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Author’s Note

			When I was missing my son when he went off to university, I decided to write a novel for fun, and take some creative writing courses. I enrolled in the Summer Workshop in Creative Writing at Humber College in 2008 and graduated from Humber’s Creative Writing course after completing a one-on-one correspondence course with Sarah Sheard, an author who worked with me on my manuscript, Fingers and Toes, in its earliest stages. The manuscript was then left for many years before I returned to it and made several changes. I wrote it for fun, never thinking about publishing it.

			I like to learn something when reading a book, so I hope that some of the information I felt compelled to share, being a teacher at heart, is new to you and of interest.

			I was fortunate to have both Evelyn Bedford (Eby) and Reginald Bedford, a respected Canadian two-piano team, as my piano teachers. I found an old program from a concert they performed in London, England (included), and decided to incorporate the Bedfords in my novel, but with their personalities changed or greatly exaggerated to turn them into fictional characters. Since they lived on Blake St. in Hamilton, I jokingly called them the Blakes in my novel. I also enjoyed using friends’ surnames for some of my characters.

			This story is a work of fiction with snippets of my experiences, others’ experiences, and some facts entirely made up. Like a dream where various daily activities are altered and all mixed together, my story became what my father called his dinner of various combined leftovers, “Maximus Diversitus”.

			Like Sinead, I am a proud Canadian, a proud Hamiltonian and a lover of Bach whom I consider the greatest musician ever born.
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1.

			Sinead

			With the AC off and no ventilation in her small practice room, Sinead felt as if she were in an oven. The exertion of playing nothing but technique for ninety minutes had her sweating profusely. Regardless, she pushed the metronome speed up two more notches to a new record high for her scales and let out a satisfied, “Yes!” when she was able to play a few at that speed. Of all the upright pianos in the practice rooms, Sinead preferred the Yamaha she was playing because the sound was bright, and the keys had more resistance than most upright pianos. She longed to go to the bathroom and to breathe cool, fresh air, but most of all she craved water. There were fifteen minutes left in her time slot, so she decided to hang in. With a few shoulder shrugs to loosen her neck, she reached for her briefcase and retrieved her Czerny études book.

			There was a gentle knock on the door. She looked through the narrow glass window at the top of the door and saw that it was Sonia. Sinead smiled and motioned for her to come in. Sonia was in first year at the University of Toronto and one of Madame Quinn’s six students in the performance program. Although Sinead was in the Bachelor of Music in Education program that led to teaching, she had been invited to study with Madame Quinn because she was far more advanced than the other piano students in her course and, without question, could have been accepted into the performance program had she wanted it.

			

			“Hi Sinead. I was waiting for you to stop for a break. I hope you don’t mind the interruption.”

			“Of course not. How long were you outside listening?”

			“About five minutes. Man, you play your scales fast. What speed are you doing?”

			“It’s the first time I’ve reached 132, but I doubt I’d be able to do that on my grand.”

			“Unbelievable!” Sonia exclaimed.

			“Yeah, I have to say I’m pretty pleased with myself, except my arpeggios are too slow. Playing on most uprights feels like cheating, though, when the damn keys press down so easily. At least this baby has some resistance.”

			“I know, eh? I love playing on a grand piano and then switching to an upright. It’s like when runners take off their ankle weights and say they feel like they’re flying.”

			“Good analogy, Sonia,” Sinead said with a laugh.

			Sonia pulled her T-shirt from her chest. “Man, it’s hot in here. Do you ever feel claustrophobic in small practice rooms with nothing but the piano?”

			“Not really. I think I concentrate better with nothing else to look at. Why? Does it bother you?”

			“Yeah, sometimes.”

			“Apparently, the AC has been off all day. I’m used to a large pitcher of ice water when I practise at home, so I’m dying of thirst and ready to pack it in. The Scottish side of me says to take my full allotted time, but screw that! What’s up?”

			Sinead knew that Sonia wouldn’t have knocked on the door without a reason. The time slot sign-up sheet was outside the door, and she would have just waited for Sinead to finish her practice session unless she needed something demonstrated on the piano.

			Sonia needed no more encouragement. “I’m working on the Revolutionary Étude for our performance class on Friday and having trouble finding a comfortable fingering in some of the left-hand descending runs.” Once a month, Madame Quinn held a performance class where the students played for each other, and the next one would be in three days. “Madame Quinn said you played it last year and that I should talk to you about it. My left hand is really double-jointed, which slows me down.”

			Sinead liked Sonia, although she was a bit clingy and put Sinead on a musical pedestal, which made her uncomfortable.

			“Chopin’s good old opus 10 no. 12, eh? It’s wicked, isn’t it? You have to keep your left hand relaxed, even though it’s being tortured, or you’ll never maintain the speed. Fingering is important but kind of a personal thing, so let’s see what you’ve chosen. Play it slowly so I can check it.”

			Sinead watched and then asked if she could try it herself to reaffirm what fingering she’d used. “Is it okay if I write my fingering in pencil on your music for you to try?”

			“Absolutely. I really appreciate this, Sinead.”

			After playing the bars in question, Sinead pencilled in some changes. “Most of the time it’s easier on your brain if you do the same fingering for each repeated sequence, but for some reason, I find changing a third finger to a second here, helps me.” Sinead made a few more changes further into the music. “Try it and if you don’t like it, just rub it out.”

			Sonia played the runs with the new fingering a few times, increasing the speed each time, and broke into a large grin. “This is way better. Thanks so much! Hey, would you mind playing it for me? I’d love to hear your interpretation.”

			“Sure, although it’s been a while.” Actually, Sinead had played it only a few days ago as a warm-up exercise, but she let herself lie in case she didn’t play it well. She just didn’t trust herself these days.

			“My former piano teacher says to play past pieces on a semi-regular basis to have a workable repertoire, so I really should go over this piece again anyway.” As Sinead sat back down at the piano, she said, “Remember to keep it angry, even in the quiet parts. Think of it as simmering rage. I’m sure you know it’s all about Poland’s failed rebellion against Russia. Chopin was absolutely shattered by it, so keep the passion.”

			

			“Got ya!” Sonia said enthusiastically, and then respectfully moved out of Sinead’s line of vision so as not to hover. Sinead took a breath before she began and was glad her fingers were nicely warmed up. She should play it well. After hearing a few bars at lightning speed, Sonia let out an appreciative, “Wow!” About halfway through the piece, Sinead had “the feeling”. She started watching her hands as if they were someone else’s, and that she wasn’t the one controlling what they were doing. It would be months before she would know that there was a label for this. She started to tighten. No, no, no! Panic caused her to blank as if her brain had short-circuited and shut off. She put her clenched fists on her lap. Trying not to show her anger and the despair that had been worsening lately, she fought to keep a casual demeanour. “Sorry about that. As I said, it’s been a while since I played it.” Why is this happening after never having to worry about forgetting my music? Why this year?

			“What are you apologizing for? That was awesome, Sinead! I didn’t expect you still had it up that well if you haven’t played it in a while,” Sonia said honestly.

			Sinead felt guilty for lying and wanted out of there. “Anyway, that gives you an idea of how I like to interpret it…minus the memory lapse!”

			“Sinead, can I ask why you didn’t go into the performance program? You’re one of the top pianists in our group, and you have your ARCT Solo Performer diploma already. Half the group doesn’t have that.”

			The music education program was not particularly challenging for Sinead because of her solid music knowledge, having studied the piano and all the written exams that went with it, from the age of five. Her teachers, a husband-and-wife team, had been well respected in their concert career as a duo, performing two-piano music. Most of her peers entered with the obligatory Grade 8 or 9 Conservatory in their respective major instrument, along with the accompanying written requisites of theory and harmony.

			There were ten grades before advancing to an Associate of the Royal Conservatory of Toronto diploma and two types of ARCT: one specializing in teaching and the other in performance.

			

			Sonia added, “Really, Sinead, I just can’t see you teaching high school music when you are so good.”

			“Thanks, but I’m realistic. I am no Rubinstein. I don’t want to practise five hours or more a day and travel around performing, not that I’m good enough. It’s a shaky income, too. There are just so many talented pianists out there. I mean, look how many there are at Juilliard alone. Teaching high school is fine with me, although I will see if I want to do my master’s and maybe even my doctorate, so I can teach at the university level and do the occasional performance. I think I’ll take a year off first, though. There are so many things I want to do once I graduate, and I want the time to travel and try new things. I don’t want to be afraid to ski and stuff in case I hurt my hands.”

			“That makes sense, I guess, but if you aren’t doing it, maybe I shouldn’t either. Maybe none of us should be doing the performance program as pianists. If we were wind or string players, we’d have a chance at getting an orchestra job, although I hear orchestras are folding around the world and it’s really hard to get hired.”

			“Yeah, it’s pretty sad, isn’t it? Listen, I don’t mean to discourage you, Sonia. There are all kinds of things you can do when you graduate from the performance course, like being a professional accompanist for a solo vocalist or instrumentalist, or playing for rehearsals for ballet or musicals. One of my friends plays piano with three string players and makes good money doing weddings and gala shit. She even played at the Prime Minister’s house once. Teaching is her bread and butter, though.”

			“I’m not too keen on teaching, but I guess I’ll have to.”

			“I think it’s brave that you guys aren’t as worried as I am about a reliable, good income. I’m a big chicken, so don’t be influenced by me,” Sinead said.

			Sonia bit her lip. “Well, I don’t want to do anything but music, so I hope I can make at least a comfortable income. I just don’t know if I’m good enough, or ever will be. Madame Quinn sure seems to like to teach, though, eh?”

			

			Sinead smiled. “For sure. Oh, I meant to tell you that Madame Quinn says you are making really good progress and that your humility makes you the perfect student. Her words.”

			“Really?” Sonia said, delighted.

			“You’ve got to start believing you are every bit as talented as some of the snobs who take themselves a little too seriously. Being from a small town has nothing to do with talent, so don’t let anyone make you think otherwise. You obviously had a good teacher. Speaking of small towns, how’s the homesickness coming along?”

			“A lot better, thanks. I was blown away by Toronto in September with the skyscrapers and stuff, but frightened to death, too, you know? I didn’t even know how to take the dang subway, and I’m still not used to people not saying hi when they pass me on the street. I know I’m naïve, but I’m coming along,” she said with a laugh. “I’ve made some friends now and feel a whole lot better. Residence is fun.”

			Sinead thought about what a sheltered life Sonia had led before coming to Toronto. The family rarely left their farm to go anywhere. How many people said “dang”?

			“I told you it wouldn’t take long, didn’t I? You’re too sweet not to make friends easily.”

			“Oh, stop it! You’re making me blush!” Sonia giggled.

			There was a shuffle outside the door. “Oops, I guess my time’s up. We’d better go,” Sinead said. “I look forward to hearing you on Friday.”

			“You, too, and thanks so much for helping me, Sinead.”

			As they went their separate ways, all the good feelings about what Sinead had accomplished in her practice session disappeared. She was suddenly anxious to get back to the sorority to talk with her roommate, Jane. Maybe the pub would be better. She grabbed her cell to call her.

			Jane answered on the second ring. “Hi, Roomie. Where are you?”

			“Just finished practising and I wanted to see if you could meet me to talk…with no one else around.”

			“Why? What’s wrong?”

			

			“It happened again. I was playing a piece for a girl in the performance class and forgot it halfway through. There’s no way I should have forgotten it. I swear it’s not a lack of concentration or performance anxiety or whatever. It’s this freaky, out-of-body feeling that’s getting damn frightening. Can you meet me for a beer at The Thirsty Cat? On second thought, I guess I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s talk about something—anything—that will get my mind off friggin’ music.”

			“How about sex? You know I can talk about that!”

			“You’re on!” Sinead said with a laugh. “Save a table if you get there first.”

			Jane was a nursing student and about as different from Sinead as two people could be. To Sinead, Jane was calm and level-headed with an analytical mind that wielded sound advice. She wondered if it was because Jane wasn’t artistic and therefore not as emotional. She considered Jane to be her personal shrink and had told her that she should go into psychology when she graduated from nursing. As she made her way outside, the breeze on her face felt good, even though it was hot. She picked up her pace, hoping the bar would be distractingly crowded.




			Jane quickly applied some lipstick and fluffed her short, blond hair with her fingertips. As she hurried out of her room, she bumped into one of her sorority sisters.

			“Whoa, where’s the fire?” Maya said with a laugh.

			“Sorry! I’m in a bit of a hurry to meet Sinead at the pub.”

			“Could I join you guys?”

			Jane hesitated. “Normally, I’d say yes, but Sinead wants to talk to me privately about something,” Jane said apologetically. She knew that even though Sinead had said she wanted to talk about anything but music, the fact that she had reached out to her meant she would be compelled to talk about it…again.

			“Is it her memory lapse thing again?”

			“You know about it?” Jane asked, surprised.

			

			“Yeah, but like she didn’t say much. It was a couple of weeks ago when I asked her why she looked so down.”

			“Well, I want to get her to think about something else and let off a bit of steam.”

			“Too bad it’s not Wednesday and you could like do karaoke. With Sinead’s music training, I bet she’d be awesome,” Maya said.

			“I thought that too, but when I suggested we try it once, she laughed and said that even though she has perfect pitch, her singing voice is terrible, and although she loves my speaking voice and wishes she could have it to train, I can’t carry a tune. She said we’d both suck!”

			“Can I at least walk with you? I am feeling antsy and bored. I can like shop down by the pub or just wander the streets in this fabulous weather. We’ll be in winter coats before we know it.”

			“Great, let’s go.” Jane was relieved that Maya was a good sport about it.

			The heat hit them as if they had opened the door to a sauna, with the humidity making the air seem heavy and hard to breathe.

			“Wow, I had no idea it was this hot! This is like the bloody Sahara Desert. We’re going to be dishrags in minutes,” Maya said. “I hate having naturally curly hair. It’s going to be one big black frizz ball in seconds. I feel like a dork walking beside you with your always-neat hair. And I’m like about a foot taller than you!”

			“Hey, we’re a nice contrast to each other. I would kill to have your thick hair, so shut up!”

			Maya took a few seconds before speaking again. “I really like Sinead, but like I don’t quite get what’s going on with her. I’ve heard her play and she’s unbelievable.”

			“I know, eh? I’m hoping it’s just one of those things that musicians go through. I’ve run out of ideas about what to say to make her feel better, so about all I can do is be a good listener. She doesn’t want to be a concert pianist, but when you’ve always been really good at something and confident about it, it hits you hard when you start doubting yourself. I don’t think I’m the best person to talk to about it, though.”

			

			“Oh, Jane, sure you are, because you guys are like so close. You don’t have to be a musician to be supportive.”

			Jane smiled. “Yeah, we are close, even though we have such different interests. I’ve never had a friend say she loves me, and Sinead says it to me often and with no embarrassment at all. I find it a bit uncomfortable, but it’s kind of nice, you know?”

			“Yeah, she’s a sweetie. You’d think being asked to join the performance class would like give her confidence. Do you think she feels she’s not as good as the others, and that’s the reason she isn’t as confident anymore?” Maya asked.

			Jane waited until a loud motorcycle passed before replying. “Nope. She knows she’s as good as anyone else in the class. Speaking of good, they’re one badassed talented family, eh?”

			“What? You mean her brothers and sisters are musicians too?”

			“Oh, you don’t know. Well, there’s her older sister who is supposed to be wild but is a serious dancer in the National Ballet…go figure…and a younger sister who, according to Sinead, could be an even better dancer, plus Sinead is a talented musician. Her mom paints as a hobby, and I think her dad writes poetry. You gotta wonder what’s in the water in Hamilton! Sinead just said that they were lucky to have started ballet and piano at a young age with top teachers, and with a lot of hard work, it wasn’t unusual at all that they were good; they should be good.”

			“Yeah, right! My basketball coach was the best, but I was always like just an average player, no matter how much I practised.”

			“She’s got an older brother who does finicky dental surgery, so fingers and toes are mighty important to that family. We should call them the ‘digital’ family!” Jane said with a laugh, proud of her pun.

			Maya gave a little giggle. “They’re all like pretty tight by the sounds of it, going to football games and concerts and stuff. I don’t do things with my parents anymore, and didn’t do all that much with them when I was little, either.”

			“Me neither.”

			

			“I don’t think my friends do either. Do yours?”

			Jane laughed. “Are you kidding? My old high school friends—and I use that term loosely—might go to something with their parents if they could show off a new outfit or something. I think you know that my parents made me go to a pretty elite private school, so the conversation was more about designer clothes or what hotel they stayed at in Europe or whatever. You’d be considered a loser if you hung out with your parents. I’m not saying they were all snobs, but you know what I mean. That’s why I like Sinead so much. She’s real...she has absolutely no interest in superficial things. Kinda wholesome. It means a lot that she confides in me and respects my opinion. I don’t feel as if I have to impress her with material things, just to keep up. She’s honestly the best friend I’ve ever had.” Jane paused and started to smile. “I have to laugh about her absolute ignorance of designer names, though!”

			“Hey, I’ve got an idea! Why don’t you give her a makeover? That might make her feel better and like she really could do with a hair and makeup job from you. I mean, her clothes are kind of conservative, don’t you think? I’ve never seen her in anything the least bit sexy or showing cleavage. You’re the fashion guru in the house and kinda like put the rest of us to shame, so what do you think?”

			“That’s never going to happen unless I do it while she’s sleeping! And I don’t want to hurt her feelings…like she needs fixing up…especially right now.”

			“She even speaks sort of formal sometimes, doesn’t she? Or should I have said ‘formally’?”

			“Damned if I know!” Jane said. “Yeah, her English is pretty damned good. Her mom is a grammar fanatic and strict about it, so you know who to go to for proofreading!” Jane felt certain Sinead’s mom wouldn’t like Maya saying “like” so much.

			“Good to know,” Maya said with a smile. “Anyway, I sure hope she gets over this thing. Get her drunk!” She paused. “Has she even had a boyfriend?”

			

			“Not romantically, but she’s really close to the guy next door and get a load of this: he’s a strict Mormon who doesn’t believe in sex before marriage or booze or even caffeine! His name is Jed.”

			“Oh my God,” Maya laughed, “talk about a squeaky-clean childhood!”

			“I tease her all the time about being a virgin.”

			“Does she get defensive?”

			“Not at all. She just laughs. Her view is that someone is going to have to be special to have the honour of deflowering her, but she’s open to finding someone. She admits to being curious about what it will be like and thinks about it a lot. It’s on her to-do list now that she’s away from home. She was too busy in high school with practising piano to date much, and mainly hung out with this Jed guy. To tell you the truth, I get the feeling she likes him a lot more than she’s letting on or even admitting to herself. She wants to have a romantic relationship with someone, but she doesn’t want a religious life, which she’d have with him, so I don’t think she allows herself to think of him romantically. Still, she talks about him all the time. Even last year in first year, she didn’t date.”

			Jane was suddenly serious. “I feel kinda guilty gossiping about her like this. Please keep what I said to yourself, okay?”

			“Of course.” The two walked in silence for a few seconds. Suddenly, Maya burst out laughing.

			“Look at the sex kitten coming our way. How old do you think she is?”

			Jane tried to stifle a giggle. “Geez, I don’t know. Mid-fifties, maybe?” They watched the woman take baby steps in her high heels. Her stomach hung over the waistband of her short shorts, and a halter top barely covered her ample breasts. “How in hell can she think she looks sexy? The heat must have melted her brain!”

			As the woman got closer, Maya said, “We shouldn’t laugh at her. It’s not that she doesn’t know how to dress; she’s just not all there. Look, she’s confused her makeup. She’s like put lipstick as eye shadow and blue eye shadow as rouge on her cheeks! And she’s talking to herself. There are too many mentally ill people on the streets, eh? It’s really sad. Hey, what’s with all the traffic all of a sudden? I guess guys are like patrolling the streets for skimpy outfits with this prolonged hot weather. Okay, I’ll leave you at this point and get shopping where it’s frigging air-conditioned. Later.”

			“Hold on. I’ll give Sinead a quick text and see if she minds if you come.” Jane quickly texted, “I’m walking with Maya. She’s thinking of shopping for something to do. Is it OK if I invite her, or do you want us to be alone?”

			The response was immediate. “Sure, ask her to join us.”

			“Sinead wants you to come, no problem.”

			“Really? Thanks, Jane. I’m like dying for a beer, or two or three. Maybe we should stay there for supper. They have great hamburgers.”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			Maya’s cell rang. “It’s my mom. I’ll just be a minute.”

			“Sure, go ahead.” Jane tuned out Maya’s conversation and thought about all the different personalities in the sorority house and how they all got along. If university years were the best ones of your life, she was going to make the most of them. She loved the freedom of making her own decisions and not having to tell her parents where she was going. Life really was good.

			When Maya finished her call, Jane said, “Time to transition to an upbeat frame of mind for Sinead. I’m really glad you’re coming, Maya.”

			

			

	

2.

			The Pub

			As Jane and Maya entered the old, established pub, the cool air was an elixir. Even though smoking had been banned long ago, there was no hiding the cigarette smell that had permeated every inch of the place for years. It was packed with both students and people who had stopped in after work. Sinead had arrived first and stood up to wave. She smiled and pointed to the three beers on the table. Maya hurried to the table and took a prolonged drink before sitting or saying anything. Jane hugged Sinead, and they both sat down, laughing at Maya.

			“Man, that’s good,” Maya said, wiping her mouth. “Hey, the TV just flashed the temperature. It’s 34 Celsius or 93 Fahrenheit for the old folks. The humidity factor has pushed it over 40 degrees. Shit!” After they all took a good swig, Maya asked, “How was your practice session?” Jane gave her a dirty look that she didn’t see.

			“The good news is that I hit a record high for the speed of my scales, but the bad news is that I forgot my music when I was playing for a friend. Don’t feel like talking about it though.”

			Behind them, a large roar of laughter erupted from a group of all-male students with thick textbooks at their feet. As the girls looked back, one of the guys raised his hand and yelled, “Sorry, ladies!”

			“They’re three sheets to the wind,” Jane laughed.

			

			“Want to join our table?” the same guy said with a grin from ear to ear.

			“Maybe in a bit,” Sinead answered.

			“Don’t wait too long, beautiful!”

			Jane rolled her eyes and then looked back to Sinead. “Did you decide if you’re going to the Ticat/Argo game on Sunday?”

			“I’ve got a major assignment to finish, so no. My brother and one sister are going with my dad, though.”

			“Does your mom like going to football games, too?” Maya asked.

			“Absolutely, but she has to go to a shower on Sunday. Man, it’s noisy in here.”

			“I hear your mom’s a grammar nut and strict about it,” Maya said. “Are both your parents like strict, in general?”

			Jane gave Maya a kick under the table. Another roar of laughter caused Sinead to look over, and Maya quickly whispered behind her hand, “Chill. I won’t blow it about her personal life.”

			Sinead didn’t notice and didn’t seem to mind the question. “My dad is a big mush. He lets us get away with stuff our mom never would, but he refuses to spoil us when it comes to material things. We have to earn our allowance by doing chores. He always expected us to work hard at school, and he checked that our homework was done. He’s Irish and kind of artistic and emotional. He’s always said his kids are the most important thing to him.” Sinead rolled her eyes. “My mom’s Scottish, and the Scots don’t put up with any nonsense. She’s always been the disciplinarian and might appear cold, but it’s just that she isn’t sappy in the least. She pays all the bills and is super organized, and what shall I say? ‘Efficient’ best describes her. Why do you ask?”

			“I just wondered if they were both super strict and that’s why they produced kids that are so good at stuff,” Maya replied.

			“No, my sisters always loved ballet, and I took to music, so working hard at what we had a passion for was from us, not them. My parents both work hard, so I guess the work ethic thing might have rubbed off.”

			Jane laughed. “My parents both came from money, so I can’t say they are super motivated, and they were not the least bit strict with me.”

			

			“It’s kind of weird that you guys are so close when you are like such total opposites,” Maya said. Looking at Sinead, she continued, “You’re this unspoiled and, no offence, unsophisticated type of girl from a big family with kind of strict parents. Your friend, here, is an only child with kinda lax, wealthy parents born in Europe with what shall I say...progressive views about sex, right Jane? You’re both normal, so you have to wonder what is genetic and what is taught to you by your parents. The nature versus nurture thing.”

			“That’s too philosophical and heavy for me!” Jane said. “Let’s have some fun and join the boys!” She stood up and, without asking her friends, said, “Okay guys, we’re coming.”

			The group of six males stood, clapped, and helped bring over the girls’ chairs as they shoved the table into theirs.

			“So how do you all know each other?” Jane asked.

			“We’re all in kinesiology. And you?”

			“Music, nursing, and economics,” Jane said, pointing to each of them in turn.

			Introductions were given, but Sinead barely took in their names. She was quite happy to let others do the talking. The conversation was easy and fun, although a couple of the guys who’d had too much to drink were being crude. One named Colin turned to Sinead and said, “So what’s your instrument?”

			“We learn all of them, but my major is piano.”

			“You’re the quiet one, Miss Phalanges, aren’t you?”

			“Just enjoying listening…Mr. Meniscus.”

			A burst of laughter came from the whole group. Colin said, “So you think you’re smart, knowing what ‘meniscus’ means, eh? Let’s give the girls a little test on some anatomy terms, shall we, boys? Midsagittal plane, dorsiflexion, supination, circumduction…” Sinead stopped listening after a while when it was obvious the guys were showing off.

			Jared was the hunk of the group, and Sinead could see that Maya was smitten. He looked as if he suddenly had a brain wave and said, “You girls should learn one term for sure. A six-pack is called rectus abdominis. Here, let me show you.” He stood and pulled up his T-shirt to show off his muscled stomach. Jane let out a wolf whistle, and everyone laughed loudly.

			After half an hour, Jane and Sinead went to the washroom.

			“Sinead, I hope you didn’t mind Maya coming because it sounded as if you wanted to talk about your problem, even though you said you didn’t.”

			“No, it was fun, but I’ve had enough of these guys and the noise in here. And I’m starving.”

			“Maya suggested eating here earlier, but I don’t want to eat with the guys. Let’s go to Harvey’s and leave it up to Maya if she wants to stay.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Maya did want to stay, which Sinead thought was brave of her. It was obvious she wanted to keep talking to Jared. Both girls put down enough money to cover the last round. As they turned to go, Colin slipped Sinead a scrap of paper with his phone number on it.

			“Hope to hear from you, Sinead.”

			Sinead just smiled. It was good for the ego to be hit on, but she wasn’t the least bit interested in seeing him again.

			

			

	

3.

			A Good Day

			The next day, Sinead practised three hours on a new piece and finished memorizing the one she would play on Friday at the performance class. After her piano lesson today, she felt fully prepared to perform tomorrow.

			It was another unusually hot, humid day for October. Jane was going to skip tomorrow’s classes to make it a four-day Thanksgiving weekend, and Sinead hoped to catch her before she left. She wiped away a drop of sweat that burned her eye as she started to jog the last half block to the sorority house where she and fifteen other university girls rented rooms. It was one of several tightly packed red-brick, tall and narrow houses on the street. A few steps, with a freshly-painted black wrought-iron railing, led to a red door with a peephole that had been placed too high for most of the girls to look through. The eight bedrooms, which were spread over three floors, all had bunk beds and two old but adequate desks with chairs.

			Sinead looked at the house fondly…a house full of girls her age, away from home and on their own for the first time. The house was a symbol of her independence, she mused, and she suddenly felt grateful for her education that made that thought possible. English was her minor, and she loved studying some of the literary classics.

			She quickly unlocked the door and climbed the steps two at a time to her room on the second floor. The room that she and Jane shared had a window just above the front door. The shears were cheap and slightly yellowed, but it was a decent-sized room and all that the girls wanted or needed.

			Sinead smiled when she saw that Jane hadn’t already left for the long weekend. As usual, Jane’s hair was stylishly spiked and her makeup expertly applied. She was wearing a sea-green shorts and top set, enhanced by a necklace of wooden beads. Her finger and toenails had been freshly painted a soft peach, and the smell of nail polish still lingered in the air.

			“Hey, Roomie, I’m so glad you’re still here. Wasn’t sure if you’d finished packing and taken off already. Gorgeous weather for a long weekend, eh? I’m sweating like a pig,” Sinead said, grabbing an elastic band to get her hair off her neck.

			“Yeah, it’s crazy, and supposed to last the whole weekend. Speaking of which, it’s a go that my parents are having an early Thanksgiving turkey dinner with Bill and me tonight. Then they’re taking off to Arizona for a week, so we’ll have the house to ourselves for four whole days. Look what I bought to make our weekend special!” Jane gave a little giggle and held up a red lace push-up bra and matching red silk thong. “God, I’m horny!”

			“You whore, you!” Sinead laughed.

			“I love to see you blush, my only virgin friend! Just teasing.” She took a good look at Sinead before asking her question. “You look pretty happy. Did your piano lesson go well?”

			“Unbelievably! The whole day was weirdly fantastic. I would have been very disappointed if you’d gone home already and I couldn’t tell you about it.”




			Jane was so relieved to see Sinead happy. She had taken piano lessons for a few years as a child and knew what it was like to be nervous playing at a recital, but she had no idea about advanced performance or what to say to alleviate Sinead’s anxiety. Right now, Sinead certainly wasn’t suffering.

			“I have about thirty or forty minutes before Bill picks me up, so talk!” Jane said, as she patted the bed for Sinead to sit beside her.

			

			The corners of Sinead’s mouth turned up into a slight smile as she started to recount her individual successes throughout the day. “Well, today was about as perfect a day as I could ever have. My first class was keyboard harmony, and it’s the one class we all have trouble with. You sit at the piano and have to reduce an orchestral score showing individual instruments’ lines of music which are in various key signatures, meaning they don’t all play the same number of flats or sharps, to a piano score in only one key signature. It’s kind of like five different languages speaking at the same time, and you have to translate them into one English sentence.”

			“Okay, whatever. I kind of get it, but go on. So why were you able to do it better today?”

			Sinead smiled again. “It was like I was ‘out of body’ in a good way and not my problem way, looking down at the orchestral score and seeing the woods without becoming confused by individual trees.”

			“Well, aren’t you the poet today!” Jane teased.

			“Shut up!” Sinead laughed. “Seriously, my mind was sharp all day for some reason. So, my next class was History of Music, and I got 93% for my essay on Bach’s ‘Das Wohltemperierte Klavier’. I thought I might get 80% but I wasn’t expecting 93, that’s for sure.” Sinead held up her paper like an elementary school child who’d received a gold star. “Professor Santini knows how I love to play anything by Bach and that I’ve played all forty-eight preludes and fugues, so he suggested I write my essay on them. Just so you know, those pieces demonstrated the new tuning system that divided the octave into twelve semitones, which is what we use today. I had to go into that whole new way of tuning. I know you couldn’t care less about the details, so I will leave it at that. I took a chance and added some personal thoughts to the essay, even though I thought he might subtract marks. He did bracket the whole section that was off topic and said it was interesting but not pertinent, but he didn’t take off any marks.”

			Jane said, “That’s probably the only part that’s not boring. Just kidding! I’m curious, though, so read that part to me.”

			

			Sinead flipped the pages of her essay until she found the spot. “This is kind of embarrassing, but here goes. ‘I just can’t imagine how brass players in the Baroque era handled having to add piping to their instruments when they changed key signatures instead of just using the present-day valves. I’ve often thought how much I’d love Bach to be able to hear his works performed in tune by vastly improved wind instruments. Wouldn’t he love to know that equal-tempered tuning is still alive and well! Would he like the saxophone and tuba that were not invented until well after he died? What would he think of jazz and rock?’” Sinead made a face and said, “Reading it out loud, it seems so corny now!”

			“Actually, that is interesting, at least to a non-musician. So what else were you going to tell me about this perfect day of yours?” Jane said, feeling slightly impatient.

			“Well, concert band was more enjoyable than usual and not tedious because Professor Klein let us run through several pieces without stopping every few minutes to correct or polish. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood, knowing that we only have to get through tomorrow before the long weekend. He even let us out early, saying it was a gift to get a summer day in the fall, so we should get out there and enjoy it a bit before our next class. That is so out of character for him.”

			“Cool,” Jane said. “The weather guy said that we might break a record for the hottest Thanksgiving weekend ever, but I don’t know if Bill and I will be going out much!”

			“You’re such a bad girl,” Sinead laughed. “ANYWAY…the heat made us feel lazy, so I didn’t practise during my lunch hour. Three of us sat outside the Edward Johnson Building and soaked up the sun while we shot the breeze. We were in a silly mood and had a few good laughs. I always enjoy the cacophony coming from the practice rooms…anything from singing to tubas or drums or any number of instruments. Today, a flute trio was practising outdoors, and the runs and trills of the flutes blended eerily well with the chirping of the birds perched on this massive oak tree next to the players. It was like Nature and man were at one, you know? I called it a ‘green’ musical experience, which my friends thought was perfect.”

			

			Jane shook her head and said, “Go on, Wordsworth, but let’s keep to the facts. You keep getting sidetracked.” She usually enjoyed Sinead’s artistic mind, so unlike her own, with flowery or philosophical language when Sinead was in one of her contemplative moods, but Jane wanted only the bottom line of things today. She was too excited about seeing Bill to want to concentrate.

			“Okay, okay! Well, we took a little walk down Philosopher’s Walk behind the music building. The trees there get a lot of sun, so the leaves have really started to turn. One was gorgeous with just the tips turned crimson. Oops, too much detail. Sorry. So, I went to my piano lesson in a great mood.”

			“And you said it went unbelievably well,” Jane prompted.

			“Yes, but in all fairness, it should have been good since I had way more time to practise this week with no assignments to get in. I’ve been working on the first movement of the Beethoven C minor Piano Concerto, which I absolutely love, and was anxious to have Madame Quinn hear the improvement. You wouldn’t believe how well I played it, Roomie. I don’t mean to brag, but it was a near-perfect performance where I lost myself in the music as if I composed it myself. My sense of how well I play is when I lose all bearings of my surroundings. It’s kind of like channelling…entering a different realm. This is the closest I feel I can come to understanding heaven and God.”

			“Stop getting off-topic! What did Madame Quinn say?”

			“Sorry. I’m just so happy and…anyhow, the look on Madame Quinn’s face said it all. Her voice got kind of tight, and she said that she had never heard it performed better, even by concert pianists!”

			“That’s so great, Sinead. Way to go!” Jane said enthusiastically.

			“She said it sounded effortless and that my phrasing was as sensitive as a ballerina’s soft landing in the arms of her partner. You think I’m a poet? You should hear what comes out of her mouth sometimes! She’s an emotional person and looks so proud of us when we do well. Once, she told us how blessed she felt to have a select number of students who make her heart swell. Sweet, eh?”

			

			“Who wouldn’t be happy with a nice, small class of really talented students?”

			“Right? It was such a high to play like that and such a relief because you know how my demon of just fearing a memory lapse, let alone having one, is rearing its ugly head more and more. I played the piece for tomorrow’s performance class with no mistakes, too, so I feel sooo good!”

			“Thank God! I wish I’d heard you,” Jane said. She didn’t dare ask if Sinead thought that playing so well put an end to her problem. “It’s so nice that Madame Quinn tells you guys she’s proud of you, because a lot of profs like to keep their distance. She must love her job, eh?”

			“Funny you mention that. Sonia and I were just saying the same thing.”

			“How does Quinn compare to your piano teachers at home? Who’s better?”

			“Ah, that’s a tough one. They all had successful concert careers. Madame Quinn is one of the top piano teachers at U of T and one of the oldest. Why she is called Madame instead of Mrs., I have no idea. I don’t think she’s French. Anyway, she’s very good and I like her a lot, but I have to admit that I don’t work as hard for her as I used to for Mr. Blake, who was so strict that he scared most of his students. He rarely gave out compliments, which motivated me to try to get one. When I had Mrs. Blake in the junior grades, she was sweet and patient, but not him! I guess he has a bit of an excuse, being a genius and all. Mrs. Blake mentioned once that there was a mysterious, secretive side to her husband that she didn’t know at all. Apparently, he never spoke about his monthly meetings with Mensa friends to play chess or whatever. She seemed hurt. He’s a Mason, too, I remember, and they’re always secretive. I always felt he liked me, though, and I sure sought to please him to get that elusive smile when I did well. The short answer is I preferred him.”

			“How old were you again when you started lessons?”

			“Five. I started lessons with Mrs. Blake and switched to Mr. Blake at sixteen, so I had the best possible teachers right from the start. No bad habits to break. They are elite teachers, and an unprepared lesson just wasn’t acceptable. Mr. Blake would send a student home if a lesson wasn’t prepared, and he refused to teach a couple of kids, I heard.”

			

			Tentatively, Jane asked, “Any theories as to why you’re feeling confident again or why you were having problems?” She purposely used the past tense.

			“I’ve been asking myself the same question. I went to my lesson in such a good mood so maybe that let me play with abandon or something. Also, I’ve got my hands in such wicked shape that it made playing the piece easier and therefore freed my mind to concentrate on interpretation more. I just don’t know. What I do know is that I have to get into the music and stay in that state of mind, or I have trouble. I’ve been doing finger exercises and scales religiously in hopes that having my hands in incredible shape might make a difference. But maybe it’s like a boxer who thinks that upping his workouts will make him win more fights, when his losses are more mental than physical.”

			“Don’t go there,” Jane quickly interrupted. “Don’t overanalyze again and destroy your good feelings about today. How the hell do you know about boxing, anyway?”

			“I don’t, but my brother and I watched an interview with a UFC fighter from Hamilton, and they showed what these guys do to get in shape and how they have self-doubts.”

			“Sinead, I’m going to harp on this again. It’s great that you do things with your family, but I think your priority should be to try to meet some guys at this stage. Seriously, you need a boyfriend, Roomie, and getting laid releases tension. You always say you don’t have time, but you’ve got to make the time and go out once a week or something. Go to the pub or frat parties, or get set up…just get out there.”

			“I know, I know. I just wish Jed weren’t religious because what we have is special in so many ways. I kind of feel like I’d be cheating on him.”

			“But you know you don’t want that kind of life and…”

			Jane’s cell rang, and she mouthed that it was Bill. Sinead signalled back that she was going to take a shower.

			Jane couldn’t wait to see Bill, who called to say he was on his way over. She felt relieved that Sinead was finally in a good mood again and hoped to hell that her friend would play well at tomorrow’s performance class. Maybe success would breed success. She hadn’t said anything—at least not yet—but she wondered if Sinead needed psychiatric help for this specific problem. If Sinead couldn’t figure out why this was happening, she would always be vulnerable, waiting for the other shoe to drop every time she played. She contemplated calling Sinead tomorrow to see how it went, but thought better of it. All she wanted was to think of Bill…all weekend.

			

			

	

4.

			Mrs. Blake’s Invitation

			Sinead kept the shower lukewarm to cool off and enjoyed the smell of her herbal shampoo. Jane was right, and she let herself revel in Madame Quinn’s words again. She knew that when she played her best, she was right up there with the top performance students, and when she played like she did today, she wanted to play in front of the world.

			Jane opened the bathroom door a crack. “I’m on my way. Have a wonderful weekend and think only positive thoughts.”

			“You, too, and say hi to Bill for me. Don’t wear him out!”

			Sinead was excited about her whole family going to Jed’s parents’ cottage for the long weekend. Just one more day to get through. She quickly changed into shorts and a tank top and was relieved that she wouldn’t have to pack tomorrow because she had clothes at home that she could take. To avoid taking her oboe home for the weekend, she decided to do a solid practice right now, grateful that there was only one more week on oboe before moving on to trumpet. She felt much more comfortable playing brass instruments than woodwind, and wondered if it was because she had played French horn in high school or whether her mouth, with a full bottom lip, was just better suited to brass. As she put the oboe together, she thought about how ridiculous she felt playing this nasal, whining, snake charmer. Turning her lips under until they practically disappeared, and pressing them down hard as if she were constipated and desperately trying to go, always made her feel slightly self-conscious. Unlike the clarinet that has only one reed, the oboe has two and her lips tired easily. Also, shaving a double reed was an art she had not mastered, and her present reed was too hard. She hoped with enough practice that she would get a nicer tone. At least the oboe was light. Dragging home her bassoon case had been awkward and heavy. She pulled out a couple of heavy textbooks from her well-worn briefcase to get at her oboe music. Her briefcase still smelled of leather, and she liked every scuff mark. Just as she was about to begin, the landline on a table outside their room rang.

			“Hello. This is Sinead speaking.” All the girls stated their names when they answered the house phone, as there was no call display.

			“Hello, Sinead. It’s Mrs. Blake here. How are you?”

			“What a nice surprise to hear from you! I’m great, thanks, and you?” This was the first time her former piano teacher had ever called her in Toronto.

			“Very well, too, thanks. I was just speaking to your mother. I understand that you are coming home this weekend. David Katz has also come home for Thanksgiving and very much wants to see you. He’ll be over tomorrow for dinner and spending the evening with us. We love seeing former students.”

			“Wow! I haven’t seen David in ages…it’s got to be about a year. I was wondering if he’d make it home for Thanksgiving, but he didn’t mention anything in his last email, the bum!”

			David and Sinead had a special bond that came from years of training and competing together. They used the word “train” over “practise”, feeling it was justified when they were sweaty and exhausted after a couple of hours of technique at lightning speed, before moving on to their pieces. As far as they were concerned, they were musical soul mates, liking the same composers and going to concerts together, even competing against one another.

			David was extremely talented and had gone on to study piano in Chicago with the renowned performer, Sheldon Greenberg. When Sinead had been down about her memory lapse problem, she’d contemplated calling David, but felt too embarrassed. She had changed, and he hadn’t. David had never doubted his ability, and with his extraordinary memory, Sinead doubted he would ever have a memory lapse. It was highly unlikely that he’d even remotely experienced what she was going through, so she kept her problem to herself.

			Mrs. Blake continued. “We have a proposal for you that Mr. Blake and I would prefer to discuss in person, if that is alright with you. Do you think you could come over after you get settled at home tomorrow?”

			“Let me check with my mom to make sure there are no plans for tomorrow night.”

			“It’s fine with your mother. As I said, I talked with her earlier and she suggested you come over after dinner.”

			Did her mother say yes to her going over without talking to her first? She must have thought this more important than anything she might have planned for the evening with the family or that Sinead might have planned personally. Yes, this “proposal” must be important or why the secrecy? Would David be present when they talked with her?

			“Okay then. How’s eight o’clock?”

			“That’s fine, dear. I’m so looking forward to seeing you.”

			“Me, too. Bye for now.”

			Feeling relieved about how well everything had gone today, knowing she was going to see David again, and looking forward to going up north for Thanksgiving and spending time with Jed there, gave her a rush of excitement, and she suddenly felt childishly gleeful, as if she had been given a new toy. A flashback from when she was seven years old entered her mind’s eye. It was Christmas morning, and Santa had left the most gorgeous doll she had ever seen, with an unexpected extra gift of a stroller. Life should have more days of joy, she thought, but then you sure appreciated good days more when you’d had some really bad ones. She couldn’t wait to get home.

			

			

	

5.

			The Performance Class Recital

			As the last of Madame Quinn’s students entered the recital room, Sinead gave her hands a quick stretch. She was still on a high from yesterday and felt no trepidation about today’s recital. It surprised her to see that some of the piano students had brought friends. It was a practice that was encouraged but not often acted upon.

			“Welcome everyone,” Madame Quinn began. “For those who have not attended before, these are informal recitals where music is permitted. Some will have their pieces polished, while others may have just started on a new piece. It is the experience of playing in front of others that is important. Martin, would you begin and state what you are playing?”

			Sinead listened to three performances and agreed with Madame Quinn’s critiques. Sonia was up next, and Sinead gave her a wink. She knew Sonia had worked very hard since she’d helped her with the Chopin and was happy when Sonia played it very well, although the speed would have to improve.

			Sinead followed Sonia, and she looked forward to performing since she’d played the Scriabin étude effortlessly yesterday, even though she had memorized the last part of it just last weekend.

			“Hi. My name is Sinead. I will be playing the Scriabin étude, Opus 8 No. 12”

			

			There was a choice of a bench or a chair, and Sinead pushed aside the bench for the chair. Once she felt comfortable, she took her cleansing breath and began. It was a good start. When she was about a third of the way through, she started to get “the feeling”, but thankfully, was able to push it back down. Her heart was racing, and she took a deep breath through her nose. Having got through the hard part, she started to relax and played the next several bars with ease.

			Out of nowhere, she blanked. This time, it was without the feeling that her hands weren’t part of her body. It wasn’t at the part she had just memorized last weekend, but in a section that had been memorized for a while. She dropped her hands to her lap and discreetly pinched her thigh, but tried to keep her face expressionless. It was no big deal to the other students because at these recitals, you could be attempting a piece from memory for the first time. Mistakes happened.

			“Sorry, guys. I thought I had this thing memorized,” Sinead said, trying to be casual. Was it a lack of concentration, or hadn’t the piece been in her brain long enough to be secure? She didn’t have a clue. To be one of the best pianists there and to have to stop made her want to hide. She felt a lump in her throat, and her face reddened. Taking it back a few bars, she tried to work past the place where she had blanked, but stopped at the same place, as if she had
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