
Chapter 4

	Preston thought I was just sulking, that what I was waiting for was for him to lower his head, to give me some devout, definite show of commitment.

	But in truth, in that swaying practice room, in the instant my consciousness slipped away, I'd already decided how we were going to end.

	I withdrew from school.

	I made the decision behind everyone's back.

	A violinist who could never again hold a violin — nothing in the world is more ironic than that.

	And I no longer had any reason to stay there.

	The day my withdrawal was approved, I blocked and deleted every one of Preston's contacts, and bought a ticket home for that same day.

	I left everything behind. The only thing I took was the violin I'd loved so dearly — the one I might never get to play again.

	Mara came to meet me at the airport, running toward me from far off, and somewhere along the way she started to cry.

	"Vivian Ashby, do you have any idea how worried you made everyone?"

	She took the violin off my back, heartbroken, choking out, "What are you going to do now? Go home and inherit the family business? Does your mom even know you're back?"

	I shook my head.

	My mother had never groomed me to be an heir. She knew what I loved, and she'd poured everything into lifting me onto the international stage.

	If she knew it had all come to nothing — that I'd faded into the crowd like everyone else — how crushed she'd be.

	And besides, I didn't want her worrying over my future, or over everything with Preston.

	The road ahead was long, but I had money, looks, and talent. Was I really going to struggle to find a place in the world?

	Mara's home sat in the heart of Lakemont, prime real estate.

	A few hundred yards to the left was one of the country's top schools — Lakemont University.

	And not far in front of Lakemont University stood the famous St. Ellen's Cathedral.

	As the car passed the cathedral plaza, I was drawn by a stretch of soaring music.

	It was "Because of You."

	I rolled the window halfway down and caught sight of it: under the clear sky, white doves circling, a young man in clean, casual clothes, his tall frame elegant as he held the violin.

	Behind him, the shimmering light off the wishing fountain flickered in and out of view along the arc of his bowing arm.

	He looked as though he'd been dipped in gold.

	Mara had hit the brakes at some point, and she sighed beside me. "That guy's a junior at Lakemont. His name's Adrian Shaw. He's crazy about the violin, but his family's poor, so he's studying business and trade — though even in business he's at the top of his class. The violin's pure passion, and he's still a master at it. Honestly impressive."

	"How do you know all this in such detail?"

	Mara clicked her tongue. "What, you think I sit around for nothing? When I've got time I love wandering over to Lakemont to look at the cute boys. I know this kind of thing inside out."

	I looked at Adrian Shaw again.

	Just from the sound — his playing was lilting and sweet, every note pitched exactly right.

	But it wasn't pure enough, wasn't steady enough.

	The violin braced at his shoulder was cheap and old.

	It reminded me of Lily.

	And yet he was nothing like her.

	The young man's eyes were resolute, his manner serene. If not for what Mara had said, I'd have taken him for the son of some grand, old-moneyed family.

	The piece ended.

	He lifted his gaze softly, and across the spring breeze and the rising layers of white doves, our eyes met.

	In that instant of locked vision, I pulled open the car door and lifted my violin out with me.

	Enough.

	Let me be the martyr one more time.

	I had no use for this violin anymore.

	


Chapter 5

	Adrian Shaw took the instrument, stunned.

	In the warm sunlight, the way he looked at me burned.

	The moment his eyes dropped and made out the maker's mark, they went wide. "This is far too valuable. I can't accept it."

	I smiled, careless. "My wrist's injured. I'll never play the violin again as long as I live. This one's been with me for years. I can't stand the thought of it going back to a corner to gather dust. If you don't mind, let it keep doing its work in my place."

	For some reason his voice came low and unsteady. "There's really no hope at all?"

	"None."

	My heart twisted into a knot, and the ache in my wrist throbbed along with it.

	I didn't know how long it would take me to make peace with it.

	"Then — is there anything I can do for you?"

	Probably accepting it for nothing left him uneasy.

	I tilted my head. "Someday at my wedding, play that piece you were just playing. I love it."

	It was a wish I would never be able to fulfill myself. This way, maybe it wouldn't feel like such a loss.

	He gripped the bow tighter. "You're getting married?"

	I looked at the rippling water behind him. "Someday. Once my lucky leading man shows up."

	Maybe it was my imagination, but when I finished saying it, he seemed to let out a small breath of relief.

	As I turned to leave, he suddenly called out to stop me.

	"Hey — miss."

	I turned back.

	He gave me a bright, clear grin, his voice carrying that crisp, cool quality only the young have. "I'll practice this piece until it's even better."

	The whole exchange landed in the ears of my best friend, waiting a little way off.

	Mara was rather moved. "That's nice. Good thing that clueless idiot Preston didn't snuff out your hopes for love. I was worried you wouldn't get over it."

	It wasn't an unfounded worry.

	For as long as I could remember, I'd been with Preston.

	Our two families did close business together, we were neighbors, our parents were friends, and we were born the same year.

	There'd never been any formal arrangement binding us, but somehow it all seemed to follow naturally — everyone assumed I'd end up with Preston.

	Even I assumed it.

	As if I'd been born to marry him.

	My naive girlhood crush, the first stirrings of love — all of it had been because of him.

	Only now, after the fact, did I realize he'd never made me a single promise. We'd never even broken through that last thin layer of paper between us.

	He wasn't bound to choose me.

	But a different kind of life wasn't so bad either.

	It dawned on me —

	I didn't have to choose him either.

	I had always believed in love.

	


Chapter 6

	The only thing I couldn't let go of was the music.

	The concert I hadn't been able to attend was a great success. Preston and Lily were perfectly in sync; the performance was near flawless.

	After I withdrew, Lily became his only partner.

	Later they entered competitions, recitals, and charity galas of every size abroad. The stages they took grew bigger, their fame grew higher, their awards uncountable.

	A striking pair, the handsome man and the lovely woman — the press called them the perfect duo.

	I learned all this without ever meaning to. In this age of the constant internet, one careless glance and there'd be news of them.

	They were coming home, supposedly.

	But none of it had anything to do with me anymore.

	Back home, I buried myself in studying, struggled through a year, and passed the exam for a permanent position.

	With my track record counting in my favor, I was lucky enough to become a music-theory instructor at the Lakemont University School of Music.

	My best friend said my timing was perfect.

	Soon it would be the seventieth anniversary of Lakemont University.

	A great many distinguished alumni would return — among them famous entrepreneurs, renowned painters, celebrated musicians.

	Over the phone, Mara's voice was thrilled. "Your true love might be among them! Sis, whether I get a good seat among all those dashing students is entirely up to you. You're my only back door into Lakemont."

	I laughed softly. "I'll do my best to get the job done."

	The bell rang for class.

	I put my phone away, walked into the classroom, and launched into my own lecture.

	Anyone who got into Lakemont was no ordinary student. For people who'd grown up with music, theory was about as exciting as an easy elective.

	Hardly anyone in the class looked up — except a young man in the very back row, sitting perfectly straight.

	A year later, across all that distance, I still recognized him at a glance. It was Adrian Shaw.

	Another spring.

	Beyond the window, dense leaves swayed, and the light spilling in through them was bright and dappled.

	His eyes were fixed on me, focused.

	From start to finish.

	By my count, he'd be graduating this year too.

	By Lakemont's custom, he should have been off interning at a company by now, or already signed onto a post-graduation job.

	After class, as the room emptied out, I was gathering my materials at the lectern. When I looked up, he was the only one still in his seat.

	"Hey, miss. Long time no see. Should I be calling you 'professor' now?"

	I shook my head and made small talk with a smile. "Didn't sign an internship contract? What brings you back to school?"

	He turned a little shy, the tips of his ears going faintly red.

	"I did sign one. A small company. The boss is very easygoing. The school's anniversary — I've got a number in it, so they let me come back."

	"I came to music late, all on passion. I worried my fundamentals weren't strong enough, so I'd been sneaking into classes to catch up. I never imagined the music school's new theory instructor would turn out to be you."

	Just a clever twist of fate.

	This past year back home, I'd cut off nearly all my social contact, and the daily updates I gave my mother were vague at best.

	In a sense, this Adrian Shaw — whom I'd met only twice — counted as an old acquaintance.

	For no reason at all, my mood lifted considerably.

	He said, "Hey — can I get your contact information? In case I have questions about the violin to ask you down the line."

	My grip on the phone tightened. I looked, dispirited, at my own hand, the fingertips trembling, and shook my head. "There's nothing I can really help you with."

	A QR code popped up on my screen, and with a soft chime, he scanned it almost at once.

	"No!" Adrian answered without a shred of hesitation. "What makes you remarkable isn't in your fingertips."

	I found it absurdly funny. From the day we met, I'd already been a useless wreck who couldn't play the violin.

	"How do you know I'm remarkable?"

	His voice was clear and high, every word enunciated, solemn.

	"I just know."

	


Chapter 7

	He asked me to teach him the violin. He was flattering me, truly.

	For a violinist, a well-matched instrument is a second pair of arms.

	The violin I'd treasured like a jewel still sang lilting and sweet in his hands.

	It became completely one with him.

	Even without that sudden earthquake, my own level wouldn't necessarily have surpassed his.

	A man like this, kept from chasing music by a poor background — it really was a shame.

	On the rooftop of the old, weathered teaching building, he drew his bow into the spring breeze.

	Every fine, scattered note seemed to flow into a stream, babbling into the ear.

	Willow catkins drifted across the whole sky.

	Through him, I seemed to see myself again — playing on stage.

	Radiant.

	The ache stabbed at my heart again, and my eyes slowly reddened.

	The music cut off abruptly.

	Adrian lowered the violin and looked at me, his expression worried.

	"Hey — don't cry."

	I bowed my head, trying to hide my face behind my fallen hair, but my voice came out muffled. "Catkins got in my eyes. Keep going, don't worry about me."

	I was nothing but a maudlin, overly empathetic mess.

	Footsteps sounded; he came to my side.

	A hand with clean, defined knuckles pushed aside the hair blocking my view.

	His long fingers gently, deftly wiped the tears from the corners of my eyes.

	The world cleared.

	Adrian sighed. "What are you crying for? Who says you can never play the violin again?"

	Before I could make sense of it, he pulled me up by the hand.

	A turn of his arm, and I was standing with my back to him, in front of him, my back pressed tight against his chest.

	His thundering heartbeat was strong and steady, keeping time.

	Adrian's long arms came around my shoulders. One hand braced the violin against my shoulder; the other tucked the bow into my palm.

	His dry hand closed over my wrist.

	As his wrist turned, I drew the bow across the strings under his guidance.

	The notes moved.

	It wasn't exactly flowing, it stumbled and caught — but every note stayed on the track that belonged to it.

	It was still my favorite piece.

	Adrian's thin lips pressed close to my ear.

	"See? I really did practice this piece until it's very good."

	For the first time in over a year, I completed a piece from beginning to end.

	Adrian pinched, neither hard nor soft, at the throbbing wound on my wrist.

	"Don't run from it. As long as you want it, anywhere can be your stage."

	"And I will always be your most devoted listener."
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