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Suzie stared blankly at the piano keys. She was supposed to be practicing that month’s piece, a Chopin étude that she knew would require hours and hours of practice to master. Usually, she would just have started up right away, practicing from then (three o’clock in the afternoon, right when the shadow of the floor lamp touched the piano bench) until dinner, after which she would do her homework. But today, something was stopping her.

Maybe it was just the weather outside. It was one of April’s first sunny days, a special event in Seattle, and the light coming through the window carried an alluring yellow glow. Maybe it was this particular piece; she had never really been a fan of Chopin, after all, except for his more famous works.

Or maybe it was senioritis. Suzie had classmates at Roberts High who skipped most of their classes, flunked tests, and spent all day messing around on the school grounds, smoking weed and eating takeout from the Korean place. She never joined them. Her parents had been quite clear: “This ‘senioritis’ they are talking about, you can’t get it! Work like it is the first day of freshman year!”

But why? She had already been accepted to a good college. She knew she couldn’t fail her classes, but surely they would understand if she got a few Bs. If her classmates were any indication, no university could expect too much of students during senior spring.

And schoolwork was one thing; piano was another. Sure, it had helped her get into college, and she had been accepted on the understanding that she would audition for the music program. But she didn’t even know anyone else who was still doing piano, or had done piano past the eighth grade. She was good at it, yes, but the thought of practicing piano all afternoon made her feel ill. Everyone else would be spending their summers playing video games, hanging out with friends, even just watching TV; the only thing she did for fun was staring at the dust as it floated through the sunbeams in the living room.

Worse still, she had almost no social life. She ate lunch with people at school who she might have considered friends, but she never saw them outside school because she had no time. Her long, shining black hair and deep black eyes had attracted attention from boys from time to time, but her parents would have none of that. Her only love, it seemed, could be the piano, but their relationship was on the rocks.

Sighing, she turned back to the piano and started on the etude. She didn’t sound nearly as good as she usually did. The notes she played were mechanical, lacking the resonance that made piano music sound truly polished, and she flubbed easy chords, even on her dominant left hand. Fifteen minutes went by and she felt no closer to mastering the piece than when she started.

“Suzie?” came the sound of her mother’s voice. She winced. Attracting her mother’s attention was rarely a good thing. She could only sit still as she listened to her mother’s footsteps draw nearer. “It sounds awful out here. You are not trying hard enough.”

“Mom, I…” Suzie looked at her mother and gulped. “I don’t really feel like playing piano today.”
“Feel like?” asked her mother. “FEEL like? Do you think your father and I ‘felt like’ working sixty hours a week to feed you when you were a baby? That’s not how life works! If you want something, you have to work hard for it!”

“But…” said Suzie. The feelings of guilt, anger, and fear mixing inside of her caused her to say something she would otherwise have kept hidden. “I don’t want to play the piano anymore. I want to do something I care about.”

“Don’t tell me ‘I don’t want this, I don’t want that’! The piano is the reason you got into college. The piano is the reason you have such good grades. It taught you to work! I won’t allow it. My own daughter, saying this! Your grandparents would be so disappointed. Imagine, their granddaughter giving up on something!”

“I…” Suzie couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes. She could find nothing to say to her.

“I have other things to do, but when I come back here in fifteen minutes the piece will sound better!” Her mother stormed off.

Suzie felt terrible. It wasn’t her fault that the thought of playing piano held no appeal for her any more. It was time to move on, wasn’t it? But her parents had done so much for her, and she felt a duty to do as they asked. She was utterly torn.

She tried to start practicing again, but nothing was working. There was a tricky arpeggio right at the beginning of the piece, and whenever she tried to get past the first couple of notes, something went wrong. Eventually, she found herself making the same mistake over and over again. She groaned in frustration. She knew she could do better, but there was a part of her that didn’t really want to.

A few minutes later, she heard her mother’s footsteps once again. “It’s no better! You call yourself our daughter, and play like that?” She was shouting now. “People won’t respect you if you have no work ethic, if you never do things you don’t want to do! What kind of a child am I raising?”

Suzie knew she couldn’t say anything more than she already had without regretting it later. “Sorry, Mom, I’m just...not at my best today, I guess.”

“At your best! Your father and I were never at our best when you were a baby, but we somehow kept you alive! That’s not how things work. You can’t give up the piano. What you need is a change in approach! I will talk to your father about finding a piano instructor. With the structure lessons will provide, you will make progress again!”

“Okay…” said Suzie. Piano lessons might be better than practicing at home. At least the instructor wouldn’t be as strict as her mother. Was that even possible?

She plunked keys until dinner, making a little progress, but not a lot. Normally, after three hours of practice, she would have had the general outline of the piece in place, but this time she had barely even nailed down the main theme. Exhausted and emotionally drained, she got up and headed to the kitchen table, where her father and mother were already sitting.

“I heard about your issue,” said her father. “I agree with your mother that signing you up with an instructor would be a good idea.”

“You can’t sound like that!” said her mother. “You have to improve!”

“Yes. So we’ve gotten in touch with an old family friend. Junwei Wong - do you remember him?”

Suzie remembered Wong as a friendly man, already old when she was a little girl. “I do. Does he play the piano?”

“No,” said her father. “You would be taking lessons with his son, Victor. Mr. Wong goes back and forth between here and Shanghai, but Victor is in Seattle all year round studying the piano and getting his master’s degree in music education.”

“Isn’t that wonderful?” her mother interjected. “He’s achieved all that, and at only twenty-two! Mr. Wong must be so proud.”

“Okay…” said Suzie. At least Victor was somewhere near her age. It was also good that her father had found him, not her mother; that made it less likely that he owned a set of thumbscrews.

“We have arranged for the lessons to start tomorrow,” said her father, “and to happen once a week, from four to seven on Fridays. We hope that this will increase your motivation.”

Mentally, Suzie groaned. That was a really long time to be sitting in a piano lesson. At least it wasn’t in her house; that would have made it even worse. “Sounds good.”

The rest of dinner was awkwardly quiet. Suzie’s parents could probably tell she wasn’t hot on the idea, but they’d never really been big on talking these things out. After she was done eating, she got up wordlessly and went to go start her homework. She had several hours’ worth in theory, but she knew of no one else who ever did the full amount; why would you? The teachers never asked about most of it, and most of the daily work wasn’t even graded. Her mother made her do it anyway, but she had been quietly cutting corners for a few months now.

When she was done, it was fully dark outside; probably 10:30 or 11 PM. She would have stayed up longer, but she was on her school’s swim team and would need to be up at 5am to go to practice. Swimming had given her a lithe, fit body, but also a perpetual case of exhaustion that only lessened somewhat on the weekends and over school breaks.

She stripped out of her clothes, pulled on her pajama shirt, and fell into bed. Despite her exhaustion, she couldn’t get to sleep right away. She had a mild headache, and the worries of the day were still racing through her head. She felt like a pencil that had been sharpened too many times, worn down to a stub almost too small to hold. She tossed and turned for a half hour until she finally found a comfortable, cool position and began to feel drowsy.

This had better be one hell of a piano lesson, she thought as sleep claimed her.

* * *

The next day at school oozed by as always. She dozed through the first few classes after swim practice, and by the time she was properly awake, it was her lunch period. A little while after that, she started to get drowsy again, so she only had about two hours of alertness. Calculus class, her last period, seemed to last for an eternity, but finally she could leave. She hopped on her bike and pedaled home. There was just enough time to drop off her school stuff and pick up her music before she headed to her lesson, which would be at Victor Wong’s apartment.

She decided to change out of her school clothes, leggings and an old hoodie, because she wanted to make a good first impression, and just because something was acceptable among the burned-out seniors at school didn’t mean it would be in the wider world. She picked a nice skirt, a jean jacket, and a relatively clean pair of sneakers, trying to look put-together without being dressed-up. Besides, the clothes made her feel cute, and in a new, potentially tough situation, feeling cute was always a good thing.

There was no need to haul the bike out again, because Victor lived only a few streets away, in an apartment in their neighborhood shopping district. She threw the music into a KUOW tote bag and headed out the door at 3:50.

As she walked, she realized she was buzzing with nervous energy. Meeting new people was always a little difficult, but this...felt different. She felt like she was about to do something new, to get a new outlook on things. Which was crazy, right? She was only in this to play the piano.

She found the building soon after turning onto the main street. It was one of the new ones that they’d built during the real estate boom, five stories with apartments above and a pricey grocery store on the ground floor where Suzie’s mother bought dinner sometimes. She wondered how Victor afforded the rent on his place, but then Mr. Wong was probably rich. Even if Suzie’s parents were rich, she doubted they’d be paying for her to live in a building like that next year.

She walked around the side of the building until she found the residential entrance. She knew that Victor was in 403, so, taking a deep breath, she punched in his number and pressed the buzzer.

A few seconds later, a deep, melodious voice flowed out of the speaker. “Hello, this is Victor Wong.”

“U-um, hi…” something about Victor’s voice made Suzie’s knees feel a little weak. After a second, she remembered she’d forgotten to say who she was. “Um, this is Suzie Chen, here for the, um, piano lesson…”

“Suzie! Of course! I’m so sorry, I thought you’d be coming in an hour. I get so turned around in the afternoon. Come right in!” The entryway door unlocked, and Suzie opened it and stepped inside. The lobby was about what she would have expected; modern, with light green walls and a gray stone-tile floor, all shining clean, and a receptionists’ desk at the back that seemed to currently be empty. She walked a few steps further in, looking for the elevators, until she finally spotted them off to the left. She hurried over, not wanting to keep Victor waiting too long.

She got out of the elevator on the fourth floor and checked the sign on the wall. Victor’s room was down further to the left, just a few steps away, with only one apartment separating it from the elevators. Soon, she was standing in front of the door. She took a deep breath, reached up, and knocked.

The man who opened the door a few seconds later made Suzie feel faint. He was tall, probably six feet, and the athletic shirt he was wearing seemed to be a size too small, stretching thin over his muscular chest. His short haircut looked great on him, and he had a clean-shaven, square-jawed face that Suzie kept looking at and then away from. Suddenly, she was even more of a nervous wreck. “Suzie Chen?” said Victor. “Pleased to meet you.” He stuck out his hand, and Suzie shook it. His grip was strong, his hand warm.

“Yeah, um, thanks for taking me on,” said Suzie.

“Of course, of course,” said Victor. “I love taking on new students! I have to apologize for my outfit - I was just going to go to the gym. Like I said, I’m scatterbrained after lunch. So why don’t you come in and have a seat on the couch while I run and change? Oh, the apartment is in a state, isn’t it? I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right,” said Suzie, following Victor through the door. She had no idea what about the apartment was in a state. It was spacious, decorated in dark brown, blue, and white, with a leather couch set off by an intricately-patterned rug. The suite was in the very corner of the building, although it would be the bedroom, where Victor now headed, that would have the best views, with windows on two sides. There was a kitchenette at the back of the room that looked well-used but also well-maintained. The piano, a beautiful Yamaha grand, was across the living space from the couch and TV, so the piano bench had a view of the shopping street below; it was a little bit of an upgrade from Suzie’s cramped, mother-accessible living room at home. She decided that she wouldn’t mind spending a few afternoons here...especially with Victor. She sat down on the couch and waited for him to return.

A few minutes later, he came out of his room in a short-sleeved patterned button-down and skinny jeans. It seemed like Suzie was going to have trouble looking at his face no matter what he was wearing. “So, Miss Chen,” he said, sitting down in a chair across from her, “What are our objectives for this lesson?”

“Well…” said Suzie. She dug around in the tote bag and pulled out the Chopin. “I’m supposed to be learning one of these.”

“Ah, yes, Chopin’s études. You’re an advanced student, right? These can be pretty thorny. I studied them for a few months, so I think I can help you.”

“Okay, I’m working on this one…” Suzie flipped through the book and found the piece. Even looking at the notes gave her a feeling of nausea in the deepest part of her soul, but Victor certainly felt better to have around than her mother, so maybe she could make some progress with his help.

“All right, let’s go over to the piano then. My favorite kind of warmup is an arpeggio with the addition of rhythms from the piece itself. May I see the book, please?” Suzie handed him the book, and together they went over to the piano, where she sat down on the bench.

“Why don’t you begin with the rhythm here? And try it on an E flat arpeggio.” While Suzie’s fingers were hesitant at first, she quickly loosened up. Maybe it was Victor’s presence, or maybe she was just feeling better that day, but the warmup melody soon began sounding better and better. After thirty minutes of working on variations on that, and then a few other exercises, Suzie sounded better than she had in years. She did tend to skip the warmup at home, because she hated it and her parents couldn’t really tell, but she didn’t realize it would have that much of an effect.

Then it was time to start on the Chopin. Victor opened the book and placed it on the music rest. “Just start at the beginning and try to play through it. Don’t worry about how it sounds; I’m just trying to find the parts with the most potential for improvement.”

Suzie took a deep breath. The arpeggio near the start of the piece that had defeated her the day before was glaring at her from the page. She knew, academically, that she was able to play it. In the warmup, they had practiced all of its component parts, so that now she would just have to put them together.

She plunked out the first few notes on the page inelegantly but correctly, but then she was at the arpeggio, and the wheels came flying off. Between the visceral terror those notes inspired in her, the pressure her parents had put on her and that she had put on herself, and the presence of Victor standing behind her, Victor who she wanted so desperately to impress, there was no way she could play the figure correctly. Her fingers went to all the wrong places, and there was a horrible noise like a xylophone falling down the stairs.

“That’s all right,” said Victor. “This is one of the hardest parts of the piece. Don’t fret about it; just keep going, and we’ll work on it later.”

But Suzie couldn’t keep going. She felt hot, flushed, embarrassment filling her. She felt her mother standing over her as her father looked on. She felt all those years of practice, years that other kids had spent at sleepovers and movies, going to waste. She felt Victor’s presence, Victor, who had to be disappointed in her, and the longer she took to start again, the more disappointed he would be, but that feeling only made it harder to get moving. Tears of rage and shame began to flow down her cheeks.

She felt Victor’s hand on her shoulder. “Perhaps it would be best to take a break. Let’s head back to the couch.” That just made her cry harder. She had to be making him uncomfortable. Where did she get off invading his apartment and crying on his piano bench? It was so mortifying to break down in tears in front of a complete stranger.

The only thing stronger than her urge to run away and never come back was her fear of explaining to her mother why her first lesson had gone so badly. Obediently, she got up and shuffled back over to the couch. She sat near the left arm, and Victor sat on the right side of the middle, not close enough to be properly next to her, but close enough to be within arm’s reach.

Victor put his hand on her shoulder and kept it there as she sobbed, the feelings swirling within her coming out as salty tears. Finally, after a few minutes, she got herself under enough control, breathing in great shuddering gasps, to be able to speak. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

“Mean to what?” asked Victor. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

That made her want to cry again. “It’s just…”

“I have a trick for this,” said Victor. “Wait a second.” He got up, headed over to the kitchenette, and grabbed something out of the fridge. Suzie tried to see what it was, but she could only hear the sound of two glasses being filled. He came back carrying two shot glasses full of what looked like red wine. “Now, I know you’re not 21, but nobody is going to feel an ounce and a half of wine. The reason I like wine for situations like this is because drinking it makes you feel dignified, and it tastes so bad that you can’t focus on anything except trying to choke down the next sip. Cheers!” He handed her one of the glasses and they clinked them together. Suzie had never had any kind of alcohol before, but judging by the smell of the wine, it couldn’t be what people were drinking at high school parties. Cautiously, she took a sip and almost retched. It tasted like vinegar poured over a dusty piece of antique furniture that had been covered in rubbing alcohol.

“Just try to down that, and then we’ll talk about it,” said Victor. “The art of playing the piano can’t be practiced in a state of emotional distress. The keys will refuse you if your mind isn’t completely focused on them.” Obediently, Suzie began to take sips of the wine. Victor was right; for a few moments after she took each sip, the world stopped feeling like it was full of her overbearing parents and started feeling like it was full of this ungodly rotten grape juice. But she could stop drinking the wine, if she wanted to, and it wouldn’t yell at her if she didn’t feel like practicing the piano.

A few minutes later, she plunked down an empty glass. She felt a little twinge of a strange feeling in her head, like the alcohol was definitely registering, but she wasn’t affected in any way by it. She did feel kind of dignified, though. “Okay…”

“So...where to start. I’ll be quite honest: You don’t seem to want to play the piano.”

“W-well, I mean…” Suzie didn’t want to offend Victor by telling the whole truth, which was that she never wanted to touch the instrument again. “It’s more, um, something I do because of my parents.”

Victor nodded. “I’ve heard that one before. Actually, I’ve heard it a lot. You’re probably my fourteenth or fifteenth student, and almost all of them have been in the same situation. Sometimes, the truth comes out in the first lesson, because the pushy parent is actually there. Sometimes the student tells me later. Sometimes it’s just obvious because the student never seems to learn anything, even after months and months, which can only be from lack of motivation.”

“It’s true,” said Suzie, looking at her shoes. “I’ve been, um, doing the piano for so long now, twelve or thirteen years, that, well, my parents wouldn’t accept me ever stopping or even practicing less. It feels like it eats up all my spare time, and, um, I don’t get anything out of it. Nothing.”

Victor nodded. “I understand. I’ve been there.”

“You have?” asked Suzie.

“Your family knows my father, right? One of the biggest men in the Pacific shipping business. Well...he treated his family the same way he treated his employees, that is to say, he pushed us hard. I have a brother and a sister, and we all had to do our best for him. I was essentially told to become a piano prodigy. To be quite honest, it almost killed me when I was a teenager. I had homework and a part-time job, and I had to practice piano for hours every night.”

“That’s...just like me,” said Suzie.

“Yes. And how I survived was by finding a way to get through it. I found something on the piano that I did want to play. My favorite composer isn’t Chopin or Liszt, it’s Duke Ellington. My father is not a musical person. As long as I was playing the piano, he didn’t care so much what. That’s why I’m studying the piano now; I found a way to love it.”

“I don’t know if that would work for me, though,” said Suzie. “I think my parents want me to play these crazy pieces because they’re prestigious. And I’m not really a big jazz person anyway - um, no offense.”

“None taken! I’m not saying that you have to go down the same path I did. You have to find your own way; that’s what being a teenager is about, isn’t it? But you should think about what you want to do. Maybe you can somehow convince your parents to let up on you, or maybe you can find some other kind of music you want to play. Either way, you’ll be off at college in a few months, and they won’t be able to tell you anything. Keep your mind focused on that.”

He had a point. Suzie thought ahead to college. She had to audition for the piano program, but she didn’t have to stay in it. She could do something new, maybe try out acting, or a sport besides swimming, or just having free time in the afternoons. She had viewed college as yet another step on the treadmill her parents had set up for her, but maybe it could be an opportunity - and a way out. “I think you have a point. Maybe I’ll just stick it out.”

“That sounds good! So you’ve decided to continue the piano, then?”

“I - I guess. For now.” She got up.

“Excellent,” said Victor. He stood and briefly met her eyes, giving her a piercing gaze that seemed to look directly into her soul. She felt like an insect under a magnifying glass, being observed, analyzed. There was clearly more to her hot piano instructor than he let on.

“Okay, where should I start?” she said, when they were at the piano again.

“Well, normally, I would say to do the playthrough again. But this arpeggio is clearly a bit of an issue, so why don’t we work on that? Having it nailed down is going to give you a lot of confidence. Let’s take it note by note…” The rest of the lesson flew by. Suzie felt a new wellspring of resolve within her, a determination to survive the spring and summer by excelling at just a few more pieces. It would end. It would end and she could leave. That knowledge sustained her, fed her, and enabled her, by the end of the lesson, to play through the arpeggio slowly, hesitantly, but correctly. She felt exhausted, far more than usual after an afternoon of practice, but satisfied.

Occasionally, she stole glances over at Victor. She still couldn’t believe that she had him for a piano instructor. Between his deep brown eyes, his chiseled jaw, his toned arms, and, well, Suzie had never thought this before about a guy, but his great ass, there was something to lose herself in no matter where she looked. By the end of the lesson, she was training herself to play the arpeggio by rewarding herself with a glance towards him whenever it improved. Was it wrong to be this into someone her parents were paying to teach her things? She didn’t know, and she didn’t care.

“Well,” Victor said at 7 o’clock, “you’ve made a lot of progress! And...I know this won’t be easy, but try to keep your plan in mind over the next week. If you focus on your mantra of get-through-it-get-through-it, things will get better.”

“Yes, I’ll remember that,” said Suzie. She gave Victor a smile, despite herself, a big, goofy grin that would never ordinarily have crossed her face. He smiled back, and there seemed to be a twinkle in his eye that she couldn’t quite identify.

Gathering up her things in the tote bag, she went to head out the door, but Victor stopped her. “It was a great lesson,” he said, holding out his hand. Suzie stood there stunned for a second until she realized he wanted her to shake it again. She reached out and shook it, excited to feel his warm hand again, but then that excitement made her embarrassed. She turned away to hide her burning cheeks.

“Um, yeah,” said Suzie. “Um, see you next week.” She hurried out before she could mess anything up. It had been a great lesson, though not really because of the piano. Suzie’s cloud of elation carried her all the way through the elevator ride, out of the building, and most of the way home. She couldn’t wait for next Friday.

* * *

Over the course of the week, Suzie’s new dedication was progressively worn away by the efforts of her mother and father. The day after the lesson, which was a Saturday, had been spent at the piano. Suzie could now play through the arpeggio, but it was still choppy and not at all the smooth flourish that one heard in recordings of the piece. She knew this because her mother played the composition on repeat over their house’s speaker system. Listening to it once or twice so that she knew how it was meant to sound had been helpful, but after that it just made her feel terrible, because the pianist in the recording was much better than she was. Every so often, her mother would come by and eviscerate the progress she had made with a well-placed “why doesn’t it sound better yet?” It was impossible to improve in that environment. Even though she practiced every day for hours, just the same as usual, she made very little progress on the piece over the course of the week. There was a progression of thirds midway through that she still couldn’t play at all, and the ending flourish was also too difficult. Suzie’s excitement at Friday’s approach was mixed with dread that her parents would criticize her playing even more.

It finally happened on Thursday night. Suzie sat down at the dinner table after a particularly awful practice session where her mother seemed to be circling like a shark, ready to attack any misplaced note. The piece sounded no better at all for the three hours she had spent at the piano.

Her mother looked at her over the salad bowl. “Why doesn’t it sound better yet?”

Suzie opted for the evasive approach. “I don’t know, Mom, it’s just...hard.”

“It sounded better after the lesson last week, but it has not improved since then! You must not be trying hard enough! Nothing is too ‘hard’ for this family.”

“I’m trying my best! It’s just taking a while to come together. I can’t learn these things instantly.”

“I don’t expect you to learn them instantly. I expect you to learn them! What you were doing out there was not music!”

Suzie felt like she was going to cry. “Mom, I...it’s really hard to practice out there. Because of you.”

“What! Because of me? Are you saying that I, your own mother, am slowing down your progress? I work every day to make sure you learn the piano. That’s why we’re having this conversation now! I can’t believe I’m hearing this from my own daughter!”

“That’s not what I’m saying. I feel like…” Suzie wanted to say it, that she felt pressured, crushed under the weight of their expectations for her, but she couldn’t do it. Never once in her life had she stuck up for herself, had she told her parents how she really felt about almost anything. “I don’t know. I’ll try harder. I’ll go to my lesson tomorrow. Fine.”

“It had better improve tomorrow,” said her mother. “I’m not going to raise a slacker, or a failure!”

Suzie felt her insides sink.

* * *

The next day, Suzie was standing in her room, deciding on what to wear to her lesson. The day had been particularly exhausting, with swim practice as usual followed by multiple tests, a presentation, and group work. She felt like a lemon after all the the juice had been squeezed out, but the thought of seeing Victor again made her forget all that. She was nervous but also excited, a ball of energy pacing around the bedroom.

It was above 70 degrees, unusually hot for May, so she picked a pair of shorts and a colorful patterned t-shirt. The outfit wasn’t really dressing up at all, but it did show off her legs, which she was proud of. Hefting her piano bag, she headed downstairs and out the door.

On the walk to Victor’s apartment, the found herself unexpectedly apprehensive. Was putting in all this effort and mental energy really going to pay off? Was he really into her? She was into him, but how into him? Her heart fluttered as she thought about it. Either way, she knew she didn’t want to disappoint him.

And that included not being late. The extra time spent deciding what to wear meant that Suzie had to jog to make it to the lesson, but had to somehow avoid getting all sweaty under the heat. She needed to dart from patch of shade to patch of shade, but it was worth it when she made it to the apartment building with a few minutes to spare. She hurried inside and got into the elevator.

When it stopped with a ding at the fourth floor and the doors slid open, Suzie took a deep breath, headed to Victor’s apartment, and knocked on the door. A few moments later, she heard footsteps, and then she was standing in front of Victor again, who was wearing a different - tighter? - shirt than last time and a pair of nice shorts. “Hello, Suzie,” he said.

She struggled to pull her eyes up to his face. “Hi, Victor.”

They headed inside, over to the piano. “So,” said Victor, when Suzie was seated at the bench, “how have things been going?”

“Well, I’m not really sure the piece has improved all that much,” said Suzie unhappily. “I...well, I tried the new mindset, but my parents wouldn’t let up, and I got all psyched out again.”

Victor nodded. “You have a tough situation. But do you still want to play the piano?’

“You’re asking me that again. Shouldn’t you not be asking me that, as my piano teacher?”

“I may be your piano teacher,” said Victor, “but, well, we may have only known each other for a week, but I’d like to consider myself your friend as well. I care about you more than I care about the piano. Pianos don’t have feelings, you know.”

Suzie’s cheeks burned. “I...um…I guess I do want to keep trying. Even though my parents can be difficult, I think I owe it to them to play until I go off to college.”

“As long as you’re sure,” said Victor. “In that case, let’s start with a warmup. Why don’t we do thirds, like in this part of the piece?”

The warmup went by quickly, and then they moved on to the section of the piece with the thirds. It wasn’t easy, but after going note by note a couple times and working in what she had learned in the warmup, she got it down after a lot of practice. It didn’t sound perfect yet, but it was close enough that they could move on for now. “You’re getting the hang of this,” observed Victor. “Why don’t we head through the rest of the piece, then?”

They fixed some minor mistakes, but then Suzie had to confront the end section again. It wasn’t an arpeggio or thirds, but a seemingly random progression that was challenging on both hands. “This looks even harder than the thirds,” she said.

“I think it is. This part gave me a lot of trouble when I was learning this piece. This isn’t a concerto, of course, but I think Chopin intended the section as a sort of cadenza, a place for the pianist to show off. The trouble is, neither of us is Chopin, so it’s a very tricky section to nail down. But I think it’s a good idea to try heading through note by note, very slowly, just a measure at a time.”

But that was easier said than done. If they slowed to a crawl, Suzie could manage to play each note individually, but she couldn’t seem to put them together. Her fingers tripped over themselves and made a horrible mess of the piece. She felt a tide of embarrassment and frustration rising within her that made playing even harder.

“Hmm,” said Victor. “For this part, we might have to use my secret technique. Would you mind scooting over a little on the bench?”

Secret technique? “Okay,” said Suzie. She shifted to the left, and Victor sat down next to her, so close they were almost on top of each other. She felt the warmth of his leg as her heart fluttered in her chest.

“All right,” said Victor. “Position your hands as you would at the beginning of the section.” Obediently, Suzie put her hands in position to play the first chords. Gently, Victor placed his hands over hers, lining their fingers up, and began to play the section very slowly, moving her fingers to press down the keys. Her breath quickened at the sensation. How was she supposed to focus on the piano when this gorgeous man was the one teaching her? And especially when it was like this? He had to know how she felt about him. There was no way he didn’t. He had to be teasing her.

She glanced over at his face to see if she could find any clues there. He was looking at the keys and the music, but the ghost of a grin played over his lips as she watched.

Before she knew it, they had come to the end of the section. “You played it,” said Victor, smiling. “Good job.”

“Yes, but, um…” said Suzie, “I, um, feel like my muscle memory isn’t quite formed yet. Could we do that again?”

“All you have to do is ask,” said Victor, raising his eyebrows. Was that flirting? She couldn’t tell if he was flirting. They started again from the beginning of the section. She felt like her heart might burst from beating so hard. He had to know. He knew and he was teasing her. Each key he pressed her finger onto sent a shock through her, a pulse of heat that left her yearning for more - more than she could get in a piano lesson.

A while later, after more practice and probably more Victor-hand-guiding than strictly necessary, Suzie had the hang of the ending section. It would need more work, but maybe practicing at home would go better this week. It was easier to feel sunny about things at Victor’s apartment than at her own house. When 7 o’clock rolled around, they got up from the piano bench and she grabbed her piano bag.

“Well, um, thanks for the lesson,” said Suzie. She felt blood rushing to her cheeks again and wanted desperately to hide her face.

“It was a pleasure, as always,” said Victor. He extended his hand again, and Suzie shook it, losing herself in his firm grip for maybe longer than necessary. “You show a lot of promise as a student, Suzie. I truly enjoy teaching you.”

That made her blush harder. “Thanks. Um, see you next week.”
“Certainly,” said Victor. Suzie turned and left, her heart singing even as her mind swirled with questions. What did Victor really think of her? Was he just leading her on because he thought it was funny that she had a crush on him? Or was he genuinely into her? And how did she feel about him? Was it really just a crush, or something deeper?

Suzie had no more luck answering these questions than any of the billions of people in history who had asked themselves the same things, but she couldn’t stop herself. While her parents interrogated her about the lesson at dinner, she could escape into her mind, where Victor was still guiding her fingers along the keys of the piano.

* * *

Again, though, her parents refused to let up. Though it was obvious that she had made progress over the course of the lesson, and so they didn’t doubt Victor (which was her greatest fear), she didn’t show much improvement in her practice at home. Between the relentless check-ins from her mother and her fear of getting a chewing-out for failing to play the piece correctly, she couldn’t work out much that she hadn’t already practiced with Victor. The etude stayed in its state of 80% completion throughout the whole week.

It didn’t help that school was hard at the moment. The school year was winding down, and while for most of the students, or at least the ones who had already given up on senior spring, this meant relaxing and throwing frisbees around, for Suzie it meant rushing from class to class, where her teachers assigned endless essays, final projects, and study guides for the upcoming tests. Some nights she was up until two a.m. doing homework. So when she sat down at the piano bench, she was half-asleep and brain-dead.

All that was keeping her going was the knowledge that it would end, it had to, and also the knowledge that she had another lesson with Victor on Friday. Her anxiety and dread of everything else melted away when she thought of him. So, even though the week was crushingly busy, it also went by surprisingly quickly.

She had hoped to keep her parents off her back about the piano for the week by telling them about what was going on at school instead, but her scheme fell apart, as usual, at dinner on Thursday night, the time of the week when her parents’ disappointment in her piano playing always came to a head.

She tried not to meet her mother’s eyes as she sat down, keeping her attention focused on the lo mein in front of her, but it was no use. “The song sounds better than last week, but it should be done by now!” said her mother. “And it has not improved since your last lesson!”

“I’m trying my best, Mom,” said Suzie, hoping to fob her off with a vague answer, even though there was a part of her that knew very well that that could never work.

“Trying is good, but it’s not good enough! You used to be so good at learning these pieces. Then you came to high school and it started to get worse!”

“...Sorry,” said Suzie, grimacing immediately after the word left her mouth. She hadn’t been able to resist the urge to get snippy, and now she knew she would suffer the consequences.

“What did you say?” said her mother. “Don’t be rude to your own mother! I can’t believe I’m hearing this!”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” said Suzie. “I really am trying my best. I’m just...under a lot of pressure right now. School is really busy and I’m not getting a lot of sleep. So I can’t put a lot of energy into the piano.”

“Excuses! I work hard every day for you and I expect the same in return -”

“I see Suzie’s point,” said her father. Suzie gaped. He was usually only slightly better than her mother when it came to these things, and this was the only time she could remember him ever contradicting her. “Maybe she is just not a natural fit for the piano. She has certainly been doing it for long enough to know.”

“You too?” said Suzie’s mother. She shook her head. “I guess your father and I will talk about this later. But I expect improvement!”

The rest of dinner was spent in silence again, but Suzie had reason to be hopeful. Maybe her father would finally stick up for her and convince her mother to back off.

No, that would never happen, not really. Her father had never won an argument with her mother, and he wasn’t going to start now. But at least this meant that her mother would be mad at someone other than Suzie for a few hours.

* * *

The next day at school was crazy as always. After swim practice, Suzie had another wave of tests (the last before the final exams), and more chaotic, frustrating, exhausting group work than she really cared to deal with. At least now the reviewing for finals would begin in most classes, so the pace of work would slow. Feeling frazzled and exhausted, she hopped on her bike at the end of the day and hurried home. She wanted to take extra time getting ready for the piano lesson today. She felt a real connection with Victor, and, well...she grinned. It was no time to let her expectations run away with her.

At home, she hurried up to her room and started getting ready. To wear, she paired the same jean jacket she’d worn the first time with a white cotton dress and sneakers. She didn’t have that much time, but she did a simple makeup look she did sometimes for job interviews and school dances. Briefly, she looked over at the curling iron, but that would take too long. Besides, if she was picking up what Victor seemed to be putting down, he’d like her anyway.

She grabbed the piano bag and hurried down the stairs and out the door before her mother could say anything about her new look. Getting trapped in that conversation would just make her late, and she didn’t want to be late.

A few minutes later, she found herself standing outside of Victor’s apartment door. It wasn’t the first time she’d been there, of course, but she felt nervous enough that it might as well have been. Maybe it was the extra effort she’d put in this time, her commitment to trying to win him. Before, she hadn’t laid anything on the line, but if he turned out not to be into her, she’d be making the piano lessons really awkward for the foreseeable future.

She took three deep breaths for good measure, reached up, and knocked on the door. Footsteps could be heard briefly, and then the door swung open, revealing Victor in a hard-to-look-away-from tight button-down shirt and skinny jeans. He smiled. “Ah, Suzie. Come on in!”

“Hi, Victor,” Suzie smiled shyly as she followed him inside.

“How has the piano been?” asked Victor.

Suzie made a face. “Hopefully better after today.”

Victor laughed. “Well, that’s usually the case.” Momentarily, they were standing in front of the piano bench. It had been Suzie’s hope that Victor would sit down next to her, as he had before, but she realized that she had no way of making that happen. She had no “game.” She had never flirted with a boy before, so how was she going to do this?

“Maybe,” said Victor smoothly, “it would be better if we shared the bench again. I get a better view of what’s going on that way.”

Suzie was taken aback. Was Victor flirting now? She wished she had more experience, because then she would know these things. Was that how that worked? It didn’t really matter, though; Victor was giving her exactly what she wanted. She smiled. “Sure...if you feel like it’s helpful for you.” They sat down at the bench and got out the music.

During the warmup, Suzie had trouble concentrating on the piano. How was she going to make it clear to Victor that she was into him without actually making a move? What if she had to make a move? How were you supposed to do that?

Before she knew it, they were done warming up and were on to the piece. Suzie played it through almost from memory, even the arpeggio and the thirds, but the ending was still a little choppy. She saw her chance. “Um...can we…”

“Of course,” said Victor, placing his hands over hers. They played through the ending part once, twice, and then Suzie’s hands were still, his hands resting on top. There was an intense, overwhelming heat in the moment that left her short of breath.

“Shall we move on, then?” said Victor softly, teasingly, making as if to lift his hands off of hers. “I think we should put everything together now…”

“W-wait!” said Suzie, looking down at the keys, the music, anywhere but Victor. “I- Victor, I-”

“Yes?” he said.

“I can’t go on like this,” finished Suzie. “I d-don’t need piano lessons. I-I-” Victor raised his eyebrows, waiting patiently. He knew what she was going to say, and he was teasing her, and she would have slapped him if she didn’t want to kiss him so goddamn bad. “I need you!”

The words hung in the air for a moment. Then Victor smiled, blushing slightly. “You are so incredibly cute.” For one last, agonizing instant, Suzie could still wonder whether he was teasing her, and then he took her hand. The feeling of his warm grip came like an electric shock to her system, and when he looked into her eyes, she felt her heart begin to melt. “Is there a piano teacher code of conduct out there that says that I shouldn’t kiss my students? Maybe. But I think anyone would understand this one.” He leaned forward and, all of a sudden, Suzie felt his lips locked onto hers. She was disoriented, spinning through a reality she was just beginning to understand, and the warm feeling of the kiss was all there was. Victor pulled her into an embrace, and she fell into his arms, the strong arms that had been the first thing she’d noticed about him, and now they were all hers to enjoy.

Suzie wanted the moment to last forever, but at last she had to come up for air, a few short gasps before going in for another kiss. It was wonderful, but...there was a part of her that wanted more. She had been so repressed for so long, and never in her life had she done anything, absolutely anything, that her parents wouldn’t approve of. Well, fuck them! She was her own person, and she was going to take what she wanted. Hesitantly, she reached out and undid the top button of his shirt. His eyes widened, and, for a moment, he broke away from the kiss. “Are you sure…”

“Yes,” she said. She’d never been more sure of anything in her life.

“In that case…” said Victor. Suddenly, he stood up from the piano bench and heaved Suzie over his shoulder, as easily as if she were a sack of potatoes. “Why don’t we go somewhere more comfortable?”

Suzie giggled. “Put me down, you asshole.”

“We’re not going on a long journey,” said Victor. He carried her over to his bedroom door. Suzie briefly registered a spacious, clean, light-filled room before he set her down on the double bed. A moment later, he sat down next to her. “Now you can take off my shirt.”

Eagerly, Suzie began to undo the buttons on his shirt, each one exposing more of his toned chest and abs. It was by far the best present she had ever unwrapped, and this was only the beginning. At last, the fabric of the shirt fell away, and the whole delicious picture was revealed to her; clearly, Victor worked out.

“I hope you’re not planning on having all the fun,” Victor said. “I’d like to see what’s under here.” He pulled off her jean jacket and threw it to the side, then pushed Suzie’s arms up so that he could pull her dress up over her head. She found herself nervously wondering what he would think of her; no one had ever seen her naked. But she didn’t want to hide. She wanted to show off to him.

Finally, the dress slid over her head and her hair fell back to her shoulders, blocking her view for a second. “Well, damn,” said Victor. “It looks like your body is as cute as your face.”

“Oh, shut up!” said Suzie, smiling through her blush. Why had she worried? Victor was as much into her as she was into him. She unbuttoned his pants and started pulling them down, revealing a pair or rocket-ship boxer shorts.

“They’re lucky,” Victor explained. The man was dignified, but deep down, there was a part of him that was utterly ridiculous. Suzie shook her head, grinning, and pulled his pants off his legs, which were almost as nice as his arms, slim and well-toned.

She blushed when she looked back up at his boxer shorts and noticed the massive tent that was suddenly pitched in them. “This is your fault, by the way,” said Victor.

“Guess I’ll just have to deal with it, then,” said Suzie. She undid her own bra, wanting to spare Victor the pain of figuring out the straps, and tossed it over her shoulder.

He leaned forward and kissed her again, a deep, passionate kiss that left Suzie just as weak as the first time their lips had met, and then his tongue was exploring her mouth. She felt overcome, at his mercy, but the love and trust she felt towards him made that such a wonderful feeling that she moaned through the kiss. It was a feeling of utter bliss.

Then he broke off the kiss and moved towards her ear, tracing a path down the side of her head and neck with his tongue. She gasped at the sheer heat of the moment, the intimacy. Victor knew what he was doing, and she loved it. “Oh fuck, hurry up…”

“Hurry up?” said Victor. “Is there any rush?” He slowed down, kissing her collarbone, tracing a path of kisses slowly up the curve of her small breast. Her breathing got faster and faster until, finally, after what seemed like an eon, his lips locked onto her nipple. The sensation of having her teat sucked was unlike anything she had experienced, but mostly, like everything Victor was doing, it left her wanting more. There was a void deep within her that needed to be filled, and she was desperate for him to fill it.

But she also knew that the sweet agony of anticipation would make that moment better. When Victor finally moved off her nipple and began moving down her breast towards her stomach, the thought that it might finally be drawing near filled her with a frantic need to feel him closer to her, to prolong the intimacy of the foreplay. She locked her legs around his back and held his body close, even as he passed her navel and drew near to her snatch.

At last, it was time. He grabbed her panties and pulled them down, revealing her soaking pussy; his prize for winning her. Even though she had been so eager to go all the way with Victor, the thought of him looking at her pussy was a little embarrassing. But it was only fair, if she got to see his cock, and she really wanted to see his cock…

His tongue moved down towards her snatch, the little nub of her clit, and she arched her back in anticipation, but he refused to reward her, tracing patterns on the inside of her thighs, on her crotch, anywhere but her pussy itself. She wanted to yell at him, but when she opened her mouth, all she could seem to manage was a moan. The ministrations of his tongue were so incredible, so pleasurable, that it was almost beside the point that he wasn’t giving her hungry snatch any attention.

Almost. It was so frustrating to be teased like this, getting ninety-five percent of what she needed. She pressed into his back with her feet, trying to force his head closer. At last, he got the message. Lowering his head the last few fractions of an inch, he began to lick around the outer edges of her pussy. Each swipe of his tongue was a little burst of pleasure for her, thigh-quivering, air-gasping pleasure like she’d never felt before. Whenever his tongue touched a new place, a new unexplored crevice, she felt another jolt of bliss flowing into a central reserve deep within her, a reserve that, when filled…

Suzie couldn’t imagine it, but she hoped that Victor could do the job. He was certainly starting well. He began to work his tongue into her pussy itself, moving it in a zigzag pattern that drove her wild. And he had brought up a hand that had begun to gently massage her clit, giving her a different, more intense feeling that touched something even deeper inside her. She could only lie there, gasping, as he brought her further towards the peak with each skillful motion. She felt herself getting closer and closer, building and building towards her destination…

And then he stopped. “If you’re okay with it, I’d like it to be my turn for a minute.”

“O-okay,” said Suzie, a little disoriented from the sudden halt. Victor slid off the bed and stood up, massive erection pointing directly at Suzie. What was she supposed to do with it?

“Do what you feel comfortable with,” said Victor. “I know you’ll do well.”

Suzie gulped. She wanted to touch his pole, but she didn’t know how it was done. Well, one thing needed to happen first. Grabbing the waistband of his boxers, she slowly pulled them down, revealing his meaty cock bit by bit. Suddenly, it sprang out of the last inch of fabric, almost hitting her in the face. Victor chuckled.

But she was too amazed to be annoyed. Could a dick be this big? It was, like...well, she was bad at estimating measurements. Definitely a large number of inches, though.

Hesitantly, she reached out and touched Victor’s cock. It was much warmer than the rest of him, and so hard. She had seen a couple of porn videos, out of curiosity late one Saturday night, so she knew vaguely what to do. She placed her hand around his cock and started to pump. “Squeeze a little harder,” said Victor.

“Are you my sex instructor too now?” asked Suzie, raising an eyebrow.

“If my dick is involved, I think I have the right to a little advice,” said Victor. Suddenly, he reached out and guided Suzie’s free hand up to his balls. “Give these a massage too.”

“Point taken,” said Suzie. Victor’s balls weren’t like she had expected, not as squishy. But massaging them, which she tried to do gently, was kind of fun, like playing with a stress ball or something.

“You’ll be taking more than that this afternoon,” said Victor, raising an eyebrow. Then he grimaced. “Oh shit, just like that.” Suzie blushed, both at the innuendo and at the praise. She kept massaging Victor, but there was something she wondered at the same time. She leaned down and licked the head of his cock. There was a glob of precum already there that didn’t taste like that much, but the cock itself - well, it wasn’t so much that it tasted good as that it was incredibly satisfying to lick. She found herself wanting more of it in her mouth, but Victor had made her wait, hadn’t he? Instead, she licked stripes up and down the end of his cock, tickling it with her tongue. A grunt let her know that he was enjoying it, despite the fact that she had no real idea what she was doing.

At last, she couldn’t take it any more. She had to know what it would feel like. Cautiously, she took the head of his penis into her mouth, swirling her tongue around it, feeling the not-quite-rounded shape, the shallow ridge where the shaft began. It was such a satisfying feeling, and she knew that she had him in the palm of her hand. He groaned as she went a little deeper down the shaft, tracing the lines of his veins, feeling his heartbeat pulsing through them. Slowly, slowly her lips crept towards the base of his cock. He was much too big to be able to take like this, but she went as far as she could.

Suzie felt herself getting into a sort of rhythm; she would circle his cock with her tongue, bob her head on the shaft, and then pump his cock with her hand and lightly squeeze his balls. She had no idea whether it felt good until, grunting, he pushed on her forehead. “Keep that up, and I won’t be able to seal the deal.” Obediently, she took her mouth off his cock.

“Was I good?”
“Yes,” said Victor. “You’ve never done that before?”

“No, I haven’t,” she said.

“I guess you’re a natural,” he laughed. “Want to start the main course?”

“The main course? Oh…” Suzie had almost forgotten. What they had done so far had been so wonderful that she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to go on...but no. She knew she would regret it if she didn’t go all the way. She really did love Victor, with all her heart, and she wanted to feel him every way she could. “Yes. I’m ready.”

“Good,” said Victor, slipping on a condom. “This might hurt a little, so tell me if you want me to stop.” He squirted some lube into the palm of his hand, and Suzie spread her legs, unsure exactly what she was supposed to do.

He finished lubing up and positioned his cock at the edge of her pussy. “After this, you’ll be mine.”

“I already was,” she whispered as his cockhead entered her hole. At first, the sensation was a little painful - his cock stretched her pussy beyond where it had ever been stretched before, and she gasped, sucking in air. But as he gently pushed further and further inside her, the pain faded, replaced by a pressure, a feeling of being filled that quickly started to become pleasurable. By the time half his cock was buried in her, she was yearning for more, moaning at the sensation.

“Shit, you’re tight,” he gasped. “This feels really, really good.” He slipped the rest of his cock inside, surprisingly easily, pushing past the little resistance her body had left for him and burying himself completely within her. Then he began to thrust, first gently and then a little bit harder. It felt better and better, and Suzie was already moaning when she felt a hand on her clit, which skilfully began to massage, to tweak and rub, making the sensation of being penetrated even more blissful, even more deliciously erotic. There was no question about it: Victor was a master, and she was happy to be his student.

Once he got up to speed with his thrusts, the pleasure that flowed from the penetration was just as intense as it had been when Victor was eating her out, and she felt the vessel within her filling once more. Each thrust brought her further up the mountain that he’d been helping her climb, closer and closer to the orgasmic peak that she knew they could reach together. Once again, she locked her legs around his back, impaling herself completely on his cock. “Oh my God, just like that,” she groaned.

Then Victor surprised her again, reaching up and grabbing her nipple, tweaking it between his fingers, gently pinching, twisting. Combined with the sensation of the massage he was still giving her clit, she felt overwhelmed, pleasure swirling within her, a sensation of pure ecstasy. She was getting really close now, really, really, close.

“Fuck,” Victor grunted. His cock spasmed inside of her, and he slammed into her with huge thrusts, pushing her back into the bed. Was he cumming? Had she made him cum? The thought was so arousing, so sizzling hot that she felt herself tipping over the edge…

And then she was there. Suzie gasped as a terrifyingly intense wave of pleasure washed over her whole body. Fireworks went off in her mind, and for an instant, she could neither see nor think, carried completely away by the sensations flowing through her. She felt alive, fierce, powerful, but also helpless, filled, and all in all the right ways. She was in touch with her body, doing the thing that, after all, we are all born to do. Her limbs spasmed, her body trembled, and she could only groan as waves of ecstasy washed over her, each one slightly smaller than the last, but all contributing to a warm feeling of contentment that soon overtook her. As Victor pulled out of her, she wanted to roll over and go to sleep.

“God, that was good,” said Victor. “You know, you’re a very gifted student, and not only in piano, either.”

“Um, thanks,” said Suzie. “Where did you learn that stuff?”

“Oh, here and there. I don’t want to spoil the surprise. There are a few more things in my bag of tricks that I’d like to show you, maybe next time.” Victor smiled and raised his eyebrows. “Of course, only if you want there to be a next time.”

This could happen again? The realization was startling for Suzie; this kind of experience seemed like it could come by only once in a lifetime. But the more she thought about it, the more she imagined a future with Victor and his wonderful cock in it, the better it seemed to her. “Oh, definitely.”

They went to go hop in the shower, sharing an intimate moment as she soaped him up, and he her; it was the perfect way to cool down, to get back into the normal way of things without giving up the precious intimacy that they’d just built. When they got out and were getting dressed, Victor checked his watch. “What do you know, it’s only six. What would you say to an actual piano lesson?”

Suzie giggled. “Really? Only you would go back to thinking about piano at a time like this.”

“If you want to know the truth,” said Victor, “I was visualizing the arpeggio section of your piece while I was eating you out. Rhythm and intervals aren’t just important in music, you know. I can’t help it; I’m getting a degree in it.”

Suzie rolled her eyes. “Fine. I guess I need to have something to show for this lesson, anyway. Otherwise, my parents will kill me.”

“Good, good,” said Victor, as they headed over to the piano. “Now, we should start with a run-through of the piece…” It was incredibly weird to have a piano lesson with the man she’d just fucked, but then it was also weird to fuck her piano teacher in the first place. Which came first, the chicken or the egg?

An hour later, Suzie kissed him goodbye, maybe a longer kiss than strictly necessary, and soon found herself standing in the apartment lobby, piano bag in hand, wondering what, exactly, had just happened. She had never believed that she would have sex during high school, especially not with such a gorgeous man, and she couldn’t quite convince herself that it had actually happened. But hers was not to question why, and she was already thinking about next week.

It was also hard to believe that normal life continued from this point, but it did. Suzie would be late for dinner if she stood around thinking any longer. She hurried out the door and started home. On the way, she couldn’t help grinning like an idiot; she’d be sitting down to the dinner table with her parents, who’d have no idea what their daughter had been up to all afternoon. They thought she was some kind of piano-playing machine? She’d just proven otherwise.

A few minutes later, she got to her house, headed inside and sat down at the dinner table. She’d been walking on a cloud the whole way home and had almost forgotten to dread family dinnertime, but she remembered now. What if her parents could somehow tell? What if they decided to fire Victor for some other reason?

Her father looked at her. “Enjoy your lesson, Suzie?”

“Um,” she realized that was just an innocent question, but… “yeah, definitely.”

“Your mother and I have come to a decision. You’ve been very dedicated to the piano, but you’re going off to college soon, and, well, we want to give you some space.”

Space? They had never given her space. “Space?” she asked out loud.

“Yes. So we won’t demand that you spend the whole afternoon at the piano anymore. An hour a day is fine, maybe a little more on the weekends. We are very proud of how skilled you’ve become on the piano, but maybe it’s good to try something new sometimes too.” Suzie looked at her mother, who was just sitting there, stony-faced. This was clearly something she’d been cajoled (for that was her father’s only weapon) into accepting. Still, though, only an hour a day? She could start her homework before dinner and be in bed at ten! And over the summer, she could go places and do things! She had to accept the proposition before her mother changed her mind. Maybe there was a way to mollify her.

“That sounds great! And if I can get a jump on my homework and finish it sooner in the day, I’ll get more sleep. My grades will probably improve.” She watched her mother’s face soften a bit and smiled. The piano wasn’t the only thing she could play sometimes.

That night, in bed, she thought ahead to the weekend. Some of the girls she ate lunch with had plans to go out hiking on Sunday, and even though she had had to turn them down earlier, it wasn’t too late. Maybe she could give them a call.

And she thought of Victor, his voice, his smile, his...cock. Together, they could make the piano work, and a lot of other things too. When she woke up in the morning, she half expected the tryst with him to have joined the ranks of her dreams, but it had really happened, and that made it much better than even the most vivid fantasy.

She rolled over, still smiling, and went to sleep.
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