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1


MARIGOLD


They say it’s not a competition, but it always is.


There are two pianos—sleek, black. Steinways.


There is sheet music on the pianos—the same sheet music on each.


Celia Chen presiding.


And Jamie Larson, fucking Jamie Larson, staring me down from the second piano with that fever-glint in his eyes that says he’s going to crush me under the heels of his dirty off-white Reeboks and make me beg.


So yeah. It’s a competition.


“Beethoven Sonata number twenty-one in C Major, better known as the Waldstein opus. You will both be playing the Allegro con brio. Heads or tails, Miss Gensler?”


She picks me to choose, of course. It might seem like favoritism, but it isn’t. It’s a hollow gesture. The kind that makes her look indulgent, and makes me feel powerless. Heads or tails, Marigold; it won’t matter which you choose. You’re humiliating yourself regardless.


Stop it, I tell myself. I’m not giving in to those kinds of thoughts. They don’t help anyone. Overthinking is only going to make things worse.


I’m good at this. I’m the best at this—or one of the best, anyway.


I’m about to prove it.


“Heads,” because why not, and Celia flips. It’s tails.


That means Jamie goes first. Which only gives me twelve extra minutes to figure out how I’m going to beat him.


Jamie doesn’t have any tics. He doesn’t stretch his arms out over the keyboard before he starts, or crick his neck to one side. He simply places his hands upon the keys and plays.


The Allegro begins with repeated chords, played just long enough to draw tension through the listener before the treble clef interjects its response. It’s already enough to make me wish I’d chosen tails—this beginning part, amelodic and harried, never fails to make me anxious. The notes tangle together, or at least it feels like that when I play.


When Jamie plays, it’s different. His hands are unbelievably light, fingers barely grazing his instrument, each note crisp and distinct even as they seem to stumble together. He has the hands I’ve spent sixteen years and god knows how much of my parents’ money trying to develop.


But no amount of finger-strengthening and stretching exercises makes a difference.


Everyone in this damned room watches Jamie, rapt, as he plays. I won’t lie—I’m right there with them. I keep wishing for him to make a mistake, as if I can manifest his downfall if I want it badly enough.


Manifesting does nothing. Jamie finishes: perfectly, like always.


Everyone claps like they just watched Yuja Wang perform a Rachmaninoff concerto. Someone even hoots.


I rub my palms against my skirt and wish for the thousandth time that I could hit notes the way Jamie hits notes. He makes it seem so effortless. Must be those long, bony, fiddly fingers of his—they’re like insect legs skittering across the keyboard. My hands are thick, clumsy, and slow. In elementary school I would sit in class and do finger exercises against my desk instead of paying attention. I could hear my first teacher’s voice in my head, telling me that if I did enough exercises, maybe I would be able to make up for my bad genes.


Girlfriend only knew the half of it.


The applause finally dies down, and Celia gestures for me to begin. Everyone’s watching, no doubt well aware that they just witnessed perfection; anything that might come after that is just a point of comparison to highlight how good Jamie Larson is at his art.


But also, it’s Jamie Larson, and fuck Jamie Larson.


So I play.


I tell myself I’m going to focus on the technique for once, but by six measures in, it’s already too late. I’m caught up in the music, carried from note to note by an arcane high that billows me up and won’t let me down. While my fingers are on the keys, just for that moment, I don’t care about perfection. It’s the music that pulls me along in its wake, and my body, my stupid hands, all just tools in service of chasing down that feeling.


I see the end of the piece coming toward me and I want to run away. If I could drag this out further, I would. I want to swim around in these emotions and sink into the piece, as if me and Beethoven could somehow share one mind across hundreds of years. Like he’s whispering in my ear about love and anger, and I can feel it too, I swear I can.


The end comes. I finish. My hands are shaking as I lift them from the keys, and I quickly ball my fingers up into fists and shove them down into my lap, blowing out a long breath, then opening my eyes.


Across the two pianos, Jamie Larson watches me with furious eyes.


The applause registers a moment later: just as loud as what Jamie got. Maybe even louder. In the front row, Cessy screeches and jumps up and down like she’s at a Blackpink concert, and I laugh before I can stop myself, folding into an elaborate bow without standing up.


Even Celia is smiling.


“Moment of truth,” she says. “Who is the crowd favorite?”


She holds out a hand toward Jamie, and the audience claps. Then toward me. The clapping is even louder.


Take that, insect hands.


That’s the thing about us. Jamie is perfect. He never misses a note. His dynamics are impeccable, rising and falling without hesitation.


But my music makes people feel something.


And that’s worth more.


I think.


Cessy grabs me the second I step offstage, yanking me into a rough embrace. “You killed it,” she half-shouts against my ear, ignoring the way I flinch—it might be loud in here, but not that loud. “Little fucker didn’t know what hit him!”


“Little fucker didn’t miss a note,” a familiar voice says, and Cessy and I both wheel around to find Jamie Larson himself staring us down with those sea-cold eyes of his.


“Sorry,” I start to say, but Cessy is two steps ahead as always.


“It’s not all about the notes. Goldie plays like she actually means something by it. That counts for more.”


“It doesn’t,” Jamie says.


He’s not wrong.


But he’s the last person who gets to say it.


I’ve known him since our first day at Parker three years ago, when we were both anxious little freshmen. Or, well, I was an anxious little freshman. Jamie Larson walked out of the womb a cocky asshole, and he only got worse once the accolades started rolling in. Sure, maybe I liked him before our big falling-out toward the end of freshman year . . . but that was freshman year. Now he’s a senior and an asshole.


Still. It’s not helpful that he was also born stupid-hot, all burnished bronze hair and razor-cut jawline.


“Guess the student population of the Parker piano performance department disagrees,” I say with the kind of whimsical devil-may-care tone of voice that is the polar opposite of the way I actually feel, and I wink at him.


The frisson of disgust that washes over his face is worth it. I win.


“We’ll see what the judges think at Stockholm, won’t we?” Jamie murmurs, and just like that, he slides the knife in.


Shit.


“You’re playing at Stockholm?” I manage to say without sounding too horrified. I think.


The Stockholm International Piano Competition is one of the most important, most famous competitions out there. I attended the qualifying round over the summer—out of over 180 pianists, I was one of seventy-five chosen to perform at the main competition in January. Jamie hadn’t attended. He wasn’t in the running. What’s more, I had pored over the qualifying results a thousand times—so even if I’d somehow blacked out Jamie’s presence in Sweden all summer, if he’d gotten through, I would know about it.


So why the hell is this man standing in front of me saying he’s going to Stockholm this winter?


The grin that cuts across Jamie’s face now is lethal. “Oh, yes. I won third at the Chopin Young Pianists Competition when I was in high school. It’s a qualifying competition, so I got in automatically. Or did you forget?”


Yes. Yes, I did forget.


“I’m not a lexicon of Jamie Larson trivia,” I snap, but from the amused look he gives me, it’s clear he knows he got me.


Jamie shrugs his satchel of sheet music a little higher up his shoulder, his gaze skimming from me to Cessy and back again. I’m not imagining that extra glint of animosity in his eye when he looks at me in particular. He hates me.


The feeling is very much mutual.


“Looking forward to a nice, clean competition,” he says. “Technique versus musicality . . . We’ll see which wins out, won’t we? See you in class.”


And then the motherfucker salutes us—he freaking salutes us—and walks off like he thinks he’s already wearing a crown.


“He’s full of shit,” Cessy mutters as we filter out of the room at the tail end of the crowd. “That competition was ages ago. Didn’t you say it’s only the most recent one that counts as a qualifying comp?”


“That was the most recent competition,” I confirm grimly. I’ve already checked on my phone; I tilt the screen over to show her the list of qualifying competitions. “They skipped 2020 because of COVID.”


“Fuck!”


“Fuck,” I agree, and slide the phone back into my pocket instead of hurling it at the wall like I want to.


Cessy (full name Princess Lourdes Ramirez, although if you call her that, she’ll toast you) is my suite mate, and she’s my best friend. Just because she’s in the dance department and not music doesn’t stop her from showing up to stuff like this for what she calls “moral support.” I already know she’s going to spend the next week ranting about what an idiot and an asshole Jamie Larson is—and I love her for it. But that’s not going to help me beat him at Stockholm.


And demolishing Jamie Larson in an international piano competition suddenly feels like the single most important thing I will ever do.


Because it is, a sly voice whispers in the back of my mind. Because this is your last chance. Your only chance.


Stockholm is an annual event, but I have no guarantee that I will be able to enter again next year, or any other year. I steal a glance down at my hands as Cessy and I head for our next class, trying to diagnose the slight tremor that shudders down my fingers.


I have to win this competition. I have to prove, once and for all, that I have what it takes.


Because in five years, maybe ten, I won’t be playing piano anymore.


Because my brain is a ticking time bomb, and the fuse is running out.


Two Months Ago


“Goldie,” my father said from the doorway. “It’s time for dinner.”


I finished the measure, then twisted around on the piano bench to face him. My father had lost weight since my mother died; his white starched dress shirt, once tailored to perfection, hung loose from his bony shoulders. His cheekbones had sharpened to blades. Sometimes I wondered, if I encountered him somewhere I didn’t expect—if I passed by him in the parking lot of the Walmart in Secaucus, or sitting in the corner booth at one of those dollar-slice pizza joints—would I even recognize him?


“Okay,” I said. “Let me finish the piece.”


Other parents might have shaken their heads and said Right now or It’s getting cold. But my father was a principal violinist. He understood the importance of practice. Four hours a day, even during the summer, until my fingertips had calluses and my wrists needed splints to stabilize my carpal tunnel.


I had just gotten through the qualifying round for the Stockholm competition. It still seemed like some giant scam, the idea that I would actually be in Sweden later this year performing on the world stage. I watched my fingers skim the notes on the keyboard as I played and tried to imagine myself playing a perfect concerto: every note precise, every pause hanging perfectly in midair.


I dared let myself imagine it, because I didn’t believe in jinxes. Playing down my hopes wouldn’t make a future failure hurt any less.


Besides: The universe owed me this, after everything.


Just one perfect performance.


I finished the piece.


“Goldie,” my father called again, before I could start anything new, and I sighed and pushed the bench back as I stood.


Dad was already sitting at the table when I made it to the dining room, our food already plated.


“Thanks, Tiff,” I said, and Tiff grinned back at me. She had started working here during my mother’s illness, one of many problems my father had thrown money at, like having an in-home chef would save Mom’s life. And then she just . . . never left. I’m not sure Dad could let her go, at that point. It would just be another of a thousand goodbyes.


Tonight was garlic-roasted chicken with potatoes and broccoli rabe. Comfort food—not the antioxidant smoothies and adaptogenic mushrooms she used to make while my mother was still alive. Every meal back then had been a careful algorithm of micronutrients: magnesium and choline and omega-3s. Anything the Internet said was a secret cure for lupus nephritis. Anything to buy her one more year, one more month, one more day.


But Miriam Gensler had died at the age of forty-three, her body slowly suffocating itself. We’d buried her with the flute she hadn’t been able to play in over a year, her arthritis-swollen hands finally gone still against its silver.


“Do you need anything else for school?” Dad asked as he cut into his chicken. “New scores? Notebooks? More clothes?”


“I’m okay, thanks.”


“Are you sure? We can go to Bergdorf’s tomorrow. Maybe a new coat?”


He’d been trying to bribe me ever since Mom got sick. Like he was trying to prove we just needed each other—that the two of us would be enough.


I heard him crying sometimes late at night, when he thought I’d gone to sleep. It had been two and a half years since Mom died, and I still couldn’t bring myself to leave him alone over school breaks. Instead of getting my own apartment, like I’d planned to do as a senior, I would be staying in the dorms again—an easy excuse to need to go home. To make sure he was okay.


“No, really. I’m good. Can we just get lunch instead?”


The relief on his face was palpable. In two months, I’d be back at Parker—which, although just a short trip away on the subway, could feel like the other end of the earth when you were used to circling each other in tight spaces, holding fast to the same lifeline.


“Great,” he said. “Great. I just have to be at rehearsal by six.”


“More than achievable. Can I come?”


“Always.”


The New York Philharmonic felt like a second home. Everyone there knew me from my parents, but I ran into them everywhere. They had wandered the halls of Juilliard when I was a high schooler taking lessons at the Pre-College program there. They taught at Parker. They were participating in half the same music competitions that I was. For all the stories I’d heard from my dad about vicious competition for first, second, third chair—up to and including instrument damage—when I was present, it was like we were family.


My phone rang from my pocket. I froze, all the breath abruptly gone from my lungs.


I had set a specific ringtone for this contact. If—when—I got a call, it would make a sound like cymbals clashing. I’d been waiting to hear that sound for weeks, long enough that the anticipation had mostly worn off. But right here, now, at this table, the sound of those cymbals rang loud in the stilled air.


It was the neurologist.


“What is it?” my dad asked, oblivious. “You look like you’re about to be sick.”


I felt like I was about to be sick. Tiff’s chicken was a sudden weight in my stomach, pulling me heavier against the seat.


“I’ve gotta take this. Sorry. Just. Hold on.”


In the past year, I had done an unholy amount of Internet research on all the things that could be wrong with me. It had started with fatigue. Not the normal kind of tired you get when you spend too many hours in the practice room for your own good—but the kind that made you feel like you were moving underwater, hardly able to keep your eyes open even in the middle of a conversation. Then there was the clumsiness, which at first I thought was me being an embarrassing loser—but it was weird that I would trip over nothing while walking down the street, or practically fall flat on my face when I got out of bed in the morning, or suddenly find myself unable to use the treadmill at the gym because I’d just . . . fall off it. It was weird that I would drop not one wineglass, but three in the same night. And it was weird the morning I woke up blind in one eye—as if a black curtain had fallen shut and taken the entire left side of my world with it. I’d had blurry vision for a few days before that, but I’d chalked it up to New York summer and allergies.


The eye thing was what made me finally go to the doctor, who took a look in there with his fancy machines and diagnosed me with optic neuritis. He gave me meds to make it go away, but he also gave me a referral to neurology.


Cue the Google spiral.


Brain tumor. Every other conceivable kind of tumor, too. Aneurysm. Multiple sclerosis. Viral encephalitis. Lupus, like my mother. According to WebMD, I was basically dying.


The neurologist had run a bunch of tests, and he’d had me get an MRI of my brain and spinal cord, but he’d been real cagey about what he thought the problem was. At one point he’d even told me it could just be migraines, which had felt a little bit insulting, because I might not be a doctor, but I was pretty sure migraines usually involved an actual headache. And presumably migraines didn’t set your optic nerve on fire.


I told him that my mother had lupus. Had died of lupus. Could this be lupus?


Let’s just see what your MRI says first, he’d told me.


And now, I guess, was the moment of truth.


I fled the room and shut myself away in the parlor. My hand was already sweaty as I punched the screen to answer the call.


“Hi,” I said.


“Is this Marigold Gensler?” Yes, yes it was.


The doctor had me confirm my date of birth and zip code. I knew this was standard protocol, some kind of HIPAA thing, but the longer he made me talk about nonsense, the sicker I felt. I tried to divine the news from his tone of voice. Was his cadence slow because he was putting off telling me the cold truth? Or was it because he wasn’t in a rush to get it all over with?


“So, I’ve just had a chance to look at your MRI images and talk with the radiologist”—no shit—“and . . . I’m sorry to tell you, but what we are seeing on your scans is consistent with a diagnosis of multiple sclerosis.”


He kept talking, but I didn’t hear any of it. My brain had shut off, and I was falling into a black ocean, nothing but the deafening loudness of too-deep water filling my ears. An impossible pressure crushed in from all sides. I couldn’t breathe.


The only thing I could process, really, was that he kept apologizing. As if he had done something wrong, like he had personally reached into my body and manipulated my immune system and told it to ruin my life.


I wanted to hang up on him. I really did.


But I made myself stay on the line and make hollow comments about how I understood, thank you, and yes, the fifteenth would work for me to come in for a follow-up appointment, great, have a good evening, okay. Goodbye.


When I hung up, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I guessed I had to tell my dad at some point. But the idea of walking back in there and devastating one of our last family dinners before I went back to school made me want to crawl into the most remote cave I could find.


I couldn’t just go up and hide in bed, though. That would be as good as a confession.


I sat down on the sofa and stayed there for a while. Maybe, I thought, if I stayed here long enough, he would call me back. He could have confused my chart with someone else’s. A Mary, not a Marigold. A Gershwin, not a Gensler.


But nope. My stupid name is too stupid. There’s only one Marigold at any clinic, anywhere.


Eventually, though, I had to go back.


I had to face my father. The man who had lost his wife to an autoimmune disease that ravaged her body and happiness until her kidneys finally gave up and took her away from us forever. The man who would now get to watch his daughter’s body fall to pieces, too.


I had to tell him the truth.
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JAMIE


“You should have seen the way Marigold looked at me when I told her I’d be playing in Stockholm,” I tell Shrishti right before she lands her famous left hook and sends me staggering back two paces. “Jesus. Want to calm down a bit? It’s just pad rounds.”


Shrishti swipes a sweaty black curl out of her face with her wrist and gives me a ragged grin. “Maybe you just need to pay better attention. Pretend the pad is Goldie’s face.”


“That seems unnecessarily violent.”


“Hello? What are we doing right now?”


I shift the pads to a lower position to catch her kicks as she moves into the next set. Shrishti is a powerhouse; I’m not a small guy, but I still have to brace pretty hard for her round kick. “Okay, sure, but I don’t want to think about what that says about me if I’m fantasizing about punching a girl in the face.”


Shrishti hits me with a particularly hard one. “Listen. It happens to all of us. That one was for my boss, and he doesn’t deserve it nearly as much as Goldie Gensler.”


I’m not convinced that Marigold being infuriatingly rich counts as deserving it, but Shrishti’s clearly on a roll.


“You’re gonna destroy her,” Shrishti says, breathless at the end of her fifty-kick drill. “You’re way better than she is. She knows it, you know it, and most importantly, the competition jury’s gonna know it.”


I wish I had her confidence. “Easy for you to say. You dropped out of Parker last year. You have no idea how good she’s gotten.”


Shrishti shrugs and reties her hair with the pink scrunchie she always keeps around her wrist. “Yeah, maybe. But I know how good you are. I get to hear you play every Saturday.”


That isn’t the problem, but I’m not sure Shrishti would understand even if I explained it. In any reasonable world, I would blow Marigold out of the water. Note per note, I am a thousand times better than she is. One time Celia, my one-on-one instructor, ran my recording through some kind of software and I got a 99% accuracy score—that’s a matter of taking a rest just a millisecond too long.


But Celia only ran that test to prove a point. I might be perfect, but I wasn’t great.


When Marigold plays, though, it feels like the universe itself stops to listen. You can’t focus on anything but her music. It burrows inside you and lives there, like her fingers are playing on your heartstrings every time she hits a note.


Celia checked one of her recordings, too. 94% accurate. Good—really good—professional-good—but it wasn’t 99%. And yet she is still better than me.


At the time, Celia compared her to Vladimir Horowitz, who was famous for the mistakes he made as he played. Horowitz saw the mistakes as necessary sacrifices in exchange for his famously brilliant and overpowering performances. No one cared about a missed note when Horowitz had them crying in their seats.


I am perfect. Vladimir Horowitz—and Marigold Gensler—are not perfect. And that is what makes them the best.


My body feels like it just went through a wood chipper by the time class ends. I ball my sweaty clothes up in the bottom of my duffel and shower off, scrubbing both hands through my hair in an attempt to look a little bit less like a wet dog. At least it’s still warm out, so the slog back to my dorm on campus won’t be as brutal as it will be in a few weeks once it’s properly winter. My roommate always gives me some kind of look when I get back from Muay Thai, like he thinks I ought to be doing better things with my time. But if I can’t afford my own apartment, at least I can have a social life outside of Parker—which is more than I can say for most of my classmates.


Tonight, Ken has his headphones on, busy fiddling with a new composition in Sibelius; I barely get a cursory look of disapproval before he’s back to messing around with crescendo placement. I dump my bag on the floor and pull up on my tablet a recording of Bruce Liu—the 2021 Chopin competition winner—playing Concerto No. 1 in E Minor, Op. 11. But even Liu’s mastery, his hands tumbling over the keys like water over rock, can’t hold my focus tonight.


I know why. The Google Calendar alert is still open on my tablet; I haven’t been able to swipe it away. Even though, Jesus Christ, I have a Google Calendar alert for the anniversary of my brother’s death. I know how many hours it is until tomorrow, 1:43 p.m., the two-year anniversary of when Adam was declared dead on arrival at the local hospital. Fifteen minutes after our mother found him, although he’d been dead a long time before that.


I pause the Bruce Liu video and grab my tablet and keys, mutter some useless excuse to Ken as I head out of the room.


I find an empty practice room in the basement and lock the door, just in case. FaceTime only rings twice before my mom picks up.


“Hi, honey,” she says. Her voice is already a little shaky, although she’s trying to hide it. She thinks I don’t know how early she starts drinking, in advance of tomorrow. She thinks being half a country away makes me oblivious.


But if I didn’t know my mother before, I know her now. I’ll never miss the signs again.


“Hey, Mom. How are you hanging in there?”


A quavering smile passes over her lips. “Oh, you know. It hasn’t been a great week. But I’m happy to see your face. You look good.”


I’m not sure what the hell she’s seeing, because when I look at myself in the selfie window, I don’t see anything approaching good. My eyes look ravaged, crazy, like I haven’t slept in days—which I essentially haven’t.


“Thanks.” The house behind her is dark, the only light coming from the yellow glow of the lamp next to the downstairs sofa where she sits. I hate to think of her alone in that big house—Adam gone, my father off with his new wife in Iowa City, me here at school. Even from the other side of the screen, I feel like those shadows run too deep. Like there’s something moving in them.


“Are you doing anything tomorrow?” I ask, after the silence stretches on too long.


“The same as usual,” she says. “I’ll visit the grave. Go for my walk. And then I was thinking . . . I was thinking I might drive up to Dubuque to see your grandparents.”


“Dubuque? That’s really far. That’s three hours each way.”


“Well, what else am I going to do? I can’t sit around all day staring at my hands. I’ll go crazy.”


We never used to be this open with each other. Once upon a time, my mother was a fortress. She kept the house running seamlessly, never showing a crack of her own. Adam and I took it for granted. We assumed all grown-ups were like that: invincible.


She’s human now, and I still can’t decide if that’s a good thing.


Mom never got along that great with her own parents. I mean, they were fine. She never said anything to me about it—never gave the slightest hint that her feelings for them were anything but straightforward. But we only see them on holidays, and there’s got to be a reason for that.


“Do you want me to come home?”


I know the answer before I ask. I say this every damn year, and the response is always the same.


“No. No—it’s okay. You have to stay at school. You have to work hard.”


I can’t tell her the truth, because it would break her heart.


Whatever love I once had for piano, it’s gone now. It vanished to wherever Adam went, into the cold and dark.


One way or another, I have to get that back. But it’s going to be an uphill battle. I’m not like Marigold with her rich parents, her father the principal violin in the New York Philharmonic, all that money funneling into private tutors and a place at the Juilliard Pre-College program before she even turned eighteen. I had to work for what I have. Grinding day after day with the professors at Iowa State, paying for my trips to competitions with cash I made working tables. I came to Parker and it was like everyone already had years of international competitions and famous teachers and awards under their belts. When I applied for instructors, Celia was the only one who was interested. My background just wasn’t shiny enough for anyone else, I guess. Ever since, I feel like I’ve had to claw and beg for every accolade I’ve got.


And then there’s my mother. She spent half her alimony on my piano lessons, not to mention Adam’s unused college money. She thinks I don’t know, but I saw the paperwork one day when I was looking through the filing cabinet for my social security card so that I could submit proof of citizenship to yet another national competition.


I can’t let that go to waste.


I’ll find my inspiration again.


I have to.


There are a few things that I know to be true.


One: Shostakovich is the best composer of all time. Mozart could only dream.


Two, scotcheroos are vastly superior to Rice Krispies Treats.


Three . . . I’m not, and have never claimed to be, a good person.


It’s the kind of statement that made my therapist back in Iowa sigh and insist that I’m young, I’m grieving, I need to practice self-compassion, etc. But this predates Adam’s death.


I’ve always been selfish. I never shared my markers in school. I would go downstairs in the middle of the night on Christmas Eve to hunt through my and Adam’s stockings and make sure that if we were each getting a ChapStick, I got the cherry-flavored one. I pretended I had piano lessons so that I didn’t have to go to a classmate’s funeral—the idea of being around so many black-draped mourners made me feel like a rat trapped in a glass box, frantically biting and scratching at itself in its desperation to escape.


So yeah, I’m a jerk to Marigold, probably because—as Shrishti says—I’m jealous.


I was a jerk to Adam while he was alive, too, and now he’s not alive anymore, and I’m left alone clinging to the same ambition that made me hold him at arm’s length, always too focused, too busy, and too driven to pick up the phone when he called or fly back for his birthday. Always sitting at the fucking piano with my fingers on the keys and my nose in the score, fiercely denying that anybody or anything outside my own obsession mattered or existed at all.


While I was in New York winning prizes and lighting up the room with my talent, my little brother was sinking deeper and deeper into a pit so dark, he’d never emerge from it alive.


If I’d known—if some time traveler had come back and told me the truth before it happened—would I have stopped? Would I have even cared?


I know myself. I know the truth. My brother’s life had been one more obstacle, one more uncomfortable experience I had to shove aside as I chased my own euphoria.


Now he’s gone.


Now he’s gone, forever and for good, and all I have left is this fucking instrument that I thought was more important than my own family.


I got what I deserved.


So I guess I better make sure it was fucking worth it.
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MARIGOLD


“Sooooo, don’t get mad,” Cessy says, which is the first sign that I need to start gearing up for some righteous anger.


It’s a Sunday morning, the last dregs of a too-short weekend, the two of us huddled up in her bedroom in our suite sharing grainy coffee from Cessy’s cheap French press. It’s finally getting cold outside, New York weather skipping autumn and speeding straight toward the marrow of winter. The sky outside the window is a steely gray, threatening an early snow.


“What did you do?” I say.


“Excuse you, why do you have to say it like that?” Cessy rolls her eyes. “Sometimes I really am the innocent party, you know.”


I snort. “’Kay. Sure. So, what totally innocent thing did you do, that I shouldn’t get mad about?”


She makes a face, but she’s still grinning as she flops down onto her dorm bed next to me. “I asked Shrishti out again.”


“Cessy!”


“Shh! I knew you would react like this! But listen, we were both in a bad place last year. She was about to drop out, and I had that whole drama with my parents, and it just wasn’t a good time for either of us to be in a relationship. But that doesn’t mean we weren’t still good for each other. And now we have a real chance to figure out if there’s something there, now that things have kind of chilled out for both of us.”


“Chilled out,” I echo flatly.


She shrugs. “I mean, you know, as much as anything ever chills out at Parker.”


It’s none of my business, really, what Cessy does in her romantic life. I like Shrishti. She might have terrible taste in best friends (aka James Larson) but that doesn’t make her a bad person. She and Cessy seem great for each other . . . if you ignore the mutual professional jealousy and piss-poor communication ability.


“Well, Shrishti isn’t at Parker anymore. Do you really think that’s going to make such a big difference?” I ask.


“Uh, yeah. Parker was like ninety-nine percent of our problems last year.”


You’d think that being in totally different fields—Cessy in dance, Shrishti in viola performance—would have eliminated any whiff of unhealthy competition. But instead, I’d had to listen to Cessy’s long resentful monologues every time Shrishti won an award when things weren’t going nearly so well in Cessy’s own career. Or complaints about Shrishti rubbing it in her face by (apparently) existing as a person whose family encouraged her music career while Cessy’s parents still hadn’t come to a single one of her Parker performances.


“Ri-ight,” I say slowly. “I mean . . . yes. Sort of. But it was also only a problem because both of you made it one. You’re still the same people.”


Cessy huffs out a heavy breath. “Can’t you just be supportive for five minutes? I really want to give this another go. I miss her. Okay?”


Shit. “I’m sorry. Yes. Of course. I thought you were cool with me making fun of you a little . . . I’m sorry. I misread things.”


“It’s okay. And yes, I’m always cool with you making fun of me a little. Just . . . not so much. You know?”


“Yeah.” I shift closer to her on the bed until our arms and thighs are pressed up alongside each other, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and hugging her in close. “Well, if you want to give things with Shrishti another try, then obviously I’m with you. You’re right, things are different this time.”


I bite my tongue to avoid saying I hope it works out. Somehow, I think that’d come across a little too passive-aggressive for the vibe.


Cessy tips her head against mine, her long black hair tickling my cheek. “Cheers. Because I still fully plan to marry this girl one day.”


“Oh-kay,” I say, and Cessy laughs and elbows me in the ribs, hard enough I almost topple off her bed.


Later, I realize this is probably the first time in two months that I’ve felt kind of . . . normal. Not like a girl with a threat hanging over her head, an open question as to how much longer things can keep going on like this, how much longer she can keep faking like everything’s okay and her body and mind aren’t falling apart.


I know I have Cessy to thank for that. And maybe that should be my new challenge to myself: try to be more grateful for the good things in my life. Like Cessy, and piano, and Levain double chocolate chip cookies. More of that; less multiple sclerosis and Jamie Larson and the crushing weight of Stockholm bearing down on me, more imminent every day.


It’s a thing, I tell myself that night as I curl up in bed, cozy under all my layers of blankets. I’ll be a nice person now. A thankful person.


It’s a thing.


Three Years Ago


First day of Piano Performance I.


Ever since arriving at Parker, I’d been a seething ball of nerves. It felt like my skin physically itched, desperate for some kind of energy outlet. I’d been in conservatories before—I was at Juilliard—but this was different. This was college. I wasn’t a high schooler anymore. I no longer counted as some teen prodigy. I was at Parker, and I would be expected to hold my own against juniors and seniors and grad students. So I really needed to pull myself together and actually focus if I wasn’t going to decompose into a slurry of dread.


The small auditorium was filling up fast. I had somebody to my left who was already deeply engaged in conversation, as if they’d known that person for years. My right seat was empty. But not for long.


“Is anybody sitting here?” a masculine voice asked.


I looked up. The boy standing over me was . . . well, gorgeous was the first word that came to mind, even if on some level I was aware that was a pretty hyperbolic thing to say about anybody. But seriously, this guy could have been a model. Especially with that artfully tousled bronze hair and those dark blue eyes. He was wearing a Mountain Goats shirt.


“It’s all yours,” I said, and he allowed me a small smile as he dumped his backpack on the floor and shoved it under his seat.


“So,” I said after several seconds of unbearable silence. “Was she a good wife?”


For a second the boy looked confused; then he caught on and glanced down at his shirt, laughing lightly. “Oh, yeah. That song’s stuck in my head just about twenty-four seven.”


It was a set of lyrics from “No Children,” which had to be the bleakest Mountain Goats song—and also my favorite.


“Horrible song,” I said, grinning, a beat before he said, “Fantastic song.”


I arched a brow at him, and he grinned back at me, infuriatingly unflappable. “You like it enough to have it memorized.”


“Oh, I never said I didn’t like it. I mean, the whole thing is basically about the beauty of mutual hatred. Incredibly based.”


He leaned back in his seat, one elbow propped up on the armrest between us, close enough I swear I could feel the warmth of his body heat. “Well, now I guess I have to figure out if you’re just the kind of person who likes dark songs, or if you’re the kind of person who takes them a little too literally. Please let me know which it is before I get too invested.”


“Nah,” I said. “You’ll just have to risk it and find out.”


He chuckled. God, that smile was beautiful. He could be anything he wanted—except he was here, at Parker, in my Piano Performance I class. And he listened to the Mountain Goats. That was two points for him in the first two minutes. He was on a roll.


“I’m Jamie,” he said, reaching a hand across to shake mine. His palm felt callused, as if he was used to hard work.


“Marigold. Well, Goldie. I still can’t believe my parents came up with Marigold and thought, Ah yes, there’s a good one.”


“I like it,” Jamie said. “It’s poetic, somehow. It suits you.”


I made a face. “Well, thanks, I guess. Maybe when I’m older, it won’t sound so ridiculous on me.”


“You carry it well.”


“I do try.”


I wondered if he could tell from the flush on my face that I found him attractive. Or maybe he was used to girls thinking he was hot. With a face like that, people were probably falling all over him at all times. And here I was, just another statistic standing in line.


“What do you think of Parker so far?” I asked, desperate for a distraction.


“It’s huge,” Jamie said bluntly. “I came from a small town. Being in New York is a massive culture shock. But everyone here has been really nice. And so far I’ve had great classes.”


“Who’s your primary teacher?”


“Celia Chen.”


My eyebrows shot up. “No way. Celia’s mine, too.”


“Lucky us.”


“I mean, I sure as hell hope so. I heard she’s a shark.” Specifically, that she had extremely high expectations for her students. But she also had a reputation for pumping out some of the best performers in the school. And maybe if I worked hard enough, I could be one of them.


“Yeah,” he said. “But that’s probably a good thing.”


I opened my mouth to reply, but before I could get the words out, the teacher was already standing on the stage, ringing a little bell to get our attention. Everyone almost immediately shut up, all of us turning toward her as if the next words from her lips would somehow determine our entire futures.


“Hello,” she said. “I’m Elke Schulz, and I’ll be your professor in this class. I assume you have all read through the syllabus, but just in case, I’ll briefly go over it with you now.”


Great. The worst part of every first day. I sat there and pretended to be completely invested in attendance policies and class participation grades, but it was getting increasingly hard not to yawn by the time Schulz wrapped it up.


“Today, I thought we could all introduce ourselves the best way that classical musicians can—through performance. Each of you will come onstage and play a brief song for the class. I hope you’ll see this as an opportunity to express yourself and show your unique character through your performance, and that by the end, we’ll all know each other a little better. Who would like to go first?”


The room was utterly silent except for the rustling of clothes and papers as everyone tried to find some random occupation for their hands, hoping somebody else would speak up so they didn’t have to.


But then, beside me, Jamie raised his hand. “I’ll go.”


“Excellent. Thank you, Mister . . . ?”


“Larson. Jamie Larson.”


“Thank you, Jamie. Please join me on the stage,” she said, gesturing toward the waiting baby grand.


I made room as he shuffled by me, tucking my feet beneath my chair. He walked up to the stage with the kind of easy confidence I envied, like he already knew he was good. Like all he had to do now was prove it.


I was far enough on the house left side that I had a good view of his hands as he rested them atop the keyboard. His fingers were long and elegant, settling over the keys as if caressing a lover.


Then he began to play.


His music was beautiful. It was technically perfect, but it was more than that—it resonated through the hall as if it were played by an entire orchestra, like a powerful ocean tide dragging us out to sea. I caught myself sitting too still, almost not breathing, captivated. God, I thought. If I could play like that, I’d never stop.


I lost track of time. Jamie’s piece felt both too short and also as if it lasted a lifetime, burrowing somewhere deep inside me, ready to live there in my warmth.
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