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    I dedicate this short story to all the victims of the Coronvirus and its aftermath.

      

    


Pauline, a senior piano major at Belton University, nearly lives at the music school as she prepares for her capstone recital. Her boyfriend Trenton, a jazz trumpet player, convinces her to perform an insane duet with him for the final number. While they dedicate themselves to rehearsals, the Coronavirus sweeps the globe. The worldwide pandemic jeopardizes everything Pauline holds dear, including her recital, family, and romantic relationship. How will she adapt to this devastating twist her senior year?

Pauline brushed a mass of curls away from her face as she watched the February snow swirl outside the window of the cramped practice room. The baby grand piano filled every inch of the limited space. 

When she took a deep breath, she choked from the musty wood smell. If only the staff at Belton University would clean these rooms once in a while. She sighed. Nothing to do about that now. 

Her senior recital, the capstone of her collegiate career, loomed only a month away. As a result, Pauline practically lived in this room. Might as well set up a cot and move in. What if she failed to perform the hour-long program well enough to graduate? And now her teacher insisted that Pauline add another piece. How could she possibly prepare it in time?

Her hands flitted over the ivory keys as she played the opening of Rachmaninov’s Piano Sonata No. 1. The first, halting notes filled the room with an eerie sense of foreboding. Pauline shuddered. What possessed her to choose such a difficult work in the first place? A battle of nerves raged inside when she pounded through the fast passages. As her fingers flew over the keys, she succumbed to the magic of the music. The tension in her neck lessoned as the beautiful strains filled the room. The music pushed away all thoughts of the deadly virus which had already spread its vicious tentacles through China had infected Europe as well. The muscles in her stomach tightened. Nana. Her grandmother had travelled to Italy a few days ago to perform a concert. Hopefully the illness wouldn’t affect her travel. 

Time to focus. Pauline’s hands swirled over the keys like the Midwestern blizzard raging outside. Her tendons ached from so many hours of practice, but she couldn’t give up now, not with graduation on the line.

The door banged open, and a trumpet blast shredded the air. 

“Trenton, you scared me.” She gasped. “I was in the middle of the Rachmaninov.”

A mischievous grin spread across Trenton’s dark, handsome face. Her boyfriend set his trumpet on the lone chair and moved to the piano. A shiver tingled down her spine as his strong, muscular arms slid around her waist. For a moment, all thoughts of the recital melted away as she leaned back against his firm chest.

He ran a hand through her curls and massaged her head. “You sound awesome. Why don’t you take a break?”

She spun around on the bench to face him. “Are you serious? My professor insisted I add another song to the program—the Chopin Waltz wasn’t ‘modern’ enough for my finale.”

He shrugged. “Throw in a jazz number like I did for mine.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t think Professor Piano Queen will consider jazz an acceptable alternative.”

“All right. Play a duet with me.”

Pauline pursed her lips. “Be serious. We’d never get anything done.” He drew her closer, but she pushed him away. 

He raised an eyebrow. “I am serious. I’d love to play with you.” He drew her to him again.

How could she resist those pleading, chestnut eyes? “Do you have a song in mind?”

“Yep.” He sprang to the door and yanked it open. “Be right back.” 

Surely he wouldn’t suggest one of their pieces from the Jazz Ensemble. Heat crept into her cheeks at the thought of their first rehearsal together last year. She’d joined the group at the last minute because their pianist underwent carpal tunnel surgery three days before the Valentine’s Day concert. 

That night, Pauline lost her place when Trenton crooned the solo “My Funny Valentine” on his trumpet. The pure, clear tone of his instrument combined with his innovative improv skills mesmerized her.

“You play like a suburban princess,” he told her after the rehearsal. “Give it more swing.” 

“I’m a classical pianist,” she laughed. “Not a flapper girl.”

“No worries.” He winked. “I’ll teach you. It’s time you prepare for the upcoming era, the roaring 2020s.”

Pauline giggled at the memory. Now, a year later, she and Trenton were still dating, taking on the new decade together. 

He burst through the door again, a score in hand. “Here.” He plopped the music onto the piano. 

Pauline’s breath caught in her throat. The title, Sonata for Piano and Trumpet by Hindemith, glared at her from the page. She shook her head. “No. We’ll never prepare it in time. I didn’t even know he wrote a piece for piano and trumpet. It’ll be too dissonant.”

“Come on, Pauline.” He rubbed her back. “Your teacher wants modern music. A twentieth-century German composer fits the bill, unless she meant contemporary.”

Pauline sighed. “All right, let’s give it a try.” She traced his stubbled chin with her forefinger. “But be warned, my graduation rides on this last piece.”

He caught her hand in his and held her gaze. “I know. But we can do it together. I promise.”

Dear God, I hope he’s right.
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Pauline hung her coat on the peg next to the front door of her apartment. The scent of pizza and brownies wafted through the air. How delicious. Her roommates must’ve made dinner. She glanced at her watch. Eleven o’clock. No wonder she was hungry. She hurried to the kitchen and rummaged for the half-eaten pan of brownies, cut off a square, and headed to her room. 

Her bed, covered in a light purple comforter and several throw pillows, called to her. She flopped down and hugged a pillow to her chest. The cozy room exuded comfort—a place to escape the pressures of the practice room. Pictures of her family and friends adorned her desk. 

The rehearsal with Trenton, although rough, went better than she’d expected. The difficult piece would require extra practice, but Trenton seemed eager for the challenge. Either that, or he wanted time with her. These past few weeks she’d been so busy with rehearsal, they hadn’t had much romance. 

He’d been busy, too, preparing for his senior recital. But he’d always found time for dates—early mornings before class, late nights at the coffee shop after practice. What would happen to their relationship after graduation? Would he propose? Or would they go their separate ways? She winced at the thought. She’d grown used to his encouragement, his perpetual smile, his touch. Her heartbeat quickened. If he planned to propose, he was running out of time. Graduate music schools expected her response by April. 

Her phone chimed an alert as “Nana” flashed on the screen. Why would she call so late? Oh right, it was already morning in Italy. Thank goodness for free, long-distance.

“Buongiorno, Nana.”

“Buongiorno, my dear,” Nana’s voice trilled. “Did I call too late?”

“Of course not.” Pauline snuggled under the covers, still wearing her clothes.

The connection crackled. “How are you?” Nana asked.

“Busy. I spend all my time at the music school.” Pauline twisted her hands in her lap.

“Ah yes. You’re preparing for your recital. What is your repertoire?”

Pauline tightened her grip on the pillow. “Mozart, Rachmaninov, and Hindemith.”

“How ambitious,” Nana said in a cheerful manner. “I’m sure you’ll be fabulous.”

“I hope so,” Pauline said as she stroked the soft folds of the comforter. “You’ll be back by then, won’t you?”

Silence. 

“Nana, are you there?” A twinge of worry clawed at the back of Pauline’s mind.

“Yes, dear. I’m here. But this is why I called. Italy has closed its borders.”

Pauline froze. “Nana, you can’t be serious. Why?”

“The Coronavirus has spread throughout the country. Many people have already died, and more do so every day.”

Pauline blinked several times. How was this possible? “But Nana, I’m sure they’ll let you go, won’t they? When is your concert?”

“Cancelled. All concerts, public events, and large gatherings are prohibited.”

Fear gripped Pauline like an iron fist. How could the government cancel all public events in an entire country? What if Nana couldn’t leave?

“Nana, come back. Do whatever you need in order to return home. I can’t play this recital without you.”

Nana groaned. “I’ll try, dear, but I can’t make any promises. They may allow some flights for repatriation. We can pray.”

Pauline stifled a sob. “I will.”
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