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            Prologue
1880

         
         A boy’s mother steps into a concert hall, and the boy follows. The auditorium is so nearly empty that their footsteps echo.
            The boy looks small before wood-paneled walls under a ceiling of indigo paint dusted with silver stars. A few rays of sunlight
            survive the journey through thick leaded glass to light up his pale face, his soft, blond hair.
         

         
         On the stage is a grand piano, currently under the command of a boy with jet-black hair and straight posture. His cowlick
            wiggles while his fingers sprint up and down the keys. Seeing the glossy wool of the performer’s dress pants, the boy grips
            his own rough jacket, sewn from the scraps of his father’s funeral suit.
         

         
         “I can’t play that fast,” the blond boy whispers to his mother.

         
         Her son is right, so her only answer is to squeeze his shoulder.

         
         The current auditioner finishes with a flourish, holding his hands in the air like it is only their dramatic stillness that
            keeps the final chord reverberating. Finally, with a humble smile (or really the kind of pride that looks like humility),
            he squints at the five professors in the front row, scribbling in their notebooks. “Thank you, Reynaldo,” says one professor.
            “The list will be posted on Monday.”
         

         
         “Monday?” the blond boy—whose name is Léon Delafosse—whispers to his mother. “Can we afford an extra night at the hotel?”

         
         “Shh, don’t worry about that now,” she whispers back. “We’ll find a way, we always do.”

         
         One professor removes his hat and scratches a hand through his gnarled, silver hair. He pivots as best he can, wincing as
            his neck creaks. “Are you Reynaldo’s family?” he calls out.
         

         
         “No,” says Madame Delafosse while her son shrinks into himself, his shoulders folding so far forward they could almost meet
            over his heart. “This is your next auditioner, Léon Delafosse.”
         

         
         “How old are you, boy?” the professor calls out.

         
         “Six,” Léon murmurs.

         
         “But—” his mother prompts, pressing her hand against his back.

         
         Léon unfolds his shoulders. “But I will be seven by the time the conservatory year starts.”

         
         The professor shares a skeptical look with his colleagues, then gestures to the stage. “Each one is younger than the last
            today. We’ll be auditioning babies in a moment. Come on up, then. Don’t waste our time.”
         

         
         Madame Delafosse lowers herself onto a seat midway back in the hall while Léon shuffles his way to the stage, climbing the
            wooden steps and alighting on the piano bench. He can’t help himself; he runs a hand along the polished mahogany of the instrument.
            He’s never played at a piano nearly as fine as this one. 
         

         
         One of the professors smiles kindly. “Normally students start at a smaller school and come to us a few years later. You’re very brave to be here today. Just remember, no matter what happens, you can always return to audition for us again.” 

         
         “Thank you,” Léon says. His voice comes out so quiet, he suspects he’s the only one who can hear it. “My mother is a piano
            teacher. She taught me. She thinks I’m ready.”
         

         
         His mother shifts in her seat. Madame Delafosse would prefer not to be anyone’s focus.

         
         “Your feet barely reach the pedals!” says another professor. “Are you sure that you’re almost seven?”

         
         “Yes,” Léon whispers. “I’m sure.”

         
         “And you are familiar with the audition requirements?”

         
         “Yes, madame.”

         
         “Begin when you’re ready.”

         
         “Very good, madame. I’ll start with the Bach you requested, and I have chosen the Schubert for the second piece, if you please.”

         
         “As I said, begin when you’re ready.”

         
         Like his mother instructed him to, he plays the Bach with modern French pianism, wrists as high as possible, as if he is balancing
            a glass of water on each. It suits Bach, Léon thinks, for the music to feel like it might turn comic at any moment, like he’s
            racing around trying to prevent something from spilling.
         

         
         When he finishes, there is no applause. There are only the professors, scribbling in their books. One has closed hers, her
            pencil rolling on the floor. Léon doesn’t know if that is a good sign or a bad sign. He suspects it is a bad one.
         

         
         He cracks his knuckles. It’s a habit his mother has been trying to break.

         
         She doesn’t notice, though, because one of the professors has worked his way back to kneel beside her. “Madame. Welcome to
            Paris. Do you . . . have the means to pay for the Conservatory? It is not cheap, and students do not become eligible for patronage
            until they are seventeen.”
         

         
         “My husband left us enough for now,” Madame Delafosse says. “By the time that money runs out, I’m sure we’ll have found another
            way to pay for Léon’s training.”
         

         
         The professor glances at the stage, where Léon is busily wiping his sweaty palms on his pant legs. The boy almost begins the
            Schubert, but then remembers himself and waits for permission to start. He’s far more worried about doing the wrong thing
            than hitting the wrong note. “I do hope you and he will find a way to pay for his training, madame. My name is Antoine François
            Marmontel. I will do my best to make sure Léon is the toast of the season once he is ready for a patron.”
         

         
         “He hasn’t finished his audition yet,” Madame Delafosse says.

         
         “No, he hasn’t,” Professor Marmontel says. His eyes fill with delight. “I’ll get back to my seat.”

         
         As Marmontel returns to his post, he reassumes his professorial scowl. “You may continue.”

         
         Relieved, Léon brings his fingers back to the piano keys. Auditioning has made him nervous, and playing the piano is the only
            cure he knows for nerves.
         

         
         The Schubert Sonata in E-flat major does not call for glasses of water balanced on his wrists. Instead, he returns to the country road he’d been on that very morning, cicadas loud in his ears. Allegro Moderato: He’d said goodbye to his sister and walked with his mother by the farmhouse where a red-haired boy lived. Félix, Léon’s only friend, had gotten up as early as usual to walk the family horse, to limber her for the day of hard work ahead. Félix walked Clémentine in the dawn light through the weedy field to the road, waiting for Léon and his mother to arrive, then fell into step beside them. Andante molto: Félix said nothing—Félix and Léon usually said nothing together, that was something Léon loved about their friendship, that they could lie on their backs and twirl bits of grass and just be. Menuetto Allegretto: Félix and Clémentine walked with the Delafosses through fields of sunburnt barley to the train stop outside of town, a patch of dirt carved out of fields and forest. A goodbye. Allegro moderato: Léon and his mother boarded. Léon pressed his face to the window of the train car as it began to chug toward Paris, looking back at the gentle old mare, at his best friend, at a hummock of red hair over a splash of freckles, at Félix’s wave, cheerful and maybe wistful. The last burst of notes in the Schubert was a return to that splash of freckles. 

         
         Professors could applaud sometimes. Léon didn’t know about such things.
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            1.
1890

         
         The mail slot rang out. Heavy paper thunked to the floor.

         
         Léon’s sister, Charlotte, was nearest, seated sideways on the armchair, feet kicked high while she darned stockings. She rolled
            off the chair to the floor, bounded to her feet, and retrieved the envelope. It was a familiar green blue. “It’s here!” she
            said. “Léon, it’s here! The announcement thing! From the conservatory!”
         

         
         She’d already broken the wax seal before Léon fell through the dressing curtain, only half into his shirt. He rolled across
            the floor to save the time of getting back up, all to get to the letter sooner. He wrapped his arms around his sister’s legs.
            “That’s mine!”
         

         
         She waved the letter in the air so the halves of the seal knocked. “Then read it!”

         
         “I’m trying to,” Léon said, lunging for it, in the process losing his shirt entirely.

         
         “You’re so slow getting dressed that you’re actually going backward,” Charlotte said. “Here. I’ll read it to you while you
            go find your cuff links.”
         

         
         Léon crawled through the apartment on his hands and knees. “No one back home used cuff links, and of course they didn’t. They’re ridiculous. There’s no way to keep my shirt closed and also fasten them. I just don’t have enough hands. Three, and I could do it.” 

         
         “They’re designed for men with valets to help them, stupid,” Charlotte said as she tugged the sharply creased paper from the
            envelope. “It’s a way to prove that you have someone helping you dress. You have to pretend to be one of those men with valets if you want to even make it
            inside the doors of this salon tonight. Therefore, cuff links for Léon.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to go to any salons,” Léon grumbled. “I want to play piano. Why can’t I just do that?”

         
         Charlotte held up a hand to silence him. She’d heard this tack often enough to be bored by it—and was becoming absorbed in
            the letter.
         

         
         “What does it say?!”

         
         Charlotte took on her version of a posh Parisian accent, instead of their native country vowels. “Paris Conservatory, it says
            that at the top. That’s what comes first. ‘Dear sirs and madams. The official patron sorting is complete. There was an extraordinarily
            strong set of competitors this year. The following is a list of conservatory supporters and the candidates they have chosen,
            in order of the financial amounts assigned. Only the first, Reynaldo Hahn, was able to secure enough patronage to cover all
            of his conservatory expenses for next year, but the other offerings are still very generous.’”
         

         
         “Reynaldo! Oh, that’s great news for him. He could really use it,” Léon exclaimed as he popped around the curtain. “Everyone loves him so much. He could be terrible at piano and still get enough patronage. Lucky for him, he’s also a good pianist.” 

         
         Dink, dink, dink, as each of his shirt studs fell through and hit the worn wooden floor. “Shit.” He went back to all fours. “You don’t have
            to read the rest of the names. I can’t qualify for a patron through the official channels yet. You have to be seventeen, and
            I just missed it. They expect your parents to pay for your school fees until then. Or, you know, an outside benefactor or
            something.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Charlotte said, her voice going quiet. They both knew there was no hope of more financial help from their mother. She’d
            used up the last of the money left from their father’s bequest to pay for this last semester. With their only income Madame
            Delafosse’s piano lessons, there was no way they could keep taking on this room in Paris. There was no money for a dowry for
            Charlotte. There might not be enough for butter and jam.
         

         
         Léon’s breathing became labored as he crawled around the room, collecting the fasteners. “I think I’ll need you to help me
            with these,” he said. “But before that, skip to the page where they say who’s won each prize. There’s only one for piano,
            which is outrageous since there are so many of us competing. There’s also one for oboe, and there are only two oboists in
            the whole school! How is that fair?”
         

         
         “Okay,” Charlotte said, papers rustling as she searched. “You won for piano three years ago, and it was a big fuss because
            you were just thirteen. Can you even win again?”
         

         
         “Marmontel was going to argue to the other instructors that they should consider me. Since I entered so young and had more years to pay for than anyone else before I turned sixteen. I’m a weird case.” 

         
         “That much is certainly true.”

         
         Léon lobbed a cuff link at his sister, pinging her neatly in the middle of her forehead. She rubbed the spot absently while
            she flipped through the pages. “Okay, here’s piano. Um.”
         

         
         “Charlotte!”

         
         “It’s not you. They’ve put Hahn.”

         
         Léon went still. “He already got full patronage, and now he gets the prize money too?”

         
         “Léon, I’m sorry.”

         
         Prizes are a social game as much as a musical one, Reynaldo had said, and he’d been right. Léon ripped the dressing curtain to one side. His pants were still on, but his shirt
            was down to one sleeve, the rest fluttering in the breeze from the window. Charlotte was right; he was not only failing to
            get properly dressed, he was going backward. “If I can’t even dress myself, if I can’t talk anyone up because I’ll just turn
            red as a beet and run away before I can say a word, how can I expect anyone to pay for my education? How can I then earn enough
            to keep you and Maman and me out of the poorhouse? Okay, outside mysterious benefactor it is. Someone who doesn’t mind that
            I’m a clod who’s only worth a franc when he’s sitting on a piano bench. An outside patron is my only hope. Which means that,
            Charlotte, I need you to be my valet.”
         

         
         “Those society snots will hear you play tonight, and it will all be over. Someone will snap you up,” Charlotte said, taking her brother’s sleeves in her hands, a cuff link pinched in her lips. “You’ll be fending them off. And that way I won’t have to become a lady of the night under the Pont Neuf.” 

         
         “Someone has to snap me up because there’s no other option now,” Léon said. “Now, help me with these darn cuff links.”
         

         
          

         Léon hurried along the streets of the Latin Quarter, dodging omnibuses and donkey carts, doing his best to avoid horseshit.
            His best was not enough because horseshit was everywhere. Including up the sides of his shoes, now. He looked out for clocks
            at the intersections he passed, keeping track of how late he was. Pharmacies tended to have them, and train stations. Despite
            all the recent posters from the French railway, begging people to set their timepieces to the nearest station clock, every
            business had its own time. Depending on where he looked, he was twenty minutes past when he said he’d arrive or thirty. Either
            way: late. Definitely late.
         

         
         Did being late matter? Maybe it was a good thing! Léon had never played at a salon before. He knew from Reynaldo that the Saussine home was a grand, fenced-in manor; Reynaldo had whistled when Léon told him that he’d be playing there. The Saussine “at-homes” on Thursday afternoons were among the most sought-after invitations for Paris’s artistic set. Monsieur Saussine was also a fan of Fauré’s compositions and had been going to a recital at the Paris Conservatory when he walked by the rehearsal room where Léon was receiving his lesson from Marmontel on Fauré’s first nocturne. The invite had arrived the very next morning. 

         
         Léon had that handwritten invitation in his jacket pocket. In case . . . they asked for it to enter? That didn’t sound likely.
            He didn’t know why he’d brought it. He knew how precisely nothing worked in high society. Nothing. Except for the high society
            pianos. He could work them. He’d just have to get to that piano bench as soon as possible.
         

         
         It didn’t help that his bow tie had come undone the moment he’d stepped out of their building. He’d been trying to fix it
            while he sped through the streets of Paris. Over, under, fold, tuck, unfold. The bow tie was worse than the cuff links, truly
            the ultimate test of whether he had a valet. For a kid unable to afford even a mirror and with just his equally ignorant and
            only slightly older sister for help (his mother had been off giving piano lessons), it was impossible.
         

         
         Which was worse: make himself more late or arrive with an undone bow tie? He didn’t know that answer either. The tears that hadn’t come when he found out that Reynaldo Hahn won the piano prize came now. As he always did when feeling overwhelmed, Léon returned to the one thing that was sure to calm him: music. He started playing études in his head as he craned his neck downward, trying to see his own bow tie as he more and more frantically yanked at the fraying silk, his nice leather shoes squishing into ever-higher piles of horseshit. Léon and the red-haired farm boy walked along burnt fields of barley. The clop of Clémentine’s feet was the pace of the music. The silk of the tie rustled to the rhythm of the notes and the imagined walk. This summer, as he did whenever he was back
            at home in Vernon, he’d walked those same fields with Félix, wordlessly taking the route they always took, visiting the lowing
            cattle, the Toussaint chicken coops, finally lying beside each other in the tall grass. The yellow stalks had shielded them
            from the outside world. They’d stared at each other, sometimes speaking and sometimes not, Léon studying the sweat that darkened
            the shirt that lay over the muscles of Félix’s chest and wondering why he did.
         

         
         His foot squished into the carcass of a pigeon and Léon cursed, returning his mind to the Paris street. The man at the secondhand
            shop had tried to show Léon how to tie his bow, but—oh no, the knot had fallen out again. Léon began anew, music and the vision
            of Félix’s freckles buzzing through his mind as he became aware of the Saussine guests pausing at the house entrance, staring
            at him. He’d arrived, and his tie was still undone. Over, under, fold, tuck. Why was that so hard?!
         

         
         The bits he could see of the tie blurred with tears even as an expensive black suit appeared in the background, buttoned down
            a narrow torso, a pink boutonniere pinned to one breast. Léon released the ends of his bow tie and looked up.
         

         
         Enormous brown eyes, long lashes, a mustache over a full smile. A boy who was the age others might be called men, maybe a couple of years older than Léon. “That doesn’t seem to be going well,” he remarked. 

         
         “No,” Léon said. “It is not.”

         
         “Can I help you with it?”

         
         Léon never knew the rules for how humans were supposed to interact. He never had. Did someone accept help tying a bow tie
            on the streets of Paris from a handsome stranger with eyes like a deer’s?
         

         
         As if sensing the doubts going through Léon’s mind, the boy whispered, “It’s better to be late than untidy. Here, let’s duck
            around the corner.” The young man passed around the Saussines’ wrought-iron fence and stood in front of a picture framer’s
            shop. Léon tailed after.
         

         
         “They’re infernal, cursed inventions,” he said as Léon stopped in front of him. He paused, examining the worn fabric of Léon’s
            bow tie. His fingers slipped between the layers of silk, where the seam had come undone. “May I?”
         

         
         Léon nodded, watching as the young man took delicate fingers to fabric. To Léon’s fabric. The nails on his silk were buffed
            and manicured. “It’s a very foolish corner we’ve backed ourselves into, isn’t it?” he said, eyes focused on Léon’s throat.
            
         

         
         Léon gulped, his Adam’s apple hard against the collar. 

         
         “We’re dressed by professionals every day, and so when a tie comes undone while we’re out, we’re at a loss. Our primitive ancestors would be so embarrassed.” The young man examined his handiwork. “There. I wish there were a puddle, so I could show you your reflection. Or that I had a glass mirror, but only the Saussines themselves can afford to walk around carrying those. Here, this stud in the middle is only halfway in. May I?” 

         
         Without waiting for Léon’s permission, the young man slipped his hand beneath the halves of Léon’s shirt, the backs of his
            fingers cool against the smooth flesh of Léon’s belly. “There.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Léon said. “Thank you very much. Now, I have to get inside.”

         
         “I’m attending the at-home, too. I’ll walk with you,” the young man said, sneaking glances at Léon as he matched his hurried
            steps toward the entrance. “Are you a relation of the Saussines? I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.”
         

         
         “I’m Léon. Léon Delafosse,” he said.

         
         “I haven’t heard of you either, but I’m sure the fault is all mine. I’m very happy that it’s being corrected now.”

         
         A man with a tall hat was at the gate, checking faces as guests passed. He waved the young man through, but he stopped Léon.
            After scanning a list of names, he looked up sadly, taking in the frayed silk of Léon’s tie, his flimsy collar, dented and
            yellow. “I’m afraid you’re not on here.”
         

         
         “I must be,” Léon said, his face flushing.

         
         “He’s arriving with me,” the young man said immediately, taking Léon’s elbow.

         
         The man at the gate peered at them suspiciously. But Léon’s new acquaintance pushed past him and into the flood of arrivals. “Look how beautiful they all are,” the young man said. “Like birds in a garden. Women get to wear all these colors. Look, yellow limes and grassy yellows and liquid-y dark chocolate. We men are stuck with black, black, black. Isn’t that
            just too tiresome?”
         

         
         “You do have that nice pink boutonniere,” Léon managed to say. “That’s something. Do you know Madame Saussine? I have to find
            her. She was expecting me to arrive an hour ago.”
         

         
         “Right to the top, a very good strategy,” the young man said with a long-lashed wink. “I’d like to find her too. Let’s go
            on a hunt, shall we?”
         

         
         He returned his hand to the crook of Léon’s elbow and steered him through the garden and into the house. “Look up,” he said
            to Léon.
         

         
         Léon did and was dazzled by a white globe with none of the warmth of gaslight. “What is that?”

         
         “Electricity,” the young man breathed in awe. “It will make it to my write-up, for sure. I’m covering the day’s salon for
            Le Mensuel.”
         

         
         “How wonderful,” Léon said, only because that was clearly what he was meant to say. Capturing a lightning bolt in a glass
            globe sounded like a reckless sort of magic. And he’d never heard of Le Mensuel.
         

         
         “You’re young to be here on your own,” the young man said, serving himself tea from a samovar. “What are you, fourteen? I
            was with my parents last time, but now I’m here as a writer, so this is business.”
         

         
         “I’m sixteen. And it is for me too. Business,” Léon said absently, eyes scanning the room.

         
         “Are you seeing who’s here?” the young man said. “I know, it’s a veritable who’s who. And this is just the people who are
            arriving in the first hour, who clearly can’t be that important when you really think about it.”
         

         
         “No, I’m—ah, I see the piano.” Léon made his way through the guests to the next room, where a beautiful wooden instrument
            stood before rows of chairs, like a furniture pastor presiding over a furniture mass. Léon found all pianos beautiful, even
            homely, cracked street-musician instruments warped by rain. The Saussines’ piano was something else entirely, though: its
            varnished wood was swirled through with the colors of a cup of tea whose milk has been poured in but not yet stirred. Léon
            stood before the keys, running his fingers along them. Not pressing loud enough to make a note but just enjoying their glassy
            smoothness. This piano would be ecstasy to play.
         

         
         The young man was back, this time with another young man beside him, taller and less handsome. “Lucien, this is the new friend
            I was telling you about. Lucien, this is Léon Delafosse. I tied his tie! I fastened his fastener!”
         

         
         The words had some meaning in them that Léon didn’t catch, something that made Lucien laugh. “Did you? Hello, Léon. Do you
            play? You’re looking at that piano like you play.”
         

         
         “I do play,” Léon said, looking out at the rows and rows of chairs, at the grand portraits of grim-faced society giants that hung along the room’s papered walls. “I’m here to play today, actually.”
         

         
         The first young man’s wide eyes grew even wider. “You’re the Fauré interpreter from the invitation! The student who’s rumored
            to be France’s next great pianist! Our Mozart!”
         

         
         Léon blushed. “The invitation said that?”

         
         Lucien laughed. “It said he may be France’s next great pianist, Marcel. Grammar is what keeps the world in order. And don’t cause this poor creature so much
            pressure.”
         

         
         A rustle of gown, and a woman made her way into the room. This had to be Madame Saussine; no one could have fit through the
            home’s front door with that much fabric bustling at their hips. “Léon Delafosse, is that you?” she cried, with a clap that
            made no sound.
         

         
         Léon hastened his way around the piano, his hands taking a prayer position, like he was in the dilapidated chapel back home
            in Vernon, waiting for a wafer and a taste of wine. “Madame Saussine, please accept my apologies for being late.”
         

         
         “It’s no bother,” she said gaily. “Everything ought to run late at a salon, if it’s to be any good. I’m just glad you’re here.
            I had someone posted at the carriage entrance to look out for you, but you must have arrived on foot. You didn’t leave your
            carriage at a public garage, did you? I’m sorry not to be clearer. Where’s your mother? I thought she’d come with you.”
         

         
         Léon took off his hat and worried it between his hands. “No, we, um, haven’t rented a carriage or a horse for the season.” He didn’t want to explain about his mother: she was making a few francs by teaching back home in Vernon and wouldn’t arrive until late that night; anyway, neither she nor Charlotte had anything suitable to wear to a place like this; Léon’s secondhand suit had used up enough of their savings as it was. 

         
         No one quite knew what to say next, not even the boy named Marcel, who until now had had something to say about everything.
            Léon returned his hat to his head. Society men must wear their hat if any window shows the street outside, Reynaldo had explained. He had been kind enough to give Léon a rundown. There were so many rules.
         

         
         Madame Saussine’s voice lost some of its vigor as she finally took in Léon’s youth, his clothes, his downcast eyes, his hands
            nervously tapping the piano. “Is this your first time playing at a salon, Léon?”
         

         
         “No. Well, yes, but I know how it all works. At least I think I do.”

         
         “You’ll find the Saussines will take very good care of you,” she said gently. “Please start playing whenever you like. Small,
            tinkly music. You know the sort. Guests will wander in, and once enough of them are here, I will introduce you, and everyone
            will be seated. Then you will play the Fauré nocturne that my husband heard you playing the other day. You will not play the
            Fauré before that moment, please. I assume you have enough in your repertoire to fill the time until then?”
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” Léon said. He had enough in his repertoire to play until Wednesday. Before he’d realized it, he’d taken the itchy hat off again and pressed his fingers in hard enough to dent it. 

         
         How adorable, Marcel mouthed to his friend Lucien, who giggled.
         

         
         Madame Saussine placed a hand on Léon’s shoulder. “Thank you for sharing your talent with us.”

         
         “Thank you for having me,” Léon said huskily. “This is so important to me. I wanted to speak to you about, after . . . about . . .”
            His voice dropped. “. . . patronage.”
         

         
         Madame Saussine laughed and looked away, and Léon sensed a warning in it: Do not say aloud what is important to you. If it wasn’t too late, if he hadn’t already ruined his chances, he would make sure to remember that. He blushed and retreated
            around the piano, as if it might physically protect him. His fingers located the ivory keys, and in them he found some strength.
         

         
         Madame Saussine inclined her head to Léon, Marcel, and Lucien. “Gentlemen.”

         
         Lucien and the boy named Marcel gave slight bows, which Léon copied.

         
         Marcel leaned heavily on the piano, like it was the counter in a café. “Léon, listen, I want to—”

         
         “We’ll leave you to get ready,” Lucien interrupted, laying a hand on his friend’s wrist. “Won’t we, Marcel?”

         
         Marcel fluttered his arms in the direction of the nearest chairs, looking bossily around the nearly empty room. “These are reserved for Marcel Proust and Lucien Daudet, okay, everyone?” 

         
         Léon smiled, and the young men left, whispering and looking over their shoulders. Marcel must have been telling Lucien about
            how he’d fastened Léon’s shirt stud, as he was pantomiming the process from start to finish, Lucien making delighted gasps
            all the while.
         

         
         Then Léon was alone with the piano. The keys were a land he knew, their spacings regular no matter where he went. They would
            be the same distance apart here as on a discarded keyboard in an alley or in the thatched-roof cottage of his childhood. A walk with Félix along a field of barley. He knew the rules of society if the society was a piano. He knew those rules so well that they weren’t rules at all.
         

         
         He sat on the bench. His breathing became even. He played one note and then another. It was music.

         
          

         At first the room was quiet, and Léon was playing only for himself. Then the air filled with conversation, the wooden floors
            vibrating as chair legs scuffed parquet. The conversations quietened.
         

         
         Léon didn’t look up. As he played, he almost missed the hubbub, because when people were chattering, it was easy to imagine that no one was listening, that it was just him and the music. The left hand was Félix, providing the rhythm and the calm; the right was Léon, dancing around it, showier and a bit silly but perhaps just as important. Both were needed to move the heart. 

         
         He was playing the pieces he and his teacher had decided on, in the order they’d planned, which meant it was now time for
            the Fauré. Léon looked up to see if he could get Madame Saussine’s approval before he began, and when he did, he saw all the
            faces, all those lights of society, men and women, beautifully powdered and manicured, with their attention trained on him.
            It was enough to make him want to stop entirely, to flee to the room he shared with his mother and sister, to play the paper
            keyboard that he set out on his dresser, instead of this fine tea-with-milk instrument.
         

         
         Fauré it would be. The nocturne.

         
         He almost started playing but caught himself just in time when Madame Saussine cleared her throat. He pulled back his hands
            as if stung, watched her stand beside the piano and welcome her guests and announce the piece, her fingers tenting gracefully
            on the piano lid.
         

         
         “May I play now?” Léon whispered after the applause lessened.

         
         The applause turned to laughter. “Yes,” Madama Saussine said. “You may play now.”

         
         The nocturne was only two minutes long. Whenever he played it, Léon imagined he was taking a long walk through a winter-dark wood with his left hand, glowing moths casting moonlight spells about the slow walker on the right hand. It was both flurrying and methodical, flighty and assured, fantastical and real. Léon channeled his summers home in Vernon, the times he spent in the hammock, dreaming up at the evening fireflies, keeping to himself while his mother washed the salad lettuce, whipping it overhead in a dishtowel to dry it, while Charlotte stomped along the creaking wood floors, searching for things to squabble about. The Fauré belonged in Vernon far more than it did in this sitting room in Paris. 

         
         He finished. No one clapped. Léon winced.

         
         Then everyone applauded all at once. Léon kept his gaze on the brass piano pedals but could see the hands of Marcel Proust
            clapping frantically at the edge of his sight, his noise lost in the crowd’s roar.
         

         
         Madame Saussine was beside Léon, the frill of her dress absorbing him, his own legs disappearing into it. She held her hands
            up daintily and patted the applause down. “I think we all know we have witnessed something very special here tonight. I am
            a little faint to think about it, and that’s not just my new whalebone corset.”
         

         
         The guests laughed, and Madame Saussine continued. “To think that after tonight, we have all played even a small part in this
            angel’s rise. I know a great many of you will want to exchange a few words with the young Léon Delafosse. I hope you can stay
            for a while and talk to him.” She turned beneficently to him, a fairy godmother.
         

         
         He stared back.

         
         “Léon?” she prompted.

         
         “Yes. Of course. I . . . would be happy to meet everyone.”

         
         The crowds massed. He removed himself from the protection of the piano, shook the hands of many men, held the lace-covered fingers of many women. The men kept their hats on, so Léon did too, even though its scratchy headband became the only thing he could think about. Always nearby were Marcel and Lucien, chatting with the crowd while they waited for their turn to admire Léon, Marcel taking occasional notes in a leatherbound book he’d return to his jacket pocket only to extract it again moments later. 

         
         Somehow everyone managed to be utterly interesting and to say nothing at the same time. How did they manage it? Léon stammered
            his way through the same few responses: no, he hadn’t been nervous about the playing, just about his tie; yes, Marmontel was
            still teaching; the conservatory students were supportive to one another, mostly; his mother was a piano teacher so music
            had always been in the house, he really had her to thank; no, she wasn’t there tonight. As he made his way through his answers,
            he hoped he wasn’t letting them all down by not being fascinating or even interesting. He’d clearly excited them through his
            playing, but now they could all see he was a bore. Hopefully no one would say so to his face.
         

         
         Reynaldo Hahn was never boring.

         
         As Léon became tired by all the small talk, the reading of expression after expression, his answers grew shorter and shorter,
            and the crowd dwindled. Léon found himself unexpectedly alone beside the piano. Madame Saussine was nowhere to be found. Marcel
            and Lucien were gone. He really had to pee.
         

         
         Even more alarming, the sun was low in the sky, backlighting the spires of Notre Dame in orange. His mother would be worried to find after her return from Vernon that Léon hadn’t come home yet. Tomorrow morning the iceman would be coming for his payment. That money could only come from the honorarium Léon was earning today for appearing at the salon. 

         
         He had to find Madame Saussine, he had to get his ten francs, and then he had to get home. Maybe he might find someplace to
            pee, too.
         

         
         The party’s conversations had moved on from his performance, which meant Léon was able to make his way through the house without
            being stopped every few feet. It was large and complicated, with three floors and many sharp turns that always seemed to land
            Léon in rooms he’d recently left. Eventually, after using a toilet room that had silver wallpaper and running water (he really
            hoped he’d gotten the process right and not sent his pee straight to the kitchen!), he came across Marcel and Lucien sitting
            in the smoking room. When they glimpsed him through the yellowed panes, they tapped on the glass.
         

         
         Léon slid open the door and took the only remaining spot, on the edge of an embroidered couch. The air was thick with smoke.
            Marcel offered him a thin cigar with a gold band, and Léon refused. He did wish he could keep that gold band, though. “Do
            you know where I can find Madame Saussine?” he whispered. “I need to get my francs.”
         

         
         Marcel shook his cigar case. “Please. I insist.”

         
         “No, thank you.” Léon felt very tired. Every extra moment he spent in the Saussine home was another moment that he was letting everyone even further down with his awkwardness, dispelling even more of the magic of his performance. Putting further on the horizon his chances of securing patronage, of earning enough money for his mother to finally take a day off and for Charlotte to be marriable. His voice dropped lower. “I really just need my ten francs, and then I need to get home. My mother and sister will be worried about me. Can you help me find Madame Saussine?” 

         
         “Lucien, you’ll be okay on your own?” Marcel asked his friend. 

         
         Lucien smirked in response, like some unpleasant truth had just been confirmed.

         
         Outside the fumoir, Marcel let out a long set of coughs; he must have been holding them in. “I shouldn’t be in there anyway. I can’t even smoke!
            That’s the irony. That’s Marcel Proust in a nutshell, an asthmatic pretending to smoke. I don’t know how anyone puts up with
            me at all.” He pulled out a brown glass bottle, upended some liquid onto a handkerchief, and pressed it to his nose and mouth.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” Léon asked.

         
         “Camphor,” Marcel explained briskly after taking a deep trial breath. “It’s all very exciting. ‘Very exciting,’ how cliché, let me never say those words again. I’m too tiresome to live.” He smoothed his mustache. His large, expressive eyes searched Léon’s face. “This is all a bit much for you today, isn’t it? I’ll tell you what, I’m going to set you on this chair here. You can think of, I don’t know, your favorite études? Then I’ll find Madame Saussine, and I’ll come back with your—what was it, ten francs, you said?—your ten francs and then you’ll be able to go home and forget all about the whole loathsome lot of us. I’ll loan you my groom and carriage. I’ll be clinging on here until the Saussines kick me out, so the carriage will be back well before I leave. Don’t even start to protest. I know you didn’t arrive in a carriage, but it will look good for you to leave in one. Salon rules, I simply insist.” 

         
         Léon gratefully lowered himself onto a narrow chair. It creaked and swayed. Marcel crouched before him and placed a hand on
            each of Léon’s knees. It felt shockingly intimate, like when the back of Marcel’s fingers had run along Léon’s belly. The
            smell of camphor wafted over him, underlaid by secondhand cigar. “Thank you for helping me,” Léon whispered.
         

         
         “We’re both weird outsider fairy creatures, you and me, aren’t we?” Marcel said, his voice reducing to a dramatic whisper.
            Then he disappeared into the shadows of the hallway, as if by a spell.
         

         
         Marcel soon returned, two five-franc coins clinking in a perfumed envelope. “Madame has had a bit of champagne, so don’t be
            surprised if she delivers this money all over again tomorrow, forgetting this transaction even happened.”
         

         
         Léon accepted the envelope, placed it in his breast pocket. They would be able to pay the iceman tomorrow. He could go to the stationer and buy a new sheaf of letter paper to write Félix, blank sheet music to keep tinkering with his own compositions. “Thank you, Marcel. I’m glad I met you.” 

         
         “You won’t mind if I call on you, Léon?”
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