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CHAPTER ONE

The way to love anything is to realize it may be lost.

G.K. Chesterton

July 2012

Sirens wailed, competing with Nikolos Acton’s voice and guitar as they combined with the band’s groove pounding through the speakers. Usually, nothing invigorated him more than the synergy of the mix of instruments and vocals. But today, as the audience joined in with the singing, what might have been a holy moment was marred by the dissonant sounds outside the tent. They played until the applause of the crowd drowned out the final chord. 

“Thank you for coming. Our album is for sale at the back table.” With a wave, Niko turned to his buddies. 

Emergency lights pulsed off the cars parked nearby, but the sirens no longer rang in the air. “Wonder what happened?” Johnny scrunched his eyes as he often did when he concentrated. 

Niko ruffled a towel over his damp curls and shrugged. “Let’s get packed up. I’m sure Tia will fill us in after we’re done signing merchandise and taking photos.” He tossed the sweaty cloth into the bin. Tia’d collect them later. Outdoor summer concerts tended to be hot.

Marc frowned. “Whatever it is happened backstage.” He stepped closer and elbowed Niko. “Any cute blondes catch your eye?” 

“Not interested.” Niko rolled his eyes at his bass player.

“Yeah, right.” Sam winked as he packed his guitar and slid his sunglasses back on. It had been an inside joke that flaxen-haired ladies seemed to love Niko and sought him out after every concert. In spite of their Christian faith and venues, some of the women crossed lines, which surprised him. Not only in the provocative clothing they wore but even with their suggestive remarks and innuendos. It definitely made touring a challenge in the struggle to stay pure. 

Niko shook his head at his bandmates. A festival worker in an orange vest motioned for him. 

“Be back in a sec, guys.” He headed over. 

“Nikolos Acton?” 

“Yeah?” 

“We need you out here. There’s been trouble.” 

His adrenaline raced as Niko followed the woman out into the blinding sunshine. A wall of heat mingled with the hallucinogenic effect of emergency services lights. He squinted into the brightness. “What happened?” 

“Is Tia Bartel part of your entourage?” 

“Yeah, manager, handler, scheduler. She does everything. Why?” He couldn’t imagine Tia causing anyone trouble. His eyes scanned the scene. The police talked to a guy in handcuffs over by a squad car. The man glared at Niko and screamed obscenities. Niko remembered him from last night’s gig a few hours away. He’d been belligerent when he’d found Niko speaking to his girlfriend after signing her t-shirt. They were some of the last people they’d interacted with before tearing down. 

An officer approached. 

Niko pointed to the man. “What’s he doing here?” He clenched and unclenched his fists even though he knew the person was incapable of assaulting him. 

“Mr. Acton?” Officer Wilcox asked.

He nodded. “That’d be me.” 

“Apparently that man attempted to gain access to the stage, intending to kill you. Miss Bartel stopped him, and he transferred his aggression to her. We assume he anticipated her as a minor obstacle, but she proved to be a fierce opponent.” The screaming man’s face turned red. A swollen eye and ripped shirt gave testament to the fight he’d been in. Niko’s eyes swung to where the paramedics worked.

Images of blood and skin taunted him from in-between the busy bodies surrounding a stretcher. Tia? He started toward the paramedics, but the officer grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

He gulped as fury churned in his stomach. “What’d he do to her?” His heart pounded. His vision tinted everything red.

“We’ll let the doctors determine the extent of her injuries. A young man witnessed the attack and dialed 911. By the time we got here…well, our rescue didn’t go as planned, and he shot her. We’re transporting her to Mercy. You can head over there after you’re done loading up.” 

“No. I’ll accompany her. Let me tell the guys.” 

“You’d better hurry.” 

Niko rushed to his bandmates, weaving in and out of the fans. He grabbed Johnny and pulled him aside. “Tia’s been attacked. I’m riding with her. Pack up and join me at the hospital as soon as you can.” 

Johnny’s face paled. “Is she okay?” 

“No. Someone shot her. They arrested him. Tell the others.” 

Johnny nodded, and Niko pushed his way through the crowd, mumbling apologies and excuses about an emergency as the fans sought to stop him. 

He bolted to the back of the festival stage as they loaded the gurney onto the ambulance. “I’m coming with her. She’s our manager. I’m the closest thing she has to family here.” The paramedic gave him a hand up, and he sat by Tia’s side.

He examined the young woman. Blood coated her sandy brown hair, and her right eye was swollen shut. Her face was a mass of bruises extending down her neck. The vision sickened him. And that was only what little he could see.

Leaning forward he whispered to her. “Tia? It’s Niko. I’m here.” She didn’t respond. He glanced up to the paramedic. “What did he do?”

The paramedic’s sad eyes met his. “She’s been beaten, strangled, and shot.” 

Niko closed his eyes and found them damp with tears. “Is she going to be okay?” 

“We’ll do everything we can, but her injuries are severe. She put up a fight and has a wound to her head. Along with a bullet hole in her left side.” 

He prayed. Lord, please heal her.

Tia was always available for them. She made things happen. Taking care of them and ensuring they were successful. She let him do his job and cheered them on from the sidelines. But it struck him now that while she knew a lot about each of them, the relationship had only been one-way. Did he need to call her parents? A boyfriend? 

That last thought shook him. He’d admired their manager. She was cute and feisty but could be strong and businesslike when she needed to be. She put the needs of the band first. Was there some special man in her life? Somehow, he’d assumed Tia would always be there. She was as much a part of their group as any of the band members. Specific Gravity didn’t exist or succeed without her quietly working her magic behind the scenes. 

But why would an attractive, young, single woman do that? If she fell in love with someone, would she leave? The thought terrified him. 

He wondered who Tia Bartel really was and kicked himself for taking so long to even ponder that question. 

 * * *

At the hospital, Niko paced the waiting room. He signed papers as the responsible party for her bills. Somehow, they’d find a way to take care of her. 

Johnny strode in first, followed by Marc the keyboardist, Sam their bass player, Wayne their drummer, and Rocco their driver and soundman. 

“Hey, guys. Did you bring her wallet?” Niko asked as he rose to his feet.

Johnny handed Niko a bag. “I left her other stuff on the bus.” The men surrounded him.

“It’s weird going through a woman’s purse.” Niko pulled out the wallet to search for an insurance card.

“So you realize she’s a woman?” Johnny’s voice was solemn and soft. He supported the purse in his hands as Niko rummaged through its limited contents. 

He glanced up, and their eyes held. “Kind of obvious. She has all the parts. Why wouldn’t I?” 

“Only because you’ve been blind to the fact she adores you.” 

Niko laughed. “Right. I’m nothing special.” 

“All the blondes on the road think so.” Sam quipped.

“Yeah, they aren’t acquainted with me like Tia is.” 

“True, she’s seen your good, bad, and ugly sides.” Wayne commented.

“Still doesn’t mean she holds any special affection for me.” Niko defended.

“Yeah, you keep lying to yourself about that.” Johnny whispered.

Niko regarded the men. “There’s nothing here. Call Jazzy Records. They should have the information.” 

“I’ll do it.” Sam offered. Niko handed him Tia’s phone. She was the only one who dealt with their record company, negotiating their contracts for them. Sam started searching the contact list and went outside to catch a better signal. 

“What happened?” Johnny asked.

“Police will come here to talk to us.” 

“Us? What does this have to do with us?” Rocco asked.

Niko shook his head and shrugged.

After a few short minutes, Sam returned. A frown marred his narrow face. “She isn’t insured through the label.”

“What? Why not?” Wayne stepped up to Sam. 

“Back off, dude. It’s not my fault. Angela at the office said they couldn’t afford someone to travel with us. Tia struck a deal for her company, as an outside contractor, to join us. No pay or benefits, only commission paid after we return based on concert revenue.” 

“What?” Johnny asked. 

“She’s been covering her own expenses.” Sam frowned. “Apparently, they didn’t think we’d do this well. Tia disagreed and negotiated to go out with us on this tour. Angela said tours like ours are expensive and hard to break even with. Tia insisted, promising the extra radio interviews she arranged would make up for it and increase sales. They agreed to the deal since it cost them nothing.” 

Silence dropped like a bomb between them. Niko closed Tia’s purse after dropping her phone back in. 

“Were any of you aware of this?” Niko asked.

A chorus of “no’s” returned to him.

Johnny piped up. “What happened to her?” 

Niko shook his head at him as tears filled his eyes. “She stopped a guy from coming backstage with a gun. He intended to kill me.” He gagged on his own tears. 

“And?” 

“He beat her up and strangled her. He shot her when the cops tried to intervene.” Niko leaned back against the wall and allowed himself to slide to the floor. Exhaustion, hunger, thirst, and terror pushed him over the edge as the reality of what she saved him from hit him. 

She might die. 

He dropped his head into his hands as the purse fell to the floor. He bawled like a seven year old who lost his favorite pet. 

Johnny knelt down and wrapped his arms around Niko. Although Johnny was two years younger, they were cousins, best friends, and had weathered numerous storms together. “Hey, Nikolos. We’ll get her through this.”

The rest of the band crouched down around them, and Wayne prayed out loud. “Lord, our hearts ache for Tia. Please heal her and bring her back to us. Give the doctors wisdom and guide their hands in providing her care. Help us too, Lord.” 

“Amen’s” chorused. 

A nurse approached. “Are you here with Tia Bartel?”

The men rose, and Niko stepped forward as he dried his tears. “Yes.” 

“Are Johnny and Niko here?” 

He raised a hand in front of his chest. “That’d be us.” He put a hand on Johnny’s shoulder.

She nodded. “Tia’s asking for you both. Come this way.” 

 * * *

Niko followed the nurse down the corridor to a room separated from the hallway by a curtain. He almost forgot he was carrying a purse, but he held it close like a talisman—even though he didn’t believe in that kind of thing. Johnny trailed behind.

A doctor glanced up as he entered. “I’ll allow a few minutes. She’s going into surgery.” With that, the physician left them alone.

He nodded and headed to her side. Her one good eye peeked up at him. 

“So sorry.” Barely a whisper—Niko read her lips more than heard her words.

He shook his head and reached to touch her face. He refrained because of the swelling where she’d been struck. His heart squeezed at the thought of anyone hitting her. A soft curl tempted him, and he let it wrap around his finger. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for, Tia.” 

“Johnny?” she mouthed.

“Yeah, I’m here.” He leaned over and gave a slight peck to her unbruised cheek, about the only spot that wasn’t injured. 

“Call Roberto.” Her voice could barely be heard, but it obviously cost her a lot to speak. Tears coursed down her cheeks.

“Sure, I’ll call him.” Johnny assured her.

“It’s all over, and I missed it.” The words were barely audible. She stared up at Niko as her body shuddered.

“It’s not over. You’re going to be fine. The doctors will take care of you, and we’re here praying.” Nikolos grabbed her hand lightly, taking care with the tubes attached.

She shook her head. Her mouth moved, but no more words could be heard. 

Johnny piped up. “You can talk after surgery. We’ll be back to see you then.”

She turned her head aside and wept. Her hand lightly squeezed Niko’s and fell slack. He reluctantly set it down on the cover. He leaned forward and spoke into her ear. “You’d better come back to us. Please. For me?” 

A nurse entered to check on her. “She’ll be in the operating room. The waiting area is on the third floor, and you can wait there for the doctor.” 

Niko and Johnny walked back to the emergency room lobby. A police officer awaited them with the rest of the band members. A nurse escorted them to a consultation room. 

After getting all their pertinent information, the officer began. “The attacker is a one Howard Merkle. He was bent on revenge, but your manager, Tia, stopped him. He admits to beating her up. She fought him. He strangled her and held a gun to her. He claims it accidentally went off and he didn’t intend to shoot her.” 

“He planned to shoot someone.” Sam’s soft voice broke in. 

“We believe he intended to kill Mr. Acton. We have a young person who was witness to the fight and called 911.” 

“What do you need from us?” 

“Did you, Mr. Acton, rape Shana Amstead?” The officer flashed a photo. 

“Excuse me? Is that what he claims? I’m a Christian and don’t engage in sex outside of marriage. Forced or consensual.” Niko’s jaw dropped. He’d never faced such accusations before. 

Max spoke. “We were with him all night at the hotel. We share rooms and don’t go anywhere by ourselves. Too hard with the crowds. You could verify that with the security video. Johnny shared his room.” 

“Why do you think Mr. Merkle would make such a claim?” 

Niko sighed. “I chatted with Shana after the concert—signed a t-shirt and had a photo taken with her. That was it. She asked to go out with me, but I refused. This Merkle guy came up and jerked her away. He said a few choice words to me as well.” Niko shook his head. 

“Could Miss Bartel testify to this?” 

“She was with us, yes.” Sam said. “She’s our manager.” 

“She is in surgery right now. We need to get up upstairs.” Niko added. 

The officer nodded. “I have your information. Don’t leave town for a few days, Mr. Acton.” He surveyed the band. “I believe the rest of you are free to go.” 

They stood and sought the elevator. No one spoke, and Niko hugged the purse to his chest in an attempt to ease the ache deep within. 

They slumped into seats in the grey, windowless waiting room, and Wayne brought them all coffee. 

Johnny pulled Tia’s cell phone out. None of them had ever spoken to Roberto outside of seeing him at church. Once again, something Tia always handled for them so they could focus on their music. He walked over to the window to make a call. 

“What’d she say?” Rocco asked.

Niko shook his head and set the bag on the chair next to him. “She was sorry. She missed something, but it was hard to hear and she struggled to talk. Oh, and ‘It’s over.’ But I have no idea what that meant.” 

He bit his lip, folded his arms across his chest, still able to sip his coffee. He stretched out his legs and leaned his head back against the wall. 

“Well, the tour is over—perhaps she meant that. Is she sad because she won’t be with us anymore?” Sam asked. “I know I’m going to miss her. We should have thrown her some kind of a thank you party.”

Niko sat up. “She’ll be with us.”

Johnny strode over and dropped the phone back in the bag. “No, she won’t. You’ve been too distracted by the attentions of beautiful women to realize that this was our last gig on this tour. Tia’s done. According to Jazzy, our new manager is Paige.”

Niko shook his head. “That can’t be right. What’d Roberto say?” 

“He’s the attorney who had looked over our contracts. He said Tia has them, and we need to sign and send them off to Jazzy as soon as possible. He was surprised she hadn’t given them to us already, as she’s had them since before we left Milwaukee.” 

“That’s it? She’s in terrible pain and she’s worried about contracts?” Rocco frowned. “Why now if she’s sat on them this long?”

Johnny shook his head. “That wasn’t it. Roberto asked for me to call if she doesn’t make it. He has her will on file and suspects, given the nature of her injuries, she wanted to make sure he knew it might be needed. He’s praying for her. His wife, Stephanie, is one of Tia’s friends. They’ll give the prayer ministry at Orchard Hill a call. A lot of people will be praying.” 

Niko growled. “She’s not going to die.”

“You don’t know that,” Sam said. “She took a bullet for you and a beating before that. She’s a tiny thing. How much abuse can her body take?”

“I refuse to believe she’ll die. Johnny, if we weren’t in a hospital, I’d slug you for even mentioning it as a possibility.” 

“We’re supposed to leave town. So now what? We can’t all stay here while she recovers.” Marc threw his empty cup in the trash bin.

“I want to get home to my family, guys. I’m fond of Tia, but we need to make a decision about this soon.” Wayne tapped his finger on his cup as his eyes connected with each band member in turn.

“I’m stayin’. I’ll grab my stuff once we know she’s okay.” Niko lifted his eyes up to stare at the ceiling. 

Sam sank into a chair. “I want to go home too. Hospitals make me nervous.” 

Marc nodded. “I promised my girlfriend, Ginny, that I’d be back in a few days. Sorry, Niko. I like Tia too…” 

Johnny sighed. “I don’t see what good it would be for all of us to stay anyway. I scanned the budget, and while Tia’s kept us tight, we weren’t given much to play with.” 

“It comes down to economics, doesn’t it? Trumps love any day. Probably a song in there somewhere.” Niko sipped his coffee and stared down at his sneakers. 

Johnny stood and came to kick Niko’s feet. “I’ll stay with you so you don’t mope into a hole. We’ll share a hotel room. I don’t eat much and have some savings. I’m good. The rest of you can go.”

“Let’s wait to find out how she’s doing after surgery and visit her before we hit the road.” Sam offered. 

Niko sighed. “Deal.” 

 * * *

Two hours later, the surgeon finally came in. “Nikolos?” 

He jumped to his feet, as did the band. “They’re with me.” 

The doctor nodded. “The surgery went well, but we’ve been unable to wake her. We are concerned about this with her head injury.” 

“Can we visit her?” Sam asked.

“One at a time once she’s in her room. It’s intensive care. You’ll have to wait there.” 

“Is it normal to have to go to intensive care after an operation like this?” Niko asked.

The surgeon frowned. “Until we can assess what’s going on in her brain, that’s where she’ll stay. I won’t lie to you boys. Her condition is critical. We almost lost her on the table.” 

“Thank you.” Johnny said. 

The doctor strode away. Niko picked up Tia’s bag. They traipsed to the waiting room with more coffee and waited. 

Lord, please…

An hour later, Niko walked into the room filled with machines beeping and whirring against the backdrop of his footsteps. She didn’t move. He could barely see her chest rise and fall to breathe. At least she was doing that without help. When had he ever seen this woman still? She was a bundle of energy keeping them on track. She even did their laundry every week while on tour but insisted on them folding their own clothes. 

“Come on, Tia. We’re waiting for you. Wake up. Please?” He bent over and placed a light kiss on her cheek. “I’ll return. Johnny and I are staying in town. We’ll make sure they take good care of you.” He touched a curl nestled next to her face. So soft. 

Who was this woman, and why was he only now seeing her? 


CHAPTER TWO

Love is a sweet tyranny, because the lover endureth his torments willingly.

Proverb

Niko and Johnny checked into a cheap hotel with their luggage, guitars, and Tia’s belongings. 

“Come on, Niko. We need sleep. They’ll call if there’s an emergency.” Johnny leaned against his headboard paging through a notebook from one of Tia’s bags. 

“That’s private. You shouldn’t be reading her stuff.” 

“She wrote a lot, but you’re right. I think, however, you should.” He tossed the book to him.

Niko caught it and growled.  “Go to sleep, Johnny.” He slammed it onto the nightstand.

“Good night, coz.”

 * * *

The lights were out, but Niko couldn’t relax. What if Johnny was right? Did Tia like him? Had he taken her for granted? Guilt plagued him. He slugged his pillow for the fifth time. Finally, he sat up and clicked on a small lamp, aiming it at his bed. Johnny slept facing the other way. He picked up the notebook, and his hand caressed the cover. It wasn’t anything special, but it was private. He shouldn’t read it. But what if it contained information they needed to help her? In spite of his lame justification for his action, he flipped to the first page. 

Neat script went by date. He flipped to a recent entry. 

Nikolos did an amazing job tonight with the concert. He smiled more. Probably because of the sweet little blonde in the front row. Hardest part of being a manager to this band is I’m in love with the lead singer, who doesn’t realize it. He soaks up the attention of the beauties who don’t even know him. I guess it’s the job description, right? Stay behind the scenes and let them focus on their ministry. 

Unknown. 

Unseen. 

Unloved. 

Lord, when will it be my turn for a man to smile at me like that? Someone who will want to understand my hopes and dreams and care about what haunts me and what makes me happy? 

We’ll be back in Milwaukee soon. Home for them, but not me. I’ll be homeless and unemployed. The record label only allowed me on this tour under duress, and I don’t get final payment until I’ve returned and the contracts are turned over to Paige. 

Powerhouse Paige. Yup, betcha Niko will pay attention to her. She’s a flirty girl, but she couldn’t be bothered with my boys this past year. She only works with those whose star is rising so she can make more money and enjoy special favors. As if that’s what’s important?

The men of Specific Gravity aren’t like that. They’ve respected all women. Young, old, attractive or not. Their mommas raised them well. Nikolos has spent time with ladies during the tour, but he’s been smart, taking Johnny with him on double dates. Safety in numbers and avoiding the appearance of evil. I’m proud of them for that. I’ve been sad at being overlooked and ignored, but it’s what I signed up for. 

When we’re “home,” I’m left behind again. I disappear from their lives, hopefully a fond memory. I’m hoping Johnny’s cousin, Ginny, will take me in for a time and let me rent a room until I can find a new job. She indicated she would. Resumes floating around have netted nothing. It’s like I’m invisible. Niko should write a song about that sometime. He’s the best there is. I’ll miss the journey with them. 

With him. 

*sigh* A few weeks left of joy and then nothing but darkness. 

Lord, bless them. Keep them strong and use them for Your glory in the kingdom, encouraging believers and breaking down the barriers to those who need You.

Niko closed the book. Johnny was right. She was attracted to him, and he had been clueless and unintentionally hurt her over, and over, and over. 

She saved me. 

How did he make up for wrongs in a situation like this? 

 * * *

Stabbing pain ebbed and flowed through her in the darkness. What happened? Tia cracked open an eye to the sterile room around her. A nurse bustled in and beamed. 

“You’ve awakened. Wonderful. Can you tell me your pain level?” 

Tia opened her mouth to talk, but nothing came out. 

“It’s okay, hun. Squeeze my hand. Good. And this one? Okay. Don’t worry. It takes time to heal. Can you tap your finger?”

Tia thought she tapped a finger. 

“Good. Now tap to tell me how bad you hurt. One for good and ten for ‘kill me now.’” 

Tia tapped eight times. 

“Eight? Tap once if I got it right.”

Tia tapped once. 

“Good. I’ll get pain medication for you. Rest. Two handsome men are waiting to see you. I’ll send them in after we get you more comfortable.” 

Rest? With this kind of pain? Even breathing hurt. Her throat was raw, and her neck throbbed as though she’d been in the hangman’s noose. Thoughts raced through her brain, but the words wouldn’t form on her lips. Tears leaked. The nurse returned and was true to her word as the medicine went to work to dull the pain.

A sound at the door forced her attention in that direction. Niko? Why is he here? 

“Hey, you woke up. That’s great news.” His voice was so soft, as if she would break if he spoke at a normal volume. At least her hearing worked. 

Her lips moved, but no noise came out. She frowned. She had so many questions.

He blinked at her, such sadness in his molten brown eyes. “They told me you can’t talk yet. That’s okay. We’ll help. Johnny’s staying with me. The guys are home but send their love. I’ll let them know how you’re doing. Perhaps the doctor will move you out of intensive care now.” 

He fidgeted, and his eyes searched hers. “Tia. I’m sorry about all this. I was blind…I was such a jerk…” 

What nonsense is he spouting? How’d I get here? What happened? 

A tear traveled down Niko’s cheek. Why? She’d only seen him cry after Johnny had been diagnosed with cancer. Had something happened to Johnny again? She’d sat by Niko’s side as that last trauma unfolded until he’d sent her away. As if she caused it. It nearly ended the band, but Johnny battled bravely and, for now, was considered cured. It amazed her that he was able to still sing and play after all he went through.

If Niko was crying, it had to be over his best friend and cousin. Her heart ached for him. 

She reached her hand up to touch Niko’s on the rail. Offer comfort. That’s what she always did. He clasped her hand and leaned over to kiss her cheek. A tear fell on her face. He wiped it away with a finger and gave her a half-hearted grin. 

“Rest, Tia. I’m not abandoning you.” He kissed her hand, placed it back by her side, and left the room. 

Johnny sauntered in. “Hey, babe. How’s my favorite girl doing?” 

She managed a weak smile. Relief flooded her body. Johnny seemed fine. Always the swagger and big words for such a skinny guy who was shy around the ladies but sweet. Why couldn’t she have fallen in love with him? She’d tried, but he was more like a brother to her. 

“Listen, Niko’s shook up about all this.” 

About what? Would someone please tell me what happened?

“Let’s get you well and out of this joint as quickly as possible, huh?” 

She squinted at him. None of this made sense. The tour was over. The band should have gone home. Why were they here? Why was she here?

“He finally understands how much you mean to him. Maybe something good will emerge from this ugliness. I pray for that, anyway. For you both. Although, why would you think he’d be a better boyfriend than moi? Women. I don’t get ’em. We’re hanging around town till we can take you home. If they move you to a regular room, we’ll bring our guitars tomorrow. Would you like that?” 

She grinned. The best thing in the world to her was the two of them playing and singing together. Pure magic.

“Great. I’ll make it happen. Gotta go—time’s up.” He leaned forward and gave her a peck on the cheek. “That’s to help you get well, but you probably need a whole lot more of those but not from me, huh?” He winked and was gone. 

The medication numbed her pain and took the edge off her anxiety at not remembering. Why were they worried? Had she done something wrong? She remembered being at the gig outside in the sunshine and listening to them perform. Hugging to herself the painful reality that this concert was her last time traveling with them—serving them. It nearly broke her heart. 

After that? Nothing. The dark space in her memory terrified her. 

 * * *

Niko flipped through Tia’s notebook while Johnny showered. His cousin always took his sweet time. 

I found an editor who liked my book and offered me a contract. Irony. A romance about a roadie for a band who falls in love with the lead singer. Guess we write what we wish for most, don’t we? 

Maybe that’s why Niko’s lyrics resonate with me. There’s such emotion and passion in the words. Does he understand how wonderful You’ve created him, Lord? Even when he isn’t on a stage, his music touches hearts through the radio. But, Lord, it’s when he performs live that Your love shines through him most. Thank You for letting me witness the work You’re doing. 

Three weeks left and life as I know it ends. I got my final edits. Been working on them. They are due by the end of the tour. Even with the traveling, it’s doable. The boys don’t need me anymore. I’m an accessory and easily overlooked. So I write. Haven’t slept much. Too anxious about the future. No advance for this book. The lot of a first-time author. It will be months before it comes out and even more than that before I make money. 

He flipped forward a few entries. 

Johnny took me aside today. He asked how I was. I told him I’m fine, but he stared into my eyes and said I wasn’t—that he knew I loved Niko. He told me not to give up or take it personally when Niko eyeballs other women. He said it means nothing. 

Of course, a man would say that. It means Nikolos doesn’t see me. The other night, I even dressed up in a cute skirt and pretty blouse. The only nice outfit I own. I even put on makeup. He barely spared me a glance. Didn’t stop others from pawing at me. Not the band. Some of the guys complimented me, and Johnny gave me a kiss on the cheek. But Niko? Nothing. Just asked for his water and an extra towel for the stage like usual. As if I ever forgot? To him I’m invisible. I wanted to crawl into my bunk and weep. I left early for the trailer and did just that. By the time I awoke, we were on the road. I wonder if they even checked to see if I was on board. I could easily be forgotten if I weren’t the one riding herd on them. 

Soon that will be Paige’s job. I doubt they’ll ignore her. She’s bright and bold, and I’m average and comfortable like a worn pair of sneakers. Easily tossed aside and replaced. 

Lord, please keep them safe and bless the journey you have them on. Thank You for letting me be a tiny part of it all. If my life were to end, I’ll have done good in the world by helping them. Even if no one else sees, I know You do. 

Niko set the journal aside, turned off the light, and slid under his covers. Johnny came in drying his shaved head, wearing his pajama bottoms and a sleeveless t-shirt. 

“You okay, Niko?” 

“No.” He punched his pillow.

“You’re reading it, aren’t you?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And…” Johnny tossed his towel toward the bathroom.

“You were right.” 

“You should be happy.” 

“There’s more in there,” he groused.

“Care to enlighten me?” Johnny pulled back the covers on his bed.

“She’s mentioned feeling worthless and ignored—especially by me. You’ve at least been nice to her.” Niko rolled over to face his cousin. “What if she doesn’t want to recover?” 

“Maybe you need to give her a reason to.” 

“Won’t she think it’s because I feel guilty? She’ll suspect I’m pretending to like her so she gets well, and afterwards I’ll go on with my life and leave her behind.” 

“Isn’t that what you’re doing?” Johnny climbed under the covers.

“I don’t know.” 

“You’d better figure it out.” 

“Yeah. Pray for me. I’m confused.” 

“You got it.” 

 * * *

The nurse gave Tia a pencil and notepad to write on. She’d been moved to a regular room. She longed to be able to talk, but who paid attention anyway? Well, some people did. She arranged interviews. She negotiated. She communicated with area coordinators just fine. But when it came to the band, she listened. Now she could write what was necessary and do what she did best—listen. 

The doctor said her amnesia for the event was probably a good thing. He explained it may come back and to be ready for strong emotions. She wished someone would just tell her what happened. Then she might not be so afraid of all her mind hid from her. 

Niko came and brought his guitar. He sat and played for her as she rested. The doctor came in during his visit.

She wrote. What happened to me?

The doctor frowned and glanced at Niko. “I’m not sure it would be good for you to know.”

Please? 

Niko sat aside his guitar, and his face indicated he might already be aware. 

The doctor sighed. “You attempted to stop a man determined to kill Mr. Acton.” 

Her eyes grew wide. No!

The doctor nodded. “You were beaten and strangled. Which is why you can’t talk yet. You have some bruised ribs. You were shot. The bullet hit your side, and we repaired things. You have a concussion from the beating, and while your vision is probably blurry in the right eye, that should return in time.”

She glanced to Niko and scratched out, Did they catch him? The doctor read it aloud. 

Niko nodded. 

The pencil moved. How long will I be here? 

“We’ll see how you recover. We’re worried about your lack of speech and brain swelling. Once we are sure you are on your way to being well, we’ll release you into the care of this man here.” 

Tia wasn’t sure how to respond. Her mind stuck on the idea of murder. She had been assaulted. She hoped she never remembered the event. Given her history though, she’d probably remember and regret it. She’d prefer death to that. My, she’d become quite morbid. She wondered if it was a side effect of the pain or the medicine. The doctor left. 

Niko stood and walked over to the bed. “You saved my life, Tia. I don’t know how I could ever repay you.” 

I’m glad you are safe, but why are you here? She scratched out.

“You don’t want me here?” 

Tour is over. 

“I’m worried about you.” 

Go home. 

“I thought maybe you kind of liked me.” 

? 

“Because you…” He choked up. “Listen. I’ve been an awful friend. You did everything for us. For me. We took advantage of your kind heart and help. I took you for granted, and I’m sorry. We—I—owe you for that at least.” 

You owe me nothing. 

“I thought you liked me.” 

A tear slid down her face, and he wiped it away with his thumb. He bent over and kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear. “I was blind to you. Always you. Listening. Loving. Protecting me. Without you, there would be no songs, no tour, and no laughter.” He pulled away and searched her face. “I’d like to kiss you. Would that be okay?” 

Tia stared at him. Her heart raced. Nikolos Acton wanted to kiss her? She must be having weird delusions with the medication. Her heart beat a rhythm faster than any drummer. She wrote. Confused. 

Niko moved away, his eyes downcast. “I can wait. Should I play?” 

She nodded, and he picked up his guitar. 

Johnny entered a short time later, and Niko left to get dinner. 

“Has the old lug been bothering you?” 

She shook her head. 

“Good. He’s been moody, morose, and nigh on impossible to live with since you were hurt.” 

She wrote. Why? 

Johnny smiled. “Because he finally realized how much you mean to him.” 

I’m nothing. 

“I think your accident shook something loose in his heart.” 

Screw? 

Johnny chuckled. 

Tears seeped from her eyes. 

“Hey, Tia, what’s wrong?” 

Attacked.

“You remember?” 

Doctor told me. 

“So?” 

Not worth it. 

“What’s not?” 

Life. 

“Tia?” 

You should both go home. 

“Why?” 

I’m not your responsibility. I can die here in peace. 

Johnny frowned. “We’re not leaving you. We care. We can’t allow you to die.” 

Not your choice. 

“It’s not yours either. You love the Lord, and only He gets to make that decision. Don’t let the pain rule your better judgement.” His brow furrowed, and he frowned. 

Was he angry with her? Did it even matter? Please leave. She closed her eyes, and the moisture betrayed her. 

Johnny took a few steps back. She turned her head away. Soft steps indicated he had obeyed her request. Why did that make her even sadder? 

 * * *

Niko overheard Tia’s fight with Johnny, or at least Johnny’s side of it. He’d returned to the room to see if Johnny wanted anything. Johnny was normally a happy-go-lucky man, but after his conversation with Tia, his face was lined with grief as he exited the room. He hadn’t seen him like this since his diagnosis. Well, except for when his wife abandoned him. 

They walked down the hall. Johnny leaned against the wall in the waiting room. “You heard?” 

“Only your side of it. I’m guessing it’s similar to what I told you she wrote in her journal.” 

“You’re still reading it?” 

Niko nodded. “She wrote that she loves me.” 

“How do you feel about that?” 

“Like a heel. I’ve been blind to someone so wonderful right in front of me.” 

“Do you even know her?” 

“I’m getting to.” 

“Do you love her?” 

“I’m not sure. I want to.” 

“You can’t want your way into love, Niko. Either you love her or you don’t.” 

“I need to spend more time with her.” 

“Under these circumstances?” 

“Got any other suggestions?” 

“Be her friend.” 

“I’m trying, Johnny.” 

“We both are, Niko. Guess we should try harder. She needs a reason to live.” 

“It can’t be us, though.” 

“Nope. She has to live because she wants to.” Johnny paused. “What keeps you living, Niko?” 

Niko sat down and hung his head in his hands. “Good question. Music. Friends. Family. Realizing God is using me and doing a job I love.” 

“What if the music disappeared and you couldn’t play or sing? What if you lost the ones you loved? What if everything good in your life was taken away?”

“Like Job?” 

“Yeah.” Johnny’s jaw clenched as he held back emotion. “I understand some of what she is going through. When Donna left me after the cancer diagnosis and the music was gone—I didn’t want to live either.” 

“You never said.” 

“No. I didn’t possess the courage to be so honest with you and utter the words. They were still there. I think Tia was the only one who understood the truth.” 

“She was there? I don’t remember that. But you still had your family and friends.” 

“True. But does Tia?” 

“She has us. The band.” 

“Her job ended after the last concert.” 

“We should do something about that.” 

“If we discover a way out of having Paige with us on our tour, I’d be grateful. That woman scares me.” 

Niko nodded. “Let’s help Tia. Were you aware she wrote a book? Check her laptop. She was working on edits. We need to figure out who her editor is and get it back to her. Maybe we can give her several reasons to live.” 

Johnny grinned. “You do love her, don’t you?” 

He frowned. “She described herself as comfortable, like an old worn pair of shoes. As if she could be tossed away and easily replaced. But she’s wrong. It’s true she’s comfortable—but more like a soft blanket that keeps one warm and protected, the kind a little kid wants to take with them everywhere to feel safe and secure.” 

“We are talking about a woman, not a child’s security blanket.” 

Niko grinned. “Yeah, but when it comes to Tia, maybe that’s what I’ve needed.” 

Johnny nodded. “Perhaps it is. You’d better figure this out before the next tour when we leave her behind. How would that feel?” Johnny pushed away from the wall.

“We can’t tour without her. She’s as much a part of our band as we are.” 

“I’m glad you realize it. I think we need to make some phone calls. Do you want to remain here, or shall we leave for a while?” 

“This kind of work takes business hours. Let’s take care of some things and come back later.” 

“Tia won’t be happy with us dabbling in her business.” Johnny led the way down the corridor. 

“Worth it if it gives her a reason to stay in this world and keeps her with us.” Niko followed and soon walked side by side with him.

“Let’s pray we’re successful.” Johnny kissed his fingers and raised them to the sky in supplication. 


CHAPTER THREE

Music expresses that which cannot be put into words 

and that which cannot remain silent.

Victor Hugo

“Angela. Listen. We refuse to work with Paige. It has to be Tia or we won’t go.” Nikolos rolled his eyes as he spoke on the phone with Jazzy Records.

“Be reasonable, Niko. We planned for a new tour bus, much nicer than your current one. Paige will book you into nicer hotels, get you connected, and put a wonderful face on the band.”

“We never agreed to any of this. I’m serious, Angela. We’ll start from scratch if we need to, apart from Jazzy. Did Tia give you all the information on the tour?” 

“No, we are waiting for that. We received concert venues, dates, and tickets are on sale, but Tia has routed details through her own company. She was to turn it over to us and Paige when you returned.” 

“Looks like we don’t need you. Tell Paige to keep her bus. We prefer ours, and we’ll do our tour and make you your money for this record, but we’ll deal with Tia for everything now, including finding our next label.” 

“You’ll find it impossible to get another recording contract if you do this.” 

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take. I read over our contract. We are not obligated to do tours through you. We don’t owe you another album.”

“Tia had the new contracts for you all to sign. We sent them to her prior to this tour. She was to have had your lawyer look them over, but we never received them back. She doesn’t get paid until all her accounting is received along with those contracts.” 

“We haven’t seen them, but I’ll search. Remember, she was the one who kept me from being killed and is still recovering in the hospital. I can tell you right now. We’ll not be signing. Not after how you treated Tia. You can’t keep her pay from her even if we don’t sign.” 

“She negotiated the agreement. We wanted to send you without her. Your profits would have improved. Of course, if we don’t have to pay her, you’ll all have a bonus.” 

“No. She sold our concerts and albums. We needed her. We still do.” 

“Nikolos, you’ll regret this.” Angela’s voice contained a warning.

“Angela, relationships are more important than money. In this case, I’ll choose to care about my sister in Christ and what’s best for her over our profit or the promise of fame you hold out as a carrot but cannot guarantee.” 

“You believe the rest of Specific Gravity will go along with this?” 

“Yeah. I do.” 

“Good luck.” 

“Thank you, Angela.” 

Niko hung up and slumped in his chair. The conversation exhausted him. How had Tia managed to spend so much time making contacts like this? Had he done the right thing by her and the band? Could they really withhold her commission like they said? As an artist, he was running on pure emotion—and he hoped that when all was said and done, Tia still loved him and they might make something happen between them. But if that relationship fell apart, the fallout could be devastating to them all. 

Lord, please be leading us in this. Without Tia, we’re lost. Without You, we’re doomed.

Johnny smiled. “You did well, coz. I’m proud of you. Let’s video chat with the band and fill them in on what’s going on.” 

“Sounds good.” 

 * * *

Niko fingerpicked on his guitar with his paper in front of him. “Tia? I wrote something I want your opinion on. Possibly for the next album.” He started to sing.

I keep searching for your smile, in every crowd I see

The one I long to sing to, who really loves me

I inspect the crowd, longing to see your face

The curve of your cheek, lips that speak grace 

And I’m missing you when you’re not here.

Your encouraging wink, and the private jokes we share

So, never leave me, sweetheart

Or my singing days are through

Don’t ever let us part

The music means little, if there’s no you. 

A chord rang throughout the room. He set the instrument down, leaning it against the chair, and stood to go by her side. “What do you think?” 

Tia sniffed as a tear trickled down her face. “Beautiful.” The word escaped as a raspy whisper.

His jaw dropped. “You spoke.” 

Tia glanced up at his short dark curls, the chocolate eyes alight with joy, and she saw it. The smile he would give other women in the audience. He gave that smile to her. 

“Niko.” 

She doubted his grin could get wider, but it did, and he leaned over to kiss her cheek. “This is wonderful.” 

Johnny walked in, and knitted brows showed his confusion. 

“She spoke!” Niko crowed.

“Hey, Johnny,” she whispered. 

Johnny’s eyes grew wide, and he smiled. “How did this happen? Did Niko find the magic key to unlocking your vocal chords, or are you feeling better?” 

She loved Johnny’s cheekiness. After all he’d gone through, he still had the ability to make wisecracks and irritate his cousin. To her, he was always a delight—and a friend. “He sang a new song.” She gave a small smile. “I loved it.” 

“You wrote a song without me? Let’s hear it.” 

Niko picked up the instrument and sang through the lyrics. Johnny smiled and grabbed the lyric sheet with chords scribbled on it. “Try it again, and I’ll see what harmony I can add.” They did, and the sound was heavenly as they stood by her bed blending their voices. 

Love wrapped around her like a soft cushion. She wasn’t alone. And maybe, just maybe, she’d be okay. 

 * * *

Recovery was brutal. The next day, Tia’s therapist made her walk up and down the hallway to regain her strength and balance. As a result, exhaustion weighed her down like lead. Speech therapy proceeded well, and a magnetic resonance imaging test assessed and found no permanent damage done to her brain. Tia yawned and longed to sleep. It was not to be as the boys returned. Two guitars accompanied them, along with their big grins. 

“Great news. The doctor hinted he might let you out in two days if you continue this well. We’ll rent a car to head home. He said we have to make the trip slow, though. No driving all day and night, but still. We’re going to break you out of this joint. Oh, and listen to the song now.” Johnny winked at her as he looped the guitar strap over his neck and behind his back.

The melding of their different guitar styles and the smooth blending of their harmonies made the words even more potent.

“I love it. Do it on your next tour.”

Niko nodded as he glanced at Johnny. “We will. We hope you didn’t make other plans, because you’re coming with us. As a band, we decided since you did all the work, you should share in the glory. And the money too. We can’t do it with anyone else.” 

“Paige?” She frowned. It sounded like they’d stirred up a hornet’s nest. 

Johnny shook his head. “We cancelled that deal. Fortuitous that you never sent those contracts. We only want you. When you’re better, you can read over our proposal that Roberto drafted for us. We’re not doing this through the record label.”

“I didn’t? I’m sorry. I intended to. They’re in my briefcase somewhere for you guys to sign. Jazzy’ll be ticked. They are not an enemy you want to make.” She fought a yawn. There goes my income. What next?

“We’re happy you never gave them to us to sign. You believed in and sacrificed for us. Suffered for us. You should also be there to reap the blessings. You’re a member of our band, and we can’t move forward without you. The guys all agree. I hope you don’t mind. Will that get you in trouble with Jazzy?” Niko frowned, and creases appeared on his forehead. 

“They were getting you a bigger and better bus.” Tia couldn’t believe what they were giving up. And what they took from her in the process. Was it worth losing her income to be able to continue on with them? Her heart said yes, but could she really move forward now with Niko paying her attention?

“Do you know how much they wanted to charge us for that monstrosity? We’d rather pay you and keep the bus we already own. We all talked, prayed, and we leave in a little more than two months on tour, so you only have that long to get well.” Johnny gave a nod as he set his guitar down.

“You put my recovery on a deadline?” Seriously? Were they nuts? 

Niko nodded. “We’ll help you however we can. We need you with us. We also hired a security guard to travel with us. A former United States Marshal.” 

“Carries a gun?” 

Johnny nodded. “Yeah, and he’s cool. He attends Orchard Hill and is retired, but his wife died six months ago, so he’s kind of at loose ends and game for the adventure. This is perfect for him.”

Niko set his guitar aside. “You’ve been taking care of us for a long time. Now it’s our turn to return the favor.” 

“I’m being managed.”

“We turned the tables on you, didn’t we?” Niko chuckled.

“I’m not complaining. You guys are the best. My fondest memories are of touring with Specific Gravity.” 

“Tia?” Niko’s voice was soft, pleading.

“Hmmm?” 

“We want to be part of your reason to live.” He bent over, kissed her cheek, and whispered in her ear. “And when you’re ready, I still want to kiss you.” 

A shiver rippled through her body. She blinked rapidly. How was a girl to respond to something so outrageous? Or maybe this was all a trick of her brain. The swelling. Part of her injuries. Or the meds must be messing with her. Yeah. That must be it. What else would explain this sudden focus of Niko—on her of all people?

 * * *

He knew it was wrong, yet Niko spent time reading more of Tia’s journals. He should stop, but he figured he was in this far… He longed to understand this woman who was familiar and a mystery all at once. 

He came across this entry.

I write romance, I listen to the love songs, and the grief hits like a rockslide in my heart. Wasted. Alone. Buried in singledom. Has it been worth it, Lord? 

I may not be beautiful, but I had opportunities to sin. I recognized them as a cheap imitation of what You desired for me if you ever allowed me a husband. Thank You for giving me the strength to survive the temptations and lures. Even on the road. I’m sure the guys in the band never realized the way men hit on me at the gigs. Or insulted me. The condescension to a woman has been a struggle at times. Even though I’ve pulled my weight, even helping with the roadie part of the job. The groping. The innuendos. I kind of expected it at the more diverse concert venues, but it was eye-opening to experience it at some churches and Christian festivals as well.

Now I’ve come to realize we’re all human and struggle with the temptation to sin. Some of us are further along the road to holiness and sanctification than others. I’m so young in this journey. 

I’ve learned a lot from Nikolos as he’s led the band in studying Your words. He’s a man of wisdom and passion. I keep praying Your protection over him with the challenges he faces. I’ve seen him biting his tongue. I’ve witnessed him asking for forgiveness. I’ve observed him laboring in prayer over his own weaknesses. 

I want a man like him to lead me someday. Lord, if You have a partner in my future, let him be a leader like Niko. Not perfect, but growing and honest about the struggle. Is that an unfair standard to set? Stephanie says Niko is the “gold standard” by which I measure every other man who comes across my path. His only flaw is his inability to see me. But that’s not his fault. If I were worthy of a man like him—he’d have noticed.

Still, it’s a blessing to be under his leadership on this tour. I realize they think I run herd on them in many ways with the details of times and places they need to be, but spiritually it is Nikolos who shepherds us as Your little flock. I’m going to miss them. I’ll miss him. I’ve learned so much. I love them all—but Niko…well, You know my heart, don’t you, Jesus? 

I’ll trust You even as You take my dearest heart’s desire from me once again.

How will I bear it? I foresee bucket-loads of tears, so prepare Your jars to store them in. My future stretches out dark and bleak, and sometimes I wonder if I can survive this.

This tour will be a special memory for me to hold onto. I’ve experienced joy being privileged to work with this group of brothers-in-Christ. Warriors on the battlefield going before and worshipping You with songs proclaiming Your truth and sending the demons running. I fear walking away from the protection of their headship over me. Your banner over me is love, and I’ve seen it lived out with these guys. Thank you, Lord, for this once-in-a-lifetime chance to experience the sweetness of that. 

He let the notebook fall shut. So many thoughts vied for attention in his mind. The role of shepherd she saw in him. How could he have missed the love she expressed so eloquently in her writing? Moments from the past few months flashed across the movie screen of his mind. Tia’s pat on his back and soft words of encouragement. Handing him a towel. Winding up cords after a concert. Keeping fans at bay. Her eyes sparkling with excitement as she shared their reviews. 

Her posts for them on social media shared the humor and fatigue of life on the road with their fans. Sure he’d thanked her time and again in an offhand manner. She was doing her job, and she did it better than anyone. But he’d also taken her for granted. 

He might be the shepherd of Specific Gravity. Tia was the heart.

Lord, help me be the man she needs me to be. 

What wounds will she carry once the physical ones heal? She would likely carry deep emotional and physical scars from the attack. To save him, of all people. No greater love than a man lays down his life for his friend. She’d modeled that verse. 

Marry her. 

The thought popped into his head. Where did that come from?

Marriage? He never seriously considered the idea of marriage before now. Sure, he’d enjoyed the company of women over the years but none to make him consider the challenges involved in making a relationship like that work. After all, look at Johnny’s failed marriage. Was it worth it to take a risk like that? Life on the road made it hard to think of that kind of commitment. Their drummer, Wayne, and his wife, Candace, seemed to make it work.

But Tia? Hmmm. Perhaps. He smiled. For the first time, he could imagine a woman by his side through his life. Someone his brothers in the band loved and cared about. Lord? Is she the one You intended to be my wife? 

How blind had he been? 


CHAPTER FOUR

Where words fail, music speaks.

Hans Christian Anderson

The rental car was loaded up, and Tia reveled in the comfort of her own clothes as the nurse wheeled her out to the curb at the hospital. Johnny opened the front door, and both men helped her in with such care. They tossed her belongings in the trunk. Yesterday, she was finally able to sneak access to her computer against doctor’s orders and discovered the boys submitted her manuscript for her. On time. Her editor now knew about the incident and emailed reassurance they were still on track. 

She worried about the medical bills, but the boys told her not to. Seriously? They had no clue what this was going to cost her. How could she ever pay for this? She’d have to talk to her attorney. Perhaps the man who caused her injures could also be responsible for paying for her recovery? Right. How can a man in jail for attempted murder do that?

Niko buckled her in, and Johnny jumped into the back seat. The global positioning system would guide them home with only two nights at hotels. The slower pace was due to the doctor’s insistence, but she was grateful. She reclined her seat and drifted to sleep as Niko and Johnny bantered back and forth. 

She was cared for. Protected. Life wasn’t as dark as she previously imagined. At least at this point in time. She’d worry about tomorrow when she got there.

 * * *

Johnny headed upstairs after dinner, leaving her with Niko. Alone. Other than in the hospital room, when did that ever happen? He played with his napkin and avoided eye contact. 

“I need to make a confession.” He stammered out. Where was the smooth-talking musician?

“I’m not a priest.” She sipped her water. The medication made her thirsty, and she was due for another dose. 

His grin was crooked, but he didn’t lose the wrinkles on his forehead. “I might need your absolution for my sin, however.” 

With a formal accent she said, “My child, how have you sinned?” She witnessed the tear in the paper napkin. Bit by bit he destroyed it, making quite a mess. 

“Johnny found your journals and encouraged me to read them.” 

“Excuse me? You did what? My personal diary. You read my private thoughts and prayers?” 

He nodded, frowning, but said nothing.

“But Johnny’s to blame?” Her jaw dropped. She’d always respected Niko—but to go from ignoring her to this invasion? She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. What exactly had he read? 

“No.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “The fault is mine. He believed you liked me and wanted to shake me up. I was already pretty crazed after your attack. The scales fell from my eyes, and I finally realized the treasure that had been there all along.” 

“Johnny needs to mind his own stinkin’ business.” Her teeth were clenched, and the tension in her body aggravated her stiches. “And so should you.” She wasn’t prone to violence, but right now she itched to slap him. The thought shamed her. 

He sighed. “We both meant well. I read entries from the past few months.” He reached for her hand, but she pulled away. “Listen. We weren’t sure you’d survive. I realized I wasn’t as well-acquainted with you as I should be—given how long we’ve been together on this journey. I didn’t read everything. I’m sorry I violated your privacy, but I confess to a lack of repentance for the window into your soul I was able to peer into.” 

She was speechless. Numb. Ambivalent. Did it matter? She shook with pain and anger.

“Please say you’ll forgive me, Tia?” Finally, those dark eyes that melted hearts met hers. Pleading. 

Tia hesitated and stumbled over her words. “I forgive you, Niko, but more as an act of my will because emotionally I’m not there. God is in a better position to mete out punishment than I am right now. Getting my heart to come around? I can’t vouch for that. I’m ticked and can’t believe you violated the trust I placed in you. I’m not sure how this affects our relationship. I need to think and pray about this. I can’t even begin to…” 

Niko reached out and clasped her hands. He held them firmly in his grip. “You’re a beautiful writer. It’s no wonder you’ve been the one to help me with lyrics. As I read, I grew to understand and love you. My heart ached for the pain you keep hidden. I don’t want you to hide from me anymore.” 

She tugged her hands into her lap. “I can’t promise anything. Not even any kind of relationship between us.” Her teeth clenched, increasing her headache. She stood, and he followed suit. “I need another pain pill and rest. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

He nodded and strode beside her to the elevator and rode with her to her room adjoining theirs, although the door between remained closed. “Please keep your inside door unlocked in case you need us.” He moved to lean to give her a kiss on the cheek, but she backed away. 

“I need time, Niko.” 

He bit his lip, stepped back, and let her go. “I’m sorry.” 

“Yeah, you keep saying that. But that doesn’t make everything better. It’s not a magic wand you can wave…” Tia entered her dark hotel room, slamming the door behind her without a second glance at the man standing there. She flicked on the lamp and went to sit at her laptop for a few minutes, checking her emails. Totally violating doctor’s orders but she apparently still had a job to do. There wasn’t much to take care of at the moment, and fatigue left her bones soft as noodles. She changed, took her medications, slipped into bed, and turned off the light. Tears soaked her pillow.

She was unsettled from Niko’s confession. Tia prayed the nightmares wouldn’t come. The boys were unaware of them, but the doctor told her the sleeping pill might help ward them off. Her memory began to return. Frightening images and the terror of her attack erupted when she least expected it and mixed with frightful memories from her past. Would she get a reprieve tonight? 

 * * *

A scream rent the silence, and Niko jerked out of bed, moving in a flash to the adjoining door. Johnny flipped on the lamp. A cry and a thump came from the room next door. Niko flung the door open, fumbled for a light, and smashed his little toe on a piece of furniture. 

“Ouch!” Who designed these rooms, anyway? 

Tia thrashed about, weeping on the bed. 

“Tia?”

“Is she okay?” Johnny yawned from the door as Niko limped toward her. She slapped him away.

“Don’t touch me. Get away!” 

“It’s Niko. Tia, you’re having a nightmare. Everything’s fine.”

“No! I won’t let you!” She kicked out, and even wrapped in the blankets, she managed to strike Niko in a sensitive area with a lot of force. 

He bent over in pain as he backed away from any more flailing limbs. “Ouch, that hurt. Johnny, some help here?”

Johnny left the room and returned with Niko’s guitar. “Sing to her.” 

“What?” He grabbed it.

“Sing.”

Niko limped to a nearby chair, sat, and started to strum. He began to sing the song he’d written for her. 

I keep searching for your smile, in every crowd I see

The one I long to sing to, who really loves me

I inspect the crowd, longing to see your face

The curve of your cheek, lips that speak grace 

And I’m missing you when you’re not there.

Your encouraging wink, and the private jokes we share

So, never leave me, sweetheart

Or my singing days are through

Don’t ever let us part

The music means little, if there’s no you 

Johnny harmonized, and together they observed Tia’s tears slow and her body relax. The tune finished, and Johnny motioned for them to leave with a finger over his lips. 

Niko reluctantly followed, turning out the lights as he left, leaving the doors open between the rooms. 

He returned the instrument to its case and limped to his bed. “If she fought him that hard, I’m surprised he succeeded in hurting her like he did.” 

“He wielded a gun and a knife. Those can be persuasive. Plus, he strangled her and smashed her head in.” 

Niko’s toe throbbed, swelled to twice its size, and turned colors. “We got any ice?” 

“I can get some.” 

“Please.” Niko groaned as he collapsed onto the mattress in agony.

Johnny grabbed a bottle of an over-the-counter anti-inflammatory from his bag and tossed it to Niko. “That’ll help.” Collecting his key card and ice bucket, he took off for the ice. 

The door shut, and Niko rolled back onto the bed. Lord, give her peace. A tear raced down his cheek to tickle his ear as he thought of the horror she re-experienced in her dreams and the pain he suffered in his body. 

He suspected more than his little toe was turning colors. 

 * * *

Tia woke as the sun peeked through a space in the drapes. The covers twisted around her, and she was drenched in sweat. She ached all over. So much for peaceful rest. She suspected it had been a rough night but couldn’t remember any of it. Only horror. Dark terror had gripped her. She rose, grabbed her clothes, and spied the door open between the rooms. She walked to the entry to the next room and peeked in to see the boys asleep. Niko was curled up in the fetal position, and his forehead wrinkled as if he were in pain. His right foot was exposed and the baby toe was swollen and purple. What happened? 

Both men wore t-shirts and pajama bottoms. Not enough to hide their strength. She gazed at Niko. She really did adore him. If only— 

She said she forgave him for reading her most private thoughts. She could understand the temptation she’d face if she came across his journals. But that didn’t mean she could trust him. It was as if she was blindfolded and stripped bare, not knowing who was peering inside her soul. Her heart ached over the betrayal. Love supposedly covered a multitude of sins, but what did it matter, anyway? He was a friend and nothing more. She was embarrassed that he knew how much she adored him. Like a childhood crush she couldn’t shake, it was supposed to be for her and God alone to know about. Sure, she’d shared her silly infatuation with Stephanie, but now that he knew—would he use it against her? Tease her? 

She was delusional if she thought the warmth in his gaze meant he returned her affection. Probably another side effect of her accident. And what man wouldn’t be flattered by the attention of a woman? She definitely didn’t fit his profile of women who attracted him anyway. She was far from tall, lithe, and blonde. And she never flirted.

She glanced at him again as he slept. He was muscle and poetry. Grace and strength. Everything she ever desired in a man. Get it through your silly heart, girl. He’s not yours and never will be. She backed out of the room, closed the door softly behind her, and locked it.

 * * *

Niko limped to the bathroom and showered. He’d be in pain for a while. Maybe at their first fuel stop at a convenience store he could find a package of frozen vegetables to alleviate his discomfort. He had flip-flops, but he hated wearing those. Johnny would need to drive today so Niko could nurse his misery in the privacy of the back seat. 

Tia must have closed the door between the two rooms, and no sounds came from the other side. He doubted she remembered anything about last night. How long would she suffer from the attack? It would be a bummer for her husband if he got beaten up in his sleep. 

Somehow, that didn’t worry him. 

 * * *

Johnny slid into the booth across from Tia in the hotel restaurant. 

“I’m not too happy with you,” she said. 

“Niko told you about the journals?” 

She nodded as she cut a piece of sausage and chewed. He waited. 

“You had no right to betray my trust.” Her eyebrows rose as if daring him to contradict her.

“Come on. You’re perfect for him. So shoot me for being a matchmaker. Niko needed a whack across the side of the head, and you deserve to be loved.” He sipped his coffee.

Tears welled up in her eyes. “I don’t want a guy to choose me because I’m convenient.” 

“You’re more than that, and you know it. Listen, Tia. I’d like to say I’m sorry I tempted him like that. But I’m not. I didn’t really read them. You’re like a sister to me, and I know how many times you’ve been hurt by Niko’s thoughtlessness. You’re either in love with him or incredibly stupid to have stayed around in spite of all that. And I know you’re not stupid.

“You have a servant’s heart, and Specific Gravity would not be where we are today without your hard work and dedication. Nikolos can get a little puffed up in his own consequence, but you know at his core he’s not a prideful man. He gets swayed by the attention. We’ve all been. Except for you.” 

“Why couldn’t I have fallen in love with you?” 

Johnny grinned. “We tried that, remember?” 

She bit her lip to keep from laughing. “It was almost comical. I’m sorry, Johnny. You deserve someone who will love you too.” 

“Nah. Between Donna and the cancer? I’m not a good catch for anyone.” 

“Remember when you tried to kiss me?” 

Johnny busted out a laugh. “Yes. That had to have been the biggest disaster of dates I’d ever been on. I’m grateful that we both agreed that there was no spark there and could go back to being friends.” 

“I’m sorry. I wish it had been different.” 

He shook his head. “You really don’t. I have my secrets just like everyone else, and I would have made you miserable. I’m better as your friend.” 

“You never told Niko, did you?” 

“Nah. I’m not one to kiss and tell. He doesn’t need to know everything.” 

She sighed, shoving her practically full plate away. “Wanna finish that?” 

“Sure.” He pulled it over and dug in. “You’ll get past this, you know. It’s not in you to hold a grudge. Niko loves you, but it’s all new to him. Give him a chance. I’m sure when he gets around to kissing you, it’ll have been worth the wait.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Faith? And the hope that my two best friends can finally find some love and joy in this lonely, broken world.” 

“You’re good for me, Johnny.” 

He winked at her. “Remember that when I tick you off again.” 

She chuckled. “You’ll get my bags to the car?” 

“Sure.”

“I’m going to go sit outside for a few minutes.” 

“We’ll be out soon. Niko’s just moving a little slower this morning.” 

She frowned, but Johnny only gave her a cheeky half-grin, saluted her with his coffee mug, and took a sip. Shaking her head, she took her journal and pencil outside. 

 * * *

They settled in the car, and Tia’s raised eyebrows asked a silent question Niko wasn’t about to answer as he plopped the frozen peas in his lap.

“Something you want to tell me?” she asked.

Johnny’s eyes met his through the rearview mirror, and his cousin shook his head. 

“No. Nothing worth sharing.” Niko ground out. “Let’s get going. One more night till we’re home.”

“Do you even know where home is for me?” she asked. 

Johnny pulled out into traffic and barreled down the highway. “My cousin Ginny’s house is your landing pad during our break. She said you can store anything in her garage while we’re on the road.” 

“You guys are taking care of me. I’m not sure how comfortable I am with that.” 

“You needed help. It was the least we could do.” Johnny said. 

Niko leaned his head back and attempted to doze. 

At the next bathroom break, they got out and Niko struggled to walk normally due to his toe and, well, other things. 

Tia giggled. “You walk like you went bull riding. Come on. Something obviously happened.” 

Niko wasn’t laughing. Johnny shook his head, but Niko decided truth was better. “You had a nightmare. Your screams woke us up, and we came in. I tried to get close to calm you. I stubbed my toe and encountered your wicked left foot.” 

Tia stood and stared at him, eyes wide. “I did that?” She glanced to Johnny, who nodded. 

“I grabbed Niko’s guitar and we sang for you. Worked better than him trying to comfort you.”

“Much less painful as well.” Niko walked bowlegged to the restroom. 

Back in the car, Tia asked questions about the arrangements for the tour. Johnny answered them, and as they talked, Niko took pencil to paper to write. 

They say love hurts, but loneliness is the deeper pain

Emptiness clogs my heart and pushes my tears 

Where do I go when there’s nothing left to gain?

But on my knees to my God with all my hopes and fears.

I never knew it was you I wanted till I almost lost you

How could I understand the depth of my need?

Tortured soul, but I want you to want me too

Where can I go, how do I germinate that seed? 

You. It’s always you. In my life and in my heart 

The ache for you eats at my sinew and bones

When will you give me the go ahead to start

To prove to you the depth that my love knows? 

Niko read the lyrics and started to hum a simple melody. Soon Johnny hummed along. When Niko stopped, he set the paper and pencil aside. 

“Got any words to go with the tune?” Johnny asked.

“I always start with lyrics.” 

“Let me guess. A sad love song.” A wink reflected in the rearview mirror from his cousin. 

Niko stared out at the passing scenery. 

“Well?” Tia turned toward him. “Is it?” 

“Doesn’t matter.” 

“It’s you. It matters. Sing it. Please?” 

“It’s rough.” 

“I’ve always heard your first pass at a song. I love watching the process you take to get it done.” 

Niko picked up the paper and sang the words, glancing away from the page to meet Tia’s eyes. She wouldn’t meet his gaze. Would the lyrics help convince her of his changing affections for her? Would she accept his apology and give him a chance? 

He ended and hummed a few more measures and stopped. “Still needs another verse and a bridge.” 

“I love it. That could be your next single. You guys should work it up to sing on the tour in preparation for a new album.” 

“We need to find a different label or start a fundraising campaign to afford the studio time.” 

“Jazzy won’t do it? I thought you were scheduled to record with them after Christmas. Did you mention this in the hospital? If so, I apologize. Those pain killers did a number on me.”

Niko bit his lip.

“What, Nikolos? Johnny? What happened with Jazzy?” 

“They cut us loose when we made our demands. We’ll still get our royalties on this album, but we won’t be recording with them again.” 

“What demands?” 

“You stay our manager, and they ditch Paige.” Johnny said. 

“You should’ve stayed with them. They could have helped you go far.” She turned away to watch the scenery passing by. 

“And lose you? Come on Tia, we thought you liked working with us. Did we misunderstand?” Niko asked.

She faced him. “Just because you read my journals doesn’t mean you understand who I am right now. Today. At this moment. Don’t presume anything, Niko. Not even this next tour. I believe you had good intentions. I do. But…” She turned away, and no one spoke for the longest time. 

Niko forgot to get more frozen peas. He found comfort in his pain. Maybe he deserved that kick. 


CHAPTER FIVE

Love is a cunning weaver of fantasies and fables.

Sappho

They rolled into Milwaukee and pulled up to Johnny’s cousin’s house to drop off Tia. No fanfare greeted them. The men hauled her bags into her room, and Ginny fluttered around to make Tia comfortable. Tia wanted to crash, but the last day had been tense between her and Niko. The second night in a hotel, she suspected she’d had another nightmare. She had a vague recollection that someone sang to her. Probably Niko. 

She’d forgiven him but was definitely punishing him when he already carried a weight on his soul. She still couldn’t forget about his violation of her privacy. She wasn’t even sure how much he’d read. She grabbed his arm before he left the bedroom after setting her last suitcase inside the door. Johnny was already back downstairs talking to Ginny. 

“Yeah?” He regarded her with sadness in his eyes. The spark that used to be there was gone. She’d done that to him. 

“I’m sorry I’ve been hard on you. None of what has happened has been normal as far as exploring whatever there is between us…” 

“You think something’s there?” 

“Perhaps. Something I’ve longed for—and now when you offer it, I’ve hesitated, pushing you away. I’m scared. I’m not worthy of a man like you. I never have been.”

Furrows grew deep in his forehead. “What? Why would you be unworthy of a schmuck like me?” 

She bit her lip. “You understand nothing about my past. My history. It’s dark. I’m not good enough for you. You deserve better. At some level, you’ve always understood this. You’ve pushed me away before.” 

The words hung in the air between them. Niko swallowed hard. “I don’t remember that. I could never hold whatever is in the past against you.” He grabbed her arms gently. “You stepped in to save my life. But it’s more than gratitude I feel for you. Death doesn’t scare me. Losing you was a terror I don’t ever want to face again. I realized how much you meant to me. It’s why I hung around as you healed. Why I fought the record label. You—not worthy? You deserve honor and respect, and I’m a fool for not seeing that sooner. My need for your forgiveness is deep. And it goes for far more than violating your privacy by reading your journals.” 

She reached up to touch his whiskered cheek. “You’re forgiven. I don’t regret seeking to protect those I love.” She hoped the invitation in her eyes was clear. She shouldn’t do it, but what if this was her only chance? Was it selfish to want his kiss? He held her gaze and bent his head until their lips touched. Soft and gentle. His arm gently enfolded her into the strength of his body, taking care of her bandaged side. She relaxed into his embrace.

“Niko?” Johnny called up the stairs.

She stepped back, and he released her with a soft smile on his lips. “That was better than my dreams.” 

“You dream of me?” 

He nodded. 

“Nikolos! We gotta return the rental,” Johnny yelled again.

“You’d better go.” Tia’s finger traced a line down the center of his chest.

“Yeah, I’d better. I’ll call you tomorrow. Sweet dreams, Tia.” 

“After that, I sure hope so.” 

He chuckled and left to head outside where Johnny had gone to wait in the car.

Tia shut the door and leaned her back against it. She closed her eyes to savor those few moments of heaven in his arms. Oh, Lord, what are You doing here? You’ve opened doors I never expected. Help me to keep seeking You through this.

 * * *

Rocco dropped Niko off at his apartment after picking Johnny and him up from the rental place. It was good to be home, but the emptiness of the space around him spoke volumes to the black and white nature of his life off the road. He carried color in his soul after Tia’s sweet kiss. 

He’d kissed women before. His mother made a career of nagging him for grandchildren. And now, after a few months on the road and a tragedy stripping away the blinders on his eyes, he saw color. He envisioned a future with a woman by his side and little curly-haired urchins climbing on his back and filling a home with laughter as his wife shared a secret smile filled with promises. 

He blinked. The colors of the dream vanished and instead, his world shrank to a living room where he wrote music, a tiny kitchen, and a functional bedroom. His used and worn hand-me-down furniture didn’t match. Chipped dishes in the cupboard combined with old pans from a thrift shop. He dragged his suitcase to his room and unpacked, tossing most in the laundry basket. 

Laundry. It had been months since he needed to do that for himself. Tia. It was always Tia.

He readied for bed, climbed under the covers, and imagined what it would be like to be here with a woman to hold. And not just any woman. Tia. It wasn’t even about sex. Just her. To talk to. To touch. To write songs for and about. To laugh and fight with. To be—in color—alive. Her kiss promised that and so much more. He drifted to sleep with a smile on his face. 

The phone awoke him in the morning. 

“’ello?” his voice rasped. 

“Niko? Hey, I hear you’ve been writing. We need to talk. Band wants to meet at Johnny’s in an hour.” Sam’s excitement was a jolt of caffeine to Niko’s weary body.

“Tia too?” 

“Yeah. Can you bring her?” 

“Do we need to do this today? She’s still recovering.” 

“Yeah, we’re eager. Don’t forget your guitar and songs.” 

“You promise me breakfast and strong coffee?” 

“Wayne’s wife, Candace, has a fresh frittata in the oven she promises to send with him. It’ll be ready when you arrive. And yes to the coffee.” 

“Fine.”

Niko hung up and called Tia. 

A drowsy “hi” greeted him. 

“Hi, sweetheart. Guys are meeting at Johnny’s in an hour. I can come by and pick you up. They want songs, guitar, and I suspect to talk about the next tour. Bring your laptop and everything else.” 

“Wait. What time is it? Eight? Ugh. No. Sorry, I can’t. I need to check in with the doctor here at nine, but I can come over afterwards. Save me some coffee.” 

“Doctor?” 

“Yeah, part of the stipulation for the release home. The hospital made the appointment before we left. Just routine, check the stitches, run bloodwork. Ginny said I can borrow her car until I get my beater back from a friend.” 

“No, I’ll drive you. The guys can wait.” 

“It’s not necessary, Niko.” 

“But I want to.” 

“Fine. See ya in forty-five minutes.” 

“See ya.” 

 * * *

Being treated as a treasure was a new experience. Niko sat in the lobby while she was with the doctor. 

Doctor Hagelman peeled back the bandage and examined the wound. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired. Sore. And anxious about these medical bills.” 

“No insurance?” The doctor put fresh salve on the wound and a new bandage. Tia winced. 

“Nope. But up till this point I’ve been pretty healthy.” 

“Probably why the last time I saw you was two years ago.” The doctor grinned and helped her off the examining table. “Sit down.” 

Tia relaxed into the chair. “Your blood pressure is low. I checked over the stuff from the doctor who cared for you. Have you been able to make an appointment to see a therapist? Are you still having the nightmares?” 

“The therapists at Behavioral Health are booked. I might get in once before we hit the road if a spot opens up on the waiting list, but that’s it. I’m not sleeping well and wake up achy. I know I had horrible nightmares on the journey home. My friend sang to me and played his guitar to calm me down.” 

“And this friend is close?” 

“He was in an adjoining room trying to keep an eye out for me. We’re not ‘involved.’”

“Probably good. I don’t think physical intimacy would be wise right now with the healing you need to do.” 

“No chance of that happening. He’s just a friend.”

“You want more.” 

“We can’t always have what we want.” 

“Are you depressed? The doctor noted something about that in his records.” 

Tia shrugged. “I’m sad. Yeah, but I’m in pain and not sleeping well. Does that constitute depression?” 

“Not necessarily, but if you need help before you see the therapist, give me a call and we can prescribe something. I hesitate to do that unless you really need it. The down side is most medications can take four to six weeks before you notice an improvement.” 

“And by then, I’ll probably be on tour again.” 

The doctor nodded. “Rest as much as you can. You have a lot of healing to do. Just because they released you from the hospital doesn’t mean you can continue to move forward at your normal pace. Nap if you need to.”

“I’ve not been very hungry.”

“Natural, given the trauma you’ve experienced. I’m sure your appetite will return in time. Most women would be delighted to be losing weight, but you really don’t have much extra to spare, so be careful not to skip meals.” 

Tia nodded. “Thank you, doctor.” 

“Come back in a few weeks so we can see how you’re healing, and call if you need anything.” 

“Okay.” 

She made her next appointment and went for her lab work while Niko waited, flipping through a magazine. She returned to the lobby. He rose and quickly came to her side, placing his hand gently on her back. 

“Ready to go?” 

She nodded.

“That went fast.” 

“I’m healing well so far.” 

They reached Johnny’s house. The guys swarmed around her when she arrived. 

Wayne kissed her cheek. “Candace sends her love and said if you need anything, just call. I’m glad you’re better.” 

Sam gave her a side-embrace. “How are you?”

“It’s going to take time, but I’m here.”

They ushered her to the table, and food appeared before her as well as coffee. Niko was a few chairs away, but he gave her a wink. Everything was too new between them, and other than Johnny, she doubted anyone else suspected. 

She tried to focus on her food, but confusion dulled her taste buds. How did they define their relationship? Boyfriend and girlfriend? Friends who might like to kiss? In love? Where was this thing going? She had so many unanswered questions. Unfortunately, today would likely not be the time when answers could be found. 

The men talked as she took notes on her computer. She reviewed the concert venues with them and the potential income expected for each, based on a portion of sales for the tickets and, of course, the profits from merchandise. The men had contacted Mr. Rodriguez while she recovered and drew up a contract for them and her to sign for her reimbursement for her services. The boys were generous and provided health and life insurance.

“Why life insurance?” 

“What would we do without you? Even the time spent finding a replacement could cost a fortune. We insured you because you are as essential to our work as our instruments.” 

She nodded and signed. “Good luck getting them to approve me right now.”

Marc talked about upgrades to the trailer to make it even better. 

“Who’s paying for that?” she asked. 

“We are. It’s covered. Since the album has been doing well, we can afford it. We’re not going into debt.” 

“You’d be better off investing in ear monitors.” 

“Maybe next time.” Johnny winked at her as he sipped his coffee. 

“I’m glad you’re back.” Sam said. “I’m sad for what happened. I’m grateful the guy didn’t succeed in getting to Niko, but still…I’m sorry.” 

She smiled. The bass player was a man of few words. Cool. Calm. Collected. And an amazing musician. “Thanks, Sam. I appreciate it. I’m glad he didn’t succeed with what he intended. He pled guilty, and his girlfriend is charged with slander, since she claimed Niko raped her when the most they did was talk. Video surveillance confirms the truth as well. Your buddy system was a bonus.” 

“We’re going to take better care of you from now on.” Wayne said. “We were not happy when we found out how the label treated you.” 

“It was my choice, guys. I took a gamble that once you got on the road and your album released, you were going to succeed.” 

“You made it happen. You’re the one who booked the television and radio interviews and mini-performances, which drew attention to our work. You kept our social media current.” 

She shrugged. “What can I say? I’m your biggest fan. I want you to soar and see God glorified in the process.” 

“Inquiring minds want to know…are you and Niko dating?” Rocco asked with raised eyebrows. 

Tia’s face grew warm, and she sipped her coffee slowly, grateful she hadn’t been drinking it when the question came up. Someone might have received a hot shower. 

The men closest to him nudged Niko, and he smiled. “We’re exploring our relationship. Give us space, guys.” 

“Well, in my opinion, you should wed quickly and come on the road with us as husband and wife.” Sam spoke. 

Wayne chimed in. “That would free up a bunk.” 

Johnny tapped a finger on the table. “We’re already modifying the bus. We could widen a berth at the back with extra privacy. It might be a good thing.” 

Niko choked on his food, and Marc patted his back.

Tia’s tongue tied in a knot. Numbness settled over her. They had no clue they dangled the greatest prize before her, but she didn’t want him pushed into anything.

“Guys. Stop. Tia and I need to figure this out and seek God. Rushing into marriage is not a wise thing.” Niko dropped his fork.

“Either you love her or you don’t. Seems to me Tia’s had the hots for you for quite some time, and you get along and work well together. You’ve put in the time, in the studio and on the road. Waiting won’t make the decision safer.” Wayne was serious.

Tia shut down her laptop and stuffed her papers in her bag. They had already been here for several hours. She’d wanted to leave, but Niko was her ride. Fatigue dumped over her like a can of upended deep blue paint as her mood darkened. The doctor warned her. She’d maxed out her energy. A good excuse.

“Guys, I’ve reached my limit for today. Niko, would you drive me home? I need to take some medicine and rest.” 

He nodded and stood. The jovial mood of the group sobered. She turned to them. “Good job with everything, guys. I’m proud to be associated with you.” 

Sam picked up her bag and carried it to the car for her as she and Niko followed. He helped her settle into the front, and she melted into the hot vinyl and cloth seat. Buckled up, they drove home in silence. Only the blower for the air-conditioning was heard, even over the road noise. Parked out front of Ginny’s, she placed a hand on his arm. 

“Nikolos?” 

“Yeah. Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t expect them to ambush us.” 

“It’s okay. They care about you and want you happy.” 

He turned to face her. “I think they are more concerned with you. Marriage provides a protection for your reputation as our audience grows. It also keeps me out of the cross hairs of jealous boyfriends.” 

“But neither are great reasons for marriage.” 

He frowned as he reached for her hand and held it. “Marriage is to glorify God. To show His love to the world. We would be serving together. I’m not opposed to marrying you, Tia. The guys are unaware of your nightmares. On the bus that impacts everyone…but as my wife, I could sing to you, calm you, and take care of you.” 

“Or get your own jewels smashed on a regular basis.” 

“We have several gigs in Texas. We’ll tell people I was bull-riding.” He grinned, and his dimple deepened. He tipped his head in towards hers. Their foreheads met, and he whispered. “Lord, please guide us. Marriage is a big decision, and while there are practical reasons to take that step, along with how much I desperately love and need this woman in my life, we want this to be your clear call to us.” 

“Amen,” they chimed in together.

Tia stammered. “It wouldn’t be a good decision for the immediate future. I still have so much healing to do.” 

He frowned, leaned his head back, and nodded. He had also wounded his wife. Wait. Wife? Whoa. Lord? Are you telling me yes?

“I need to go in.” 

“I’ll help you out and walk you to the house.” 

Once they were at the door, he set down her laptop bag. 

“Thanks, Niko.” 

“Tia, do you understand I’ve fallen in love with you?” 

“I’d hoped. You realize I’ve loved you for a long time?” 

“Yeah, I was a little slow to get the big picture. But I understand now and am grateful. I’m sorry I’ve hurt you so much.” 

“That’s in the past. I need to rest.” She placed a kiss on his cheek and let herself in the house. She climbed the stairs to her room, took a pill, collapsed on the bed fully clothed—and fell fast asleep. 

 * * *

Niko drove to the river and sat on the bank, tossing stones in the water rushing by. There was so much to think about, including the brutality of the assault’s ripple effect. 

Marrying Tia would be wonderful. He loved her. He needed her. She fit into his world and made it better. But the nightmares…and at times she shied away from his touch. Was it because he violated her trust or due to the attack? Would that ever get better? How long would it take for her to trust him again? Was there any chance she’d even accept him? He really wasn’t worthy of her after her years of faithfulness and loyalty. 

If he were to watch her dating other guys, he’d likely explode. But he had paraded woman after woman in front of her over the years. Mostly first dates as they traveled but there had been a few he’d foolishly gone gaga over. She’d never said a word. Instead, she bottled it all up and poured it out into her writing. His assault was no better than Mr. Merkle’s, except his was a direct if unintentional barrage of bullets to her soft heart. 

He didn’t want to go into marriage with only strong emotions and raging hormones. He wanted to be the shepherd and head of a home she deserved and desired. Did he even have that in him? And if he didn’t, how would they manage the tour with the passion sizzling between them without acting on it?

It is better to marry than burn…Didn’t the apostle Paul write something like that in Scripture? He rose and drove home. He got online and started to do some research and make a phone call.

 * * *

Later in the day, Niko sat down with Pastor Dan Wink at Orchard Hill Church, who had served with him for years and mentored him as a worship leader. Niko joined one of the worship teams periodically when the band was home from tour, often leading worship when he did. 

Dan waved him into the office. “Good to see you, Niko. I heard you’d blown back into town. How was the tour?” 

Niko briefed him on the tour but mostly the last day and what had happened to Tia and his struggle. “I was so busy when she was in the hospital, I’m sorry the most I could do was send you a text. I appreciate your praying for Tia.” 

“So…you want to know if you should marry her, but you’re conflicted because of the nightmares.” 

“She shied from my touch today. As if I would ever hit her. How does one start a marriage with that? And we’ll be leaving on tour—how could I go and not be married to her and stay pure?” 

“Whoa. First of all, her healing, and yours, will take time. Wisdom would probably say you should wait, but the band is right. There are valid reasons for taking the step now.” 

“What if I make a mistake?” 

“You could date Tia for seven years and still have that fear. You’ve known her for how long? Granted, she’s confessed to loving you that whole time, but you’ve not been reciprocal until now, what, three or more years later?” 

“But what about, well, you know?” 

“Just because you marry quickly doesn’t mean you have to force the issue of a physical intimate relationship. You can give her the space and the power to choose when and where and how it happens. As men, we don’t need much encouragement. She’s going to require lots of love and understanding. But that’s something you’ve not been compelled to provide in the past. She’d be taking a big gamble on you, more than you are on her.

“You can attend counseling with her, pray for her. Sing her through those nightmares. You can wait for the intimacy. I’m not saying it would be easy, but it can be done. It’s a sacrifice for you and not the way you normally enter a marriage, but you both could have a wonderful relationship, possibly even in bed, once you get through some of this initial trauma. Will it always be there? It might. It might not. You might be a big part of how well she can heal through this.” 

Niko sighed. “I keep hearing a yes in my spirit in spite of the excuses I throw up to say no. I don’t want to act with anything less than wisdom.” 

“Do you really love her? Seriously ponder that question. She saved your life, but gratitude isn’t enough reason to wed. Neither is lust. You work well together. You’ve come through some difficult circumstances and you’ll have things to negotiate, but if God leads you to the altar, He can also equip you along the way.” 

“I have no clue how to be a husband.” 

“What man ever really does? Except for what he witnesses modeled for him.” 

“My dad was great. My parents still dance together, kiss, and hold hands. As a teenager, I found it embarrassing. Now I think it’s sweet.” 

“Talk to your father. Have your parents met Tia yet? Might be a good next step.” 

“Great idea. Thanks, Dan.” Niko nodded and rose to his feet.

“My pleasure. I’ll be praying for you both.” 

Niko drove to his parents’ home. 

His mother wrapped him in her arms, and his father smiled and waved a cigar at him. 

“Hey Mom, Pops. I came to talk to the both of you. I need your help.” 

They sat, and he once again poured out the events, his struggle, and the unanswered questions.

Pops fought some tears. “She saved your life. I’m grateful God spared you both to bring you to this kind of a struggle. Would you have noticed her if she hadn’t shown you such love?”

His mother reached over and gave him a hug. “My son. You make a mother proud. You would love this woman well. Marry her and trust God to work it out.” 

“If we did marry, it would likely be soon, before the next tour.” 

Pops smiled. “I’m proud of you. Tia sounds like an answer to years of prayers we deposited in Heaven towards this end. Bring her to dinner.” He glanced at is wife. “Tomorrow night. We won’t tell your siblings yet. Only the four of us, to eat and get acquainted with this woman who loves you.”

“I’ll ask her. Thanks.” 

After more hugs, he left and drove back to Ginny’s home. It was after dinner now, having shared a meal with his parents. He knocked on the door and waited for Tia to come down. 

“Can you manage a short stroll with me?” 

She nodded and smiled at him as he enfolded her hand in his. They headed down the sidewalk toward a nearby park. 


CHAPTER SIX

He who respects his parents never dies.

Greek proverb

His return surprised her, and her hand found a home in his. Warmth, protection, love. All the things she feared she would never experience she held on to tightly now. How long might this last? 

“I’ve been doing a lot of praying, thinking, and checking out things with people I respect.” 

“In only a few hours? I guess that’s good?” 

He smiled at her. He swung their arms between them. “My parents want to meet you. They invited us over tomorrow night for dinner. And before you get nervous, you should know they already love you because I do. Well, and you did save my life. That might have helped.” 

“Okay.”

“No other family—just the four of us so they can meet you and you can get acquainted with them.” 

“It sounds wonderful.” She’d always wanted to meet the parents who had done such a wonderful job raising him. In a way, she was jealous of all he’d had in his life. He was wealthy in so many ways, rich in his family and relationships. She had the band and Stephanie, but beyond that, she was adrift in the world.

He walked her to a park bench near the playground filled with kids running, sliding, and swinging. 

“What do you think you’ll do when touring is done and there are no more albums to record?” Tia asked.

Niko considered her, one eyebrow disappearing into his unruly dark curls. “That’s a great question. The music business is not always a long-term ride. I hope we could do this as a career and hold on for years to come, but much of that is out of our control. If it ends and I get the honor of settling down in a home with a picket fence, a dog, and eight kids…” 

“Eight?” Tia loosened her hand from his.

“Just teasing. However many the Lord would bless us with? Anyway, another solo album—or perhaps become a worship minister. Worst case scenario, I give guitar lessons.” 

“What breed of dog?” She folded her arms and tilted her head. 

“Really? I don’t know. Do you have a preference?” 

“Never had one before, so I don’t know. One that is protective and good with kids.”

“Size?” 

“Medium to big. Too small and they don’t offer any tangible security.” 

“Hmmmm. We’re not married but we’re already negotiating a pet?” He kissed her forehead. “I love you and long to build a life and family with you.” 

She leaned into his shoulder and wrapped an arm around him. “I love you, too. I’m praying about it.” 

“Should I decide to propose, is there a father I need to go to for permission to marry his daughter?” 

“You could, but I don’t know that you’d want to.” 

“Why?” 

“My dad is in the federal penitentiary for white collar crimes. I’ve had no contact in ten years.” 

“Your mother?” 

“She passed away three years ago. She was my hero. She never divorced my father even though many told her to. She stayed faithful to her vows and visited dad every other week when she was well enough to.” 

“I wish I could have met her.” 

“She liked you. She knew who you were and heard your early music. She even pointed you out to me a few years back as you and the band played. She told me you were the man I should marry.” 

“And what did you say?” 

“From your mouth to God’s ears. Like he would ever look at me twice.” 

“Her response?” 

“She said true beauty goes beyond a figure and fancy clothes and makeup. A sweet spirit is more attractive to a man, and I had what you needed. You should understand she fancied herself a bit of a prophet, but rarely did anything she ever predict really happen. I think it was her way of gambling with no money and nothing to lose. Kind of a game between her and God but God kept showing her He knew best.” 

“How’d she die?” 

“Liver disease from alcoholism. For all her good qualities, she had a problem. She drank at home, didn’t bother anyone, and always did her job. The damage was the same, though, as if she did.” 

His arms enfolded her. “I’m sorry. Is that why you stick to water, tea, or soda when we go out?” 

He’d even noticed that? Shocker. “Yeah, and to avoid the appearance of evil. I don’t want to give someone permission to stumble if it’s an issue for them.” 

“Kind of my thinking. Not opposed, but abstain for the most part.” 

“Did you ever try it?” 

“Sure, what newly emancipated adult doesn’t? Never got drunk, though. Didn’t find much that really appealed to me, so it wasn’t an issue.” 

Tia shivered but didn’t want to leave the warmth of his arms for the walk home. 

“You’re cold. Summer evenings can get chilly, and you’re still healing. I shouldn’t have kept you out. Let’s head back. We have more to discuss I’m sure, but we can do that another day.” 

They walked home hip to hip, and at the door, she stretched up and wrapped an arm around his neck. Their lips met, and she drank deeply of the unconditional love he offered. He pulled back. 

“Wow,” she gasped.

He smiled. “You’re pretty amazing too, Tia. Rest well. I’ll see you tomorrow around five?” 

“Sounds good. Sweet dreams.” 

“Sweet dreams to you too.” 

He walked away, and she went inside to hold the memory close. 

 * * *

The next day, she did some work for the band and attempted to concentrate on character sketches for a story she planned to write. 

Anxiety interfered with her ability to focus, so she finally gave up and called her friend Stephanie.

“Hey, girlfriend. How are you feeling?” Stephanie asked.

“Still pretty sore, but I need help on a heart issue.” 

“Well, I’m no expert there. You remember me telling you how I mucked it up with Luis and what happened as a result of that fiasco.”

“True, but in the end, you have a hunky husband and beautiful baby.” 

“Yes, I do. Okay, fire it at me. What’s going on?” 

“I’ve always pined for Niko.” 

“Who hasn’t? The guy’s a hottie who sings.” 

“Steph…” Tia warned. 

“Okay, so you’ve been weak-at-the-knees for the lead singer of the band, and he’s never noticed you. I kind of figured from little hints you’ve let drop over the past few months.”

“What do you mean?” 

“You talk about Nikolos differently than the rest of the band. With longing and sighs. It wouldn’t take an idiot to realize you had a crush on him but that it was all one-way.” 

“I think it’s more than a crush, and the one-way? True, at least until now.” 

“Really? So all it took was you getting shot for him to realize what was under his nose all along?” 

Tia chuckled. “Yeah, that and reading some of my journal entries.” 

“That is so wrong. What did you do when you found out?”

“Told him how ticked I was and that I wasn’t sure I could trust him.” 

“Good. The man deserves a spanking.” 

“Get your mind out of the gutter. You’re not helping.” 

“Sorry.” Stephanie giggled, obviously far from repentant. 

“As it was, I did end up giving him a kick in a sensitive spot when I was having a night terror with this trauma. He walked bowlegged for two days.”

“Now that’s what I’m talking about.” Stephanie snickered. “I should feel sorry for him, but he deserved some kind of punishment.” 

“You’re mean. Does Roberto know about this evil streak?” 

“He’s had his own struggles. So now you’ve straightened him out, kicked him, and all of a sudden he’s interested in you?” 

“He kissed me, is talking marriage, and wants me to meet his parents tonight.” 

“After years of waiting? Of avoiding you? Now he wants to talk about marriage?” 

“Yeah.” 

“How do you feel about that?” 

“Confused. I love and adore Niko. I always have. I don’t regret protecting him from that man even though I still hurt.” 

“Nightmares any better since you got home?” 

“I don’t think so, but Ginny hasn’t complained, so I must not be making too much noise. We only just got back.” 

“Listen, from what you’ve shared, you’ve desired him for years. It’s always been Niko. No other man has measured up, and sure, he peeked at your journals, but I doubt he did it to be sneaky. Probably just curious as to who this mysterious woman is who has been there all along. Faithful. Supportive. Cheering him on.”

“Maybe. I doubt his motive was nefarious.” 

“Good word, better applied to your father. Niko is not him, you know.” 

“I agree. Niko’s a better man by far. But this is happening too fast. They want me on the next tour, so I’m not out of a job like I anticipated. But with this, whatever it is, sizzling between us, I can’t go on tour and expect things to be like they’ve always been.” 

“Sizzle? I’m liking the sound of that. In that case, if he asks, I advise you to say yes. You’d be a fool not to.” 

“Just because you’re happy in your marriage doesn’t guarantee I would be that way with Niko.” 

“We’re talking Nikolos Acton, right? A man you’ve known and worked with for years. You know this man, Tia. I think you can trust that he’ll treat you well. He’s a man of God. You’ve talked about his spiritual guidance of the band. You’ve admired him. He’s your gold standard. Say yes.” 

Tia sighed. “But what does God want? He hasn’t told me that yet. I’m afraid all this talk of love and house and children and a dog will leave me more wounded than before. But how could I tour with the band if we decided to end this now?”

“He hasn’t asked yet. Pray. Ask God. He promises to lead and guide you. But here’s the thing, Tia. If God says jump, do it. And if you make me your maid of honor, I get to choose the dress.” 

Tia laughed. “Fine. I have a few hours before dinner. Pray for me?” 

“Absolutely. How about right now? Heavenly Father, You say You delight in giving us the desires of our hearts, and You know that Tia’s primary goal has always been to love and serve You first before all else. Please help her know what to do about Niko. Make it crystal clear the path she is to take, assured that You are leading and guiding her with Your loving hand. Amen.” She sighed. “Let me know what happens.” 

“Thanks, Steph. I will. Love you.” 

“Love you back, girlfriend. Have a wonderful night.” 

 * * *

Tia shed a few tears as she read her Bible, wrote in her journal, and prayed. 

Lord, You know I’ve dreamed for years that Niko would love me, so now that he professes that he does, why do I doubt it? Can’t I trust You’ve had Your hand in all of this all these years as I’ve waited? Is it like Johnny said, that something good is coming out of the assault? 

I don’t want to say yes to marriage out of my longing to be wanted and loved. You’ve always proven to be enough, sustaining me all these years through the ups and downs, the rejections and challenges. It’s a heady thing to finally have the one man I’ve admired most finally paying me attention, but does that mean it’s right in Your eyes? 

And what about the nightmares? I would never willingly hurt him, and yet I’ve already done that physically. I can’t promise to never do so again. Will you ever heal me of this?

I need Your clear answer, Lord. I promise to obey, whatever it is. Yes. Or no. Either way, no matter the fears I face, I will choose to trust in You. 

She dressed with care for dinner and fought to kill the butterflies in her stomach by humming one of Niko’s new songs. She hoped her makeup covered up the aftereffects of her earlier tears. 

Niko showed up promptly. He wore his standard outfit of black jeans, sneakers, and a dark plaid shirt over a t-shirt. His whiskers were unshaven, a style she was secretly partial to. 

They started the drive in silence. 

“Nervous?” he asked. 

“A little. I’m certain your parents are wonderful. You told them what happened, right?” 

He nodded. “I hoped it would save some uncomfortable questions, but I never know what Mom might say.” 

She smiled. “I’ll be fine.” 

“I’ll try to make sure you are.” 

“It’s not always in your power, Niko.” 

“Yeah, thanks for keeping me humble.” He helped her from the car, and they walked up the steps. 

A plain but bubbly woman an inch shorter and a bit wider than herself enveloped Tia in a warm embrace. Niko’s ‘Pops’ was taller than his wife but solid. His hair was a curly salt and pepper. His brown eyes, much like his son’s, twinkled at her. 

“Welcome, Tia. Come, dinner will be served in a few minutes.” He patted his son on the back. Niko was a few inches taller than his father, and she wondered if it was because his father had shrunk, as they walked with the same air of confidence. Pops held out her chair as he sat her at the table.

Tia sat across from Niko, and he tapped her calf with his shoe to remind her he cared. When another foot made an appearance, Mom Acton blushed as she realized whose feet she bumped into. 

Niko laughed and winked at Tia. “What’d I tell you? Married forty years and still playing footsie, even when guests are present.” 

“Oh, go on with you, Niko. Nothing wrong with keeping romance alive in marriage.” His mother giggled as she winked at her husband.

Pops grinned. “It’s a fun game to see who can love each other best each day. The best part is we both win.” 

They dug into a traditional Greek salad. 

Tia groaned in pleasure. “Where do you find such great feta cheese around here? I’ve stopped ordering these on the road because they rarely compare to the real thing.” 

Mom shared her shopping secrets as they dug into a roast with potatoes and carrots, and fresh baked rolls and honey butter. Tia took tiny servings of everything and still struggled to clear her plate. 

“Eat dear—men don’t like skin and bones.” 

“Mom, leave her alone. The doctor said the trauma and medications could take away her appetite. She’s doing fine. Trust me. I’ve seen her race the guys in eating double cheeseburgers and fries, as well as a chocolate shake, and win without getting a brain freeze in the process.” 

Tia giggled. “They get lazy and think because I’m a woman I’m going to take dainty bites. It’s a bit of the tortoise and the hare. Only Niko has caught on, and he refuses to compete.” 

The rest of the dinner contained silly anecdotes and laughter over antics of the guys on the road. As Mrs. Acton served coffee and fresh baklava, Mr. Acton grew serious. 

“Tia. My son loves you. We love you. Should you marry him, you’ll be our daughter and we’ll treat you as such. You’ll be part of a big warm—” 

“—and crazy—” Niko added.

“—family. We love our son, but we would do everything to help you both have a successful marriage.” 

Tia set down her mug. “We’re not even engaged. Aren’t we jumping the gun a little?” 

Niko reached inside his pants pocket and pulled out a small jeweler’s box. He flipped it open and placed it before her. “Tia Bartel, I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you. Would you do me the honor of being my wife?”

Tia dropped her fork, and her hand went to her chest. “This is too fast.” She glanced at the simple band he presented. 

“Is it? I’ve known you for years, and you’ve worked closely with us for the past eighteen months and toured with us for the last four of those in close quarters. There are no guarantees in life except this. When I make a promise, I keep it. You’re worth the risk, Tia.” 

She searched his deep chocolate eyes and saw the love and sincerity there. His parents sat quietly watching and waiting. She closed her eyes. God? What’s my answer to be?

Yes.

Really? Had God truly spoken to her?

Yes.

She opened her eyes and fell into his warm gaze. “Yes, Nikolos. I would love to be your wife.” 

Niko smiled and slid the ring on her finger. He rose and came around to her side of the table, lifted her gently to her feet, and kissed her as his parents clapped. They also rose and kissed each other. Intense joy filled Tia as Niko held her close. She shoved all her fears behind a door to deal with later. She was obeying God, and He was trustworthy.

Everyone returned to his or her seat, and Niko’s foot found hers and rubbed her ankle. Her face grew warm. Mom Acton noticed. 

“Never be ashamed of the passion you have for each other. It is God-ordained and something to celebrate. Now. We have a wedding to plan.” 

“Soon. Can we get hitched next week, on Friday?” Niko asked. 

“No. Three weeks maybe, but not next week.” Tia blurted out. 

He frowned. “Why not?” 

“I still need to heal from my injuries.” 

Niko’s jaw dropped. He recovered quickly. “I’m sorry. I too easily forget your healing. Three weeks it is.” 

Mom Acton patted Tia’s hand. “Let’s go shopping for a wedding dress Monday. I know some great stores with beautiful gowns.”

 * * *

Tia was grateful that Sunday had come. She attended church but wasn’t able to sit with her new fiancé, as he performed with the worship team. Tia saw Stephanie and went to sit with her and Roberto. 

“Hey girlfriend, let’s see the rock.” 

“No rock. Just a simple band.”

Stephanie’s eyebrows rose. “Just a band? It’s never ‘just’ a band. It’s a promise and a commitment, stone or not. Congratulations.” 

Tia grinned and settled in for worship. Niko caught her eye and gave her a wink. She returned a little wave.

Being loved was sweet. 

After the service, Johnny caught her in the café. “Hey, congratulations! Nikolos told me. About time he woke up to what’s been there all along. You know you could do much better than him, right?” He pointed to himself and raised an eyebrow.

“You know I love you, Johnny. Just not in that way. And you don’t love me that way either.”

“This is going to be fun to watch.” 

“What do you mean?” 

He shrugged. “Only that Niko has missed out on a lot over the years. I probably know more about you than he does. Tia, you have been such a faithful friend, even when he was a jerk. I’m glad you’ll be part of the family. And if you ever need me to slap him around for you, just let me know.” 

Tia chuckled. “Thanks, Johnny. How were the kids today?” Johnny loved volunteering in the children’s ministry. 

“Exhausting and fun. Now I get to worship.” He gave her a gentle hug. “Heal, Tia. I’m praying for you. I’m truly happy for you both.” 

“Thanks. Enjoy the service.” Tia took off for her car. She’d finally scored her old beater back from the farm where it had been parked. It rattled and shook, but it got her around. The morning had worn her out, and she was determined to get a nap before Niko came over later to take her out for a late lunch. 

 * * *

Stephanie accompanied Mrs. Acton and Tia for the shopping trip that Monday.

“I don’t need anything fussy. I’m just not a fancy person.” Tia protested as Mom dragged out dress after dress for her. 

“It’s summer—why don’t we go shorter?” Stephanie suggested as she held up a coral-colored sleeveless dress with a bit of flare in the skirt. “What do you think of this for me?” 

Tia grinned. “I like it. Try it on.” 

Mom put her hands on her hips. “You’re petite. Maybe Stephanie is right.” She pulled out a cream-colored gown with translucent cap sleeves, a scoop neck, and simple styling similar to Stephanie’s. “Try this on.” 

“Fine.” Tia went in to put on the dress that fell to just above her knees. She twirled, and it swished around. It was simple and not fussy. She had enough of that with her wild curls. She stepped out and up to the stand surrounded by mirrors. 

“Oh, Tia…” Stephanie stared. 

Mom started to weep. 

“Is it that bad?”

“No. It’s perfect.” Stephanie came to stand next to her in her salmon dress. “We look fabulous. Now, what are we going to do with that hair?” 

“Nothing. We’re doing nothing. No hair, no special makeup—I don’t want a manicure or pedicure either.” 

Stephanie frowned. “You take low-maintenance to a new low. Come on—we need to at least find a pair of shoes or sandals to go with this dress. Perhaps we can do a wreath of flowers for your hair.” 

Tia shook her head and let herself be led away to find the perfect pair of shoes, and helped Mom Acton find her dress as well. 

She returned home and napped. When would her healing be complete? Niko called and woke her up. 

“’ello?” 

“Tia? Are you okay?” 

“Just napping. Shopped for the wedding today. We should have just planned to elope.” 

“Don’t worry. I’m sure my family has the rest under control, and all you need to do is show up. Wanna do something tonight?” 

“I’m wiped out and just want to sleep.” 

“Okay.” She could hear the disappointment in his voice.

“I’m sorry.” 

“You’re still healing. No worries. I love you.”

“Love you too, Niko.”

 * * *

The next two weeks whizzed by with dress fittings, invites to select people, premarital counseling appointments, and the band practicing for the next tour. Everyone was excited, but Tia worried. She still ached from her wound. 

She went to the doctor for a checkup.

“Tia, how are you?” The doctor checked her wound.

“It’s healing. It itches, and I ache. I’m getting married in a week and worry I won’t be able to, well, you know.” Her neck and cheeks grew warm.

Doctor Hagelman smiled. “You can if he’s gentle. Ribs take a long time to heal, and the wound is doing well. No acrobatics in the bedroom, at least not yet.” The doctor winked at her. “How are the nightmares?” 

“I think I’m still having them. Thankfully, the other person in the house sleeps like a rock and they don’t bother her. I couldn’t get in to see the therapist at all. The appointment I had was cancelled due to an emergency. We leave on tour soon.”

“The sleeping pills don’t help?” 

Tia shook her head. 

“Then stop taking them. Maybe they’re having an opposite effect. And give yourself time. Do you remember anything of the event?”

“Bits and pieces during the night but I often don’t remember much when I finally wake up. Only that I’m physically exhausted.” 

“Naps?” 

“Trying to get them too.” 

“You’re doing everything right. Don’t be afraid to take care of yourself.” 

“Easier said than done.” 

“I understand. Best wishes on your marriage, Tia.” 

“Thank you, doctor.” 

Tia rose and wobbled, but the doctor caught her. “Sit.” He took her blood pressure. “Have you been dizzy often?” 

She shrugged. “Sometimes, but I thought it was part of my healing.” 

“Your blood pressure is low. Take it slow when you’re getting up.”

“Okay.” She rose more slowly this time and gave the doctor a thumbs-up. “I’m good.” 

The doctor nodded and followed her out the door.

Tia got into her car and tapped the steering wheel. She longed to tell Niko of her cleared medical status but didn’t want to distract him during rehearsal. She went to Johnny’s anyway and tiptoed down to the basement, where she sat on the bottom stairs as the men worked through a song.

Niko turned, spied her, and stopped singing mid-word. “Tia? Is everything okay?” 

She smiled. “It’s all good.” 

He set the guitar down and was in front of her in four steps. He dragged her up off the steps and kissed her with great force. He pulled back and asked, “Does this mean what I think it does?” 

She nodded and whispered in his ear. “Doctor has approved certain activities but no acrobatics.” 

Niko whooped and hugged her close. “Honey, either way, I was going to love you and make it work. One week and your mine. All mine.” He kissed her again. She wasn’t sure if the dizziness was from the low blood pressure or the wonder of the sensations he stirred up inside. Either way, she soaked up the memory. 


CHAPTER SEVEN

There is no surprise more magical than the surprise of being loved.

It is God’s finger on man’s shoulder.

Charles Morgan

The big day arrived. Her few belongings were at Niko’s apartment. Stephanie was her matron of honor. Most of the wedding guests consisted of family on the groom’s side. Sisters and aunts made food and the cake. A cousin took the pictures, and Specific Gravity would play. 

Tia prepared a press release to go out Monday, once a photograph was available, to inform fans about the marital status change of the smoking hot lead singer. Some might call it marketing, as it did mention the upcoming tour. She called it protecting her marriage.

Pastor Dan helped them write their simple vows and spoke beautiful words of encouragement in his message, which Tia failed to focus on. Niko had her undivided attention. Holding her hand. Gazing at her with those dark eyes. Smiling so wide his two dimples appeared as well as his teeth. 

His mother wept from the front row, and the band played a song Niko had written for the day. He stood before her to sing it while Johnny finger-picked on the guitar. 

On this day of days, I hope to never forget

The way you look and smell 

The future holds hard promises kept

Struggle and tears, but time will tell

Did I…

Love you well

Protect your heart,

Lead with love

Tenderness impart

Was your

Soul at peace

Treasured and adored

Did your body sense through me

The presence of the Lord? 

A human man, I’ll fail you at times

A human woman, you’ll fail me too

Forgiveness and love and some grace to boot

Will help us muddle through

Lord, I cannot do this on my own

Treasure this woman You call yours 

A gift from You, help me never forget

And love her as You do 

So the world will know Your glory 

As my bride shines from love

You alone can write our story.

Tia wept and was grateful they already took the majority of photos. Niko shed a tear as well, and even Pastor Dan seemed choked up.

When the pastor said “You may kiss your bride,” Tia lifted her face up to her husband’s. My husband! And gave her heart in that kiss.

They strode down the aisle to fanfare from the small group gathered, and they celebrated with a simple meal in the café at the church. 

Tia hoped she’d remember all of this as she mingled with her new family. For once, she belonged. 

 * * *

Niko whisked his bride away to the honeymoon suite he’d reserved. Tomorrow they would drive the four and a half hours to Door County, a resort area in the northeast peninsula, to spend a few days resting before coming back to prepare for the tour. 

He carried his wife into their room, set her down, closed the door, and flipped the lock. 

She moved slowly to the king-size bed, pulling off her veil. The eager bridegroom needed to rein in his impulses. He walked up to her and traced a finger down her arm. “You okay?” 

“We really did it, didn’t we? We’re married.” 

“Yes we are, Mrs. Acton.” He grabbed her hands and brought her to the edge of the bed, tossing the headpiece to a chair and missing. They sat. “Listen. We take this as fast or slow as you’re comfortable with.” 

She reached up, loosened his tie, and pulled it over his head. She started to unbutton his shirt. “I get complete control?” 

Niko growled. She giggled, and he plundered her mouth with a kiss she eagerly returned. She led him to more delight than he’d ever dreamed of.

 * * *

Later as they snuggled in bed, he thanked God for a good start to their marriage.

A few hours later, she tensed and pushed against him. He sang softly to her, and she relaxed but rolled away from him. He missed her warmth and softness. 

Patience. Healing can take time. He rolled over and drifted to sleep on a damp pillow. 

 * * *

His bride tickled him awake in the morning. “Why are you way over here?” 

“You needed space during the night.” 

She frowned as she stopped. “Did I hurt you?” 

He shook his head. 

“Did you sing to me?” 

He nodded. 

“I didn’t hurt your body, but I hurt your heart, didn’t I? I’m sorry. Can I make it up to you?” 

“How will you do that?”

“I thought I would order coffee first…”

He flipped her over and kissed her deeply. 

They got on the road later than anticipated. 

 * * *

Days in Door County were relaxed and fun. Tia and Niko held hands. They laughed and explored the popular tourist area. They enjoyed a fish boil, watched sunsets on the Bay, and hiked short distances. Nights, however, continued to be mixed. Tia ran hot and cold. They would start out with all the passion he could have ever have hoped for in his bride, but at some point every night, in her sleep, she would experience her nightmares and push him away. He struggled with how best to love his wife and not take the distance personally. When she realized what happened, she always apologized, but it wore at him. 

In the middle of the third night away, after she struggled out of his arms crying, he left the bed, took out his guitar, and played. Chords and notes, melodies he knew and some he didn’t. No words. A prayer of sound as tears dampened the wood. He shook his head as he thought to himself. People assumed men were strong. Singers were great poets and lovers. But he lacked the power to heal his wife’s deepest wounds, and the attack from six weeks ago punched him in the gut with brutal ferocity. 

He wanted to retaliate. But didn’t that make him just like the attacker? Except he would never kill or touch a woman in anger. Was the man even repentant? Did he regret now his actions based on his girlfriend’s lies? 

In another month, they’d be back on the road. There was no way to hide this struggle from his bandmates. Shame washed over him, as if her rejection was his failure. Lord, how do we navigate this for the next night, week, month, and fifty years should you give them to us? 

Did he pursue her too much? Did he need to pull back and let her take the lead more? He desired her and longed to make her feel special. Treasured. Loved. Was he doing too much? Had he pressured her into loving him even when she didn’t? He sat his guitar down and reclined on the couch, shivering but too tired to go grab a blanket or inconvenience his wife by his presence in bed. Sorrow and grief drove their roots deep in his heart. 

 * * *

Tia awoke sprawled in the bed. Her fingers reached out for the warmth of Niko’s body, but she only found cold emptiness. She groaned. Had she pushed him away again? She rose to sit and spied him across the room on the couch in his pajama bottoms. He barely fit there. It couldn’t have been comfortable, and he was probably cold. His guitar was out. Had he played to soothe her—or himself? She made coffee and pulled out the croissants she purchased yesterday while they were out on the town. She draped a blanket across his body and went to shower and prepare for the day. 

She hummed in the shower and started singing the song he wrote in the car when they were coming home. 

They say love hurts, but loneliness is the deeper pain

Emptiness clogs my heart and pushes my tears 

Where do I go when there’s nothing left to gain?

But on my knees to my God with all my hopes and fears.

I never knew it was you I wanted till I almost lost you

How could I understand the depth of my need?

Tortured soul, but I want you to want me too

Where can I go, how do I germinate that seed? 

You. It’s always you. In my life and in my heart 

The ache for you eats at my sinew and bones

When will you give me the go ahead to start

To prove to you the depth that my love knows? 

She turned off the shower and dressed. This was their last day in Door County before heading back home to real life. She wished their honeymoon had been happier for him. She, of course, had no recollection of what happened in her nightmares. Her screams and heartache expressed when in the throes of that terror had nothing to do with Niko and her love for him. He might understand that, but it didn’t ease the sting of rejection. Shouldn’t love be able to erase the pain? It was definitely what they had both hoped for but had been cautioned against expecting. 

She came out of the bathroom with a towel fluffing her curls to see his dark, red-rimmed eyes focused on her. 

“Hey, sweetheart. I did it again? I’m sorry.” She came over to him, kneeled by his head, and placed a kiss on his lips he did not return. She rested her hand on his whiskered chin. She loved his whiskers and had asked him not to shave on this trip. He’d humored her. 

“You can sing?”

“No. Why would you say such a thing?” She sat back on her heels.

“I heard you. In the shower.” 

“Doesn’t everyone sing in the shower? Doesn’t mean I can sing.” 

He pushed himself up on one elbow, the blanket slipping down to his waist and exposing his muscular chest and arms. Her mouth watered, and she wiggled her eyebrows at him. One hand reached out to touch him, but he pushed it away.

“Don’t change the subject. You sing. How was I unaware of your beautiful voice?” 

She rose to her feet and backed up to sit on the bed. “No. A thousand times no. You and Johnny can teach me guitar. That’s fine for something fun to do as we travel. But I’m not singing with you guys. I’m not an up-front person. I’m behind the scenes. Invisible. I’m not a member of the band.” 

He frowned but said no more. He stood, grabbed his clothes, and went to shower as she sat. Alone. 

Had she rejected him again? Was that all she ever did? She sang in the choir in high school and college but was never good enough for any ensembles. As a teenager, she contented herself with singing to her hairbrush in the mirror of her bedroom as her favorite songs would play. She knew now firsthand the hardships of life on the road. She shook her head. She was in for the long haul, singer or not. But she avoided facing the crowds and seeing their looks of disappointment if a song didn’t come off well. The guys no longer had to deal with that, but in the earlier days they contended with jeers or stark indifference until they had sung and performed their hearts out to win over the roughest critic. 

She’d get enough rejections and negative reviews when her book came out. But those weren’t in her face and directed to her personally. Live performances, however, were different. The men tried to have a thick skin, and they supported and encouraged each other, but sometimes the reviews hurt, because the songs came from deep within them. Rejecting a song was like stabbing the artist. Maybe it wasn’t so different after all.

She put on a little makeup and her walking shoes. She was developing shin splints from all their sightseeing. Today, they planned to relax and visit some of the little shops before heading home. She hoped she could get Niko out of his dark mood. It had been easier to do in the past when she was not the cause of it. 

He emerged dressed, his curls wet. They sat at a small table with their coffee and baked goods, and he opened up the Bible and read to her. Pastor Dan encouraged them to spend time studying the Song of Solomon together. She loved hearing Niko’s voice reading the poetry to her as today he read from chapter two verses 10 to 14.

My beloved speaks and says to me, 

‘Arise, my love, my beautiful one, and come away. 

for behold, the winter is past, 

the rain is over and gone. 

The flowers appear on the earth, 

the time of singing has come, 

and the voice of the turtledove is in our land. 

The fig tree ripens its figs, 

and the vines are in blossom, 

they give forth fragrance. 

Arise, my love, my beautiful one, and come away. 

O my dove, in the clefts of the rock, 

in the crannies of the cliff, 

let me hear your voice, 

for your voice is sweet, 

and your face is lovely.’

He sipped his coffee and stared at the text. There were tears in his eyes. 

“Niko?” 

He studied her but didn’t smile. “You understand that I think you’re beautiful, don’t you? That everything in me desires to understand and love you, body and soul?” 

She nodded. “Yes, I do.” 

“Good. I can’t help but feel like a failure.” 

“Pastor Dan cautioned us…” 

“Yeah, I prayed and hoped but idealistically thought my love would make it easier, and instead, it makes it more difficult.” 

“Explain?” 

“If I loved you less, the rejection wouldn’t hurt so much.” 

“I don’t choose to treat you this way. It’s a side effect of the trauma. I wish it didn’t exist between us.” She reached out to touch his beard, and he leaned his face into the palm of her hand. 

“You and me both. I think I need to stop initiating anything. Perhaps if you had total control…” 

“I like you reaching for me, kissing me, grabbing my hand…” 

He gave a half smile. “I like doing it. But if you control our physical relationship, maybe…” 

“But it scares you to hold back.” 

He nodded.

“Your love oozes out of you when you gaze at me. I’m not sure how good I’ll be at initiating things, but you need to remember even if I fail, it doesn’t mean I don’t love you. It might mean I’m afraid.” 

“I scare you?” 

“Sometimes the intensity in your eyes thrills and terrorizes me at the same time. You are a passionate man, Nikolos. I wouldn’t want you any other way.”

“I can’t turn that off.” 

“I don’t want you to. My fear is I will desire you and you won’t reciprocate.” 

“I’m a man—trust me, saying no to your overtures would be difficult for me to do.” 

“Really?”

He nodded. She moved her hand and rose to stand behind him. She ran her fingers through the damp curls on his head, and he leaned back and moaned. She reached down from behind to give him a hug and whispered in his ear.

“How about now? We don’t need to be anywhere by any particular time, and I’m hungry for more than a croissant.” 

“Lead the way.”

“We should be reading the Bible at bedtime when we hit the road. I’m not sure how well the guys would appreciate me hijacking you every morning.” 

Niko laughed until she cut it off with her kiss. 

They didn’t leave the hotel until noon. 

 * * *

They enjoyed the relaxed afternoon. Every time Tia reached for his hand or wrapped her arms around his waist, he knew her love. She’d glance up at him and demand he kiss her. He had no trouble obliging. If they kept talking about this, he might be able to live with some modicum of sanity being so close and not pursuing her. 

He was a man, though. Pursuit was hard-wired into him. His heart longed to make the overtures. He didn’t mind being the recipient but wondered how it would be perceived when they were on the road. So many unanswered questions. No easy answers. 

They returned to Milwaukee and their cozy apartment. Every night was bliss and torture. He began to accept this was the way it would be, and the hope he could hold his wife throughout the night died a slow and agonizing death. Alone was alone, even when someone he longed for slept inches away from him. 

They fell into a routine of devotions together in the morning over coffee and a light breakfast before he headed out to Johnny’s basement to work with the band on material for the tour. He was challenged with how to mix old songs with new and link them together well. Tia stayed home working on the tour venues, lining up radio interviews and television spots and press releases. They netted a small photo and article about their marriage and the upcoming tour in Christianity Today, World Magazine, and Contemporary Christian Music Magazine among others. It had been years since their first big hit and Dove award. Tia was making sure those memories were fresh in the eyes of music fans. 

Tia had been around even then, in the background working with their manager at the time, but the man was more bluster than substance, and it had always been her who had made things happen for them. Niko’d never even noticed.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs.

William Shakespeare

Tia kissed Niko goodbye as he headed out to practice. She sat down to work on her next book and iron out gaps in the upcoming tour. She didn’t want to have too many unexpected snafus occur, but she knew they would. 

When Niko returned home that evening, she had a simple meal prepared for them. 

“Chinese takeout tonight?” He asked as he sat down and grabbed her hand to pray over the meal. 

After the prayer, Tia frowned. “I’m not much of a cook. I probably should have warned you before the wedding.” 

“It’s fine, Tia. We’ll figure it out. For the next few months, we’ll be on the road. Cooking isn’t a skill you’ll be called on to use once we leave.” 

“I know, but a good wife should be able to make a nice home-cooked meal for her husband.” 

“Tia?”

“Hmmmm?” 

“I love you anyway.” He shoveled in more chicken Chow Mein and winked at her. 

“Thanks” 

When he finished, he opened up his fortune cookie. “Doors will open. Be careful which one you walk through.” 

“Interesting. Wonder what that could mean?” Tia asked. 

“Possibly that I’ll have choices to make and need to be discerning and careful. Just because a door is open doesn’t mean it’s the right one to walk through.”

Tia nodded. “Mine says, ‘Pursue love and friendship, but leave the past behind.’”

Niko leaned back in his chair. “Wow. What kind of past do you need to leave behind?” 

“Just the typical childhood disappointments.”

“Really? I’m sorry, Tia. I don’t see that as typical. I had a great childhood. Wonderful supportive parents and even pretty tolerable high school years.” 

“Let me guess. You played football and also sang in the school musicals, and your garage band started making music and was immediately successful.” 

He twisted his mouth this way and that. “Well…pretty much.” 

“And you had your pick of the ladies wherever you went.” 

“I didn’t get many rejections, that’s true.” 

“And you’re still friends with your high school buddies.” 

He nodded. 

“Niko, if I didn’t love you so much, I’d hate you. That is not a typical life. That is a charmed one.” 

He pulled her to her feet and dragged her to the overstuffed chair in the living room. He sat and pulled her into his lap. “Why was yours so bad?” 

Tia snuggled in and sighed. “I want to keep the past behind me. I really don’t like talking about it.” 

“Give me the highlights.” 

“Physically abused by my father. Left home at seventeen. Graduated, barely, because I worked full-time while finishing high school. Joined up with music marketing while in college and started helping out a great band. Fell hopelessly head-over-heels in love with the lead singer. Had a few years away from them that were dark and worked myself back into a job when they reunited. Wrote a book. Got attacked. And married the man of my dreams.” 

“I’m sorry, Tia. But I’m glad you got your dream man. That part makes me pretty happy.” Niko wrapped his arms around her and held her close.

Tia didn’t respond. Tears flowed at all the memories she lacked the courage to share. Niko held her as she fell asleep. In the morning, she was still snuggled in his arms, but in bed where he’d carried her. Safe and secure from the past, at least for now. 

 * * *

Stephanie called the next day. “Tia, we’re going shopping. You have to update your wardrobe.” 

“Why? I’ll be on tour. Jeans and t-shirts have been my stock in trade for years.” 

“Listen. You needn’t hide anymore. Let your light shine. It doesn’t have to cost a fortune. I’m acquainted with all the thrift stores in town. Robbie has the day off and wants me to go shopping, so I insist you join me.” 

“Fine.” 

 * * *

She returned home with bags of clothes. Stephanie challenged her to wear a new outfit every day this next week and report on how it felt. Tia removed the tags and dragged everything to the laundromat, since it was time for that anyway. It was faster than using the two machines in the hallway at the apartment complex. She returned home to find Niko heating up soup from a can. 

“Hi, Niko. Sorry to be late. I got the laundry done.” 

“You realize that’s one of the reasons I married you.” Niko stirred the soup on the stove.

“Really?” 

“Yeah, I hate folding clothes.” 

“Who said I was going to fold them?” 

He turned wide-eyed. “You’re not?” 

Tia wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m teasing. They’re already folded. I’ll put things away, and I’ll be back to eat.”

 * * *

After dinner, Niko sat down with his journal and Tia sat down to read. A knock sounded on the door. 

Tia went to the door and opened it to reveal a portly older man with bifocals and a white wisp of a comb-over. “Hello?” 

“Where’s Nikolos Acton? And who are you?” the man asked. 

“I’m Tia Acton, Niko’s wife.” 

The man grinned. “Well. Hello, Tia.” He thrust a hand toward her. “I’m Harold. I live next door. We’re neighbors.” 

Niko came up from behind her and put an arm around her. “Hi, Harold. How are you doing? Enjoying your summer?” 

“Too hot out. Thought I saw coming and going’s over here and wanted to check in. Didn’t realize you’d brought home a wife. I keep hearing music at night.” 

“A recent addition to my life.” 

“A nice one.” Harold winked at Tia. 

“Guys, I am right here.” 

“A pleasant sight to be sure. Better than seeing that fuzzy mug coming and going and then disappearing for months at a time.” Harold grinned.

“Come on Harry, you just like more action than I bring to the place. You’re bored when I’m on tour.” 

“True. But I do like the ladies, so this time when you leave I’ll be pleasantly entertained.” 

Tia fought a giggle. Harold’s attempt at a leer fell short and was most comical. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Harold, but I’m Niko’s manager, so when he goes on tour, so do I.” 

The smile faded from the older man’s face. “No. Really?” His gaze went to Niko, who nodded. 

“’Fraid so, Harry. She’s mine, and I’m keeping her close as often as I can.” 

“Not because you’re afraid of me seducing her, are you? I mean, we’re friends, right? I wouldn’t betray you like that. I’ve got a fiancée anyway.”

“Really? Congratulations.” Tia gave him a smile. “When is the big day?” 

Harold leaned forward and glanced up and down the hallway. A finger to his lips, he gave a soft “shhh” before he continued. “Hillary is in a position in government and can’t leave her husband until she’s out of office. She’s in Washington but says she’ll do better running for president after she marries me.” 

“Do you really want to be First Gentleman of the United States?” Niko asked. 

Harold shrugged. “Hey, we all can’t be as lucky as you, Nikolos. I’ll do okay. Just have to keep it on the ‘down low’ if you get my drift.” 

Niko nodded. “Got it. Don’t we, honey?” 

Tia grinned and nodded. “Got it. Your secret’s safe with us.” 

“I’m still confused. Why the music in the middle of the night?” Harold asked. “Not complaining but, well, I’m often up and I might be old, but my hearing is still pretty good.” 

“I like him singing to me when I can’t sleep.” 

“Ahh, an insomniac. I totally understand. Well, good night and welcome to the building, Tia. And Nikolos…” Harold winked. “You’re a lucky man.” 

“Don’t I know it. Good night, Harry.” 

The older man moved away with a slight limp as he walked down to his door. Niko shut the door and pinned her up against it. 

“How old is Harry?” Tia asked.

“Not sure. I’d guess early eighties.” 

“So you’re lucky, huh?” 

He leaned in close. “No. Luck has nothing to do with it. I’m incredibly blessed.” 

“Care to prove that? After all, Harold is listening.” 

“I can’t believe you said that. You, sweet wife, are sassy.” 

“You ain’t seen nothing yet.” She ducked under his arm as he reached for her. 

Tia ran but did let him catch her…eventually. 

 * * *

The next morning, Tia dressed with care. Stephanie instructed her to start dressing like a woman and stop hiding her figure. The thought terrified her. The only dress she wore in the past ten years had been her wedding dress. Well, unless you counted that skirt she wore to try to get Niko’s attention months ago. A total failure. She was used to being invisible to men. She tugged on some designer jeans with a little flare they had found at the thrift mart. Practically new. She drew on a soft blouse that hugged her curves and then tucked it in and added a coordinating belt. A colorful bulky necklace completed the ensemble. She zipped up boots that gave her a little height. She fluffed her hair and added mascara and a little blush and lip-gloss. One squirt of perfume. 

She walked into the kitchen, where Niko sat with the Bible, drinking coffee and eating a bagel and cream cheese. She walked over, kissed the top of his curly head, and plopped down in the adjacent seat. “Hey.” 

“Mornin’,” he answered but stayed focused on the page. 

Tia grinned as she poured her coffee and smeared a flavored cream cheese on her half of a bagel. She glanced at her husband. He wore his t-shirt and pajama bottoms, and his hair was a mess. But oh, did she love this man. 

He sniffed. “What’s that?” He lifted his head and glanced at Tia. “Is that you?” 

“You like?” 

His jaw dropped, and he studied her. “Stand up. Please.” 

Tia did and fought against the urge to wrap her arms in front of her. 

“Turn.” 

Tia turned around in a circle. “Can I sit now and finish my breakfast?” 

“Yes.” His voice hesitated. He stared into her eyes. “You’re gorgeous—you realize that?” 

“It’s just clothes.”

“No. It’s the woman the clothes express.” 

Tia narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?” 

“Clothes often reveal how someone thinks about themselves. You’ve always been modest, and you still are. But now, there’s color and I can see your curves, and you look wonderful. It’s like you’ve let yourself out of a cave. Thank you.” 

“Stephanie took me shopping. Dared me to try some new things.” 

“I’m liking Steph more and more. She’s good for you.” 

“You’re good for me too, Niko.” 

He leaned forward to give her a lingering kiss. “I sure hope so. You’re stuck with me for a long time.” 

He started into their devotion, and they prayed together. He rose to dress and came back glancing at the clock. “The guys are going to wonder where I am. I’m running late.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. Leaving you is never easy. I’ll be glad when we’re on the road and we can be together more.” 

“Play well, Niko. I’ll see you later.” 

“I’m looking forward to it, Tia.” He gave her a long and lingering kiss and departed. 

 * * *

Niko missed Tia when she stayed home writing or editing. He preferred it when she stopped by and hung with the band. In the evening after dinner, he would write and sometimes sit with her to struggle over lyrics and melodies. How had he ever written a song without her? 

The day she came down dressed more like a woman than a roadie took him by surprise. He loved his wife. Adored her personality and devotion. She was cute. But dressed differently and it rocked his world. If she had dressed like that years ago, would he have noticed her? The thought shamed him. She was a looker with sweet curves, and he was glad that she was his and he didn’t need to fight anyone else for her affections. 

Now if he could only keep her happy and willing to continue dressing nicer for him. He’d be even more proud to have her standing next to him wherever they went. Unless that meant other men started to notice her. The thought bothered him. She was his, after all.

In spite of the change in clothing and confidence he saw blossom in his wife, it didn’t improve their nights together. Evenings were wonderful. She rarely disappointed in pursuing him. Only rarely did they snuggle in and talk. But it didn’t matter how the night started, by the middle of it, he was singing to her and sliding to the far side of the bed to avoid getting hurt should she lash out. Heaven help him if he ever lost his voice.

 * * *

One afternoon as the band worked through a song, Wayne piped up from the drums. “This song screams for a female vocal.” 

Johnny bristled. “I can sing high.” 

Wayne stood and pointed to him, “Yeah, but you’re still not a woman unless you’re keeping a secret from us.” 

Johnny ground his teeth. 

“Come on, guys.” Niko stepped between them. “We are not adding a woman to the band. We’re tired, and the song has been a struggle to get right. Let’s drop it for now and come back to it tomorrow.” 

“We need to pray about it. Anytime we’ve been stuck, that’s been what’s opened the door.” Marc said. 

“Great idea.” The guys put down their instruments and left the basement to settle in the living room to pray together. 

Niko finished the last amen and stood to leave. He got in the car, and it hit him. Tia could do it. She already knew the song. The real question was—would she? 

 * * *

After dinner, he told Tia how they struggled with a song and he pulled out his guitar and played it for her. 

“I love that tune. What’s Johnny singing on it?” 

“He’s doing a tight harmony, but the guys still think something’s missing.” He started the song again and sang a higher part, almost an echo on the chorus and some soft sweet sounds on the verses and bridge.

“What do you think?” 

“You need a woman in your band, but we leave on tour in only a few weeks. It doesn’t make sense to bring a female on tour for one song.” 

“My thoughts exactly. Which is why I was wondering…” He raised an eyebrow at her.

She frowned, shaking her head. “No. You wouldn’t ask me that.” 

He grinned and shrugged a shoulder. “Yeah, honey, I would. Either you try to sing it or we may need to ditch it from the tour.” 

“You can’t scratch it from your play list. It’s one of your best songs.” 

“We can get a woman to record with us in the studio, but if we are going to do it live, it won’t be the same without a female background vocal. Please? Just try it with me now?” 

“No demands or expectations?” 

“Can I hold a strong hope?” 

“Fine. Sing it,” she grunted. 

He started the song, and she closed her eyes, hummed, and soon was singing the part he had suggested, but even better than he hoped for. “That wasn’t too bad, was it?” 

She shook her head.

“Come with me tomorrow and sing it for the guys.” 

“You didn’t tell them I could sing, did you?” 

“No. I’ll share that I found the part and see what they think as you sing it.” 

“I’m not singing on stage with you.” 

Niko frowned but nodded his head. “It’s your choice.” He set the guitar aside. “I’m heading up to bed.” 

She came in later that night and spooned behind him. To his surprise, when the sun rose in the morning, she was still there. 


CHAPTER NINE

Music is an agreeable harmony for the honor of God

and the permissible delights of the soul.

Johann Sebastian Bach

He regarded Tia closely at breakfast. She was subdued and gave only minimal responses to their devotional. Niko prayed and took her hand in his. 

“The guys adore you. It’s going to be fine. I love this new outfit.” She wore a belted dress over leggings and boots. The soft material flattered and caressed her curves, tempting him to follow with his own hands. 

“I’m not afraid of them.” 

“I like having you with me.”

She gave him a weak smile.

“Did you realize we woke together this morning?” 

She grinned. “I liked that.” 

“Me too. I pray it happens more often.” 

“I pray so as well. I went to bed a bit unsettled.”

“You didn’t initiate anything. Trust me, I would’ve been willing.” A rosy flush colored her cheeks, and he grinned. “Come on. I think the guys are in for a surprise. When it comes to it, close your eyes and imagine it’s just you and me. You can even come and stand by me and sing in my mic for today.” 

She chuckled. “Wayne might drop his drumsticks if I sing.” 

“I guarantee he won’t be tossing them at you.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m not that good.” 

“Neither am I, and yet here I am, leader of the band.” 

“You do more than lead the music—you shepherd the hearts of those guys.” 

“The first years I didn’t, and we suffered for it.” 

“You did pretty well. I was around. I watched you. It’s taken time for you to mature and find out what works best for you all.” 

“You’re good for me.” 

“I better be, since you’re stuck with me.” 

 * * *

They headed out, and the guys gave Tia hugs as she sat down to listen to their rehearsal and provide feedback and encouragement. Niko listened to her joke with the men. He was certain they missed the brittleness underneath as she awaited the song. Lunchtime drew close. 

“Let’s play that one song from last night, guys. I have an idea I want to try.” He winked at Tia, who rose to stand by him, hugged him from behind, and kissed his back as the music began. As the lyrics started, she came to his mic and added her part. The song continued and finally ended. He leaned over and kissed her. 

Silence hung in the air as the last chords resonated in the room. 

Johnny put his hands on his hips, scowling as he let his guitar hang from its strap. “You sing? All these years and you never told us?” 

Niko chuckled. 

“I’m really not a singer, Johnny.” 

“Sure sounded like singing to me,” Sam grumbled. 

A drum lick took over the space, and with a series of cymbal crashes Wayne shouted. “It was perfect!” 

Marc folded his arms. “Will you sing with us on this song, Tia?” 

She swallowed and grew pale. She strode away and ran up the stairs. Niko set his guitar down and took off after her. He heard the screen door slam as she raced outside.

He followed her down the sidewalk, but as much as he wanted to grab her and hold her tight, he knew she’d resent it. He shoved his hands in his pockets as he came alongside her and matched her pace. He said nothing. 

They walked in silence for blocks. The only sounds were their shoes slapping the concrete in tandem, the occasional car whizzing by, and a dog barking when they strode past his carefully guarded yard. 

She stopped. “I don’t…I can’t do it.” 

He nodded. 

She turned to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. She rested her head against his chest. He removed his hands from his pockets and embraced her. Leaning his head down, he kissed her fluffy curls. “What scares you about singing with me?” 

Her head wiggled back and forth, and he smiled. Muffled into his chest, she spoke. “I get terrible stage fright. So nervous I might puke.” She peered up at him. “I had to sing a solo in front of the choir in high school. I finished, they clapped, and I had no memory of the entire thing. I was so scared I shook for at least thirty minutes afterwards.” 

He rubbed her back as he squeezed her to himself. “That was a solo. You’ll be with me. You. Were. Perfect.”

She let out a deep sigh. “It means a lot to you?” 

“To all of us.” 

“You promise it will only be the one song? I won’t be expected to do this on a regular basis?”

“Not unless you want to. You might find you like it. There’s something powerful about the synergy of a song when the vocals and the instruments hit a sweet spot and the audience is with you on the journey. It’s addictive.” 

She trembled in his arms. “Okay. We can try it, but I can’t guarantee how well I’ll do in front of an audience.” 

“We’ll give you a microphone, and you can sing to me and ignore everyone else.” 

She cracked a smile and tilted her head up to his. “As long as you don’t tick me off before the concert.” She reached a hand up to bring his face to hers and kissed him.

He smiled as he pulled back. “As if I would ever do such a thing?” 

“Come on, time for lunch.” She grabbed his hand, and they headed back the way they had come.

He grinned. God had blessed him with an unbelievable treasure in this woman. They walked in, and the guys were all in the kitchen. Their chatter stopped, and they waited. 

Niko rubbed Tia’s back and whispered in her ear. “They need to hear it from you.” 

She gulped. “I’ll do it.” 

The guys cheered and hugged her while patting Niko on the back. Apparently he was the man for picking such a talented wife. He thought God had been especially gracious to him in the whole deal. 

 * * *

The one night together without the trauma interfering was an aberration. As they drew closer to the tour’s start, the nightmares grew in intensity. Niko wasn’t getting much sleep and worried about how they would manage in the close confines of the bus. They had a few nights in a hotel along the journey, but to save money they often traveled through the night, sleeping while Rocco or Roger drove them. Niko wondered if he was going to end up spending time in the passenger seat. 

He and Johnny went for a jog to prepare for the stamina needed on the tour. Taking an outdoor obstacle course, they challenged each other much as they did when they were kids. 

“Come on, old man. You can do better. Did marriage soften you?” Johnny yelled as he passed him on the tires. 

Niko bent over gasping for breath. “Just tired.” 

“Ah, she keeps you busy?” Johnny grinned. 

“Not like you think. The attack has left her with nightmares.” 

“Still? You’ve not been walking bowlegged, so I thought perhaps you were managing to avoid getting kicked.” 

“I do. I sing—she calms down and sleeps, never remembering a thing, while my adrenaline is pumping and I’m left wide-awake.” 

Johnny’s smile faded away. “This is going to be tough on the bus.” 

He peered up at his cousin with hands still on his knees. “I realize that. It worries me.” 

They walked over to a bench and sat, popping open their water they carried with them. 

“Is it getting any better?” 

“Worse as we get closer to the tour.” 

“The singing?” 

“Probably.”

“Anything we can do?” Johnny’s head relaxed back as he gazed at the trees above them. Niko followed suit. 

“Pray. Love her as you always do.” 

“She’s like my little sister.” 

“Ha, ha, ha. She’s you’re age, buddy.” 

“Everything else okay between you?”

“Yeah. We’re good otherwise. I love her. I kick myself for taking so long to recognize what was before me all these years.” Niko shook his head.

“God hid her in plain view.”

“Some sense of humor He has.”

“We should have a family talk. Let the guys understand what’s up,” Johnny suggested.

“I’m not so sure.”

“Either you prepare them now or face the fallout when we’re on the road.” 

“The bus can be noisy. They may never even know,” Niko said.

“Except you yawning through the day and the dark circles under your eyes?” 

“So I’ll need to nap. Old men are allowed, right?”

“And if she joins you?” Johnny wiggled his eyebrows.

“Yeah. I hear ya. If we do this, though, she has to be present.” 

“Won’t she feel bad?”

“She already does. She can’t help this, but the guys need to be aware and she needs to understand they care.” Niko sighed.

“Okay. When?”

“Tomorrow morning?”

“That could shoot rehearsal apart.”

“Okay, after lunch,” Niko offered.

“Sounds good. She’s getting better and more confident singing with us. The studio recording went well.” 

“I think coming out with a single is a great idea as we develop a way to raise money for the rest of the album. Use it as a reward for contributing to the cause.”

“You sure no other label wants to pick us up?” Johnny asked.

“Tia’s making contacts, but so far no nibbles. If the tour goes well, we might get attention.”

“We can pray. Either way, the one consolation we can hold to is God is in control of it all.” Johnny rose and tossed his empty water bottle in the trash. 

“Amen.” Niko followed suit, and soon they jogged side by side.

 * * *

The next day, Tia showed up at Johnny’s home at lunchtime because Niko had asked her to. He told her they needed to have a family meeting, but he’d been cryptic about the subject matter. She sat on the bottom step to wait until the band had finished rehearsing. 

“Let’s head up to the living room. We have some business to discuss regarding the tour.” Niko said as he set his guitar down. 

He nodded to Tia, who headed up the stairs. She sat on the loveseat, and Niko joined her, clasping her hand as the men settled down. 

“Well, what do we need to know?” Sam asked. 

“As a result of the attack, Tia has nightmares—more like night terrors.” 

Heat crept up her neck. This is what he wanted to talk about? And he didn’t warn her? Probably a good thing. She wouldn’t have shown up. 

Wayne’s eyes grew big. “You mean like the one where you kicked…?” 

She nodded. “Niko sings to me to calm me down.” 

Rocco frowned. “This means we might hear you on the bus.” 

“Yes—but sometimes I have a hard time getting back to sleep after I’ve calmed Tia down. Hopefully this will go away in time. We just don’t know when. But we thought it was important for you to know—”

“—in case you’re yawning the next day? So we don’t assume you’re up for other reasons?” Johnny wiggled his eyebrows. “But the noise could also awaken the rest of the band.”

Tia let her eyes focus on the floor. 

“I’m sorry you still struggle with the after-effects of the attack,” Sam offered. 

“If that man had accomplished what he’d come for…” Johnny wiped a tear. “Well, in my opinion, a little singing in the middle of the night is preferable to burying Niko.” He sniffed. 

“We didn’t tell you this to be morbid. We just wanted you to be aware so you can be praying and support Tia as she recovers,” Niko said. He put an arm around her, drawing her close. “We almost lost Tia, and with Roger’s help, we’ll avoid any further troubles for her and the rest of us.” 

“We’ll definitely pray,” Sam said. “Why don’t we start now?” 

One by one the men prayed for her, Niko, and the tour. Her initial embarrassment was replaced by an overwhelming sense of belonging and love. More than she’d ever experienced before in all her years of serving with these men. She swiped away a few tears of her own. 

 * * *

Tia was a bundle of nerves. The guys were scheduled for a video interview, and she had a camera set up for them. She sat out of the shot as the reporter asked questions about the upcoming tour and their stop at a Christian university in two weeks. 

Reporter: “We’re with Specific Gravity. Guys, the single For Love of You is hitting the charts but not available for sale. How can you tease your fans like that?” 

Nikolos: “We left our label and want to record a full album. Some of the material we will play during this tour. We have a campaign to raise money for the studio costs associated to get a project done, and the single is a gift to those who contribute.”

Reporter: “I heard a female voice on the recording, but while Johnny, you sing pretty high, I’m thinking it’s not you.” 

Johnny: “We knew we needed a female voice, and Nikolos stumbled upon an unknown talent who was willing to help us out.” 

Reporter: “How will that work on tour?” 

Nikolos: “She is part of our overall support team and will join us for that song only.” 

Reporter: “Does she have a name?” 

Niko glanced over to Tia, who tipped her head and frowned. He stared back at the screen. 

Nikolos: “She does. She’s my wife, Tia.” 

Reporter: “Tia Bartel, your manager?” 

Nikolos: “Tia Acton, my wife, who also happens to be our manager.” 

Reporter: “She has traveled with you for some time, though. When did the marriage take place?” 

Johnny: “We hold to a strict code of conduct. We’ve worked with Tia as part of our crew for years, but there was no romance on the road. That was a more recent development.” 

Reporter: “Are any other women traveling with you?” 

Wayne: “No. I’m married, but my wife stays home with the kids. Tia keeps us in line. We don’t need anyone else with us. No one is seeking a romance out on the road.”

Reporter: “None of you expect to find love at a concert?” 

Sam: “Why would we? They don’t really know us, only love the songs. It’s a romance that lasts for the moment. It doesn’t make a relationship.” 

Reporter: “You see your performance as a romance?” 

Nikolos: “We see our concerts as a way to honor God with our gifts and to give Him glory. He is our first priority. In that way, our performance is romance, a love dedicated to the One who first loved us.” 

Reporter: “I read about a problem at your last festival concert this past summer. Someone attempted to kill Nikolos, because he thought you slept with his girlfriend?” 

Johnny: “Our manager stepped in and stopped the threat and was seriously wounded in the attempt. We have a buddy system on the road. The man’s girlfriend has since recanted her claims, and the perp is in jail on several counts.” 

Wayne: “Tia was a bold warrior for us all and always has been. We admire her for her successful attempt at protecting us and the audience.” 

Reporter: “She was wounded severely and in critical care. How is she now?” 

Nikolos: “She’s doing well. We even got her to sing with us, and I’m thrilled to have my best friends and wife on the road with me this tour.” 

Reporter: “That wraps it up, folks. Specific Gravity will be here in ten days to play in the studio, and in twelve, we’ll see them on campus for their sold-out concert. Nikolos, is there any chance of another date being thrown in to accommodate the people who couldn’t get tickets?” 

Nikolos: “Sorry. Our calendar is as full as we can reasonably handle at the moment.” 

Reporter: “Thanks, guys. Looking forward to the concert.” 

The connection ended, and Tia shook. Niko came and wrapped her in his arms, and she let him. “Are they all going to be like this? I’ve never been mentioned in any interview you’ve done in the past. Why now?” 

The kiss on the top of her head calmed her. Niko didn’t answer, and when she finally pulled away, she realized they were alone. “Where’d the guys go?” 

“They knew you needed space. They defended you and will every time. We’ll all work to protect and keep you safe. When you married me, you got a band of brothers to barricade you from harm.” 

“I’m a lucky woman.” 

“Blessed.” 

“Definitely.” She leaned up and kissed him on the lips. “I suppose we need to go home and start packing?” 

“Really?” 

She smiled. “No. I had other plans.” She grabbed his hand and led him up the stairs. As she walked into the family room where the guys sat, she stopped. “Thanks, guys. You were great.” 

“I’m ticked. They had no right to even insinuate anything wrong.” Wayne snarled.

“It’s a fallen world, and even Christians look for the flaws and weaknesses to exploit. There’s no story if everything is fine. We’d be boring,” Sam offered.

“There’s some truth in that, guys. Drama adds interest. Unfortunately, they are focusing on me instead of the wonderful things you are doing through your music. It will be up to you to show that when you perform.” 

“She’s right, but that’s enough for today. I’m taking my wife home. See ya tomorrow for rehearsal.” 

The men all chimed in with their farewells and rose to leave as well. 


CHAPTER TEN

Absence is to love as wind is to fire;

 it extinguishes the small and enkindles the great.

Comte de Bussy-Rabutin

September 

The tour bus was loaded, and the guys settled in. Rocco let the engine idle. It was almost time to head south, and they planned to drive through the night to their first gig in Virginia. Niko was about to help Tia up the steps. She hesitated. 

“Maybe it would be better if I stayed behind.” 

“Better for who, Tia? We need you. I need you.” 

“You need your sleep.” 

“I want you here with me. Come on.” Niko followed her onto the bus and gave Rocco the go ahead to take off. The guys already hit their berths for the night, realizing that getting used to sleeping on the bus took some time to adjust to. Niko grabbed Tia’s hand and led her to the back of the bus where the guys, true to their word, had created a larger berth for them and only them. No one shouted any comments or innuendos as the vehicle moved forward. The hum of the engine and the rhythm of the tires already lulled them to sleep as they started their tour. 

Tia crawled up into the bunk, and Niko shut the door instead of the standard curtain on most berths. The space was small but livable for the next few months, although they would have some hotel stays mixed in on the tour. 

Tia changed quickly and used the restroom while Niko prepared for bed. She came back in and snuggled up to him. Soon they were fast asleep. 

 * * *

The bus stopped for breakfast, and Niko tried to stretch but realized his arm was underneath his wife, who slept through the night. He smiled as he kissed her awake. 

“Mornin’, sweetheart. Time to rise and shine and get some coffee.” 

Tia rolled further into his arms and gave him a slow kiss. He groaned. “Come on. The guys are waiting.” 

“In the restaurant. We have the bus to ourselves for the moment.” 

“I like the way you think.” 

 * * *

They joined the band a while later, having tossed on whatever was handy. They entered the restaurant, and the guys stopped talking and wore silly grins on their faces. 

“Sleep well, newlyweds?” Johnny asked. 

“As a matter-of-fact, yes,” Tia exclaimed as she placed her order for breakfast and sipped the hot coffee in front of her. 

Niko shook his head and couldn’t hide a grin. Sure, the guys knew, but they were married. They didn’t have to be abstinent on this several-month-long road trip. He was grateful he wasn’t being forced to wait until those rare hotel rooms either. 

After breakfast, the gang entered the bus and traveled on. Tonight they would stop and spend two nights in a hotel before they slept en route again. Tomorrow was a television performance and interview. Niko wanted the band to play the new single, but Tia wouldn’t agree to it. She insisted they do their original hit from years ago to bring in the old fans. He wondered if they’d get to do two songs. The band was ready. Tia was the one unknown. She sat at the desk with her laptop, typing away. He took out his guitar, began to play, and Johnny joined him. Soon they were jamming with Wayne beating on whatever was close—windows, cupboard, wooden furniture. 

“Got new lyrics, Niko?” 

“Nah. But this is a fun instrumental. We haven’t put one of those on any album we’ve recorded.”

Tia piped up even though her gaze was riveted to her laptop. “Call it ‘Travelin’ Man.’” 

The guys glanced at each other. 

Sam spoke up first. “It’s brilliant.” 

Niko nodded. They had another track for their studio album. “Let’s get the camera rolling and do a rough cut of the song. We could put that out as a teaser. Eventually, we’ll do a polished version with keys and bass and full drum set, but for now? It might be a nice way to connect with fans.” 

Tia rose to grab the camera. She attached it to a steady spot and aimed it at the men. “Ready? Take one.” 

The band played and viewed the playback. Not bad, thought Niko. Tia took care of updating their web page and fundraising sight. She updated their Twitter feed and Facebook page for the group. It was cool that mobile hot spots made all that possible.

“Thanks, Tia!” Wayne called out. 

Niko put away his guitar and pulled out his Bible. His routine was off with the unexpected benefits of a new wife on tour. He rallied the men around to read and study together. Tia sat and listened from her spot, and any time he looked up, her eyes were on him and a soft smile played on her lips. Oh, yeah. He was going to enjoy having her along.

 * * *

After lunch, Johnny and Niko took a jog around the mall area where they parked for a break in their travel. 

“Off to a good start?” Johnny asked. 

Niko nodded. “Yeah, but it’s really too early to tell. And we’ve been on tour as a group before—only Roger is new to the crew, and he’s hanging mostly with Rocco up front. He’s going to be sticking tight to Tia whenever I can’t. I’m not going to let anything happen to her like it did this summer.” 

“She is a beautiful woman, but I don’t think she realizes it. She’s hid it all those years.”

“You’re right about that. I’m grateful Stephanie took her shopping. The girl has a good eye and found Tia some new outfits. I think she’s nervous about how she’ll appear onstage.” 

Johnny laughed. “She’ll outshine us all, since we’re up there in whatever is clean that day.” 

“She bought me a fedora.” 

“What?” 

“She told me she thought I would look great in a fedora and maybe it could be a ‘look’ for me.” Niko frowned. He’d never been one to wear hats. Playing music was hot anyway, and he always had a towel of some kind to wipe the sweat off his face and out of his eyes. He’d often see drops form on the end of the curls on his forehead and plunk onto his guitar. He couldn’t image wearing a fedora. 

“You going to wear it?” 

“I’ll give it a try if it pleases her.” 

“You are so owned, coz. I’m happy for you. Did she come up with anything for me?” 

“She got you a new pair of shades so you appear cool. And a grey knit hat to keep your practically shaved head from casting a glare.” Niko grinned.

“Oh, I see how it is—she doesn’t want me shining brighter than you.” 

Niko shoved his friend off the path and took off faster with Johnny running to catch up. Soon they were back at the bus and ready to hit the road. 

Niko freshened up and sat alone with his journal and pencil. He read for a while out of the Bible and jotted some notes. Niko prayed and dabbled with lyrics. Nothing came, though. He wasn’t too worried. They had several months to get new songs together. 

 * * *

The afternoon was productive. Tia approved edits on her book and had managed to work on the next story. She journaled, but this time in a password-protected application on her tablet, which allowed her to write with a pen. It was weird, but she figured she would get used it. She glanced at her husband with his journal and pencil. That was her preference. She finally put her tablet away, grabbed her own notebook, and started to write. 

I didn’t know what to expect with the guys as we began this trip, but they’ve been great. I’m not sure how this will work out in the long run, but it is nice to be here, wanted and, yes, even loved. I feel more a part of the group now, although as the lone female, I am kind of outside the male bonding and brotherhood that exists. I longed to join in but didn’t think they’d let me. Sigh. I’m still kind of the Mamma Bear, keeping them all in line. But who’s going to keep me in line? I’m sure Niko will try. Lord, I do love that man and don’t know why he puts up with me. But I’m glad he does. 

Later that afternoon, they pulled into town to the hotel they’d stay at for the next two nights. The guys unloaded and wouldn’t let her carry more than her purse and laptop bag. She didn’t complain. This kind of courtesy was nothing new. Their mothers trained them well. Niko came to the room and collapsed on the bed. Within minutes, he was asleep. How did he do that? He always tried for what he called a ‘power nap’ on show days. Tonight they only had an evening interview on the local station. Tomorrow morning, there was another one with a broader listening audience. Later in the afternoon, they were booked for a radio interview. The day after that—their first concert of the tour.

Shaking her head at her sleeping husband, she removed his shoes, grabbed her clothes, and hit the shower. Once she was done, she gazed out the window to the James River a few blocks away from their hotel. A pool sat unoccupied in the parking lot, but it was fall and even though warm in Lynchburg, she wouldn’t venture into any water today beyond her shower. 

She finished dressing, and the brilliance of the sunshine reflecting off the river in the distance called to her. She put on her shoes, grabbed her notebook, pencil, and phone, and headed out the door. Niko could be out for at least another hour—she might as well get some space from the confines of the room, especially after being cooped up in the bus. 

She stepped into the warm air and inhaled deeply. There was nothing wonderful about the air in their hotel or on the road. She’d open the windows later. She had booked a less expensive hotel to save money. The guys didn’t care as long as they could shower and sleep in full beds. She walked across the parking lot, crossed a street, down a block, and to the river. She found a shady spot to sit in the grass and listen to the sounds of the birds and the water moving along the bank. She pulled out her journal to doodle and pray. 

Lord, I am grateful for all You’ve done. The dreams You made come true. The prayers You answered. I still long for the healing of the pain inside. To be able to be all Niko deserves in a wife. Heal me. Please? Work through the guys on this tour to show Your love and truth to those who listen to their songs. Protect them and their relationships with each other—

A riff of Niko’s guitar playing came from her phone. She picked it up and swiped the screen. 

“Where are you?” Niko’s sleepy voice held a tinge of anger and…fear? 

“I took a walk to the riverfront. It’s beautiful down here.” 

“You’re not to go anywhere without one of us with you. It’s not safe.” 

“I agreed to a security guard for the concert venues. I didn’t realize you expected me to be babysat every second of the day and night.” 

“Come back, please?” 

“I’ll return soon.” 

“Now.” 

“Nikolos. I am your wife, not a dog to be called on a whim.” She hung up the phone, rose, and walked to the bank. Her heart pounded. Demands like that reminded her of….She closed her eyes and let the sun caress her face. He doesn’t understand I’m never alone, does he? Lord, You go with me, and You were even present when I was a child and again during the attack. It was You who kept me from getting killed, while sparing Niko’s life and the lives of others who might have gotten hurt. You were there. You are there in every nightmare even when I don’t realize it. Help me rest in that truth. 

She took deep breaths and counted to calm her heart. As peace returned, she turned to head up the bank and walk back only to discover her husband running toward her. She stood and awaited him. The moment he saw her, he slowed, gasping for air. Hands on his hips, he walked her way. She couldn’t tell if he was angry, hurt—or why he had come. He strode forward now with purpose. He came to her, toe to toe, and put his hands on either side of her face.

“Tia,” he gasped as he bent down to kiss her till her bones became mush. He pulled back as she swayed toward him, and he caught her in his arms and hugged her close. 

“Niko?” 

“I was so afraid. Afraid something had happened to you and I didn’t know if I could handle it again.” 

Tia pulled back and gazed into his dark eyes. “Oh, Niko. I never considered how it affected you at the time. I mean, we struggle now because of what happened, but then…? You only mentioned it once.”

Niko wrapped an arm around her as they started walking toward the hotel. “I was overwhelmed with guilt. I indulged in the ego-stroking provided by all those women over the years while you stood by and watched. Yet you fought to save me? Me? I’m nothing special, and the world would go on fine without me, but you, Tia, are a treasure, and if I am to stay here on this planet, I need you here with me. You can ask Johnny what I was like. I bawled like a baby. He rocked me like my mother used to as a scared little kid.”

Tia wrapped an arm around his waist as she held her notebook and phone to her chest. She leaned into his side as they walked the rest of the way in silence. 

When they entered the room, Niko hit the shower as Tia got her bag together for their trip to the television station for the interview. She would be offstage supervising like a proud mother hen. Tia preferred to be in the background, basking in the wonder of what God did in and through the men, their unique relationship with each other, and the music they created. 

Soon the crew was in the bus and headed to the studio. They did a minimal set up and were ready to perform and answer questions. A cute blonde named Daisy eagerly approached the band with quick steps, a wide smile, and a sashay to her hips. 

Tia ground her teeth as she watched the reporter get close to Niko. Why was it always the buxom blondes who pursued him? Johnny got a mix, as did Sam and Rocco. Wayne and Marc hung together trying to avoid the ladies, and as a result, got stuck with most of the teardown after a concert. Wayne was married, and Marc had a girlfriend back home. Tia pitched in as well. She had become proficient in wrapping up microphone cords and getting guitars stored the way the guys liked it. She doubted Niko, Johnny, or Sam even knew it was her who took care of their stuff as they flirted. 

For now, she sat back in the shadows and observed the playful banter. The guys played a musical intro before a brief interview. 

Daisy the Sexy Reporter: I’m thrilled to be in the company of the handsome men of Specific Gravity fame. They won a Dove award for Everywhere You Go several years ago. Why did you all stop touring?

Nikolos: Johnny was sick, and we didn’t want to tour without him. 

Daisy: What kind illness was it? You’ve never spoken of it before. 

Johnny: Cancer. 

Daisy: Oh, I’m sorry. Are you well now? 

Johnny: As well as they can make me. They call it remission. I label it a reprieve. We all die sometime. It just wasn’t my turn yet. 

Daisy: But you are touring now and with a new single on the charts, but this is not recorded with your label Jazzy Records. What’s the story? 

Sam: We are grateful to Jazzy Records for the work they did with our last album, but we made a choice to do this one on our own to maintain more creative control over the process. 

Tia smiled. They had rehearsed and prepared for that kind of question. The last thing they wanted was a bad relationship with their former label. 

Daisy: What are you going to play for us this evening?

Nikolos: We thought we would go back a few years and perform our old hit, Everywhere You Go.

The band played a truncated version of the song, and Tia smiled and tapped her foot. She’d heard it a hundred times or more but never minded hearing them perform it live. 

Daisy: There you have it, folks. Specific Gravity will be performing tomorrow evening. Would you mind taking us out with your latest hit? 

Nikolos: Sorry. You’ll have to come to the concert for that one—it’s a special song to us. 

Daisy: Okay. Back to you, Dan. 

The cameraman indicated they were clear, and the reporter sidled up to Niko. “For me? Not on tape?” 

Niko shook his head. “Sorry. No can do. I hope you enjoy the concert tomorrow night, though.” 

She whispered in Niko’s ear, and Tia saw his brows knit together in concentration. He shook his head and spoke in tones too low for her to hear. Fine. I’ll go tear down. Men. They can’t turn off the charm, can they?

 * * *

Niko couldn’t seem to escape the forward reporter. She asked more questions, and he gave vague answers. It was all stuff in their publicity package and available on the web. He had to admit she was attractive. If he weren’t married—oh, craptastic. Tia was probably watching as this blonde version of a clinging vine was acting all sweet and innocent with him. 

Johnny rescued him. “Come on, Niko. The band is ready.” 

“We’re packed and loaded?” 

Johnny nodded and regarded the reporter. “Thank you for having us on your show.” 

She blinked and gave him a broad smile. 

Johnny grabbed Niko’s arm, disengaged the hand of the woman, and drew him off to the alley door and the bus. 

“You remember you have a wife now, right?” 

“Of course. I couldn’t get Daisy to leave me alone.” 

“You didn’t try very hard.” Johnny followed Niko into the bus. 

Tia sat off in a small cubby with a journal, her face turned away from him. He plopped down in the closest available seat for the short drive to the hotel. How bad had he erred tonight? 

The band poured out of the bus, with Tia last. Niko walked side by side with her. “Wanna get some dinner?” 

“Call for a pizza to be delivered. I really don’t want to go anywhere tonight.” 

Niko nodded and talked to the guys. They were going to walk to a nearby spot to eat. He let them leave and caught up with his wife. 

“You can go with them if you want. Once I’m locked in my room, I promise not to leave.” 

He frowned and followed her into the room, found a local delivery, and ordered for them both. By the time he got off the phone, Tia was in the bathroom. She came out dressed in sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt. 

“It’ll be here in about thirty minutes, give or take.” 

She nodded and pointed to her purse. “There’s cash in there. Make sure you include a good tip.” 

“When have I ever not…” He stopped at the way her eyebrows rose. “Fine.” He pulled out the bills needed and set them on the table. 

Tia turned on the television and started flipping the channels. She found an old movie and sat. Niko sat on the bed to watch.

“What is it?” 

“Sabrina. But this isn’t the original. It’s a remake but well done. Julia Ormand is sweet.” 

“What’s it about?” 

“You really don’t want to know.” 

“I do.” 

“It’s about a young woman who is in love with the younger playboy son of a wealthy man her father works for as a servant. A chauffeur, as it were. She takes off for a year in Paris to learn about the fashion industry, and when she returns, she is transformed. The wealthy young man is now engaged to someone else but is instantly attracted to this fashion plate. Now he wants his cake and dessert on the side, but his older brother is determined to stop him and tries to seduce Sabrina away.” 

“Does it work?” 

“You’ll have to watch it to find out.” 

“So he only liked her for her looks?” 

“It seems to be what men generally go for at first anyway.” 

“That’s not true.”

She glared at him but said nothing. A knock at the door forced him to rise and get their dinner. 

They sat and ate in silence as the movie played. Tia finished and rose. She clicked the television off. 

“Hey. I thought I had to see the ending.” 

“It’s all fictional mushy romance anyway—what’s the point?” 

Niko stood, hands on his hips. “You’re angry.” 

She glanced at him with raised eyebrows and a silent, “no duh!”

“Listen. I did not encourage that reporter. I couldn’t get her to stop talking. I tried.” 

“It’s okay, Nikolos…”

Her voice clearly indicated otherwise. 

“Blondes gravitate to you. Something about your dark, brooding eyes and those soft curls attract them. You’re as helpless as a flower attracting honeybees. Flowers can’t get away from the attention either. The more beautiful the more sought out they are. And you possess a poet’s soul. What girl wouldn’t want you?” She pulled back the blankets, climbed into bed, and tugged them up to cover most of her face. She had already turned off the lamp on her side of the bed. 

Niko climbed onto the bed on his hands and knees. “This is an occupational hazard, and you can’t pretend you didn’t realize this would happen. You’ve been on tour long enough. I’ve never done anything inappropriate, even before I had a wife. You knew this…” 

“It’s my fault?” She rolled over with tears coursing down her cheeks. “I should just accept another woman hanging all over my husband as he soaks up the attention?” She threw the blankets off and stood to pace. “You really are too much, you know that? Turn this on me? Maybe I’ll catch a flight home tomorrow and wait for you to come back in six months. You don’t need me. It’s all done, and you have the itinerary.” 

Niko sat back on his feet. “You would leave me?” he growled, and his hands were fisted. 

“I’m obviously not as important as I thought. I don’t know what I want.” She grabbed a sweatshirt, threw it on, and slipped on some shoes. 

“Where are you going?” 

“Out.” The door slammed before he could respond. He scrambled to his feet and tripped over a chair in the darkened room. He pulled on his jeans and slid into his chucks. He grabbed his phone and called Roger. 

“Rog. I need you. Tia took off, and I’ve no clue where she went.” 

“The guys and I will help you find her. Does she have her phone?” 

“No. She didn’t even grab her room key. No purse. Nothing.” 

“We’re at the restaurant but finishing up—we’ll meet you back at the lobby of the hotel.”

“Okay. Hurry. It’s getting dark.” 

“Take a deep breath, Niko. And pray. God knows exactly where she is.” 

He ended up in the parking lot trying to find any indication of where Tia had run. He turned to walk to the lobby, sighting the guys coming from the other direction.

Johnny frowned and got in Niko’s face. “What did you do?” 

“I was an idiot. Okay? Go ahead and punch me if you think it’ll help.” 

“No time. We need to find Tia.” 

The men split up in pairs except for Johnny, who ran to the river alone while the rest went in different directions. 

Niko accompanied Roger. 

They walked in silence as they occasionally called for Tia. The wind started to pick up.

“Smells like rain.” Roger scanned the clouds. Lightning flashed overhead, followed by a large crack. “We better return. She’s a smart woman. She’s not going to be out in this.” 

“But what if she’s been hurt or ran into trouble?” 

Roger shook his head. “It’s too dangerous for us to be out here with the way this storm is developing. For all we know, she’s back at the hotel waiting for us.” He grabbed Niko’s arm and pushed him forward as they sprinted to the hotel.

The rest of the band had arrived, everyone was wet, and Johnny glared at Niko. 

“I’m going to take you up on your earlier offer.” 

Sam growled. “I’ll hold him for you.” 

Roger stepped in front of Niko. “I don’t think you need to beat him up more than he has himself. Go to your rooms, get dried off, and rest. Pray for Tia’s safety. If she doesn’t show up by tomorrow, we can contact the police.” 

“Call them now.” Niko insisted.

“She’s not a missing person until at least 24 hours have passed.” 

Niko stormed off to his room, stripping off his wet clothes once he was inside. Once dry and dressed, he sat in the dark by the window, staring outside. He watched the storm and prayed Tia was safe. Was he being overprotective of her? He’d almost lost her once and couldn’t imagine going through that again.

Tia, sweetheart, where are you? I am so sorry.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The course of love never did run smooth.

William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Tia shivered long before the rain began. The rumble of thunder resurrected memories of her abusive father with his blaming, clenched fists, and growls. She sought shelter in the bus and snuggled under the blankets in their bunk as the storm raged. She knew Niko probably worried about her. She had left her phone, but she was angry and couldn’t think of talking to him when he was going to justify his behavior and blame it on…Tears fell as fast as the precipitation outside. She hugged her pillow tight and drifted to sleep. 

She awoke early in the morning, grabbed a shirt and jeans, and threw her sweatshirt back on. She headed to the hotel and waited in the lobby for the guys to come down for the continental breakfast. She forgot her key and wasn’t going to ask for one. Without her identification, she had no proof she belonged in room 230 anyway. She grabbed a coffee, added sweetener, and sipped it as she settled in to wait. She wasn’t sure she wanted to face Niko alone. 

Roger arrived first. He met her gaze and proceeded to get his coffee before he sat in a chair adjacent to hers. 

“Niko was worried about you. We all were. Is he aware you’re here?” 

She shook her head. “I didn’t want to wake him up.” 

“That’s assuming he even slept.” He sipped his coffee. “We were all out searching for you until it stormed.” 

“I was fine.” 

“Care to tell me where you went?” 

“I slept in the bus.” 

Roger nodded. “I’d forgotten the keyless entry feature. Wasn’t it cold?” 

“Nah. I had my sweatshirt on and the blankets. You mean I outsmarted a United States Marshal?” 

“I’m old and retired.” 

“I don’t think God’s through with you yet.” 

“Listen, Tia. My job is to keep you safe from anyone who would try to harm you like this past summer. If you need to run away again, grab your phone and text or call me, and I’ll join you.” 

“You won’t drag me home to my husband?” 

“Not unless you request I do so.” 

“You’re not going to ask me why?” 

“Nah. That’s between you and him. Marriage is hard work. You’ll both figure it out in time.” 

Soon the rest of the guys had filtered into the room. All were relieved to see her back safe. 

Johnny spoke up. “Has anyone called Niko?” 

Roger shook his head. “No. Think we should?” 

Johnny smirked as he pulled out his phone and typed a text. “He’ll know now. Wonder how long before he’s down here?” 

Sam laughed. “Depends on if he was asleep or in the shower.” 

Wayne frowned. “He won’t shower till after set-up this afternoon. What time is our morning show?” 

“They are putting you on during the eight o’clock hour. We need to leave soon.” Tia glanced at her watch. “It’s almost six now. We’re not far from the station, and you’re doing a stripped down performance like last night.” 

“Are you coming with us?” Marc asked. 

Tia sighed. “If I can brush my teeth and get the snaggles out of my hair, I’ll go. You don’t need me there.” 

“Of course we need you. You’re the glue that holds us together,” Wayne chirped in.

She shook her head. “No. Niko is the glue. I’m the road map, but that’s all in writing. I’m superfluous.” 

Johnny growled. “Don’t ever say that. Niko’s a jerk. I don’t know what else he did to muck things up, but if you need help straightening him out, you just call me.” 

Niko ran into the lobby and came to a stop as he saw her. 

Tia’s heart flipped at the sight of him. Dark shadows under his eyes gave testimony to his sleepless night. He hadn’t shaved yet. She held his gaze as he strode toward the tables where everyone sat. 

“Hey, Niko. I forgot my key card and need to get ready to head to the station. Didn’t want to disturb you.” 

Someone coughed, and Niko shot them a narrowed gaze along with a snarl. His hands fisted at his sides. 

“Come on, then.” 

“Grab a coffee before you go. I can wait a minute.” 

He went for his coffee as Tia stood and deposited her empty cup in the garbage. “See you in fifteen guys?” 

The men rose, and together they walked to the elevator and rode to the second floor, where all their rooms were. 

Niko let her into the room, and she slipped into the bathroom to make herself presentable. She put on a nicer shirt and scarf. She finished her makeup, came out, and slipped on her boots. She threw her phone in her purse and grabbed her briefcase. She turned to find Niko sitting on the bed. He must have remained there while she got ready.

“Shall we go?” 

Niko sighed and stood to leave with her. Soon they were at the station, setting up for the morning’s performance and interview. 

 * * *

Tia was happy to note it was a male and female team who would be doing the interviewing, and the woman in this instance had short, straight, dark hair and a slight figure. Along with a wedding ring. 

The interview was standard and the band played their song, and soon Tia helped them wrap up cords and lug things to the bus. 

Rocco surveyed them before they headed out. “Did anyone eat breakfast this morning? I’m hungry and was thinking we should get a bite to eat before we go set up for tonight’s gig.” 

Everyone murmured consent, and the bus took off to the nearest restaurant. 

 * * *

He needed to talk to Tia. He had no idea where she’d been. He hadn’t apologized for his words, and she spoke to everyone but him. This cold war would kill him. As they walked into the little coffee and sandwich shop, the guys pushed some tables together, and soon Tia was surrounded and he was stuck on the end. 

The band obviously sided with Tia. Unfortunately, he had to admit they were right to do so. He almost wished Johnny had punched him in the gut last night. It would be a better pain than the one he suffered in his heart. 

“Tia, how are you feeling about singing with us tonight?” Sam asked. 

“Why did I let you guys talk me into it? It’s the only reason you need me here.” 

Johnny slammed his fork down. “Excuse me? What kind of nonsense are you spouting? We need you here for a lot of things—mostly to keep Niko sane, which by the way, you need to work on, hmmm?” 

Tia blushed as she drank her soda and took a bite of her sandwich. 

Wayne was right next to her and wrapped his arm around her. “Who’ll play Kings Corner’s with me on the bus rides? Or War? You’re the only worthy opponent.” 

Niko swallowed the last of his drink and pushed back from the table. “We’d better get going.” 

Murmurs and chairs scraping across the floor met his pronouncement, and he strode out to the bus to wait for the rest. 

Once at the venue, Tia went into manager mode, getting the information they needed and giving directions for set up and encouraging the students who showed up to give assistance, shadow the band, assist the tech team, and learn about the industry. Tia led them around and spent time answering questions. 

Soon they completed the sound check, and the band ran through a few songs. 

“Tia, come on up and let’s play For Love of You.” Niko wondered if she would balk at his request. To his surprise, she didn’t and came on the stage with her own microphone. 

He nodded and started the song with the band joining in. Tia swayed to the music and sang at the right time but glanced at Johnny and some of the other guys as she did so. She ignored him. 

Rocco gave them a thumbs-up when finished, and they set down their instruments to head back to the hotel to rest and shower before the evening’s performance. 

Tia remained quiet. Niko followed her into the room. He shut the door behind him and leaned against it. 

“I think we need to clear the air between us.” He folded his arms. 

Tia set her bag down, walked to the window, and pulled back the drapes. She turned to face him from across the space. “I’m sorry I left. I panicked and I ran, and that was wrong.”

Niko took a few steps and stopped. “I’m sorry I refused to take responsibility or to even consider how my interaction to that reporter would affect you. This is so new to me, but that’s still no excuse. I’ll admit her attention stroked my ego, and I enjoyed that.” 

She nodded, and he spied a lone tear slowly begin a descent. “You deserve the compliments, Niko, and I’m sorry if I’ve not been providing enough of them for you.” 

He stepped closer. The bed was all that came between them. “You haven’t failed me in any way, Tia. You’ve been the biggest cheerleader I’ve ever had. It’s one of the things I love about you and why I need you. No one has believed in me like you do, even though you know my darker side.”

Tia shook her head. “I don’t think I do know your darker side, Niko. I don’t know much of your history. You’ve never talked about it. Johnny knows, I’m sure, since he’s your cousin and lived through it with you. But me? I’m clueless.” 

He sat on the bed, facing away from his wife. He focused on his clasped hands. “I don’t know that it’s really important.” 

“What if it is?”

“Have you told me your past? Your family?”

“No. It’s not something I like to talk about.” 

“So we’re even. We’ve been acquainted with each other for years and are still strangers.” 

“In some ways.” 

The bed sank under her weight only a few inches from him. He didn’t move. “Tia. I’m sorry. I really am. Will you forgive me?” 

“Of course. If you’ll forgive me as well.” She reached a hand over and placed it on his forearm. He lifted his gaze to her eyes framed with dew-laced eyelashes. 

“Absolutely.” 

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. She slid over on the bed, reached up to move his face towards hers, and kissed his lips. He drank of her as if he’d been in a desert for a week.

Niko held her close as they both drifted to sleep. The night ahead would be late and take a lot out of both of them. 

 * * *

Tia awoke in Niko’s arms and hugged him tight. She rolled back to the nightstand to check the time. Sighing, she dragged herself up and hit the shower. When she came out, Niko was up and took her spot in the bathroom while she fluffed her wet curls and put on her makeup. Normally, she wore old jeans and t-shirts for her backstage work, but tonight she had a nicer pair of black jeans, her black boots, and a light blue top. An outfit Stephanie helped her pick out. She wrapped a multi-colored scarf around her neck and pulled on a jean jacket. She surveyed herself in the mirror with her silver earrings that picked up some of the shiny threads in the scarf. She appeared, perhaps, like she belonged on stage with the men. Either that or a groupie. 

Niko came out of the shower with only his jeans on. He snuck up behind her, wrapped his arms around her, and nestled his chin on her shoulder. He kissed her cheek and looked in the mirror. 

“Wow, Tia. You clean up nice.” He blew a raspberry into her neck, making her squeal. He stood and moved away but not before she managed to swat his behind. His deep chuckle was muffled as he threw a t-shirt on. 

Soon they were out the door and in the bus for a quick stop at a drive thru before heading to the concert venue at the University. The gang ate on the bus during the trip to the auditorium for a final sound check. 

Tia hadn’t been able to eat much. Nerves flittered in her stomach and scrambled her brain. What were the words to that song? How did these guys do this night after night? 

Niko gathered them in a back room, read from the Bible, and they all prayed together for each other, the concert, and the hearts of those attending. While it was a Christian school, they hoped many who came who did not know Christ would be inspired to seek Him. They also prayed that those who had lost their passion for God would find it again. After the final “amen,” Niko took Tia aside. 

“How are you feeling about tonight?” 

“Nervous.”

He smiled and kissed her. “Just sing to me and trust in my love for you. It’s really our song, after all. Pretend no one else is there but us and God.” 

“I’ll try.” 

“The rest of the time you are our manager. You do what you normally do in taking care of us. Do you have our water?” 

“Yes, it’s in a cooler offstage for you to get at intermission. Just like I’ve always done. Your other bottles are already on the platform awaiting you. I’m beginning to think you’re more nervous about tonight than I am.” 

Niko paused as he considered her. His eyes grew darker. “I love you. Don’t ever doubt or forget it. I have a lot to prove to you about the truth of that. I don’t take for granted your constancy and devotion to me over the years, even though I didn’t see it at the time.” 

“Thanks, Niko. Have a great show.” She reached up to wrap her arms around his neck and kissed him. She pulled back, and he groaned. 

“Girl. I don’t have time to start something I can’t finish.” 

Tia giggled as he adjusted his jeans. He gave her a peck on the cheek and escorted her to the gang waiting in the wings. Tia called out words of encouragement to each man as he passed by. Niko was last, and he hugged her close, placing a kiss on her hair.

With a wink, he was out on stage and the crowd clapped and roared. 

Tia watched from the wings with Roger by her side. The bright lights made it almost impossible to see the audience. The band launched into their signature hit, Everywhere You Go, and proceeded to play songs from previous albums. 

A small intermission gave the guys a chance to head backstage and loosen up or use the restroom. Tia had towels for them, as they would often sweat under the hot lights. Niko wore his fedora as she had asked, and she personally took the towel to his forehead, face, and neck. The guys all downed their bottles of water and grabbed a fresh bottle to carry out with them. The crowd again went wild. 

As the evening wound down, Tia paced. Roger guarded her. There had been no backstage visitors other than the organizer, who wanted to make sure everyone was happy. They were. Finally, Niko finished a song and spoke to the attenders. 

“It has been a pleasure for us to be here. A few months ago, I had the honor of marrying a wonderful woman.” Whistles and hoots came from the audience. Tia shook her head as Niko grinned. “We suffered a tragedy prior to this tour, and I almost lost Tia. During her recovery, I wrote this song as I came to realize how precious she was to me. Tonight, to help me sing that song, would you please welcome Tia Acton, my lovely bride and also our fabulous manager?” 

The crowd jumped to their feet, and Roger gently pushed her past the curtain to the stage. Tia strode to Niko and grabbed her microphone off the stand by Sam, who gave her a wink. Niko leaned over and kissed Tia on the lips. She was shocked to the core. He took off his fedora and plopped it on her head as the bass played the opening riff and the drums, keys, and soon guitars were fully into the music. Niko started to sing and gazed at her while he did so. She looked back at him and added her harmony to the song. 

Niko had been right. The stage shrunk to the two of them as the final chords hung in the air, until applause broke the spell. Niko winked at her as he took off his guitar and turned to the audience. “Thanks for coming tonight and for supporting our music. We’ll be out in the entryway shortly to sign albums or take photos.” Niko set the guitar on its stand, and holding Tia’s hand, he walked off the stage followed by the rest of the group as the crowd chanted. The noise continued for several minutes. 

Niko turned to Johnny and whispered in his ear. The guitarist glanced at Tia and nodded. 

“Niko?” 

“Tia, we never planned an encore. Would you mind if I sang them our wedding song? Johnny will play, and I can sing it to you?” 

Tia smiled. “You want to make sure the young bucks in the audience steer clear of your wife later, huh?” 

Niko grinned. “You found out my deepest secret.” 

Tia laughed and nodded. “Let’s give them a special bonus.” 

Johnny came out first, and they followed him. He picked up his guitar, and the crowd cheered louder. Niko held Tia’s hand and grabbed the microphone with his free hand to take it off the boom. “We didn’t plan an encore, but my wife has given me permission to share this song with you.” 

Johnny started playing, and the crowd quieted. Niko gazed at Tia, and love shone in his eyes and through the words of the song. She was transported back to their wedding day, when he had surprised her with this. Tears flowed freely now as much as they did then as he poured out his heart in poetry and music. The song ended, and Niko drew her close as the crowd remained strangely silent. 

Johnny spoke. “Thank you for your gracious hospitality to us during our visit to Lynchburg. May God be glorified as you walk out these doors to worship and serve Him.” 

Niko set his mic down and led Tia offstage, and Johnny followed. The crowd clapped, and soon the murmuring of voices drowned out the music Rocco played over the sound system. Tia took the fedora off her head and put it back on Niko’s.

A table had been set up with chairs, and someone sold the merchandise across the lobby. The crowds lined up waiting for the band to sit and sign CD’s or t-shirts. Normally, she got the lines started and left to help tear down, but Niko insisted she sit on his lap and that any photos taken included her in them. Tia was initially uncomfortable but soon saw his purpose. Having her there. Kissing her on the stage. Actions spoke louder than the platinum band on his ring finger. 

Many people complimented Tia on her singing, and soon she had a chair next to Niko and they sat side by side for the rest of the signing. Repeatedly, they asked if she would be doing more singing with the band. 

As the guys tore down that night, Tia met the organizer of the concert. They had sold out of all their merchandise, and when Tia went online, she found the album had jumped in sales along with the previous recordings that had been released. They were on their way to hitting the best-seller charts, which meant a nice paycheck for them all. 

She finished up as Niko came to find her. Roger stayed close but stepped back further when Niko put his arm around Tia. Tia turned and gave Niko a quick kiss on the cheek. 

“Was it a good night?” He led her through the darkened building to where the bus was parked and waiting. 

“Best we’ve ever had. Niko—they sold out of everything. That never happens. It’s a cool barometer of how well you guys are being received.” 

“You’ve paved the way for us, Tia. Don’t underestimate your own star power on stage, either. That’s all people seemed to want to talk about afterwards.” 

“You’re silly.” She stepped into the bus, and the guys applauded. 

“Tia, you sold it tonight,” Wayne shouted out. 

“We’ve never performed that song better,” Sam chimed in. 

Marc gave a thumbs-up and a big smile. 

Johnny rose from his seat and came to her, grabbed her shoulders, and gave her a kiss on both cheeks. He whispered in her ear, “I’d kiss your lips too, because it’s a Greek thing. Except I value my schnoz too much to risk it to my cousin’s fist. You rocked it tonight, Tia.” He stepped aside and gave a nod to Niko behind her before he went to sit back down. 

Niko came from behind and put his arms around her. “See? What’d I tell ya? You were the star of the show.” 

“Nonsense. But thank you.” She took the fedora off his head and put it up by their faces as she gave him a kiss. “Now that is how this hat is really supposed to be used, big boy.” 

Niko grinned as the men hooted and hollered. The bus pulled out of the parking lot as they hit the road for their next gig. It would be a long night as they traveled in the bus, but Tia knew three things. 

She belonged. 

She was wanted. 

She was loved. 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Friends show their love in times of trouble, not in happiness.

Euripides

The next morning on the bus, Tia rose early and sat alone with her journal before the guys started to wake up. Johnny dragged himself from his bunk in his sweats and a t-shirt, his face flushed and eyes glassy. 

“Johnny?” 

He slid into a seat at the table and slumped forward. Tia shoved a cup of coffee into his hand. He peeked up at her but didn’t smile. “I think I’m sick.” His voice crackled with the texture of sandpaper. 

Tia cringed. Niko walked in from the bathroom and sat next to Johnny. He put a hand on his forehead. 

“You’re burnin’ up man. You need to get back to bed.” 

Sam peeked out of his berth and shook his head. “This isn’t good. That soaking the other night pushed you over the edge, didn’t it?” 

Johnny shrugged. “Probably didn’t help.” 

Tia frowned. “What soaking?” 

“When we went to search for you. A storm blew in, and we all got drenched trying to get back to the hotel.” 

Tia slumped and wanted to disappear into the wall of the bus. She was to blame. Her impulsive actions led to Johnny getting sick. With his cancer scare, any illness Johnny experienced put the band on edge.

Johnny looked at her. “It’s not your fault, Tia.” 

The silence from everyone else spoke volumes to her, though. They all blame me, as well they should. Tia rose and went to the front of the bus to sit with Rocco. 

“Johnny’s sick. We need to get to a pharmacy to buy medicine.” 

“Does he need to see a doctor?” 

“Not yet. Could be just a bad cold. We’ll see.” 

“Concert in two days. What if he can’t sing?” 

“Let’s not go there, Rocco.” 

“As the manager, you need to think about it. Do you cancel, then?” 

“We’ve never cancelled. It would cost us too much.” 

“But what’s the cost to Johnny to perform while sick?’

Tia shook her head. “Guess I need to pray about that.” 

“Next town is in an hour. I’ll program the global positioning system to find a pharmacy.” 

“Thanks, Rocco.” Tia rose and went back through the bus to their berth. She closed the door and collapsed on the bed. Lord, please heal Johnny. Don’t let him or the band suffer for my selfishness. Help me be a better servant to them. 

 * * *

Niko helped his friend back to his bunk after getting him to drink water and pop an over the counter fever-reducer. He met with the rest of the band, and they did their study and prayed. When Rocco pulled over at a pharmacy, Niko watched his wife leave the bus to get supplies to help care for Johnny. Roger stayed inside, stating she was safe enough at the store without him shadowing her every move. She returned shortly with stuff for Johnny’s throat, for the cold, to keep him comfortable, as well as favorite treats for the guys. She also purchased some Vitamin C-infused concoction for everyone to keep the rest from catching a cold. At least that would be the hope.

“Thanks, Tia,” the guys all chimed in.

She checked on Johnny and gave him an electrolyte drink and lotion tissues. She disappeared into the back of the bus as they hit the road again. 

Niko was torn. Agony for his friend vied with resentment regarding what had happened to lead to this illness. He loved his wife, and he forgave her for running off. She never asked them to come after her. In reality, it was his fault. He was the one who panicked and, in fear, urged everyone out to search. He didn’t forecast a storm. The biggest concern was that maybe this really wasn’t a cold—perhaps Johnny’s cancer had returned.

The next day, they had an evening radio interview. Johnny stayed in the bus sleeping. The guys handled it fine and because it was a Christian station, requested prayer for their sick comrade. Tia hadn’t spoken much to anyone but had been focused on caring for Johnny and seeing he recovered. Niko grew jealous of the attention she paid to his cousin. 

They returned to find Johnny sitting up. He had listened to the broadcast. He rasped, “Nice job, guys.” A few chest rattling coughs and Niko escorted him back to his bunk. They’d head to the hotel, but Niko couldn’t find Tia. 

“Hey, Rocco. Seen my wife?” 

“She took a cab to the hotel to get everything ready. Roger accompanied her.” 

Niko wasn’t sure he liked the idea of her going on ahead. When would he ever lose this fear that something might happen to her? 

When they arrived, Tia came to the bus and handed out keys to the men. She gave Johnny a room next to theirs, and it wasn’t until Niko got the luggage in that he realized it was an adjoining one. 

“Johnny will be fine through the night without you nursing him.” 

“It’s in case he needs us or gets worse.” 

“He could text me.” 

Tia didn’t respond, but the droop of her eyelids indicated he had wounded her. 

“Listen. I appreciate you care and feel responsible, but people get ill. It happens.” 

“In all the years you’ve toured, when have you ever seen Johnny this sick?” Her arms folded across her chest. 

Niko frowned. She knew the answer. It was after an exhausting tour their previous manager dragged them on, where they barely rested and performed almost nightly. That was when he got so ill Johnny sought a doctor, which led to his cancer diagnosis. “It’s not the same thing.” 

“Johnny’s different. That experience changed him, Niko—body and soul. I should have put more space between our venues.” 

“And raised the expenses and reduced the income? No. You’re doing fine with how you scheduled us, and we all agreed to the pace of this tour.” 

“But if Johnny can’t perform…” 

“We’ll go on with the show. If he rests well and the cough is contained, he might play even if he can’t sing.” 

“But your harmonies together are one of the hallmarks of the band.” 

“It is what it is. Singers get sick. The show must go on. No one promised our performance would be identical to any studio-cut album.”

“No, but you have a reputation for being even better live.” 

Niko growled. “And we are human beings who experience bad days and get sick. The audience will understand. And who knows? Maybe he’ll be well enough to sing.” 

Tia shook her head and went to knock on the adjoining door. 

“Come in,” was the weak response.

“You decent, Johnny?” Tia started to push open the door with Niko following. 

“Are you alone? I could be indecent for you.” Johnny groaned when he saw his cousin. 

Niko shook a fist. “If you weren’t doped up on cough syrup, I’d be pounding you one. You be nice to Tia. No funny business.” 

Johnny giggled, coughed, and rolled over. “Thanks for the single room, but Sam would have nursed me.” 

Niko grunted. “Right. He’d have punched you till you stopped snoring.” 

Tia bustled around getting water and putting stuff near the bed for Johnny, who gave her a goofy grin. “Tia? Leave that schmuck and marry me instead.” 

“Sorry, Johnny. I’m partial to dark brooding eyes, the curls, and the grumpy mood when he doesn’t get his way.” 

“My hair doesn’t curl much since I keep it short. Stupid cancer. Donna left me ’cause of that.” 

“The cancer or the lack of hair?” 

Johnny stared at her. “It was an excuse. She dumped me for a guy double my weight and who made more money.” 

“I’m sorry, Johnny.” 

“Just keep Niko happy. Gives me hope that maybe someday I’ll find a girl like you for myself.” 

“Aww, you’re sweet.” She bent over and placed a kiss on his forehead, and he grinned. “Get some rest.” 

Niko walked her out of the room, shutting the door behind them. “Wanna go out to eat or order in?” 

Tia checked her phone. “Wow. Didn’t realize how late it was. Order in. Chinese?” 

Niko grinned, went to call, and pulled out the cash while his wife took a shower. 

He watched her emerge from the bathroom in shorts and a t-shirt with a towel fluffing her hair. She tossed the towel on the floor and collapsed on the bed. “Niko?” 

“Hmmm?” 

“Tomorrow we visit the TV station, and later we have the concert. What will you do if Johnny hasn’t recovered?” 

Niko shrugged. “I’ll bribe my back up singer to help out more on stage.” 

Tia squinted at him. 

“Yeah, I’m talking about you.” 

“And why do you think I could even come close to singing Johnny’s part?” 

“Because you’ve stepped in to do it during sound checks.” 

“How would you bribe me?” 

“How about a date?” 

She propped herself up on one elbow. “Excuse me?” 

“I’ve never taken you out on a date. I propose I take you on one.” 

“A date. If I sing, I get to date the lead singer?” 

“He might even be persuaded to go to bed with you.” 

“And I could have my way with him?” 

“Any way you’d like.” 

“I’ve heard of singing for your supper but never singing for a date with my own husband.” 

“Hey, it’s the best I could come up with.” 

“I’ll think about it.” 

Niko kicked off his shoes. The delivery man arrived, and they sat down to eat. “Niko?” What’s this?” Tia held up a container.

“Chicken noodle soup. Gotta feed the geeky guitar player next door, right?” 

Tia kissed his cheek, and he headed over to make sure his cousin got some food while it was hot. 

The next morning, Johnny wasn’t much better. While the rest of the band did their gig at the television station, Roger and Tia escorted Johnny to urgent care. They were first in line, and with a diagnosis of strep throat, the doctor prescribed an antibiotic. Johnny downed the first dose and went back to the hotel to sleep while the band set up at the auditorium. 

Tia helped with the sound check and prayed somehow Johnny could perform. The band had done their morning show without him, but she knew they missed a lot when Johnny’s tight blend wasn’t there with Niko. Plus, the guys often played off each other with spontaneous guitar battles that entertained the crowd. 

They headed back to rest, and Tia checked on Johnny, who slept. His fever finally broke. 

 * * *

Niko helped Johnny get ready since he was weak. Johnny insisted on playing, and while his voice cracked, he breathed easier with the help of peppermint tea Tia had forced into him the past two days. He began to smell like a candy cane.

They did a quick sound check, and with Johnny on a stool, Niko figured his cousin would make it through the night. He didn’t have to bribe his wife after all. Bummer. Her nursing left him lonely, in bed and out. 

 * * *

The band slowly developed a routine on the tour. A few nights in the bus and some trade-offs on driving ensured Rocco got rest. They would hit a town and do interviews followed by a concert. Every night the crowd reacted to For Love of You with a demand for an encore, and Niko sang to Tia. 

Tia still experienced nightmares, but they resolved quicker and Niko took to praying over her before they went to bed. He fell asleep easier after the evening disturbances, so he was not as drained during the day. Tia filled out her curves more, regaining the weight she lost after the assault. He liked her softness. 

A few weeks into the tour, he skyped with Pastor Dan, something they had been in the habit of doing. Tia gave him the berth to himself for privacy as the bus rolled down the highway. 

“Hey, Niko. How’s it going?” 

“Pretty good. Rough start but the crowds are great. Johnny got sick but is on the mend now. We’ve been selling out, and Tia’s fighting against demands for more venues, remembering how we burned out years ago. We’ll be in Florida soon, and she even scheduled a few days for us to enjoy Disney and Epcot.”

“How’s married life?” 

“It’s good. A challenge at first. At home, I wasn’t too worried about being away from Tia—but on the road, I’ve struggled with over-protectiveness. I almost lost her once, and I’m afraid I’ll lose her again.” 

“I doubt she’s taken well to being hedged in by you.” 

“No. It’s caused trouble. And initially, I fell into old patterns of flirting with women.” 

“Ouch,” Dan said. “I can only imagine what happened after that.”

“It wasn’t pretty. Dan, I took her for granted for all those years yet I want to keep her so close lest something happen to her, but then I forgot I was married? What kind of fool am I?” 

“You’ve asked her forgiveness and she’s given it, and you’ve sought to mend your ways?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then move on and stop beating yourself up for your mistakes. Marriage is a big change for the both of you and under unusual circumstances.” 

“I need to figure out a way to carve out more alone time with Tia, though. Were you aware that we’ve never even dated? It hit me the other day. Sure, we’re by ourselves in the hotel room, but that’s not a date. I’m hoping to get some time in Florida where we can be away from the guys. I hope they understand.” 

“Might be hard, huh? She’s part of the gang, and you don’t want them to think she’s pulling you apart from them.” 

“She isn’t. She has made no demands of me. She’s accepted this is the way life is, but the reality is, she deserves more, and there is much about my wife I don’t know and want to learn. I can’t do that in a group.” 

Pastor Dan nodded. “How is your spiritual walk, Niko?” 

Niko smiled. “Good. I’m writing songs again as we settle in. The band is studying and praying together, and Tia and I finished Song of Solomon and are in the Psalms now.” 

“That’s all you are doing to lead others, Niko—but how about you? Alone with God? It is a similar issue to you and Tia not having much time alone together. How are you at connecting with God?” 

“Much of that comes out of the studies I’m leading and preparing. And the writing. My journal is more of a prayer and song ideas than it is a diary. I think I’m doing pretty good staying connected to God. But life is smooth right now, and part of me wonders when it might shift.” 

“You can’t live in fear of the next tragedy or valley you’ll hit. They come. Cling to Jesus and keep worshipping him, confessing your sins, and letting Him work in and through it all.” 

“Thanks, Dan.” 

“No problem.” 

“So what’s going on in your neck of the woods? Getting colder in Wisconsin?”

The conversation went on to discuss ministry and personal challenges on Dan’s end of the conversation. After setting a date in the calendar for their next video call, they said their goodbyes and Niko shut down the computer. He reclined on the berth and tried to figure out how he would break it to the guys—he wanted to date his wife. Alone.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Time is the most valuable thing a man can spend.

Theophrastus

Tia couldn’t keep her eyes open. She excused herself, headed to the berth, and stretched out for a nap. She hadn’t needed naps since just after the attacks, but now this had been happening daily. She didn’t understand what was wrong. Yesterday, she thought it could be a touch of the flu. The smell of food was enough to make her skip dinner altogether. 

Niko was sweet, but he was on edge. She still experienced nightmares, but that didn’t seem to be the issue. The problem was her breaking into tears for the slightest reason. Sometimes they were happy tears. She cried through every concert lately, and by the time she got out there to sing, she was red-eyed and weepy. The crowds still seemed to love the performance. 

Niko wrote a new song and sang some of the lyrics for her, and she wept. She couldn’t remember what day it was or where they were supposed to go next. Thank goodness it was all in writing and her phone reminded her of the day of the week. At least tomorrow they had a break and would spend time playing, going to Epcot and Disney, and enjoying themselves. She even flew Ginny down as well as Wayne’s wife, Candace, to join them for a few days. 

They were staying in a nicer hotel than usual for their tour, and Niko woke her up with breakfast in bed the first morning. 

She yawned and tried hard to eat a few bites even though she wasn’t hungry. She didn’t want him worried. 

“I need to tell you something.” Niko sipped his coffee as he sat next to her, leaning against the headboard.

“Okay.” 

“We have the next two whole days to ourselves. Just you and me. None of the guys.” 

“What? I thought we were meeting them at ten to head over to Epcot?” 

“Nope. Matter of fact, they are doing Epcot today, and we are going to do Magic Kingdom. We won’t even run into them.” 

“Why? I enjoy the guys.” 

“So do I, but I want to date my wife. We never get to spend much time together that doesn’t contain the band, the tour, songs… I desire to know you better.” 

“Oh, really? I have some ideas for that.” 

“You do?” 

“Sure. Since we don’t need to please anybody but ourselves…” 

Niko grinned as he removed the breakfast tray. “I like the way you think, Mrs. Acton.” 

 * * *

They still made it into the park that morning, wandered around, and enjoyed a few rides. Tia refused the roller-coaster, saying her tummy couldn’t take it. By noon, she was wiped out. “Niko, I’m exhausted. Can we go back to the hotel?” 

“Sure.” 

They did, and Tia walked into the room and collapsed on the bed for a good ninety minutes. She awoke to find her husband studying her closely. 

“Other than right after the assault, you never used to need a nap in the middle of the day. You’ve lost your appetite. Are you okay, Tia?” 

“I don’t know. Just tired. All the time.” 

“Maybe we need to see a doctor.” 

“I’m functioning, aren’t I?” 

Niko frowned. 

“Come on, let’s go to the park.” 

“No. We’re going to have you checked out. There’s a clinic not far from here. I’ll call a cab. I need to know you’re well. If you’re fine, we can go to the park after we return.” 

“Fine.” Tia rose, and they took off for urgent care. They didn’t have to wait too long, and the doctor listened and asked questions while Niko waited in the lobby. 

“Mrs. Acton. Is it possible you could be pregnant?” 

Tia tried to think back. Her last cycle had been before the wedding, and that was, what, three months ago? “I suppose.” He had her take a test and brought both her and Niko back into the room. 

“Mr. Acton. Your wife is healthy. Everything looks good.”

“But she’s been so tired…” 

The doctor held up a hand. “Yes, and it is perfectly normal during the first trimester of a pregnancy. You are fortunate not to have morning sickness.” 

“Some slight nausea at times but, yeah, not the throwing up part. Whew,” Tia joked. 

Niko’s jaw dropped. “Wait. She’s pregnant? We’re having a baby?” 

Tia nodded. 

The doctor grinned. “Congratulations. Due date might be late May or possibly early June, but you’ll have to consult with your doctor back home. You wife tells me you’re touring, and I’ve given her a prescription for a prenatal vitamin. See your doctor as soon as you get back home, and try to take good care of yourself.”

Tia and Niko left the office, and Tia waited to see what else he might say. The taxi ride back was quiet. 

Niko turned to her when they entered the room. “Did you know?” 

Tia shook her head. “I’ve been so busy looking after the band I didn’t realize I’d missed more than a month. I was clueless.” 

Niko came over and kissed her. “A baby. We’re having a baby.” 

“Are you happy, Niko? We never discussed the timing of something like this or planned for it…”

“I’m thrilled! I want to tell the band. In person.” 

“Epcot is a big place. How would we even find them all?” 

“What about at breakfast tomorrow? I’ll invite them here at the hotel, early enough so we can still get in a full day at our parks.” 

“How do you think they’ll react?” 

“They will be happy and incredibly jealous of me.” 

“You mean they’ll congratulate you for being ‘the man?’”

Niko grinned. “Oh, yeah. I’m ‘da man’ all right.” 

 * * *

They went back to the park and walked around. They bought cute little Disney stuff to send home to the grandparents-to-be. 

“Should we call your parents?” Tia asked. 

“I’ll do that tonight. We’re an hour ahead of them. They’ll be thrilled.” 

Tia grinned. Niko was flying high with the news, and she was excited and terrified all at once. 

“How about you, Tia? Do you want to tell your father?” 

“He wouldn’t care.” 

“But he’s your dad. Can’t God change a heart?” 

Tia bit back the tears. “He deserted me long before he was arrested. Anything for the next big buck.”

“You got your business smarts from him?” 

Tia’s eyes grew wide. “I…I. I suppose so. I hadn’t ever considered it that way. He was out to make money. My goal is different. Yes, I long for you guys to do well, but more than that I want to be responsible with the resources God has given us. Which includes the musicianship, your voices, and the hearts of the band members. My father never cared about who he hurt along the way. I want to serve. He only wanted to take.” 

“You could write him a letter. You never told him you married, did you?” 

She shook her head. 

“Send him a copy of For Love of You.” 

Tia sat on a bench, and he joined her. The warm Florida sun caressed her face and arms. Niko wrapped an arm around her, and she leaned into his chest. “I’ll let you lead me in this, Niko, as long as you promise to scrape me off the floor if I’m hurt by him again.” 

“I promise.” 

“Are you sure you want to call your parents now, or would you prefer to send them a fun Christmas gift, since we’ll still be on the road over the holidays?” 

“Why did you make that decision to not be home for Christmas?” 

“I could arrange for plane tickets home, but it could be expensive and a short trip for everyone. We planned it for Wayne because of his family, but the rest had agreed we would celebrate as a group wherever we ended up, which is in Texas if my memory serves me right.” 

“Thanksgiving is in Atlanta?” 

Tia nodded. “I’m afraid with no family around, the holidays haven’t been a time for me to anticipate, much less celebrate. When I set up the venues, it never entered my thinking.” 

“We all agreed to it, though. You didn’t hide it from us.” 

“You want to be home with your family.” 

Niko nodded. “I understand if we can’t afford it.” 

“I’ll crunch the numbers and see what I can figure out. It might be financially feasible.” 

Niko kissed her hair. “Thanks, sweetheart. So, what next? Wanna do It’s A Small World?” 

“Sure.” Niko pulled her off the bench, and they ran to wait in line for the next ride. 

 * * *

Tia couldn’t settle down. After a little celebratory intimacy, Niko was sound asleep. He had been happy with the news of the baby. Her hand went to her tummy and rested there. A child. Oh, Mom, I wish you had lived long enough to see these days. 

She opened up her computer and calculated what the costs were for the band to fly home for the holidays. They would still miss Thanksgiving, as it was a travel day for them. But if they flew out on Christmas Eve morning, early, and were back on the twenty-seventh, maybe it could work. The airfares didn’t balance out cost-wise with the price of hotels. A little more expensive but it wouldn’t break the bank. She’d inform the gang in the morning and give them the option. 

She snuggled back up to Niko. Her hand rested over the steady beating of his heart. A child. She was having this man’s baby. Would he have Niko’s dark hair and eyes? Or her lighter hair? Would she have curly hair or the straight hair of Tia’s mom? 

Becoming a mother terrified her. She had younger siblings but no contact with them since their mother’s funeral. They made it clear her faith precluded a relationship with them. She went from being the oldest of five kids to being an orphan. She understood Niko’s desire for her to reach out to her father, but he didn’t understand what he was asking her to do. She winced at the memories of the harsh words and an even harder fist, which were a part of her childhood prior to his arrest and her mother’s conversion to Christianity. 

Niko’s family was a blessing. His brothers and sisters were effusive in their welcome, and his parents were sweet in telling her she was now their daughter. Christmas this year could be something new and wonderful for her. She never had a good memory of the holiday in the past. Fear warred with curiosity in following Niko home for their first Christmas together. He wanted to go, and if she could make him happy with that, she would. 

Morning came too early as Tia finally drifted back to sleep. At least she escaped torture by nightmares from the assault. Only bad memories of other things. Niko’s kisses awakened her, and soon they headed to the restaurant where tables were reserved for them. Niko kept an arm around her, as if he feared she would disappear if he didn’t keep her close. The men shared greetings. They were eating from a buffet, and once everyone returned to the table, Niko clinked a glass to get their attention. 

“I have news for you all.” 

“We hit the top ten?” 

Tia giggled. “No, but you are in the top twenty, and that’s nothing to sneeze at.” 

A collective cheer rose up around the table.

“You reached your fundraising goal. You have the money to get into the studio to make your next album.” 

Another cheer as water glasses clinked.

“And…” Niko started. “Tia and I are having a baby.” 

All sound stopped as the men stared wide-eyed at her and Niko. They were up and out of their seats in a flash. Johnny picked her up and spun her around, planting a kiss on her lips. The guys alternated between congratulating her and patting Niko on the back. Ginny and Candace gave her hugs too. Soon they sat again.

“When?” asked Johnny. 

“We’re not totally sure yet—probably late May or early June.”

“Right before festival season.” 

Tia piped up. “I’ll not let a baby get in the way of what you guys need to do. We’ll work it out.” 

Niko took a bite of his food, chewed, and spoke up again. “And one more thing…” 

“More?” Wayne dropped his fork on his plate. “I’m never going to finish this breakfast if you keep hitting us with news. I hope this isn’t the other shoe dropping after all this good stuff.” 

“No shoes dropping this morning.” Tia smiled. “Niko and I talked and I checked over the books, and we wanted to offer you each a round trip plane ticket home for Christmas should you want it.” 

Jaws dropped. Johnny swallowed hard, and tears welled up in his eyes. “Seriously? We can go home for Christmas?” 

“If you want to. Whomever wants to stay in Texas can. I was checking into airfares to Milwaukee, though, so if Christmas would be spent elsewhere, you’ll need to check with me. Oh, and Johnny, please keep mum about the baby news. We decided we’re going to surprise everyone at Christmas.” 

Johnny’s grin grew wider. “I can keep a secret.” He winked at her. 

Tia took some small bites of her food as she answered questions. “Pray about it and let me know tomorrow. I can get flights scheduled right away and possibly save money.” 

“Tia. If things don’t work out with Niko, I’ll marry you.” Sam offered. 

Johnny jabbed him in the ribs. “I’ve already proposed. I’ve got first dibs.” 

Niko growled at them. “She’s mine. All mine. I don’t share.” 

Johnny held up his hands in surrender. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. She’s always been yours Niko, long before you were ready to claim her. I didn’t step in then, and I won’t now. I’m just thrilled she’s part of the family.”

Tia smiled. “I’m happy to be part of your family too, Johnny.” 

When the meal was finished, everyone split up to head to the various entertainments. 

Niko held Tia’s hand as they took a shuttle to Epcot. “I’m glad we scheduled this break, but part of me wishes we could sit and talk all day.” 

“We can chat as we walk.” 

Niko nodded. “What was Christmas like for you as a child?” 

“That’s what you want to discuss?” 

“I need to learn more about you.” 

Tia sighed. “Most of what there is to learn isn’t pretty.”

“Okay, here’s what I know. Your mom died as a result of alcoholism three years ago. Your father is in federal penitentiary for fraud, and she had stayed married to him. You’re an only child—”

“—Sorry, no. I’m the oldest of five kids.” 

“You never told me. I assumed…” 

“I allowed you to. My siblings don’t recognize a relationship with me. They made it clear at my mother’s funeral they wanted nothing more to do with me, and Jesus. They blamed me for converting mom—and because she never left them any inheritance. The fact is, with or without Jesus, she never had much once my dad was arrested.” 

“Christmas must have been crazy and fun with brothers and sisters?” 

“Anything but. My mom drank, and dad yelled. I tried to protect the younger kids and often got slugged for it. For many years, my dearest wish was for my father to die. Prison wasn’t a bad second choice, but it did leave my mom destitute.”

“I’m sorry, Tia. Has Christmas ever been good?” 

“It’s a day on a calendar, Niko. Since I left home and moved to Wisconsin, I’ve not celebrated. I own almost nothing that can’t be stored in my car when I’m on the road.” 

“Wait. Where did you move from? I thought you were born in Wisconsin.” 

“You didn’t look closely at the marriage application, did you? I was born in Trenton, New Jersey.” 

“And where is your dad?” 

“Morgantown, West Virginia. He’s probably due for parole soon, though, so who knows where he’ll be after that.” 

“You’ve really had no contact with him?” 

“I sent him a notice of mom’s death.” 

“Wow. I can’t relate. No wonder you didn’t even think of the holidays in your planning.” 

Tia shrugged. “Not on purpose. I didn’t want everyone to experience the emptiness I do. Maybe it was more of a wish I could spend it with people I love and enjoy being with. Selfish though unintentional.” 

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up. You didn’t do it on purpose. You are always doing stuff for others, and rarely do you do anything for yourself. I think I still take too much advantage of that because you never tell me you need anything.” 

“What do I need? I have a place to sleep, clothes to wear, and food to eat. I enjoy my job and work with people I love. I have an adorable husband who treats me well, and we’re expecting a baby.” 

Niko wrapped his arms around her and held her close as crowds wandered past them. “Shall we go tour the globe for a few hours?” 

“Let’s, but what if I need a nap?” 

“Then we’ll sit in a shady spot, and you’ll snuggle up to me and doze away until you are ready to continue on.” 

Tia raised her eyebrow at this. “Really?” 

“Yes. Really. This is our last day, and I want to enjoy as much time exploring with you as possible.” 

Tia smiled and hugged him back. “See? What more could I need? I have you.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Faith makes all things possible—love makes all things easy.

Dwight L. Moody

December 

Niko struggled to keep the pregnancy a secret from his parents. They knew he and Tia were traveling home for Christmas, and all his siblings, their spouses, and kids would be present as well. Niko was the youngest, so he expected good-natured razzing but also a huge celebration over his news. He wondered how Tia would adjust to this kind of holiday after the life she experienced. She had written to her father but had not received any response. The letter could be waiting for them when they got home. 

The band flew together. The boys still lugged their guitars, not willing to leave them locked in the bus for a few days. Rocco was the only one who chose to stay, since he had family close by in Texas. He was going to take the opportunity to visit them. 

Tia fell asleep leaning against Niko on the plane. He could barely tell she was pregnant. Here he had thought she was gaining curves from eating, but no, apparently the baby was responsible for the bounty he enjoyed. He grinned. They had come so far since summer. 

When they landed in Milwaukee, he shepherded Tia off the plane and to the baggage area. His big brother Nathan greeted him and gave Tia a kiss on both cheeks. 

“Mom and Pops are beside themselves that you were able to come.” Nathan took Tia’s bags as Niko hefted his own and the guitar. They headed into the cold Wisconsin December air. Light snow fell. Niko offered Tia the front, but she declined and sat in the back. 

Niko jumped into the passenger seat and buckled up. “How’s Claire?” 

“Claire’s great. She’ll be happy to have you around as well. She’s close to delivering our third kid now. Still haven’t caught up to Alex, but he always was an overachiever. Five kids. Come on. Soon he’ll pass mom and dad.” 

“If Ana will let him. Didn’t she swear after the last one he was never going to touch her again?” Niko laughed. 

“Yeah, wait until it’s your turn and see how funny that is. You go for so long without you think you’ll go crazy, and when your wife makes that kind of claim, well, let’s just say Alex has been getting really fit jogging. Says he’s training for a marathon.” 

Niko sobered up pretty quick. No sex? No one had warned him about that part of having a baby. He gave Tia most of the reigns for when and where and how often, and he had been happy that he’d rarely gone without since they’d been married. 

Nathan dropped them off at their apartment. “See ya tonight?” 

“No. We’ll hit Orchard Hill for tonight’s service. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Mom’s not going to be happy.” 

“I told her the plan. We need to rest before we face the entire Acton clan.” 

“Well, at least all your packages arrived. Clever of you to ship smaller, wrapped packages in a bigger box. Mom is going nuts over the one for them.” 

“She’ll have to wait like everyone else.” 

“See ya tomorrow, Nikolos. It’s good to have you home even if only for these few days.” 

“Thanks for picking us up, Nathan.” 

The door closed, and Niko went to find Tia collapsed on the bed, her shoes off and her parka tossed across a chair. “Tired, sweetheart?” 

“I thought he was never going to stop talking and leave.” 

“He’s excited.” 

“I know. I’m tired.” 

“Doesn’t fatigue end in the second trimester?” 

“Yeah, well, flying is exhausting.” 

“You rest, and I’ll wake you in time to get ready for tonight’s service.” 

“Are they really expecting you to play?” 

“Just the offering.” 

“For all three services?” 

“No. Only the one.” 

“Okay. Did you pick your song?” 

“Greensleeves.” 

Tia grinned. “Also known as ‘What Child Is This?’ You are a silly man. Did you tell Pastor Dan?” 

He nodded. “You told Stephanie, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

He leaned over to kiss her, and she pulled him onto the bed. “Sure you don’t want to join me?” 

Niko grinned. “I’d be delighted.” 

 * * *

Tia sat through a brief sound check so they could get a good level on Niko’s guitar. When he was finished, he came to give her a kiss and they walked out to the lobby to mingle with friends who were coming for the service. 

Stephanie wasn’t attending the evening service, since they were celebrating Levi’s first birthday and Christmas with Roberto’s family in St. Louis. Tia was sad she couldn’t see her friend on this trip home. 

She sat alone during the first part of the service and had the unusual position of being in the audience to watch Niko play. He sang as well. Soulful and sweet. She was in tears by the time he set his guitar down. He joined her as the message started, and she held his hand tightly, so grateful for this man’s ability to lead her in worship, not only tonight but every day. 

Tia snuggled in that night with her husband’s strong arms holding her, and she thanked God for the answered prayers and the blessing of being married to this man. 

 * * *

Niko’s body thrummed with excitement. Christmas! He had as much anticipation for the day as he had when a child. But he was in his early thirties, and he had a fun surprise for his family and a lovely wife by his side. While he would gladly give up the tragedy of the summer, he was grateful for the blessings God brought out of that agony. He longed for Tia to be free of it. She slept better at night but experienced moments during the day when she looked lost and scared, and he wondered if her night terrors were manifesting themselves now in the daytime. 

He kissed his bride awake. “Merry Christmas, Tia.” 

She stretched and gave him a sleepy smile as she reached out to touch his whiskered chin. “Merry Christmas, Nikolos. How does this work? When do I get to give you your presents?” 

Niko grinned. “We can do it now, if you want?” 

She laughed. “You’re as bad as a child. Stay here. I’ll be right back.” Due to their short trip home, the small space lacked any Christmas decorations. She had shipped the gifts, though, to her mother-in-law, who had a key to their apartment, with instructions to put them in the closet. Tia went to get them now, making a few trips back to the bedroom. The last trip, she brought back a box almost as tall as she was. 

Niko’s face had a silly grin, and Tia grabbed her camera and snapped a photo of him on the bed in his t-shirt and pajama bottoms surrounded by boxes. 

“How did you do all this, Tia?”

“Do you want me to take some away?” She joked. 

Niko laughed. “No! But what should I open first?” 

“Why don’t you start with the smaller packages and work your way up?” 

He opened the smallest package and found new guitar pics in his favorite brand as well as a new capo and embroidered guitar strap. “Thank you, Tia. I needed these.” 

He opened the next package and found a leather-bound journal. It contained pages filled with his own writing of the lyrics to the songs he had penned over the years. “How did you…?” He hugged it to himself and leaned over to give her a kiss. “This is the most personal gift I think anyone has ever given me.” 

Tia settled down on the bed next to him and handed him another package. He opened up this one. It was another leather-covered journal in his favorite color of blue. Inside were empty pages of recycled paper with faint orange lines. He let his fingers touch the pages. “How did you know I preferred this?” 

Tia only smiled and placed another gift in his hands. He opened it to reveal a fancy pen and mechanical pencil with his name engraved on each. Both blue. He swallowed hard. All that remained was the large box. 

“I would have been thrilled with any one of these gifts, Tia. You’re spoiling me.” He kissed her, savoring the moment. 

“This is our one and only Christmas alone. Next year, we’ll share the holiday with a child. Life is going to change. I wanted to make this Christmas special for you. We don’t know what the future will hold. I wanted to do all I could now because tomorrow isn’t guaranteed.” She pushed the last box to him. “Go on. Open it. This one I agonized over the most.” 

Niko took the bow off and placed it on her head. He unwrapped the ribbons and strung them around her neck. He ripped open the paper as if he were four years old again. The cardboard gave him no indication of what was inside. He cracked open the tape and peeled back the flaps. A black traveling guitar case with his name embroidered on the nylon in a bright metallic blue. “What…?

She stood and took the box from the bed so the heavy guitar case sat in front of him. “Open it, Niko.” 

He tugged on the zippers to release the top of the case. Tia snuggled next to him as he opened it up to reveal the most beautiful guitar he had ever laid eyes on. Mother of pearl detailing on the frets and inlaid decorations around the opening.

“Take it out.” 

He was almost afraid to touch it. The rich colors mesmerized him. He pulled it out and checked out the rich wood finish. It had a pickup. Well, he needed that. A built-in tuner as well as a small equalizer. His hands traced the beautiful shape. Tia handed him a pick. He set the guitar on his lap, tuned it, and strummed. The tone was rich and warm. “Tia. It’s beautiful.” 

“It’s custom made. I ordered it months ago. Johnny helped me, but he hasn’t seen it yet. Do you like it?” 

Niko did some fancy finger picking, strummed, and started to sing the song he wrote for their wedding. Tears ran down his wife’s face. 

“Tia. I love it. No one has ever given me a gift so wonderful before.” He leaned forward to kiss her. 

“It’s insured. So you can travel with it. I wanted you to own a guitar worthy of your talent, Niko.” 

He swallowed hard. Humbled at the faith his wife had in the music and gifts God entrusted to him. He placed the guitar back in the case, zipped it up, and set it aside. He placed all the other packages around him in a pile on the dresser. He pulled Tia to himself and held her close. “No one believes in me like you do.” He kissed her deeply. “Do you want your gifts?” he asked. 

“You didn’t need to get me a gift, Niko. I have everything I could want already.” 

“I know. You never ask for anything for yourself. It makes you hard to buy for.” He rose out of the bed and knelt to drag wrapped packages from underneath. He brought them onto the bed and sat them before her. He gave her a small one first. 

Tia opened up the package revealing dainty pearl earrings and smiled. “Niko, these are beautiful.” 

“You often wear the same pair of earrings. You don’t own much jewelry. You are a pearl of great price, and I wanted something to symbolize that.” 

Tia put them on right away. Niko handed her the next box. She opened it to find a dainty necklace of tiny pearls on a chain. Niko took it out for her and secured it around her neck. 

“You had to have something to go with the earrings, right?” He grinned as he wiped away a tear from her cheek. “We can add pearls to it if we want.” 

“It’s beautiful. I’ve never owned anything so precious besides my wedding band.” 

Niko gave her another small box. She lifted the lid and gasped. 

He spoke softly as he pulled the ring out. “I hadn’t been able to get you a real wedding ring until now. I had this custom made.” The platinum band wound in an intricate design inlaid with tiny diamonds wrapped around a beautiful pearl. He helped her put it on. “I would marry you all over again if I could.” 

Tia reached up to give him a kiss. “Thank you. These are beautiful.” 

“One more thing. Because great minds seem to think alike.” He handed her another package. 

She opened it to find a burgundy leather-bound journal with her name engraved on the cover. Blank pages awaited her pencil. “Oh, Niko. It’s beautiful.” 

“I’m sorry I didn’t think of the pen and pencil idea, but you can share mine if you want.” 

Tia gave him a kiss, set the journal on her nightstand, and expressed her appreciation more fully. 

 * * *

They arrived at Mom and Pop Acton’s home in time for lunch. Niko brought his new guitar with him, with the strap that had an embroidered design matching the guitar. He looked forward to thanking Johnny when he saw him tomorrow. They set the guitar in the entryway and hung up their coats as Niko grabbed Tia’s hands to bring her into the house brimming with noise and energy. 

Mom Acton rushed forward to give Tia a hug and kisses and grabbed her son. “You look wonderful, Nikolos. Marriage has been a good thing for you.” She nodded to Tia. “Thank you for making my son happy. Now come. There is plenty of food, and the children are anxious to get to the presents.” She dragged them down the hallway to the dining room. Niko pointed out the family room, where the large tree was lit, decorated, and almost buried under boxes.

The meal was loud and noisy and filled with more food than Niko could handle. He was happy to see Tia finally able to eat more. She was dressed in an emerald green sweater and black leggings with black boots. She looked so good to him, and when she glanced at him and winked, he wanted to whisk her off to a bedroom upstairs. 

Lunch was finally done, and Niko let Tia go to help with the cleanup, while he went to hang with the men as the kids ran wild with excitement. 

Soon everyone settled down in the family room, and gifts were distributed to the children first. Tia sat on Niko’s lap due to the lack of space, but he didn’t mind putting his arms around her and inhaling her light perfume. Her sweater was soft, although it did catch on his whiskers she begged him to keep. She loved the unshaven look but not a full beard, so he had kept it trimmed to about a two-days’ growth. Soon the kids ran off to the basement to run and play with their new toys. Only a few gifts remained since the adult children didn’t exchange presents. 

Nathan was cleaning up and found a box under the tree. “Hmmm. Mom, Pops. Here is a gift for you from Nikolos and Tia.” The parents had already opened up gifts from the other siblings of gift cards or certificates. Mom and Pops sat and smiled as they unwrapped this box. Mom pulled out the small Mickey Mouse ears, the booties, and a small onesie with Tigger on it. Her eyes glanced up to Niko and filled with tears. 

“Niko? Tia?”

Tia shrugged and turned a delightful shade of pink. “You wanted Nikolos to give you grandchildren, and he succeeded.” 

The room erupted in cheers, and Niko got pats on the back as Tia received hugs and kisses by Niko’s mother, sisters, and sisters-in-law. Mom came to Niko and put her hands on his cheeks. “No wonder you are happy. She has been good for you.” She kissed his cheeks and hugged him close. She whispered in his ear, “You made me very happy, Nikolos.” 

“Merry Christmas, Mom.” 

After the excitement calmed down, Niko went to grab his guitar and sat down on the edge of the couch with Tia by his side. “My lovely wife gifted me with this handmade guitar. I thought I’d play it for you.” 

He started to pick, strum, and sing as his family clapped along. They sang some Christmas songs as well. When he finished, he put the instrument away and headed to the kitchen to sit with the men over a cup of coffee while the women visited in the family room. 

“So, Nikolos,” Alexander started. “You’ll need to find a bigger hole in the wall to live in when this tour is done.” 

Niko startled. “Why?” 

Nathan laughed. “Babies and all their paraphernalia take up space. Trust me. Even if you plan to tour again and leave Tia and the baby behind, she’ll need room. Your tiny apartment won’t suffice for long.” 

“It might be time to consider buying a house,” Pops suggested. “There is one two doors down from here that could work for you.” 

“I’m not sure if we can afford a house yet. Sure, I’ve been saving money, but still…” 

“And Tia? Has she been saving too?” 

Niko frowned. They hadn’t ever discussed their individual incomes, but they were married now. Marital property laws said it was jointly theirs. He hated talking about money and had left everything in Tia’s hands. “I’m not sure where we stand. Tia’s the whiz. I haven’t considered it.” 

“Don’t worry about it, Nikolos. Sometimes things take care of themselves.” Pops winked at him, and Niko’s spirits sunk as the reality of the responsibilities this child would bring weighed down on him.

“Enjoy married life while you can, little brother. It all changes when the baby comes and you find you’re not number one anymore in your wife’s eyes,” Brian, his sister Athena’s husband, chimed in. 

“Come on, now. Sophia wasn’t like that. Trust me, passion can survive a baby, but you need to pursue it and make it a priority.” Stephen, another brother-in-law, said. 

“Nikolos, you’ll be fine. Don’t let these Debbie-downers get to you.” Pops smiled. “Obviously, I wouldn’t have five children if passion faded after one kid. It might throw you off your stride, but it’s worth it when you hold that little one in your arms. It’s like your heart has left and dwells in another body. Magical. Wonderful. Amazing. And watching your bride become a mother is a wonder to behold as well. It makes you grow up in ways you never could realize. It’s all good, Nikolos.” 

“Thanks, Pops. There’s a lot we haven’t figured out yet. The tour has been busy, and I’m trying to make time to date Tia away from the band, but it’s a challenge.” 

Nathan nodded. “Don’t ever stop dating her. Make it a priority.” The rest of the men murmured their agreement. 

Brian nudged him from the side. “You’re going to be a great dad, Niko. Don’t let them scare you. Sure it is terrifying, but it’s worth the fear when you get to the other side.” 

“Thanks guys, I think.” Niko sipped his coffee and wondered how Tia fared. 

 * * *

“So, Tia, you got him that beautiful guitar for Christmas?” Ana, Niko’s sister-in-law, asked. 

“Yeah. Johnny helped me with the order and specifics. I considered it for his birthday, but I couldn’t wait.” 

“And a new baby on the way? How are you feeling?” Claire asked. She was married to Niko’s brother Nathan. 

“I was tired the first trimester, but it seems to be going away. I regained my energy and an appetite again. I escaped morning sickness, so I’m grateful for that, considering I travel with a bus full of men.” 

“When you come back from tour, we’ll throw a baby shower for you. Perhaps tomorrow we can shop for maternity clothes as you’ll be needing some soon.” Athena, her sister-in-law, offered.

“I don’t possess a big clothing budget.” 

“Don’t worry. We know all the discount stores. And I would expect most of us have things you could borrow as well. How about I pick you up tomorrow and we get together to figure out what we all have and what you might be able to use. We can meet at my house?” Sophia was bouncing in her seat from excitement. 

“Oh, okay. I’ll check with Niko to see if he plans for tomorrow. We fly out the next day.” 

“I’m glad you came for Christmas to give us the news.” Mom Acton said. “I was sad you weren’t coming, and when you announced your changed plans, it was a beautiful gift.” 

“I’m glad we made your Christmas special, Mom.” 

“How did your parents react to the news?” Ana asked. 

Tia sighed. “My mom is dead, and I’ve not communicated with my dad in years. I did send him a letter. I received no response.” 

“Well, you have us, and trust me, many would say the Acton family gang is more than enough for anyone.” Claire laughed, and the ladies joined in. “Don’t worry. You’ll have all the love and support you need as you head into this new adventure.”

“Will you stay home when the boys tour again?” Mom asked. 

“I don’t know. We haven’t discussed it.” Tia frowned. 

“Has Niko talked about finding a house? You can’t raise a child in that one bedroom box of an apartment you live in. You’ll need a new car too. Niko’s is too small for a child seat, and yours is a rust-bucket.” Sophia sniffed.

“We’ve not thought that far ahead yet. The reality is we’ve only known for about six weeks. It’s been too soon to make all these plans.” 

“You need to start thinking of these things,” Claire offered. “While the pregnancy is going to feel like it drags on forever, that baby will be in your arms sooner than you realize, and you don’t want to make last minute decisions.” 

Tia pasted on a smile and swallowed. They all meant well. “Excuse me. I need to use the restroom.” 

The women nodded as she rose. They thought she had to go, but the fact was her breathing was tight and her heart raced. She reached the room and shut out the hubbub of the celebrating household. Tia’s head leaned against the cool tiled wall as she gasped for air. Her hand reached to massage her throat. Fear choked her. The tears came as she dropped to the floor and hugged her legs to herself. Sharp stabbing pain pierced her neck, and she wanted to call out, but the words wouldn’t come. She bent her head and prayed. Lord, please, help me.

 * * *

The hair on Niko’s head pricked. He jerked around and saw Tia leave the women. Her face was pale. He moved to stand, but a hand on his arm held him down. “Leave her be.” 

Niko shook off Brian. “You’ve no clue what she’s been through. You didn’t see her after she was attacked. Something’s wrong.” He stood and approached the women. “Where’s Tia?” 

“Bathroom. Pregnancy will do that.” 

Niko’s eyes narrowed. He went down the hall to the bathroom and stood outside, listening. There was a gasp, a stifled cry. He called softly, “Tia? Are you okay? Can I come in?” 

Silence. It was a large bathroom, but he hoped she wasn’t right by the door. Niko tried to open it. The door wasn’t locked. It moved slightly, and he spied his wife sitting on the floor weeping. He slipped in, shut the door, and slid down against the wall to be next to her but not touching. Niko realized she might be having a flashback and wouldn’t welcome any physical contact. 

“Tia?” 

She didn’t respond—only soft sobs racked her frame. 

Niko started to sing softly the song they sang together at every concert. Tia’s shoulders relaxed, and the crying slowed. Tia peered up at him. 

“Niko?”

“Yeah, baby. I’m here.” She leaned toward him, and he wrapped an arm around her and held her close, placing a kiss on her fluffy hair. “I think it’s time I took you home.” 

Her head nodded against his chest. “Please?” 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Love seeks one thing only; the good of the one loved. 

It leaves all other secondary effects to take care of themselves. 

Love, therefore, is its own reward.

Thomas Merton

Tia shivered in bed even as Niko held her. It had taken a long time to recover from her panic attack, and she was grateful to be married to a husband who cared. She didn’t suffer alone. He prayed over her. Sang to her. Rocked her. Played his new guitar for her and now, she found peace in his arms. With one last tremor, her body relaxed and she drifted to sleep. 

The next morning, she awoke in bed alone. She grabbed a robe to fight against the winter chill permeating their small apartment. She traipsed to the kitchen to find her husband cooking her bacon and eggs for breakfast.

“Good morning, Tia. Sit down and eat.” Niko brought her coffee and sat adjacent to her at the small table. He held her hand. “Lord, thank You for this brief time away from the road and to celebrate Your coming to earth to rescue us from our sin. I’m humbled by the gifts You bestowed over and above Your presence in our lives. Help us to love and serve You and give You glory today.” 

He considered her for a moment and smiled. “How are you this morning?” 

“Better. Thanks to you. What would I do without you?” Tia dug into her meal. 

“I could say much the same thing, Tia. Any plans for today?” 

Tia dropped her fork. “Your sisters are picking me up to try on maternity clothes. They said they own some they can lend me, but they also want to take me shopping so when we leave I’ll be ready with all I’ll need while we are on the road.” 

Niko grinned. “Sounds like a girly day and I’m free to do what I want?” 

“Sure, as long as you’re only a phone call away.” 

“I will be. Always.” 

Tia finished her meal and did the dishes while Niko dressed. She hit the shower and got herself ready for what sounded like torture. 

“I hate shopping,” she grumbled.

“I thought all women liked shopping.” He pulled her into his lap on the recliner and held her close.

“I’ve never had much money, and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.” 

“I think you’re perfect just the way you are. I’ve no complaints.” 

Tia smiled and kissed him. “I’d better not start something I don’t have time to finish, right?” 

Niko nodded. 

“I love you.” 

“I know. I love you too, Tia.” 

The doorbell rang, and Tia rose to answer it while Niko grabbed her coat. Sophia walked in and closed the door behind her. She surveyed the tiny space. “You definitely need to find a bigger place to live in before that baby comes, Niko.” 

“Yes, dear sister, I’ve been informed.” 

“What are you doing about it?” 

Niko shrugged. “I’ll be talking to Tia as soon as we figure out what we can afford, and when the tour is done, we’ll have some decisions to make, won’t we?” 

Tia gazed into her husband’s eyes and saw concern written in the depths of those brown orbs. He winked at her and grinned. 

“We’ll do that,” Tia answered as she reached up to give him a kiss, grabbed her purse, and was out the door. 

 * * *

Niko paced after Tia left. He called his father. “The house you mentioned. Is it possible to tour it today?” 

“Sure. I know the owner. Come over, and we’ll go visit.” 

Niko grabbed his coat and gloves and headed out to his parents’ home. Pops met him at the door and came outside. “Mr. Tandy is there right now. Said we’re welcome to come over.” 

Niko walked into the ranch style home and got the grand tour of the three-bedroom house with a fully finished basement. He could rehearse down there and not bother Tia or the baby. The kitchen was a nice size, and the dining area was large, perfect for having the band over or friends from church. A gas fireplace added warmth to the family room. The carpet in the bedrooms was new, and the rest was hardwood floors or tile. Niko got the fact sheet on the property. 

“Mr. Tandy. The house doesn’t even have a ‘for sale’ sign up yet.” 

“I’m in no rush. Trying to find someone to love this home through friends first before advertising. I don’t need to be out fast. Whenever God provides. When that happens, I’ll move to senior living apartments nearby. I’m not able to keep up with the lawn and shoveling. For now, I hire out someone. The place is too big for me since my wife died.” 

“I’m sorry for your loss.” 

“Your Pops tells me you are a newlywed and expecting your first child?” 

Niko nodded. 

“I remember those days. Wonderful memories to hold on to now. Enjoy every moment. You travel?”

“Yes, sir, I’m a musician.” 

“Take them with you everywhere. Don’t miss anything.” He paused and stared out into the snow-covered yard. “I traveled too and left my wife and kids home. Now I wish I had brought them with me and took the time to visit the places from more than a hotel room. To make memories. One of my regrets.” He turned to Niko and patted his shoulder. “You seek God, though, and He’ll lead you to do what’s right.” 

“I’ll pray about this and let you know.” 

Mr. Tandy smiled. “No rush.” 

Niko left with his dad and walked back to their home. 

“What’d you think?” Pops asked. 

Niko shrugged. “I like it. I don’t know what Tia wants in a house. I need to talk to her. It has space, and the monthly cost would be doable if we could come up with the down payment. I like being close by so if I had to travel, she would be nearby if she needed assistance. Or for us to be able to help you.” 

“You’re a good son, Nikolos. I’m proud of you. We’ll see what God does, eh?” 

“Okay, Pops. I should get home. I have a lunch meeting with Dan and need to repack. We leave early to head back to Texas for the tour.” 

His father patted him on the shoulder and drew him in for a hug. “You’ll be by for dinner tonight?” 

“Yeah. Just you and mom?” 

Pops nodded. 

“Good. Yesterday overwhelmed Tia. It was a good day but more than she’s used to.” 

Pops laughed. “It takes time to adjust to the group at large, doesn’t it? We’ll see you later.” 

“Thanks.” 

Niko drove home. He surveyed what little furniture they owned. A house, new furniture, and baby stuff would all cost money. How was he going to provide? Some of the other guys hired out for studio work. Johnny was able to buy out part of his house as part of his divorce settlement as well. But Niko? He’d never really worried about money but didn’t spend much either. He’d always had enough and was content. But now? 

Lord, I’m thrilled about this baby, but how am I to afford this? He doubted Tia had much either. Niko couldn’t believe they’d never even discussed finances. They’d both poured everything they had into making music and serving God. Please help me and give me peace as we wait on Your perfect plan.

Niko drove through the snow to the sandwich shop where he was to meet Pastor Dan. The place was packed to overflowing with after Christmas returns and everyone eating out. There was no place to sit. He met up with Dan, and they ordered their food. They drove over to Orchard Hill and settled down at a table in the café. The room was filled with Christmas, from trees to lights to garland. A veritable Winter Wonderland. 

“Niko, it’s good to finally see your face in the flesh. I don’t mind video chats—but it’s not the same.” 

Niko laughed. “I agree. Unfortunately, we fly out tomorrow morning for a few more months on the road.”

“How was the visit home?” 

“Wonderful but too short.” Niko sighed. 

“Tell me about that sigh. What’s up?” 

“Yesterday, my family was urging me to buy a bigger place to live and talking about the costs of having a baby. I panicked. I realized we never got around to combining our money. Tia pretty much lives out of her business account, and other than rent and utilities, I don’t spend much. That’s all going to change with a baby.” 

Dan nodded his head. “This is hard territory for me, Niko. We bought the house and decorated the nursery, and God hasn’t allowed our babies to live to term. Our arms ache. I remember well the first time we got the news we were expecting and the excitement and terror that rippled through me over the same issues you’re wrestling with. Let God lead you. You have months on the road yet and time enough to talk to Tia and figure it out.” 

Niko closed his eyes. “Oh, man. I’m sorry. It’s insensitive of me to even be bringing this to you.” 

“Why? We’re friends, right? We both serve in ministry. Life sometimes hurts, and to tell the truth, we’ve adjusted to a marriage with just the two of us. We’re considering adoption now.”

Niko swallowed. “It never dawned on me that something could happen to the baby.” 

“What about Tia?” 

“I couldn’t handle losing her.”

“Sorry to be blunt. I’ve seen many couples walk through miscarriage and stillbirth. Some who have a live baby and lose it early to a weird genetic defect. The majority of babies are fine and so are their mothers. I’ve seen, and experienced personally, enough of the other side. I guess I tend to be more pessimistic.” 

“It really speaks to the miracle of it all, doesn’t it?” 

Dan nodded. “And you got one miracle already in Tia surviving a brutal attack. How’s she been?” 

Niko shook his head. “She’s sleeping more often through the night but having some panic attacks or flashbacks during the day. She doesn’t tell me what they are like, but I can tell when one hits her. I have a radar tuned into her when something’s wrong.” 

“She’s blessed to have you.” 

“I’m the one who’s blessed. I can’t imagine life without her in it and kick myself for waiting so long to discover the treasure God placed right under my nose all these years.” 

Dan smiled. “Hold on to that. Has she been singing with you?”

“Yeah. I think she’s getting more comfortable, and I hope maybe at some point she’ll do more with me. Oh, and you should see the guitar she gave me…” 

 * * *

Tia came home with bags full of maternity clothes. They ditched their shopping plan when they realized the malls were packed with people returning things and hitting the after Christmas sales. Tia dragged the packages to the bedroom and dumped them on the bed to sort through and try to figure out what to pack and what to save for when they returned. The more she sorted through it all, though, the more she feared she’d need to ship a box to Texas. It would be less expensive than checking bags when all she had brought home was the carry-on. Especially since her larger suitcase was in the bus in Texas.

She put piles on the dresser and set aside a few pieces she thought she would use most. She found a box and started packing items to ship. She’d need to send it out before five today if she expected to get it out herself—otherwise, she’d be leaving it for someone else. She packed her own bag and took the shipping box to the living room. Niko wasn’t back from his lunch appointment, so she hauled the box out to her rusty sedan Niko referred to as “the beater” and headed to the post office. 

The line seemed to take forever, but she finally got it shipped and walked back to the car. She opened the door and started to enter when a crunch of metal, accompanied by a shove from behind, caused her left foot to slide out from underneath her. Her head hit the car parked next to hers as the door banged her shoulder. 

Cold. Why am I so cold? Her eyes opened to shouts in the distance and the whine of a siren. A man’s voice penetrated the darkness. 

“Ma’am?” 

Panic set in. “Please don’t touch me.” Her heart painfully pounded, and she gasped for air. 

“I called an ambulance. They’ll be here soon. Are you okay?” 

She closed her eyes. No. I will not succumb. I can’t. No. Niko? Niko? Is he okay? 

A soft female voice whispered to her. She opened her eyes as gentle hands brushed snow out of her hair and came back with…blood? Was it hers? “Tia? I’m a paramedic. We’re going to take you to the hospital. Breathe. It’s okay to breathe. You are as safe as we can make you.” 

“Niko?” 

“Is he your husband?” 

Tia wanted to nod, but a neck brace kept her head from moving. “Yes.” 

“We’ll call him.” 

Tia let others take over. She barely registered the sirens as they took her to the hospital. 

Someone relieved her of her parka and boots. Tia stared up at the ceiling. Helpless as the doctors and nurses worked around her. Occasionally, a head popped into view to ask how she was. “I’m still here,” was the most she could gasp out. She closed her eyes against dizziness when they wheeled her away for x-rays and an ultrasound. They put her in a silent room. 

“Tia?” 

She smiled. She knew that voice. “Niko?” 

His face appeared above her. “I can’t leave you alone for a minute, can I?” His tone was soft and his brow furrowed. 

“Not my fault.” 

“I know. Your car is totaled, but perhaps that’s a blessing. I’d no clue how we’d dump the piece of tin.” 

“Hey, it ran and was paid for,” she whined. 

Niko smiled. “True, but we’ll need something different anyway, won’t we?” His hand rested on her stomach. “They said the baby is fine. They want to ensure your neck is okay and you didn’t break anything in your shoulder.”

“What happened?” 

“A car pulled into the parking lot too fast, slid on the ice, and hit your car as you were getting in.” 

“No one else was hurt?” 

“No, but apparently you told a man to not touch you. Did you experience another episode?” 

“Yeah. I can’t control when they come. His voice…”

“No need to explain, sweetheart. I’m glad there’s nothing worse at this point.” He bent over to place a kiss on her cheek. 

The doctor bustled into the room. “Mr. Acton?” Tia suspected they shook hands. “I’m Doctor Merchang.” 

“How is she, doctor?” 

“No broken bones, although I suspect a mild concussion. She’ll be sore. I’m giving her a smaller neck brace to wear for a while as the muscles heal. She’ll be free to go home and rest.” 

“We fly to Texas in the morning.” 

“She should be fine for travel—she needs as much rest as possible. At least a week with no computer, television, playing on any electronic device. No heavy lifting.” The doctor raised Tia’s bed. 

“Did you want to know the gender of the baby?” 

Niko turned to her. “Tia?” 

“I’m okay waiting till it’s born, but if…” 

He grinned. “If you want to wait, I’m good with that.” 

The doctor smiled. “My wife and I waited to find out for every baby we had. It makes the day extra special. I’ll get these papers turned in, and a nurse will bring you a smaller brace and your clothes. You’ll be out of here within about thirty minutes. Merry Christmas to you both.” 

“Thank you, doctor.” Tia said. 

A nurse arrived and accompanied Tia to the bathroom to change. Tia was shocked at the bruising on her arm and side. She had stiches in her head, but thankfully, they didn’t have to shave any hair off. She couldn’t shower for a few days, which would be uncomfortable, but she’d been through that before. The nurse gave her a smaller foam neck brace, and soon Tia sat on the bed waiting for the nurse to take the final vitals. Niko stood by with her coat and prescription pain medication. 

She yawned, and Niko laughed. “Back to normal, sweetheart?” 

“It’s the pain meds. Make me sleepy.” 

“We’ll get you home and into bed soon.” 

Niko was true to his word. Wearing her parka and a snazzy new knit hat Niko had purchased in the gift shop, she was wheeled by an orderly to the entrance where his car awaited her. “Why the new hat?” 

“The old one was bloodstained.” Niko frowned as he pulled out into traffic and headed home. 

“Thank you for this one.” 

He grinned. “You’re welcome.” 

Several blocks went by before he spoke again. “We were supposed to dine at my parents’ tonight, but I’m thinking we should stay home so you can rest.” 

“I’m sorry to ruin your holiday. You can go.” 

“You didn’t ruin anything. It was an accident, and I’m glad you weren’t more seriously hurt. My parents will understand. Perhaps mom could bring food to us and stay for a short time?” 

“That would be nice since we don’t have much in the house to eat.” Tia closed her eyes. 

“Wake up, sweetheart.” A blast of cold air hit her as Niko helped her out of the car. 

“We’re home already?” 

“You fell asleep.” Niko guided her up the steps and down the hallway to their apartment. He removed her coat and pulled her boots off. 

Tia snuggled under the covers on her right side, which hadn’t been battered. “You’ll be here?”

“Just going to call mom and dad and I’ll be back in soon.” 

“Thanks, Niko. I love you.” 

“I love you too, babe.” 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Music gives soul to the universe, wings to the mind,

flight to the imagination, and life to everything.

Plato

Niko set the bags by the door, ready to leave. Tia slept straight through dinner with his parents the previous evening, but they understood. He didn’t mind that she’d gone out alone after her time with his sisters, but he thought she’d be safe in town. He didn’t anticipate jealous fans here. More than anything, he was grateful she was going to be okay. 

He awakened his wife every few hours, and she’d mumbled nonsense to him. He’d kiss her forehead and tell her to go back to sleep. 

With little sleep himself and their ride coming soon, he went to the bedroom and kissed Tia on the lips. She smiled and moaned. Her eyes fluttered open. “Niko? Is it time for dinner?” 

“No, sweetheart, it’s time to leave for the airport. You need to get dressed.” 

He helped her out of bed and made sure she could walk to the bathroom. He heard her groan. At least this time she didn’t sport a black eye, and the knit cap would cover up the stiches and messy curls she couldn’t wash. 

She came back out and dressed. It was the first he saw of the bruising on her back, side, and arms, since she had gone to bed fully clothed last night. He winced along with her as she dressed. “I’m a mess.” 

“A cute mess.”

She giggled. She slipped on her dress boots. “I ache all over.” 

“I never did ask you why you went to the Post Office.” 

“Shipped clothes to Texas. It was cheaper than checking an extra suitcase.” 

Niko nodded. She wore some new clothes his sisters must have donated to her wardrobe. The top hung loose, and he could only imagine what she would look like as the baby grew. 

“You okay if we eat at the airport after we get through security?” 

“Yeah, as long as you promise me some coffee too.” 

“I do.” He kissed her lips and helped put her parka on. 

“I’m going to look silly in Texas with this hat on.” 

“Nah, people down there still wear hats even when it’s hot. I’ve even been known to don a fedora when I perform.” 

“I like your fedora.” She winked at him. 

The doorbell rang, and Johnny greeted him. “Hey, Ginny’s driving us. Marc’s here too. Let’s go.” He picked up the carry-ons, and Niko grabbed his guitar and escorted Tia to the car. 

Tia was sandwiched between Johnny and Niko as Marc sat in the front with Ginny, who he’d been dating.

“I hear you couldn’t stay out of trouble on vacation.” Johnny addressed Tia.

“Yeah, well, trouble seems to find me. I certainly don’t go searching for it.” 

“We’re glad you’re going to be okay. We were all worried when Niko texted us yesterday. Lots of prayers lifted for you.” 

“Thanks, Johnny. Did you enjoy Christmas?” 

“Yes, it was wonderful. Say, Niko, did you like your gift?” 

Niko grinned. “I loved all my gifts, but if you’re talking about the custom guitar, absolutely the best ever. Thanks for helping her with that.” 

“You brought it?” 

“You bet.” 

“Can’t wait to see and hear it.” 

“If you’re nice to my wife, maybe I’ll let you touch it.” 

“I’m always nice to Tia.” 

“Guys?” 

“Hmmm? Can you tone it down? No need to be this loud so early in the morning. Besides, I’ve got a headache.” 

“Sorry, Tia,” Niko and Johnny both whispered. 

Ginny dropped them off. They made it through security, and he fetched Tia coffee as she sat and guarded the luggage. He went off in search of breakfast and returned with Marc, having left Johnny to stay with his wife and the bags. Roger, Sam, and Wayne soon arrived. 

Niko let Tia slump against him to rest, grateful the neck brace seemed to help in addition to the medication. The guys were unnaturally quiet, but it was pretty early—their flight didn’t leave until 7:15. 

Niko brought out his new journal and pencil and scratched some words down. 

Almost lost you once, 

Don’t want to be there again

The empty space where you once sat

The special spot in my heart

Is yours alone for

You are mine. 

Can love be tossed about? 

Will my heart ever recover

For every chance to keep you here

Grows love deeper for my heart

Is yours alone and 

You are mine. 

The future stretches out

Dreams of together in years to come

Growing old with you by my side

More beautiful for in my heart

I am yours alone and 

You are mine. 

The boarding call came. Niko woke Tia, and they slowly made their way to the gate. Tia had her purse with her journal and meds, so they checked both carry-ons, Niko keeping his guitar with him. 

Soon they sat, and Niko was grateful Tia had been able to get them seated close together on the plane. She was sandwiched between him and Johnny. Before the plane even departed, she had drifted off again. 

Johnny started to talk. “Niko, is she really okay?” 

Niko shook his head. “Physically, she’ll recover. She’s been having flashbacks, but now they happen during the day. That’s new. She had one after the accident too. Kept a first responder at bay until a female paramedic was able to help her.” 

“What can we do to help?” 

“Pray.” 

“Did you have a good Christmas?” Johnny asked.

“It was good but disturbing too.” 

“Why?” 

“I need to think about where we’ll live after the tour is over. Pops thinks we should buy a house.” 

“Could be a good thing, Niko. Maybe touring this much isn’t in our future.” 

“You want out of this?” 

“Nah, I’m just saying it’s not a good life for a family man. Look at what it did to Donna and me.” 

“Traveling wasn’t the problem, Johnny. She could have come with us at any point and we’d have welcomed her. She took advantage of your absence. She was a loser.” 

“Yeah, wish I recognized it before she trampled all over my heart.” 

“She hasn’t ruined you for other women, has she?” 

“Definitely made me wary of the gender. If Tia didn’t think you hung the moon and stars, I might have tried for her.” 

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” 

“I envy you. Yeah, I know there’s tough stuff in marriage and life, but you got a great gal here, and she loves the Lord and would never betray you.” 

“Thanks, Johnny.”

“Hey, if you need any help with figuring out the house buying thing, let me know.” 

“It’s not even the house so much as having to furnish it. You’ve seen the dump I live in. I’m surprised Tia has been content to be with me there, but with a baby coming? We need better furniture and baby stuff. How am I supposed to afford all that?” 

“Didn’t Tia say the tour is doing well?” 

“Yeah, but I’ve no idea yet what it means to each of us financially.” 

“Until you know, you can’t move forward.” 

“I guess it means I can’t live the starving artist lifestyle anymore.” 

“I never doubted for a moment you would move past that, Niko.” 

“Why is it you and Tia see things far more positively than I do?” 

“Perhaps because you’re a passionate, moody Greek musician?” 

“Like you aren’t as well, Johnny?” 

“Yeah, but I don’t have the burden of leading the band.” 

“It’s not a burden.” 

“It is. It’s one you gladly assume because God called and gifted you, but it is a responsibility you take seriously, and sometimes that’s a weight you bear.” 

“Maybe so.” 

“Get some rest, Niko. During our layover in Atlanta, you can show me your Christmas gift and play me the new melody you’re working on.” 

“How did you know…?”

“You were scribbling and humming deep in thought. It’s what you always do when you’re writing a song.” 

Niko nodded and leaned his head to rest on Tia’s. Lord, I remember being content, for the most part, when I was alone. Sure, I wanted a wife someday. Now? I couldn’t imagine not having her to love and care for. Thank You.

 * * *

In Atlanta, they managed to arrange for transport to their next gate so Tia wouldn’t have to walk. The found a spot near their departure, where they sat to eat lunch. 

“Let’s see your guitar, Niko.” Sam pointed to the case.

Niko slipped it out of its case, and the guys took turns oohing and ahhing over it. Johnny asked for it. “Mind if I try?” 

Niko shrugged. “Go ahead.”

 Johnny did some of his fancy finger picking. When he finished, he stared at the guitar shaking his head. “If I’d known it would be this sweet, I would have had Tia order me one too.” 

Niko took the instrument and put it on his thigh, and Johnny pulled out his as well. They started to play together, and people began to gather. Wayne tapped his sticks on his lap and the chair. Niko began singing their single, and Tia joined in along with Johnny. They finished the song, and applause filled the terminal. Tia stood to answer questions and handed out information on the band and where they could purchase music. The call for their flight came over the speakers, and they packed up and headed to the boarding gate to Dallas, where Rocco would pick them up in the bus. 

Marc nudged Niko. “We should play airports more often, huh?” 

Niko smiled. Tia was in pain but had been gracious to people as she handed out information and told them who they were. It had been impromptu and fun. They settled into their seats, and Tia quickly fell asleep as Niko tried to rest as well. Tomorrow they hit the ground running with interviews and a concert. He’d had his vacation. How come he wasn’t rested?

 * * *

Tia slowly recovered and within a week, abandoned the neck brace, at least in public. She’d wear it in the bus and even at night for a while longer. Niko treated her like fragile china, and while she appreciated it, he withdrew into himself and hadn’t been talking much. He’d been writing, though, and she figured that was good. She was sad he hadn’t sat with her to work on lyrics. 

Two weeks later, he broke the routine of their concert. 

“I want to sing a new song for you. Not even the rest of the band has heard it. Are you okay with that?” 

The crowd roared, and Johnny shrugged and stepped back, giving Niko the solo spotlight.

“I wrote this for my wife.”

Tia stood on the side of the stage, and Johnny caught her eye and nodded. When did he ever not include Johnny in a song? 

Niko began finger-picking a melancholy chord progression. 

Almost lost you once, 

Don’t want to be there again

The empty space where you once sat

The special spot in my heart

Is yours alone for

You are mine. 

Can love be tossed about? 

Will my heart ever recover?

For every chance to keep you here

Grows love deeper for my heart

Is yours alone and 

You are mine. 

The future stretches out

Dreams of together in years to come

Growing old with you by my side

More beautiful for in my heart

I am yours alone and 

You are mine. 

Was that at the core of his withdrawing? He’d been afraid of losing her? The song ended, and the band stepped back up during the applause and launched into another tune. Tia came out to sing For Love of You, and they stepped off the stage and returned for their usual encore. Tia was even more moved by Niko’s words of devotion to her than she had been on their wedding day. 

Tia grew larger and managed to see a doctor in January while she was in Texas to make sure everything was fine. Niko went with her and was moved to tears as he heard the heartbeat of their child. Tia experienced tickling sensations as the baby moved, and her tummy had a little pooch now, making her normal pants uncomfortable. 

A rare day opened up where they didn’t travel, so she rented a car and kidnapped her husband. They were in Phoenix for a show and planned to head to Las Vegas for a two-night gig there, but not at a casino. Instead, they would be performing at a local church trying to reach out to people who lived in the town. 

Tia drove Niko to a park early in the morning, and they walked hand in hand. Finally, she sat him down. “We need to talk.” 

Niko raised an eyebrow. “’bout what?” 

“About why you’ve seemed depressed since Christmas. Was it my accident or something else?” 

“Worried, I guess.” 

“About what?” 

“We need a better place to live. I don’t know if we can afford it. How will we furnish it? I’m a poor provider for a wife and child. I don’t want to leave you for another tour, but can we put out an album and not tour with it?”

“Whoa, baby. Did you think these were issues you had to deal with alone? I thought I was your wife? Your partner. Co-laborer. Yes, you are the spiritual head of our home, and I love your leadership, but still, Niko. Let me help.” 

Niko placed his hands on his lap palms up. “There it is. It’s out in the open. I’m letting it go. Help me, Tia. I want to be a good husband and father but don’t see how I can.” 

Tia knelt down before him on the grass. She placed her hands, palms down, on top of his. “We are in this together. Let’s talk this through. Okay?” 

“Okay.” 

“First of all. I possess savings. I’ve invested over the years and not spent much. Secondly, the tour is doing well. We should be able to support our family. We won’t be wealthy, but we’ll be okay. Does that help?” 

“Pops showed me the house a few doors down from them. I think it might work for us.” 

“Wherever you go, I go, Niko.” She giggled. “Sounds like a child’s rhyme.” 

“Maybe you should write lyrics too?” 

“I used to help you.” 

“I need help.” 

“Well, stop shutting me out.” 

“You love me better than I deserve.” 

“Yeah. I’ve known that for a long time. Glad you finally realize it.” She winked at him and came to sit up next to him. “You are the best husband I could ever ask for, and you are going to be a wonderful father. I know it. But you’re human and will fail. As for a future tour, why don’t we see what happens? I’ve booked a few festivals during the summer but none far away. Whether we go with or you go without me, we can decide after the baby is born. Too many things could happen in the future. My preference would be to always be with you, but how’d that work with the bus and a baby? Initially, it might not be a problem, but as the child grew? I don’t have a clue.” 

“We’d need our own private bus.” 

“Perhaps.” 

“We can’t afford that.” 

“You don’t know that yet.” 

“Okay. I’ll lean on you for this. I’ve been miserable trying to figure it out on my own.” 

“That’s why God gave me to you as your wife. He knew what you needed.”

Niko nuzzled into her neck, giving her tingles to her toes. “He did. But are you sure we should stay here? I’m thinking I need a nap.” 

Tia giggled. “Really? A nap?” She lifted his face up to hers and kissed his lips. She closed her eyes to revel in the sensation he conjured up in her like a magician. With him, she experienced heights she never even dared dream of. She pulled back. “A nap it is, then. Let’s go.” 

Niko jumped up, and they ran back to the rental car and drove to their hotel. They ordered room service that night. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

If all men were just there would be no need for valor.

Greek proverb

Las Vegas’s brilliant lights greeted them first—and the pastor of their venue was equally effusive in his welcome. Niko wondered if his tongue had been sewn with sequins. Tia took the man aside to talk about the up-front expenses. Roger stood against the wall, and Niko noticed when the former United States Marshal began inching closer to the pastor and Tia. 

Niko set his guitar down and walked down the aisle to listen to what was being said. 

“The fact is, Pastor Matthews, your check bounced. Either you pay me the cash up front or we leave. I won’t countenance fraud.” 

“Listen here, missy. We are an honest church, and I can provide you with another check if you wish it—tomorrow.” 

Tia shook her head. “That’s no good. If you get it now, I can take it to your bank and cash it to make sure it’s good, but I cannot in good conscience expect these men to pour their hearts out and not be paid for their labors and the expenses associated with being here. You even neglected to pay for our hotel rooms.” 

“This is entertainment. Not ministry. Pure enjoyment for these people, much like those on the strip. You don’t want to cheapen our church by demanding money for this, do you?” 

“We sold tickets through an online ticket agent. At least in that regard, our audience won’t be left high and dry. We have an interview in an hour. If I don’t have the cash in my hands before then—and verified as honest to goodness American currency—we will cancel both shows and leave town shaking the dust off our shoes.”

Niko came to stand behind Tia. The pastor blustered but put a hand out to shake his. “I’m Pastor Matthews. Welcome to our church.” 

Tia piped in. “Pastor Matthews, this is my husband, Nikolos Acton.” 

“Problem, Tia?” Niko asked as he placed a hand at the small of her back.

“Mrs. Acton and I have a disagreement about payment. If you would be willing to talk with me, we could settle this.” 

“My wife is perfectly capable of taking care of the business of our band.” 

“You need to control her. It isn’t proper for her to be doing a man’s job.” 

“I think you’ve made yourself abundantly clear on the matter. Come, Tia.” Niko led Tia down the aisle and called to the band. “Pack up, guys. We’re out of here.” 

Without batting an eyelash, the men turned around and hauled their equipment back out to the bus. 

“Tia?” 

“We’ll do our interview at the radio station and let the audience know the concert is cancelled. I’ll call the ticket agency afterwards.” 

“This hasn’t happened before has it?” 

Tia bit her lip. 

“Tia?” 

“It’s rare. They think because I’m a woman they don’t need to pay or listen to me. I’ve even threatened to contact the police before. I’ll call Roberto, and he’ll file papers in court for the money we are due, concert or not. We came in good faith, and he has broken the contract. Roberto will handle it.” 

“I’m sorry, hun. I never knew.” 

“Why would you? It’s my responsibility. I’ve done it for years, and my job is to make it possible for you to do yours without having to worry about these things. This is the first instance like this in a long time.” 

“No hotel tonight?” 

“’Fraid not. We can’t afford the prices in town here. I’ll find a place, but we’ll drive and leave this area for sure.” 

“You’re the boss.” Niko leaned over to kiss her. “I’m sorry this happened, though.” 

“It’s life in a fallen world.” 

The band cleared out and headed to the radio station for their interview. 

 * * *

“KLAS is back on the air, and we are thrilled to welcome the group Specific Gravity to the studio. They’ve brought their guitars, folks. This next hour is going to be fun.”

A song began to play as the announcer reached a hand across to them. “Welcome. Have a seat and adjust your mics.” 

The song ended. “This is Craig at KLAS, Las Vegas’s Christian music station. Shining the light amongst the brilliance of the strip. We are happy to have the band Specific Gravity here. Let’s meet them. Why don’t you all introduce yourselves?” 

“Hi, I’m Tia, manager.” 

“Nikolos, lead vocals and guitar.” 

“Johnny, guitar and background vocals.” 

“Sam, bass guitar.” 

“Marc. I’m on keys.” 

“Wayne. I play drums.” He added a little rat-a-tat-tat with his sticks.

Tia piped in. “We also have Rocco, who runs our sound, but he prefers to be behind the sound board, not a microphone, so he’s waiting outside the booth.” 

“We’re excited you’ve come to town to do a series of concerts. Tonight is the first one, right? Why don’t you tell us more?” 

Tia leaned in. “We bring unfortunate news. The concerts here had to be cancelled but not due to any fault of our own. We just found this out ourselves and wanted our concertgoers to be informed. If you purchased your tickets through the ticket agent, you should be able to get a refund after I call in this afternoon.” 

“Whoa,” Craig exclaimed. “What a bummer. You drove all this way to do shows and you need to cancel?” 

Niko leaned in. “As Tia mentioned, this was a business issue and no fault of ours. We were ready to set up and do a great show for the people of this town, but circumstances made it not a viable venture for us.” 

“We have a caller. This is KLAS. You’re live on the air,” Craig said. 

“Hi, Specific Gravity. Our church is willing to host your concert tonight and tomorrow if we can make it work.” 

Tia spoke up. “If there’s a way for me to talk to this man off the air, we might be able to figure something out.” 

Craig pointed to a door. “We’ll put this pastor through to Tia and see if we can salvage this concert after all. In the meantime, let’s get acquainted with the band, and maybe they’ll sing a song for us after this next hit…” 

Niko watched his wife leave the room, and Roger and Rocco stayed with her as she talked on the phone. She hung up, jotted a few notes, and sat down.

“Niko, you guys going to sing for us?” 

“Absolutely. It’s the least we could do for our fans.” Niko picked up his guitar as did Johnny. They sang one of their older songs. 

“Wow, guys, that was great. I was looking forward to tonight’s venue. I see Tia is out there waiting. Let’s pray this will work out and you guys could stay and enjoy genuine Las Vegas hospitality.” 

Another song played. Niko spied a man coming in to talk to Tia as Roger stood by. She pulled out papers, and he signed them and handed over cash. She spoke some more to him and ushered him into the booth with her.

“KLAS is back, and Tia from Specific Gravity has an announcement to make.” 

“Yes, thank you to Pastor Jameston, we will be performing at Community Church tonight and tomorrow. All the tickets sold at the other venue will be honored at this church. Specific Gravity is humbled at this church’s generosity and willingness to open up their facility to us and our fans. May God be richly glorified in this change of events.” 

“Pastor Jameston, did you have anything to add?” 

“Yes, Craig. It is our pleasure to host Specific Gravity at our church. I’ve been a fan of their music for years and have followed the highs and lows of their career. I’ve even asked if Tia and Niko might join us for our Sunday services. Maybe they’ll even sing a song for us. We’ll see.” 

Niko raised his eyebrows at Tia, and she winked at him. He nodded his head and glanced to the band, who all shrugged. 

When the interview ended, they headed back to the bus. 

“Rocco, take us to the closest US Bank first, please,” Tia asked. 

Roger and Niko went into the bank with her as she deposited the cash and ensured the bills were not counterfeit. 

Soon they arrived at the new church, which was an even nicer venue, setting up and doing their sound check for the night. 

Pastor Jameston came to Niko as he set down his guitar. “Nikolos, can we talk?” 

Niko nodded. “Sure.” 

They sat down in the auditorium. 

“I am impressed by your wife.” 

Niko smiled. “I’m mighty partial to her myself.” 

“The Sunday morning thing isn’t a concert deal. I asked if you and Tia would be willing to be interviewed during the message. If you’d like to play a song, fine, but no pressure.” 

“Why us?” 

“I’ve followed your story. I read about the assault even though it’s hard now to find any mention of it anywhere. I’ve heard good things about your leadership, and Dan Wink is an old buddy of mine from seminary. He asked me to check in with you when you guys got to town. I hope you don’t mind, but he said some things that intrigued me about your journey.” 

“I trust Dan. Does Tia know you want her onstage too?”

“Is she a little gun-shy?” 

Niko nodded. “She doesn’t like discussing some of this. Let me talk to her. I’m open to doing it, and even playing a song or two.” 

“Perhaps tomorrow we could do brunch together and discuss what the interview would consist of so you both know what kind of questions I might ask.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“Can you tell me why you canceled the other venue?” 

“Their check bounced. They violated their contract, and on top of it, tried to intimidate Tia.”

“Not a wise move to mess with the lead singer’s wife, huh?”

Niko laughed. “Nope. He told me to get her under control. Little does he realize she’s the one who keeps us all going. She’s the brains behind the tour.” 

“Sounds like she’s more than that to you.” 

“Much more—and to the guys as well. Friend, confidant, cheerleader. She’s wonderful.” 

Pastor Jameston nodded. “Great. I look forward to tonight’s concert and seeing you tomorrow. I’ve already got volunteers lined up to help out tonight with ticket taking, seating, and selling the merchandise the local bookstore is bringing here instead of the other place.” 

“Thanks, Pastor.” Niko shook his hand and went to meet up with the band to eat dinner. No nap today. 

 * * *

Tia collapsed into bed when they returned after the concert. She was grateful for a nice hotel off the strip. Her lower back ached. Niko crawled in and rubbed it for her. She rolled over to snuggle up to him. 

“You were a wonder today, Tia. I couldn’t do what you did. I had no clue it was even possible for that to happen.” 

“It’s rare. Often they come through when pushed, but this guy has been dodging me for weeks, so I anticipated a battle. We would’ve taken a loss, but it would have been worse if we allowed him to get away with his games.” 

“Thanks for watching out for us. You know the Sunday thing?”

“Yeah?” 

“He wants to interview you and me during the message.”

Tia gazed up at him. “Me? Why me?” 

“He’s followed our story. He’d like to talk about the career ups and downs, our journey. He might mention the assault too.” 

“Why?” 

“Perhaps to encourage others?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“We might also sing a song or two. You and I will meet with him for brunch tomorrow to talk through more. He said they could sell merchandise in their bookstore after the service.”

Tia sighed. “Lord, help me.” 

Niko kissed her forehead. “I’ll be there too.” 

Tia kissed his lips and proceeded to put any thoughts and fears about it all behind her and focus on the love of her husband instead. 

 * * *

Saturday morning, Tia was on the phone to Roberto Rodriguez. 

“You got my paperwork, Robbie?” 

“Yeah, and you had cause to terminate based on his actions. He was harassing you, though, which concerns me.” 

“Steph talked to you?” 

Robbie laughed. “Yeah, she did. I stand accused of listening to my wife’s fears for her friend. Listen, this is a legitimate issue, and I think you need to go to the police and place a complaint on file in case this blows up into something more serious.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” 

“He’s a pastor. This is a church we’re talking about.” 

“It didn’t stop him from trying to defraud you and intimidate you.” 

“I see your point.” 

“Take Roger and Niko with you so they can corroborate your story. Document everything. Steph said you’re speaking at this new venue on Sunday morning?” 

“Being interviewed.” 

“Make sure you say nothing negative about the first venue.” 

“We already faced that at the radio station. We didn’t blame anyone or mention names.” 

“I’m glad things are working out with this new church. It’s kind of rare for you guys to even be able to attend a service on a Sunday morning.” 

“It’s going to be tough because of the late night tonight. We might not get to sleep till well after midnight, depending on the size of the crowd.” 

“We’re praying for you guys as you travel and minister. Don’t hesitate to call if you have any other issues.” 

“Thanks, Robbie.” 

Tia slumped in her chair. Niko came out of the bathroom. “What’s the verdict?” 

“Robbie wants us to file a report with the police.” 

Niko raised his eyebrows. “Then I guess we go. We have time before we meet with Pastor Jameston.” 

“We need to take Roger too.” 

“I’ll give him a call.” 

Tia sighed. “This is the part of my job I don’t like.” 

Niko came up behind her and kneaded the muscles in her shoulders. “Girl, you are wound tighter than a yo-yo. I’m thinking I should find you a good massage therapist.” 

“All I want is you, honey.” 

“No. I think you need a professional.” 

“If you dare—it’d better be a woman.” 

“It would have to be. Anything else and I’d be sitting in there ready to pummel him.” 

Tia laughed. “You’re good for my self-esteem.” 

“Why do you need help there? You’re beautiful.” He leaned over her shoulder and placed both hands on the small ball of her tummy. “Hard to believe there is a little person in there. It’s solid. You are definitely not fat, sweetheart. This is all baby.” 

He kissed her, and she fought to rise. “Niko, we should get to the police station. Remember?” 

He let her go and went to put on his shoes. “Fine. You owe me, though.” 

“Owe you what?” 

“You need to finish what I started—later.” 

Tia laughed. “I only have to wink at you and start something.” 

“You’re right girl—that’s the kind of power you hold over me.” 

“I’d better use it for good.” 

“You’d better.” He stood up and grabbed the room key. “Shall we go?” 

“We gonna call a taxi?” 

“There are some out front.” 

“Okay, fine. Let’s head out.” 

 * * *

The police were kind and took the report as well as statements from Roger and Niko. When Tia was done, they went to the restaurant where they were to meet Pastor Jameston, with Roger tagging along.

“I think Roger could leave to rest or do something fun.” 

“Nope, I’m here to protect you, and this town isn’t the safest. I’m sticking with you and Niko.” 

“Gotta earn your keep?” 

“Other than the incident on Friday, there hasn’t been much for me to do.” 

Niko piped in, “Guess that means you’re doing your job.”

Roger nodded. “I’ll sit over there. I won’t be listening, but I’ll be keeping guard.” 

Tia went to sit next to Niko in a booth as Pastor Jameston came to join them. They ordered their food. 

“What’s the point of having us?” Tia asked.

“You underwent some trials, and God has been with you, and you’ve made your marriage work in unusual circumstances. I think your story could help people.” 

“Yeah, but we’re still newlyweds.” 

“So? Trials are trials, and sex doesn’t help a couple through everything.” 

Tia’s face grew warm, and Niko squeezed her knee. “It sure helps, though.” 

The pastor chuckled. “It definitely can, and that’s not something to shy away from either.” 

“Really?” Tia asked.

“Really. I think the church too often avoids real issues. Like the reality and fallout of physical assault. Sacrificing for another. The struggle to trust when there’s been a trauma like you’ve experienced.” 

Tia sighed. “You really want me to tell my story.” 

“It would help. The more honest you are the more people will connect to you.” 

“You said you wanted music too?” Niko asked. 

“Yeah, maybe you could do the song you wrote while Tia was recovering. But I’m open to anything you believe is appropriate. As the Holy Spirit moves.” 

Niko nodded. He looked to Tia. “You up for this?” 

Deep breath, Tia. “Yeah. But what if I experience a panic attack on stage?” 

“It hasn’t happened before—why do you think it would happen now?” 

“I don’t know, but it scares me.” 

“We’ll pray it doesn’t, and if it does, Niko knows what to do?” Pastor asked. 

“Yeah. I do.” Niko answered. 

“Okay. Are we set?” 

“Sure.” Tia squeezed Niko’s hand. 

The pastor prayed over them, and they left to head back to the hotel. 

 * * *

Niko collapsed into bed at one a.m. They planned to be up early for a nine o’clock service tomorrow. He’d only be taking his guitar with him and having it ready for anything the Lord led him to play. The rest of the band was given a reprieve. They could sleep in or come. Whatever they wanted to do. They would leave town after lunch, which the pastor promised to provide. Unfortunately, the early morning meant they needed to be packed up with all their stuff in the bus before they got to the church at eight. 

Not a lot of time for sleep. 

Tia drifted off the minute she hit the pillow, and he prayed for a night free of terror. 

 * * *

Tia woke him early in the morning. She had showered and applied her makeup. He took his turn quick and came out to find a cup of coffee awaiting him. Tia had her bags packed. A car would be sent to pick them up, at least, so the band could sleep. 

“How you doing, babe?” 

A large yawn greeted him. “A little coffee and I should be okay, but I’ll be taking a long nap when we hit the road.” 

Niko wiggled his eyebrows at her. “I’ll be joining you.” 

“You won’t want to nap.” 

“Well, maybe after other things.” 

“You definitely do take after your parents.” 

“Hey, they’ve made it a long time on such passion.” 

“Well, I for one am grateful.” She kissed him. 

“Hey, what did I say?” 

“Don’t start what you can’t finish? Yeah. Later, dude. Delayed gratification is good for the soul.” 

Niko groaned, downed his coffee, and grabbed his bag and guitar. They headed out the door, loaded up their stuff in the bus, and made their ride on time. Roger insisted on tagging along.

Arriving at the church, one would never realize a concert had been there the night before. The stage was set for the worship band. As the team finished their rehearsal, Niko applauded them. “You guys rock. Awesome.” He opened his guitar and tuned it, plugged in and strummed a little, and set it off to the side, out of the way of the band’s equipment. 

They checked their lapel mics and met with the worship team for prayer. Tia and Niko continued on to visit a small prayer room. 

“Come, sweetheart. Just you and me.” Niko led her in and shut the door. They sat on the comfortable chairs in the cozy, inviting space. “Lord, please guide Tia and me to share only what will bless and help others. Keep our focus on You and not ourselves. You are the One who brought us together. You are the One who heals and provides. You are love and without You we couldn’t even begin to love each other the way You do. Thank You for the sacrificial love of this woman You gifted me with.” 

Tia chimed in. “Lord, calm my heart. Speak through us all to bring glory to Your name. And whatever happens, Lord, let me relax into the truth of Your sovereign plan and none of this is without purpose, even if my human eyes cannot see now. Open the hearts of those who come, that they may seek You, humble themselves, and let You restore their marriages.” 

Together they sat in silence, holding each other. Niko’s phone chimed. 

“It’s time, sweetheart. Let’s go worship.” 

Tia smiled at him and clasped his hand as they navigated the crowds and found seats in the sanctuary. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Success isn’t how far you’ve come,

but the distance you traveled from where you started.

Greek proverb

The last song ended, and Pastor Jameston walked up and motioned for Niko and Tia to come. A volunteer placed stools on the stage, and Niko helped Tia settle on hers. She was seated in-between him and the pastor. 

“Good morning, Community Church. I’m pleased to introduce new friends, Nikolos and Tia Acton from the Milwaukee, Wisconsin area. If you were here either of the past two nights, you witnessed firsthand the blessing of the ministry Specific Gravity provides through the words and music they perform. We are grateful Tia and Niko gave up hours of sleep to be here to share with you part of the journey they’ve been on this past year.” 

“Welcome, Niko and Tia.” The pastor waved a hand to them, and the audience erupted in applause. 

When the crowd died down, Niko chimed in. “Thank you for your invitation to be here today. This is a unique situation for us, but we hope and pray God will use it for His glory.” 

“Why don’t you start by telling us how you met?” Pastor Jameston began. 

Tia smiled. “I met Nikolos and the band years ago. While they’d recorded with Jazzy Records, they were under management with The Gandtique Management Company at the time, where I worked as an intern. The company offices were out in New Jersey where I had been living, and they asked me to relocate to Milwaukee to oversee the band. Peter Moore introduced us, and while he pulled the main strings for what would happen with their career, I was in charge of handling the nuts and bolts.” 

Niko chimed in. “I remember. Tia came in and whipped us all into shape, giving us a firm direction, and prepared us for our first tour.” 

Pastor Jameston piped in. “You didn’t mind it was a woman?” 

Niko laughed. “No. We were young men a little too full of ourselves to notice much. Who didn’t mind a woman waiting on us, hand and foot, and making sure we got where we needed to go? She made things happen, listened to our latest love crisis, and encouraged us.” 

Pastor laughed. “Tia, what was that experience like?” 

“It was difficult. I left my home and a few friends behind. I was often on the road with the band, and it made it hard to make new friends in Milwaukee. The guys became my family, and I loved them like brothers. Well, except for Niko. He was always special to me. But I had a job to do and wasn’t supposed to get involved with the guys.” 

“Fast forward to last spring. Can you tell me what happened?” 

Niko glanced to Tia, who shook her head. 

Niko reached to hold her hand. “We played a festival in the Midwest, about two days’ drive from home. The night before, I met a woman who flirted with me, which was not unusual. We had a double date policy, but we hadn’t even gone out that night. I signed a t-shirt and compact disc and chatted with this woman, as she hung around long after the rest of the fans left. I finally got her to leave when her boyfriend showed up. We left for our next gig. The next night was our last festival concert of the tour before we returned to Wisconsin. We performed a great midday show, and as we finished up the set, I noticed the emergency lights. Afterwards, I discovered the boyfriend to the girl from the night before had come intending to shoot me, believing I had, well, relations with his girlfriend. I hadn’t and never have done anything like that. 

“He tried to get to me from backstage, but Tia stopped him. He attempted to strangle her. She fought him, but he ended up…” Niko was choked up now. “He cut her, strangled her, and battered her before the police arrived. He shot her during the police’s efforts to rescue her. All while we sang on stage about God, oblivious to the terror she experienced.”

Pastor nodded. “What a horrible experience, Tia. No wonder you don’t like to discuss it.” 

Tia spoke up. “I couldn’t let anyone hurt Nikolos, the band, or the fans. The man had a weapon, and I knew I had to stop him. I wasn’t afraid until he attacked me, and it was too late for fear. I prayed to die. I don’t remember much of the actual event but do have nightmares I can’t recall and more recently, flashbacks or panic attacks that come at the most inconvenient times.” 

“Post-traumatic stress disorder?” Pastor offered. 

Tia nodded. 

“What happened next? Prior to this, you had been manager and he was the band leader. Everything changed?” 

Niko smiled. “Yeah, apparently the entire band knew Tia adored me, while I’d been blind. Seeing her near death shook me to the core. I couldn’t stand the idea of losing her. It was Tia who helped me write lyrics. Tia encouraged me. She had always been there. She was the rock behind the band, and I’d taken her for granted. It took almost losing her to realize the woman I’d been looking for all along had been right in front of me.” 

“You married soon after. Can you tell us about what happened next?” Pastor inquired. 

“We only had a short time before we headed out on tour. We made some choices our record label didn’t like, and one was to keep Tia as our manager. The band encouraged me to marry her. I sought wise counsel and proposed. Keep in mind that even though we had known each other for years, we had never been out on a date and our first kiss was only two days before I popped the question.”

The pastor turned to Tia. “You said yes. Why?” 

“I’d loved Niko for years. He was my unattainable dream. After the attack, it seemed even more unlikely a man of his integrity would want me. I bear terrible scars. And emotionally, I was a mess.” 

Niko dove in. “I didn’t care. I wanted her anyway.” 

Tia smiled. “I didn’t want to marry Niko simply because I’d always loved him and it was my heart’s desire. I prayed and asked God how I should respond to Niko when He proposed, and God told me to say yes. I asked again and got the same answer. So I accepted his proposal, not so much because my heart longed to, and in spite of a million reasons not to. I said yes because the Holy Spirit affirmed that.” 

“I had also been praying,” Niko added, “and knew it was right to marry her. We had been acquainted with each other for years. We were friends. We complemented each other. Now there was passion as well, once the blinders fell off my eyes. I needed to marry her if we were going to be on tour together. It would be too hard to be close to her, given my attraction for her. Especially if I wanted to stay pure and honor God in the way I treated her.” 

“The man who attacked you…?” Pastor asked. 

“He was arrested and is in jail. There was an eyewitness, and the man confessed. His girlfriend admitted to lying to him,” Tia answered.

“Have you forgiven him?” 

Tia nodded. “I didn’t want to but knew I had to if I were to move past the event. It haunts me, but I see him as sick and lost without Jesus.” 

Niko nodded as well. “Initially, I was furious. I wanted to pummel him. Over time, God has shown me I needed to forgive and leave the justice in His hands.” 

“You are now expecting?” The pastor asked. 

Tia grew warm as her hand rested on her baby bump. “Yes, Niko and I are happily anticipating the birth of our first child in June.” 

“Congratulations. These are exciting days for you. Your tour has been getting rave reviews, and your album is selling well. You achieved your fundraising goal for the next album. In addition, Tia’s novel just reached bestseller status. It seems there is a lot of reason to rejoice.” 

“The men have promoted my novel at every venue, helping get the word out. It was an un-looked for blessing in helping sales, but thankfully, the reviews have also been good.” 

Niko nodded. “God’s been gracious. We deserve none of this, and it could go away in a flash. Remember, Specific Gravity has been here before, with sold-out crowds. We burned out and quit when my cousin, Johnny, got sick with cancer. We stepped off a national stage to regroup. We recognize being at the top of the charts is a fleeting thing. The fact is, Pastor, as long as we seek to honor God and our music leads people to him and encourages them in their faith, we’ve done our job. While we would love to support our families this way, we recognize God could close that door at any moment.” 

The Pastor nodded. “If this career path closed, what is plan B?” 

Niko smiled and grabbed Tia’s hand. “If God closes a door and leads us to something else—worship ministry, solo career, studio work—it isn’t plan B. It’s His plan A for the next season of our lives. I love our band. I would hate to see this season end, but life is like that, isn’t it? I treasure our moments making magic with them on stage, and even in the bus as we write new songs and see something that never existed before take form and shape. Singing and playing and hearing people respond to the message of a song is a reward far more beautiful than making money. Having said that, I have a responsibility to provide for my family as well. I expect Tia will keep writing her stories.” 

Tia glanced to the back of the auditorium, where a tall silhouette caught the light. She gasped, and her hand went to her chest as her heart pounded and vision grew cloudy. 

“Tia?” Niko leaned in so she could whisper in his ear.

He moved her mic away. “A man in the back. The other pastor.” 

Niko stood and went to grab his guitar. “Roger has been added to our crew since the attack. His job is to protect Tia, and we’ve been grateful for his presence with us.” Niko sat back down and winked at Tia. “Pastor, you asked me to possibly sing a song, and I’d like to do it now. It’s a new one. I wrote it after Christmas, when Tia was hurt in an accident.”

“Go ahead, Niko.” 

“Tia,” Niko whispered even though the microphone picked up his words. “Look at me, sweetheart.” 

Roger sprang into action, and the tall figure disappeared. Tia turned and focused on Niko as he sang to her.

Almost lost you once, 

Don’t want to be there again

The empty space where you once sat

The special spot in my heart

Is yours alone for

You are mine. 

Can love be tossed about? 

Will my heart ever recover

For every chance to keep you here

Grows love deeper for my heart

Is yours alone and 

You are mine. 

The future stretches out

Dreams of together in years to come

Growing old with you by my side

More beautiful for in my heart

I am yours alone and 

You are mine. 

Tremors shook her body as she focused on Niko. Love and compassion oozing out of his dark eyes held her attention. He wouldn’t let her go. He gave her a soft smile as he sang the love song to her. She heard the words as they penetrated the fog, and her shoulders relaxed. When he finished, a raised eyebrow asked silent permission for him to kiss her. She nodded, and he leaned over to place a gentle kiss on her lips.

The Pastor and audience clapped. 

Tia sighed. “I’m sorry, everyone. That was what a panic attack can look like, and I have no control over when they will hit. Niko, that was beautiful. Thank you.” 

Pastor spoke up. “No apologies are necessary, Tia. You and your husband demonstrated to us today what it is to love and love well.” 

Niko strummed a little. “My parents told me, on the night I proposed, he and my mom have a competition to see who can love each other best every day. He said it was a win-win situation when that was their purpose. I don’t know if I’m there yet, but I’m trying. I owe Tia everything. She is the one God gave us to help us on our way. She has listened, prayed, encouraged, and was willing to stop a bullet to protect me.” A tear slid down Niko’s cheek. “I’m a blessed man.” 

Tia blinked as tears started to flow as well. “I think you saved me in ways you don’t even realize yet, Niko. I do love you.” 

The pastor stood and came behind them. “Folks, let’s pray for this couple and for Specific Gravity’s ministry as they continue on their tour this afternoon. Lord, You have brought two people together for Your purpose—to show the world Your love. To help others see You, not only in the music they bring to hungry hearts but also the example of humble servant love to each other. I know they are tired after a late night, and I thank You for their willingness to be here this morning and baring their souls to us so we can see Your loving hand at work in the lives of not idols, but struggling human beings like the rest of us. Bless them and protect them, Lord, as they continue to serve You.” 

Tia glanced at Niko and saw the question in his eyes. She nodded. 

Niko started finger picking. “We’d like to sing one more song for you. I wrote this one while Tia was recovering from her attack. It’s our hit single right now, For Love of You.” 

The pastor nodded and stood off to the side, leaving them alone, center stage. 

Tia focused on her husband as they sang together. They missed Johnny’s guitar and vocals as well as the rest of the band, but the emotion and the love between them couldn’t be mistaken. Lord, thank You for blessing me with this man.

 * * *

Niko caught Roger’s eye as they stepped off the stage. Roger came to speak to him. “It was the pastor from the other church. He came to create a disturbance. The police have him.” 

“Why the police?” 

“He carried a concealed weapon he didn’t possess a license for.” 

“Whoa. So Tia’s fear was more real than she knew.” 

Roger nodded. “Nice way to let me know. Glad I could be here to help. He was a nasty piece of work.” 

Niko stood by Tia’s side as people came to talk with them, get autographs, or ask for prayer. Finally, the second service was about to start, so he walked her to the restroom for a quick break before they had to be back and ready for the second interview. 

They sat down front and made it through the second service without a panic attack, but Niko sang the same song again anyway so people wouldn’t hear about it from the first service and feel like they missed out. By the time it was all done, the band had arrived and they enjoyed lunch with the pastor and elders of the church. The group surrounded the band as they sat and prayed over them all before they left. 

Niko shook Pastor Jameston’s hand. “Thank you for your hospitality.” 

“Thank you for your willingness to serve us. If you are ever coming through this way again, I hope you put us on your itinerary. We would love to hear all God has been doing in and through you.” 

Niko nodded. “I’ll let Tia know. She’s the master scheduler. I’d enjoy returning here.” 

“Oh, and realize we do put the message up on the website, and it is visited from places all over the world. I hope it helps spread the truth of not only your music, but inspires others.” 

“Thank you.” Niko jumped up onto the bus, and seeing everyone present and accounted for, he gave the order to pull out. Tia had already gone to their berth, and after some high fives from the band, he headed down to catch a nap with his wife.

He closed the door behind him and removed his shoes. Tia gave him a lazy smile. 

“You okay, Tia?” 

“Yeah. I am. Just so tired.” She grabbed his hand and dragged him to their berth. Once inside, she pulled him close. “Come here.” Niko did, and he snuggled up behind her, placing his hand on her stomach. Holding her, they both drifted to sleep.

 * * *

Tia had been on the phone all morning and finally turned it off. “Guys. We have a problem.”

The men stopped what they were doing to give her their attention. Niko frowned as he watched his wife. Not much flustered her with the business of the band. 

“I don’t want to overschedule you, but the requests are coming in hard and fast, and I don’t know what to do. Some huge venues are asking for you. Saturday morning concerts in the square for national television. The pay is good and the exposure is phenomenal, but it digs into our rest time.” 

“Let’s take a look and decide as a group what we will accept and what we won’t,” Niko offered as he came to lay a hand on her shoulder. 

Tia nodded. She pulled up the calendar on her computer and printed out pages of dates with the already scheduled gigs as well as the new offers coming in as they headed into California. 

The guys all took a copy and studied it. Johnny piped up. “Some of these are for just you and Niko.” 

“Yes, but this is not the Niko and Tia show. This is Specific Gravity. I don’t want to take away from that.” 

Sam piped up. “Tia, maybe God is opening up a door for you guys to walk through? It’s not competition for the band but a complement to all we’re doing. You are a huge part of that. I don’t mind you and Niko going on television to talk about the band and your journey with us. It’s good publicity, and you always point back to God.” 

Wayne nodded. “I agree. How much of this can we really do, though? Tia’s right—this would stretch us, especially Niko and Tia. We need to protect them from the burnout and stress that could come with this.” 

Marc shook his head. “Perhaps we should stick to band-only stuff and not add much. We could start booking this stuff for the next tour, though?” 

“What about ‘strike while the iron’s hot’?” Johnny asked. 

Niko read over the list. “I’m okay with some of these if they don’t involve the huge setup. We don’t have a road crew to take the burden off us, and Tia can’t help as much as she used to.” 

Tia started to protest, but Johnny stopped her. “Tia, he’s right. We all want the little Nikolette to be healthy.” 

Tia laughed. “Little Nikolette? Is that what you’re calling our child?” 

“Well, you don’t have a name yet, and you don’t know the gender, so we came up with Nikolette.” 

Niko gave a hearty laugh as Tia started to giggle till tears ran down. She grabbed a Kleenex and wiped her eyes as Niko bent over to kiss her head. 

“Well, let’s go through these one by one. Some of these need a response quickly.” 

“I should tell you guys as well, that, um, you are in the top ten now in album sales. Jazzy Records has offered a contract for the next album, but so has Recon Records and a few others in Nashville. You have choices.” 

Niko shook his head. “We already did the fundraiser. I think we head home, book the studio and the best sound engineers to work with Rocco, and cut our album ourselves.” 

Johnny and the rest of the men agreed. “The fans supported us when Jazzy wouldn’t. We should honor them. We have most of what we need for the new album anyway. We could have it out by the time the baby is born.” 

“Which begs the question—what about the next tour?” 

Wayne cleared his throat. “I doubt I’ll be up for another tour. Candace needs me at home with the kids, and I have a job offer, which would allow me to be there. I’m sorry, but I just don’t think I can do this anymore. My wife and kids need me too.” 

Niko nodded. “We’ll have a lot to consider, won’t we? You’ll do the studio album?” 

“Absolutely. I wouldn’t miss it.” 

“Good,” Johnny said. “Nothing ever stays the same. We should’ve all learned that by now anyway. We need to keep seeking what it is God wants us to do and not what’s comfortable or what we’ve done before.” 

“Wise words, coz.” Niko said. 

They finished the list, and Tia was back on the phone and computer as they barreled down the road. The next month would be insane. How was he going to date his wife and take care of her in the midst of this? He didn’t know, but he did know Someone who did. He grabbed his Bible and his journal and settled down into his favorite chair with earbuds in to focus. Little did the rest of the gang know that classical instrumental music was what he listened to at times like these. His little secret.

 * * *

The first television interview was eye-opening for Niko. 

Anchor: “Today we are thrilled to have Specific Gravity with us. We have learned they are up for awards with the Christian Music Fan awards as well as Country Music Awards for best new album and for their single For Love of You. Congratulations, guys. Will you be going to the award shows?”

Niko smiled. “Depends on when the dates are. The invitations haven’t arrived in the mail yet, but we have been on the road.” 

Anchor: “The Fan awards are at the end of May, and CMA is early June.”

Niko shook his head. “While we are honored to be nominated, I for one have a bigger award to be present for during that time period, the birth of our baby. I wouldn’t miss that for any award show.” 

Anchor: “It’s tradition for nominated bands to perform.” 

Niko: “It’s also tradition for a husband to be with his wife as their child is being born. To me, that’s far more important.” 

Anchor: “You’ll perform for us now?” 

Johnny: “You bet.” They performed an older song and soon tore down to head to the next show.

Tia took Niko aside. “I wasn’t aware, Niko. I’m sorry. I would’ve warned you if I’d known.” 

“It’s okay, Tia.” 

“You guys need to go.” 

“I’m not leaving you.” 

“You don’t have to.” 

Niko stopped and stared at his wife. “Explain.” 

“I can give birth anywhere. If we take the bus to the awards, I would be close to a hospital. The chances of me giving birth in the middle of a performance would be remote, don’t you think?” 

“Tia. We’ll talk, but not now.” They were loaded up and soon unloading again and setting up for the next gig. Tia worked in the bus while the guys did their thing. Roger hung with her. Niko felt unaccountably angry. He slammed things around as he packed up. 

Johnny grabbed him. “Hey. Chill, man.” 

Niko shrugged him off. “Leave me alone, Johnny.” 

“What’s eating you?” 

Niko stopped and threw the mass of cords on the floor. “Tia was the best at winding these and keeping them from getting tangled.” 

Johnny shook his head. “Not buyin’ it. It’s the awards, isn’t it?” 

“They don’t matter. We’ve been there before. We even won a Dove award once.” 

“It is a big deal. I heard Tia say it could work out. Why did you shoot her down? She understands how big this is. You realize going and maybe even winning is as much her reward as it is ours?” 

Niko squinted at his cousin. “I don’t understand.” 

“How long has she worked, slaved, and sacrificed to get us where we are? Sure, it’s about good music, but it’s also been about smart marketing and promotion. We couldn’t have done this without Tia. Paige maybe, but she’d have beaten us down and tore us apart as a group with her games. Not Tia. Tia has constantly urged us to stay connected as a group. She’s not torn you away from us but pushed you to be an even better leader and songwriter. Niko. Tia deserves these awards as much as we do.” 

“But we’re having a baby.” 

“True, and she’s right. She can give birth in Menomonee Falls or Nashville. Ask your sisters. They didn’t even all have their own doctors at delivery.” 

“I’m not going to risk her or the baby.” 

“Where’s the risk?” 

“What if something went wrong?” 

“What if it did? We would all be available to help and support you. Life is filled with risk, isn’t it? When Tia was attacked, it wasn’t in Milwaukee. It was at a small-town Midwest festival. A place one would think of as safe. Were you left alone as she recovered?” 

“No. You stayed.” 

“Exactly. Niko, the band isn’t going to be sticking together for long. Marc is getting serious with Ginny and is thinking about marriage. Rocco has studio gigs lined up when we get back. Sam is in demand for studio work and might move to Nashville or Atlanta. Even if we bring on new band members, it’s not going to be the same Specific Gravity as it is now. Let’s go out with a bang before we make the changes. Don’t cheat her out of this. She wasn’t even allowed to attend last time. It was her boss who took all the credit for her work. She stayed home working hard for the next tour, and I got cancer and we cancelled the tour, making her hard work on our behalf useless.” 

“What did she do when you were sick?” Niko asked. “I don’t remember.” 

“She came to visit. She called. She sent cards and thoughtful gifts. That was three years ago or more now. Around the time when her mother died.” 

Niko closed his eyes. “So she was denied the reward for her work and lost her job, was worried for you, and had to bury her mom. All while being unemployed?”

Johnny raised his eyebrows as he tilted his head to one side. “Duh. Learn about your wife, dude.” 

Niko wanted to slug his cousin but couldn’t deny Johnny was right. It seemed there were still so many things he didn’t know.

 * * *

They raced up the west coast from one concert and interview after another. The venues were huge and sold-out. The nights were late. The band was exhausted. 

“Tia, where do we go tomorrow?” 

“Home.” 

Niko and the band turned to stare at her. “What?” 

“We start the drive to Wisconsin. We have one final concert in Denver and head back to Milwaukee.” 

“I thought there were more.” Johnny said.

Tia sighed. “Sorry if I’ve not communicated well. I’ve been trying to not let you become overwhelmed, so recently I’ve only given you the next venue. After tonight, we start the drive to Colorado. We might get an extra night to rest depending on the roads and snow in the mountains.” 

The guys all smiled. Niko grinned too. The end was near, but there was still much about his wife’s history he didn’t understand. They’d never talked about the finances yet either. He needed to spend some time with his wife beyond sleeping and trading off spots in the bathroom.

“Tia, can we talk?” He motioned for her to come to the back of the bus. 

“Sure.” 

They closed the door behind them, and Tia collapsed back on the bed with her knees up. “Oh, that feels good.” 

“Your back is bothering you?” 

“A little. Normal, from what I’ve read.” She pulled his arm to force him to recline next to her. She took his hand and placed it on her protruding stomach. Time had marched on, and she was now six months along. 

Niko’s hand rested on the baby bump, and it moved underneath his palm. Tia pushed his hand down a little, and he got a kick in response. Tia giggled. She moved his hand and did the same thing. Another kick. 

“Little Nikolette is saying ‘hi’.” 

“I can’t believe you’ve adopted the band’s name for our baby,” Niko said.

“It’s funny and cute.”

“We haven’t even talked about possible baby names.” 

“No. Probably something we should do before he or she is stuck with Nikolette forever.” Tia pulled her shirt up, revealing skin, and placed Niko’s hand off to the side. “Watch.” The entire surface rose and fell like a wave. “I think Nikolette is doing summersaults in there.” 

“Tia.” He leaned in, gave her a lingering kiss, and nuzzled into her shoulder. 

“You asked to talk, and I distracted you. The baby does this when you are performing or sleeping. I wanted you to have a chance to experience the wonder of it.” 

“Thank you. He likes our music?” 

“Loves it. Dances any time you play or sing. Even if it’s you alone. He recognizes his daddy’s voice.” 

“He?” 

She shrugged. “I have no clue if it’s a boy or a girl.” 

“How are we going to name this baby?” 

Tia shrugged. “We can come up with names, or we can wait. You could name it if it’s a boy and I if it’s a girl, or vice versa.” 

“Can we have veto power if we are opposed to the name suggested?” 

“Sure.” 

“Okay. We’ll think about it and wait until the baby is born. Hard to name a baby we haven’t seen yet, isn’t it?” 

“Some do it.” 

“I don’t think that’s us, though.” 

Tia touched his whiskers. “I agree. It’s not us.”

“Tia?” 

“What?”

“What are we going to do when we get home?” He rubbed her belly, enjoying the baby’s response.

“About what?” 

“We need a bigger place to live, and we have to figure out these award shows, the baby coming. Can we afford any of it? I’m freaking out over it all.” He stopped to gaze at her.

“It’s going to work out. You liked that house you told me you went to see with your dad, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I got the video tour the owner sent me. Your dad is lining it up for us. Roberto will email us a contract to make an offer. We have the money for a down payment. I have ideas for the space. I’m sorry, but I might want to paint some rooms.” 

“We’ll get people to do that. You’re not painting.” 

“Trying to spoil my fun?” 

“Trying to keep you healthy. The idea of you up on a ladder with a paint roller terrifies me.” 

“Oh, so the reality is you’re trying to avoid gray hairs.” 

“Tia. Don’t go teasing me now.” He kissed her cheek. “You really think we can swing the house?” 

“Yeah. And your father got a deal on a sport utility vehicle too. The insurance money from my beater being totaled helped pay for it. He’ll transfer the title when we get home.” 

“You’ve mentioned this to me before?” 

“Yeah, but to be honest, I think you’ve been a little preoccupied.” 

“True. I’m sorry I’ve not been paying attention.” 

“You were focused on the music and your job. That’s what you’re supposed to do. But now you’ll have some space to think of other things.” 

“You are more important than the band or any concert.” 

Tia shook her head. “No, honey, seeking God is the bigger priority, and to be honest, I’ve been preoccupied too and I’ve neglected communicating well with you.” 

“We can’t let ambivalence creep into our marriage.” 

“You, my dear man, are too passionate for ambivalence.” She wiggled her eyebrows at him. 

“Now?” 

“Why not?” 

“I like the way you think, dear wife. What’d I ever do without you?” 

 * * *

Tia was having bizarre dreams. Some were wonderful about the baby. Some were terrifying, about the attack or some other tragedy. She feared something would happen to Niko. It became almost impossible for her to let him out of her sight. The bus ride to Colorado was tedious, and sometimes the roads were less than desirable. To add to the mix of twisted emotions swirling around inside her, she received a disturbing email. 

Dear Tia, 

I know we haven’t talked in years. Thank you for letting me know about the death of your mother. You may not believe it, but I did love her and I was sorry to hear of her passing. I couldn’t compete with the bottle. My own addiction was my work. I know the stress spilled over to you in horrible ways I cringe to remember. 

I’ve heard it said that when you die, you will see all the things you did on this earth. God has been revealing the sins to me in horrifying memories, and I cannot escape the reality that I was a terrible father.

Your mother introduced me to Jesus, and I accepted him. I wish she could have known that before she died. We never know when someone will go though, do we?

I’m being released from prison next month and would love to come and see you and your husband. Congratulations on your marriage and the baby you’re expecting. I’ve tried to follow your husband’s journey and have had the opportunity to see interviews where you were present. You are more beautiful and gracious than your mother ever was. 

You talked at a church about forgiving your attacker. I would like to pummel him as much as your husband wanted to. But I deserve as much punishment for my own crimes, if not more. My hope and prayer is you will accept my apology for all the wrongs I did against you and your brothers and sisters. They refuse to have anything to do with me. My crimes cost me more than my freedom. They lost me my entire family. It was a gift, and I never appreciated it. 

I pray you’ll forgive me. I would love to get to know you as the beautiful and accomplished businesswoman you’ve become. I would love to know my son-in-law and meet my grandchild. Will you let me be a part of your life? 

I await your response. 

Sincerely, 

Benjamin Bartel 

Tia closed the email and wasn’t sure what to do about it. Forgive her father? Surely she had done that, hadn’t she? But reconciling with him? She wasn’t sure she wanted that. Was that being passive-aggressive? An attempt to punish him for the past while protecting her heart in the here and now? 

She went back to the bunk to do a video chat with her friend Stephanie. 

Stephanie waved and held her one year old son, Levi. “Hey, girlfriend. What’s up? I wasn’t expecting to talk to you today, but I’m always glad to hear from you.” 

Tia waved. “Wow, Levi is getting so big.” 

“Just wait. You’ll soon have your Nikolette in your own arms.” Steph laughed. She thought the nickname for the baby was funny.

“I called because I got an email from my dad.” 

“Ouch. You’ve not talked to him in, what, eleven years? Why now?” 

“Niko suggested I contact him about our wedding and the baby. I really didn’t want to open that door, but I did it because he asked me to.” 

“And now your dad has written back.” 

“Yeah. He’s apologized for the past and says he’s become a Christian. He wants my forgiveness and to visit us when he is released in a month.”

“Whoa. He’s coming to Wisconsin? He’s not planning to move in with you, is he?” 

“No way. Oh, but wouldn’t it be like Niko to welcome him?” 

“Perhaps he really has changed.” 

“How do I trust him after all that’s happened, Steph?” 

“I don’t know. I think you need to talk to Niko about it.” 

“He’s been preoccupied working on getting the songs ready for the next album. They want to hit the studio shortly after we return. Some of the guys are going to move on to other things, so if they are going to record together, they need to do it right away.” 

“The band is splitting?” 

“Much of it. The core is still there. Wayne said he would drum when it fit into his work schedule, so short tours might be possible. We’ll lose our bass and keys though.” 

“I’m sorry. The end of a great ride for you all, but I’m sure God has wonderful and new things in store.” 

“Yeah. I hope so.”

“Come on, Tia. You know so. God doesn’t let something die without something new to grow in its place.” 

Tia smiled. “Yeah. Guess I needed someone to give me a pep talk. So what’s up with you guys? I can’t make our relationship all about me.” 

Stephanie giggled. “Well, I’m still working at De Luca’s Cucina once a week and helping with the scheduling. I like the opportunity to get out of the house, and it gives Robbie quality time with Levi.” 

“I’m grateful for Robbie’s help on the legal stuff.” 

“You’re paying him. He’s happy to do it.” 

“Any other news? How are you doing?” 

“I’m well. Levi is toddling all over and getting into trouble. Oh, and looks like we might be putting in an offer on a house soon. I think it’s not far from the one you were looking at, so we might be neighbors.” 

“That’d be cool.” 

“It is. Oh, remember Renata? She’s expecting again. Only one, though. She’s as nervous as can be, which you would think after twins, she’d be an old hat at this motherhood thing. She’s just too cute, and Tony’s all puffed up with pride.” 

“Funny how they get when we announce we’re pregnant.” 

“Yup. Chest puffs out and they strut around as if they were king of the hill.” 

“Gotta love ’em.” 

“Yeah. I don’t know where I’d be without Roberto.” 

“I still can’t believe I’m Niko’s wife. It’s going to be a weird transition setting up a house together and living alone without a crowd of musicians everywhere.” 

“Right, like your home won’t be a revolving door of artists, and you will love every minute.” 

“I hope so. It’s something I never dared to dream about.” 

“God has been good to both of us.”

“He has, and I’m grateful.” 

“I should go. I need to feed Levi, and you, my dear, should rest. Incubating a baby is hard work.” 

“Thanks, Steph. Love you.” 

“Love you too, Tia. Talk to you soon.” 

Tia ended the call and closed her laptop. She rose to leave when the bus took a frightening tip to the right. Tia reached for the wall and hunched down on the floor. She heard a yell. The bus righted itself, but something was wrong. It tilted the opposite way, and she braced herself as best she could while hugging her laptop to her chest. The ride became bumpy, almost as if she were on an airplane experiencing turbulence. 

The wheels stopped, and the bus tilted again to the right and stayed. Tia rose and gingerly made her way past the empty berths to the living area. Cups and plates were broken on the floor, and the guys were picking themselves up slowly. 

Niko called out. “Everyone okay?” He picked himself up off the floor, and she saw blood oozing out of his forehead. 

“Niko? You’re bleeding.” 

“Tia, are you hurt?” He came to her and held her close. She set the laptop on the table, and it slid to the wall. She wrapped her arms around Niko. 

“I’m fine. What happened?” 

“Not sure.” 

They looked out the window into snow, trees, and dirt. 

“I need to go check on Rocco. Can you see to these guys?” 

Tia nodded. The men were groaning and starting to stand. Sam was bruised but seemed fine. Johnny’s arm hurt. That wasn’t good. Wayne was rubbing his behind. Probably no damage done there, except as a drummer he had to sit on it to play. Marc’s ankle ached. 

Niko came back, biting his lip, and shaking his head.

“What happened?” Johnny asked.

“A driver coming the other way down the hill lost control, and Rocco tried to avoid him. He hit us anyway. Rocco tried to correct, and we ended up off the road. We’re on an incline, and we’re going to need to get off the bus until a tow truck can pull us back to the road. We may have a flat too.” 

“Great.” Johnny moaned. Tia grabbed winter coats and started tossing them to the men and put on her own. She grabbed her bag and shoved her laptop into it. 

“Niko. Will they be sending an ambulance?”

 “Yeah, the other car doesn’t look too good. I’m going to go see if I can help. Why?” 

“Your head, Johnny’s arm, and Marc’s ankle need to be checked out.” 

Niko nodded, and they gingerly made their way to the exit. “Get away from the bus in case it decides to tilt further. Go up by the road.” 

Tia led the guys while giving assistance to Johnny by holding onto his good wing. Sam assisted Marc.

They climbed up to the road and saw the other car further away. The people had scrambled free, and the engine was on fire. Travelers had slowed to gawk. 

Niko helped Roger and Rocco up to the road. They were both unhurt with the exception of pain from the shoulder belts they wore. They were more shook up than anything else. Rocco looked at Tia. “Looks like we’ll be making use of the spare day you built into our schedule.” 

Tia could only nod and shiver. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Without music, life would be blank to me.

Jane Austen

Niko ran over to the other vehicle. He saw two people. “Is everyone out?” 

The young couple nodded. A bruise was forming on the woman’s forehead, and she held her arm as tears streamed down her face. The young man shook. “My dad’s gonna kill me.” 

Niko urged them further away from the car as emergency vehicles pulled up. An explosion knocked them to the ground, with Niko’s body partially shielding the couple. He rolled off them and tried to rise. Dizziness and pain made it hard to stand. He fell back to his hands and knees. Warmth from the blaze was melting the snow under his fingers. He pushed himself up to sit next to the two young people clinging to each other. 

That could have been us. Our bus. With us inside. He looked up the road to the band. Where was Tia? 

A paramedic came to help him up and escort him further from the flames. A few more took the other couple. 

Niko sat on the back of the ambulance and let the paramedic check him over. All he wanted was to sleep. Did the man say something? His vision blurred and he saw the man’s lips move, but all he got was a roaring sound. “I can’t hear you.” 

The man nodded. He led him further into the ambulance, had him sit down on the stretcher, and wrapped him with a blanket. Niko leaned back and closed his eyes. 

 * * *

Niko woke up in bed. Had it been a nightmare? He scanned the room. Nothing was familiar. A nurse bustled in and noticed his open eyes. 

“Well, a strapping young man like you wasn’t going to take this lying down for too long, were you? Let’s check some reflexes.” 

The words sounded as if he was wearing his headphones. He reached up to his ears. There was nothing there.

A light shone in his eyes, and he blinked as pain shot through his skull. 

“Rest. The doctor will be in soon.” He heard it as if she was a mile away in a tunnel. 

He wished she would take the cotton out of her mouth so he didn’t have to focus so hard to understand her words. He knew he was forgetting something. Something important. He closed his eyes to try to think. 

Tia. 

Where was his wife?

 * * *

When he opened his eyes again, he was in a room with four walls instead of curtains on three sides. It was too quiet. He had something taped onto his hand and was connected to a tube. Someone appeared out of the fog. He smiled. Tia. She was here.

“Niko?” 

“Tia. Cotton…” 

She shook her head. “No cotton.” He could tell she was being careful to enunciate her words. 

“Why can’t I hear you better?” 

“It’s from the explosion and the bang your head took. It’ll return. It could have been much worse. You saved that young couple by getting them away from the burning car.”

“Everyone else?” 

She frowned. “Johnny has a hairline fracture on his upper arm.” She touched her arm to illustrate the spot. “They want to put a temporary cast on it for the trip home, but he’s having a fit. Hard to play guitar without his left elbow not bending the way he wants. They assure him that they will bend it to the degree he needs, but he’s fighting them. Not sure who will win. Sam and Wayne are fine. Just bruised. Marc’s left ankle is sprained. They gave him a boot. It shouldn’t impact his playing at all. Roger and Rocco have whiplash. 

He reached out to touch her hand. “You?” 

“I’m fine. A little bruised. Nikolette is healthy.” 

“Bus?” Weariness was taking him under. Focusing was difficult. 

“They towed us out of the ditch and fixed the tire. Rocco and the guys are there in the parking lot waiting to find out what will happen to you and Johnny. Marc is already there relaxing and enjoying some pain meds.” 

“Concert?” 

Tia frowned. “I don’t know, Niko. If you can’t hear, it doesn’t matter what anyone else can do.” 

“When will it return?” 

“It could be any moment, hours, or days.”

Niko groaned and closed his eyes. Her lips found his, and he savored the soft texture and comfort she offered. She pulled back, and he smiled.

“I’m glad you’re okay.” He drifted into welcoming darkness. 

 * * *

A loud crash startled him. He jerked and groaned in pain. His head throbbed as if Wayne had decided to use him as the entire drum set. Was that a cymbal crash? He opened his eyes and was alone. Was he imaging things now? Someone in a bright lime top walked in. 

“Hello, Niko. I’m Debbie, your nurse. I hope I didn’t disturb you when I dropped the tray in the hallway.”

“It’s okay.” 

“Can you hear me?” 

He nodded.

“How well?” 

“You talk soft, but the cotton is gone from my ears.” 

“Good. That’s a start. You have a concussion and some damage to your eardrums, but they will heal. You had some stiches on your head. Your curls will hide those.” 

“When can I go home?” 

“Home is precisely where you’ll be going. If you promise the doctor to rest and be nice to your wife, he might let you out in a few hours.” 

“Concert?” 

The nurse shook her head. “Sorry, big boy. No concert. It was cancelled because of the accident.”

Niko groaned. “It was the last one.”

Debbie nodded as she wrote his vitals. “I know. I love your music and had tickets. Johnny can’t play well with a cast, though, and you, my dear handsome lead singer, would have a hard time when you can’t hear everything going on around you.” 

A man walked in. “So, Mr. Acton. Do you think you can stand on your own without getting dizzy?” 

“I don’t know.” 

The doctor and nurse helped him up and out of the bed and had him walk to the door and back. Niko wondered if he was drunk. The floor moved like he remembered his uncle’s boat did on the choppy waters of Lake Michigan. 

The doctor smiled. “Sit, Niko.” He ran some tests on him and asked more questions, and Niko wasn’t sure he liked the frown. 

“Your wife seems anxious to get you home, and the rest of the gang is eager to go too. If you promise to ask for help when you need it, I’m willing to discharge you. No loud music, earbuds, or headphones for at least the next week. I want you to follow up with your own doctor when you get back to Milwaukee.” 

Niko nodded. Why did his minor injuries leave him as helpless as a toddler?

Soon he was dressed and helped into a wheelchair. Strangely silent, Tia walked beside him. Had he disappointed her? This was the first time they had to cancel. It was his fault.

As he stepped up into the bus, he noticed Johnny’s bright green cast from his armpit to wrist. Ouch. Marc had to shove his boot out of the way so as not to trip him. Tia shepherded him to their berth and removed his shoes. She helped him get comfortable and left him in peace. The rumble of the bus and a small movement indicated they were in motion. Niko imagined the tires spinning, and he closed his eyes against the resulting nausea. 

 * * *

Tia became a nurse to the band, keeping track of administering pain meds and soothing tempers. The emotional part of it was the hardest, though. Disappointment and anger flowed through every interaction. 

Johnny finally put it into words. “I’m angry it ended this way. Some silly punk kid out for a joy ride in his dad’s new car. Niko took the brunt of that blast, protecting him, and the young man walks away with a few cuts and bruises while we lose income and have weeks of healing ahead of us. And you—” He pointed to Tia. “You cancelled our last gig. How could you do that to us? I can’t believe you would do that to Niko.” 

Sam jumped in. “Like you can play, Johnny?”

“They could have done the show without my guitar. I can still sing.” 

Marc piped in. “But Niko couldn’t sing if he can’t hear.” 

Roger had been in the back instead of up front with Rocco. “Guys. Give Tia a break. She’s done a lot for you all, and it wasn’t an easy call to make. I know because I was there.”

“Roger, you don’t have to defend me,” Tia started.

“Someone needs to. You bend over backwards for these men. You helped make their success possible, and the one time you act to protect your husband, they jump on you? It’s wrong, and it doesn’t model Christ-like love I’ve been accustomed to seeing. Instead of pointing fingers and venting your anger, you should be praying for the young man. Did you know he was a fan of yours? He was heartbroken when he found out who he’d hurt. He had planned to attend your concert too. His name was in the paper. All his friends who wanted to see you perform will be blaming him. 

“The fact is this—it was an accident. Accidents happen. You can’t plan or prevent them. Thank God no one was hurt worse. Thank God Tia and the baby were unharmed and she’s remained a steady rock for all of you.” 

Tia dropped her eyes to her hands. “Excuse me.” She walked down the hall to the berth, opened the door, and slid inside. She kicked off her shoes and stretched out next to her dozing husband. He wasn’t awake, but snuggling into his chest and putting her arm around him comforted her. She let the tears flow. 

 * * *

Niko woke to find his wife in his arms. He glanced out the window. It was still daylight. He placed a kiss on her hair. His shirt was suspiciously damp. Had she been crying? 

“Tia?” 

She shifted and looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” 

She shook her head. 

“Try me. Maybe my hearing is back.” 

She leaned up toward his ear. “The guys are angry with me for canceling the concert.” 

“You’re the bad guy?” 

She nodded.

“Aw, honey. They’re sore, and so am I, that we didn’t get to end this tour on a high note.” 

“Well, you did.” 

“What?” 

“Well, you hit every major news channel and were covered on national news as well. You could say you ended it on a Rocky Mountain high note.” 

Niko chuckled. “That’s one way to look at it.” 

“It’s just—nothing is going as planned.” 

“Life is like that, though, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah, but I didn’t get to tell you. My father wrote me. He wants to visit when he gets released from prison.” 

“Isn’t that a good thing? After ten plus years?” 

“I don’t know. It brings up tons of hurt from the past.” 

“We’ll pray. Listen. I’m hearing better. Still as tired and weak as a kitten, though. Can you get me something to drink and maybe a snack?” 

“Yeah, I guess.” 

“You can’t hide from them till we arrive home. In their hearts, they love you to bits and would do anything to protect you.” 

Tia nodded and left. 

Niko texted Johnny. Apologize. 

Tia returned after a short time and gave him water and jello. “I’m not sure if it will hurt for you to chew.” 

He nodded. “Jello is fine for now. Thanks.” He nodded to the door. “Was it any better out there?” 

“Yeah. Johnny apologized as did the other men. Roger had raked them over the coals for the way they talked to me.” 

“See? 

“You were right. Niko, I was terrified when that blast threw you to the ground. The guys wouldn’t let me go to you.” 

He set aside his food and pulled her close. “I’ve been there when it was you. It’s hard, isn’t it?” 

She fell asleep in his arms, and he thanked God for having brought them this far. She was still his. 

 * * *

They were finally back home in their cozy apartment. Tia sat at the kitchen table, answering phone call after phone call. Local stations vying for a feature on the group. National news wanting an exclusive. She had made notes and set the phone down when Niko shuffled into the room to grab a cup of coffee. 

“How do you feel today?” 

“Better. Almost human. I heard the ambulance go by a while ago. It didn’t hurt.” 

“Good. You see the doctor today. I can take you in a little bit.” 

Niko frowned. “I can drive myself. I’ll be all right.” 

“Humor me?” Tia pleaded.

“Fine. But I won’t be an invalid forever.” 

“I sure hope not.” She smiled as he sat down and pointed at the paper.

“What’s this?” 

“The price of fame. Everyone wants a piece of you. You and the rest of Specific Gravity. So take a pick. Who should I say yes to for an interview?” 

“Maybe the band should decide?” 

“Too many choices. I could put the names all in a hat and draw one out?” 

“No. Let’s do that one.” He pointed to a local station. “Do it at the national level but do the taping locally. I don’t want to travel right now.” 

“Okay. I’ll call them.” She picked up the phone, but he took it out of her hand and set it back down. 

“Wait till I take a shower. I want to be with you and not work for a few minutes.” 

“Okay, but I’m forgetting what that’s like.” 

“We’ll figure it out. When is your next doctor appointment for the baby?” 

“Tomorrow afternoon. Ultrasound, bloodwork, the whole enchilada.” 

Niko chuckled. “I’ll come with you.” 

“You want a sneak peek at little Nikolette?” 

“Of course.” Niko rose and gave her a kiss before he headed for the shower. 

Tia picked up the phone and set up the date for the band to do the interview. She followed with a text to the group to let them know. 

 * * *

After the doctor appointment, Tia drove over to Mom and Pop Acton’s house, where their new sport utility vehicle was parked.

“Ah, my Nikolos and Tia!” Mom Acton embraced them both as they entered the house. “You’re home. Let us get a gander at the momma-to-be.” Mom Acton stepped back and shook her head as she smiled. “You make me so happy.” 

They sat down for lunch and talked about what was next for them. After lunch, Mr. Acton handed over the keys to their sport utility vehicle and walked them over to inspect their new home. 

Niko opened the door and escorted Tia in. The house was now empty, and polished hardwood floors reflected the sunlight pouring in the windows. The scent of pine greeted them. Tia wandered from room to room. 

“What do you think of this one for the nursery? The one on the far end could be a guest room.” 

“I thought it might be your office,” Niko offered

“The small sunroom would suffice.” 

“Okay. Now we need to figure out what we need to furnish this with.” 

“And what colors to paint the walls,” Tia commented.

“You will not be painting,” Niko scolded. 

“I can pick out colors, though, right?” Tia patted his cheek as she walked to the kitchen. “We don’t own much right now. We could move in this weekend and give up the other place. We could make it work.” 

“I like the way you think, wife.” Niko winked at her. “I’ll call the boys, and we’ll get moved on Saturday. The girls will come and clean the apartment for you.” 

“I can…” 

“No. Tia. You could, but you won’t. For once, you will let others do the work.” 

“Fine. Friday we have that interview downtown.” 

“That’ll work.” 

They left and drove the two vehicles home. 

Tia wandered around the tiny apartment. She hadn’t lived in any place for long since coming to the Milwaukee area. The bus was the most constant housing she had for the past several years. What would it be like to set down roots? To have neighbors? Mow a lawn? Park her car in a garage? Walk to the playground with their child to run and swing? She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Her insides churned with anxiety. Up to this point, she had been calm and collected as they made decisions about moving, but now faced with the reality, she was terrified. 

Niko walked into the room with the laundry. “Ready to go?” 

She nodded. 

“First thing we buy is a washer and drier for you. No more laundromat.” 

Tia smiled as she grabbed her coat and her purse, where the quarters were. At least she would be doing something familiar at the moment. How sad that visiting a laundromat was as normal as she could relate to. 

 * * *

The television interview went well. Niko and the band played for a national audience and talked about the accident. A weird vibe existed among the members as they packed up their equipment and instruments. Johnny sat and watched. He hadn’t been able to play but at least could sing and give his two cents. A studio date was tentatively set two months out, and they would start rehearsals next week at Johnny’s, but after that? Full rehearsals couldn’t take place until Johnny’s arm healed. Then what?

The next day, his brothers and brothers-in-law helped move their few items, and the rest of the old furniture and thrift store belongings were taken to the dump. The women cleaned, so Tia left to go to the grocery store and returned. The guys wouldn’t even let her bring in the bags from the attached garage.

Niko smiled, but he could tell Tia wasn’t liking having nothing to do. When it was all done, the crew descended at his parents’ house for dinner. Tia was quiet. Too quiet. It unnerved him. 

During the after-dinner chaos, he offered his goodbyes to his parents and snuck Tia out the door to walk the few doors down to their house. 

“Penny for your thoughts.” Niko let their hands swing between them as he held hers. 

“I don’t know. I’m off-kilter. Nothing seems normal anymore. I’m confused and uncomfortable and unsettled inside.” 

“One thing is the same.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Me. You have me.” 

Tia leaned into him. “Yeah. I’ve got you, and it makes a world of difference.” 

Niko held her close as they settled into such a large space. He decided one of the first things he wanted to buy his wife was a new and bigger bed. He rubbed her belly as it took up its own space. Soon. Before he knew it, the baby would be here.

 * * *

Sunday at Orchard Hill was sweet. Niko ran into many friends and introduced Tia to those who didn’t know her. Tia was quiet. He’d informed her he’d be joining a worship team to at least play guitar and maybe occasionally lead worship. He was excited about the possibilities of being local for a while. During the two-year hiatus as Johnny coped with cancer, Niko had done some solo stuff and had led worship often here at Orchard Hill. He had toured locally as a solo act and had enjoyed connecting with his church and friends. Being part of the congregation instead of a long-range extension.

He still had no clue what happened in Tia’s life during that time. He’d have to ask. He didn’t remember seeing her around here then.


CHAPTER TWENTY

A loving heart is the truest wisdom.

Charles Dickens

Niko took Tia home after church, and she fixed a simple meal of soup and sandwiches for them. They sat down at the tiny table together. He held her hand as he prayed over their meal, and they dug in.

“Tia?” 

“Hmmm?” 

“What happened to you when Johnny was diagnosed with cancer?” 

Tia set her spoon down and peeked up at him. “Why do you ask?” 

“It’s like a black hole in my understanding of your history.” 

Tia shook her head and chuckled. “Sweetheart, your understanding of my history looks more like a large piece of Swiss cheese. You could lose yourself in the gaps. I know I did.” 

“I’m asking. What happened? I was so wrapped up in Johnny, I never even gave a thought to how our stepping out of the spotlight impacted you.” 

“Understandable. You and Johnny are closer than most brothers are. His diagnosis shook you. I was around. You probably don’t remember. I made the doctor appointment. I drove you both to it. When the diagnosis came, you told me to get lost. Specific Gravity didn’t exist without Johnny, and if I couldn’t cure him, I wasn’t wanted.” 

“I never said that.” 

Tia raised her eyebrows. “Ask Johnny. He might have been drowning in the horror of it all, but he was aware. He told me he needed me, but you kicked me out. I think to you, I was the record label, the management who forced such a grueling schedule. None of that caused the cancer, but it sure did leave you with few reserves to cope with the news.”

“Johnny said you used to visit and send cards and gifts.” 

“When I could predict you wouldn’t be around, I came by. I did as much as I could. I prayed for you all.” 

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember any of it.” 

“It’s okay, Niko. I was nothing to you. I understood.” 

“You loved me even then?” 

Tia gave a half-smile and gazed out the window. “You were the reason I had asked to be assigned to your band. It didn’t look too good on my resume when you fired me. You called the company and railed against me and them, and, well, it wasn’t good.” 

“I’m sorry. I was a jerk.” 

“You were hurting.” 

“That didn’t give me an excuse to damage your career, though.” 

“Yeah. Well, they reassigned me to another struggling up-and-coming band, but they lacked your integrity. And my mom died, so I was out of work for some time while I went home to take care of her estate.” 

“Who was the band?” 

“Purple Mud.” 

Niko grimaced. “I’ve heard bad things about them. They left you alone?” 

“I learned how to disappear into the background and only emerge when necessary. They didn’t even see me most of the time. You didn’t either.” 

“When did you give up having an apartment?” 

“I gave it up after you fired me. I couldn’t afford it and didn’t really need the space. I sold everything except what I needed to dress and survive.” 

“Where’d you sleep?” 

“On the road, I slept in the van if they couldn’t afford a hotel room for me. Or on the floor of one of their rooms. When I came back here to work with Specific Gravity, we hit the road pretty quick. It didn’t pay for me to maintain a space, and given the deal I struck with Jazzy Records to be with you guys again, well, I couldn’t afford it.” 

“Jazzy didn’t remember we had fired you before?” 

“People change jobs, so the ones in charge back then were not around anymore. I had approached the company, and they gave me another chance, not realizing the history. You didn’t remember either. Ultimately, it was your choice who you hired on as a management company. You welcomed me back as an old friend who knew the band and the ropes.” 

Niko shook his head. “I can’t believe you let me get away with that.” 

“It was a job, Niko. I never expected you to love me in return. If I could serve you and the band and support you, maybe God would redeem my past. Perhaps somehow I might be worthy of the crown He promised. Yeah, I know. We don’t gain our salvation through works, but I had been raised to think that, and part of me thought I still had to earn God’s approval somehow. Plus, you guys always treated me with respect.” 

“Except for when I fired you.” 

“Yeah, well, there is that. Johnny was ticked. He was angry with me for leaving too, but there was no band to manage. Specific Gravity didn’t need me. If you hadn’t fired me, I would have still been out of work. Perhaps a more natural moving on to something else, instead of fighting a bad reputation, but it is what it is.” 

“No wonder Johnny was on my case and asking about it. I don’t deserve you.” 

Tia stared at him. “None of us deserves anything. That’s why it’s called grace, right?” 

“I wish…” 

She placed a finger over his lips. “It’s done. Over. I forgave you long ago. You’ve more than proven your love and devotion to me.” She finished her soup and shoved her dishes to the side. 

“You need to eat more.” 

“I’m not hungry.” 

“What do you want to do?” 

“Take a nap?”

Niko grinned. “You go. I’ll clean this up and join you.” 

Tia rose and kissed his dark curls. Her hand moved slowly across his back from shoulder to shoulder until she let it drop, and she walked out of the room. 

He put the food away and quickly washed the dishes. He looked at the mismatched patterns and chipped edges. His wife deserved better than this, didn’t she? 

Niko rested with Tia until she drifted off. He rose, left a note, and headed over to Johnny’s. 

Johnny let him in. “Hey, coz. Long time no see. What’s up?” 

“Anyone else here?” 

“Who, my harem? Nope. I’m alone.” 

“Sorry.” Niko sat on the sofa.

“Don’t apologize. I’ve not made myself appealing to the ladies since Donna.” 

“I talked to Tia.” 

“About?” 

“What happened when you got your cancer diagnosis.” 

“Oh.” Johnny plopped into an overstuffed chair. “That must have been an eye-opener.” 

“She didn’t let me come out smelling too good.” 

“You were a skunk. If I hadn’t been so sick, I’d have pummeled you.” 

“Maybe I would have opened my eyes sooner to what was before me.” 

“No. You were too wrapped up in the next gig, the next song. You didn’t stop, though. You kept writing and performing. That time alone matured you.” 

“Sometimes I doubt I’ve grown all that much.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“I went and volunteered for stuff at church, and I didn’t even think to ask her about it. I never even asked her if there was anything she might want to do. I’m still too selfish. Johnny, I’m a husband, and I’m going to be a father, and I’ve been screwing things up for so long I wonder if I could ever change.” 

“You’ve changed a lot since those early days. Tia’s not a saint. I wanted her to stand up to you back then, and she refused. I was surprised when she stood up to that pastor like she did. And she confronted that guy with the gun too. I’m not saying she should have let him shoot you, but still, she didn’t concede defeat. She’s grown, but when we railed at her on the bus about the cancelled gig, she took it. She didn’t fight back or defend herself or tell us to go to a really hot place. Roger was the one who figuratively slapped my face.” 

“I’m glad you apologized.” 

“I had to. I was a jerk. Listen. I’m not the one to go to for marriage advice. Considering how well mine worked out. Obviously, I know nothing.” 

“Nah. You see things I don’t. You’ve been helpful, buddy.” 

“Return to your wife. Make a new life. Don’t forget your cousin.” 

Niko gave Johnny a hug. “Thanks. I’ll see you at rehearsal.”

Johnny waved his casted arm like a chicken. “Don’t worry, I’m managing to keep my callouses. When this comes off, I’ll be ready to rock and roll.” 

“I never doubted it.” 

 * * *

Stephanie came over on Monday with Levi. He toddled around the wide-open spaces. “Wow. You’ve a lot of space to fill here.” 

“Yeah. I’ve never had a place to make my own. I’m clueless as to what I even like.” 

“Do you have any ideas?” 

“I have stuff in storage I want to show you. Perhaps we can use some of it. If not, I’ll sell it.” 

“Where did it come from?” 

“My grandmother left me her belongings and a small inheritance.” 

“Wow. What did Niko say?” 

“I keep forgetting to mention it to him.” 

“Tia. That’s not good.”

“Come with me to see it. It’s been so long I can’t even remember what’s there.” 

“Okay. Let’s go. We’ll take my van since Levi’s car seat is in there. I have a small stroller too, so we can keep him confined when we get there.” 

Tia fidgeted with her purse strap all the way to the storage unit. They pulled up, the key opened the door, they walked in, and she flipped on the lights. “The stuff is kind of old, but might have value. I’m not sure…” 

“Tia,” gasped Stephanie. “You know I used to work selling furniture, right?” 

“Yeah. That’s why I thought maybe you could tell me what I should do with this.” 

“You have an entire household here. Girl, this stuff is beautiful. Much of it is antique, and it’s in fabulous condition. All of it would work great in your house.” 

“I need to paint first.” 

“You have to tell Niko.”

“Okay. How about now?” 

“Where is he?” 

“At the gym, but he should be done.” Tia texted Niko and asked him to come to the address. Stephanie wheeled Levi around as she oohed and awed at things. 

“Tia, this rug is beautiful. It would be great in your family room with the gas fireplace. Use a color or two from here for your walls.” She paused at another piece of furniture. “This headboard is for a king-size bed. You have a frame and baseboard here too. That would work in the master bedroom. You’d need a mattress and box spring.” 

A knock at the door preceded Niko’s entrance. “Hey, Tia. Stephanie. Hi, Levi.” Niko bent down to tickle the little boy. “Why are we here?” 

“Your wife has something to tell you,” Stephanie said. “I’m leaving. Niko can take you home.” She walked out the door. 

“Wow, this place is cool. Who owns it?” 

“We do.” 

Niko spun around. “What?” 

“I forgot about this space. My grandmother died a few years ago and left me a small inheritance and all of this. It’s mine. I mean—ours. Stephanie said most of it is antique and in great condition and we should move it into our house.” 

Niko walked along the aisle, lightly touching the dusty pieces. He got to the headboard. “King?” 

“That’s what Stephanie said.” Niko walked further. “I’m sorry, Niko. I haven’t been here in so long I had forgotten about it.” 

“How much?” 

“How much what?” 

“How much of an inheritance?” 

“I’m not sure. At the time I received it, there was around 90 grand, but it’s invested and I let it roll over year after year. I have to pay capital gains. It grows, but I try not to pay attention to it. The rent for this place comes out of there as does the insurance.” 

“It’s continued to grow even with all the downturns in the stock market?” 

“Generally speaking, year after year? Yes.” 

“Amazing.” 

“What?” 

“You lived like a homeless person when you had money at your disposal? You could have lived off that money or even sold all this and made even more. Why didn’t you?” 

“I don’t know.” She shrugged.

“Come on, Tia.” 

“I guess I wanted to prove to myself I could make it on my own. I didn’t need anyone’s help, and I didn’t have to steal like my dad. The money was grandma’s. It wasn’t mine. This stuff was hers.” 

“Was being the key word. It is yours now. Ours, since I married you. What other riches are you hiding from me? Did I marry a reclusive millionaire?” 

Tia winced. “I’m sorry. Will you forgive me?” 

Niko touched a chair and sat down in it. “You don’t trust men. None of them proved to be worthy. Including me. We’ve all hurt you in some way. Your father. Your boss at the management company. Me. The jerk who assaulted you. The pastor in Las Vegas. The list goes on and on, doesn’t it?” 

Tia gasped.

“You didn’t hide this from me on purpose. You are used to keeping secrets to protect yourself.” He rose and walked over to her. “Sweetheart. I love you. I forgive you. I hope in time you will find me trustworthy enough to share all your secrets.” 

Tia wrapped her arms around him and sobbed. “There’s more.” 

“More?” Niko put her at arm’s length. “As in money or secrets?” 

“Secrets.” 

“It’s time we get those out in the open, huh? I love you, Tia. Nothing is going to change that.”

Tia nodded and shivered. “Now?” 

“It’s a little chilly here. How about at home? But first—can we take this chair? It’s really comfortable.” 

“That’s fine.” She picked up a small box to take with her.

Niko put the rear seats down, lifted the chair, and shoved it into the back of their new sport utility vehicle. He helped Tia in and went around to the driver’s side after making sure the storage area was secure. 

Once they were home, he carried the chair into the family room. He brought another chair from the kitchen and turned on the gas fireplace. “Come and sit, Tia. Let’s talk.” 

Tia dropped her purse by the garage door, hung up her coat, and joined her husband, bringing the box with her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

He who revealeth a secret makes himself a slave.

Greek proverb

Tia knelt on the floor. 

“Sit, Niko. Enjoy the chair.” 

He did as he was bid. What had her so scared to share her secrets with him? 

She pulled out a scrapbook. The box closed, and she used it as a table. Tia turned to him. “This tells it all, and the rest I’ll fill in.” 

He nodded and waited. 

“First. I’m the oldest of five children. My siblings didn’t appreciate how I tried to protect them when my father lived at home. When he went to prison, I got a job. That meant mom was home with the kids when she wasn’t working herself. I told you she drank. When my mom died, they made it clear they wanted nothing to do with me—or my faith. I’ve not heard from them in almost four years now.” 

She flipped open the first page. A family portrait. “This is my dad, mom. Me at sixteen. Ben was fourteen, Ted was twelve, Ada and Abby were ten.” She flipped a page. It was a newspaper article. 

“This is about my dad. He embezzled money from musicians. Niko. He was a manager who worked for a big-name firm, and he stole funds designated to pay for singers and performers like you, Johnny, and the rest.” 

She lifted up the paper and handed it to him. “Read it.” 

Niko started to scan through the article but stopped when he came to this line. “The Washington Times finds it interesting that it was Mr. Bartel’s eldest daughter, Tia, who uncovered theft and turned her father into authorities.” 

“Now you understand why my family hates me and I dread seeing my father.” 

“He said he’s a Christian now.” 

“True, but he used to say a lot of things. He was a charming man in public and a cruel man behind the scenes.” 

“You still need to forgive him.” 

“I do. But forgiveness doesn’t mean I have to be reconciled to him or have a relationship. I don’t know if I could do that.” 

“Is there more?” He handed the newspaper article back to her. She nodded. 

She flipped through and shared with him the details of the court case. “He does have money coming out of prison. He hid other funds. They hired a forensic finance specialist to track it down, but I suspect there was more they didn’t find.” 

“Tia, why did you think I would hold this kind of stuff against you? He was a schmuck. He’s reformed, but all of that affirms your integrity and ability to handle resources well.” 

“We’ve never sat down to look at the books, and I’ve been afraid to show you. Like maybe there’s some secret part of me doing the same thing he did and not even aware of it.” 

“You submit your books to an outside accounting firm, right?” 

“Yes. That’s one way I’ve tried to keep myself from any suspicion of wrong if someone were to tie me to my father and his crimes. There are parts of this industry who wouldn’t work with me because of what he did. I loved music and wanted to be better than him in how I worked with people. And I am. I don’t cheat clients.” 

“You cheat yourself.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“You’d cheat yourself before you would ever let a client suffer loss.” 

Tia nodded. 

“When I fired you, what happened with our accounts?” 

“I made sure you all got everything coming to you, and you received residual income during the entire time.” 

“And what about you?” 

“I wasn’t working.” 

“You were paid on commission as well. Weren’t you supposed to get a cut of the royalties?” 

Tia shrugged. “I signed them over to divide amongst the band.” 

“So you struggled, and we lived well.” 

“You worked hard.” 

“So did you.” 

Tia sighed. “It’s over. It’s in the past.” 

“I want to review the books with Roberto present.” 

“Why?” 

“Because if we find any irregularity, he can determine how best to rectify it.” 

“What does it matter now? We’re married.”

“Ah, ha. So there is something to hide.” Niko pulled out his phone and called Robbie at his office. “Yeah. Hey, Robbie. Do you have an hour or so? We have something we need to talk to you about.” He kept his eye on his wife, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. She was hiding something else. “Four this afternoon? Really? Great, we’ll be there. On the clock. Yes. Okay, later.” 

Niko glanced at his watch. “You have an hour to gather your papers together.” His comment came out more as a growl than a reasonable request. Why was he so angry all of a sudden? Wasn’t it his own fault that all these years he’d never even asked about her? Why would he expect her to fill in all the blanks now? He took a deep breath. This really wasn’t her fault. His anger really was more at himself. And he was tired of waiting. He needed to know as much as he possibly could. 

Tia nodded and stood to go get her stuff. Niko looked through the rest of the scrapbook, funeral arrangements, the will, the deposit slip for the inheritance money, and her birth certificate. He looked at it closely. “Tia? Why didn’t you tell me that Bill Bartel wasn’t your real father?” 

Tia came back to the room slack-jawed. “Not even my brothers and sisters know the truth. As a kid, it was something my mother told me was a secret. Do you know who the man on that certificate is?” she asked.

Niko nodded. “The President and CEO of Jazzy Records. One of the chief complainants against Mr. Bartel.” 

“Yeah. It’s complicated.” 

“Does your biological father even know about you?” 

Tia shook her head. “No.” 

“Have you ever met him?” 

“Once at a corporate event. He was polite but didn’t really see me. I’m nobody to him. That was when I first learned I could be invisible. My dad’s gift to me.” 

Niko shook his head and put the papers back in the box. He stood and grabbed his keys and coat and held out Tia’s for her. “Let’s go. Hidden money. This inheritance? There’s too much I don’t understand. Is there anything else you’re hiding from me? ” 

“Not intentionally. I’m not sure what it is you need to know.”

“Robbie will help.” 

“I hope so. I really do, Niko. I’m afraid my father is coming back to find the money he hid, as if I have it. But I don’t. I swear I have no clue where it went.” 

“The grandmother who died. Was she maternal or paternal?” 

“Paternal.” She gasped. “Oh—she wasn’t even related to me.” 

Niko pulled out of the driveway and wondered if maybe Tia’s fears were real after all. Would he learn something that could destroy their marriage? 

 * * *

They walked into Robbie’s office, and since most of the bookkeeping was on the computer, Robbie hooked it up to a bigger monitor so they could all view the same thing clearly. 

“Okay, Tia. This isn’t an inquisition. Explain what these numbers mean.”

“Sure. Here are the royalties that came in for the record sales. The next lines are the distribution of the funds by percentage to each of the band members. The money was direct deposited into their accounts.” 

Robbie pointed to another line. “Is this your cut?” 

“Yes.” 

“It comes in, and it goes out. Where does it go?” 

Tia flushed. 

“Tia? Where did it go? You’ve not done anything wrong here at all. You have the right to spend your money any way you like. But for the sake of honesty, where did it go? Your own private checking or saving account?” 

“It went to the fundraising account.” 

Roberto frowned. “Fundraising for what?” 

Niko shook his head. “For the new studio album?” He couldn’t believe it. Really? Did she have so little faith in them?

Tia nodded. 

“What? You didn’t think we could reach the amount without your help?” 

“That wasn’t it at all. It was actually a separate account. I didn’t impact your numbers, but your calculations for the cost of the studio were too low, and I tried to tell you guys. You wouldn’t listen, so I decided to make up the difference I figured you would need. The rest you earned on your own merits.” 

“We exceeded our limits.” 

“That was a wonderful surprise.” 

They went through line by line all the accounting for the past two years, from before she took over for Jazzy Records, and her deal with them. 

“Tia, they robbed you,” Robbie said. 

“I let them. I felt so bad over what my father had done. I’m surprised Jazzy even accepted my bid to manage the band, but the people working there never connected me to my dad. And Niko and the guys had no clue.” 

“Can we see your other accounts?” 

“Sure.” Tia opened up her various accounts online, from her checking account and debit card to her savings and the mutual fund investments. 

“Is that it?” 

“No. There’s my IRAs too. Hold on.” She typed in her account numbers and password, and her retirement funds showed up. 

“Nothing unusual here either.” Robbie looked at Niko. “Is everything good?” 

“I guess. I just don’t want any more surprises.” 

“Wait. Tia. Before your marriage. Who was the beneficiary on these accounts, and have you changed them since your wedding?” Roberto asked. 

Tia closed down the paperwork. She was obviously stalling. “You know. You had my will in your files.” 

“Tia?” Niko asked.

“Years ago, my father conned a young man out of the rights to his original music. If the rights had remained with that singer and musician, he probably would’ve made it big in the industry sooner. Granted, that’s my opinion, but still.” 

“Who would that have been?” Robbie asked.

“Nikolos Acton. It was a deal through a sweet-talking middleman.” 

“I was young and stupid, Tia. I was so full of myself I deserved to be taken in.”

Her eyes flashed fire as she jumped to her feet. “No. You didn’t. I’ve seen those compositions, and they’re beautiful. The words are poetry, and the arrangements are brilliant. But dad owns the rights to them, and you can never record them unless he gets all the royalties. He talked you into doing a recording and billed it under another artist’s work and made a killing. You were an unknown, but he made money off you.” 

“Tia, his wrongdoing wasn’t yours to right. Did you marry me too to make up for all he took from me? Are you a payment on his debt? Is our child interest I’m earning on this investment as a compensation for my earlier arrogance and naiveté?” He bit back a growl.

Tia shook her head and stared at her hands. “I fell in love with your music. I met you and fell in love with you. I didn’t uncover that fraud until he was already in prison.” Her voice was a whisper.

Niko sat back and sighed. Her fierce devotion to him was humbling. Tia’s breathing had calmed even as she paced on the other side of the table. “You said you still think your father has money hidden?” 

“Before he went to prison, he told me he would find me to get his money. I had no idea why he’d say that. I had nothing. He left us destitute. It scared me. And now he’s getting out and wants to come see me.” 

Niko looked at Robbie. “What do you think?” 

“I don’t know. I’ll look up the court case and see what I can find out. One thing I have learned, though, about women is this—if she has a premonition of something, pay attention. It’s probably real.”

“Thanks for your time. Let me know what we owe you, and keep track of the time you spend researching. Matter of fact. Let me sign a contract for you.” Niko signed and so did Tia, and they left.

“Wanna stop and get another chair?” Niko asked.

“If you think we can fit it in.” 

They drove to the storage area and gathered a few items, including the rug Stephanie indicated. Niko dragged them all into the house.

Tia stood in the middle of the family room. A little girl lost. He went to her and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry I doubted you. I just didn’t understand.” 

“You never had a need to before. We got married, but we’d never really talked about any of this. I can see how that would be suspicious to you. I never intended to deceive you. I’m not used to having anyone who was there for me. Someone who would accept the truth of my history and love me anyway.” 

“I do love and accept you. Why have you never let your biological father know about you? Doesn’t it make you curious to get acquainted with him?” 

“I’m not sure. If we go to the Fan or Dove awards, we’ll possibly run into him, since your nominated album was released by them. I don’t want him to see me as an opportunist. Especially after all my stepfather did to him. Funny that your self-recorded single was also nominated.” 

“I think I can understand. Would you mind if I tried to contact him?” 

Tia stared at him and didn’t speak for the longest time. “You are the head of this home. You can do whatever you think is best. I’m tired. I’m going to sleep.” 

“Wait. Tia. Tomorrow can we shop for a king size bed and all the trappings? Pick paint colors?” 

“Sure. I’d like that.” 

She wandered off to the bedroom, and the faucet squeaked when she went to brush her teeth.

Hmm. I think I’m going to need help learning to take care of all these little things. But Lord, help me do what’s best for Tia. 

 * * *

The next morning, Tia awoke alone in bed. Niko’s guitar case was open, so she suspected he had sung to her again last night. She didn’t deserve his faithful devotion during her night terrors. She rose to find him in the kitchen frying up eggs. He glanced over at her with those dark eyes and a grin. 

“Hungry?” 

“Yeah.” She walked up behind him. He wore only a t-shirt and his pajama bottoms. Why she thought that was sexy she didn’t know, but she loved the look. She wrapped her arms around his waist and leaned her head into his strong back. “I love you, Niko.” 

He turned around in her arms with one hand still holding the spatula. He leaned down for a kiss. “I love you too, Tia. Grab some coffee and sit. Breakfast is ready.” 

Tia did as he requested and soon was eating her eggs and toast. “I think I’m going to have to seriously learn to cook now that we have a real kitchen.” 

“Mom can help teach you. I know a few things.” 

“Like what?”

“Macaroni and cheese from a blue box, frozen dinners. I can do a potato in the microwave and heat up a frozen pizza.” 

“We’re doomed, as are our children.” 

Niko laughed. “Seriously. Mom will help us learn. Regular American dishes, basic Italian and Mexican, and of course, Greek food too.” 

“No Chinese food?” 

“Nah, we’ll order out for that.” 

“Okay.” 

“Today we buy a bed and bedding and pick out paint colors.” 

“Well, whatever we buy for the bedroom probably needs to be in the blue palette.” 

“Why?” Niko asked. 

“Because it’s your favorite color.” 

“I don’t even know your favorite color.” 

Tia paused in her chewing. “I’m not sure, really. I like many colors. The one that makes me happiest is yellow.” 

“We could paint your office that color.” Niko suggested.

“I’d like that.” 

“What about the baby’s room?” 

“We don’t even know what we’re having.” Tia took a sip of water. “Let’s leave that for another day.” 

“Sounds good. Done eating?” Niko asked. 

“Yup. My turn at the dishes while you hit the shower.” 

Tia scrubbed up the few dishes and realized they had a dishwasher. Well, for the few they had, it wasn’t worth running, but still. It was nice to know it was available. She went to get dressed and sat waiting when Niko came out. 

“Washer and dryer today too.” 

“Aye, aye, sir!” She saluted him, and he laughed. 

“Come on, matey.” 

First stop was to order the laundry appliances. They would be delivered on Thursday. They ordered a mattress. It seemed to take forever to find one they both liked. The bed would be delivered Wednesday. After that, they headed to Mayfair mall to shop for bedding. The mattress pad was easy, but finding the perfect comforter was a challenge. They finally found one with a nice quilted pattern of blues and yellows. They found matching blue sheets, and Niko insisted they purchase new pillows as well. They ordered blinds and some valances to be delivered and installed next week. 

Paint was hard to select too, but having the comforter helped. They chose two colors of blue for the bedroom and a soft yellow for the office. Niko insisted they hire a small moving truck to get the rest of the storage to the house the next day, with the help of his dad and brothers. 

Niko suggested taking the mattress and box spring and moving it to the family room to make room for the new bedroom set. They would sleep in front of the gas fireplace for the night. 

They came home and went to work on painting the bedroom together. Niko took the high and low areas and Tia the middle. When they finished, it was evening and they decided to order out Chinese. Windows were open to air out the bedroom, and it became chilly in there. 

Tia dropped down on the mattress. “Heaven help me if I need to get up during the night. You might need to push me from behind.” 

Niko laughed. “It’s like camping indoors.” 

“Should we bring over the extra chairs and drape blankets over us to make a fort?” 

“Nah, I can imagine it.” He drew her close to him. “I had a fun day with you, Tia.” 

“Me too. I’m exhausted.” 

“It’s going to look more and more like home as we get the furniture in here and decorate.” 

“I know nothing about decorating.” 

“Take your time. No rush. Make it yours.” 

“I love you, Niko. Thanks for giving me space to explore this new world with you.” 

“I’m glad I get to share it with you too.” 

“So…ever do it camping?” 

“Since I’ve only ever ‘done it’ with you, dear—no.” 

“There’s a first time for everything, isn’t there? Pillow fight!” She smacked him in the head, nearly toppling him over when he reached for her. 

Niko chuckled and joined in as he discovered there apparently was more than one ‘it.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Character is a habit long continued.

Greek proverb

Everything from the storage unit had been moved in. All the deliveries made. Tia was able to do laundry at home, and then she and Niko went to two local department stores to select baby stuff, since Stephanie was determined to throw her a shower in the near future. 

Niko helped her paint the baby’s room a teal color, which they accented with cream and brown. It was soft, inviting, and gender-neutral. 

Tia had a new desk in her sunroom, and her first real office was finally set up. A real space for her to work and plan for Specific Gravity’s future and write her novels. She had finished posting and updating on the Twitter and Facebook pages for the band when the doorbell rang. She heard Niko’s guitar stop. He yelled out, “I’ll get it.” 

Tia rose to go see who’d be visiting unannounced. Probably one of the guys or her in-laws. Either way, they’d be welcome. She enjoyed having spontaneous guests, as she had never had much opportunity to live alone or even with just Niko. And soon they would add a baby? Life had definitely not slowed down when they came off the road. 

She walked to the front door and froze. 

“Hi, sweetheart.” The tall, thin man had manicured nails, polished shoes—suit coat and dress shirt were probably custom made. His eyes were cold.

Tia shook her head. “I didn’t ask you to come.” 

“You didn’t tell me not to either. Aren’t you happy to see your father?”

Niko stepped between them. “Why don’t we sit down and talk?” He guided her to the family room and settled her in the antique chair that was his personal favorite. He sat down on the sofa, and her father did as well. 

Tia’s fingers grew cold. She shivered. Ice ran through her veins under her father’s scrutiny. He was searching for a loophole. An angle to work. She didn’t trust him. Lord, how am I to forgive a man I can’t even trust? Show me. Guide me. Give me discernment. 

“So, Nikolas Acton. I’ve listened to your latest recording and saw some videos of your shows. You are quite the performer. I can see why my Tia hooked up with you.” 

“Thank you, but Tia and I didn’t ‘hook up.’ We were friends for a long time and before we fell in love and married.” 

“Well, of course. You would want that to be the story people tell. Anything else might undermine your integrity in the Christian music industry, right?” 

Tia watched Niko bristle. “You’re not really in a position to preach about integrity. There is no story. It’s truth. I’d never dishonor Tia or our Lord in that way.” 

Ben Bartel shrugged. “So you say.” He turned his focus to Tia. “You look much like your mother, may God rest her soul.” His hand went through the motions of the sign of the cross. “I came to collect something that was mine, remember?” 

“I have nothing of yours. Not even your DNA,” Tia retorted. 

“Sure you do. How could you forget? You owe me this, at least.” 

Tia shook her head. “Prison left you time for fantasies, but the fact is when you abandoned Mother and the rest of us, we had nothing. We lost the house, the car, and mom got ill. Life was hard. Trust me, if we had money, we would have used it to help us survive. You had taken everything.” 

He rubbed the wooden arm of the chair he sat in. “These were my mother’s, weren’t they?” 

“She left them to me when she died.” 

“Did she now? Why not me?” 

“Maybe because you weren’t free to manage property and clean up seventy years of life in a house?” 

“What about your brothers and sisters?” 

“They didn’t want anything to do with her or mom once they left home. I’ve had no contact with them since we cleared out mom’s apartment.” 

“Hmm. Well. I’m starting a new life, and since my experience was managing in the music business, I was wondering if you would take your old man in and give me a reboot into the field.” 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t need a partner or assistant, and after your fraud, I doubt you’ll be welcome in the industry.” 

“Fraud schmaud. I’ve paid my dues and served my time. I have the savvy and need a job. Can you put me up until I get on my feet?” 

“I’m sorry.” Niko stood. “We are going through a major life transition with the baby coming—we are not open for houseguests. I suggest it’s time for you to leave.” 

Tia closed her eyes and took a deep breath to slow her racing heart. Her father glared at her. “You’re going to deny me assistance?” 

Tia rose. “Thank you for stopping by, but I think you need to go.” 

He stood and ran his hand slowly across the back of the chair. “Fond memories of this furniture. Not sure why mother favored you with such stuff. She must have been senile at the end.” 

Tia shrugged. “It really didn’t matter, since the will was written years before. However, I don’t think she ever recovered from her son being in prison.” 

“Yeah, well. My only mistake was getting caught, wasn’t it?” He laughed, but Tia and Niko didn’t join in. “I’ll depart. But I’ll return. You owe me, Tia.” 

“I owe you nothing, Mr. Bartel. Forgiveness for your abuse I can give because ultimately God is the dispenser of justice and sees it all. But it doesn’t mean I can trust you.” 

Niko held the door open, and Ben Bartel stormed through. Niko closed and locked it. 

Tia fell into Niko’s arms. He held her, lightly rubbing her back as her body shook. 

When she could breathe normally again, she went to sit down in the family room. Niko joined her. 

“So that was your dad?” 

“Yeah.” 

“‘Smooth Criminal’ comes to mind.” 

Tia nodded. “Too smooth. Almost threatening.” 

Niko nodded. “Do you think he’ll cause trouble?” 

“I wouldn’t put it past him.” 

“Why does he believe you have something of his?” 

“I don’t know.” 

They sat in silence. Niko stared at the chair. “I wonder.” 

“What?” 

“You thought he hid the money, right?” 

“Yeah. We couldn’t figure out where.”

“You were thinking foreign bank accounts or something along those lines?” 

Tia nodded. 

“What if…” He came to her chair, had her stand up, and led her to the loveseat. “Sit.” 

Tia watched him walk over to his favorite chair and tip it over. He pulled out his keys and used them to pull loose the tacks that hid the inner support and stuffing of the chair. He reached up past the wood. When his hand came back out, it held a wrapped stack of cash. The top one was a $100 bill. 

“Tia?” Niko handed it to her. “There’s more. Before we go digging, who do we call?” 

“Roberto first and I suspect the police and the FBI since this was a federal crime.” Tia took the money and leafed through it, shaking her head. “He was right. All along, I had the money and I didn’t even know it. No wonder he was interested in the furniture.” 

“We need to keep this quiet, though. We don’t want him knowing we found it.” 

“Agreed.” Tia pulled out her phone, called Robbie to come, and called the police non-emergency number, specifically asking for an undercover detective.

Soon the family room and kitchen were overflowing with law enforcement as they went through all the furniture and chairs to discover where other things might have been hidden. Tia was grateful they hadn’t started putting stuff into any of the drawers. Hidden bottoms and backs revealed more money. 

Niko put his arm around her. “I’m glad you didn’t sell anything. Can you imagine the windfall someone would have had if they had decided to recover a chair?” 

“Looks like we’ll have a little upholstery work to be done here now too. That old chair isn’t nearly as comfortable without all the stuffing in it.” 

“We’ll handle it.” Niko kissed her hair. 

Tia served coffee in new mugs she had picked up a week ago and used their new coffee machine. She shook her head. A month ago and none of this was a reality to her. And now she was serving coffee and cookies to police and FBI agents. 

Two men came over to her. One Special Agent and the other a local detective. The agent was the first to talk. 

“Mrs. Acton, is this all the furniture?” 

Tia nodded. “It’s all I was given. There wasn’t much left in my grandmother’s home.” 

The policeman had his notebook out. “Do you know the whereabouts of Ben Bartel?” 

“No. He was here this morning, made veiled threats, and asked for his money. I had no clue it was in the furniture.” 

The agent looked at the detective. “I bet he’ll be back for it, and when he is, we need to catch him.” The detective nodded. The money was removed and the furniture put to rights. The police had their plan, and Robbie gave her a hug as he left with all the information to keep Niko and Tia safe from any unjust accusations that could come their way if her father tried to play a dirty game.

Niko locked the door and turned to help Tia clean up the kitchen. “Takeout tonight?” 

“Pizza sounds great.” 

“You ready for all this?” 

“Who could be? This isn’t what they train you for in high school.” 

“The money belongs to Jazzy Records, right?” 

“I believe so. Now my real father will get all he lost back.” Tia hugged herself.

“He doesn’t know that he lost you, though, does he?” 

“Does it matter?” 

Niko nodded. “I think it does.” 

“But what if he doesn’t want to know me? He has a wife and kids now.” 

“He wasn’t married when he and your mom…?” 

Tia shook her head. “No. But she had broken up with him before she knew she was expecting. My dad swooped in and charmed her, and they married quickly. Still. I was born six months after the wedding. A little too soon to be respectable, but none of them were Christians.” 

“True. Jazzy had only started a line of Christian albums, but the President didn’t personally oversee it.” 

“Right. He doesn’t have much to do with the smaller money makers.” 

“He might find it difficult to avoid knowing you now.” 

“Why?” 

“You’re the one responsible for putting your father away, but you also searched and found the missing money. For them to get that kind of wealth back will be a huge thing. They can’t overlook the woman who made it possible.” 

“Well, it really was you who discovered it. I never thought to search inside a chair.” 

“I wonder if his mother knew.” 

“My guess is if she did, she willed it to me because she believed I would do the right thing. She was as rigid and religious as they come. He might have threatened her, though. I wouldn’t put it past him. He was a dirty dish.” 

Niko laughed. “I could think of many other things to call him, but dirty dish? You are too funny, Tia.” 

“Oh!” Tia’s stomach started to move, so she placed Niko’s hands on it. “Nikolette doesn’t have as much room to move anymore, but that doesn’t seem to stop him.” 

“Or her. Have you given any more thoughts to names?” 

“Lots of ideas, but nothing sticks.” Tia frowned as a little foot kicked hard.

“Me neither. Does it hurt when she does that?” He hugged her close. 

“Sometimes, especially when a foot hits my ribs.”

“Are you excited about the shower in a few days?” 

“Not sure what to expect between Stephanie and your sisters and mom. Still, it should be fun.” 

“Do you want me to join you?” 

“You and the guys need to rehearse. I’m glad you’ve agreed to do the Fan Awards, at least. Especially since the doctor said first time babies tend to come late.” 

“Good for our band schedule but not so comfortable for you.” 

“The longer Nicolette stays in the healthier for her. I’ll survive.” 

“Wanna take a nap?” Niko tugged at her hand, pulling her to the bedroom. “It’s about the only piece of furniture that hasn’t been torn apart around here.” 

Tia grinned at her husband. “I’m thinking you aren’t too eager to have it all fixed either.” 

“Not with our new bed being available.” 

Tia allowed herself to be taken to the bedroom and eventually did get her nap. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The ideal man bears the accidents of life with dignity and grace, 

making the best of circumstances.

Aristotle

Niko dropped Tia off at his parents’ house for the baby shower with a promise to return in a few hours to help haul gifts home. He drove to Johnny’s for practice. 

Johnny opened the door and gave a pretend flexed bicep with his left arm, now cast-less. 

“Hey, coz, can you play?” 

“Came off yesterday, and I’ve been trying. Not much time to build up my muscles before Nashville.” 

“Let’s get to this. The rest of the guys here?” 

“Yeah.” They headed downstairs. “How’s Tia?” 

“Big as a house, but don’t tell her I said that. She’s beautiful, and the baby is active, and she’s at the shower right now.” 

“A chick party. Wonder what they do at those?” Wayne asked.

“Play with diapers and drink fruit punch from baby bottles?” Sam suggested.

“Wow, and you chose us over that? I’m impressed, Niko.” Johnny dodged Niko’s gently aimed fist. “Hey, be careful with the goods here. I just got out of a cast and don’t need another one.” 

The guys prayed together, started rehearsing for the fan awards, and followed that up with practicing songs for their new album. They’d just finished when the phone rang. Niko answered it. “Tia?” 

The men grew quiet.

“You okay?” 

Sniffling was heard. “Contemporary Christian Music Magazine online aired a report this afternoon. Breaking news is that…that. Oh.”

Niko heard another voice. “Niko, your snake of a father-in-law leaked a story to the magazine that Fan and Country Music Awards nominee Nikolos Acton had a several year affair with his manager, Tia Bartel, and only married her when she became pregnant as a result of their liaison.” 

Niko swallowed hard. “I need to call Robbie. That’s slander.” 

Stephanie continued, “They speculate whether the band will be withdrawn from the nominations due to your hypocrisy.”

“How’s Tia?” 

“A basket case. We got through eating and opening gifts. I think you need to come and get her, and I’ll call Robbie for you and fill him in.” 

“Thanks, Steph. You’re a great friend.” Niko hung up and turned to the guys. “Keep a loose grip on those travel plans. Contemporary Christian Music Magazine ran a story stating Tia and I were carrying on for years and I only married her because she was pregnant.”

“The awards could pull us,” Johnny stated. 

Niko nodded. “It’s slander, but they don’t run another issue till after the awards.” He packed up his guitar. “I gotta go get Tia. She’s pretty upset.”

“So am I. Why you? Any one of us…” Sam set his bass down on its stand. “Petty minds have nothing better to do but paint us with the same brush as secular artists.” 

“Unfortunately, we’re all human, and the failures of singers and pastors have haunted the church in this media age. Please pray for Tia?” 

“Got it. Go take care of her, and tell her God knows the truth as do we,” Wayne reassured.

Niko ran up the stairs and out to the car. He hurried to his parents’ home. 

He rushed inside, and Tia melted into his arms. 

“I’m so sorry. So sorry,” she sobbed.

“Hey, this isn’t your fault. You’ve done nothing wrong. Neither of us have. All those years you have been pure and made sure the rest of us stayed that way too.” He wiped a tear away with his thumb. “Come on. Let’s get you home, and I’ll collect your treasures tomorrow.” 

“Okay. Thank you, Stephanie. Mom…” 

“Go rest. Those who know the truth are more important than those that believe the lies. And God knows.” Mom Acton shoved them out the door. “Take care of her, Niko, or you’ll answer to me.” 

“Aye, aye, Mom.” He gave her a mock salute, and with his arm around his wife, escorted her down the sidewalk. 

When he got to the door to their home, he found it wasn’t locked. “Tia. Stay here.” He opened the door and peered inside. Furniture fabric was sliced apart and tipped over. Niko stepped back out. “I’m taking you back to Mom’s.” 

“Why?” 

They started walking. “Someone broke into our house, and I’m not sure if they are still there. Can we guess that your father made a visit while we were gone? Let’s hope the Feds got him.” Who knew their guest room would first be used for that? He called the detective as he escorted Tia back into his mother’s arms. “I need to go figure out what’s going on. Keep Tia here till I come for her.” 

Mrs. Acton tsked over Tia and walked her toward a bedroom, as the women were still there talking and helping clean up from the shower. Stephanie came to see him. “I called Roberto. He’s on his way over.” 

“Thanks.”

Niko met an unmarked car as it pulled up in front of his parents’ home. Several others appeared nearby, and the cops snuck into the house. He waited outside and was happy to see the police bring out two men, one being Tia’s father. An officer read him his rights. Mr. Bartel saw Niko and started screaming. “Where is it? Where’s my dough?” 

Niko played dumb. “What dough?” 

“The money I hid in the chairs.” Niko held his phone in front of him, recording the rant. 

“Money? Why would you hide that in Tia’s furniture?” 

“So she would give it to me when I was released from prison.” 

“Why would she want do that?” 

“To get me to retract the news I fed to the papers and magazines.” 

“So you lied to them to hurt your daughter.” 

“She’s not even mine.” 

“You knew she wasn’t yours?” 

“I always knew. Her mother thought she was so clever, but I figured it out before Tia was born. It was a twisted pleasure to know I had control over Terrance Manchester’s child while robbing him blind. I got his girl, his daughter, and his dough.” 

“Well, looks like he’ll get his money back. Slander, blackmail, theft. Any more crimes you want to admit to while you’re at it, Ben?” The Special Agent asked. The prisoner realized he was under arrest and had lost his gamble. 

“Nikolos. We’re family. You need to get me out of here. I didn’t do anything wrong. I was only waiting to visit my daughter.” 

Niko shook his head. “Nice try, but I don’t think Tia wishes to see you.” 

The FBI forensics unit took over the scene, taking their photos, dusting for fingerprints, and cataloguing the damage. 

Once the police finished, his brothers and brothers-in-law came along with Roberto. They set the house to rights again and helped Niko haul all the baby paraphernalia home. 

Robbie looked around at the furniture. “Got that video you took?” 

Niko nodded. “Yup.” 

“Email it to me. We’re taking this fight to social media. We could sue all we want, but in the court of public opinion, sometimes Twitter has more power and traction.” 

Niko sent the video from his phone. “Thanks, guys. I’m going to retrieve my wife now.” Niko left, and the men disbursed as well. He walked into his mother’s home to see it restored to its former comfortable state. “Hi, Mom. I think we got it all cleaned up. How’s Tia?”

Tia walked in from the kitchen. “I’m good. Thanks for all your hard work, Niko. Sounds like you have some things to tell me?” 

Niko nodded. “How about we do that at home?” 

Tia went to put her mug back in the kitchen, and Niko grabbed her coat. They both gave Mom a kiss and headed out the door to walk to their house. 

“I think the best thing is pull up your computer and see what Robbie managed to do.” 

“Okay.” Tia went to get her laptop and brought it to the kitchen. They sat at the table and Niko took her to Twitter and found their page. They had been tweeted about by Robbie, with a hashtag of “#vindicateniko.” It had already been retweeted over 1,000 times. Niko clicked on the video attachment on YouTube. “Wow.” Tia sat shaking her head. “I can’t believe he was stupid enough to say all that. And thought he could get away with it?” 

“We’ll see if that’s enough to keep us in the running with the awards, but the reality is it’s not as important as making the music, ministering to the fans like we have, and taking care of my family. If we don’t go, we’ll survive.”

“If my real father sees that video…” Tia leaned into him, and he closed his eyes as he held her close. Loving this woman was certainly an adventure. 

 * * *

Niko owned a custom suit, and Tia had reluctantly gone to find a formal gown that would work in Nashville. “I’m not a sparkle and sequin kind of gal. Besides, being this huge, I don’t need to call more attention to myself.” 

He laughed. She balked at selecting an outfit to perform in with the band, but Niko insisted they sing their number one hit. It had been available as a download even before the new album had been recorded. 

“Niko, if you win for this song, you realize you do not thank Jazzy Records, since this song was recorded after you severed ties with them.” Tia was packing a diaper bag in case she gave birth while in Nashville. 

“If we win. We’re up against some great bands that have a bigger fan base and been on the scene longer. But don’t worry. I know what I want to say should the opportunity arise.” 

“Yeah. It’s an honor to be nominated.” Tia zipped up the bag and set it next to another one for herself if she had to make a trip to the hospital.

“It is. A bigger honor is being your husband and the father of our child.” 

Tia glanced up at him with a teary-eyed smile. “I’m honored to be your wife.” 

 * * *

The bus was loaded up, and they left for Nashville. They would stay in a hotel and not sleep on the bus, but Tia was grateful for the sense of community she experienced when she hung out with these guys. She was sad this would be their last time performing on the road as this particular group. Sometimes they might, but generally the band would shrink to Johnny, Niko, and possibly a new drummer, bass player, and keys. Niko had his eyes on some older nephews who were showing potential. He saw it as an opportunity to not only help them grow as musicians but hopefully mentor them spiritually. 

Life was bound to change. Such was the nature of living on this planet and walking with Christ. God never let his children stay stuck in one place. He had certainly transformed her. She was starting to connect with other young mothers at church, and Niko was helping the youth worship band and giving lessons during this break from the road. He was proving his greater strength wasn’t when he was on stage but when he poured out his shepherd’s heart into another. 

Where would that lead them? Tia wasn’t sure. She was nervous. The last time they had been nominated, she’d been unable to come. She was too low on the totem pole to warrant an invitation even though she had been the one who had helped them. She sighed. That was the past, and God was the one who had brought them this far. Not her. Not a song. 

Now she had to get through the awards without embarrassing herself and make it home before having this baby. Her biggest fear was her water would break—while she was singing. When she told him, Niko smiled, held her close, and kissed her fears away. 

Niko had been feverishly writing in his journal. New songs or words for a speech? He had acted suspicious the past few days. Like he had a secret he was keeping from her. She tried to figure it out but couldn’t. 

Dad was in prison. He pled guilty when confronted with the evidence and witnesses and his own words. No jury trial. She didn’t need to testify against him again. He was in jail, and the money was going back to Jazzy Records, or more importantly, to Mr. Manchester. She was nervous about possibly meeting him, especially since he might know her name, that she is his daughter, and her association with her father. Even though she was not guilty of his crimes, she had born his name for 26 years. It made it more of a blessing to have taken Niko’s last name. 

She sat and played war with Wayne. Sadness hit her that this trip would be their last time doing that. 

The guys were in a strange mood. Teasing still happened, but it was more restrained in comparison to previous trips. Sobered because of decisions and choices. They respected each other and had scuffles a few times over the breakup. Niko had come home at times near tears and wondering if the band of brothers would survive the changes in Specific Gravity. She knew Niko hoped what they had between them transcended the music. 

They had recorded their studio album. It was being mixed, and Niko would be working on it more when they returned, but they liked the raw quality of the sound. Tia had listened to it and thought it represented what it was like to be at a concert with them. Special gifts were being designed and readied to ship to those who had supported the venture. They would be mailing packages out in a few weeks when the physical compact disc was done. 

They got to Nashville late and checked into their hotel. Tomorrow would be setup and rehearsal. The actual show was the day after in the afternoon. Tia snuggled up to Niko as much as her huge stomach would let her and thanked God once again for her many blessings.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Next to the Word of God

the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the world.

Martin Luther

The night of the Christian Music Fan awards arrived. Tia had mild contractions, but the doctor had talked to her about Braxton Hicks, so she wasn’t concerned. She dressed for the red carpet and joined the band for their limo drive to the Grand Ol’ Opry, which was only a short walk from the resort where they stayed, but apparently appearances must be maintained. 

Fans lined the red carpet, and the progress was slow as many called for Niko or other band members to sign items. Niko finally shepherded her into the auditorium, and they took their seats. They weren’t playing till later in the evening, so they wouldn’t change into their performance outfits until after their award had been called. She doubted they’d actually win, although she believed with all her heart the boys deserved it. 

The show started, and Tia enjoyed the other bands. So many good people making music and seeking to glorify God. Tia had wished they could stay in town for the Country Music Awards too, but the band decided they could realistically only do one show even though it was an honor to be recognized by country music makers. 

The award for best contemporary Christian single came up, and she felt Niko’s knee bounce as he smiled when cameras panned them. Tia leaned over to whisper in his ear. “I love you.” He turned and gave her a kiss, and it was caught on the big screen. When she realized this, her face grew warm. Niko winked at her. At least his knee stopped bouncing. 

When they announced For Love of You as the winner of song of the year, Tia was shocked. Niko and the gang stood, and Tia tried to let them pass by, but Niko grabbed her hand. Her fancy dress was for being there in the audience and afterward. She didn’t intend to waddle to the podium for the award, but Niko wouldn’t be denied. He helped her up the stairs and steered her to the center stage, where the rest of the band surrounded them. 

Niko took the award and walked to the podium. He handed it to Johnny and grabbed her hand. “Thank you for this. My biggest reward this year has been falling in love with this woman beside me, who inspired the song and even agreed to marry me. She’s been a friend, manager, advocate, and cheerleader for years. I want to give a shout-out to Terrance Manchester. Without him, my biggest blessing wouldn’t even exist. To God, always, be the glory. Thank you.” 

They were ushered off the stage and had photos taken before they shuffled off to change their clothes to perform. Tia shook. Niko had given a cryptic shout-out to her biological father. Like the media wouldn’t go crazy trying to figure it out if they hadn’t already when the video went viral on social media. She wanted to thank him for leaking a secret in so clever a way but also for the sweet words he had spoken about her. 

She changed for their concert. After she was ready and her lipstick applied, she met the band. Niko had his fedora on, which made her smile. They circled for prayer and waited their turn as chaos swirled around them. 

Soon they were in position on a moving stage, and the curtain peeled back as an announcer gave their name and the song. They sang, and she totally forgot the crowd of professional musicians listening and watching. The world had shrunk to Niko and her. As the music wound down, Niko took his fedora and placed it in front of their faces as he gave her a kiss. He stepped back and set it on her head. The stage was slowly moving back and the curtain closing, but the crowd had responded with wild applause. 

They pulled their equipment off, and Tia went to change back into her formal gown. She kept running into all kinds of singers and performers she admired. She had been shocked they even knew who she was. Soon they were again seated in the audience as the show wound down. They left and headed back to the resort hotel for a large party of musicians, singers, music industry personnel, and fans. 

Tia only wanted to return to their hotel room and go to sleep. She and Niko were pulled aside for an interview with Contemporary Christian Music Magazine, the one who had run that horrible story. While this wasn’t the same reporter, Tia was wary of speaking to anyone about what happened. 

“Nikolos and Tia Acton.” The pretty blonde reporter, named Sandra, started as a camera ran for their online magazine. “What a fabulous performance tonight. What’s next for Specific Gravity?” 

Niko held Tia close. “Thank you, Sandra. It was fun to be here again performing. Specific Gravity is undergoing a transition as some bandmates move on to other things. Life changes, but our basic sound will stay the same. Our new album is due out in a few weeks and has For Love of You as the title track. We hope our fans enjoy it.” 

“Tia, you married one of music’s hottest men. Have you faced any jealousy from fans over this?” 

Tia laughed. “I agree he is the hottest guy out there, and I’m glad he’s mine, but most fans have been gracious and respectful of the fact we’re married.” 

Sandra nodded. “Our magazine made a grave error a few weeks back in reporting on what we thought was a credible source—information about your relationship prior to marriage was not accurate or kind. We want to go on record as saying we are terribly sorry for any hurt we may have caused you or the ministry God has called you to.” 

Niko nodded. “Contemporary Christian Music Magazine was a pawn in a larger game, and we accept the apology, and you have been gracious in your retractions and covering the court case involved.” 

“You gave a shout-out tonight to Mr. Manchester with Jazzy Records. He was the beneficiary of the funds found due to your efforts and belief that crimes from years ago had not been adequately solved. Have you ever met Mr. Manchester personally?” 

“No. Even though we were with Jazzy Records in recent years, we left the label last summer.” 

“Do you care to elaborate why?” 

Niko shook his head “No. It’s in the past, and we wish Mr. Manchester and Jazzy Records all the best.” 

“Mrs. Acton?” 

“Tia,” Tia offered. 

“Tia, you are expecting your first born when?” 

“Any time now.” 

“Seriously? You’re due, like, now?”

Tia nodded. “I didn’t want Niko and the guys to miss out on this moment after the years of hard work they put into getting here. I have admired their music and their hearts for God and the way they minister on tour. They are the real deal, and they deserved the opportunity to be a part of this event. I didn’t want to miss it either, and thankfully, this little one has cooperated in waiting to make an appearance.” 

Tia was content. They walked away as another contraction hit. It was mild. Probably nothing. They had some more interviews and met with people of all ages who loved Specific Gravity’s music. The guys hung together and had many photos. Tia kept trying to get out of them, but the band and fans insisted she be a part. Tia was about to ask to go back to their room when the crowd parted and Mr. Manchester approached. 

“Niko and Tia Acton. It is a pleasure to meet you both.” Mr. Manchester began. His gaze focused on Tia as his brow scrunched. “Your acknowledgement of our label was appreciated, but to name me got my attention since I have no recollection of giving you any ‘gift’ of note.” 

Niko looked at Tia. “Perhaps this would be a conversation better had in private.” 

Mr. Manchester nodded, and the three of them walked off to find a quiet area out of the stream of traffic where they could stand and converse. 

“Call me Terry, by the way,” Mr. Manchester started. “I believe I owe you a wealth of thanks, Tia, for restoring the lost funds misappropriated by your father all those years ago.” 

“You’re welcome, Terry.” Tia bowed her head slightly. 

Terrance looked to Niko, who cleared his throat. “This was a bit underhanded, and I apologize, but, Terry, Tia is your biological daughter. Her mother was Mandy Herring, and you only dated for a short time, but she is, um, yours. Your name appears on her birth certificate.” 

Terry’s jaw dropped, and he stepped back as he stared at Tia. “No wonder you seemed familiar to me. Mandy was the proverbial one who got away, and I never recovered from losing her. She didn’t tell me she was pregnant. What a beautiful, talented young woman you’ve grown up to be. How is your mother?”

“She died almost four years ago now.” 

“I’m sorry. She knew the Lord?” 

Tia smiled. “Yes. Of that I’m assured. I don’t think she ever recovered from losing you either but had married quickly in an attempt, I believe, to hide the fact I wasn’t Mr. Bartel’s baby.” 

“He knew?” 

“Yes. It was part of the reason he embezzled from you. He thought he could get away with it and he deserved it for raising your child.” 

“Wait. A long time ago I had anonymous reports of a child and some blackmail attempts, but they had stopped. I thought it was all a ruse at the time.” 

“It was likely him. At the time he was working for you.” 

He shook his head. “I’ve made plenty of mistakes, and I’m sorry I missed out on your childhood. You have to be the most beautiful mistake I’ve ever made. I hope we can become better acquainted.” 

“I’d like that, Terry.” 

“Terry, you should know Jazzy Records was not good to Tia. It was why Specific Gravity broke with your label.” 

He frowned. “Really? I had no clue. You had been with us years ago before Johnny’s cancer. Tia, you worked with them then?” 

“Yes, under Jim’s management company.” 

“He was a loser. Sorry because that doesn’t sound very Christian, but it’s true. I only became a Christian about eight years ago. After that, I started to take more interest in what was happening with our faith-based records and the industry, but must have missed that. It sounds like we have a lot of things to talk about in the coming days and months.”

“Thank you for the gift of your daughter, sir.” Niko reached out his hand. 

Terry took it and shook. “Thank you for looking after her so well. Sounds like she found a man worthy of all I would ever wish for a daughter of mine.” 

Tia’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh!” She couldn’t keep quiet as her stomach tightened. 

“Tia?” Niko asked. 

“Just a contraction.” 

“Wait. How often are they coming?” Niko asked.

“I don’t know. Six or eight minutes. They’re getting harder.” 

Terry smiled. “I recommend you go to the hospital. Keep me informed. I’m in town for a few days and would love to visit and maybe introduce you to my wife, if you wouldn’t mind?” He handed Niko his business card.

Tia nodded. “I’d like that.” 

Niko texted the bandmates and rushed out the door to catch a cab to the hospital. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Pleasures are transient—honors are immortal.

Greek proverb

Niko’s body absorbed her pain as he held her. Tia screamed, and the doctor cheered. “We have a…baby!” 

“What is it?” Niko asked as he tried to see. 

“A boy!” 

They put a blanket on top of Tia and placed the baby there, and Niko fell in love. Dark eyes and curly brown fluff on his son’s head gave testament to his heritage. His lusty wail made Niko laugh. “I think he’s singing for his supper.” 

“You’ll have to work on voice lessons for him. He’s slightly off pitch.” Tia started to nurse him, and the babe suckled loudly. “He eats like you too.” Tia giggled. 

Niko touched the hair and kissed his wife. “You were amazing.” 

“It’s a boy. You get to name him.” 

“Oh, yeah.” 

“Do you have any suggestions to offer?” 

A little hand wrapped around his finger. “Yeah. Apolo Jon Acton. What do you think?” 

“Jon in honor of Johnny?” 

“Yeah. He helped bring us together and has been more a friend than cousin.” 

“I like it, Niko.” Tia held the baby up to burp him. “Apolo, you will aim for the skies, won’t you?” A loud burp was the response, and the doctor and nurses laughed. She handed off the baby to be weighed, cleaned up, and diapered. 

Niko leaned over and kissed his wife on the lips. “I’ve never witnessed anything more amazing…When do we get to do this again?” 

Tia slugged his shoulder. “I love you, Niko, but the doctor said you can’t do it for six weeks.” 

“No pillow fights for six weeks? Wow, you are rough on a man, doctor.” 

 * * *

A few hours later, Niko sat in a recliner holding his sleeping son as Tia rested. A slight knock on the door preceded visitors. 

“Shhhh!” Niko said as Johnny, Sam, Wayne, Rocco, Marc, and Roger tiptoed in and crowded around him. 

“So? You only told us you had a baby. Give us the details,” Rocco insisted.

“Fellas, meet the newest member of Specific Gravity, Apolo Jon Acton.” 

Johnny put a hand to chest. “Jon?” 

“Yeah, in honor of my best friend.” Niko glanced at Johnny and smiled. He spied a tear well up in his cousin’s eye. “Wanna hold him?” 

Johnny nodded. Niko stood, and Johnny sat. The baby was placed in his arms. “You know, because of the cancer, I can’t have children.” 

“I didn’t know, Johnny. You never said.” Niko whispered. 

“Well, I’m warning you Uncle Johnny is going to be a frequent presence in this little man’s life.” 

“I wouldn’t want it any other way,” Niko said. 

“How’s Tia?” whispered Roger as she continued to sleep behind them. 

“Tired but well. She was unbelievable. She’s adapted to being his mom like she was born to it.” 

Wayne smiled. “She was.” 

Niko nodded. “Yeah. So, guys, we leave in two days, and Tia will be out of here tomorrow afternoon. We’ll have an extra passenger on the bus ride home.”

“Not entirely a surprise, is it? We knew this might happen,” Rocco said. 

“She must have been having contractions even when we performed. How did she manage?” Sam asked. “I get a cramp and want to collapse.” 

Niko shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

Little brown eyes opened, and a hand beat on Johnny’s chest. “Hey, little man. I’m your Uncle Johnny. We’re going to be best buds.” 

Apolo’s face scrunched up and turned red as he started to cry. 

Johnny’s eyes grew wide. “What do I do?”

“He’s hungry. You bring him to me.” Tia’s weary voice penetrated the wall of men. 

Johnny nodded to Niko. “You take him. I’ll probably drop him.” 

Niko scooped up his son and took him to Tia. “Guys, since meal time is not a public display, you’ll need to go out in the waiting room or return later.” 

“We’ll come by after we get some sleep,” Roger said as they trooped out of the room.

“What time is it?” Tia asked as she started to feed the babe.

“Three in the morning. Did they just get out of the party?” Niko asked. 

“Maybe. They were still dressed in their tuxedos.”

Niko shrugged. “Johnny’s infatuated.” 

“Isn’t he really a second cousin to Apolo, or something like that?” 

He laughed. “He can be Uncle Johnny if he wants to. I’m not going to argue the point.” 

Tia smiled. “I love you, Nikolos. You’re a good man.” 

“I love you too. You are an amazing woman.” 

“You should go back to the hotel and sleep. I’ll need my bags tomorrow to get dressed and to dress our little man for his trip home. Oh, and the car seat carrier too. That would be good.”

“I’ll bring it all, but for now, I want to be here with you and Apolo.” 

Tia scooted over in the bed. “Climb in.” 

Niko did and fell asleep next to his wife and newborn son. 


EPILOGUE

The supreme happiness of life is the conviction we are loved—loved for ourselves, or rather, in spite of ourselves.

Victor Hugo

November 2013

Back home in Menomonee Falls, Niko discovered life was good. The band played out on occasion. The album had exceeded all expectations, and with no royalties shared with a label, the band members benefited. A few times, the entire group would go do a gig, and Tia and Apolo always came along. Niko had begun composing music for a solo album.

Tia had gotten involved in a Mother of Preschoolers group with Stephanie and other women at Orchard Hill. Her panic attacks had diminished, and night terrors were mostly a thing of the past. Apolo had finally started sleeping through the night, much to the relief of both parents. 

Tia and her biological father had made steps toward a relationship and were due to visit over the Christmas holidays so she could meet her half-brother and sister. 

 * * *

Thanksgiving had just passed them by, and Johnny stopped by and sat down to try to feed Apolo his cereal. At six months and a pudgy boy, it was about time. Apolo spat it back out, and Johnny made funny noises. Niko watched with concern. Something different about his cousin today. Niko sat down at the table as Tia bustled around the kitchen to get them lunch. 

“What’s up, coz?” 

“What makes you think something’s up?” Johnny continued to make funny faces at Apolo.

“Well, um, maybe the fact you won’t look me in the eye.” 

Johnny set the spoon down, and Apolo grabbed and banged it on the high chair. “Budding drummer, huh?” 

“Johnny?” Niko growled. Even Apolo looked at his dad then.

His cousin let out a deep sigh. “I had my regular cancer checkup and got the results this morning.” 

“And?” Tia came around the counter and leaned against it, waiting. 

“The cancer is back and has spread.” 

“Treatment? Prognosis?” 

“It’s hard to say.” Johnny shook his head. “I don’t know what to do.” He sighed, and his shoulders slumped.

“Move in with us. We can move the studio to the basement,” Niko offered as he looked at Tia, who nodded.

“We’re family, Johnny, and family takes care of each other. We’ll help you however we can. You shouldn’t be alone.” 

Johnny nodded. “Thanks. I’m scared.” 

Niko bowed his head. “Heavenly Father, we know you understand our fears and how hard it is to face the pain of illness. We love Johnny, but You love him even more. Why You’ve allowed this in his life is hard to understand, but we know You have a good plan even when we can’t see it. Help us see You in the midst of this valley, and help us love Johnny in a way that is best for him.” 

Tia echoed a soft “amen.” 

Johnny looked up as Apolo let out a squeal and tossed a spoonful of cereal, hitting Johnny in the cheek. The baby laughed, and Johnny joined in. “Thanks, buddy. You’ll be the one who reminds me what my real role is, right?” Johnny wrestled the spoon away from the little tyke and tried again to get food in the baby’s mouth. 

Niko rose to his wife and held her close. “Nikolos. We’ve been here before. You can’t fire me this time.” 

“I wouldn’t dare try. Johnny’d kill me.”

“That would be unfortunate because I’ve kind of grown to like you a lot.” 

“Only like?” 

“Well, some parts more than others.” 

“Really? What parts do you take exception to?” Niko paused and kissed her. “I recant. I don’t think I want to know.” 

Tia swatted his behind with a towel as he walked away. 

“Children,” Johnny chided. “Behave.” 

They laughed as Apolo grabbed the bowl of cereal and proceeded to dump it on his head.

Niko grinned. Life was hard, but it was also good. Having people he loved around him made it all worthwhile. Johnny’s cancer scare was only the latest dark cloud. Niko took a deep breath. God, You’ve got this, don’t You? 

He watched Tia wipe the mess off their son. If Tia could do that…what kind of mess could God clean up for Johnny? 

Niko would hold out for a miracle. He’d seen plenty to know it was something their God could do. 
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At last, Renata had the freedom to start life over. A clean slate. The past was dead and buried. She wiped sweaty palms on her skirt as she waited for the pastor’s message to end. He was talking about trusting God, even when times were hard.

She had lived that message, hadn’t she? Had someone forwarded her name and informed him she would be there?

Renata shook her head as she bent in prayer along with the rest of the large congregation.

Help me to trust You on this new journey, Lord.

Renata longed to slip out and go home, but her gregarious roomie, Stephanie, had driven and now held her hostage. Steph brought her a cup of coffee as Renata hid behind a plant in the crowded café where people mingled. Renata held the cup more as a prop. It gave her hands something to do as Stephanie introduced her to friends. She shifted her weight as people gathered close, bumping into each other.

Stephanie grinned at her, and Renata smiled halfheartedly as she took a deep breath. She had just met Gabby and Paul, and their ten-month-old son, Jacob, who was sleeping on his daddy’s shoulder. They were nice enough. Being that close to a baby was agony.

Just don’t look at him.

Some other young men had come to join them as well. Bryan, James, and John were the names she had been told. Sweat trickled down the back of her neck under her long hair as Bryan looked her over like a horse he considered for purchase. The hardness of his eyes reminded her of… No. Don’t go there. She was grateful nothing more was required of her other than “Hello.”

Was it impolite to look at their shoes? She’d heard a person could learn a lot about someone by his shoes. Bryan wore dirty athletic shoes. High priced, but unimpressive indeed.

Dark brown dress shoes entered the circle, and Renata’s gaze came up as a tall man in crisp khakis, a button-down white shirt, and no tie arrested her attention. Stephanie drew him closer to her side with a wide grin.

Was everyone here Steph’s friend? Renata chuckled mentally. Her outgoing, blonde bombshell of a roommate hadn’t changed much since college. Ren took in the details of this man. Tall. Muscular. Hair the color of a dark roast coffee. Deep chocolate eyes. His glance was warm and sincere. He looked...safe.

Hmmm. Isn’t that something?

Her shoulders relaxed as she released a breath of air, and her heartrate slowed. She paid close attention, which was not an easy task in the noisy chaos of the café area of the church after the worship service had ended.

“Tony, I’m glad you are here. I wanted to introduce you to my roomie. Renata. This is Tony, my boss at De Luca’s Cucina and Gabby’s little brother”—she turned to Tony—“and this is Renata Blake, a dear friend of mine who moved here from Oshkosh.”

“Glad to meet you. What’d you do in Oshkosh?” asked Tony.

Renata flinched, sucked in a breath of air, and held it.

“Let’s not talk about the past. Renata is here for a new start in life.” Stephanie gave Renata’s arm a squeeze as she spoke.

Renata exhaled slowly and gave her friend a look of gratitude.

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.” Tony’s voice was deep and resonant. He sounded sincere.

“Tony, the bonfire on Thursday night would be a great opportunity for Renata to get to know more people here at church.” Gabby jumped in to change the subject.

Blood pounded behind Renata’s eyes.

Other people planning her social life? This couldn’t be good.

She shook her head. She would rather sit at home and read a book. It was too soon.

Stephanie, however, disagreed. “What a great idea, Gabby. I can’t take her because I’m scheduled to work at De Luca’s. Renata, you should go. It’ll be fun. I’m sure Tony would pick you up.”

“Hey, what about me?” said Bryan as he thumped his chest. “Am I chopped liver or what? I’ll come get you, Renata.” His eyes lingered overly long on her body, and Tony cleared his throat.

James and John also chimed in with offers to escort her.

“No offense, but I have known you boys far too long.” Stephanie turned her gaze away from the trio. “It should be Tony. I can trust him to be a gentleman.”

Renata watched as Tony glanced at the men with a grimace at the rebuff they had received. He turned his attention back to her. “If you would like to go, I’d be pleased to give you a ride and help you get acquainted.” His eyebrows rose, daring her to turn him down.

A sliver of courage rose to the surface as Renata’s eyes darted to Stephanie and back to her friend’s handsome employer. “That would be fine. Thank you, Tony.” She wondered if he even heard her as her tentative words came out softly. Her gaze dropped to her hands clenched around the cup she held.

Brian snorted and stalked off. John and James faded out of the group to join him, mumbling their goodbyes. The tension left Renata’s shoulders at their departure.

Paul smiled as he switched his sleeping son to his other shoulder. “You can rely on Tony. I may be his brother-in-law, but there’s no one I would trust more than him. His parents set a high standard for any man to follow.” He turned to look into his wife’s eyes. “As I learned when I was courting his sister.” They smiled at each other.

Gabby and Paul turned to go. “It was nice meeting you, Renata. Bye, Steph. We’ll see you later at Mom’s, right, Tony?”

“Sure. And Paul? Watch out, I’m eager for a game of football.”

“You got it.” Paul gave Tony a fist bump to the shoulder as they left to visit with other people.

Tony turned back to Stephanie and Renata, since their group had shrunk to three. “What are your plans for this afternoon?” He sipped his coffee.

“I have some unpacking to do,” Renata answered.

Tony frowned. “Sounds like a less than relaxing way to spend the day. I will pick you up around six-thirty on Thursday. I work until six when my brother will come to fill in for me. I apologize in advance if I arrive smelling like garlic.” He winked.

“You are forgiven in advance.” Renata giggled. “Does that mean we won’t be bothered by vampires?” She glanced up at him.

Where did that come from? I can’t believe I said that! A cute guy looks at me, and I become mush? Oh, I am in trouble. Haven’t I learned anything from the past?

Tony laughed, nodded and lifted his Styrofoam coffee cup in salute. “Till then.”

Stephanie led Renata away. She resisted the urge to look back at Tony.

What had she gotten herself into?

Want to find out what happens? Pesto & Potholes can be purchased through all major eBook retailers. 
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