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Chapter 1: Nobody buys anybody anything

She had played four concerts in six days, and what she wanted tonight, very specifically, was to give the ache in her shoulders to someone else and let him decide what to do with it.

The gravel told on her the way it told on everybody.

Celestine had liked that about the place from her first night, four years ago, when she had come up the drive in a car she was still paying off and heard the stones go under her tyres like an audience settling in. It was loud on purpose. Somebody had decided, a long time before she arrived, that nobody would ever reach that door without being heard coming, and that nobody would be ashamed of it either. You parked under the river birches, which were pale as paper in the headlights and bare at the end of February, and you walked across a yard of noise in your good shoes, and by the time you reached the two brick steps you had announced yourself to the night and the night had not cared.

Her fourth concert of the week had finished at ten past ten the night before, with a Brahms symphony that had sat heavy in her shoulders all morning, and she had spent the afternoon flat on her back on the floor of her front room with a bag of frozen peas under her left shoulder blade, listening to the dryer turn over and thinking about absolutely nothing at all. Now the ache had gone down into something warm and usable. She could feel every hour of the week in the muscles across her upper back.

Whether anyone would get the chance to take it off her tonight was a separate question. She was in no hurry. She was never in a hurry here.

The street door was three inches of oak and opened without a sound, and the warm came out to meet her: cedar and beeswax, eucalyptus underneath, and under that the clean, faintly soapy nothing of a house that someone kept. The cello was already going somewhere past the foyer, low and unhurried, working through a phrase and then going back for it. Celestine knew the passage. She let herself know it for exactly as long as it took to cross the mat, then put it down. She did not play in this building and she did not listen to anyone play in it with her professional ears. That was one of her own rules, older than her membership, and it had kept the place a room she could breathe in.

She shrugged out of her coat. Under it she wore the sapphire silk, cut on the bias, cool and heavy as water. It hung from two thin straps and slid over her hips as she moved and stopped just above the ankle, and the back of it fell nearly to her waist. She had chosen it in the shop because it left her shoulders bare, and her shoulders were good: thirty years of holding an instrument up at the height of her own chin had made them so, and she was vain about them without apology. Gold drops at her ears, long enough to move. Nothing on her wrists, ever. Her hair was out of its concert chignon and loose in a twist-out that had taken her forty minutes and looked as though it had taken none.

There were two people at the desk ahead of her, and she stopped a polite distance back and waited.

Dahlia was behind it, in oxblood silk tonight, the reading glasses up in her silver-threaded locs, and before her the ledger lay open, cloth-bound and as big as a kitchen tray, with the fountain pen laid square across the gutter. The brass phone tray sat at the near edge. Across the desk from her stood Gray Hollis, whom Celestine knew to nod to and to trust in the way you trust a man you have watched for three years take good care of whoever he took upstairs, and beside Gray a stranger.

He was tall, taller than Gray by a couple of inches, which put him at six two or so, and he stood the way big men stand when they have never once had to think about where to put themselves. Dark navy suit, very good, the kind that fit across the back because somebody had measured the back. White shirt open at the collar, no tie. Dark brown hair, thick, short at the sides and pushed back off his forehead, with no grey anywhere in it, though he was surely past forty. Broad through the shoulders. He had his hands in his trouser pockets and was looking round the foyer with his head a little tilted, as if he had been told the building would be one thing and was finding it another.

“This is Heath,” Gray said. “He’s with me.”

Dahlia looked at Heath for about the length of an inhale. Celestine had watched her do it to dozens of people and had had it done to herself, and had never yet seen anyone come out the far side of it knowing what had been concluded. The stranger did not seem to enjoy it. His jaw shifted. He looked, Celestine thought, like a man who was used to being the one in the room doing the reading.

“Mr. Hollis,” Dahlia said. “That’s your one for the year.”

“I know it.”

“I’m saying it so it’s said.” She drew the ledger a quarter-turn towards herself, lifted the pen off the gutter and uncapped it. Then she wrote, in a hand like a hospital chart, two words in the narrow column at the edge of the page, G. Hollis, blotted them, and capped the pen again. The line beside the column, where a name would go, she left empty.

Celestine saw the stranger look at it. Saw him read the one name, and then the blank where his own was not, and work out that this was deliberate.

“Your phone stays on you or it goes in the tray, your choice,” Dahlia told him, pushing the brass tray an inch towards him with the backs of two fingers. “But nothing comes out of a pocket in there and gets pointed at anybody. That’s not a rule about you. It’s the rule.”

He took his phone out and put it in the tray without a word. Celestine gave him a point for that. Most men of that cut kept it, on principle, as though it were a limb.

From under the desk Dahlia drew the long form, four stapled pages, and laid it on the wood in front of him, squared to the edge.

“You weren’t asked for this,” she said, “and nobody’s going to ask you for it tonight. It goes better if you fill it out like it’s true.”

He looked at it. He did not pick it up. After a moment Dahlia slid it aside, not back under the desk, only aside, to the corner of the blotter, where it lay in plain view between the two of them. She laid the capped pen on top of it and folded her hands.

“Have a good night, gentlemen.”

Gray touched the stranger lightly on the elbow and they went through. Neither of them looked back, and Celestine came up to the desk.

“Ms. Lacroix.”

“Ms. Okafor.”

Dahlia took the coat and hung it on a hook behind her without turning round. “You look like a week,” she said.

“Four concerts.”

“Mm.” Dahlia didn’t ask which, and wouldn’t. She turned the book round, and Celestine signed her own line in her own name, C. Lacroix, with nothing at all in the column beside it. It had been empty for four years. She had paid for every Friday in this building out of her own salary, by her own automatic payment on the first of every month, and every time she signed she looked at that clean column the way another woman might look at a ring.

“Don’t let him buy you a drink,” Dahlia said, to the ledger.

Celestine raised her eyebrows. Dahlia did not look up, and did not say anything else, and after a second Celestine understood that she had not been told anything about anybody. Dahlia had simply said something true about the house, in the hearing of a member, on a night when it happened to be useful. That was as far as Dahlia ever went, and it was further than most people realised.

The main floor was warm and amber and half full. The sconces were turned too low to flatter anybody, and the velvet couches sat in their little clusters, turned in towards each other so that no one in the room was a stage for anyone else. The fire was talking to itself in the grate. Nobody looked up when she came in, which was the whole discipline of the place, and she loved it every single time. In the corner the cellist had found her phrase and was letting it run on into the next one.

The stairs went up out of the far corner, lamplit, with the rail worn pale down the middle. Celestine did not count the traffic on them. She had stopped counting in her second month.

She went to the long bar, where the wood had been polished so many times you seemed to be looking down into it, and took a stool two along from the end. The gin-drinking woman who had sat in the same seat for as long as Celestine had been coming was already there, with her good haircut and her flat, comfortable stare. She lifted her glass an inch in greeting.

“No tonic,” she said.

“It’s Friday.”

“It’s Friday,” the woman agreed, with the bleak satisfaction of somebody whose grievance has outlived several bartenders, and went back to her gin.

The bartender, a young man with careful hands and a white apron tied very tight, came down to Celestine without being called. “Ms. Lacroix. The usual?”

“Please.”

He went to make it. Her usual was rye over one big cube with a strip of orange peel, because she had walked in here once with her shoulders on fire and asked for something brown that would not need talking about, and it had stuck.

She felt the stranger arrive at her elbow before she saw him.

It was not anything he did. He did not crowd. He came and stood at the bar one stool away from her, with a respectable gap between them, and set one forearm on the wood, and the air at her left side simply got fuller. He smelled of good soap and cold air. Gray was nowhere in sight. Gray had walked him through the door and was, she would have bet the rye on it, now sitting on the far side of the room with his back to all of this, on purpose.

“May I?” the stranger said.

It was a reasonable question, so she answered it reasonably. “It’s a bar.”

He took the stool. He sat the way he stood, as if the stool had been built to his measurements and he had never had reason to doubt it. Up close his eyes were dark brown and steady, with fine lines at the corners, and his hands, resting on the bar, were big and square and very clean. He wore no watch. She saw him notice, for the second or third time, that there was no clock on the wall behind the bottles, and saw him decide not to remark on it.

The bartender came back and set her rye down on a napkin. And Heath, without looking away from her, put two fingers into the inside of his jacket and came out with a slim wallet, and had a black card halfway out of it before the bartender’s face had even finished changing.

“Let me get that,” he said. “And whatever you’re…” He glanced at the bottles, and back.

She looked at the card. The bartender looked at the card. Two stools down, the gin-drinking woman made a small noise into her glass that might, in a less disciplined room, have been a laugh.

Celestine took a moment. This was the part she would think about afterwards, she knew it even then: the choice that came before any of the rest of it. She could take her drink and turn her shoulder, and he would learn the house from somebody else, or not at all. She had done that to men before, nicely, and slept well. Or she could tell him. Telling him would cost her a little of a quiet evening and would be, very slightly, an investment, and she did not make investments in strangers on Friday nights as a rule.

But he had put his phone in the tray without arguing. He had looked at that empty line in the ledger and understood what it was. And the hand that held the card had gone still the instant she looked at it, instead of pushing it further forward, which was not nothing.

“Put that away,” she said.

He didn’t, quite. “It’s only a drink.”

“It’s the only thing in the building that’s only anything.” She turned on the stool to face him properly, crossing one leg over the other, and the silk slid with her and settled. She saw him see it, and saw him keep his eyes on her face, which was also not nothing. “Nobody buys anybody anything in here. Not a drink, not a glass of water. The dues settle the bar. I paid for this rye on the first of the month, the same way I’ll pay for the next one, and he”—she tipped her head at the bartender, who had found something urgent to polish at the other end—“would sooner set fire to his apron than run that card. It isn’t manners. It’s the arrangement.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he slid the card back into the wallet, and the wallet back into the jacket, without hurry and without any show of being put out. That interested her more than she wanted it to.

“So my money doesn’t work,” he said.

“Your money is the one thing in this building that doesn’t work.” She lifted her glass. “Everything else is open for discussion.”

The corner of his mouth moved. It was not quite a smile; it looked, more than anything, like a man discovering that a tool he had always carried had come away in his hand, and finding that he was curious rather than angry about it. He looked down at his own empty hands on the bar for a second, as if he had never really looked at them.

“Then what does work?” he said.

“You tell me. What did you come over here for?”

She meant it as a gentle check. Most men, asked straight out, went for charm. They told her she looked lovely, or that they had seen her from the door, or they asked what she did, which in this house was very nearly a rudeness. Some of them asked what she was drinking, as though the drink were still the subject.

Heath did none of it. He looked at her, at the whole of her, in a long, deliberate pass: the bare shoulders, the hair, the gold at her ears, the silk where it lay over her thigh, her face. It was not at all a polite look, and it did not pretend to be. Then he brought his eyes back up to hers and held them there.

“I want you,” he said.

No decoration on it at all. Not I’d like to get to know you, not would you let me, not a single softening word. Just the fact of it, set down on the bar between them like the card had been, except that this one she could not tell him to put away, because it was true, and the house had no rule against true things. The house was more or less built out of them.

Heat went down the back of her neck and spread across the tired muscles of her shoulders, slow as a hand. She let it. She kept her own face exactly as it was, which she could do; she could keep her face still through the last eight bars of a Mahler slow movement with a cramp in her bow arm. But she let it happen inside her, and she let herself enjoy it, because enjoying it cost her nothing and committed her to nothing, and because it had been a long time since anyone had said a thing to her quite that plainly.

“Thank you,” she said, and meant it.

He waited. He had good patience for a man whose suit said he had never been made to wait in his life. He did not say it again, and he did not dress it up after the fact. He just let it sit there.

“There’s one way to ask, in here,” Celestine said. “Only one. It’s the same for everybody: the man who owns half of Buckhead and the man who repairs its boilers.”

“What is it?”

“Not my job to tell you.” She turned the glass a quarter-turn on its napkin. “The woman at the desk will explain it. But she won’t come to you. You’ll have to go to her and ask, out loud, in words. She doesn’t do hints.”

“Dahlia.”

“Ms. Okafor,” Celestine said, “until she tells you otherwise.”

He took that in. She watched him file it with a quick, private efficiency, the way she filed a bowing change the conductor called out mid-rehearsal, and she thought: he is used to learning fast, and he is used to nobody knowing how fast he learns.

“And if I ask her,” he said, “and she explains it, and I do it properly. Then what?”

“Then you’ll have asked properly.” She let a beat go. “And I’ll say what I like.”

That got the smile, finally. It was brief and real and rather wicked, and it took about five years off him and put them somewhere considerably more dangerous.

“That’s not a yes,” he said.

“No,” Celestine agreed. “It isn’t anything yet. That’s the beauty of it.”

She drank. The rye was very cold and very good and had cost nobody anything tonight. Two stools down, the gin-drinking woman got off her stool, collected her glass and wandered off towards the fire without a word, the way you leave a room when a conversation has started that you have decided is none of your business.

Heath stayed where he was for a few moments longer, looking not at Celestine any more but down the length of the bar towards the foyer, where the light from the desk lamp lay across the wood and Dahlia sat with her hands folded on a closed ledger. Celestine could see him measuring the distance, and something else besides: what it would be to walk across a room, in front of people who were very carefully not looking at him, and ask a woman behind a desk for something he could not pay for.

He stood. He did not say goodnight; she noticed that he did not say it, and that he had worked out that it was not yet goodnight.

“Ms. Lacroix,” he said instead, which meant he had heard the bartender, and had kept it.

“Mr. Hollis’s guest,” she said, and lifted her glass to him.

He went. She did not turn to watch him go. That would have been the survey, and she was four years past the survey. She sat with her rye and the ache in her shoulders and the cello going on round the corner, and felt the spot at her left side where he had been slowly go empty again.

Then, because she was only human and the bar was polished to a mirror, she looked down into the wood.

In it, small and dark and upside down, a tall man in navy was standing at the front desk with his hands out of his pockets, and Dahlia had reached for her pen.




Chapter 2: Last season

At twenty past nine on a Saturday morning the band room at Ruby Lennox Middle School smelt of floor polish, rosin and somebody’s sausage biscuit, and it sounded like forty children tuning forty instruments to forty slightly different ideas of an A.

Celestine stood at the front with her own viola under her chin and let them go at it for a full minute before she lifted her bow. She had learned in the first term that you could not stop the noise by talking over it. You could only give it something better to aim at. So she played the A, long and plain and in the middle of the string, and held it, and one by one, from the cellos at the back to the first desk of violins at her left hand, they found it and leaned in towards it and stopped arguing. It was the best sound she heard all week. She had never told anybody that, and she was not going to start.

“Better,” she said, lowering the instrument. “Jaylen, you’re sharp and you know you’re sharp. Don’t look at me like that. Fix it.”

Jaylen, eleven and all elbows, turned his peg a hair with the face of a boy defusing a bomb, bowed again, and looked up at her for the verdict.

“There it is.”

He grinned, and pretended he hadn’t.

The room was long and low, with windows down one side that had been painted shut sometime before she was born, and a radiator under them that knocked twice an hour like someone wanting to be let in. The chairs were the orange plastic kind that scraped. The music stands were the black wire kind that collapsed if you looked at them sideways, and half of them had a strip of duct tape round the neck where the screw no longer held. On the back wall somebody had pinned a poster of a jazz trumpeter nobody in the room could name, and beside it, in Dr. Bramlett’s square capitals, a sheet of card that said WE TUNE BEFORE WE TALK. Celestine had not written that rule, but she had enforced it for six years and liked to think she had earned the poster.

She had come straight from her bed to the car this morning, with four hours’ sleep and a rye’s worth of headache behind one eye, in black wide-leg trousers and a fine grey cashmere jumper that she had pushed up to the elbows the moment she walked in. Her hair was pulled back and tied off her neck with a scarf, the twist-out from the night before still more or less holding its shape. No chignon on a Saturday. The chignon was for people who paid for tickets. The scarf was for people who did not have to.

She had not thought about the bar on the drive in. She had thought about it, she corrected herself, about twice, which was within tolerance. A black card coming out of a wallet. A man’s hand going still when she looked at it. I want you, set down without a single thing round it to soften the edges. It had been a long time since anybody had said a thing to her that plainly, and it was annoying how well it had kept overnight.

She put it away. She was very good at putting things away.

“Second movement,” she said. “From letter B. Violas, I want to hear you, because you’re the most important people in this room, and that’s not an opinion, it’s acoustics.”

The violas, all five of them, sat up straighter. They always did. There were only five because there were only five instruments, rented by the term from a music shop off Ponce de Leon at a rate that the shop’s owner had reduced, unasked, in the programme’s second year and never once mentioned since. Two of the five were too big for the children who played them. Celestine had re-strung all five herself, at her own kitchen table, with strings she had bought with her own money and refused to put on any receipt.

At the back, the cello with the cracked rib sat between the knees of a solemn twelve-year-old called Amara Wiggins, who played it as though it might come apart in her hands, because it might. The crack ran four inches down the lower bout on the left side. It was held together with clear packing tape, a strip of gaffer on the inside that Celestine had got in through the f-hole with a pair of long tweezers and a great deal of swearing, and what Marcus Odom, the programme’s second teacher, called prayer and a following wind. It buzzed on the open C. Amara had learned to lean her knee into it at exactly the right moment to stop the buzz, which was not a thing anybody should have to learn at twelve, and which Celestine privately thought was going to make her a very good cellist.

They played from letter B. It was a simple arrangement of a folk tune that Celestine had written out by hand three years ago and photocopied so many times that the noteheads had gone soft at the edges, and it was not good, exactly, but it was together. The second violins came in a beat late and caught themselves. The violas were in tune and knew it. Amara leaned her knee in on the open C and the buzz never came.

Marcus, at the side of the room with a violin across his lap and a pencil behind his ear, caught Celestine’s eye over the children’s heads and lifted his eyebrows: see that? She saw it. She nodded once.

When they had finished she let the last chord sit in the room until the radiator knocked.

“Good,” she said. “Not good for children. Good. The second violins came in late at bar twelve and recovered like professionals, which I appreciated, and which I’d appreciate even more if you didn’t have to. Amara.”

Amara looked up warily.

“That was exactly what I wanted on the open string. That was control. Thank you.”

The girl went very still for a moment, the way children did in this room when they were praised for something specific, as though they did not quite trust it to stay put. Then she ducked her head over the cello and turned faintly pink round the ears.

Dr. Bramlett appeared at the door at ten to eleven, during the break, while the children ate the clementines Marcus handed round from a carrier bag and argued about whose turn it was to put the stands away. She did not come in. She stood in the doorway in a suit the colour of a ripe plum, with her red reading glasses hanging on their beaded chain against her chest and her hands clasped behind her back, and when Celestine looked up she tipped her head once, in the direction of the corridor.

Celestine knew that tip of the head. She had been receiving it for six years, usually just before somebody told her something she would not enjoy.

“Ten minutes,” she said to Marcus.

“Take fifteen. I’ll make them do scales. They love scales.”

“Nobody loves scales.”

“Then they’ll learn character,” he said, and went to the front of the room clapping his hands.

The principal’s office was at the far end of the ground-floor corridor, past the trophy case and the lost property bin and a mural of the solar system in which Saturn had been given, by some long-graduated artist, an enormous and rather wonderful smile. Dr. Bramlett walked fast in her flat shoes and did not talk on the way, which was another bad sign. Inside, she shut the door, went round behind her desk, sat, put her glasses on, and slid a single sheet of paper across the blotter.

“Read it,” she said, “and then I’ll tell you what it means, because the people who wrote it went to some trouble to make sure it doesn’t say.”

Celestine sat down in the visitor’s chair, which was lower than the principal’s by a good two inches and had been for nine years, and read it. It was from the district, on district letterhead, under a district logo of a stylised apple that she had always found mildly insulting. It thanked Ruby Lennox Middle School for its participation in a community arts enrichment initiative. It noted the initiative’s many successes. It regretted that, following a review of priorities for the coming financial year, the initiative would conclude at the end of the current school year, and it encouraged participating schools to pursue alternative sources of support. It was signed by somebody whose title had four words in it and none of them was music.

She read it twice. Then she put it back on the blotter, squared to the edge, and looked at Dr. Bramlett.

“June,” she said.

“June.” Dr. Bramlett took the glasses off again and let them drop on their chain. “That’s your instruments. That’s your strings, your rosin, your photocopying, your clementines, if you’ve been putting those through, which I don’t want to know. And that’s Mr. Odom. The district pays his stipend out of that line. It doesn’t pay yours, because you don’t take one, which I’ve told you for six years is a mistake and which I’m going to keep telling you.”

“It’s not a mistake.”

“It’s a mistake, and it’s yours, and I respect it.” Dr. Bramlett leaned back. She was a short, solid woman with close-cropped hair dyed a deep auburn, and she sat in her chair the way a judge sits on a bench, as if it were a position rather than a piece of furniture. She had fought the district for every dollar this building had in it for nine years, and she had won more than she had lost, and she had never once pretended in front of Celestine that any of it was easy. “So. I’m not going to sit here and tell you how sorry I am. You know I’m sorry. I want to know what you want to do.”

“What are the options?”

“There are three.” Dr. Bramlett held up a finger. “We let it end. Forty children go back to whatever they were doing on Saturday mornings before, which in about a dozen cases I could tell you, and you wouldn’t like it.” A second finger. “We apply for a foundation grant. I know two that might look at us. The applications are due in the autumn, which means a gap year if we’re lucky, and in my experience a gap year in a programme like this is just a slow way of letting it end.” A third finger, and here she paused and looked at Celestine over it with an expression that was not quite neutral. “Or. You work for an organisation with a board of directors, Ms. Lacroix, and I happen to know that a board of directors at a symphony orchestra is mostly made of people with a great deal of money who like to be seen giving it to children.”

“No.”

Dr. Bramlett lowered her hand. “I thought you’d say that.”

“Then you know why.”

“I know you’d say it. I’ve never known why.” She folded her hands on the blotter. “I’m not asking you to tell me. I’m telling you that I’ve got forty kids and a cello held together with tape, and if somebody in a good suit wants to write a cheque and have his name read out at the spring concert, I’m not proud. I’ve never been able to afford to be proud. That’s a luxury for people with a budget.”

Celestine looked down at her own hands, resting in her lap. The left hand lay palm up, and she could see the hard pads on her fingertips from thirty years of pressing down on gut and steel, and the short nails, unpolished. Her hands were her living. Nobody touched them who had not asked, and nobody had asked in a long time.

She had been sixteen. It had been a man with a voice like warm honey and a house in the Garden District, who sat on the board of her youth orchestra in New Orleans and had heard her play the Walton at a spring showcase and come backstage afterwards with tears in his eyes. He had been kind. That was the part people never understood when, very occasionally, she told it. He had been kind all the way through. He had paid her conservatory fees for four years and never asked her for a single thing in return, nothing anybody could have named or pointed to or put in a complaint. He had only wanted to be in the room.

And so for four years every programme note, every recital bio, every introduction at every donors’ reception she had been brought to in a borrowed dress had made her his. A remarkable young violist, discovered and supported by. Our own. His girl from the Seventh Ward. She had stood at the edge of rooms full of people
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