
[image: images]


[image: images]


[image: images]


Virtuosity


[image: images]


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

[image: images]

SIMON PULSE

An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

First Simon Pulse hardcover edition October 2011

Copyright © 2011 by Jessica Martinez

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON PULSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Mike Rosamilia

The text of this book was set in Janson Text LT.

Manufactured in the United States of America

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Martinez, Jessica.

Virtuosity / Jessica Martinez. — 1st Simon Pulse hardcover ed.

p. cm.

Summary: Just before the most important violin competition of her career, seventeen-year-old prodigy Carmen faces critical decisions about her anti-anxiety drug addiction, her controlling mother, and a potential romance with her most talented rival.

ISBN 978-1-4424-2052-6 (hardcover)

[1. Violin—Fiction. 2. Musicians—Fiction. 3. Mothers and daughters—Fiction. 4. Competition (Psychology)—Fiction. 5. Conduct of life—Fiction. 6. Drug abuse—Fiction. 7. Chicago (Ill.)—Fiction.] I.Title.

PZ7.M36715Vir 2011

[Fic]—dc22

2010042513

ISBN 978-1-4424-2054-0 (eBook)
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Virtuosity


The balcony felt cold under my cheek. Ten floors below me the traffic of Lake Shore Drive purred, but it seemed miles away. Everything before me was perfectly still: a black starless sky over Lake Michigan, my bare arm jutting out between metal bars, and the burnt-orange scroll of my violin rising out of my clenched fist.

It would be as easy as opening my hand. I could just uncurl my fingers one by one, and when the last one relaxed, the violin would slice the night sky like a blade, plummeting to the ground below. Then it would be over.

I exhaled and felt my body flatten against the concrete. Diana would be furious about the gown. Her personal dressmaker had twisted and tucked and pleated the filmy chiffon until it looked like a waterfall, flowing cascades in three shades of blue. Now it was bunched beneath me, probably soaking up dirt, grease, cigarette ash, and whatever else hotel balconies collected.

I shivered. The wind swirled around me, picking up my hair and whipping it against my cheek and bare back. The hair clips and bobby pins were long gone—they’d been the first things I’d removed after stepping inside the hotel room. Then I’d slipped off my heels, peeled off my stockings, and pulled out my earrings. But nothing helped. I couldn’t slough off the shame that clung to my skin.

So I took my violin onto the balcony.

I still felt the jaws of this nightmare locked around me, the tension twisting in my chest, my head, my calves, my fingers.

1.2 million.

That was how much the violin was worth. But the figure was hard to understand. Hard to feel. I let the violin sway, just a little, and closed my eyes. Murder. The word came to my mind and I dismissed it. That was ridiculous. The violin wasn’t a baby or an animal. It wasn’t living.

But that would be easier to believe if I hadn’t felt it breathe and sing.

I opened my eyes. My knuckles, bony and white, were shaking. The pills were wearing off. The music was over. I opened my hand.



Chapter 1

Carmen, stop staring. You can’t force him to appear with your eyes,” Heidi said.

She was right. But I couldn’t risk missing him either. The backstage door of the Chicago Symphony Center was frozen shut, and it had been for at least a half hour. He had to be coming out soon.

“Trade you,” she said.

I took a quick glance at my dessert, a miniature chocolate cake with a molten center oozing out and a dollop of whipped cream on top. Then I looked at Heidi’s, a lemon drop cupcake nestled in an unnaturally yellow cloud of spun sugar. Both were missing one bite.

“What’s wrong with yours?” I asked, eyes back on the target.

“Nothing. It’s just too tart for me. Look at it, though. Isn’t it pretty?” She poked it with her fork.

“Um …” I didn’t really care. Where was he?

She smiled, sensing victory, and tucked her silky blond hair behind her ears. “I’m just in the mood for something richer.” She glanced at my plate again. “And you love lemon, right?”

“I guess.” I pushed my plate toward her. I didn’t hate lemon.

“You’re the best,” she said, her fork already sinking into my cake.

“I know.”

I took a bite of her dessert. The lemon curd was tart, especially after that bite of chocolate cake, but the frosting was painfully sweet. Elegant and trendy, like everything else on Rhapsody’s menu, but not something I actually wanted to eat.

I took one more bite, then slid the cupcake out of my way and propped my chin on my hands. I had selected the patio’s corner table specifically for its view of the backstage entrance to Symphony Center. We were close enough to see the paint peeling off the door, but sufficiently hidden by Rhapsody’s hovering gold umbrellas and the fat green leaves sprouting from planters. Perfect for hiding.

“Remind me what I’m looking for again.” Heidi licked a chocolate smudge from her thumb.

“Blond hair, violin case.”

“Right. Now remind me why you’re stalking this mysterious albino violinist.”

“He’s not an albino and I’m not stalking. Stalking implies some kind of romantic interest.”

“Sheesh. Lighten up,” she teased. “A little crush doesn’t have to be such a big deal.”

I wanted to ignore her, but she was just too far off. “Again, Jeremy King is not a crush. I’ve never even met him. He’s the competition.”

“But here’s the part I don’t get: Why do you need to see him? You’re a violinist. It’s not like you’re going to arm wrestle him. What is a visual going to tell you?”

“Nothing. I’m just curious.” I pulled my hair up and tried to smooth the mass of unruly curls into a ponytail. “Everybody is talking about this guy.”

“Everybody?”

I didn’t have to look at her to know she was smirking. My everybody was not her everybody. Occasionally I forgot that the rest of the world didn’t exist exclusively in the realm of classical music.

“I think this competition is finally getting to you,” she said. “It’s so bizarre to see you worried. You never worry.”

“I’m not worried,” I said. “I just want to see him. And I’ve been preparing for the Guarneri Competition for four years now. There would be something wrong with me if I wasn’t getting a little freaked out.”

Heidi’s eyes widened. “Are you going to make a Jeremy King voodoo doll? Is that why we’re here?” Then before I could glare at her, she gave me her signature sweet smile.

Heidi’s cuteness was her greatest weapon. She used it to win people over, and then, knowing she was too adorable to hate, said and did whatever she felt like. I loved her like a sister, but she drove me nuts. And I had to wonder, if I had baby blue eyes and butter-yellow hair (yes, Heidi was essentially Barbie minus the sexy pout), would I get the same free pass? It’d be nice to be brutally honest, even act like a brat occasionally. But my dark, curly hair and brown eyes just didn’t cast the same spell. The slightly oversize nose probably didn’t help either.

“No voodoo dolls,” I said, “but just think how much more interesting this is than physics or French, which is what we’re supposed to be doing right now.”

“Agreed.”

“Although, I guess that’s what my mom is paying you for.”

She sat up straight and looked around the patio, as if Diana might actually be lurking behind an umbrella.

“Looking for someone?”

Heidi shrugged. “Nope. Just a reflex.”

“We’ll do physics and French tomorrow. I’m almost finished anyway.”

Heidi couldn’t argue with that. They were my last two high school courses. I’d left physics to the end because I hated it, but my test scores were good. Not that it mattered. And French had been an afterthought. It wasn’t a GED requirement, but during my European tour last spring I’d fallen in love with the sound of the language, the way the words rolled around and tumbled out.

“You’re right,” Heidi said. “Spying on lover-boy is more fun anyway.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.” She smiled and ate the last bite of my cake. “I’ve got an interview, by the way.”

“For what?” I asked, without breaking my stare on the door.

“A real job. No offense.”

“None taken.” I paused. “That’s great,” I added, trying to sound sincere.

Heidi getting a real job was the inevitable. She had been tutoring me for six years, but now I was almost done, going to Juilliard in the fall. Of course she was interviewing. But for what? She had a degree in art history and I was her work experience.

“What kind of job?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Human Resources at OfficeMax.”

I nodded.

She nodded.

Neither of us had to say it, but we both were thinking it: She should have gone to dental school.

The server came with a new soda for Heidi and refilled my water.

“Anything else I can get you?” she asked.

Heidi shook her head no, and the server left. My eyes never left the backstage door. It didn’t budge.

“So how do you know he has blond hair if you’ve never seen him before?” Heidi asked.

“His picture,” I said. “It’s next to his bio in the Carnegie Hall program.” I pulled the booklet from the crocheted bag on my lap. The hemp purse was a souvenir I’d bought from Camden Market in London on the last day of my British Isles tour. It was stuffed with CDs—an array of the Bach Violin Sonatas and Partitas recordings. Yuri had sent me home with them after my lesson to listen and dissect.

I handed Heidi the Carnegie Hall program, which flipped open to the exact page. “Diana brought it back from New York.”

“She heard him play?”

“No. The program is from a year ago. She just picked it up for me.”

“And did she bring it home from New York with the spine split open to this page, or did you do that?”

I ignored the bait. She was either suggesting that Diana was a pressuring stage mom or that I was obsessed with Jeremy King. Neither was entirely true.

Or false.

Heidi examined the picture. “Cute kid. Dimples, curls, he’s like a male Shirley Temple. How old?”

“Seventeen.”

“No way.”

I shrugged. “That’s what his bio says.”

“More like twelve.”

I checked my watch. 1:37. “His rehearsal should have ended at one fifteen. Maybe we missed him.”

“How do you know when he rehearses?”

“I saw the CSO rehearsal schedule last week. I had yesterday’s noon slot, he was supposed to have today’s.”

But the door still hadn’t opened. At least not since we’d sat down thirty minutes ago, which meant Jeremy had to be still inside.

Heidi picked up the program again and brought the photo closer to her face. “He can’t be your age.”

I shrugged and looked back at the door. Maybe it was locked, I reasoned. Maybe he’d gone around to one of the front exits, but that was tricky from the backstage dressing rooms if you weren’t familiar with the hallways and side entrances and tunnels. No, it would be this door.

Suddenly, the door swung open. I inhaled sharply before I realized it wasn’t him. It was a tall, lanky guy wearing jeans, a T-shirt, a baseball cap. A stage hand, maybe. But there, slung over his shoulder, was a violin case. I squinted into the glare. Why hadn’t I brought sunglasses? Blond hair curled up around the back edge of his hat, and under the shadow the bill cast over his face, I could see the dimples that creased his cheeks.

Jeremy King.

My stomach fell. That could not be Jeremy King. That was not the boy in the photo or the picture I’d seen online. Unless those pictures were old.

Really, really old.

I forced myself to take a slow breath. If that was Jeremy King, he wasn’t a child prodigy. At least not anymore.

The guy in the cap—a Yankees cap, I could see now—glanced right and left, trying to orient himself. Then, without warning, he turned and stepped in the least likely direction. Toward me. I had been counting on him cutting through the parking lot and across Wabash for the El station. Instead, he walked along the side of the building over the crumbling parking blocks, toward Rhapsody. He was whistling, and the fingers of his right hand trailed along the red brick as he walked. Long, slow strides propelled him closer and closer to me. I sat frozen, hypnotized by his fluid movement.

I should have looked away. If I’d been thinking, I would have pretended to drop something or I could have at least rooted around in my purse with my head down. But of course I wasn’t thinking.

And then he looked right at me. His eyes locked into mine like two magnets. His face held the blank expression people give strangers in elevators or on sidewalks.

I still could have looked away, while his face was still empty, in that moment before it happened. But I was too stunned. This was Jeremy King.

That’s when his face changed. His eyes narrowed and his mouth formed a smug grin.

Before I could think, my head jerked down and my hand shot up to cover my face.

“What are you doing?” Heidi hissed.

I’d forgotten she was even there. “Nothing. I don’t know.” What was I doing? “I don’t want him to see me.”

“Too late, genius,” she said.

“Is he still looking at me?”

“Yes. And just because you can’t see him doesn’t mean he can’t see you. Move your hand.”

“But he’ll know I’m spying on him.”

“Trust me, he already knows.”

She reached over, took my wrist, and pushed my hand into my lap. I forced my eyes up.

He was still staring at me, not more than ten feet away now, but the grin had become a full-blown sneer. And just when he was close enough that I could have reached out and grabbed his arm, he lifted his hand and saluted me.

I did nothing.

He walked by and was gone.

Heidi and I sat in silence. My stomach churned and I wondered whether those few bites of bitter lemon drop cupcake would come up. Why hadn’t I taken my medication? I should have known I would need it.

Heidi spoke first. “Wow.”

I heard myself groan.

“That was bad,” she added.

“How did that happen? How did he see me? How did he recognize me?”

Heidi shook her head. “Really, Carmen? I mean, it was bad luck that he happened to walk this way, but not that surprising that he recognized you.”

“But he’s never met me before!”

“Maybe not officially.”

“No, not at all,” I insisted.

“I could walk into any music store in the country, probably the world, and find a stack of CDs with your face on the cover. Do I need to remind you that you won a Grammy last year? Of course he knows what you look like.”

I could barely hear her. My heart was still thundering in my ears.

“Think about it,” she continued. “You’re scared of him. He’s probably scared of you.”

I put my cheek on the tabletop and closed my eyes. I needed an Inderal. Why hadn’t I brought the pills in my purse? “I’m not scared.”

Across the street the El thundered by, making the table buzz beneath my cheek. Even with my eyes closed I could feel Heidi’s stare, sense her harshness melting into concern.

“It’s just a competition, Carmen,” she said softly.

But it wasn’t just a competition. Heidi couldn’t grasp that and I didn’t expect her to. I didn’t expect anybody to understand. I wasn’t just scared of Jeremy King. I thought about him constantly, googled his name and read his reviews, listened to his CDs, and studied that stupid outdated photo from the Carnegie Hall program. If I wasn’t practicing or thinking about music, I was thinking about Jeremy King. I was obsessed, and I had every reason to be.

Jeremy King could ruin my life.



Chapter 2

I was named after a fiery Spanish gypsy. The real Carmen, if opera characters qualify as real, got into knife fights and seduced matadors and inspired jealous rages. The real Carmen would not have tried to hide behind a plant and then, even worse, her hand, when confronted by her nemesis.

I tried not to think about that, or him, that evening as I sat on the front porch swing with my mother, playing the aria game. The rules were simple—she hummed any aria, I had to name the opera it came from—but winning was impossible, since she knew every opera ever written from beginning to end, and, well, I didn’t.

“Don Giovanni?” I guessed, trying hard to ignore the shame, the sourness that had been curdling in my gut since Jeremy had smiled at me.

“Right composer, wrong opera,” she said, and went back to humming. Diana’s voice was both shiny and jagged, like crumpled tinfoil. It was the voice of a soprano with scars.

“Just tell me. All of Mozart’s operas sound the same.”

“I can’t believe you said that,” she said with mock dismay. She knew they did. She started humming again.

“No really, just tell me,” I repeated impatiently. Apparently humiliation made me grumpy.

She narrowed her eyes and her crow’s-feet appeared, flaws in an otherwise flawless face. “Le Nozze di Figaro,” she said. “You look stressed. Here, put your head on my lap and let me play with your hair.”

I obeyed, and she started humming something new.

“Madama Butterfly,” I said. “I really don’t feel like playing anymore.”

She stopped. We listened to the porch swing creak as she unwound sections of curls with her fingers. Why did I have to be such a brat? She loved this game.

“What’s the matter?” she asked after a minute. “Did you and Heidi fight or something?”

“No.” I closed my eyes and saw Jeremy’s face.

“So it’s just the Guarneri then,” she said.

I didn’t answer. Just the Guarneri. The semifinals were in two weeks, and the finals were a couple of days after that. It was the most prestigious competition in classical music, and anything short of first place would be devastating. I was expected to win.

Just the Guarneri.

Diana knew better.

“Let’s get you thinking about something else,” she said. “Do you want to go to a movie?”

“Not really.” I paused, considering her mood. She seemed relaxed, and maybe just eager enough to indulge me. I forged ahead. “Tell me what it was like to sing with the Met.”

She sighed, but it sounded more like surrender than frustration. She liked talking about her career. “I’ve already told you everything, Carmen.”

I didn’t believe that. Not for a second. “So tell me again.”

“Let’s see. I’d just moved from Milan to New York, and I didn’t know a soul. My English was pretty good, but my accent …” She laughed, remembering. “It was so strong I had to repeat everything at least three times. I thought Americans were all hard of hearing.”

That part always seemed hard to imagine—my mother the immigrant. Now her accent was light and mostly masked by her gravelly voice. “Go on.”

“So. I had been in the States for two months when I auditioned with the Met and got the position.” She paused and took another section of my hair to comb through with her fingers. It felt good. “It was my dream, but my head was spinning so fast it was hard to believe it was real. To go from being a poor student in Milan one day, to lead soprano with the New York Metropolitan Opera Company the next was … overwhelming. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t go to my head a little. I thought I owned the world.” She chuckled. “I did own the world.”

“What did you sing?” I knew the answer, but did it matter?

“My first season we sang Aida, then La Traviata and Tosca. Second season we sang …” She trailed off, waiting for me to fill in.

“Carmen.”

“Exactly. Then you came along nine months later.”

Typically evasive. “Either you left something out or I was the product of immaculate conception.”

She sighed dramatically. “You’re like a dog with a bone, Carmen. Fine. Jonathon Glenn was in the audience on opening night. His parents had season tickets, box seats if I remember correctly—still do, probably. That’s what people in their circle do to show the world how refined they are.”

“Or they might just like opera.”

“Oh, please. People like the Glenns live for dressing up in sequined gowns and tuxes just so they can see themselves in the society pages. Opera houses are full of them—people who have no idea what opera they are listening to, but who’ll drink champagne in the lobby and smile for anyone with a camera.”

“All right, tangent explored, go on.”

“Where was I?”

“He came to the opening night of Carmen.”

“Right. And then he came backstage after the performance to meet me. The cast was going out to celebrate, but Jonathon convinced me to go out with him for drinks instead. My friends were annoyed, but I didn’t care. He was good-looking and just so … I don’t know … confident. Like he knew I couldn’t possibly reject him.”

She paused and squinted into the street, or maybe she was squinting back in time. Either way, the crow’s-feet reappeared. In the silence I could hear her fighting the familiar battle—trying to decide what to tell and what to keep back. Every time I pushed her to this place she revealed a little more, but I could see in her eyes the weight of things held out of my reach.

“For the next four months we were inseparable. He even came to my rehearsals. At first I was worried that he was going to lose his job because he was with me all the time. Then I discovered you can’t get fired from being the only heir to your father’s media empire.” She took a slow breath through her nose. When she continued it was in a softer voice. “Back then, he was more than his parents, though. He really loved the music, and I thought he really loved me …”

“So why four months then?”

The porch swing creaked. She crossed her legs, displacing my head, and I nearly fell off the swing headfirst. That question never made her happy. “We weren’t right for each other.”

“That’s so vague.”

“Maybe. But it’s the truth.”

I sat up and stared at her face. People said we looked alike, but they were wrong. Maybe we had the same almond eyes and curly hair, but she had a delicate nose and fuller lips. She was beautiful.

“It wasn’t because of you, Carmen. I promise.”

“Did he know you were pregnant?”

“It all happened at once. Getting pregnant, breaking up with Jonathon, my diagnosis …”

And I’d lost. This was where the story always dead-ended, losing her voice. I knew the pitiful progression: vocal cord polyps led to multiple surgeries, which led to permanent scarring, which led to broken contracts and broken career and broken dreams. Somewhere in there she had a broken heart, too. This was where the fairy tale became a tragedy, and I knew from experience, if I pushed her now she would cry.

“As a musician, you should be able to understand this,” she said. “He fell in love with Diana the soprano, but suddenly I wasn’t Diana the soprano anymore. I was just Diana.”

“So he only loved you for your voice?”

“No,” she said. “He wasn’t a terrible person. He was just young and a bit of a womanizer. Probably still is, but that wasn’t the problem. It was me who changed. Imagine if you had to stop playing the violin. You wouldn’t be the same person, would you? My life changed overnight, and I was grieving and trying to recover from the botched surgery and then I found out I was pregnant on top of everything. I was a mess.”

I’d stopped listening. I was trying to picture myself without violin and saw … nothing.

“Let it go, Carmen. I know you’re curious about him, but it’s a pointless obsession. He will always be too self-absorbed to be any kind of father figure, and you have a dad. You know how much Clark loves you.” She paused and continued with the faintest shade of bitterness. “Besides, Jonathon may not be in your life, but his family’s money certainly is.”

It felt like an insult, even though I knew it wasn’t me she wanted to hurl it at. I thought about what the Glenns had done for me and felt vaguely guilty, as if I’d gone begging to them. I hadn’t.

At that moment, the SUV drove up. “Ladies,” Clark said, climbing the steps with a smile on his face, a briefcase in one hand and flowers in the other.

Diana stood and met him with a kiss, leaving me on the swing.

“Hey, Superman,” I said, “how are the tights feeling today?” It was our joke, the one I refused to let die and the one he always had a new response to. As he explained, when your name is Clark and you wear horn-rimmed glasses, you have to develop a healthy database of responses to Superman jabs.

“Itchy. Really itchy.”

“Ever think of washing them?”

“Nope. That would be bad luck.”

Diana was already holding her flowers and dragging him inside by the arm.

“Come inside with us,” Clark said.

“I want to sit out here a while longer. I’ll come in when I’m cold.”

That wouldn’t be long. I could feel the afternoon warmth dissipating in the air around me. The door to the house closed and the sounds outside seemed to grow louder: birds chattering in the newly budding oak trees that lined our street; a bike bell, shrill and sharp; the laughter of two little boys chasing each other down the sidewalk.

Alone, my thoughts became clearer. They always did. For some reason, when Diana was around, my brain was too busy reacting to what she said to function properly, and I ended up pushed into corners and firing at targets for no reason it all.

It didn’t make sense, for example, to be bugging Diana with questions about Jonathon right now. With the Guarneri looming, he was the least of my worries. And of course, she was right about not needing him. Clark was my dad. I was six when he and Diana had married, which meant there was almost nothing in the pre-Clark memory file.

There was no telling what kind of crazy orbit Diana and I would be spinning into if he hadn’t come along. Clark balanced us out. He was not a musician, not intense, not competitive—basically the yin to our yang. Clark cooked gourmet food. And he watched the weird indie films with me and boring dramas with Diana, even though I knew he’d rather be overdosing on one of his dorky sci-fi series.

I barely knew Jonathon Glenn. When I was little, visits had been sporadic and forced. Hardly memorable. I remembered a few lame outings, like an awkward walk in Central Park followed by a visit to some bookstore. Now the visits were pretty much nonexistent. He split his time between London and Beijing, or wherever else work took him, and called on my birthday. Sometimes. I hadn’t seen him for four years, and we hadn’t talked since the Christmas before last.

I shivered and pulled my sweater around me. I couldn’t wait until summer. Just a couple more weeks and it would stay warm into the evening, and the Guarneri would be over. Almost summer. Almost over. I stood up and went inside.



Chapter 3

That night, I lay in bed and tortured myself by replaying every brutal second of the Rhapsody fiasco until my stomach ached. Stupid Heidi, stupid lemon drop cupcake, stupid Jeremy King, stupid me. My room was too hot, my tank top had twisted itself nearly backward, and the comforter scratched my legs every time I moved. Or didn’t move. Maybe this was what hell was like, insomnia-fueled misery.

My bedside clock said 2:21 when I finally gave up, untangled myself from my sheets, and sat down at my desk. My computer whirred softly as I brought it to life and checked my inbox. One unread email sat at the top of the list, bolded. The subject line read, nice to meet you too. I didn’t recognize the sender’s address, jk45@yehudimenuhinschool.co.uk, but it had the mixed up look of foreign spam. I needed another hard drive clean-out and lecture from Clark about opening strange email like I needed a kick in the head. I selected it and let the cursor hover over the delete button for just a second. And then another second. Something in my brain turned, like a puzzle piece rotating into place. If I could stretch those letters apart there was something recognizable there. Yehudi Menuhin School. It was the most exclusive violin academy in England, possibly all of Europe. It was Jeremy’s school. Crap.

I opened the email.

Carmen,

Normally I would feel a little awkward emailing someone I’d never met and who hadn’t actually even given me her email address, but you were the one on a stakeout today, so if one of us should be embarrassed…. By the way, the CSO receptionist is more than happy to give out your contact info to anyone claiming to be a fan.

I’m curious—are you hunting down all the semifinalists, or just the ones who’ve got a shot at winning? Is precompetition stalking an American custom? Should I be doing it myself, or does this email qualify? I’ve always thought practicing scales and slow passage work was the best way to prepare for competitions, but maybe hiding behind bushes with binoculars would be a better use of my time. How is it working out for you?

Jeremy King

P.S. Good luck

I read the email six times. During the first reading I registered shock and shock alone. Second, humiliation. Third, humiliation. Fourth, humiliation with just a glimmer of anger. Then during the fifth and sixth readings the anger grew into rage, and I knew I was done when I was ready to put my fist through my computer screen.

My hands shook as I hit reply and began writing. I didn’t need to think about what to write. Fury, as it turned out, made me extra eloquent, or at least extra prolific. Jeremy King had clearly not been told what an insignificant piece of crap he was lately—maybe ever—and I was just the girl to do it. It would be doing a disservice to him and certainly to humanity, if I didn’t cut him down to size. He was the one who needed to feel humiliated. Not me. My fingers could barely keep up with the insults my brain spewed. I wrote words I’d never actually said aloud. The feeling was beautiful.

I was several pages into my diatribe before I stopped to breathe. I’d lost sense of time. Sleepless nights usually inched by, but anger had eaten the last hour. Was it really after three already? I read over what I’d written. I sounded … insane. Like a ranting lunatic. I couldn’t send this. My index finger found the delete key and I watched the insults disappear one letter at a time.

What was his problem? It wasn’t like I had done anything malicious—he was the one who’d acted like a jerk with that salute. I’d just been embarrassed, but that was clearly a mistake. Jeremy wasn’t a nice guy. He was the kind of guy who saw weakness and then scraped at it, hoping to expose something raw and painful he could spit into. The tears were there, behind my eyes. I could coax them out if I concentrated, but crying always left me feeling weak and I didn’t want to feel any weaker.

Weakness. He thought I was weak, because that was how I’d acted today. Maybe not responding at all would be better. An egomaniac like that—he’d probably be more annoyed by silence than anything else.

Unless he saw silence as more weakness.

I laced my fingers behind my head and bounced against the back of the chair. I needed to write something simple, something profound but totally void of emotion.

I started again.

Jeremy,

You are an ass.

Carmen

P.S. Good luck to you too.

Much better. Before I could talk myself out of it, I pressed send, a thrill running up my spine. Had I really just done that? It was so un-Carmen.

I didn’t even glance at my bed. It would take a combination of hypnosis and a fistful of sedatives to make my brain submit to sleep right now. Instead, I tiptoed across the hall to my practice studio. Tiptoeing wasn’t necessary. From the top of the stairs I could hear Clark snoring—his usual choking, guttural grunt-fest—which meant Diana’s earplugs were in place.

My violin case lay waiting on the floor in the center of the room, propped against the maple music stand. With just the moonlight from the window to see by, I crouched, unzipped the cover, and began the ritual preparation: unlatching the Velcro neck strap, attaching the shoulder rest, twisting the screw at the base of the bow to tighten the horsehair.

Just enough light shone in the window for the violin to glow. The amber wood formed graceful arcs and points, its grain darkened by centuries of being touched and played. It was still hard to believe it was mine.

They had bought it for me. The Glenns. This was what my father was good for. Money. For the first twelve years of my life I had been the irritating detail Thomas and Dorothy Glenn hoped would disappear if they just ignored me long enough. I was the unfortunate by product of a fling between their playboy son and some opera singer, of all things, a woman just Catholic enough to refuse an abortion, or too much of a gold digger. According to Diana, anyway.

But then I turned sixteen and everything started happening quickly, too quickly for me to dissect and make sense of. I won the Grammy for best classical album and a week later my face appeared on the cover of Time magazine with the words “Virtuosity in America” underneath it. Right after the Time article, Vanity Fair did an interview and photo shoot, and that was when Dorothy Glenn called to congratulate me.
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“An intoxicating blend of passion, vulnerability,
and the desire to have it all, no matter
the cost. A mesmerizing read.”

—LAUREN MYRACLE,

bestselling author of Shine and ttyl
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