Alexis, who was much more tech savvy than me, was able to maneuver her software expertly and make changes at a moment's notice. That, and she was more than capable of laying down a solid melody and subtly adjusting the frequencies of certain sounds to better fit the overall mix. That art was completely and totally lost on me, but it was second nature to Alexis.
"So, what do you think of this so far?"
Alexis sets the cursor to the beginning of the track, clicks the play button, and sits back as she observes my reactions. I try to ignore her and focus on the sounds.
A standard four by four club beat at 128 beats per minute. This is pretty run of the mill so far. I find myself nodding my head to the rhythm, slowly but surely getting a feel for the vibe of the track. With Alex's expert mixing, none of the drums or hi-hats are too loud, too quiet, too bright or too dampened. Balanced, as is usually required when it comes to this process.
Then the instruments come in. Or, since they're not real instruments in the classical sense, Virtual Studio Technology (VST), an audio plug-in software interface that integrates software synthesizer and effects in digital audio workstations. The technology involved uses digital signal processing to simulate traditional recording studio software, which explains why the piano notes that are playing along with the beat sound so realistic. 
I nod, making a noise that must have sounded like approval because Alexis' face lights up like a christmas tree as she stares at me. Catching myself, I cough and resume listening with refreshed intent.
The rest of the track is pretty standard Electronic Dance Music, but it has Alex's flavor dispersed throughout. I know this well from being her assistant producer for so long. She just.. does this differently. I'm sure you would expect something in more detail from a classically trained musician, but the fact is that artists in different genres operate on different rules. There's only so much I can do to help with my expertise, so Alexis covers the rest of the process. What I'm here to comment on is...
As the play marker indicated that it's reached the end of the track, I set my headphones down on the table. Alexis scoots closer to me, her face nearly touching mine.
"So, so, so? What'd ya think?"
I make no attempt to resist her advances, knowing fully well it would just make her even more antsy. I sigh, letting a bit of happiness escape, as I respond.
"Where to start..."
I clear my throat. "Firstly, good work on the mixing. It's sounding really clean. You've gotten good enough at it that I doubt I'll ever need to help you with that part."
The blue-haired girl nods excitedly, "Mhm?"
"The chord progression is pretty appealing," I continued, "and with the way it's structured, the radio cut should be more than a done deal."
"Mhm?"
"But..." I stare at her, frowning. "This melody is no good."
Alexis stares back at me with a blank look on her face, trying to process my words as if I spoke them in a different language.
"No... good?"
"No good." I repeat firmly. 
Alexis leaned back in her seat, her brow furrowed.
"Explain," she commanded with a dead serious look on her face.
I take the liberty of moving the mouse over one of the individual sections of the song.
"Right here, where the track starts to pick up? Especially this part here— the progression is totally unsuited for a stringed instrument VST."
I turn to look at her, confused. "Why don't you just use the same pluck you always do? It'll sound miles better than a virtual violin."
"...llo."
Huh?
Alexis is talking to her knees right now, which she's pulled up to her chest. Her muffled words make me double-take.
"Uh, what?" 
"I said," she looked up, annoyed, "It's a cello. Not a violin."
I stare at her. "I see?"
I completely and totally fail to see how that's relevant. The timbre of the stringed instrument just isn't doing the track justice, whatever the case.
"What made you switch out your usual VST's like this? You know there are ways to change up your usual sound without completely changing gears, right?"
Alexis doesn't reply at first, instead pouting while pointedly looking away from me. 
"I know," she finally responded. "I was just trying out something new. Can't blame me, can you?"
I sigh. "No, Alex, I can't. Still, this isn't really like you..."
It really wasn't. There's a way to mix classical instruments with electronic music, god knows it's been done before, but that completely was out of Alexis territory. She excelled in making beats that topped charts and even had it down to what I could comfortably call a science. This type of venture was... pretty unprecedented.
Still, I really couldn't blame her at all. I imagine trying to imagine various ways to reinvent the same genre gets a little tedious after so much repetition. No doubt some experimentation could lead to new revelations, but this was such a leap in imagination that I couldn't take it seriously.
"Here," I gestured to one of the VST plugins in the sidebar. "Try this one out. I think if you tighten up the decay on this square wave, you can probably get a pretty solid pluck."
She nodded begrudgingly, as if I were her parent forcing her to finish her plate of veggies. Alexis was usually a lot more pumped when it came to this, which left me somewhat bewildered...
"Hey, are you alright?" I tentatively reached out and felt her forehead to check for high temperature. 
That was my first mistake.
Upon the first contact of my fingers with her skin, Alexis violently blushed and flinched. 
"Wh- huh?!" A rather unladylike yelp left her mouth as she recoiled so hard it kind of hurt. 
"N- no, I was just wondering if you were sick is all," I explained, becoming increasingly concerned. Her face had turned a shade of pink that I wasn't used to seeing on her.
"I— of course I'm fine, idiot!" She sputtered, clutching her chest like her heart would beat out of it at any momnet.
Then I my second mistake.
"No—" I leaned closer to her, "something's clearly off, Alex. Here..."
Since my hand seemed to be no good, I lifted up my bangs and, despite her feeble protest, felt her forehead with mine. As I did so, her speech became a jumbled stuttering mess. 
"God, Alex. You're practically burning up!"
I grabbed her by the shoulders. "Are you sure you shouldn't go to the hospital?"
"I said—" 
Whoops. Forgot about her monstrous strength.
"I'm FINE!"
In trying to pull away from me, Alexis fell backwards out of her chair, about to hit her head on the side of her desk—
"Watch out!"
Then, finally, I made my last mistake.
I lunged forward to catch her but, in my supreme clumsiness, all I accomplished was falling on top of her. The only good thing to come from my interruption was that she avoided hitting her head on her desk, but rather a random cushion lying on the floor beside her desk. The impact was still a bit rough, no doubt, and we both grunted in pain as we experienced the hardwood floor in two different ways.
"Ouch..."
Thanks to the support of my arms, I managed to not completely smother Alexis. I rubbed the spot where my shoulder seemed to have collided with something, and when I opened my eyes...
There she was. Her face was mere inches away from mine, and all the details of her face became immediately apparent to me. Her startlingly bright eyes, her defined cheekbones, the moistness and curvature of her pink lips (did she put on makeup?), and her still furiously flushed yet now somewhat wistful expression. I practically had her pinned to the floor, but she stared at me with an expression I couldn't read.
"Al... ex?" I spoke with bated breath. I knew I should have unmounted her immediately, but something about her gaze kept me right where I was, frozen in that moment.
"Jamie..."
She spoke my nickname, the same way she always did, ever since we were kids. It started out as a tease, but it grew into an endearing thing that the two of us shared. But it was different this time. Somehow. Something was different. The way she spoke, in a sort of hushed tone, as if we were trading a shameful secret, was strangely alluring. 
"I..."
Was she getting closer? Her eyelids slowly fell shut as her arms slowly wrapped around my neck. I could feel her breath, and her scent was sickly sweet and intoxicating. This is wrong. Something about this is off. This shouldn't be happening. Is this just the adrenaline of that fall working on me? Is that why my heart is beating so hard?
Her hands found themselves in my hair, and the sensation sent tingles down my spine. I found myself slowly but surely letting my own eyes fall shut as I leaned in to...
"Heya kiddos! Baked one too many cinnamon rolls, if you—"
The door to Alexis' room creaked open right in that moment, and there stood Andrew Capella with a small plate of pastries. 
"Oh."
"Uh."
"Ah."
All three of us made a single syllable noise in unison.
You know how people often write or say in stories that a moment can feel like an eternity? I'm sure I don't need to elaborate here.
Andrew simply nodded once, his face stiff, reached for the handle to the door, and slowly closed it shut as he disappeared from sight. His footsteps, sounding a bit off-kilter, slowly but surely faded in the opposite direction.
And another moment of silence passed. I could practically feel sweat starting to form on my face.
I got up from where I stood to dust myself off, and Alexis did the same. We faced away from each other as we did so, and the only noise in the room was the silent hum of her computer. 
"Should we... get back to it?"
I spoke timidly, sitting my stool back on it's feet. 
Alexis shook her head. "I... think I need a break. You're right."
She walked slowly over to her bed and took a seat. Her expression was unreadable, and she didn't meet my eyes. 
"You can... go home for today. I'll probably be asleep for a while."
I nodded. "Alright. Don't get sick though, okay?"
She gestured at me in a "shoo, shoo" manner. "Don't be silly, Jamie. I'll text you later."
"Okay."
I took the liberty of powering down her computer for her, gathered some of my things, and turned to leave the room.
As I did so—
"Jamie."
I stopped with my hand resting on the doorknob. I turned to face her.
"What is it?"
Another moment of thick, poignant silence filled the air as Alexis' back stared back at me. 
"About that recital..."
She looked as though the words were right on the tip of her tongue.
"Actually, it's nothing. Take care on your way back."
...I nodded, hesitantly. "Sure." 
As I closed the door to her room, every footstep that led me away from Alexis felt heavy, and my mind had gone numb, my legs moving on autopilot.
As soon as I stepped out of the house and shut the front door behind me, I almost collapsed. My knees buckled, and I nearly tripped down the steps of the front porch.
Seriously...
I started walking away. Then jogged. Then I broke into a full sprint back home, my legs burning with pain but unrelentingly moving one in front of the other as my breath became ragged, my chest heaving, the wind rustling my hair which Alex had not but moments ago been exploring with her fingers...
What. The. Hell. Was. That?!
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