














Praise for The Sound Between the Notes


“In her second novel, Barbara Linn Probst delivers yet another powerful story, balancing lyrical language with a skillfully paced plot to build a sensory-rich world that will delight those who loved Queen of the Owls and win countless new readers. Offering a deep exploration of the search for identity and connection, The Sound Between the Notes reminds us to embrace everything we are—and everything that’s made us who we are.”


—Julie Cantrell, New York Times and USA TODAY best-selling author of Perennials


“Beautifully told, The Sound Between the Notes is a story of tragedy and triumph, of the push and pull of family, of the responsibility we feel to ourselves and those we love. Once I started the book, I couldn’t put it down until I reached the last gorgeously written note.”


—Loretta Nyhan, author of The Other Family and Amazon charts bestseller Digging In


“Family ties can bind or blind us—even with relatives we’ve never met. In The Sound Between the Notes, trails of music connect generations separated by adoption—while the same notes threaten a family believed sewn with steel threads. In this spellbinding novel, Barbara Linn Probst examines how the truth of love transcends genetics even as strands of biology grip us. Once you begin this story, suffused with the majesty of music and the reveries of creation, the ‘gotta know’ will carry you all the way to the final note.”


—Randy Susan Meyers, international best-selling author of Waisted, The Comfort of Lies, and Accidents of Marriage


“As soaring as the music it so lovingly describes, poignantly human, and relatable to anyone who’s ever wondered if it’s too late for their dream, The Sound Between the Notes is an exploration of our vulnerability to life’s timing and chance occurrences that influence our decisions, for better or worse. Probst creates her trademark intelligent suspense as Susannah, an adoptee trying for a mid-life resurrection of an abandoned music career, confronts lifelong questions of who she is. A story that speaks to our universal need to have someone who believes in us unequivocally, and how that person had better be ourselves.”


—Ellen Notbohm, award-winning author of The River by Starlight


“Probst writes very well and convincingly. The characters are well drawn and the tight plot is just one agonizing twist after another. … The climax, on the night of her performance, is a tour de force steeped in suspense, and Susannah’s subsequent revelations are satisfying and authentic. A sensitive, astute exploration of artistic passion, family, and perseverance.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A great story that had me turning the pages nonstop, a tale of passion, identity, and art … The Sound Between the Notes is so beautiful, so lyrical, so musical that it was hard to put down. It is a story that will not only appeal to fans of music but to mothers and anyone looking for a good read. This is a wonderful story from a skillful writer, one that appeals strongly to the heart. It features awesome characters, a twisty plot, and gorgeous writing.”


—Readers’ Favorite




Praise for Queen of the Owls


“A nuanced, insightful, culturally relevant investigation of one woman’s personal and artistic awakening, Queen of the Owls limns the distance between artist and muse, creator and critic, concealment and exposure, exploring no less than the meaning and the nature of art.”


—Christina Baker Kline, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Piece of the World, Orphan Train, and The Exiles


“This is a stunner about the true cost of creativity, and about what it means to be really seen. Gorgeously written and so, so smart (and how can you resist any novel that has Georgia O’Keeffe in it?), Probst’s novel is a work of art in itself.”


—Caroline Leavitt, best-selling author of Pictures of You, Cruel Beautiful World, and With You or Without You


“Queen of the Owls is a powerful novel about a woman’s relation to her body, diving into contemporary controversies about privacy and consent. A ‘must-read’ for fans of Georgia O’Keeffe and any woman who struggles to find her true self hidden under the roles of sister, mother, wife, and colleague.”


—Barbara Claypole White, best-selling author of The Perfect Son and The Promise Between Us


“Probst’s well-written and engaging debut asks a question every woman can relate to: what would you risk to be truly seen and understood? The lush descriptions of O’Keeffe’s work and life enhance the story, and help frame the enduring feminist issues at its center.”


—Sonja Yoerg, best-selling author of True Places and Stories We Never Told


“Probst plumbs the depths of Elizabeth’s desperation with a delicacy that underlines the brutal truths her protagonist must face. … A thought-provoking, introspective examination of self and sexuality.”


—Booklist


“An entertaining, psychologically rich story of a sometimes giddy, sometimes painful awakening.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A gifted storyteller, Barbara Linn Probst writes with precision, empathy, intelligence, and a deep understanding of the psychology of a woman’s search for self.”


—Sandra Scofield, National Book Award finalist and author of The Last Draft and Swim: Stories of the Sixties


“A beautiful contemporary novel full of timeless themes, elegantly portraying one woman’s courage to passionately follow the inspiration of Georgia O’Keeffe and brave the risk of coming into her own.”


—Claire Fullerton, author of Mourning Dove and Little Tea


“One of the most anticipated books of 2020 for working moms!”


—Working Mother


“A debut novel too good to ignore!” —Bustle


“One of the best new fiction books to read during the quarantine!”


—Parade Magazine


“Spring quarantine recommendation!”


—Entertainment Weekly
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this isn’t
a contest but the doorway


into thanks, and a silence in which
another voice may speak


Mary Oliver, from Praying





Part One

The Audition


Do not take up music unless you would rather die than not do so.


Nadia Boulanger, renowned composer and piano teacher





Chapter One


now


Susannah looked at her watch. Seven minutes to go.


Really, there was no reason to be so nervous; she’d done this plenty of times over the years. It was like pulling on a pair of familiar boots or diving into a pool—muscle memory, they called it. It had been a long time since she’d sat like this, waiting on a folding chair for someone to open a studio door and beckon her inside, but her body remembered. And her emotions. They definitely remembered.


Fifteen years, Susannah thought, since she had auditioned for something this important. But the music world didn’t change, even if the musician had. Auditions were rituals, stylized to maximize their gravity. She’d been to enough, before she walked away, to know what was on the other side of that studio door. A big windowless room, where a Steinway grand piano would greet her, its lid raised like an ebony sail. A panel of judges with their clipboards and cool professional smiles. A clock on the wall. Only the details varied: the color of the judges’ clothing, the piece she had picked to play.


Fifteen years was a long time. So was seven minutes.


She raised her eyes to scan the hallway. A Styrofoam cup, abandoned next to a wastebasket, cast a shadow like a misshapen halo on the blackened planks of the hardwood floor. She couldn’t help wincing. What pianist would bring coffee to an audition? You needed to be quiet inside, not revved up. She was already revved up enough, with an excitement bordering on panic.


An elevator pinged in the distance. There was the clang of a radiator, and then the hallway was silent. She looked at her hands again. The ridge of her knuckles, the thin gold band. The blue veins just below the surface, like a road to somewhere.


Or nowhere. That was always a possibility. Vera had been confident that the solo was hers if she wanted it, but Vera was like that, arrogant and imperious. Susannah knew—and she knew Vera did, too—that there weren’t any guarantees in the music world, no matter who you were or what famous teacher had recommended you.


“Susannah Lewis?” A tall man with a neatly trimmed beard opened the door and squinted at her over the top of his glasses.


She sprang to her feet. “Yes. Here.” Her voice caught, eager and high-pitched. Good lord, she sounded like a schoolgirl instead of a woman nearing forty.


“You’re on in five minutes,” he told her.


“Yes. Thank you.”


The man gave a quick nod and slipped inside the studio, pulling the door shut behind him. Susannah dropped back into the chair. Five minutes to relax, clear her mind, let the music find its way into her hands. She squared her feet, heels aligned with the edge of the floorboard, and tried to ignore the sounds filtering through the oak door. Arpeggios and chromatic sevenths. Rachmaninoff, that showy part of the allegro agitato. Not her style. Even though they had been given strict instructions to avoid overlapping, she had arrived early and glimpsed the young man who was auditioning before her. His youth had shocked and dismayed her.


She bit her lip, willing herself not to think about the young man or what she had been like at that age or how long it had really been since she’d offered her music—and herself—to a panel of strangers. She couldn’t help wondering what Aaron would think if he knew what she was up to. There were no secrets in their marriage, yet she hadn’t dared to tell him about the audition. If she didn’t get picked, it wouldn’t matter. And if she did? Well, she’d deal with that later.


If. So much weight and yearning in those two letters, that tiny syllable.


The elevator pinged again. Susannah looked at her watch: four minutes to go. She wiped her palms along the side of her skirt. Then she realized that the hallway was silent, no more Rachmaninoff coming from the other side of the oak door. Had the other pianist finished early? The silence could only mean one thing. He’d been dismissed.


Her pulse shot skyward. The committee was only listening to three people, four at most; that was what Vera had told her. They had to make it look like an actual selection based on merit, not convenience driven by desperation. Three or four pianists, each willing to step in and replace the Chilean virtuoso who’d been whisked off to rehab. And she was one of them, thanks to Vera—the renowned piano teacher who had shocked the music world by leaving the concert circuit at the height of her fame and devoting herself to her pupils. Susannah had become one of those pupils when her feet could barely reach the pedals.


She had told herself, getting dressed and heading into Manhattan, that this was simply a job, a nice return to the professional stage after fifteen years of safe little programs at churches and schools. But there was something else, and that something else was the reason her heart was beating such a crazy staccato.


The rapture. She’d lost it, somewhere between teaching and giving workshops and making sure that everyone’s life was running smoothly. It wasn’t Aaron’s fault, maybe not even her own fault. But the magic was gone, and she wanted it back.


She had known and not-known, avoiding what she knew—until she sat down at the piano, right after Vera’s call, to run through what she thought of as her reliable repertoire. Late Brahms, those show-stopping Chopin mazurkas, the Pathetique—like flipping through a wardrobe of familiar clothes in case she decided to audition, as Vera had insisted. She was halfway through Brahms’ Opus 118 when a strange sensation made her stop in in the middle of a measure.


I’m not here. I’m not hearing the music.


Hear, here. They were the same thing, listening and knowing she existed. They had always been the same, their union so intrinsic to who she was that she’d never questioned it—until, suddenly, its absence assaulted her.


The door swung open. “We’re ready for you.”


Susannah rose, more slowly this time, and followed the bearded man into the studio. The first thing she saw was the Steinway: a concert grand, splinters of light glinting on the mahogany surface. There was no sign of the young man. She noticed a door on the far wall, below a red exit sign. He must have left that way.


“Mrs. Lewis? Or is it Ms. Lewis?”


A woman held a notebook in one hand, a sharpened pencil in the other. Red hair was heaped on her head; a necklace of big amber beads, roped twice, dropped to her waist in descending arcs. Libby Kaufmann, the organizer and publicist. Not a musician, but this wasn’t a piano competition. It was a fundraising gala, and Libby was in charge. Next to Libby was an older woman with short gray hair. On her other side, a man in a blue turtleneck uncapped a water bottle.


“Ms. Lewis,” Susannah said. The person facing the trio of judges was someone who had existed long before she became Mrs. Lewis. Someone who could exist again.


“I have you down for a Schubert sonata,” Libby said, turning a page in her notebook. “D-960. Is that still correct?”


“Yes, that’s right.” Susannah took the book of sonatas from her bag. “Here, I’ve got the score. Did you want to follow along?” She didn’t know if Libby could read music, but she extended the book anyway.


“Not especially. You keep it.” Libby closed the notebook. “Do you need to warm up?”


Susannah met her eyes. For a wild instant, everything rose up in her: the hunger, the longing—then the doubt and the fear. Libby dipped her head, as if she’d seen.


“Just for a minute.”


She walked to the piano, the book of sonatas under her arm. Every piano was different: the touch, the response, the feel of the keys. She flexed the pedal, tried a few arpeggios and chords. Yes, good. The keys had a nice weight, a warmth to the tones. Then she opened the book and creased the page with her thumb. She didn’t really need it—she’d memorized the piece long ago—yet it felt good to see the notes, like a gathering of old friends.


If this had been a competition, she would probably have chosen one of those virtuoso pieces like the Rachmaninoff. A Chopin etude, maybe, or La Campanella; everyone played Liszt at the big competitions. But this wasn’t a competition, and she didn’t want to do that. She wanted to play a piece she loved.


Schubert’s B-flat major sonata. His final sonata, full of majesty and radiance and the exquisite longing of a man knowing he was about to die.


Each person was supposed to play for twelve minutes, no longer—that’s what Vera had explained—but Susannah couldn’t do that to the B-flat major sonata. It would mean stopping right in the middle of the first movement. Maybe she should have chosen another piece, one that fit into the time she was allowed, but she’d decided: no, let them hear the piece she intended to play at the concert. Vera had agreed.


Susannah looked at the three people sitting across from her, pencils poised, ready to note her mistakes. Then she thought of Schubert, dying at thirty-one, ugly, isolated, in pain, pouring all of his yearning and ecstasy into the music. No one had the right to play his sonata without the same commitment, the same passion.


She centered herself on the padded bench and readied her hands for the opening theme—the glorious B-flat and the steps up to D, stately and inevitable, and then the C octaves that weren’t repetitions at all but a widening, a preparation for the slow return. Her long spidery fingers had always made it easy to play chord after chord, octave after octave, with a purity that lifted the melody right off the keys. For that clean true sound, the hand had to be loose, free, the little finger landing just so on the top notes. It wasn’t something she thought about any more than she thought about how to breathe.


Until now, when the finger didn’t land, didn’t sing.


A jerk, like a hiccup. Then a thud, the sound of wood instead of crystal, as her finger found the key a fraction too late, a fraction too heavily.


Had the panel noticed? It was a small misstep, obvious to her but perhaps not to anyone else. The next measures were fine—then, there it was again, when she used her fifth finger for the B-flat. She could barely reach the top note. And, worse, she couldn’t voice the upper line the way she needed to. The sound was coarse, wrong. Tears of frustration stung her lashes. If the top notes didn’t soar, the whole thing was ruined.


An instant, that was all she had. Susannah stretched her hand and took the note with her fourth finger. The gesture was awkward—bizarre, really—but the sound was there, just the way it was meant to be. The way it used to be.


She kept going. There was no time to think about what had happened or to register her relief. She kept playing as the music shifted to a new section.


The end of minute thirteen was a logical place to stop, the slow release into silence before the long repeat. Even that was a minute past her allotted time. But the first movement wasn’t over. Schubert had wanted the music played twice for a reason, and it was up to the pianist to search for that reason.


If she hesitated, the return to the opening theme would be ruined. You had to do it or not do it—play the whole movement, the way Schubert wanted, or let it go.


Her eyes darted to Libby’s face. Libby gave the merest nod, like the flicker of a sixteenth note, so quick that Susannah couldn’t be sure.


She kept playing. The first movement was twenty minutes long. She sounded the final chord, held it for the whole five beats, and then looked up, trying to read the faces of the three people across from her. Were they outraged by her presumption, the way she had helped herself to those extra minutes? Nothing. No one moved. No one said, “What do you think you’re doing?” or even “Thank you, Ms. Lewis” or “You can go now.” She reached up to turn the page. She felt her hand moving through space, touching the corner of the paper.


Their faces were fixed on her, attentive, alert. No one was telling her to stop. Did that mean she could go on?


Susannah could feel the weight of the silence, filling the auditorium.


Vera’s call urging her to audition—ordering her, really—had ripped away the veneer of her complacency. In a single fierce instant, Susannah felt the pain of what she had lost. And with the pain came a swell of longing. That longing had brought her all the way to the cracked stone steps of the music school where the auditions were being held, up to the black door with its brass hinges and a doorknocker like a lion’s jaw. She had gone inside, waited on a metal chair—needing this, daring to need it.


She pulled in her breath. One more glance at the panel. Then she pinched the corner of the page with her thumb and forefinger. Waited. Nothing.


The hell with it.


She flipped the page with a quick snap of her wrist. One more glance, just to be sure no one was jumping up to yank her off the bench, and then she began the second movement, the andante sostenuto. The deep C-sharp, and the perfect bell-like answer. Angelic, celestial. Music that could break your heart.


She played the whole piece, all the way to the astounding, triumphant presto.


There was a throat-catching moment when she thought her little finger was going to fail her again. It was in the scherzo, those eighth notes right before the trio. The slip was almost imperceptible but she knew she was off, missing the connection, the clarity. Somehow, again, she switched fingers right in the middle of the measure. Another intelligence stepped in, carried her forward—all the way to the crystalline quarter notes in the last movement, all the way to the glorious B-flat and the final measure of the piece, a measure made entirely of silence.


She waited the three empty beats, then dropped her hands into her lap. She didn’t dare to look up until she heard Libby say, “Thank you.”


For the third time that afternoon, she met Libby’s eyes.


“We’ll let you know,” Libby said. Then she repeated, “Thank you.”


Susannah closed the book of sonatas and slid off the bench. Her heart flapped against her ribs. Should she call Aaron and tell him what had happened?


No. Not until she knew if Vera’s intervention—and her own bravado—had worked. If it hadn’t, she’d rather mourn in private.


—


The trip from Manhattan to Abner’s Landing took an hour under the best of conditions and these were the worst, right at the peak of rush hour. Her audition had been scheduled for 4:00, but by the time Susannah left the studio and got her car out of the parking garage, it was well past 5:00.


She stretched her neck, but there was no way to tell how far the line of cars extended in front of her, not with that eighteen-wheeler blocking her view. All she could see was the back of the truck and the words, in bold red script: How’s my driving?


How’s my playing? That was the question. She’d searched Libby Kaufmann’s face before she left the studio but Libby, inscrutable, had given nothing away.


Sighing, Susannah inched the car forward. She dreaded the thought of arriving home later than Aaron or James and having them pelt her with questions. She pictured herself insisting, like a child, It’s all because of Vera. James had never met Vera, but he had heard about her. Vera Evangelista, his mother’s famous piano teacher.


Vera had been her teacher since early childhood, the person who’d grabbed her chin one afternoon when she was pouting because she hadn’t been invited to Kimberly Morgan’s birthday party. “Don’t you understand who you are?” Vera had hissed, her face so close that Susannah could see the two stray hairs that poked out of her eyebrows, dark and stiff, like porcupine quills. “You aren’t like those other girls. You’re a pianist. An artist. Don’t you ever forget that.”


And she hadn’t. All through elementary school, high school, college, she’d done what you had to do if you dreamed of entering the elite echelon of concert-level pianists. It wasn’t just the hours and hours at the keyboard. It was the ferocity of your commitment, the willingness to drop everything if an opportunity came your way. You didn’t reject a chance to perform because it was inconvenient. You said great, thank you, I’ll be there, and you went. No matter what, you went.


You couldn’t do that with an infant, though. At least, Susannah couldn’t. She’d thought Vera knows my story, she’ll understand. But Vera hadn’t understood. She had made that clear.


Susannah twisted her neck again, trying to see around the eighteen-wheeler. There was a whole car-length ahead of him, for heaven’s sakes. Why wasn’t he moving? As if the driver sensed her annoyance, the brake lights dimmed and the truck inched forward. Instantly, a blue Toyota tried to edge into the space that had just opened. Susannah pounced on the accelerator, claiming the yards that belonged to her.


Vera’s phone call, after years of silence, had come at the perfect moment. James, a teenager now, didn’t need mothering the way he had when he was small. Susannah had tried, with only partial success, not to feel hurt. And then Vera called.


Vera got right to the point. Her great-niece, publicist for a major women’s organization, was in charge of a fundraising extravaganza, a cocktails-and-concert gala to raise money for the organization’s five-city expansion. The niece, Libby Kaufmann, had gotten a renowned performing arts center to donate its 1500-seat hall and a well-connected ex-mayor to be the evening’s host. With the famous Chilean pianist as their soloist and an admission price usually reserved for high-profile political banquets, the event had become the season’s must-be-seen-at gathering of the rich and powerful. Then, when the Chilean pianist had to be escorted—discreetly, of course—to a secluded detox facility, Libby had to come up with a quick replacement. She’d called her great-aunt, knowing how well-connected Vera was to the music world. And Vera called Susannah.


“Do it,” Vera had ordered. “I’m getting old, waiting for you to prove I haven’t wasted my time.”


“This is pretty sudden, Vera. I have to think about it.”


“There’s nothing to think. It’s yes or no. Libby wants to hear a few people—tomorrow. She’s saving the 4:00 slot for you. Take it or leave it.”


Tomorrow? Vera had to be joking. But Vera never joked, not about music.


“How many more chances like this are you going to have?” Vera had snapped, her voice sharp as a javelin. “None, that’s how many.”


“It’s just a referral. Not a guarantee.”


“Don’t be naive. Libby needs you more than you need her. I’ve sold her on your brilliance. The solo’s yours—unless, of course, you don’t think you’re up to it.”


Of course she was up to it. The suggestion that she might not be made Susannah angry, as if Vera had offered her a gift and then snatched it away. Well, that was Vera. Praising and insulting in a single phrase.


A flash of taillights jolted Susannah back to the present—the highway, the line of cars. Damn. She’d been lost in her reverie and let the eighteen-wheeler creep forward again without filling the space between them. Before she could react, the blue Toyota cut in front of her.


The hell with it. The same words that had thrust her past the twelve-minute limit at the audition. Tired of waiting for the traffic to clear, she yanked the steering wheel and cut across two lanes of traffic into the right-hand lane that, improbably, was moving ahead at a steady clip.


At last, there was Exit 21. Susannah shot down the ramp and sped the last few miles to the house. She angled the car up the driveway and pulled into the carport. Nearly seven o’clock, but the house was dark. It wasn’t unusual for Aaron to get home late, but James—where was James? She scrambled for her phone.


There were two texts. One was from James, letting her know he was at Andrew’s house working on their civics report. Back 4 dinner. The other was from Aaron. Leaving the lab now. Home soonest. XX.


Susannah’s lips curved in a soft smile. Her two men. She sent James a thumbs-up emoji and dropped the phone back into her purse. Then, on impulse, she turned her hand and looked at her palm. There was a tiny bump right in the center, like a blister about to push through the surface. Was that why she had faltered? She prodded the bump, gingerly at first, then more firmly, but it wasn’t painful.


She’d had blisters before. Pianists got used to the cramped muscles and the small sores, the inevitable effect of long hours at the keyboard. You played through it, and it went away. It wasn’t like the lumps and moles that doctors warned about, changes that were dangerous to ignore. Her mother had done that—too busy and confident to worry that anything might be amiss—and the cancer had gone undiagnosed until it was too late. Susannah didn’t think this was the same thing. Whoever heard of cancer of the palm? Besides, whatever traitorous cells had invaded Dana’s bloodstream weren’t likely to be lurking in hers; nothing linked their DNA.


No, that wasn’t what was making her feel so vulnerable. It wasn’t even the audition. It was the unexpected yearning that had bloomed in her chest. The ache for something she’d lost when she wasn’t paying attention, and had forgotten to want.





Chapter Two


now


Susannah heard the metallic rolling of the garage door, which meant that Aaron was home. She sprinkled a fistful of grated cheese onto the pasta and wiped her hands on a dishtowel. She hated rushing like this—cooking needed time and care, not the slapdash flinging of basil and mozzarella into a bowl—but was glad she’d managed to put a reasonable meal together before Aaron got home.


She folded a sheet of foil over the dish as Aaron strode into the kitchen, dropping his briefcase against the door. He eased out of his jacket and tossed it onto the back of a chair.


Susannah turned to him. “Long day for you?”


“It was. But a good one. The new lab assistant turned out to be great.”


She stepped away from the counter and wound her arms around his waist. “Better than the assistant you had before?”


“A standard deviation better.”


“Math snob.”


“I prefer research nerd.” She lifted her chin for his kiss. “What about your day?”


“Me? Oh, I worked on the sonata. You know, the Schubert?”


It wasn’t a lie; in fact, she’d come up with a brand-new fingering right in the middle of a passage. But it wasn’t the whole truth. The whole truth was that she had driven into Manhattan to audition for a concert he knew nothing about, and then taken a second risk—more audacious than the first—by playing the entire sonata straight through to the end.


She wanted to tell him, and almost did, but she wasn’t prepared for the questions that would follow—or the harder question of why she hadn’t told him yesterday, when Vera called, or this morning. Still, there was no real urgency, especially if nothing came of it. That was the most likely outcome, no matter what Vera thought.


Suppressing a sigh, Susannah spread her fingers and grazed them lightly along Aaron’s back. The joints felt all right. Loose, the way they were supposed to. No need, then, to mention the stumble on the B-flat or the blister that had probably caused it. Besides, it was impossible to explain the difference in sensation to someone who wasn’t a musician.


Aaron wasn’t particularly interested in music—except hers. That was what had drawn him to her when they met. He would stand behind her, entranced, while she played Chopin, Brahms, Schumann, the most gorgeous pieces she knew. It had been strangely intimate, as if the intensity of his listening went right through her skin, all the way into the keyboard. As if he were playing it with her.


That was years ago. Maybe he’d missed it, too.


Aaron glanced over her shoulder. “James isn’t home yet?”


“He’s on his way back from Andrew’s. Some civics project. He should be here soon.”


“A glass of wine while we wait?”


“Good idea.” Susannah stepped out of his embrace and went to open a bottle of Chardonnay. Holding it aloft, she followed him onto the deck.


The house was cantilevered on a rocky crest. Its wide rectangular deck—the first thing she and Aaron added when they bought the place a dozen years ago, exchanging their urban life for the rustic charm of Abner’s Landing—offered a sweeping view of the slate-gray Hudson. Susannah lifted her face to peer at the sky. A copper sun, hovering at the horizon, was surprisingly vivid after an overcast day. “Aha,” she said. “The sun’s coming out from behind the clouds.”


“The sun isn’t coming out from behind anything,” Aaron corrected her. “It’s the cloud that’s moving, getting out of the way.” He gave her an amused smile. “But you know that.”


She did know, he had told her that before, but what did it matter? Spikes of gold were spreading across the water, zigzagging from the shallow marshes to the channel that sliced the river’s midline. It was the result that mattered, the unexpected illumination.


“I suppose I do,” she said. Aaron was a research scientist; he hated inaccuracy. She had been annoyed by his insistence on precision until she realized that sloppy explanations offended him the same way that sentimental music offended her. If you loved something, you wanted others to treat it with respect.


She met his smile, then returned her gaze to the river. A pair of kayakers in red boats cut parallel lines across the channel, their paddles dipping soundlessly into the water. A heron gave a harsh squeal. The plaintive meow of Oscar, their cat, from the other side of the screen door meant that he’d heard the heron too. He swiped at the screen, claws catching on the mesh.


“Either way, it’s a beautiful evening,” Aaron said. He wrapped an arm around her, gesturing at the bands of topaz and mauve that stretched across the sky. “Did you know there’s a scientific basis for the old saying ‘red sky at night, sailor’s delight’?”


“If you had your way, there’d be a scientific basis for everything.”


“Indeed there would.”


“Phooey. Where’s the fun in that?”


“I’m full of fun.” He turned to look at her, and Susannah felt the wordless thrill that was, amazingly, still there between them.


She remembered how it had been, in their early days together. Music had made her feel lush and sensual. She had let Aaron see that, feel that—playing for him in the dim light of her apartment, draped in a loose blue kimono, her arms lifting like birds beneath the gauzy folds.


Suddenly the notion of keeping the day’s events from him seemed absurd. Aaron was her husband. She wanted him to be part of this.


“Aaron,” she said. He raised an eyebrow, an Aaron-expression that was both ardent and wry. “Seriously. I have to talk to you.”


His face shifted at once. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong. It’s the opposite of wrong. Or it might be.”


She told him about Vera’s call, the audition, Libby’s odd response. But not about the experience that had prompted her to accept Vera’s offer—the shocking instant in the middle of the F-major Romanze when she realized that her playing had grown dull, ordinary, without the glory she assumed would always be hers.


Another thing that was too hard to explain to a non-musician. Aaron thought her playing was beautiful. Better that he still thought so, even if it wasn’t quite true.


“They let me play the whole sonata,” she said, “even though they weren’t supposed to. I was only supposed to have twelve minutes.”


“That’s great, honey. They must have really liked you.”


“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “It was weird. No one said a word.”


“Well, actions are more important than words. Did they let anyone else play that long?”


Susannah considered the question. There was no way to know if the panel had kept to its strict instructions, although she was pretty sure the young man with his Rachmaninoff had been sent away before twelve minutes were up. Supposedly, there had only been one or two others. According to Vera, who seemed to know everything, the other pianists had played before her. She’d been the last one the committee heard.


“I don’t know,” she repeated. “Vera was so sure that Libby would pick me. Libby doesn’t know anything about music but she trusts Vera’s judgment.”


“Sounds like you have every reason to be hopeful, then. This could be a real step up for you. A new beginning.”


The very possibility she had scarcely let herself name. Susannah’s breath caught in her throat the way Oscar’s nails had caught on the screen. “It could be.”


Aaron gave her a penetrating look. “This isn’t like your other gigs.”


No, not like her other gigs. Not like teaching at a summer institute or playing for the university centennial. Vera’s words echoed in the cavern of her skull. How many more chances like this are you going to have?


Vera had answered her own question. None.


Susannah searched Aaron’s eyes, not sure how to explain. “The concert’s turned into a big society thing,” she said, finally. “It’s going to have major visibility. I could get noticed, reviewed.” Her pulse quickened. “It’s not Carnegie Hall, but that’s not the only way to get noticed.”


A flicker of concern dimmed the pleasure on Aaron’s face. Susannah knew him, so she understood: he was jumping ahead, his logical scientist’s mind flipping through the possible equations. If x plus q, then y. If x plus p, then z. Being reviewed could mean praise, attention, offers to perform, a leap to the next level of status and acclaim. Or it could mean humiliation. Aaron was already there, weighing the risk, wondering if it was worth it, trying to protect her from getting hurt.


Yet his calculations were wrong. It wasn’t the outer glory she wanted, but its interior cousin, the sense of being a pathway for the music and, through that, of being most fully herself. It was the best thing she’d ever known, and she wanted it back.


In itself, the public setting was nothing; you could play in a giant auditorium and be awful. But without it, you couldn’t take flight.


It was something she’d learned long ago, during her very first performance. If you kept the music to yourself, it stayed small. If you played for others, the surrender was deeper, freer, more generous. Here, I give this to you. It made the music—and the musician—more real.


That was why the concert mattered. She had drifted so far that only a huge wave could carry her back to shore.


“Are you ready for all that?” Aaron asked.


“Getting noticed?” Susannah couldn’t help laughing. “First I have to get picked.” Then she grew serious. “If they pick me, I need to do it right. Someone to record the concert, for one thing—a really good recording—and that costs money. Maybe my own publicist, since I don’t have a manager. It could add up.”


“Yes, understood.”


She studied his face. “You’re on board? Truly?”


“If it’s what you want, sweetheart.”


Oh, yes. It was what she wanted.


She saw the leapfrog of emotions cross Aaron’s features: approval of the chance that had come her way, anxiety about its unknown cost, and then a bright gleam of desire—as if her new passion had made her into that woman again, the musician with the regal presence and rapt expression, the woman he’d fallen in love with.


“Anything else you want?” He put his hands on her wrists and pushed her sweater up along her arms.


Susannah could feel his eagerness and her own response, the choreography familiar and exciting. Yet another part of her was already clicking through the folders in her brain. Things she needed to do, to prepare for the concert. Things she would have to postpone or reschedule.


She made herself return to the present, to her husband beside her on the deck. “James,” she murmured.


“James is at Andrew’s house.”


“He’s going to walk in at any minute. Starving.” She put a palm on Aaron’s chest, refusal softened by reassurance. The trill of her cell phone sounded from the kitchen.


Vera, she thought, wanting to know how the audition had gone. She’d been too intent on pulling together a passable dinner to call with a report.


No, not Vera. Vera’s ring was the aria from the Goldberg Variations. The opening bars of Für Elise meant the call was from her father. Susannah cast a concerned look at the screen door. It could be nothing, just Tyler being lonely. Or it could be something. She was never sure, these days.


“I’d better get it.” Gently, she removed Aaron’s hands and crossed the deck. Oscar stared at her through the screen. “Shoo,” she said. She pulled the door open and scanned the countertop for her phone.


“Suzie?”


“Hey, Dad.” She signaled to Aaron, miming the lift of a wine glass.


“I’m not disturbing you?”


A plea for permission instead of a greeting; that was how he’d been since her mother’s death, nine months earlier. Susannah kept hoping for the return of his puckish humor but it hadn’t happened, not yet. Holding the phone to her ear, she pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down. “Of course not. How are you doing?”


Aaron opened the screen door and handed her a glass. She nodded her thanks and set it on the table. Absently, she began to collect the crumbs, still there from breakfast, into a little pile.


“Not so good, but I will be.” It was the phrase Tyler had taken to using whenever someone asked. It had been clever at first, then comforting, but now it was simply a placeholder, a way to soften his dejection with an optimism that Susannah wasn’t sure he really felt.


“Onward and upward,” she replied.


“If the fates decree.”


Oh Dad, she wanted to tell him. You decree. You have a say in what happens next.


She missed her mother too, but not the way he did. Without Dana, her father was unmoored, adrift. Dana had been the family sextant, calibrating and recalibrating the distance between each of the pairs in their triad, the third point that gave stability to the other two. When Susannah was small, she had longed for the real mother whose absence had loomed so large—the birth mother she’d never known—yet the hole left by someone who had actually been there was a different kind of emptiness.


“So. What’ve you been up to?”


Tyler cleared his throat. “I was thinking I might order that new biography of John Adams. It got excellent reviews.”


“Sounds good.” Susannah raised her shoulder to squeeze the phone in place while she collected the crumbs. Aaron arched his eyebrow in a question. She motioned him away. It’s okay.


“I finished the one about Franklin,” he said. “I can loan it to you if you want.”


“Sure. I’ll get it next time I see you.” Then she added, before he could ask, “Soon. I promise. We’ll find a day next week.”


“That’d be great, honey.” His voice brightened. “Something to look forward to.”


Susannah sighed, wishing her visit wasn’t the only thing her father looked forward to. It hadn’t always been like that. “Hang in there, Dad,” she said. “I love you. And thanks for calling. I appreciate it.”


“Love you too, Suzie.”


She tapped the end icon and stood, dropping the crumbs into the garbage can. She did love her father, but speaking with him was like being pulled underwater, the way James used to grab her around the neck when he couldn’t feel the bottom of the pool. It hadn’t been that way when her mother was alive. Dana had kept everyone afloat, pointing out the rocks and seaweed, telling them which way to swim.


Oscar, reappearing, rubbed against her shin. Susannah jerked away. Cats were supposed to be aloof but Oscar’s demand for attention seemed insatiable. He’d follow her from room to room, sliding along her leg with a mewling sound that was, somehow, both needy and arrogant. She hadn’t even wanted a cat, only agreed because James begged and begged, and who could refuse James anything?


Her gaze drifted to the debris from her high-speed dinner preparation, the pine nuts and basil stems and confetti of grated cheese that littered the counter. Aaron had gone upstairs; James wasn’t back yet. She could clean up the kitchen or she could go over the scherzo, the third movement of the sonata, while they waited for James. The scherzo was short, less than five minutes.


She wiped her hands, flicking off the remaining crumbs. Her fingers were already twitching. They could feel the music before she reached the keyboard.





Chapter Three


now


Newborn James had been the reason for halting her career. Nearly sixteen years later, teenage James was the reason for resuming it, or hoping to.


James was like a firefly these days, dropping in to bestow his quick beautiful light, then darting away again, off to a world that didn’t include his parents. It was what teenagers did, what Susannah herself had done. Yet there were times when she couldn’t help yearning for a younger James, the one who’d sat next to her on the piano bench, chubby hands on top of hers, pretending that he too was playing. The sort of thing that present-day James, with hands that were bigger than hers, would be mortified to hear her recall.


Of course, it was his very independence that was allowing her to think maybe it’s time. A wider radius. A real career.


The two feelings collided in her chest. Nostalgia for a vanished past, a spike of greed for a possible future.


Susannah let out her breath, pushing the thoughts away. Determined to focus on the present, on Saturday breakfast with her family, she reached across Aaron for the pitcher of orange juice. Above them, she heard the clomp of teenage feet pounding down the stairs.


“The prince has arisen.” Aaron raised his coffee cup in a mock salute.


James swung through the doorway into the kitchen. “Hey-hey-hey. Are those blueberry pancakes I see before me?” He leaned across the table to pluck a pancake from the stack.


“Take a plate,” Susannah told him. “Don’t use your fingers.”


James plopped into a chair. “Funny advice from a piano-playing mom, but okay.” The cat jumped onto his lap. James wriggled a blueberry from the dough and popped it into Oscar’s mouth.


“Do not do that,” Susannah said. “You know better.”


“You are exiled,” James declared, setting the cat on the floor. Oscar gave Susannah a deadpan stare, then stretched and curled into a ball under the chair.


“You know the rule about the cat at the table.”


Aaron touched her arm, code for relax, honey. Was she tense? Maybe. Fragments of the audition darted across her mind. The finger that wouldn’t respond. The indecipherable expression on Libby’s face.


Aaron edged his chair closer to James as he reached for the creamer. “You have a game today?”


“Just practice.”


He tipped cream into his coffee cup. “The new coach seems good.”


“He’s tough. No mercy.”


“That’s what I meant by good.”


James gave an appreciative snort. Then he devoured the pancake in three swift bites and pushed away from the table. “Anyway, I have to go. Patrick’s picking me up.”


Susannah stiffened. She hated entrusting James to the teenage driving of his friends, but there seemed no way around it. They were all getting their licenses, one after another; James would be next. Patrick, a senior on the basketball team, was eighteen and allowed to have passengers. Forbidding James to ride with him led to unhappy battles that she never won. “It’s broad daylight,” he’d assure her. Or, “It’s just to the gym.”


She rearranged her expression into what she hoped could pass for benign acceptance. “Off with you, then.”


James grabbed another pancake, pulling out his phone with the other hand. “See you.” Head bent, he was already swiping and tapping in that one-handed way Susannah had never been able to master. She hated the constant texting almost as much as she hated letting him drive around with his friends; still, if she complained, she knew he would tell her, “Hey, you have your keyboard, I have mine.”


She looked at Aaron. “You going to the lab today?” She didn’t say on a Saturday. Aaron was in charge of an important grant, with a deadline ahead. Saturday was just another day.


“I have to,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”


Susannah shrugged. They’d been through these deadlines before.


“I’ll get back as early as I can. Weekend evenings are sacrosanct, grant or not.” He picked up her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. Then he frowned. “What’s this?” He turned her hand palm-up. The spot was impossible to miss, an ugly lump at the intersection of the crisscrossing lines.


Susannah pulled away, closing her fist. “It’s nothing. A blister, probably.”


“Let me see.” Carefully, he opened her fingers. “Does it hurt?”


She shook her head. I told you it was nothing. But she waited while he traced the rounded edge. It had seemed small in the carport. Now it was huge, a mountain instead of a bump. Aaron was quiet, his lips pursed.


“I almost wish it did,” she said, finally. “If it hurt, I’d figure, oh well, I’ve been overdoing it. Every musician knows what it is to play through pain. You just do.”


She hadn’t wanted to talk about the spot on her hand, as if talking would make it real. But she’d told him about the concert and this was part of it. “It’s not that. It’s just—I couldn’t hit the top notes the way I needed to, during the audition. I was off.”


Aaron eyed her thoughtfully. “Maybe you were anxious. You know, overthinking it.”


“You mean, it was all in my mind? I was imagining it?”


“I didn’t say that. Not imagining. Over-sensitive, maybe.”


“No, I can hear it, and I can feel it too. I can’t make that clean landing, that separation, so the melody sings.”


“You think it’s because of the blister?”


“I don’t know what to think.”


Aaron studied her palm again. It seemed funny for a moment, as if he were reading her fortune. “It’s actually two little ones. See? There’s a smaller one, next to the spot in the center.” Then he took her hand and held it between both of his. “I think you should let Leo Mathieson have a look.”


Leo, their family doctor, had seen them through a dozen years of ailments and injuries. Susannah lifted a shoulder. “I have a busy day. Anyway, Leo doesn’t work on weekends.”


“No one does. Except me, unfortunately.” Aaron placed her hand back on the table. “Seriously, honey. Go see Mathieson on Monday, see what he has to say. He can probably give you a cream or something.”


Susannah resigned herself. She knew Aaron. He’d pester her until she went. “Fine.”


“Really. Call him first thing. He can prescribe something better than that over-the-counter stuff.”


Aaron wanted her to agree with him, so she did. But Monday was two days away and the little bump might be gone by then, like a mosquito bite or a patch of poison ivy that got better if you left it alone. She just had to wait it out.


—


The phone rang while Susannah was sorting through the day’s mail. Flyers from the supermarket and the discount tire place. The newsletter from James’s school, a bill from the tree service.


Her eyes flew to the caller ID. Slowly, she wrapped her fingers around the black rectangle. “Hello?”


“Susannah?” Libby sounded cheerful, almost flirtatious. “Glad I caught you.”


Susannah’s heart leapt into her throat. She tried to stay calm. Libby was probably being courteous and calling each of them personally, since there weren’t many contenders. Thank you for your time. These decisions are always so difficult.


“I’m sure you know why I’m calling,” Libby said. She gave a sly chuckle. “If you want the job, it’s yours.”


Susannah barely trusted herself to exhale. Elation. Relief. A giddy happiness. “That’s great,” she managed to say. “I mean, I’m thrilled.”


“So are we.” Libby’s voice turned brisk. “Come by my office on Monday—say, at two? We’ll iron out the details.”


Susannah wanted to punch the air in triumph. Then, before the triumph had a chance to take root, doubt crimped the edges of her joy. She opened her fingers. The bump was still there, hiding under a cap of skin. She pressed her left index finger against the traitorous spot—hard, as if she could push it out of her hand, out of her life.


Libby wanted her to come by on Monday.


Aaron was right. She’d better call Mathieson.


They had known Leo Mathieson for years—ever since the day, right after they moved to Abner’s Landing, when Aaron needed an emergency tetanus shot. They’d been ripping up the old deck, board by board, when Aaron gouged his arm on a rusty nail. Susannah had driven them straight to the nearest clinic, where they’d met Leo. She had liked him at once.
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