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Synopsis

Louise McAvoy lives an ordinary life: ordinary job,
ordinary boyfriend. She’s grown so used to it that she’s forgotten
how dull ordinary can be, until the day she sees classical pianist
Jennifer Bellerose at a recital. The beautiful performance unlocks
the artistic inspiration Louise thought she’d lost upon leaving art
school three years ago. Inspired, Louise beings to paint again, her
trademark rich abstract pieces bursting forth, and her life turns
around and upside down in more ways than one.

A chance meeting leads Jennifer and Louise to form a
friendship and connection that comes to a head when Jennifer asks
Louise to paint her. Their connection and chemistry is something
unexpected and terrifying to Louise—but if she lets it, it could be
something beautiful.
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Dedication

For Ruth


Chapter One

Louise rubbed at her arms, trying to rein in her
irritation. Mark had tried—she did want to give him credit for that
at least—but it was the day after their anniversary. It was pretty
obvious he hadn’t realized what day it was until yesterday and this
was all he could find at the last minute. Mark had been doing this
kind of shit increasingly, lately, like he thought they’d been
together long enough that he didn’t have to impress her anymore.
Sometimes it drove Louise crazy, but more often now, it just felt
inevitable. She wasn’t sure which was worse.

It was cold as they walked through the campus to the
recital hall, the wind blowing in from the lake cutting through the
gaps in her wool jacket.

“Honey, you know I don’t even like classical music
all that much.” She wondered if she could convince him to just go
home and watch a movie in their warm apartment with some takeout,
but his mouth tightened.

“No, Louise,” he said, hand tightening on her wrist.
“It’s our anniversary, and this is romantic, and anyway I got these
tickets on a high recommendation. She’s supposed to be
amazing.”

By “high recommendation” he probably meant five stars
on an online forum, she thought, perhaps a little meanly, but it
was also probably true. Romance hadn’t had much place in their
house of late.

“Fine,” she said, “but I’m blaming you if I fall
asleep and start snoring.”

He pursed his lips at her, a moue of disapproval.
“Come on, babe, at least pretend to be a little cultured.”

Oh, that’s rich, she wanted to say, coming from the
guy who once called Pollock finger painting, but she kept her mouth
shut. It wasn’t really worth the effort to have that argument
again. Especially as she’d barely stepped into an art gallery—or
picked up a pencil—since graduating with honors from art school
three years ago and promptly starting work at her uncle’s bank.

Anyway. Mark wasn’t exactly a fair target for all of
that. He only deserved some of her ire, she allowed, as the wind
snuck in along her collar and made her shiver. She couldn’t blame
him for all her discontent, though it felt easier to do that. A
so-so relationship was par for the course for the woman who’d ended
up with a so-so job and a so-so life in general. Other people were
unemployed, her mother would have said. She should quit
complaining. If she couldn’t find the balls to leave him—and
nothing had quite pushed her to it—then it wasn’t fair to lay
everything at his door.

She shook her head, as if it would clear her
thoughts. “What is this anyway, a student performance?”

Mark opened the door to the recital hall on the east
edge of the campus for her. “No, it’s a facility they use for lots
of things. Student stuff, like classes from the university, but
also guest appearances by professional artists like this one, and
arts programs in the community—it’s been a multi-purpose building
since it was established in 1975.” He sounded like he was reciting
from the website for this part, too, but Louise let him have
it.

The performance hall itself was open and pleasant,
looking both functional and attractive. There was a light woody
sort of scent in the air; it reminded her of the pervasive scent of
paints and canvas in her art school. She imagined the smell of
polish and resin was as ingrained in the walls of this place as the
other smell had been at her college. It gave her an unexpected pang
of nostalgia and she blinked it away, busying herself taking her
jacket off and arranging it over the back of her chair.

The hall wasn’t full, but it wasn’t empty, a fairly
healthy scattering of people filled the room with the light hum of
chatter. Louise and Mark had seats second row from the front, close
to where a gleaming black piano sat on the raised stage. It was
sleek and long, the top lifted on a stand. Louise squinted to see
the writing on the front, but it meant nothing to her and she
abruptly felt uneducated. She scowled. It wasn’t her fault
classical music had never interested her all that much.

Mark leaned over and pushed a glossy sheet of paper
into her hands. “Just try and enjoy it. For me?”

Louise tried not to let her shoulders rise at the
whine that entered his voice. She knew she was being unfair. She
could feel herself turning into her mother every time Mark failed
to meet expectations that she hadn’t even told him about, but
stopping this slide into the middle aged discontent that her
parents exemplified felt like holding back a glacier with a
fingertip.

And the evening after her anniversary was the most
inappropriate time to be getting herself down with these sorts of
thoughts—or the most depressingly appropriate. Hell, she wasn’t
even thirty yet. She looked instead at the program for the
recital.

Jennifer Bellerose, it said along the top in
scrolling script, classical pianist. There was a small square
picture of a pretty dark haired girl in a red dress and a short
biography about how Jennifer was born in Spain then moved to the
United States as a young girl, her passion for Spanish classical
music, her education at NYU Steinhardt majoring in Piano Studies
complemented with Music History & Theory, her general existence
in a world that meant nothing to Louise. She wondered if Jennifer
would feel the same faced with a Louise fresh out of college,
educated and passionate about a thing that drove her fiercely. In
those days, she’d felt special, so buoyed up by love for something
that the average person in the street would probably glide on by,
knowing little about it and caring less.

She supposed it would be like that for anyone
educated in any particular field, but she couldn’t imagine the
passion that she used to feel for painting being the same as those
educated in, say, economic theory.

Mark’s hand on her knee startled her out of her
thoughts as the lights started to dim and the chatter in the room
rose, then abruptly fell. A gentleman in a suit but no tie ambled
on the stage and smiled broadly at the audience as he introduced
the pianist, though it was all stuff Louise had just read in the
program.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are very happy to present
Miss Jennifer Bellerose,” he finished.

There was a polite smattering of applause and the
gentleman walked off stage. Jennifer entered from the right. She
stopped in the center of the stage, inclining her head with a shy
smile, then she turned to the piano, carefully sweeping her dress
underneath her. It was a vibrant blue, compared to the red dress in
her bio picture, but it suited her just as well, the deep color
contrasting well against her smooth olive skin and fall of gleaming
black hair.

She rolled her shoulders slightly, then settled her
fingers lightly against the piano keys and started to play.

It wasn’t anything Louise was familiar with, from
either the music itself or the information on the piece in the
program, but she found herself enthralled. They were close enough
to see Jennifer’s fingers dance across the keys, the melody a
complex and unpredictable thing that darted up and down. Louise
couldn’t grasp onto a hook, any sort of clear repeated progression
of chords, and she found she liked it, more than the fairly small
sample of piano music she’d made an effort to listen to in the
past. The notes piled up over each other and toppled down, and the
pitch and volume clashed and contrasted. Jennifer’s hands were an
almost violent chaos, juddering up and down and crossing over each
other.

There was story and an emotion behind the music—it
wasn’t easy, but it was beautiful in a way that reminded Louise of
her favorite paintings, the vivid dripping colors of Dali and the
blocky bright strangeness of the best mid-century Picassos. Louise
had a print of The Persistence of Memory that she’d carted
around with her since she acquired it as a college student, always
finding something new in it. Mark had never got it. Mark liked
paintings to “look like something” and poetry to rhyme.

Jennifer seemed like someone who would be able to see
the abstract in things. Louise tore her gaze from Jennifer’s
fingers to her face. Jennifer had her eyes half closed, in a look
of dreamy yet intense concentration. Louise felt a childish
openmouthed sort of awe at the speed and accuracy




















































cover.jpg





