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Songs came to her.

Songs came to her without preface or
forewarning.

Sometimes it was an eight-bar phrase, and
nothing more.

Sometimes it was the same eight-bar phrase,
over and over.

An earworm, her psychiatrist called it.
Everybody gets them. If it worries you, we can increase your
anti-anxiety meds.

Yeah, right. Songs kept coming to her. They
would start up while she was singing something else, startling her
into stopping to find out what the new song had to say.

But they were never new. She listened and
recognized them, every one of them. Some she had not heard or
thought of in years. Bare melody, sometimes a simple harmony came
along for the ride. A bit of a song, a few bars of a chorus, a snip
of a verse.

But all were other people's songs. Just like
in college, when she'd failed composition three times and failed to
get her bachelor of music degree because of it; there were no
original songs in her head.

Gradually the orchestration
improved—percussion, bass lines, harmonies, secondary themes—until
it was as complete as any expert recording.

And then the music lengthened. It would still
start anywhere in the piece, but longer bits came to her. Instead
of eight bars she would hear an entire verse, or the chorus.

After four months, she no longer needed a
stereo. But she still could not choose what to listen to, in what
order, or when.

Concertos came. Operettas. Symphony
movements. Elvis at his best with symphonic backup. The Moody
Blues. The Grateful Dead. Frank Sinatra did it his way.

The songs kept coming, and they entertained.
But also distracted. One afternoon she was screwing with a friend
when New Traditions started singing a bluegrass gospel tune. It
wrecked the mood. She screamed in frustration. Her friend walked
out.

The songs kept coming, and she saw them as an
opportunity to practice singing. The songs became louder and more
insistent and she had to sing, she could not refuse.

People on the train were amused, but when she
didn't respond to their questions, they shrank away from her.

Customers and co-workers complained. Her boss
told her to stop.

She tried to stop singing, but all she could
do was to lower her volume, and not very much. The music was loud,
and she had to participate.

She tried to control the dancing. That, too,
was difficult.

The muzak in the store where she worked was
just loud enough to keep the shoppers in a friendly, positive,
purchasing sort of mood. The music in her head was louder. One day
while making photocopies at the customer service counter she sang a
hip-bumping New Orleans tune, throwing her head back and letting it
all out.

A customer who was shopping for scented
candles went over and complained to the boss.

The boss again told her to stop singing.

She kept singing, even while the boss
escorted her to her office. And even while she told her why she
should stop singing. And even while she handed her a pink slip.

She walked around downtown looking for a job
and singing. No one hired her. Maybe it was because she sang the
wrong kinds of songs while filling out the applications. She had to
sing whatever was playing.

She went back to the psychiatrist's office to
tell him that she was willing to tweak the anti-anxiety meds. But
he wouldn't see her because she no longer had insurance.

She missed having insurance.

And electricity.

And food.

And she missed her stuff when her landlord
locked her out of her apartment.

At least she had the songs.

She spent the days at the central library,
deep in the math stacks, deep in the Revolutionary War section,
deep in the oldest Chilton's manuals. Wherever there were so few
patrons that she could curl up on the floor and poke a fluffy sock
into her mouth to keep from singing and sleep.

The songs came in her dreams, and when she
woke she had to run outside and sing and sing and sing.

Some people liked the way she sang, and they
stopped to listen. Some of them gave her money. She acquired a hat
that she could set on the sidewalk in front of her.

People made requests for certain songs, but
she couldn’t do anything about that. So when they did, she picked
up her hat and walked on.

The songs kept coming, and she kept singing
them.

She found a piano man on a street corner,
playing and playing the way she sang and sang.

By his piano was a cafe, with wrought-iron
tables and chairs out on the patio. The chairs were full of people
talking and laughing and drinking. She didn't know how they could
do that, surrounded by this wonderful music.

She stood very close to the piano to drown
out her own songs, letting the pounding of the piano into her chest
and heart. Her eyes prickled with tears as it almost worked.

When he paused in his playing, she had to
sing with the song in progress in her head. She sang and walked
away, but the piano man found the key and joined in. She turned
around and stood close to the piano again. At the end of the song
he asked her name, but she couldn't answer because the intro to the
next song was playing, and she had to get ready. “D major,” she
said, telling him the key.

“How do you do, Dee,” he said.

She started singing when the vocal part
began.

His eyes grew, but he played along.

He played along for five more songs. More and
more people gathered. Piano man's piano playing fit in with the
orchestra as well as it could, for him not being able to hear the
orchestra. It was hard for her to have to hear both of them.
Sometimes the piano played a different chord from the orchestra. A
minor chord would be thrown in gratis, or an augmented ninth would
be missed.

Then one of the piano man's fans came and
asked them to do “The Rose.”

The piano man played the introduction but she
interrupted when “Tommy” came on in her head and it did not fit.
“The Rose” is not such a great piece for a piano solo, especially
when someone is busy singing “Tommy.” The fan was not happy. The
piano man was not happy. She walked away, lost again.

Then one day when she ran out of the library
to sing the song in her head, no sound came out of her mouth.

Her throat, her chest, her heart all felt the
same as ever, but no sound came from her. She tried with all her
might.

Cymbals clashed, cannons blasted—there were
no vocal parts in the “1812 Overture,” but she always sang along
anyway.

Nothing.

She stood in the rain making no sound.

People stopped and stared at her, some that
she recognized. Their eyebrows drew down, their mouths grew tight.
They hustled away.

As she ran to the piano man's corner, the
“1812” ended and “I'll Fly Away” started up.

When she reached his corner, she was in the
middle of “Yesterday,” and he was pounding out some furious rag
that she could not hear, only see. His fingers flew, his head
bobbed up and down, people stomped and clapped. She could hear none
of it.

Their eyes met.

He finished




















































The End
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