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Dedication

This one is for Judy Layzer.


Epigraph

For harmony is a symphony, and a symphony is an agreement ... ;

and thus music, too, is concerned with the principles of love.

—Plato
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Prologue

IT WAS ONE OF THOSE EASY MAY AFTERNOONS WHEN EVERYTHING, including the weather, seems to finally fall into place. Gone were the brisk winds and persistent grayish pall, the chilly discouragement of New England spring. Today’s heat was balmy and real, and all along Newbury Street people were sipping iced coffees, strolling slowly and having long chats on cell phones. Shop owners and hairdressers stepped out of doors to turn their faces toward the hazy sun. At Salon Supreme—across from Hazel’s boutique—women kept requesting a pedicure along with their mani and, rather than wait inside for their nails to dry, emerged gingerly onto the sidewalk to slap the air back and forth. This was midway along Newbury, past the cheap trendy stores and ice cream shops, but not yet at the haute couture end. Stepping out for her break, Hazel caught sight of the women across the street and thought, Why not? It was one of those days when everyone deserved a little treat—and frivolous treats were often the most satisfying of all.

At the salon she was ushered to a plump mechanical armchair, its footbath swirling, by a young woman named Mi who suggested a bright coral color. And though Hazel had long made a point of being well groomed (a professional necessity, really), she found it mildly thrilling, if perhaps slightly shameful, to lean back into the thronelike armchair while someone else sloughed away at her feet. Mi worked fast, applying the polish with quick little brushstrokes. Having run out of disposable flip-flops, she constructed makeshift sandals from paper plates and masking tape, so that without risking damage to nails or feet, Hazel—after tucking a 50 percent tip into Mi’s slim hand—could shuffle next door to buy her afternoon coffee. Standing in line, her cheery spring bag looped over her shoulder, her leather ballet flats poking out from the bag like bunny ears, Hazel was conscious of herself as someone who by virtue of her perfectly tinted hair (more blond than gray), tapered linen dress, and thick gold earrings could transform paper shoes into a sign of propriety and good fortune.

Taking a few careful steps forward, she ordered an iced mocha from a girl with a pierced tongue. She felt sorry for the girl’s mother, whoever she was, and found herself averting her eyes when the girl told her, with slight difficulty, “That’s three dollars and eleven cents.” Her own daughter had never felt the need to do such a thing. Hazel couldn’t help being proud of that, and relieved as much as delighted now that Jessica was engaged to be married.

Hazel smiled at the thought, and at her glossy coral toenails. Life seemed for once to be progressing as it should. With the wedding season starting, things at the store were picking up, and she could count on moving some of the more extravagant items: the rocking chair carved from a single tree trunk, the oblong mica bowls. Already she could barely keep enough lilac paper and silver ribbons on hand. And that morning she had managed to talk someone into buying the last of those enormous lemon-colored vases. The woman had looked so pleased, saying, “My niece is going to love this!”—which confirmed Hazel’s theory that what was one person’s bane was another’s savior and that, in the grand scheme of things, everything worked out in the end.

Yes, she believed that now. Only in the past few years had she come to understand: if you just let things be, they eventually sort themselves out. This was what Hazel was thinking as she took her iced mocha and stepped carefully out the door. And there, as a reminder of the many ways life might surprise you, of all the ways the world might turn itself upside down, there with her big brown eyes was Remy.


Part One

Her Hair About Her Ears


Chapter 1

SHE ARRIVED AT REHEARSAL THAT WINTER EVENING TO FIND BEHIND the podium a young man in baggy slacks and a boxy tweed jacket. This was Remy’s final semester at the conservatory; she was twenty-two years old and still one seat away from first chair. The man said nothing as the other students trickled in, just nodded “hello” and waited for them to assemble themselves and their instruments. The air was so dry, the clasps of Remy’s violin case shocked her fingertips. She glanced at the man, whose face seemed to be trying to say that nothing unusual was happening, no, not at all.

It was 1987, a Sunday. A room full of students not quite recovered from the weekend’s parties and performances and one-night stands. Their regular conductor, Mr. Bergman, was a short, lisping man with rolled-up pant cuffs; everyone looked at this new one in a tired, questioning way. His skin was fair, and his dark hair flopped at a slant across his forehead. There was something angular about his face, with its defined cheekbones and elegantly bony nose. Remy tucked her violin up under her chin and tested the strings, enjoying the sensation of each one, with the slight turn of a peg, slipping into tune.

Not until her stand partner, Lynn, hurried in to take the seat next to her did the man explain—not at all thoroughly—that Mr. Bergman wouldn’t be back. “And so,” he announced in a British sort of accent that managed to sound both witty and bewildered, “I’ve been hired as his replacement.”

He was too tall for the tweed jacket, or perhaps just too trim, too laddish: Remy decided he couldn’t be more than thirty. “What did he say his name was?” whispered Lynn, who as concertmistress would surely end up on a first-name basis with him. But no name had been mentioned. The man had come from out of nowhere. Remy pictured a small pile of luggage waiting just outside the practice hall.

“Well, so, in that case, then,” the man was saying. “I’m very excited about the selections we have this term. Scheherazade is one of my favorites.”

Mine, too, thought Remy, with slight bitterness. Not a day went by that she didn’t wish she, and not Lynn, might be the one to portray Scheherazade’s seductive voice, with that first melodious proclamation and the passionate spirals that followed. In private she practiced the solo bits as if they were hers. Lynn, meanwhile, was briskly swiping rosin onto her bow, stirring up a low cloud of sticky dust, as if this man’s sudden appearance weren’t at all out of the ordinary and she might be called upon at any moment to play her cadenza.

The man’s eyes were bright (though there were slight shadows beneath them) and his button-down shirt, open at the collar, was visibly rumpled underneath the tweed jacket. His expression was one of bemusement. Remy felt suddenly hopeful, though she couldn’t have quite said why.

“Well, so,” the man announced in a cheery, English way. “Off we go.”

HE HAD THEM START WITH THE SIBELIUS. REMY LOVED THE SURENESS of her fingers defining each note, and the vibration of the strings beneath her bow. The rehearsal hall had excellent acoustics; the music rose up over her, sound waves reverberating between her body and her violin, from the touch of her left-hand fingers upon the strings through her right arm down into her wrist.

The new conductor was listening, getting a sense of the orchestra and what the previous conductor had accomplished. “All right, so,” he said lightly, waving at them to stop. Remy felt a surge of frustration. She was just one of the many faces looking up at him. This late in the semester, what were the chances a new conductor might discover all she could do?

“Starting at bar seventy-four, let the phrase play itself out.” He hummed the phrase, as if from pleasure rather than in illustration. “Let it come to rest, don’t rush into the next sequence. It’s your job to make sure the audience hears the significance of the phrase—so you need to give them time to absorb it.” He raised his baton. “Let’s start from there.”

As they played, Remy could feel the conductor trying to hold them back, then allowing the music forward again. Mr. Bergman hadn’t done it this way.

“The thing to keep in mind,” the man said, tapping his baton at the podium for them to stop, “is that what the music asks of us isn’t always spelled out on the page. We might need to slow down even where there’s no ritardando written, or rush forward where there’s just a crescendo mark. Tempo is about more than just speed.” He said this casually, as if the thought had just occurred to him.

“It’s about the passage of time, really. In our lives—not just on the page. You know how sometimes everything seems to keep rushing forward, but then at other times things are peaceful and still? How sometimes we feel stuck in time, or just plodding along day by day—and then suddenly it’s as if time’s passed us by, or we’re being hurried along, too quickly? That’s what tempo is really about. That’s what we’re expressing. Not just how fast or how slowly the music moves. It’s about how fast and slow life moves.”

His eyes widened at the thought. They were a greenish blue. For a moment it seemed he might be about to make some personal confession. But he just raised his baton and asked them to try the passage one more time.

“RASCAL, COME HERE, SWEETIE! YOU CAN DO IT, RASCAL!”

Rascal peered over the edge of the scalloped tiles, as if considering. Hazel glimpsed the little round head of soft fur and called out again, despite wishing she could just leave him up on the Duvaliers’ roof—just for a bit, while she finished her packing.

If only Nicholas were here ... But of course he was already in Boston at his new post; he always managed to escape just this sort of ordeal. Instead, here was Madame Duvalier, standing with arms akimbo, lips pursed in concern.

“Rascal: come on down!” Hazel called, in her best game show host impersonation, though there was no one here to find it funny or even just stupid. Gently she shook the old wooden ladder tilted against the balcony, a reminder to Rascal as to how one might proceed. The sturdy wooden shutters of the Duvaliers’ windows had been pushed open, their thick blue paint a shade away from cheerful. Rascal whimpered, and Hazel stretched her arms up to indicate that she was prepared to catch him. “It’s all right, Rascal, I’m here.”

Jessie was running around the damp courtyard squealing “Rascal!” and every once in a while stopping to scrutinize a plump slug. For hours Hazel had been packing, folding winter clothes into battered suitcases, wrapping their few valuables in little wads of newspaper that still held the crumpled contours of previous moves. Then Jessie, scribbling with thick crayons next to the drafty window of their flat next door, had heard Rascal’s frightened cries carried through the cool, humid air.

“RasCAAALLuh ... ,” called Madame Duvalier in that jaded tone that all French women seemed to have. The way she said it rhymed with Pascal. When Hazel knocked on her neighbor’s door, Madame Duvalier had answered in stretchy stirrup pants and a long baggy sweater, but to step outside and try to seduce Rascal, she had changed into her usual tight black slacks, leather pumps, and maroon jacket with the enormous shoulder pads. Her lipstick matched the color of the jacket exactly. No woman in this Provençal town dared present herself in public without first dressing impeccably, applying a sheath of makeup, and dousing herself with perfume. It was one of the peculiarities Hazel had become accustomed to these past eight months. And now she would be leaving.

“Viens, RasCAAALLLuh. ...” Madame Duvalier gave a sigh but then said with real enthusiasm, “Ah, les voilà, les pompiers.” It had been her idea to call the fire department. Hazel found surprising comfort in the fact that even here, on a whole other continent, this particular service was the peculiar duty of firemen. A universal truth, she thought, and almost laughed, though she couldn’t, really, while Rascal was still stuck up there. Anyway, it was Madame Duvalier’s roof; if she desired a fleet of firemen to come to her aid, that was her prerogative. She was Hazel’s age, thirty or so, yet in Hazel’s eight months here the two of them had never graduated to a first-name basis. Their conversations had been comically stilted, with Madame Duvalier’s serious, frowning, “Bonjour, Madame,” whenever they happened to meet. It was such a distant second to “Hi” or even “Hello.” “Bonjour, Madame” had become to Hazel an embodiment of everything difficult and uncomfortable about her life—trailing around after Nicholas year after year, from this orchestra or conservatory to that one, the endless cycle of pocket dictionaries and air mail packages and foreign landladies shrilling rules she couldn’t quite understand. Each new city offered its own awkwardly furnished flat, where there was always a trick to the shower or something finicky about the stove, and of course some laundry-based complication. Their residence in Helsinki had been met by an infestation of wasps; in Brussels the man who lived downstairs always hung about waiting for Hazel to help him “practice the English”; in Florence they’d had to relocate when, after heavy rains, their original quarters began to smell of sewage.

Here their apartment was outfitted with space heaters in every room, yet the winter had been awfully cold, the tile floors like ice, even after Hazel put down her favorite Persian carpet. No wonder Jessie was so happy today, free to run around the dewy courtyard, where weeds were beginning to emerge and a few thick worms announced incipient spring.

The firemen—there were three of them—didn’t look at all put out. In fact they seemed pleasantly surprised, stealing glances at Hazel, who couldn’t help smiling inwardly at knowing they found her attractive, while Madame Duvalier walked them through the cat/roof situation with what seemed to Hazel a much more complicated explanation than necessary. Could we ever have been friends? she found herself wondering. Couldn’t both of us have been friendlier?

It was a small failure, probably, not to have managed to befriend this woman. Instead Hazel had spent long afternoons at the nearby park sitting alone on a bench she came to think of as “hers,” sketching trees and foliage and strangers’ profiles into a little spiral-bound drawing pad, while Jessie ran around exultantly chasing pigeons. The other mothers plopped their babies inside little grassy penned-in areas that Hazel had at first assumed were for flower beds or perhaps dogs. But no, that was where mothers deposited their small children, closed the gate, and then went to sit on far-off benches, where they smoked and gossiped and read, ignoring any possible disaster that might be taking place inside the kiddy pen. Hazel sat on her bench, anxiously sketching with a dark pencil, monitoring Jessie and keeping an eye on all the other children as they ate grass and dirt, and hit each other, and poked themselves in the nose and eyes and ears, and licked the bars of the iron gate—while the slender, smoking mothers paid no attention at all.

Now she nodded along to Madame Duvalier’s epic narrative: yes, it was her cat, Hazel answered to the one jolly pompier who seemed especially ready to perform. Perhaps she enjoyed too much the little charge that came from witnessing her effect on men; perhaps she relied on her looks too much. But looks were sometimes all she had to work with—and could make the difference between being helped and being ignored.

The pompiers regarded Rascal gravely, conferring in hushed conversation too rapid for Hazel to follow. This particular French trait—the somber tone of expertise that everyone, no matter their age or employ, brought to their chosen professions—was one of Hazel’s favorites. Earnest consultations of grocers and hairdressers, debates between merchants and patrons regarding potential purchases, long conferences that even other customers joined in when Hazel asked for advice at the wine shop. She could make Nicholas laugh just by mimicking that pouting frown of concentration, the careful weighing of options before delivering, unsmiling, a verdict: “Ah, oui, monsieur, celle-là vous va bien” when, dressing to attend a performance or premiere, Nicholas asked which tie he ought to wear.

Jessie was now squatting on her heels, arranging and rearranging twigs under a craggy lavender bush, while the two serious pompiers brought over an extremely tall ladder and propped it against the house. Rascal gave a distressed meow, as if conscious that all this fuss was about him and he had better make it worth their while. Why did these predicaments always present themselves when Nicholas was away? When Hazel had to fend for herself, in some foreign tongue not quite at her disposal? A fuse blew, or a suspicious person was wandering the vicinity. One time a pipe had burst. These things only happened when Hazel was alone. ... But in just two days, she reminded herself, they would be on their way back to the States. She was ready, so very ready, to set up a real home, to find comfort and ease where until now there had been only hassle. Already she had begun in her mind sewing velour pillows for the niche of a sunny bay window. There were sure to be bay windows in Boston.

“C’est votre téléphone qui sonne?” Madame Duvalier asked, her groomed eyebrows raised just the slightest bit. There it was again, the loud clattering of the telephone in Hazel’s flat. Hopefully it was Nicholas; she hadn’t heard from him in a good three days. We’ll watch the little one, the jolly pompier told her, and Hazel went hurrying back, certain she wouldn’t make it before the caller gave up. But the telephone was still ringing when she grabbed the receiver.

“Hazel.” Her mother always spoke in a flat, perfunctory way, but this time there was a waver in her voice. “Your father. He’s in the ICU.” Hazel felt her heart plummet as her mother said, “You can come home, can’t you?”

Of course she could. I’ll be there, she said, just as soon as I can.

HER PARENTS WERE NOT MUSICIANS. THEY SEEMED SURPRISED, MYSTIFIED, even, by how quickly Remy took to her violin, which at first was a little thing of ugly orange-colored wood, shiny and hardly larger than a toy. Her future was decided on a single day, in a few brief minutes, which in retrospect seemed to her a disturbingly abrupt way to make such an important decision. She and the rest of the third graders were led into the stuffy auditorium, where Mrs. Sylvester, the music teacher, awaited with an array of battered orchestral instruments. The students were to sample the ones that intrigued them and make a selection, and by the following week each would have his or her very own, on loan from the school.

Remy had already made up her mind to play the flute. She had watched April Englensen onstage with the woodwinds in the Christmas concert tapping her foot jauntily along with Mrs. Sylvester’s baton, looking more poised and confident than all the other sixth graders. In April’s hands the flute looked light and sparkly, a glamorous accessory as much as an instrument. But when Remy tried to blow into the flute that day in third grade, no sound came out. She tried altering the shape of her mouth, but the flute barely yielded a whisper.

Mrs. Sylvester put her plump arm around Remy and urged her over to the stringed instruments. Gently she placed a violin in Remy’s left hand, arranging its wooden body so that her chin nestled onto the little black chin rest. A bow was placed in the light grip of her right hand, and though there seemed, for a moment, to be altogether too many things to think about, when Remy pulled the bow across the strings a scratchy sound emerged. This was sufficient for Mrs. Sylvester to write Remy’s name next to the word violin and move on to the next student.

“But I don’t want to play violin,” Remy started to say but stopped. She already knew that what she wanted didn’t necessarily matter. For years she had wanted a little sister or brother, but insisting to her parents hadn’t yielded any results. And she hadn’t at all wanted to move away from her grandparents, hadn’t wanted to go to this school, where the other children’s friendships allowed no room for a new girl with unruly hair. Even her teacher, a tall thin woman whose fingernails were as bright red as her lips, had said to Remy, in a voice of disapproval, while distributing twenty-one little thin black plastic combs before the photographer came to take the class picture, “I don’t know how this thing will ever get through your hair.” Remy was too ashamed to relay this to her parents. And yet this was the very reason she wanted to play the flute: to be, instead of a shy, relenting girl with a head of messy brown curls, that straight-backed one happily tapping her toes along with the music, holding a silver flute as sleek and sparkling as a magic wand.

Instead, in a crooked row with twelve other pupils each Monday, Remy stood before a heavy black music stand and sawed away at “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and “Old Rosin the Beau.” She had neither perfect pitch nor a flair for improvisation, and had to work to learn to read the notes, just like all the other students standing before their own heavy black music stands. But unlike the others, Remy did not struggle to draw her bow across the strings at the correct angle, to coax the right pitch and timbre from beneath her fingertips. The awkward posture, with the left hand’s inward-twisted grip, quickly became second nature. Mrs. Sylvester had affixed three tiny strips of red adhesive paper, like skinny Band-Aids, at intervals across the fingerboard of each child’s instrument to indicate where to place their fingers as they scaled the instrument’s neck—but Remy had no need for a visual guide, easily heard what was in or out of tune, felt innately how to interpret the notes on the page, how to turn them into sound. She found the red fret lines unattractive, and scraped them off.

Within weeks Mrs. Sylvester had pulled her aside, given her new exercises and a new lesson book. Remy loved playing her scales and arpeggios, stretching her fingers, retracting them; they were becoming quick and adept, just as her bowing arm was already stronger. Across her little amber cube of rosin, a slim rut grew deeper by the week. Remy practiced so often a small bruise formed beneath her jaw, and one of the violin’s strings popped; Mrs. Sylvester had to replace it, demonstrating how to thread the tip through the peg and twist it around securely.

Soon she had moved on to the third lesson book, where the staves were no longer cartoonishly large, the notes no longer magnified as if for someone with poor eyesight. By the next year, something new had happened. At home one afternoon, practicing what she would later discover was a transcription of a Bach prelude, Remy found herself not simply playing the music but traveling inside it, among the notes themselves, from line to line among the staves, sculpting a path of sound. Not that she was consciously aware of having been transported—but when she arrived at the end, she was momentarily shocked to find herself in her same house in suburban Ohio, standing there reading from sheet music propped on a folding metal stand.

She knew then, if without the words to express it, that what she was studying was not simply music but beauty, and that she wanted to inhabit, completely, that beauty—and that this was something quite different from the jaunty flutist tapping her foot to the music.

THE NEW CONDUCTOR’S NAME WAS NICHOLAS ELKO.

At their next rehearsal, Lynn told Remy all sorts of things about him—that he was thirty-one years old, that he had been a guest conductor in Budapest and at the London Sinfonietta, that he composed as well as conducted. Since she was concertmistress, she had made a point of introducing herself and, she told Remy, found out about him from her mother (a music teacher who had a hand in all of her daughter’s professional affairs). Lynn, a prodigy, was the youngest student in the conservatory and still lived at home with her parents—which Remy supposed offset, somewhat, the honor of being first chair.

Until this past autumn, first chair had gone to Albert Kim, one class ahead of Remy. Albert had perfectly even fingers and the composure of a sunset, and it had been a pleasure to witness up close the way he brought an instrument to life. Yet Remy had looked forward to the year that Albert would graduate, when she would take his place. And then, just when the time had finally come, Lynn Swenson arrived.

Fifteen years old, with long, gawky limbs and a straight orange bob, Lynn probably weighed at most ninety pounds, but when she drew her bow across the strings her gangliness transformed into beauty and sound. It wasn’t just her impeccable technique; it was her daring, her nerve, an inventiveness that made even the most familiar moments sound new. Remy had tried to figure out exactly how the transformation occurred, but it was like trying to decipher the work of a magician whose sleight of hand is too quick for the naked eye.

And so it was with understanding as well as awe that Remy had stepped aside, while Lynn justly claimed first chair. When Lynn played her Scheherazade solos, Remy watched her shifts and slides, and admired her strong vibrato (which started at her wrist rather than her fingers) and where she had come up with smoother fingerings. She felt real affection, of an almost protective sort, for Lynn—who after all was doomed to spend her conservatory years with a mouthful of metal and few friends her age. Sometimes, as they played in perfect synchrony, it was as if the two of them became a single unit, sharing not just a conductor and music stand and the same notes on the same manuscript page, but also the internal experience of those things. Remy supposed it was the closest she would ever come to reading someone’s mind.

“Turns out he’s a rising star,” Lynn lisped through her braces, explaining that Nicholas Elko had been awarded all sorts of prizes and commissions. “My mom says he’s a winner.”

It was a phrase Remy disliked. After all, there could be only so many winners, and the path Remy had chosen was the sort that gradually narrowed the further you traveled, room for fewer and fewer along the way. At twenty-two Remy already knew this. Work in first-rate orchestras and chamber groups was a rare coup, and a solo career the exception, not the rule. Most students would end up pinch-hitting for this and that ensemble, supplementing their salaries by giving private lessons or playing quartets at weddings. Yet Remy had faith that if she worked hard enough she could make it to the top. She had applied for a postgraduate fellowship and was preparing to audition for a summer master class with Conrad Lesser. That was how these things went, step by reaching step, up a steep ladder.

Mr. Elko had them start with the Sibelius again. Remy watched him not as she usually did, following a maestro’s cues, but as a physical being, the shapes his arms made before him, the vigorous way he pierced the air with his baton, rising on his toes, as if about to become airborne. She noted the way he shook his head, his shiny dark hair flapping across his forehead, and the way he caught the eyes of the section leaders, almost winking at them. She was just one chair away from being noticed by him.

“Let’s have just the woodwinds,” he was saying. Remy looked at his boxy tweed jacket and button-down shirt and wondered if he had just the one set of clothes. The collar of his shirt framed his clavicle, where his skin looked pale and smooth. Remy realized, quite suddenly, that she wanted to touch it.

She shifted her eyes in case the other first violins had witnessed her thoughts. Across her cheeks she could feel the spreading heat, a bright blush moving toward the top of her forehead.

The secret of life is never to have an emotion that is unbecoming.

It was a line from Oscar Wilde. Remy had been reading him ever since seeing The Importance of Being Earnest at the Huntington last month. Oscar Wilde would never blush over something like this.

Mr. Elko motioned for the woodwinds to stop. “You all know, of course, that there’s more than one side to any story.” As he turned to address the orchestra tutti, Remy felt her blush receding. “The same is true for any piece of music.”

He came to the front of the podium. “I realize I’m asking you, perhaps, to do things differently than the way you’re used to. But think of it as another side of the story. What are the other angles we have yet to consider?”

The girl who played the harp raised her hand, but Mr. Elko didn’t seem to notice. “Our job, together, is to uncover the composer’s hidden ideas. There is often more to a composition than we may first assume. My job is to discover the possible angles, and yours is to bring them to life.”

Remy had never thought of music in terms of hidden ideas. Of course lots of composers liked to insert musical allusions into their work, and sometimes mathematical tricks or in-jokes, but she could tell that Mr. Elko meant something else.

“I grew up in Scotland,” he said, “and we’ve quite a bit of rain. Sometimes it’s so fine, you feel it rather than see it. It’s that sort of attention we need to bring to a piece of music. That level of awareness.”

He paused for a moment. “You know, sometimes, when the rain’s that fine, if you’re lucky you get a rainbow. Have you ever really looked at one? Not just the stripes of color and the places where it fades out at the end, but the gradations you can barely see. It’s those places, the barely visible ones, that we’re trying to get at. Those are the secrets.”

Remy glanced at the sheet music on her stand, as if it might contain a secret code. “It’s a useful metaphor, actually,” Mr. Elko added. “Not bad, that. We’re trying to convey the entire spectrum of color. The sky as well as the earth. The celestial and terrestrial together. All points of view. The complete musical perspective.” He said this not as a grand pronouncement but with a lightness, as if chatting over coffee.

For the rest of rehearsal, whenever the first violins weren’t playing, Remy observed the rest of the orchestra, to try to see what Mr. Elko saw. Did he, too, find the percussionists comically grave, all three of them with hair short in the front and long in the back, counting precisely, their brows furrowed, before lowering a mallet or striking a single, starry note on a triangle? What did he think of the sad-faced girl who played the harp, and the hefty boy underneath the tuba, cheeks puffed out like balloons? And what about the entire brass section dripping saliva onto the floor, and the clarinetists with their overbites? Then there was the third chair cellist, who always looked like he was in pain when he played, writhing and grimacing, so that it was a wonder his playing didn’t sound tormented. Did Mr. Elko think that, too? It was the first time Remy had felt the urge to see the world the way someone else might see it.

“I DON’T SUPPOSE YOU, TOO, NEED SOME AIR AFTER THAT?”

Nicholas looked up to see Yonatan Keitel—a horn specialist and the one other faculty member his age—leaning into his office. They had just been released from a department meeting at which nothing had been accomplished. Yonatan was from Israel, trim and Mediterranean-looking, and grinned as though he and Nicholas were in cahoots about something. “You don’t have to stick around here, do you?”

“No, not right now. A reporter for the Globe is coming in an hour.”

Yonatan raised his eyebrows. Nicholas explained that the newspaper was going to profile him in their Arts section.

“That’s great,” Yonatan said, without quite looking like he meant it. Nicholas decided not to mention that this was his second press interview this week; since arriving in Boston he had been made to feel like something of a celebrity. He told Yonatan, who was already turning to go, that he would join him for a spell.

“Call me Yoni, by the way. Let’s get out of here.”

Nicholas followed him out without grabbing his coat; Yoni’s very tone suggested it would be wrong to need one. Like Nicholas, Yoni wore just a wool jacket and pale slacks, as if warm weather had already arrived, though he kept his hands tucked into his pockets. For days Nicholas had witnessed this stubborn urge for spring, the way people ignored the latest snowfall and instead of knit hats wore baseball caps. In a span of just two weeks, his female students had shed the short rubber-with-leather boots that appeared to be union issued and now wore equally ubiquitous white tennis shoes—though filthy snow still lined every curb and lay in black puddles at street corners. His colleagues, meanwhile, bicycled to work and sported spring parkas open at the collar.

Outside the air was cold, but the sun warmed their foreheads. “You all right after Bill’s little dig there?” Yoni asked.

Nicholas laughed. When the chair of Composition asked for Nicholas’s input at the meeting, the director of Wind Ensembles had made a loud comment about asking the opinion of “someone who has been here for all of two weeks and whose appointment wasn’t even unanimously approved by the Faculty Committee.”

Nicholas had weathered petty jealousies before and told Yoni so—though really he never could help feeling mild shock at being anything but adored. As a child he had charmed at the piano. The only reason he had chosen to attend a university instead of a conservatory was for the continued pleasure of surprising people with his musical gift. Hard work came naturally to him, with effort but without sweat. At the university, he studied music history, writing his thesis in one intense, flurried week—an epic poem explaining the development of exoticism in the Western choral tradition. Other undergraduates pumped out long, dull papers of interchangeable style, but Nicholas’s essay-in-verse was immediately sent on to a university press. By then he had begun conducting, one of the few who, perusing a score, could envision multiple interpretations even before the first run-through (foreseeing, too, the possible difficulties and how much rehearsal might be needed). The first time he stood in front of a full orchestra, rather than becoming overwhelmed by the enormous sound, he quickly discerned the various instruments’ voices, and never once lost control of the players.

It was around that time that he discovered his gift for composition, little pieces for fun, a bagatelle here, a badinage there; it helped to think of them, like his thesis essay, as poems (though less difficult, since they needed no words). Then came the string quartets, woodwind quintets, preludes, fugues. Ideas presented themselves while he showered, while he dreamed, and he accepted them with gratitude, hearing melodies in the hiss of radiators and the dripping of faucets. Even in the fortnight since his move to Boston he had begun a new composition—a sort of tone poem about the Scottish seaside town where he had spent his early childhood. He worked on it every night (since without Hazel and Jessie here he had an abundance of free time), immersed in hurtling gray waves and cool-spittle air and gulls lifted by scrappy winds.

Nicholas asked about Yoni’s work and his training, learned that he was something of a jazz buff and owned an apartment just a few blocks away. When they turned onto Newbury Street, a tall slim girl in jeans and a big slouchy leather jacket sidled up to them, and to Nicholas’s surprise Yoni slung his arm around her waist.

“Fancy meeting you here.” He gave her a peck on the forehead, but then she leaned her face up to him and they performed a lingering kiss. “I thought you were going to the library,” Yoni said.

“I’m foraging for food.” She gave a flick of her long blond hair. “Your fridge is practically empty.”

“Nicholas, meet Samantha. A woman of discerning appetite.”

Samantha shook Nicholas’s hand incuriously. She was his same height and lanky like a boy. “Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asked.

Shouldn’t you be at school? Nicholas wanted to reply. She looked about eighteen. It occurred to him that she might be one of the conservatory coeds.

“We’re playing hooky,” Yoni told her. “Care to join us?”

“That’s okay, I’ll see you tonight. I’m going to get a sandwich.” Nicholas was impressed, somehow. As the girl turned to go, Yoni gave a lingering wave—and Nicholas saw that his hand seemed to be missing part of a finger. Something was wrong with the thumb, too.

“Be good,” Yoni called, and plunged his deformed hand back into its pocket.

For some reason Nicholas immediately felt ashamed of his own hands, and shoved them into his own pockets. “She’s very young,” he said of the girl, not in judgment so much as observation.

Yoni seemed to understand this. He paused to formulate. “After their teens they just don’t look as good.”

Nicholas laughed out loud. “I beg to differ.” He envisioned Hazel’s shape, the elegant curve of her hip, the dip and rise of her breasts, her smooth buttocks, and the way her stomach had rounded ever so slightly after giving birth to Jessie. She was his Grace Kelly, his Catherine Deneuve. She was lovely, lovely—Nicholas’s love for her was inextricable from her loveliness, her golden skin and lively smile and the thick-as-honey hair she wore in a bandeau. She nearly sparkled, as American as they come. When he met her in London in the student housing office, he literally tripped over his feet when he saw her; he caught himself by grabbing onto a chair, which knocked against a table so loudly, Hazel and the woman behind the counter turned to see what the commotion was. Hazel’s eyes had laughed at him, though she seemed accustomed to this sort of spectacle, a man falling over himself because of her. Nicholas felt a flash: I want. I want that. That brightness, that laughter. Even now, Nicholas sometimes had to look to Jessie—whose looks were a precise mix of Hazel’s perfectly shaped features with Nicholas’s coloring—to fully understand that he and Hazel belonged to each other.

“Are you married?” Yoni was asking.

“Yes, but she can’t join me here yet. Her father had a heart attack, and now there’s some additional trouble with his lungs. So she’s gone to North Carolina to help her mother. Our daughter’s down there, too.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Though her parents must be grateful to have her there. The longer I’m apart from mine, the more I realize how much they mean to me.”

Nicholas nodded, though it was nothing he himself felt. His mother had died in an accident before he was a year old, before he had any memory of her. In the last existing family photograph, she was a frail-looking woman with dark circles under her eyes, sitting next to her young daughter and holding the newborn Nicholas in her arms; her husband stood over them all, looking worried. After her death, Nicholas’s father—already something of a misanthrope (or so Nicholas had been told)—had become even more withdrawn. Even now, living on a sparsely inhabited Scottish isle, the man had little to say to his two offspring. A series of aunts and great-aunts had taken care of Nicholas and Glenda until they were sent to boarding school, first in Edinburgh and then in London.

Nicholas mentioned none of this to Yoni. Whenever he did divulge some slice of his past, people reacted with pity—even after Nicholas explained that none of it had been a trial. It was simply the beginning of what had continued to be a peripatetic existence: so many places to explore, new people to discover. But according to Glenda (a social worker employed by the British military as a trauma therapist, who could supply a psychological explanation for basically anything), both she and Nicholas, denied the unwavering love of a true family, relied on their talents and charm rather than connecting genuinely with others. Deep down, she insisted, Nicholas harbored profound pain and fear of intimacy. It was the sort of thing she had to believe, since it kept people like her in business.

To Yoni, Nicholas said simply, “Well, yes, it can be difficult to be apart.”

Yoni sighed, and together they continued on their way.

HER TINY TRIUMPH CAME THE FOLLOWING SUNDAY, WHEN LYNN WAS absent from rehearsal. It was snowing—one of those demoralizing March snowfalls, big wet flakes that splattered as soon as they hit the ground—and as Remy made her way to the concert hall, stubbornly without a hat or scarf, the dusky streets glimmered, and even the complaints of car horns became a sort of music. When she took her seat in the first violin section, her hair and even her eyelashes were wet.

All day she had been humming melodies from the repertoire, envisioning the subtle alterations of expression that occurred in Mr. Elko’s face. She liked the way the muscles in his jaw flexed, and the slight squint of his eyes when a passage wasn’t quite there yet. A single eyebrow raised just so meant “and now the piccolo calls out ever so faintly,” while a downward tilt of his head, brow frowning beneath his sweep of dark hair, meant “here comes the rustle of the cellos, underfoot, menacing.” After he had been conducting for a quarter hour or so he would remove the tweed jacket and, after a few more minutes, roll up the sleeves of his button-down shirt. The way the muscles of his forearms seemed to pull him right up into the air made it seem all kinds of wonderful things were possible.

Like Oscar Wilde said: Success is a science; if you have the conditions, you get the result.

The stage lights warmed her, drying her curls. When it became clear that Lynn would not be coming to rehearsal, Remy fastened her hair into a thick ponytail and moved over to first chair. How good that simple movement felt, the easy taking of something she had wanted so badly.

Now it was Remy Mr. Elko nodded to, and she felt more alert, somehow—felt the spark of comprehending his sign language, his hands articulating his thoughts about the music. For Scheherazade, she played Lynn’s solos as though they had been hers all along, experimenting with dynamics and rubato yet remaining attentive to the orchestra, to the way Mr. Elko coerced this united sound, sweeping them all together under the arc of his arm. The sensation of the other instruments converging around her was rapturous—the merging of so many voices into something greater than themselves.

“Excellent job tonight,” Mr. Elko said afterward. Remy was loosening her bow as slowly as possible, waiting for him to say just that. “Truly beautiful. Thank you for filling in.”

“My pleasure,” Remy told him, surprised at how suavely she said it, as if she were used to filling in, as if she were used to compliments.

Mr. Elko nodded with approval. Remy placed her bow back into its slot, then reached up to free her ponytail from the hair elastic. Released, her curls seemed to her no longer unruly but proudly untamed, in a natural, perhaps even beautiful way.

Mr. Elko’s eyes seemed to rest on her for a beat longer than necessary, and when he looked away Remy understood that he had finally, truly, seen her.


Chapter 2

HE BEGAN COUNTING DOWN THE DAYS UNTIL HAZEL AND JESSIE would arrive.

Two nights before they were to fly in, he joined Yoni at a jazz club. Groups of friends sat around the horseshoe-shaped bar and at little tables off to the side, smoking and ordering drinks and nodding reverently at the performer—a blues singer who looked to be about eighty years old. Yoni and Nicholas sat at a table in the corner.

The singer had begun the second set when Samantha showed up, and with her another girl. She always had a sidekick of sorts, probably a remnant of some initial pretense (just a couple of students hanging out with a favorite teacher ...). There had been a different friend last week, when Nicholas joined Yoni at a café in Cambridge. It took Nicholas a moment to realize that tonight’s girl was one he knew. She looked different, her long brown curls hanging freely; in orchestra she had pulled them into a ponytail, a curly burst atop her head.

“This is Remy,” Yoni said when there was a moment of relative quiet.

“Yes, right, we’ve met.” Nicholas was pleased to have remembered. Remy, what kind of a name was that? Americans gave their children all manner of names. And yet “Remy” did seem to suit her. He told her, “Thank you again for filling in the other day.”

Remy’s eyes lit up as she said something in return—but the blues singer launched into another song, and Nicholas couldn’t hear her. He immersed himself in the music instead while Samantha leaned back in her chair, slung a leg over Yoni’s lap, and managed to look supremely bored, smoking a series of cigarettes while Yoni ran his hand lightly up and down her shin. It was the damaged hand, missing the tip of the thumb—no fingernail at all—and the top two knuckles of the first finger. The skin of the thumb was a darker color than the rest. Nicholas marveled that it hadn’t affected Yoni’s agility on the trumpet. Or perhaps it had affected him. Maybe that was what had prevented him from achieving greater renown.

Nicholas had finally asked him about it, at Club Passim the other night. “Army injury,” Yoni had said, looking away. “Well, off duty, actually. Wish I could say it was an act of heroism. But it was just a stupid accident.” He gave a little shrug, as if to downplay the episode—but Nicholas saw a flash of something else in his eyes. He decided not to probe.

The odd thing was, ever since then, whenever Nicholas allowed himself to glimpse the damaged hand, a wave of something awful passed over him. It seemed a reminder, almost a recollection. Nicholas would find himself looking at his own hands, surprised to discover them intact. Only since asking Yoni about it had he felt this way.

Yoni and Samantha were kissing again. These professor-student romances always struck Nicholas as cliché. At the Budapest conservatory where he had been composer-in-residence, it seemed half the instructors had flaunted a precocious student girlfriend. Tonight, though, something like envy swept through Nicholas—of Yoni and Samantha’s closeness, their easy connection. There was something nearly mocking about it, though he wasn’t sure what he meant. He didn’t need a Samantha; he had Hazel.

And with Hazel, well, theirs wasn’t this lazy sort of affection. There had been pure excitement, the shock of attraction. Tripped over my own feet ... He still recalled the surprise of it, finding her there in the musty-smelling housing office, where she was negotiating a residence problem and Nicholas was posting an advertisement for a room in the house where he lived—a dilapidated Victorian that his landlady was always threatening to bequeath to him. In Hazel’s case there had been some confusion with the paperwork, and the room she had been allotted was still occupied. The university had put her up in a bed-and-breakfast for two nights, but on that fateful third day of her semester abroad they were hoping to assign her more permanent quarters.

“Well, now, that’s serendipitous,” the housing woman had said, seeing the notice Nicholas asked to tack to the bulletin board.

Nicholas gave Hazel an apologetic look. “As much as I’d love for someone like you to grace our doorstep, I’m afraid you might find it ... less than comfortable.” Saying so, he missed the corkboard and stuck the tack into his finger. The notice dropped to the floor.

Hazel laughed. “Is it worth looking at, though?”

“Absolutely. It’ll make the next room you see look like the Ritz.” Though he knew that the place would never do for a bright, beaming girl like this, at least he would have the pleasure of accompanying her there.

On the way, he learned that she was an art history major, spending a term in London before finishing at her college in Virginia next spring. Nicholas told her about his own program, and the piano duet he was composing, and by the time they arrived at the house, had offered to take her to the Tate some afternoon.

His landlady, Mrs. Pitt, didn’t realize that Hazel was with him. “I just got back myself,” she called from her usual spot by the fireplace (which was never lit, since there was a problem with the flue). “Had my annual checkup, and do you know what the doctor said? Said I’ve the body of a forty-year-old!”

Then she noticed Hazel, and narrowed her eyes. “See you’ve brought company.”

“She’s looking for a room, actually.”

“I don’t take female tenants.” It was a policy she had just then thought up.

“I’m afraid I didn’t note that on the advertisement,” Nicholas said to her.

“That’s all right, dear. Don’t you worry, I’m still leaving the house to you.”

When he and Hazel were once again outside, and Nicholas was deciding to offer her lunch, Hazel said, “She’s fond of you, isn’t she?”

“Mrs. Pitt?” That she could suggest this about his landlady gave him hope for Hazel’s own feelings. “I suppose it’s because I help her out a bit.”

“She didn’t seem too happy to meet me.”

“I suppose she’s jealous,” Nicholas ventured to say, “because you’re so pretty.”

Hazel gave a joking shrug. “But she has the body of a forty-year-old!”

She had been like that then, lighthearted, happy. She didn’t need him, it was clear, just as she didn’t need Mrs. Pitt’s rented room. Instead she took a tiny single in one of the halls of residence, on a floor with twelve other women and only one bathroom. “It’s amazing,” she told Nicholas on their first real date, the following week, as they walked leisurely circles in the park. “I was sure it would be a problem, all of us wanting to shower at the same time. But the others barely shower, ever!”

She seemed to find everything about life there delightful. On their wandering walks she exclaimed at the quaintness of door knockers and the curling hinges that pinned back shutters. Even the university’s stodginess, the white-haired men staring from oil portraits in the halls, charmed her. She loved the tidy parks and the polite coldness of people on the Tube, the considerate way they avoided one another’s eyes. “I mean, where I’m from we always smile and say hello, but this is civilized, too, isn’t it?”

She found the curving roads and crooked alleys sweet, the cars comically small, the sound of their claxons adorable. And she adored Nicholas, too. It happened quickly, the way the best things do. In January she flew back to Virginia to finish up at her own college, but as soon as she graduated she returned to Nicholas. In six months they were married, and six months later began the long years of Hazel trying to become pregnant. But until then she had been content.

Well, Nicholas told himself, while the blues singer slowly shook his head at some irreversible mistake, circumstances can’t be helped. It was hard on her, the constant moving, never knowing where they would be next. At first she had focused on her sketches, filled notebook after notebook with drawings she planned to turn into an exhibit of sorts. But each time it seemed the project might come to fruition, some small hurdle put a halt to things. Nicholas rarely dared ask about it. Hazel was quiet about her plans, shy, even, when it came to discussing her art and what she envisioned.

These thoughts wove in and out of the music. All the while Nicholas was aware of the girl, Remy, sitting there stubbornly in the corner of his eye. He decided to go home.

But a voice came from behind him. “I thought that was you!”

It was a woman he knew, a conductor with whom he had studied in Finland. He waited for her name to come to him while she said, “You weren’t at the festival last year. I looked for you.” Anna, that was her name. Nicholas asked if she lived in Boston.

“Oxford,” she told him, looking disappointed at his not remembering. But how was he to keep track of such information? His acquaintances ranged the globe, from his student days in London and Helsinki to conferences and arts colonies and orchestras. He maintained friendships lightly, knowing that in relationships it was best not to be needy. His sister had been that way back when they first went off to boarding school—followed the other children around until they grew tired of her. Even as a small child, Nicholas had taken note. He viewed friendships as akin to plants; they flourished most healthily when not overly tended.

“I’m here just for tomorrow, then off to New York,” Anna was saying as Nicholas recalled something specific about her: She claimed to be able to translate any tempo she heard into specific counts on a metronome. “Perfect tempo,” she called it, the way others had perfect pitch; Nicholas thought he might mention it now, to prove to her that he remembered her. “I’m giving a lecture at the Athenaeum tomorrow morning,” she said, “if you’re interested.” She gave a nod to the scene surrounding them. “I was told I absolutely had to see this place.”

“Here, have a seat,” Samantha said, moving onto Yoni’s lap so that Anna could pull the empty chair over and plunk herself down between Nicholas’s seat and Remy’s.

As the music started again, Anna made a confidential-looking face at Nicholas. Yoni and Samantha were lightly nuzzling, and Remy was watching the singer. Anna made the secretive face again, and then again, until Nicholas made his own quizzical face back—but she just made the same face as before, a tiny pout and a raised eyebrow, so that Nicholas was thoroughly perplexed.

All he wanted was to go home and lie between his wrinkled sheets. That way he could wake early and get straight to his new composition, the one about the seaside at Hopeman; he suspected it might not be a tone poem after all but, rather, one movement of a larger piece. “Well, thank you all for a lovely evening. It’s time for me to go snore loudly.”

Yoni said, “Early to bed, early to rise ...”

“Nice seeing you,” Samantha said indifferently. Remy told him, “Good night,” but her eyes slid away from his. Anna said, “I should go now, too,” and followed him up the stairs into the chilly night. “Will you be at the festival this summer?” she asked.

“They’ve invited me, but I’m not sure I’ll go. My wife wants us to spend more time together once she gets here. Getting settled, you know. She’ll be arriving the day after tomorrow.”

Anna’s face seemed to change briefly. “Well, maybe you’ll come to my lecture tomorrow,” she said. Nicholas said he would try to make it, then flagged down a cab for Anna before heading for the T.

He slept late the next morning and, rather than attend Anna’s talk, got right to the Scottish piece. This wasn’t a decision about Anna or her lecture. He simply had work to do.

ONE OF THE FIRST THINGS HAZEL DID HER VERY FIRST MORNING IN Boston was lay out the Persian carpet. Nicholas had left it propped in a corner, still rolled up and covered in dusty plastic. Who knew how long ago it had arrived. As soon as Nicholas headed off to the conservatory with Jessie—as eagerly as a student to show-and-tell—Hazel pushed aside the coffee table and lugged the carpet across the wooden floor, past the piano, and over to the sofa. Only as she stepped carefully past the antique mirror (still leaning against the wall, waiting to be hung) did she think again of the woman at the hospital.

She fought the thought away—ridiculous, really—and tugged the thick plastic from the carpet, watched the carpet roll slowly open like a yawn. The winding vines of orange, blue, and pink, the bold stamp of what looked like golden butterfly wings, the deep red flowers filling the border ... Hazel found it comforting, something familiar and lovely in yet another new place. She patted down the edges and made sure it was straight.

Ah, there. The carpet really was beautiful. Her parents had given it to them as a wedding present, and laying it out turned anyplace into home, no matter where in the world they had landed. Yet each time she unfurled it, desperate for it to work its magic, the same thought crept up: there was something petty in her lugging the carpet from here to there, something wrong with such emotional investment in a mere object.

But that was why beautiful things mattered: their ability to alter the space around them—though to say it probably sounded shallow. Nicholas had no need for the carpet. He could spend weeks with nothing on the walls, claimed not to have noticed the apartment’s scratched floorboards and dirty bathroom tiles. Even the mediocre piano (Nicholas said it sounded tinny but would do) didn’t bother him. Well, it was just temporary, until they found something better. In the meantime, she wasn’t even going to bring the cat here; she had left him at her parents’ house, chasing birds from window to window.

For now, she concentrated on dusting, washing, getting things off to a good start. The crate with their photographs and pictures hadn’t yet arrived, but she still managed to fix the place up, wiping down the windows, rearranging the furniture. It felt good to keep busy, keep her mind off things. Only when she went to hang the antique mirror did she again think of the woman at the hospital.

It was from stress, Hazel told herself. Yet it was hard not to wonder. It had happened right after she dropped Jessie off at the day care area, while Hazel’s father was still up in the ICU. In the waiting area outside the playroom, on the other side of the glass partition, there was a woman sitting reading, her blond hair in a bandeau just like Hazel’s. But then the woman put down her magazine—and it was Hazel. Same wide-set blue eyes and pink-lipsticked mouth. Looking right past Hazel, she gave a little wave to someone in the playroom, then stood and smoothed her skirt.

The sight had stopped Hazel in her tracks. But the woman just turned and headed down the corridor.

Only now did it occur to Hazel that the woman must have been waving at Jessie. The thought nearly took her breath away. Ought I to ask Jessie? But no, that would just be confusing. Anyway, sometimes people just look very alike. Just because someone looked identical and was even wearing the exact same skirt with a butterfly pattern on it didn’t make her the exact same person. But she wasn’t even really there, Hazel reminded herself—it was just some momentary mental glitch, from being overtired, from traveling with a small child, from worrying about her father (who was back home now, recovering just fine).

Yet she knew what people said about doppelgängers, what they might portend. Which was why she hadn’t mentioned it to Nicholas. She didn’t want to worry him. Anyway, it wasn’t real—just some sort of mirage, from a tension headache, probably. No point in telling Nicholas.

By the time he returned with Jessie, Hazel had cleaned the refrigerator, wiped down the kitchen shelves, oiled the cabinet doors, and lined the drawers with contact paper. She looked up from where she was crouched over a stain in the linoleum to see Nicholas with Jessie asleep on his shoulder. He winked at her and went to put Jessie down in her bed. When he came back, he sniffed the air and said, “Smells like lemon.”

“Orange,” Hazel said. “Even the walls were grimy. I had to disinfect them. How was it?”

“Jessie was an angel.” And then, “I invited some people from the department over tomorrow evening. I thought you’d like to meet them.”

Hazel felt her lips pursing. “You did what?”

“Just a small gathering, nothing special.” The way he said it, lightly but defensively, made it clear that he was fully aware of what he had done. After all, this was not the first time he had inflicted a roomful of guests on her at the very moment their home was in shambles and the fridge empty.

“Nicholas, you know I’m not prepared to entertain! Look at this place!” Hazel stood up and, instinctively, began to look for the feather duster.

“It doesn’t have to be anything posh. We’ll just buy some cheese and crackers and some drinks. Please don’t get upset.”

“How can you tell me not to get upset? I’m the one who has to get everything ready.”

“That’s not true. I’ll do it.”

“Oh, you will?” Hazel nearly laughed. “Do you have any idea what needs to be done? Have our dishes even arrived yet?”

“We can buy paper ones.”

“Paper ones!” Hazel felt a familiar tension climbing the back of her neck. She tore open another cardboard box and found it full of cooking utensils. How like Nicholas to have left it sitting here for weeks.

“Just cocktails,” he said now. “So my new friends can meet you.”

Annoyed as she was, Hazel felt that old warmth rise inside her, knowing that Nicholas wanted to show her off. But then she recalled that her one box of clothing she had sent by ship, to save on the cost; it wouldn’t arrive for another two weeks. Anything elegant—her silk dress and sling-backs and the skinny chain belt—was either down at her parents’ place or crushed in a trunk somewhere on the Atlantic. She had packed for Boston too practically, no heels or blouses or festive skirts. Even Jessie’s toys hadn’t yet arrived. Her head throbbed with the thought.

“Really,” Nicholas said, “you won’t have to do a thing.”

“Ha!” Hazel began plucking implements out of the cardboard box. In moments like this, it was clear Nicholas didn’t understand a thing—about her, about life. She would have to work very hard to make the apartment presentable by tomorrow night. Why, she wasn’t even sure that the kitchen was in full working order. Yet already in the back of her mind she had begun planning a light menu: Wheat Thins and good French cheese, some carrots and celery with homemade dip. A tomato and mozzarella salad. Mixed nuts with the big silver nutcracker—oh, good, here was the nutcracker, at the bottom of the box. There was so much to do.

REMY WAS STILL IN HER FIRST YEAR OF VIOLIN LESSONS WHEN MRS. Sylvester called on her parents, explaining that they should invest in private lessons and music camp and eventually a better instrument, since their little girl had talent, and talent was not to be ignored.

Her parents regarded her with an astonished pride, as if they had won some lottery they hadn’t even put in for. “Have you practiced enough?” they began asking daily, though already Remy had calloused fingertips and a purplish streak where the violin rubbed her neck. That summer she attended orchestra camp, her first time apart from her parents for more than a few days. She was one of the youngest; the older violinists already knew how to play vibrato and didn’t have to
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