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The Last Song

The last time Melody James sang on a stage, she had been twenty-four years old, full of dreams and foolish enough to believe that love conquered all. That was twelve years ago, in a jazz club called Blue Note in downtown Chicago, on the night she met Victor Ashford—the man who would become her husband, her cage, and eventually, her greatest regret.

Now, at thirty-six, standing outside that same club with divorce papers still warm in her purse, she wondered if it was possible to reclaim a life you'd willingly abandoned.

The Blue Note hadn't changed much. The same blue neon sign flickered above the entrance, casting its cool glow onto the wet sidewalk. The same smoky windows hinted at the warm, intimate space within. The same faint strains of jazz leaked through the door every time someone entered or exited.

But Melody had changed. The confident young singer who had once commanded this stage was gone, replaced by a woman who had forgotten how to use her own voice.

"You going in, or just planning to stand there all night?"

Melody jumped at the voice behind her. She turned to find a man watching her with curious eyes—tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and a worn leather jacket that looked like it had seen decades of late nights and early mornings.

"Sorry?" she managed.

"You've been standing here for fifteen minutes. I know because I've been watching from the coffee shop across the street." He nodded toward the café behind him. "Either you really want to go in, or you really don't. But standing in the rain isn't going to decide it for you."

Melody realized, belatedly, that it had started drizzling. Her hair was damp, her coat speckled with droplets. She had been so lost in memory that she hadn't noticed.

"I used to sing here," she heard herself say. "A long time ago."

The man's expression shifted—from curiosity to recognition to something that looked almost like hope. "Melody? Melody James?"

She stared at him, searching his face for something familiar. And then it clicked—the high cheekbones, the warm brown eyes, the way he tilted his head when he was thinking.

"Marcus?" Her voice came out as a whisper. "Marcus Cole?"

His smile was like the sun breaking through clouds. "I thought it was you. I wasn't sure—it's been so long—but I thought..." He stopped, shaking his head. "Twelve years. Where have you been?"

Where had she been? Trapped in a penthouse apartment with a view of Lake Michigan and a husband who controlled every aspect of her life. Smiling at charity galas while dying inside. Forgetting, piece by piece, who she used to be.

"It's a long story," she said.

"I've got time." Marcus gestured toward the club. "Come inside. Get out of the rain. Let me buy you a drink and you can tell me everything."

Melody hesitated. Going inside meant facing twelve years of absence. It meant confronting the dreams she'd abandoned, the people she'd left behind, the version of herself she'd lost.

But staying outside meant continuing to be the woman Victor had made her—silent, small, afraid.

"Okay," she said. "One drink."

Marcus held the door open, and Melody stepped inside the Blue Note for the first time in over a decade. The smell hit her first—whiskey and wood polish and something ineffably jazz, a combination that transported her instantly to her youth. The sound came next—a trio playing a lazy version of "Autumn Leaves," the notes curling through the air like smoke.

And the memories. God, the memories. Standing on that small stage, voice soaring, feeling more alive than she'd ever felt before or since. Meeting Victor in the crowd, dazzled by his attention and his promises. Believing him when he said she could have both—love and music, marriage and dreams.

She had been so young. So foolish.

"You okay?" Marcus touched her elbow gently.

"Yes." Melody forced a smile. "Just a lot of ghosts."

"The good kind or the bad kind?"

"I'm not sure yet."

They found a table near the back, away from the stage but close enough to feel the music. Marcus ordered whiskey for himself and, at Melody's request, a glass of red wine.

"So," he said when the drinks arrived. "Twelve years. That's a long time to disappear."

"I didn't disappear. I just... stopped."

"Stopped singing?"

"Stopped everything." She took a sip of wine, letting the warmth spread through her chest. "I got married. To a man who didn't want a wife who sang in jazz clubs."

Marcus's expression darkened. "Victor Ashford."

"You know him?"

"I know of him. Real estate developer, right? More money than sense and a reputation for being..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "Difficult."

Difficult. That was one word for it. Controlling, manipulative, emotionally abusive—those were others. But Melody wasn't ready to share those details. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

"We're divorced now," she said instead. "Finalized last week."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. It's the best thing that's happened to me in twelve years." She met his eyes, surprised by her own honesty. "The only good thing, really."

Marcus was quiet for a moment, studying her face with an intensity that made her want to look away. But she held his gaze, refusing to be the woman who couldn't make eye contact anymore.

"You want to know why I was watching you from across the street?" he finally asked.

"Why?"

"Because I've been waiting for you to come back. Not actively—I didn't sit in that coffee shop every night for twelve years. But I always hoped. I always believed you'd find your way back to the music eventually."

"Why would you believe that? You barely knew me."

Marcus shook his head. "I knew you better than you think. I was the piano player, remember? I accompanied you every night for two years. I watched you find yourself on that stage. I watched you fall in love with a man who didn't deserve you." His voice softened. "And I watched you walk away, and I've regretted not stopping you every day since."

Melody felt something crack open in her chest—something that had been locked away for so long she'd forgotten it existed. Hope, maybe. Or possibility. Or just the simple recognition that someone had seen her, really seen her, even when she couldn't see herself.

"I don't know if I can sing anymore," she admitted.

"There's only one way to find out." Marcus nodded toward the stage, where the trio was wrapping up their set. "Open mic starts in twenty minutes. No pressure, no expectations. Just you and the music, like it used to be."
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