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            Note on the Music

         

         A Listening List of musical compositions important to this novel appears in an afterword. Each piece is referenced by page number to a scene where it is played, or otherwise relevant, so the reader may listen to it while reading. x
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            Overture

         

         Here’s my question: How does a person step in front of a train and leave everything right there? Inhale, no exhale.

         It tilts you on a slant, to walk your whole road with a question like that and no answer to balance it out. Answers are such everyday things to count on, reliable as your teeth. You only notice when one goes missing, leaving its partner to grind on empty air. In life or art or music, it’s the same. Object and shadow. Eight measures of statement, eight measures of response—that’s how a scrappy German orphan named John Bach got the whole world in his pocket a few hundred years ago, and keeps a lot of us there still. He threads a promise into your ears, weaves it around through soft brain folds and down to the needful heart where he delivers you this conclusion: Rest easy. This all comes out right in the end.

         A song without any answer in it, though? That’s the sound of waiting. For years, I woke up asking nobody and everything, the stupid happy morning light of every day, How did he do it? And back it would come as I fell asleep, nudging the base of my skull like somebody’s thumb pressing there. I didn’t need any reminding, as I am now whenever I see a train or drive over the tracks. In the first years after it happened, we were haunted every minute. I don’t mean to say my brother was hanging around the house in a body-shaped bag of light or whatever people mean when they say “ghost.” But I saw him, his long shins and overlong feet like a young dog growing into itself, his hair he kept a little too long 2to be taken for a jock, the way he splayed himself on the floor to read or think, as if he took gravity harder than the rest of us. Dark eyes looking up, offering no answer to this question that stuffed our throats like cotton wool. It even damped out my mother’s favorite warning against getting above myself: It’s not the whistle that pulls the train. She found other ways to say it, Lord knows. But that word left our station.

         It was a long time ago. People say that as a comfort, as if the broken-glass edges of our damage get worn down by years. And in the mean-time, you do what? Stare at the train wreck, pick at the scar, play the scorching memory over and over like a hard piano passage you’re determined to memorize, trying to dull the cutting edge. Even if it adds up to the pursuit of misery as an occupation. I’ve studied the angles, read the accounts you can find in the news, a few police reports I probably shouldn’t have seen, and these stories get me no further. Right up to the question mark, still empty air on the other side. How did my brother go off and leave me like that? With determination, some self-medication, people assumed: Drunk or high, fell asleep on the tracks. But it takes some doing to choose that particular bed, and what about waking up at the last minute with the animal drive to save your own skin? How would a soft body stay put against all that power. Screaming brakes, the instinct for surviving. The people who needed you to stay.

         Cyrus’s death broke my parents, but I had to go on being somebody, a sister and not a sister, a person on my own. I was eleven when it happened. We all know eleven-year-old girls, with their wide eyes and sincere belief that every terrible thing that happens is their fault. Except for the carefree few who think nothing is. Maybe for some of us, when it comes to the ties that bind us one to another, it has to be all or nothing. Maybe I’ve wished for the mercy of nothing. Maybe I still do.
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            Prelude I

         

         The first night after Sigurd called, I put down the phone with my hands shaking and a sick feeling that I’d been waiting for something like this. Not a train, but a reckoning coming at me. This phone call, out of a blank silence of twenty-some years. (I’m pretending I don’t know exactly how many years.) His voice I’d known instantly. The idea of him coming here, seeing him in person, felt like a bomb he’d put in the phone that might explode in my ear. I told him I needed time to think. Seven days, then. He would call back on the weekend to find out what I decided. I couldn’t put any name to the shock I felt. Either choice, yes or no, carried the feeling of a disaster.

         I’ve had plenty of practice at masking nerves, or did have when I was younger and played for audiences, but that was faint help getting me through supper across the kitchen table from my husband. Trying to think of questions I should ask him about the chance of rain, the hay he had to put up. Staring at the patterned Formica tabletop that has irritated me for what feels like a hundred years, because it looks like dancing rubber bands. Listening to the clock tick. What if that call had come an hour later? Instead of buzzing in my apron pocket while I was frying the apples, my phone could have been ringing on the counter right then. Charlie could have been watching the life drain out of me while I said Okay and Where? and Let me think about it. Watching me fall into the sinkhole in my middle so deep, a lot of other things might collapse into it. 4

         That’s not what he’d have seen, though. Charlie would ask if I was okay, and when I made up something, a student rescheduling a lesson, he would believe me. Pick up his knife and fork and cut up his pork chop. That’s the man he is, solid and good, which makes him sound ordinary, or I guess maybe the enviable side of ordinary as husbands go, but it’s more unusual than that. His mind could no more hold thoughts of betrayal than a good strong hand can hold water. Just not built for the task.

         I was young when I’d known Sigurd, only twenty and barely more than a child, even if I thought otherwise. Years ago, anyway, time enough for forgiving and forgetting trespasses, even if they felt murderous at the time. Or so I told myself, while dishes were washed, while the newspaper was folded to the local section and read, while we said our goodnights before Charlie turned in. But an hour after midnight, I was still playing Chopin in the dark house, trying to stop time. If I didn’t ever go to bed and get up again, if six more days didn’t pass, we could go on here, unrattled by this earthquake I didn’t ask for. At least I knew my playing wouldn’t disturb Charlie. He is early to bed and early to rise, a farmer to his bones, and could sleep through the Second Coming. He’s told me if he ever does turn over in our bedroom upstairs and wake up to one of my nocturnes, the sound of me sends him right back to his dreams. So there he lay above me while I sat in the dark living room playing all the Chopin preludes I could remember, then the mazurkas, and after that the nocturnes.

         My hand was cramping like a fiend, and I finally quit on Chopin in the middle of a cadenza. Right hand is the bad one. That was Sigurd’s fault, and one ruined hand the least of it. I snapped on the little brass music lamp on the piano, stood up too fast, and took hold of the fall-board to steady myself, not wanting to trip over the dog curled at my feet or ding my hip on some sharp corner in the dark. That’s bodies for you, underneath all the mind’s drama, just pitiable flesh. My legs had fallen asleep. I saw the shoes under the piano and said quietly without thinking: “Oh, Mom is here.”

         Gaz looked up at me with his ears pricked, pale eyes curious in the 5sudden light. He looked at the shoes and back to me, assuring me that whatever I was thinking, he agreed. “Nobody’s here,” I told him. “Just you and me.”

         But somebody was, or something. These were not my dead mother’s shoes, obviously. I’d taken them off there when I sat down, needing to feel the cold pedals under my bare feet. Empty leather flats with the sad, squashed look of weariness, just like the ones she used to park beside her recliner every time she gave up on another day, accepting her life as the sum of its disappointments. If an elephant had scuffed around the kitchen all day in those, I used to think to myself, they would not look worse. A child can’t hate her mother without putting the load-bearing walls of the known world at risk. I settled for hating her shoes.

         I hooked two fingers into their backs and carried them with me outside to the porch. I breathed in the late-summer smells of mown hay and ragweed while I watched Gaz make a quick check of the perimeter of the yard. All I could see of him in the dark was the rippling gait of his white feet and the tip of his tail, the rest of him all one with the night. I rubbed my hand where it always ached with too much use or any change in the weather. The ancient injury. He didn’t even know. If I were to tell Sigurd now, it could not be kind: I am sundered past the repair of any steel pins. I stood awhile under the accusing stars with heartless crickets singing in my ears: If this is true, if this is true. If I’m no better than the sum of my disappointments.

         Does every woman turn into her mother? My sister-in-law, Mickie, used to say so. But that was all of a piece with becoming a mother herself, in those years when we drank coffee and visited in her kitchen between the interruptions of shrieks and tears, the U shape of bite marks on a pudgy arm, the discovery of the naked Barbie show behind the couch. She confessed to hearing her own mother come out of her mouth: Because I said so and Right this minute, young lady, words that ooze down through leaks in the roofs we build between generations.

         Mickie loved her children madly, it was plain to see. The eye-rolling was probably her way of apologizing to me for this miracle she knew I could never have. The other ancient injury. But what was motherhood 6to me? The sting of a wash-damp hand on a cheek. Or words, of the kind that can sting parts of a child more tender than flesh. Her curdled fortune inside me would not get passed on. What happened to me was for the best.

         I left the shoes outside the back door and went upstairs to bed. I always thought of my mother as old back then, older than dirt, but she wasn’t. Late thirties or so when she lost Cy and gave up on the rest. I was younger than that when I lost everything.
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            Allemande

         

         The first time I ever laid eyes on Sigurd, I thought: I know him. Which wasn’t true, he was a stranger, and I realized the mistake as soon as I’d made it. But I’ve wondered. Did I recognize the instrument of my downfall? Should we know it when we see it?

         “Who is that man?” was the question I asked aloud. That man, because he was a little too old to be one of us, and plainly not a professor. Shirtsleeves rolled to the elbow, well-fitting jeans worn soft at the knees on a body that didn’t sit around thinking for a living—you couldn’t miss the muscles in the rear view. A townie, then. Hawking some tabloid, a thing people did back then, to inform a reader of the world’s collapse and the one sure path to salvation, be that guided meditation or the club that meets at six p.m. in the Women’s Studies Lounge. This was 1989, a year of earthquakes and oil spills and iron curtains starting to crash, so our options then were different and also maybe about the same. But trafficking in high-mindedness was the business of students, not town folk, I’d have thought.

         I was crossing the campus with a professor I worked for as an accompanist, a French horn player clicking along beside me in shiny kitten-heeled pumps and a blazer. She was an older woman with a household of her own, husband and all that, so it surprised me what she answered: “Mercy, whatever he’s selling, I’ll buy it.”

         We both laughed, but didn’t cross over the grass to get a better look at his goods. We were running late for something, headed to the MAC 8for a dress rehearsal probably—it wasn’t usual to practice in that giant auditorium unless we meant business. But with that little glimpse, he got in my head and stayed there the rest of the day: his way of standing on the sidewalk, body presented to the world, bundle of papers tucked under one arm as he cradled the flame of a lighter inside his cupped fingers to light a cigarette. Arms and wrists like Michelangelo’s David, I swear, with power you could see in the muscle and sinew but tenderness in the hands. I shivered. As if those hands had touched me already.

         It was springtime, there was that. Smell of reviving grass and all God’s earthworms coming up for air after a winter that nigh had killed me. It wasn’t my first winter in Indiana, but I never got used to that level of cold that makes the little hairs in your nose freeze and bristle like cactus spines, till you want to stop breathing. Months of ice and mud, and now here came crocuses, songbirds, light winning over dark like something out of the Bible. All of that could surely rouse a body into rut. Also too, the French horn professor had said what she did—I’ll buy it—so it was him doing the selling. No special failing on my part.

         I would go home that evening to a sweet boy who’d recently spoken of marriage. To me specifically: Jon Link and myself being married. I was meant to be walking on the clouds now, not looking over the fence. Even if I’d learned not to make too much of the marriage business. We lived among young people who could argue you down to the gristle on which was the better Brahms piano concerto, first or second, but shrugged off marriage as a so-called piece of paper. Unlike the people I’d come from, who held no act before the sight of God to be more important, for people generally but a girl certainly. It had been my mother’s main argument against my running off to college: What boy do you think will have you if you go on getting above yourself? None likely, I granted, sitting that last day in her kitchen, talking to her back as she boiled potatoes, absorbing disapproval along with the potato smell I dreaded would follow me out of that house. I wanted to ask: What boy do you think will have me now? But that was her point. I was too peculiar. And run off, I did, pulled onto the Greyhound bus by a music scholarship that felt like a rope thrown to the drowning. 9Finding at the other end of it a whole new world of peculiar. I’d never imagined so much.

         I’d had almost three school years since then to find my bearings, two spent with Jon Link in the apartment that went from being his to more or less ours. (One-third of the rent was what I could afford.) A musician’s life is about the skills of performance, starting with looking calm while your heart gulps blood and drums against your ears. I’d been doing that on a piano bench since I was ten. Now I could do it in classrooms, in a cafeteria, in a musical debate or beery party with classmates who had no idea how they cowed me with their confidence and straightened teeth and their ways of knowing and judging. I worked as hard at my calm expression as I did on my Hanon technical exercises, carrying it right into the apartment I shared with my boyfriend, listening with a neutral face as Jon Link discussed applying for married student housing in the fall when he started his second year as a grad student. On campus for the convenience, more space for the same money. Hearing myself say, “Sure, or for less money maybe,” so we could drop some of the prima donnas off our lists. We both spent a lot of time supporting other musicians in more starring roles, which we felt cheated us from our own devotions, piano in my case, woodwinds and conducting in his. More time for our own work. In married student housing. There it lay between us: a plan for next year and, by quiet agreement, many more after that.

         It made no sense, then, to find myself bothered by intrusive thoughts of a handsome stranger I’d seen from a distance. After my distracted rehearsal, those thoughts followed me home. How I spent those hours together with Jon Link I can’t really say, but could guess, because our life was made of predictable things: the free Commodity Cheese I got in giant yellow blocks and melted into macaroni. The whopping blue metal cans of discount-brand coffee that should have lasted us a semester instead of a month. Three small rooms of furniture I’d retrieved from sidewalks and sometimes changed out for better on undergraduate moving-out days. I was amazed by the bounty of goods those students—people my own age!—could fling out on the sidewalk. Jon 10Link had no previous experience with saving money. My scavenging made him nervous. But he had no real interest in housekeeping either, so he accepted my economies in lieu of my full share of expenses.

         I made the place comfortable, evidently, because it came to be such a gathering spot, I felt like one of those cat ladies feeding roaming bands of strays. Jon Link’s friends were mostly male, entirely musicians, and so domestically hopeless as to be impressed by my budget mac and cheese. As his apartment became mine too, so did his friends, especially our most regular drop-ins Percussion and Bassoon, so called because that’s how Jon Link first introduced them to me, and all three of us found it funny enough to keep. Percussion was the more outgoing and inebriate of the two, and regularly ended up sleeping over on our secondhand sofa. He and I together wore down Jon Link’s suspicions about living on other people’s trash, until he could joke with the rest of us about the debaucheries our old plaid couch might have hosted.

         When Jon Link and I were alone, that sofa cradled our long, earnest bodies as we read books and studied scores, my legs on his legs, my hand on his back unconsciously pressing the notes of a Bach fugue or invention into his skin. Always Bach. I only ever realized what was playing in my head after he’d pointed it out, and after a while, he stopped mentioning it. Nor did he complain in winter when those same hands, frozen, pressed to his chest and my icicle feet wedged between his calves, hunting the salvation of body heat. Jon Link was from Boston and teased me for my dismay at the cold, enjoying this leaked hint of Southern frailty. For the most part, I was as sturdy as our furniture. Chivalry was no part of our bargain.

         If that life sounds drab, we didn’t know it. We were grown-up children ruled by the schedules and economies we knew. Even our lovemaking was on the order of what bread and cheese might do to conceive a sandwich. But it delighted us enough that we made it more often than we didn’t. Our togetherness had arrived gradually, starting in my first music theory class, where he was a teaching assistant and I was an astonished pilgrim in a new world where notes didn’t just have tongues to sing, but also eyes for their chosen friends and arms for embracing 11 their dissonant and consonant kin, sorting themselves into family trees, sharing a secret language that crossed oceans and all of time. I’d loved music all my life, with that burning feeling I assumed other people must have when they wanted to get married. I was shocked to find out now I’d only been looking at my beloved through a keyhole. Now I was invited in, to caress and inhale and pledge an ecstatic devotion that stretched me near to breaking. Sometimes after theory class, I had to sit on a bench outside the building and stare up into the maple trees and catch my breath. Sometimes Jon Link sat with me there, a quiet, smiling witness to those heady first months of my life when shared music could be a glue between people, not a repellent that pushed them away like the wrong end of a magnet. Music pulled the two of us together as passionate colleagues, then roommates, then lovers. It was my first partnership of any real kind since my brother died, and I wasn’t looking for anything better. I should be able to remember, now, what kindnesses we showed each other in those last hours when I still thought our perfectly good life would go on being perfectly good. To my shame, I can’t. It was snuffed out that quickly.

         
            *

         

         He was there again in the morning, in a shirt as red as some brazen flag, standing at the same intersection of sidewalks outside the music addition, surrounded by some students. Not townies. They all had the painstakingly tousled hair meant to look uncared for, the layers of over-sized flannels and jeans explosively blown out at the knees, which was the look of our time. Or anyway the fashion of the well-heeled, ironically. In my rural Tennessee county where a few households still strived for indoor plumbing, the goal in high school was to carry off some sheen of prosperity. So I was gobsmacked here by the everyday sight of ragged pajamas in class. Or exercise gear, for lounging around. Sorority girls in tiny shirts that bared their middles in the dead of winter. It all seemed oppositional to purpose. We music students were tidier in general, ever ready to step into a performance. I’d dressed self-consciously that morning but probably looked the same as always in my non-shredded jeans, 12thick green sweater on top of my thinner blue sweater. (Springtime had called all bets off overnight.) My long hair spent its life in a braid down my back, except for high concert days, when I combed out all three feet of it and set it free. This wasn’t that high of an occasion, I didn’t think. But after three early hours alone in a practice room, I found myself thinking about him. Curiosity nudged me out of the building and shyness nearly turned me back inside, when I saw he was busy with other people. Then, suddenly, he handed each of them a sheaf of orange papers and they all walked off in separate directions.

         The waters parted for me. It could have gone differently. I still think about that.

         I crossed the squishy spring grass of the quad and watched him putting things away in his bag, which wasn’t a student backpack but a worn leather satchel similar to the pouch my father had sometimes used as a mail carrier. He also wore Red Wing boots like the men I knew back home. The sidewalk was blotted with fallen white petals of the flowering pears that turned into plaster under our shoes. I thought he’d been about to leave, but he saw me approaching and produced the tabloid from his bag: The Militant, a proper-looking newspaper with excited headlines about a murdered striker on a Greyhound picket line. Seventy-five cents for that. I told him I didn’t have three quarters to spend on something I wouldn’t have time to read.

         “My condolences,” he said. “Can I ask who’s working you so hard for such bad pay?”

         I shrugged at the limestone world around us. “You get what you sign up for. My tuition is covered, but I have to feed myself on work-study and freelance jobs with skinflint professors.”

         “And government cheese?”

         I must have looked surprised. He grinned. Since the day I landed here, I’d not met another person who knew about Commodity Cheese.

         “Did you know,” he asked, “there are countries where students like yourself have unions?”

         “You don’t mean union unions, like the Teamsters.”

         “I do. The ones that go on strike to win themselves better deals.” 13

         I did not know that. I did wonder if he was making up fairy tales to keep me there. His eyes were more green than blue, a pale water color that was very striking. He ran one hand through his rumpled hair like a boy, endearingly, though I guessed he was ten years older than me. I am tall, but he was taller and, as I’ve said, well-built. Up close, noticeably so. The tendons running the length of his inside arms made me think of piano wires. What I am saying is that my mind bounced around like a hard rubber ball in my head while he told me about organized labor.

         I asked if he worked on campus, and he said he didn’t, that he did some organizing on the campus but worked elsewhere, which struck me as fishy. What business did he have with students? A grown man on these grounds as some kind of peddler didn’t really belong. I didn’t either, in spite of a lot of trying, and something about this man in his red flannel shirt and work boots made me bold. “If you’re selling worldly wisdom,” I offered, “you’d do better to move away from the music buildings.”

         He widened his eyes at me. A thin scar alongside his left eye gave his smile a cheeky emphasis on one side. I thought of the word syncopation.

         “Are you saying artists can’t handle the real world? Because I don’t think that’s true,” he said. “I could name names.”

         “I bet you could, but that’s not what I meant. It’s more a point of pride.”

         “Could handle it, just would rather not?”

         “Right. The real-world thing …” I rolled my eyes, pretended to yawn. God knows where I’d found this store of cockiness. “Unless you’re discussing Dvorak’s New World Symphony, then we’re all over it. Or Holst’s Planets Suite.”

         “There’s no Earth,” he said. “In that Planets thing. He left us out.”

         He met my eye and held it, grinning. I was too surprised to ask how he knew about Gustav Holst. And embarrassed to catch myself at snobbery. Anybody might have asked me the same when I washed up here in a drift of hand-crocheted ponchos and Tennessee vowels. 14

         “Biggest disappointment of grade school,” he said. “We had this music teacher lady that brought in that record every Thursday for months, trying to get us to like it.”

         “That poor woman,” I said, and meant it, too. I could feel her Thursdays like a heavy meal in my stomach. “What else did she try to force down your grubby little ears?”

         He closed his eyes for a few seconds. “Nothing that stuck,” he conceded, opening his eyes again to the bright sun, and I saw his pupils adjust. “I only remembered the one about the planets because you said it just then. I might be able to pick some others out of a lineup. One about the spring? Pagan rites, I want to say? She was a walk on the wild side, Miss Vormelker.”

         “And you didn’t? Come around to liking The Planets?”

         “I kept waiting for Earth. That’s probably why I still remember it. We got to the end, and none of it was really about us. I felt ripped off.”

         “Did she tell you why?”

         “Why no Earth? No. Not that I remember.”

         “The Planets Suite is about how we feel looking out at other places. Exploring them, imagining them. So it’s all about us, really. But we can’t see ourselves while we do that. The ground we’re standing on is taken for granted, I guess.”

         His face changed, as if he’d been waiting for this since fourth grade. I couldn’t tell if he was putting me on. “I would have paid more attention if you’d been there to explain it.”

         “Glad I could clear that up for you.”

         “But I’m guessing grubby little ears aren’t your game plan.”

         I bit my lower lip, wondering why I wasn’t walking away from this. “I don’t know that I have a game plan, but I’ll tell you something. Miss Vormelker gets in all our heads. She gives us panic attacks whenever we consider taking the practical teaching major.”

         “And why is that, because she’s knocking herself out for nineteen thousand a year?”

         “And living by herself in a mobile home, sipping Baileys every night while she listens to recordings of all the good men that are gone? No, 15that’s not even the worst of it. It’s the classrooms full of juvenile delinquents.”

         He shifted his papers around and put one hand in his back pocket, seeming just delighted, for no good reason I could see. “Sounds like we’re looking at multiple charges here.”

         “Against you? No. She made her choice and that’s how it stacks up. The little boys win. Miss Vormelker and her boyfriends Holst and Beethoven are spitball targets. God love her.”

         “You’re the real thing, then,” he said. “A musician. Not a teacher, a maker.” He wasn’t asking. He looked at my hands and then my mouth, the rest of me, the way I’ve watched so many artists study a borrowed instrument before they pick it up. I could feel my nipples against the inside of my sweater. I needed to shell out for his tabloid or find another exit.

         “Sorry,” I said. “I’m scaring off your customers.”

         We stood together in a silence between the carillon bells, with pear blossoms falling around us in slow spirals like dreamy snow. Classes in session, too cold for Frisbee or sunbathing. This quad was more deserted than I’d seen it since winter break.

         “Just so you know,” he said, “I’m not here to make a living in quarters. This is an assignment, but I’ve only been on this campus three or four times. And not much liking it so far.”

         “No? You look pretty comfortable here. Like you own the place, honestly.”

         “You too. But you were about to tell me you’re not.”

         “Was I?”

         He waited me out, the syncopated grin modulating from sunny to something softer. All the time in the world, this man seemed to have. What in the everloving hell, as my brother used to say. I was used to people saying, Gotta go, so stressed out! True or not, you had to say so. This is what I’d learned in college—people here ranked human worth in units of work overload and sleep-deprived exhaustion.

         “I’m a musician, yes. The real thing?” I shrugged. “I should let you go.”

         The questions you get asked as a music major are always the same, an 16ascending scale in the key of pipe dream: Instrument? Ensemble? Performance or pedagogy? Bachelor’s, master’s, doctorate? He didn’t ask any of those. He asked if I wanted to go to lunch. I said yes.

         
            *

         

         I have no excuse for some of the things I said that day. It was a school music teacher who rescued me from my self-taught mire of flat-handed technique and muddy pedaling, and my debt went well past that. But some current turned over in me that morning and off I went, running down my chosen field with a flood of doubts that, all of a sudden, I couldn’t hold in.

         It was Gorgo’s where this happened. I thought we’d head for the student union, that black hole pulling bodies into its echoing noise and baffling student photography exhibits. But we escaped the Memorial Union’s orbit and walked down into a slim strand of woods along the meander of creek, headed for the southwest gate, passing many tightly strung students with their eyes trained hard on the sidewalk. This little grove, right in the middle of everything, was a refuge that had helped keep me inside my own skin on that stone-toothed campus. The red-buds were blooming along the water that day, I remember. He led me out of the woods, through the stone gate into the college-town clutter of 3rd Avenue, right into the greasy spoon on Hunter where I’d worked part-time my freshman year, before I learned how to line up music jobs. I hadn’t been back in a while, but it was the same, tall booths, a smell of baking pizza dough that relaxed me instantly. This restaurant had been a lifeline. The servers were mostly townies, moms with small kids or older women who mothered me on our smoke breaks, divided our tips equally to the dime, and told me how far I needed to go from campus to find affordable groceries.

         I didn’t see anybody I knew, but out of loyalty to the guild, I ordered the three-dollar egg salad sandwich. At the student union, I could have pulled out the sandwich I packed every day of my church-mouse life. Seventy-five cents up front would have been the better bargain, plus a newspaper. What was the bargain, I didn’t know. Only that I’d stumbled 17onto a listener and found I’d been waiting for somebody to hear my confession.

         He asked if it was something that ran in my family. Did he mean musicians or college? The question put the sick scent of damp laundry into my head. I hunkered into the wooden seat and tried to explain the family line, delivered in weekly phone calls: All that way from home. Just for messing around with the music. Ungodly tuition. (Which we weren’t paying, but she still brought it up on principle.) In year three, when I had to choose, and chose performance over pedagogy, I left off hoping to convince my mother and started into myself. Who did I think I was? What livelihood is out there for pianists? Even if my technique and interpretation were exceptional, how much exceptional classical piano will the world keep above water? Where would I live, what would I eat, would I grow lean and grizzled playing “Clair de Lune” in a hotel lobby?

         I staved off those worries by losing myself in the technical work, the practice, the juries and commendations, all of which and five bucks will buy you breakfast down at the Inkwell. We tell ourselves we are the chosen until we’re so consumed by our passions, we might struggle to tell you what year it is or who is the president, these questions asked of a person after a blow to the head. I didn’t say all of this exactly, but we got into it far enough. I told him I’d only ever loved one thing in my whole life, and was starting to think it was not going to love me back.

         For an awful second, I thought he’d laugh. But he was working out the right thing to say. What he came out with made me laugh. He asked, “Can I offer you a Marxist analysis on that?”

         “I don’t know. Does Dr. Marx take student health insurance?”

         “Well, he’s dead. This is just my own thinking. Music is your labor,

         not your floor manager. You’re the means of production. Without you, it doesn’t exist.”

         “Oh, it exists,” I told him. “It’s all written down. We come and go, it lives forever.”

         “But it’s not really here, is it? Until you play it. Are you going to pass music sheets out to people on the street and say music is happening?” 18

         I told him he should go over to the music school and give that a try. “You might hear notes ringing straight out of people’s heads, like a skull carillon.” Student irony was a language I’d learned through practice, like playing scales. But he wasn’t a student and didn’t laugh.

         “Okay, by and large, no,” I conceded. “Out there in America the beautiful, like the entire county where I grew up, no. Music wouldn’t happen.”

         “You’re disregarding your power in the relationship of manufacture.”

         This man was a stitch. “Manufacture of music?”

         “It’s your product. Workers are always taught to underestimate their own value. When you can’t take ownership of your labor, you feel worthless yourself. That’s alienation.”

         “Good to know.” I kept a grin on my face at half-mast, the mask against gullibility I’d worn for so long I got stuck that way. Me, with my lily-white hands on ivory keys, a laborer. I told him I wasn’t above the idea, I came from working people, and despite what they thought, I hadn’t come to college to make myself better than them. “Maybe the opposite. Sometimes I feel like I’m getting trained here to be unessential.”

         “That’s alienation,” he said again, pronouncing it like a disease, as if my unusefulness might also have a cure. But he wasn’t dispensing medicine. He just asked questions, things I couldn’t believe he’d really care about. My interests, my plans. Our food came quickly, or maybe I was frozen inside a stopped clock, watching his eyes and hands, the faint brushstrokes of black hair at the open neck of his red flannel shirt. I felt too self-conscious to take off my heavy sweater because the one underneath was thin and I never wore a bra. I was practically as narrow and flat-chested as a boy in those days. Expensive underwear was wasted on the likes of me.

         I told him about my work-study job, cataloguing and reshelving in the music library, and my work as an accompanist. He asked how I ever had time to study. He didn’t even know about the twenty or thirty hours a week in practice rooms. I told him about the stars we musicians hitched our wagons to—a spot in the New York concert series, a summer festival in Munich. 19

         “Have you done that? Gone abroad?” he asked.

         I laughed. “I only last year learned what a passport is. The only place I ever went is here.” I felt suddenly sheepish discussing the fancy ambitions, as if I were laying out play money on the table. College is a cloister. You go a few years without knowing anybody older or younger or different from yourself, and you forget what a thin little spine you are on the big loud bookshelves of the living.

         He wasn’t as much older as I’d thought. Twenty-six, the age my brother would have been. He’d trained as a welder, worked in auto shops, lived in other Indiana towns smaller than this one. Had been to community college. But was nothing like a student. He smoked, for instance. I hadn’t had a cigarette in almost two years, but could smell it on him and was jonesing to beat the band. I grew up in a household of smokers. My brother always warned me not to start, but still slipped one to his baby sister now and again, and I’d kept it up because I was alive to do it. Jon Link always made me stand outside the sliding door of our tiny patio, even in freezing weather, until shame made me quit. He and our friends were contemptuous of the previous generation’s filthy habit, evil tobacco barons, and surely the people who grew it, if they even gave farmers a thought.

         I know, it’s the job of young people to condemn the vices of parents and wear shocking new sympathies on their sleeves. My generation’s pop goddess named herself after Jesus’s mother and wore pointy bras outside her clothes. While I was dealing in the currency of four-hundred-year-old church music, and this kind man tried to sell Marxism to Chicago bank managers’ kids who gave revolution a thumbs-up but wouldn’t quite look at him because he dressed like their parents’ gardener. Maybe we were in the same boat, maybe we weren’t, but he was the first person I’d met in three years who seemed perfectly happy to be himself. I wanted to get close to that. The audacity of the red shirt. I always wore the muted colors of a rainy day and was married to black and white keys. Now my hands were itching to stray. I’m a person who leads with my hands, a “tactile learner” is the proper way it’s said, but this wasn’t proper by a long shot: fingers craving to know the sandpaper 20of his jaw, the pulse I’d feel at the delicate spot on his wrist. The dense, wavy black hair that fell in his eyes and could have used a trim.

         His eyes seemed to want to absorb me. Or consume. It was both thrilling and outside my powers to think of myself as anything but a skinny girl with very long hair, brilliant hands, and a knack for invisibility. Jon Link’s friends were always joking about “the dweeb that caught the goddess,” and for most of a year, I’d failed to grasp the compliment. I thought they were discussing some opera I didn’t know about.

         I made myself talk about the apartment I shared with Jon Link. Possibly making too much of the practical side. Walking distance, small but affordable. Roommate. He was attentive to his food while I said this, adjusting an anemic slice of tomato that slithered out of his burger.

         “Johnlink,” he said simply.

         “It’s Jon, and it’s Link. He always uses first and last names together, even with friends. He says it goes back to a kindergarten overstocked with Johns and Johnnys.”

         “A person might get past that,” he said.

         “I’ve thought so. My theory is, those two tiny names need each other to stand up.”

         Was that infidelity already? Was Sigurd aiding and abetting? That was his name, Sigurd, which as a name was nothing to write home about either, let’s be fair. I misunderstood it initially as an adjective: I’m ciggered, the extended hand out on the sidewalk, it took me a second to sort out. Now I asked what kind of name it was, and he said Viking, as far as he knew. His mother claimed she’d always liked it, but probably had run out of other ideas. He was the youngest of nine.

         “Nine,” I blurted, unfortunately with sandwich in my mouth. I chewed, swallowed. “Sorry, I’m not judging. I come from farm country, we’re all about big families down there. Word has it, my parents underachieved.”

         “What kind of farms?”

         I told him tobacco and dairy cattle, which is about all the farming to be done on land as steep as east Tennessee. He said my accent was hard to place. I didn’t say how deliberately I’d worked on training my clever 21ear on new vowels and inflections and even that higher-caste feminine laugh, self-dissolving. From the day I stepped off the bus, my plan was to be a new person in college: happy, likeable, maybe lovable. Remaking myself in the eye of the beholder.

         “So it’s just you? In your underachieving family?”

         “Two kids, originally. Now just me.”

         He gave me room to explain, which I filled by taking a long drink of water, and I think he got the picture. He asked if I had my own piano in my apartment. I laughed and told him I’d never even lived under the same roof with one in my whole life. Even though I’d spent more time with pianos than with any living person. As a child, I’d learned and practiced on the one at church, starting with plinking around after the service, picking out the melodies of hymns we’d sung while my parents did their main socializing of the week.

         “How old were you when you started?”

         I had to think. “Six, I guess? Barely old enough to read. I remember thinking music was nothing like ciphering out letters and words.”

         “Different how?”

         “Easier. Like something I didn’t have to go after because it wanted to give itself to me.”

         I tried to explain how I would hear the melody in my head; then the alto, tenor, and bass lines would unfold themselves like a letter sent from the vibrations in my ears, holding me inside the music for however long the adults left me there. Our church pianist Mrs. Dotson died when I was nine years old, and I replaced her as pianist for Cross Creek Methodist services. I was keen to do it sooner, as she was in poor health, but I couldn’t reach the sustain pedal until third grade.

         I must have been drunk on his attention, telling him these things I’d never even confessed to Jon Link. My childish pride, as the one who was always asked to play for school functions. The risk in that, for a girl especially, among people who let you know there is no greater sin than parading yourself around. How easily pride can get chased into a burrow of humiliation. I’d once gone to the school auditorium to practice and found a cluster of boys around Dwight Meade on the piano bench, 22egging him on as he pounded nonsense with both hands, weaving his body dramatically. It had taken a minute for me to understand what—who—he was mocking.

         Sigurd looked like he wanted to take my heart in both his hands when I told him that story. We attended to our food for a little while. Somebody behind me was talking about carrying a person down three flights of stairs. Sigurd asked me if Livia was short for Olivia, which it isn’t. I chalked it up to my mother’s lack of energy for the extra syllable, but he told me Livia by itself is a real name. A famous Roman lady named Livia got herself known by poisoning men. We both laughed at that, and our mood shifted again. It felt like we were touching.

         He seemed to know a lot about history, considering his line of work. He was a typesetter. The print shop where he worked wasn’t far from campus. He worked second shift, headed that way soon. The work was okay, and the hours gave him mornings free for organizing. Short answers are what he gave me. I’d known men like this, who didn’t seem eager to talk about themselves unless pointedly asked. But I hadn’t met one since coming to this temple of high minds. By organizing, Sigurd meant selling the newspaper, as I’d seen, but mostly trying to expand union membership in his shop, because the jobs were precarious.

         “Precarious,” I repeated, thinking of giant paper cutters, hazardous boiling lead. That was not the kind of precarious he meant. The jobs could be replaced with machines or sent overseas, which made his coworkers reluctant to show disloyalty. To unionize, he said, he had to give them a sense of bigger allegiances that would matter more in the long run.

         My fellow students would dismiss Sigurd as weird, I knew. I was so used to trying to stay in their narrow zone of approval, I’d lost faith in my own judgment. I did know people could care about worldly matters. Our government’s various scurrilous meddlings stirred up the campus regularly into placard-wielding mobs of protest. But Sigurd wasn’t a performer. Unionizing was a project on his calendar. He mentioned a political party he’d joined after moving to Bloomington, with Socialist in the name. I asked him if it was some kind of cult, and was he going to kidnap me? 23

         He looked up from his plate. “Is that what you think this is?”

         I’d only meant it as a joke. Surely it wasn’t possible in the first hour of an acquaintance to disappoint somebody so much. I looked at my hands, looked at my fork, thought of stabbing the hand with the fork. I apologized and told him I wasn’t used to conversations like this because all the people I knew were lotus-eaters. Then corrected that to “musicians,” because lotus-eaters was the kind of baffling phrase my mother used as proof I’d come to college to spite her. I asked many careful questions after that, which he answered carefully. A cult is controlled by one individual. His Party had members in branches all over the country, with elected officers and platforms like any other. They put up candidates for president, though I’d never heard of the woman he mentioned. A woman, though. He shrugged, saying that was the world they had in mind. He sold the newspaper on campus a few times a week because education was part of their work, and they all rotated through the campus assignment.

         I asked him if he was liking it better today.

         He was still a little wary. “I think I’m off the clock at this point.”

         “Don’t count on it. I might be educable.”

         I stared him down, tongue between my teeth, holding his green eyes with mine until the syncopated grin crept back. Warmth flooded my lower body. I was going over some kind of edge. I pulled the heavy green sweater over my head, holding the clingy one underneath at my waist so as not to expose myself entirely. But exposing enough. Whatever was happening earlier, before I stupidly deflated him, I wanted it back. He seemed comfortable talking about himself in this one vein, so I tapped it. He said joining the Party had made him feel more hopeful about the future than he’d ever been. Then he went into the nuts and bolts of it and I got a little lost, but if public school country kids learn one thing in college, it’s to become very good at conversations you don’t quite understand. He talked about history and workers controlling production and a global agreement called the Fourth International. I was mildly hypnotized by the thin scar along his eye and the occasional crashes I heard from the kitchen. I thought about the comfort I’d once found 24here in the camaraderie of wage labor, when the campus was a place of inscrutable rules and people who wore deliberately torn jeans but smirked at a girl in thrift-store clothes.

         Was Sigurd a spate of homesickness, then? I didn’t think so. Home was no place I could have named anymore. I sure as hell was not thinking about taking him home to my parents.

         We needed to go, and didn’t want to. He paid for lunch and gave me the newspaper, plus the orange leaflet I’d seen him handing out earlier, advertising a meeting of a student alliance connected with his Party. He didn’t say he would be there, only that I’d be welcome. He didn’t give me his number or ask for mine. I shoved the leaflet into my music folder, thinking how that color would scream among the white pages like a wrong note, daring anybody to notice it.

         When we stepped outside, he lit up on the sidewalk, then recognized my look and lit a second cigarette for me. Our little communion of smoke felt illicit and free, like swimming naked in a farm pond. I asked if he’d ever done that, skinny-dipped in a farm pond. He said yes, but in a river. This was a version of me I didn’t recognize, Livia who flirted. It was light, but it wasn’t trivial, what I felt. More like touching solid ground, finding purchase, after swimming for a long time.

         I was late for Advanced Composition. Simple words for an unthinkable event. Like many a scholarship kid, I could tell you the dollar value of every hour of class, and hadn’t skipped one in three years of heady spring days, flu-plagued autumns, winter mornings cold enough to freeze your showered hair right onto your scalp. Ten minutes late, and for the next forty-five, I regretted everything about that deceptively uncreative class. Advanced Composition was not going to be my purpose in life. Before that hour, I’d avoided the question of needing one.

         
            *

         

         The orange flyer dogged me all week. I set my will against the idea of going to that meeting. Tried to shut out ridiculous expectations. For his part, Jon Link never even noticed the lurid page sticking out of my music folder, so I tried to convince myself it wasn’t the seed of the pox that had fallen on our little house. Suddenly we couldn’t stop fighting. 25

         Jon Link had finally gotten the news we’d been holding our breath for: He was going to Munich for the summer. Which created some urgency for our situation, meaning our vague plan of getting married. Which I suddenly didn’t feel like talking about, however much he tossed around “keeping it simple,” like that solved anything. I hadn’t told my parents. This upset him. I asked if he’d shared our news with Percussion or Bassoon or any other of his friends, which of course he hadn’t. He said that was different, they weren’t family, they wouldn’t care that much. I suggested we probably didn’t either, so he should just concentrate on Munich for now. I was happy for him! First chair oboe and first assistant to a conductor he revered! But if we planned to do this thing, he felt we should go together to Tennessee at semester’s end to tell my parents.

         It’s not that I’d been trying to keep secrets. My parents were very fuzzy on our whole arrangement. Years earlier, when Jon Link and I first became friends, I’d tried to tell my mother about him and she didn’t disapprove, just didn’t listen or retain any of it. Every time I mentioned his name, I had to start over again with “which one of them he was.” She was equally uninterested in what pieces I was learning, maintaining her long-standing exhaustion with any musical ambitions beyond hymns in church. How could I explain such indifference to a son whose parents flew in from Boston for his recitals? No one in my family had been on an airplane. They did almost none of the things I overheard Jon Link discussing with his parents, who had calendars filled with concerts and wellness check-ups and book clubs and friends they met regularly for playing bridge. My parents were practical people. Bridges were for crossing rivers.

         Jon Link always insisted his family wasn’t wealthy, and I insisted mine wasn’t poor—we were about like everybody else we knew. “So were we,” declared Jon Link. He came from parents and even grand-parents who had gone to college, and a world that had revealed itself to me as a series of shocks I’d had to absorb quietly, one by one. Jon Link’s father read the New York Times every day, even though he didn’t live there. His mother had some kind of monthly subscription to be in a special program for keeping thin. (I imagined my father’s opinion 26of this. Paying money to go hungry.) Jon Link had a brother and two sisters, all of whom lived in different states from his parents, who did not seem to find this a tragedy or a disgrace. Neither did they see any shame in music as a vocation, even if that meant Jon Link might end up traveling or living abroad. They were thrilled about his summer in Munich. They saw their children only a few times a year but took pride in all their jobs and promotions, daughters and in-laws included. There was an engineer, a chemist, and several mystifying jobs having to do with money or banking. There was a divorce in there somewhere, a stepchild, a son who lived with his girlfriend without being married, and even this, all of it, was untroubling. A failure in school would have been troubling to them. Dropping out, moving back home, the one thing I could have done to make my mother happy—that, for Jon Link’s family, would have been the disgrace.

         I had learned, or was learning, to bridge the gulf between myself and my classmates, but I couldn’t imagine bringing my family across it. Now that we were fighting about them, I swore to Jon Link my reluctance had nothing to do with his being an unreligious Jew, a Northern city boy who had never lifted a hammer or owned a vehicle. Not really. But in the course of our arguments, he convinced himself they were bigots and that I shared their small-mindedness. I’d run into these assumptions so often, my muscles of defensiveness were sturdy, and I flexed them now. He didn’t know a thing about my home, I said, when he called it a white-bread place. (I did not admit that prior to college, I hadn’t known there was any other bread.) Practically half my high school friends were Asian, I declared, which was true if you overlooked the fact that none of them went to my school, and friendship was a generous word for any of my associations. My house wasn’t a place for having friends over. My social life was regional competitions and piano classes and workshops with student musicians from Knoxville and other cities, kids who could say Suzuki when they were toddlers. None had ever met my parents.

         I held my ground for a few days, maybe a week, and then felt too tired and confused to keep it up. The thought of Jon Link’s family looking down their noses at us was crushing. But it was more than that. Jon 27Link’s delicate exoticism had turned for me, like milk gone sour. After only a few hours with a man I might never see again. Standing on the spring grass, sitting in a close booth. Eyes, forearms. I slammed every door against thoughts of him, embarrassed and ashamed. I watched Jon Link’s thin wrists as he buttoned his white cuffs and pulled on his shapeless black jacket for a concert, and whatever it was I felt, it was not attraction.

         I covered my guilt with outrage. We blew up over nothing and everything, rattling our thin apartment walls until the two shy chemistry majors living next door pounded their pleas for quiet. Our friends were embarrassed by the hostilities and stopped coming around at mealtimes. I curled my fists against the urge to strike something flat-handed, and lowered my voice to a growl. Now Jon Link was interested in where I came from? Now he needed to meet my family, and to tell them what, again? I needed him to say it. Engaged? Sorry, I hadn’t quite noticed. Takes a little more of your attention span, where I come from. They’d want to see a ring.

         He was flummoxed by this testy stranger in his life who bristled at his overtures, indignant over surprising things, flinging my clothes into the hamper and refusing to pick up his from the floor before stalking off to the laundromat. His shock was no greater than mine. It felt like goblins had come out of the grass to carry off the partner I’d been in our comfortable life, leaving this dead-hearted creature in her place.

         Then we stopped arguing and went quiet. It happened all at once, in that shivering, ear-ringing way the last chord of a symphony dies in a concert hall. Jon Link was going to Munich. I would stay here and sort through whatever it was in my plain existence that had fallen so recklessly out of key.

         
            *

         

         The orange-flyer meeting was students, and only students, crowded into a lecture hall in the sociology-anthropology building in a part of campus that might as well have been another city. I still had trouble believing the size of this school, with more people inside its halls and 28dormitories than we had in the whole county I grew up in. I folded Sigurd’s flyer into a tight rectangle in my back pocket and navigated the campus the way I’d done in my earliest days there, squaring a printed map with landmarks I could recognize, then tucking the map away to avoid looking like a freshman. Up stairs and down hallways, finally following the voices, I found forty or fifty students jammed into a lecture hall with more energy than I’d ever seen in any classroom.

         To their credit, the student leaders sitting down in front did a fair job of keeping a lid on the hubbub. Somebody had written an agenda on the blackboard, which they discussed in those terms, “The Agenda,” and worked through with surprising formality: motion, second, discussion, vote, next item. Every bit of it went into one of my ears and out the other. An anti-nuclear protest on the weekend. Also coming up, an “educational on Divestment,” something that seemed to need no explanation in this room. They were still fundraising for the speaker from Berkeley, but she had committed. The room exploded with applause for the photo they held up, a glamorous woman with an Afro the size of California. A committee was working on transportation for the musical group for this event, whose name I didn’t recognize and didn’t expect to. What regular people my age called music might as well have been happening on a different planet.

         One agenda item chalked near the bottom of the list, “Unionizing Grad Students,” stirred some hope, but I made myself stop scanning the room. Sigurd wasn’t there. I was not going to see him again. I’d felt so sure of that lunch as some kind of opening move, our allemande, but he just wanted to recruit me to the cause of nuclear disarmament and Black Power. I was that stupid.

         I slipped out during the third or fourth round of voting, lurching like some self-pitying moth from streetlight to streetlight until I found myself back on home ground, in the circular, tiled hall of the practice building. Most of the rooms would be reserved every hour through midnight, but the Yamaha with mushy action that we all hated would be vacant.

         I threw myself at the keys, playing the most desolate piece I’d ever 29learned by heart: Chopin’s Prelude Opus 28, No. 15. It’s called the “Raindrop” Prelude because of the steady thrumming of the A-flat in the left hand, like falling rain, until it roars up into basso ostinato thunder in the middle section. He wrote it one stormy evening when his beloved George Sand didn’t come home, and Chopin convinced himself she had died in a carriage accident. He saw the whole thing in a trance as he transcribed the notes that played in his head: Her precious broken body in the road. The icy rain.

         She was fine, as it turned out, just running late. Sand was a notorious free spirit who slept around a good deal, and she left him in the long run. I had loved this piece since my early teens, never failing to feel through my hands the forgone conclusion of his loss. We connected that

      
   

OPS/images/new_logo_online.png
faber





OPS/images/faber_colophon_black_rgb_online.png





OPS/TOC.xhtml

    Contents


  

		Landing Page


   		Title Page


   		Dedication


   		Epigraph


   		Contents


   		Note on the Music


   		Overture


   		Prelude I


   		Allemande


   		Prelude II


   		Toccata


   		Prelude III


   		Sarabande


   		Prelude IV


   		Fugue


   		Prelude V


   		Pathétique


   		Prelude VI


   		Da Capo


   		Prelude VII


   		Al Fine


   		Listening List


   		Acknowledgments


   		Also by Barbara Kingsolver


   		About the Author


   		Copyright





  

OPS/images/9780571404735_cover_epub.jpg
PARTITA

BARBARA
KINGSOLVER





