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The electric light across the room casts long shadows, so 

that my piano appears to be more of  a shelf, a stable mass 

of  indifference. I sit at the keys, hoping that the dark will 

conceal what I lack from my mind. I feel over the clammy 

keys with my left hand and settle into a B-lat minor chord 

in second inversion. If  I still had my right hand, I�d place 

it along the notes of  the melody line.

 Heart pounding, I let the reverberations of  the 

chord explore the room, preparing my nonexistent 

audience to hear the rest of  this piece. The sound is warm 

and somewhat mufled, but this is just the timbre of  my 

particular instrument. I remember learning this piece 

when I had two hands. When I had any hope of  adding it 

to my repertoire. But this is a drunken exercise in inding 

a way to continue working on classical music. What if  I 

get the chance to play again someday? I�ve got to keep my 

agility up to par in the hand that I do have.



 I play the next chord, a third inversion of  the B-lat 

minor. I feel the blunt end of  my right arm tense. I�m no 

longer surprised that I still have some feeling in that elbow 

after all the scarring. At least I�ve been able to retrain my 

left hand to be lexible again. Up the keys my left ingers 

climb, transitioning between minor and diminished 

chords, building the sound until the melody line is cued.

 The right side of  my body seizes, and there�s no 

way I can continue playing. My body knows the next 

notes, but my mind is suspended while I consider singing 

the melody. I allow my ive ingers to ghost the keys, hover 

above the melody.

But while hesitating, the wall of  sound I�ve created 

has died away.

 Perhaps another drink, I consider, when I realize I 

can hear myself  breathing heavily.
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In the morning, I ind myself  lying on the couch in my study, fully clothed 

except for a tie. The room is bright, and the piano looks less like an 

ominous shadow and more like decoration. I pass my hand over my face 

and through my hair, feeling an equal amount of  grime and sweat between 

the two. I’ll probably shower tomorrow.

 I wonder what has woken me up, besides the sunlight warming my 

home. Sounds of  trafic and neighborly conversation reach me through 

propped windows, and I remember that I haven’t ever had a cool air 

system in this place. It’s not a temporary home, either. But I just got back 

here after spending two years at my parents’ manor in the countryside, 

and I can’t be expected to remember everything about my property.

 As I get up from the couch, I feel soreness in my right arm. I go 

into my bedroom, which is only a short walk across the hallway. I move to 

the desk and open one of  the drawers, searching for the pain relief  balm 

the doctor (one of  many, I’m afraid) instructed me to use when my arm 

acts up.

 I sit on the side of  the bed and unbutton my shirt, wriggling my 

right arm out from inside the long sleeve.

I hate this part of  applying the medicine. It’s hard enough having 

one hand, but opening containers can be one of  the most challenging 

parts of  my day. All too often, I spill or overturn things.

I squeeze the bottle between my knees and use my left hand to 

unscrew the top and place it in my lap. Then again with my left ingers, I 

scoop out a tiny amount of  the salve and apply it to the nub of  my right 
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elbow, the end of  my arm.

 The medicine is green and smells sour, like it’s spoiled. But the 

doctor assured me that unpleasant medicine is the most effective, in any 

circumstance. I think he just wanted to sell me on his version of  the balm 

so I wouldn’t go try to buy it from some other doctor. Which would be 

ridiculous. Everyone is doing well in this economy, even though the Great 

War ended a few years ago.

 I wipe the residue of  the salve off  my ingers with a rag kept at 

my bedside, cap the medicine, and toss it into a drawer of  socks. I sigh 

and lay down on the bed, hoping the pain relief  will come quickly, and 

wondering not for the irst time why I don’t just sleep here.

 I must have passed out after drinking, though I can’t remember 

if  I had anything to drink. I only remember my arm hurting when I went 

to sleep, and my arm hurting when I woke up. I’m supposed to apply the 

salve every few hours so that I can keep the pain at bay, but I don’t like 

the smell and it’s sticky. Alcohol is so much cleaner, and its numbness is 

more potent.

The salve is absolutely awful. I can’t put my shirt back on until 

it dries, or it will stain my clothing. Lying in bed with the salve on is 

almost necessary because I usually can’t sleep soundly without it (or some 

other kind of  self-prescribed sleep aid, such as whisky), so my sheets are 

unavoidably covered in greenish spots left by the residue.

 Someone knocks at my front door, and I have to pull on the shirt 

even though the medicine isn’t dry. I dab some cologne over myself  to 



10

help mask the sourness, and I hope I don’t look too disheveled, though I 

know I do.

 I walk to the front door as the visitor knocks again. Pulling the 

door open lets in more sounds from the outside world. I want to shut my 

eyes and go back to bed from the discomfort.

 My cousin, Eileen, immediately wraps her arms around my 

shoulders, and I stiffen.

“George,” she squeals, “It’s been so long.”

Is she really only a year younger than me? I wonder for not the 

irst time. “Hello Eileen.” Waiting for her to release me, I greet my other 

guests. “Mother, Father.”

“Eileen, remove yourself  from my son,” my mother chuckles.

“Alright, alright.” She practically pushes past me into the inner 

hallway.

I kiss my mother’s cheek and she complains of  the whiskers, and 

I shake my father’s hand in the forced-normal lefty manner and he looks 

like he wants to complain, but he doesn’t. What, is my hand prickly as 

well?

 I usher them to the parlor, at the back of  the house. I never spend 

time in here, so I know there are no bottles of  booze lying about. I must 

keep them from going into my study before I have a chance to clean it up.

 Mother begins chattering about how excited she is that I’ll be 

performing again. I’m not really listening—it doesn’t make any sense, 

whatever she’s saying—until she stares at me.
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“Ah, of  course.” What is she talking about?

 “Professor Frank,” she says.

 And? I think. But it hits me—the lie I used to move back here.

Professor Frank had sent a letter to my parents’ home as 

an invitation to come back to the city so that he could set up more 

performances for me. I showed this to my parents and convinced them 

that I will be able to live alone again. After all, it’s been a few years since 

Europe and the war, and I don’t need to see the doctor as frequently. Not 

since I was given the awful salve. 

 Anyway, it seems I’m stuck. I never went to my professor, never 

even sent him a letter telling him that there’s no way I’ll ever perform 

again. 

 “Well, you know, as it goes—” I begin some nonsense and she 

immediately lares up in anger.

“You’re not here to perform,” Mother tries to compose herself. 

“You’re hiding something. Are you…” she sobs. How can one person 

experience so many emotions at the same time?

“Mother, I—” But Eileen cuts me off. 

“I think George must have a good reason,” she stands up for me. 

I want to wink at her, say thank you somehow.

“Eileen,” my father warns.

“We know you haven’t contacted your professor.” Mother explains 

that they’d sent a letter to Professor Frank to ask after what day they 

should expect to set aside for a visit to see me perform, and Professor 
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sent a surprised letter back saying that he had never heard from me at all.

My father nods and mumbles something about how much money 

I’ll cost him if  I stay in the city without a job. I can tell they’re about to 

bring me home. I immediately feel threatened.

“I am looking for a job! I’ve just sent three letters and visited two 

places. I’m waiting to hear back from them now.” It’s a lame excuse since 

it’ll be dificult to cover my tracks, but it silences my family for a little 

while. Frustrated, I leave the room and hole myself  up in the study.

I’m there for a time before I begin to hear voices. The kitchen and 

my study share an inner wall, and I don’t think my parents realize I can 

hear them through it.

“I think we should bring him straight home,” my mother is saying 

in a low voice. I can hear a rumbled response from my father, but I don’t 

know what the words are.

 “He’s just,” she pauses. I shufle up to the wall. “If  he’s lying…

he’s not it to be alone, like we thought,” she inishes.

 “It’s been a month since he moved back out here,” my father says. 

I can hear him now that I’ve got my ear right on the wall. “He’s going to 

ight us about moving back. The only option would be an institution, if  

you’re serious.”

 “Of  course I’m serious. But what about the plan with Eileen?” She 

sounds like she’s choking, presumably struggling to contain her hysterics 

at a level that won’t alert me to their conversation. “You’re saying an 

institution is better for him? That would make things worse for us.” And 
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for me, but that wasn’t what she said.

 “Do you want to worry about what your friends will say in our 

hometown that’s a week south of  here, or do you want your son to be 

healthy?” He sounds harsh, exasperated.

 Who is on whose side? I’m not sure whether to shout at them 

through the wall and humiliate them with the knowledge that I’ve heard 

it all.

Or perhaps I should ignore it. I don’t know why they’ve reached 

this conclusion, after all. Have I done something? What is so wrong about 

wanting to live alone?

Or perhaps it’s the money. The allowance that will run out if  I 

don’t ind a job. Is this their way of  payback? Is it a bluff? Should I play 

along?

Perhaps I should toy with the piano for a bit, to tease them 

with the idea that I might have decided that I’m ine to play again. They 

haven’t heard me do anything other than beat down on the keys for a very 

long time. If  they heard serious music, I’m sure my mother would come 

rushing in to sing along. But I don’t really want her to burst in with an 

aria, amended to it to whatever I play, even if  it means showing her that 

I’m ine. I can’t allow her to do that to the pieces in my repertoire. Her 

desire to remix everything and create her own structure for music is likely 

what disallowed her from having more than just local fame when she 

herself  studied music. Indeed, her voice is angelic, but her musicianship 

is nothing compared to my father, a pianist who was likewise almost 
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famous. But I still don’t want him in the study either. He can’t understand 

the losses I face.

It will be dificult to convince the two of  them that I’m able to 

rejoin the musical world, and that they should head back home without 

worrying about me.

 So what, then, can I pretend has healed me?

I decide to make my way into the parlor and look busy. I walk in 

on Eileen gazing at a creased letter and a little paper square. What plan 

was my mother talking about, that involves Eileen?

Eileen stares at me as I enter, and I realize I can’t just come in and 

sit down, as I’ve intended.

“Ah, I thought I’d join you on the topic of  current news.” Vague, 

polite, empty. Ridiculous.

“You’re an awful liar,” she laughs. “Give it up. You just wanted to 

leave home like a child running away.”

I drop myself  onto the couch. At least I can be comfortable 

around her. “Is it that obvious?”

She pauses. “Well, I think your parents were almost convinced. 

You shouldn’t worry, though. Your mom and I have an idea.” She pauses, 

glances at the little square in her hand.

 Before I can ask her what she’s plotting with my mother, the 

swinging kitchen door creaks shyly. Someone is snifling.

 “Do you think he’s still hiding?” I hear her ask Father as she passes 

the parlor. I restrain myself  from shouting something inappropriate 
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about their conversation, consider letting them know that they haven’t 

been so quiet about whatever mutiny awaits me. Her demeanor suggests 

a conclusion they reached that I will not enjoy, and I am not happy for my 

lack of  input.

 Eileen is still smiling. My father comes into the parlor, presumably 

to smoke a cigar. One of  my cigars. He doesn’t call for my mother, which 

I assume is because he doesn’t want me to think they were looking for me. 

She’ll ind me. It’s a small home.

 I go to the always-somewhat-ajar windows to prop them entirely 

open. He hands me the cigar he’s holding and grabs a second one for 

himself, then lights both of  them for us. He does it awkwardly, as if  

he doesn’t want to make it obvious that he knows I can’t strike a match 

without at least using my nubby arm to hold the matchbook down on a 

table.

We settle back into chairs to smoke and read, read and smoke. He 

has some paper, and I go to the bookshelf  to grab some book. Whatever 

Eileen was going to say, I’m sure it’s not going to be said in front of  either 

of  my parents.

As I settle on the couch, I decide to read the cover. Etiquette in 

Letter-Writing.

 Of  course I would have picked up one of  the only guidebooks I 

have. And on writing letters, nonetheless. 

 This book, as I would remember it from my early days in the 

countryside schoolhouse, details the process whereby a gentleman might 
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send letters of  recommendation, requests, and even romantic proposals. 

It was a bit beyond the age I was at, to be sure. But the elderly instructor 

had a mind to shape us into men of  class. So here is a book about how to 

confess to any party, in any situation. Useful stuff, even if  my handwriting 

is a joke now.

I don’t much feel like reading anymore. It was a ruse, anyway, but 

Mother is taking too long to ind me, and I’m bored.

“Father, have you kept up with the local music ensemble at 

home?” He looks up at me after pufing out smoke, so that his eyes are 

shrouded.

�No, George, your mother has planned for us to travel more this 

month, as you know.” He sounds indifferent.

“What about your plans for growing the number of  ensemble 

members? I think if  you held open concerts, free ones—maybe located 

outdoors, if  you can manage it—the people of  our small town would be 

excited to attend.” I’m rambling. He doesn’t respond. It’s all about the 

income now anyway. My grandfather left him with debts that he’s still 

paying off. He won’t talk about it, just as much as he won’t talk about my 

problem. But surely, the estate will survive. Anyway, this home I’m living 

in is proof  that we still have a great deal of  money.

My mother must hear me talking, because she opens the door 

then and enters with a look of  polite disappointment upon her face. But 

such a masterful façade is a beneit of  spending her life as a hostess in my 

father’s home, and deciphering her true thoughts is just as much of  an 
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entertaining game as anything else. So I begin to play.

I stand as she enters. She seems startled by my formality, and her 

eyes dart to my hand, to the book in my singular hand.

“Studying, are we?” But her voice isn’t condescending.

“I’m always studying, Mother.” I could’ve stopped there. 

“Medicine, remedies, anything interesting.”

“But etiquette studies are very noble, my son. I am delighted by 

your desire to be a gentleman.” She sits across from me, next to my father, 

and I sit as well. My father hasn’t shifted his own attentions. Eileen smiles 

at Mother, but otherwise has become a spectator as well.

�Am I not a gentleman already?�

“Of  course, you are very gentlemanly.” She’s speaking slowly. She 

sounds anxious, and I’m sure it’s partly because she doesn’t have a cup 

of  tea within reach. She changes the topic somewhat. “The Bakers are 

having a gathering next week. But it’s a little ways out of  the city, over in 

Eileen’s town,” my mother says. She stares at the paper square in Eileen’s 

hand. “Eileen and I were just talking about how you should come with 

us.”

 “It has been some time since I have made an appearance,” I say, 

in a general sense. What is that paper? The corners look worn, but not 

too old. Is it a photograph? “I’ll have to relearn the ways of  a proper 

gentleman so as to not embarrass my companions in public.” I’m not 

meant for socializing anymore.

 “Oh, don’t worry about that. You just admitted how gentlemanly 
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you are—you’ll be perfectly ine. And anyway, you do remember the Bakers, 

George?” asked Eileen. “They’re so casual—nothing could faze them. 

And you’ll be the talk of  the party.” She blushes a little, but continues. “I 

mean, since you haven’t socialized in quite some time. Everyone will be 

happy to see you.”

 Happy to see me returned from battle in one piece? Though I 

suppose I’m technically in one piece since the rest of  me doesn’t continue 

to exist along with me.

“Perhaps. But who will I accompany? I cannot appear out of  

nowhere.”

 “We have a solution,” my mother says gaily. Finally, she sets her 

teacup down on its saucer, which sits just on the edge of  the glass table 

separating the two sofas. She hands me the photograph and goes on. I 

peek at it, seeing a smiling woman about my age. This must be related to 

the plan Eileen’s involved in, so I won’t look closely yet—I must wait to 

hear what my mother’s plan is before I decide if  I want to be involved.

“We’ve both agreed that you’d best accompany Eileen’s closest 

friend from university. Lyra Finley is a young violin teacher who is late 

coming into society, because her mother passed away. She cared for her 
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mother for the last few years and never had a moment to be courted.”

 “Though I would argue that she grew up plenty enough to already 

be a woman, even at the start of  her mother’s illness. Can you imagine?” 

Eileen trails off. I know that they’re friends, but I wonder why Eileen is 

moved by this Lyra while my mother is more interested in pairing me off  

with her. My mother’s disconnect from real issues is revolting.

 “She needs to be courted honestly and truly,” my mother says. 

She only cares of  reputation. “As an older woman making her debut only 

months ago, Lyra hasn’t had many callers. But look at what a beauty she 

is.” I still don’t want to appear interested in the photograph, but I look, all 

the same.

I see a fairly interesting woman in the photograph. The brightness 

in her eyes makes me think she’s much younger than twenty-one, the 

age she must be if  she and Eileen are college classmates. Her dark hair 

is curled beneath a hat which doesn’t suit her. I assume her blushing 

cheeks are a result of  rouge, her dark lips a result of  coloring. She’s not 

unpleasant to hold in my hand, but she feels too perfect.

Who is this stranger? Lyra? Is she a violinist, really? But one can 

be a teacher to children and still not be an accomplished artist. Eileen 
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can entertain a party with her piano performances, but nothing 

beyond this. She cannot even sing. Does her mediocre ability 

extend into the company she keeps?

 “Shall you escort Miss Lyra?” my mother asks. Without 

saying anything, I very abruptly lick the paper onto the table 

and remove myself  from the parlor.

Of  course, this has become a plan to get me married. 

If  I consider it, courting can’t be so bad as being sent to an 

institution, or being dragged home. The fact that I don’t have 

a choice is what bothers me. Yet I’ll do it; I’ll escort Miss Lyra.
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It’s the middle of  the day, and I’m standing in a narrow street framed 

by tall, skinny buildings clustered together. It’s a cramped section of  

apartments in the city. Eileen lives here, in the middle of  a city of  crowded 

culture. A city so much dirtier, so much larger than mine.

Lyra’s picture remains in my mind. Her hair is probably much 

longer than most girls wear it these days. I imagine now that her eyes are 

green, which I ind unnerving because it’s not unlike the strange green 

of  the salve I use. How could my mother even consider the idea of  my 

courtship beginning with this salve-eyed woman? I suppose I shouldn’t 

be disturbed, because at least this woman is a violinist. That’s more 

musicianship than any of  the other useless females she’s tried to throw at 

me in the past.

 Either way, I’m here to please my mother. We traveled up here 

together, just she and I. Eileen apparently had to leave by train before us to 

take care of  one of  her students at the primary school she teaches writing 

at. My father decided to stay back and look after my home. Which wasn’t 
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unexpected, to be honest. He seemed to want to spend another week 

smoking and reading in the outcast’s bubble I’ve been able to construct 

in my home. In a place which rejects visitors and social engagements, he’s 

free to refrain from engaging in my mother’s frivolities. I, of  course, am 

not so free. But I don’t have a choice, because they think I’m going loony. 

However, at least I can be assured that they won’t try to drag me straight 

home, since he stayed behind. Then again, he might have stayed to pack.

 We reach the doorstep of  my cousin’s lat and ring in. A nasty, 

harsh buzzing echoes around the brick entryway in which we stand, and I 

pray that Eileen lets us in shortly. I don’t know why she rushed ahead by 

train. I must imagine she has a stash of  booze she needs to hide from my 

mother.

 Eileen hasn’t let us in yet, and my mother presses her inger 

against the buzzer in the same way as before, apparently not having lost 

her patience. How can a woman of  music stand this archway of  torture? 

Ah, but torture might be a strong word. 
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 I calm myself.
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It�s only an archway

         of  poor design. 
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And then echoes of  harsh sound disrupt my peaceful mind for 

the third time, and I want to shout.

“Hmm, is she not home? We even waited a few days after she left 

us to follow her here.” My mother still doesn’t seem distressed. But I can 

see her reaching for the buzzer for a fourth time, and I have to act.

I catch her wrist with my hand and she linches. I realize how tight 

my grip is and tell myself  to relax. It’s just an archway, it’s just an archway. 

I let her wrist go, attempting to save myself  with, “We might enjoy a stroll 

along the avenue to wait for her arrival home.”

Looking relieved, my mother smiles. “What a pleasant suggestion.” 

I drop both arms then and realize I’m still trying to do things with a hand 

that doesn’t exist.

With my one arm and a nod, I gesture in a direction of  the street 

which looks lively. There appears to be a market up the avenue, and 

shopping is a good thing. At least, it’s good for my mother. 

But I realize my mistake too late. When we’re closer to the crowd, 

as I hear music wafting up to us. And as we stroll toward the busier area 

of  the street, I feel out of  place.

“Oh, how lovely—street performers,” my mother sounds 

delighted. “Eileen must have a splendid time living in this neighborhood.” 

She could have stopped there. “Even though it’s so crowded and smells 

a little.”

I can’t smell anything other than my own salve. It’s burned into 

my nostrils. So I haven’t noticed any sort of  strange smell in this area.
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“I suppose.” Not a good thing to say. Not with the way I said it. 

My mother stops. We’re about ifty feet from the commotion.

“Are you feeling tired, George? Maybe we should have stayed 

outside of  the apartment. I’m sure someone would have let us in on their 

way out.”

I shook my head. “And break in?” I passed the back of  my hand 

over my brow. We wouldn’t be able to get into the room, so why would we 

want to sweat in the inner stairwell if  someone lets us in?

“Of  course not,” her voice raises. “But if  you’re tired…”

Better to stop showing how exasperated I really am. “Nonsense, 

Mother. Let’s enjoy this happy accident and not worry about when Eileen 

might arrive home.”

She looks confused and I really hope she doesn’t continue to be 

hyper-attentive to my moods. Her overbearing reactions are enough to 

make me want to scream. 

We close the gap between ourselves and the musicians. My mother 

watches me and I watch them. Decipher, study, attempt to understand 

their strange sounds. I know by the swinging rhythm that it’s a kind of  jazz, 

but it’s nothing like the kinds I’ve heard before. This is unsophisticated 

street music.

One man sits ungracefully at a stool, hunched over a copper pot 

and what looks like a whisk that has been separated, so that the metal 

spikes all fan out, splayed open. When the man lightly brushes the pot 

with the whisk-like tool, it makes a sound like rain on a tin roof. But it 
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isn’t really that nice. Everyone loves the gentle patter of  rain. Rest assured 

that this is nothing like rain and is in no way romantic or lovely. It is harsh, 

tinny noise which I can only assume is intended to replace a percussion 

section in this awful group of  musicians.

Another man leans into his monstrosity, which looks more like a 

third arm, with the way the saxophone is modiied. I cannot accurately 

describe the unappealing nature of  the instrument (nor of  the musician). 

A third man just sings. He and the saxophone alternate between the 

melody, but that’s really the only inkling of  a musical structure I can pull 

from this group.

I glance at the crowd, which hovers about. I search their altered 

faces, wanting beyond anything to ind an apathetic member. Someone 

unimpressed, someone like me.

However, I am far from apathetic about this entire group of  

sinful creatures. For their noise cannot be music. It truly cannot. It has 

no structure, no intent, no progression. This bunch of  people who are 

so careless in their performance can’t honestly be classiied as musicians.

Why did I study all my life to share the title of  musician with these 

fools? They’re street performers. I’m a concert pianist. 

Nevertheless, the crowd cheers when the vocalist smiles or takes a 

break from his ridiculous outbursts that I cannot understand. And it’s not 

a language problem—I’ve obviously studied Italian, German, and many 

other languages.
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I may be the only elevated creature in this company. This thought 

does not bother me, however. It is familiar, welcome. I am better. I have 

always been elite, and I will always be elite.

And so I shift away from irritation just as I slide into contempt. 

For only the most base could enjoy seemingly endless, convoluted, and 

ugly noise such as this.

I feel somewhat betrayed that my mother, a musician herself, is 

enjoying this shameful performance. She has no restraint.

“What is that, is that a whisk?” She half-whispers to me, sounding 

excited.

“Simply a toy.” I refuse to admit my ignorance. But at the same 

time, does it matter? Especially if  the music isn’t worth my attention in 

the irst place?

“Perhaps, but it’s quite fun.” She seems too enthralled to notice 

any mood I might be in. So I prefer to continue crowd-gazing.

We’re in a somewhat crowded street with apartments stretching 

down each sidewalk. Motor cars pass us slowly, passengers standing 

ungracefully in their seats to listen to the street performers’ noise. A cat is 

being chased by two children, maybe its owners. Finely dressed individuals 

pass us, and their noses may as well have reached the clouds. I feel out of  

place again, but this time it’s not due to my superior position. 

I wish Eileen would appear out of  nowhere in the crowd and take 

us back to her home.
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 I end up walking in circles around the block. Although the 

street is cluttered with the sounds of  not-music, conversation, and 

automobiles, I seem to hear more from the open windows of  the 

buildings which fence in the road. It’s as if  I’m just tall enough that 

my ears reach the surface of  the smoggy sounds. Things drift down 

to me from the windows and alight on this sound barrier, perhaps 

relecting back up into the sky so that no one below my ears can 

hear them as well. Tendrils of  moments I should not be hearing, 

pots and pans clanging in a kitchen, electricity sputtering in its 

wires, vacuums roving the loors…

 Imagined and real, it all loats down, 

along with snippets of  someone 

practicing a violin.
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I pause in my trudging. A violin which doesn’t screech with the 

pain of  unskilled handling. A violin which sings nervously, timidly from 

the handling of  a budding genius. I recognize the shakiness offset by 

disciplined technique. The complex emotions of  being able to execute a 

passage, but not understanding how to feel the passage.

I’m about a quarter of  a mile away from Eileen’s doorstep. I 

consider seeking out this violinist, grasping his hands, imparting some 

state of  being other than rage and loss. Closing my eyes, I can feel 

everything pause. Odd sounds fade away, and everything is enveloped by 

the sound barrier which I’ve learned to use to my advantage. I ixate on 

the struggling but talented violinist, attempting to determine the source of  

the sound. All my listening studies, all my work learning how to conduct 

an orchestra, have prepared me for something like this. Something like 

pinpointing exactly what I’m looking for.

The ability to precisely target a single sound, a particular idea, 

and bore into an analysis, wholly based on my ears, which tells me key, 

mode, tone, signature, tempo, type of  string, type of  bow…type of  bow 

technique…this is my greatest ability today, when nothing else can come 

from my hands.

Ah, there. I’ve discovered the source: the violinist is three stories 

and one left of  Eileen’s apartment. So this musician lives on the ifth 

loor, the top loor, and it couldn’t be more itting. For heavenly sounds 

drift down to me as I wander the hot streets of  hell.

I drop the sound barrier—it’s not all that smart to walk around 
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automobiles and crazed non-musicians when one isn’t aware of  his 

surroundings—and I walk the quarter mile back to Eileen’s apartment. 

I’m not sure how I could hear the violinist from so far, but then I wonder 

why I ever doubt myself. My senses are honed, my skills are perfected. I 

have been dedicated to my craft for as long as I’ve lived.

I spot my mother as I reach the apartment building’s archway. 

Two evils greet me, yet again. I await a third as I go to ring the grating bell 

for the violinist’s room.

Eileen appears at the sidewalk, shouting my name, before I can so 

much as brush the round little button with my inger.

“George, my cousin,” she beams as I mask my irritation and spin 

around. “Where is Aunt Nan?”

“With the locals.” I mutter this. She may hear me, but she spots 

my mother less than a moment after asking her own question. Eileen 

pranced off  to pull my mother into the real world, and I waited in the 

wake of  her success.

Up the stairs we go, but not up far enough. Mother refuses to take the 

elevator because she’s a crazed woman, still lively from the noise on the 

street. But it’s not like I use them all that often, myself. I’m surprised 

Eileen can even afford to live in a building with an elevator. I’m more 

surprised a building like this exists on such an urban road.

 I melt into the study room’s couch upon entering the little lat, 

and immediately the women bustle into the kitchen to start the tea. I rip 
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off  the two jackets I’ve been wearing to mask the absence of  my arm. 

And though it’s indecent, I unbutton the top of  my shirt and loosen 

my necktie. I think I should be able to explain away the undressing if  I 

complain of  fainting from the heat.

 The window is open a crack, and I try to close out the sound of  

Eileen and my mother giggling in the kitchen. Where is the violinist? Is 

he still practicing? Is he taking a break? I don’t hear any music, other than 

what rises from the steaming streets below. I want to scream, but this is 

not in my discipline.

 Eileen lits into the room to bring me a glass of  cucumber water. I 

accept and apologize for disrobing, as it were. She doesn’t seem bothered, 

only happy to see me. But I’m already some distance away, thinking of  my 

young life as a musician. So far, this meeting has not gone as planned, but 

I don’t think it’s gone terribly.

 

Mother and Eileen come into the study after quite a long discussion over 

who-knows-what.

“Lyra has asked after you,” Mother starts, as the two women settle 

with perhaps third or fourth cups of  tea and I emerge from the depths 

of  the sofa.

 “How does she fare?” I ask, knowing that such phrasing is more 

suited to asking after the unfortunate. I’m certainly familiar with it.

 “George, she isn’t ill!” Eileen laughs, adds, “But you’d think she 

might be. She seems restless. She keeps wondering aloud to me whether 
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she’ll see you. Did you know we showed her a photograph of  you, as 

well?” I smile politely and look to my mother.

We descend into gossiping—or rather, I suddenly become a 

spectator to their fancies. This isn’t all that bad, especially since I struggle 

so in recollecting post-war families and faces. I don’t know who they’re 

talking about and I don’t care to learn, but Delores eloping with Hector 

is rather shocking. Yet I wonder why I always hear about people eloping, 

but have never known the sinful creatures personally.

 Maybe ifteen minutes in, I excuse myself. I’m convinced they 

replace names with new ones and are retelling the same stories to each 

other every half  hour, so I leave before I have to go around their rotation 

again. I consider leaving the lat to seek out the violinist’s place, a task 

which earlier was interrupted. I go to the door and open it just a sliver, 

focusing my mind on the timbre of  the instrument. I ind nothing except 

for more cooking and cleaning sounds, and I’m suddenly very tired. I 

know the apartment number, but I think it best to stop by only if  I can 

hear the practicing in progress. After all, a musician is most vulnerable, 

most passionate, when he is happily alone with his studies.

A day later, I’m standing alone in a crowded, hot ballroom and itching all 

over from the only suit I’ve brought along on this trip. The thick wool 

makes me wish I hadn’t packed at the last minute, but I’d also grabbed 

it because it was still stuffed from the last party I’d been to a year ago. I 

should have stuffed a shirt—wearing this coat draws attention. It’s rude 
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to appear as though I’m ready to leave at any moment.

 Yet, in the half  hour we’ve been here, she and Eileen have been 

swept away from me. I have barely spoken to anyone. I catch people—

mostly older women—staring at me. Instead of  smiling, I widen my eyes 

a bit. Let them think I’m slightly crazed. They deserve a good scare, those 

gossiping crones.

 I hear them giggling, I can see them blushing. Are they wondering 

why I’ve gone through the trouble of  stufing the sleeve? Did they hope 

to see a spectacle this evening?

 I leave the ballroom and begin to wander the manor, marveling 

at the size of  this place in such a noisy, busy city. I imagine the family 

must have more money than even mine. Everything is gilded, but with 

real gold. A front stairway gently curls down the wall in glittery silver and 

brown. The almost black loor relects ghosts of  the electric lights above, 

and I feel like I’m falling into a dark ocean the longer I stare into it.

 Someone jostles me and immediately bows an apology, but I’m 

already moving out of  the busy hallway and into the parlor. The room 

appears to be more of  a small library, but everything is made of  glass. 

There are shelves across the walls and windows dressed in heavy, garnet 

curtains, but there are no books. Every shelf  has a glass igurine, and a 

moment’s calculation leads me to think that there are a thousand individual 

pieces of  glass before me. I’m amazed there are a handful of  other people 

in here (even more that none of  them seem interested in me, but rather 

muse over the glass display). A room like this is more of  a museum of  
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trinkets and crafts, and surely not a suitable place to socialize.

 Regardless, the room is hypnotizing in its beauty. Glass makes 

present, in miniature form, anything one could ever dream of: hats small 

enough for one’s toes, slippers to it the ingers, two-inch-tall apartments, 

long trains, dolls the size of  one’s nose, royal ships, pirate ships (surely 

appearing in response to the trades of  the royal ships), an array of  pointed 

stars, insects of  real life and legend, birds of  color, mythical sea creatures 

like mermaids, diving suits and treasure chests, trees bearing fruit, barren 

trees, and a collection of  anything you could ever imagine from fairytales.

 I deposit myself  on a sofa sitting before a display table. Then, I 

notice the most interesting set, a collection of  musical instruments. The 

entire room is translucent and glowing ember in the electric lights, and as 

I peer through a baby grand surely small enough to rest in my palm, I can 

only imagine the crystalline frozenness this room must take on when the 

curtains bare all to the sun in the height of  the morning. I make up my 

mind to visit this place during the day some time.

 In the meanwhile, I know that as soon as I saw the piano, I had 

to touch it, to inspect it. Never before have I seen a piano so delicate, 

so at the mercy of  another. I glance around the parlor, hoping that no 

one is watching or has noticed me. Then I reach over the glass table and 

carefully place my ingers atop the tiny glass keys of  the tiny glass piano.

 My ingers each cover about an octave, and I realize I’ve found an 

instrument I can play with one hand.

 Something makes me forget how delicate the igurine is and I 
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rush to spin it around. I’m not thinking. I act like I still have two hands.

 I grab the piece too quickly and knock over the little string quartet 

which had been assembled to the side. The back of  my left hand brushed 

too closely to the bass and it toppled over into the other instruments. 

The clatter makes the room go silent save for a few gasps, and I feel eyes 

on me as I realize my right arm is jutting forward, as if  I’ve gone for the 

piano with both hands. The sight is strange to me, as well: down to my 

elbow, my arm points forward, but below that it points back into my 

pocket. It looks like my arm has been completely forced into the wrong 

direction.

 God, it still makes me nauseous.

 Breathing slowly to hold back the bile in my throat, I lower my 

arm. I regard the piano in my left hand and inally turn it over to discover 

that there’s no crank in sight. All of  this happened for nothing, and eyes 

are still burning my skin. Carefully, I place the piano on the table.

 “It’s not a music box,” I mumble, as if  this excuse can placate the 

stares, the gazes which I’m sure are pity and contempt. I try to rearrange 

the string ensemble—which, judging by the way the instruments fell, 

was arranged incorrectly for a concert performance anyway. I wonder if  

saying this will make a difference. It’s a bit of  a better excuse, but likely 

one they wouldn’t understand.

 I’d forgotten to keep my breathing controlled, so already I feel 

nauseous again. I stand and remove myself  from the room with a bow, 

which only seems itting.
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 I step back through the deep, ocean hallway, searching for an exit 

to the back gardens, searching for fresh air. The nights have been cooler 

lately, as the summer has inally begun to end, and I cannot imagine 

spending another moment in this wool jacket. The only place I can expect 

to have privacy is in a darkened spot in the garden.

 It’s so loud in the hallways and larger rooms, and I continue to 

think of  my own stupidity. In such a serene room, how could I not have 

thought that playing a music box would draw attention to me? But the 

hope that I could play one-handed, even with an automatic melody on an 

instrument that cannot be directed in any free way…I’m a fool.

 Someone grabs my good arm, and I know before I see her that it’s 

my mother. Where did she even run off  to before? I’m instantly furious.

 “Darling, the dancing’s starting soon.” She smiles with a secret. 

It’s only a matter of  time before she inds out about the glass room.

 “I do not dance.” My voice is normal. I’m suppressing my anger 

well.

 “I know, but Lyra does.” Foul woman. Foul mother.

 I get close enough to speak in an undertone, the tip of  my nose 

just inches from her ear. “What does she know about me, that you think 

she will be able to dance with me?” I strain to sound normal.

 “She knows,” she says simply.

 “But she isn’t present. Her letter stated that she will be very late, 

if  she makes at all this evening.” And damn everything, where has Eileen 

even gone off  to? These women brought me only to leave me alone.
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 A rising clamor of  applause cuts us off  and I realize how 

dangerously close we are to the entrance of  the ballroom.

 I can’t see the musicians through the crowd, but I can hear the 

raucous noise when they begin, and the irst thing I think of  is how 

my mother is about to embarrass the Walters family name with her 

possessed dancing. She drags me into the crowds and leaves me along 

the edges of  the room as soon as an older man asks her to dance. 

 “It’s not as though you were going to ask me,” she lilts as the man 

spins her away.

 So there I stand, watching legs splay out and arms being thrown 

in the air. How the hell were they able to assemble so many old folks 

who enjoy this new-fangled jazz music? This promiscuous dancing? This 

immoral stain against classical music?

 I can’t even allow myself  to listen to the mess, the off  beats, the 

unnerving collection of  instruments. The horn is squealing, the drums 

are winding everything into turmoil. The bass is a fast mess, the piano 

isn’t worth mentioning. I’m going to be sick again this evening. I need a 

distraction, I must survive my mother’s plan somehow.

 With such indecent music, one would expect there to also be 

alcohol at this party. Perhaps there is, and I just haven’t been able to ind 
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it. Surely there will be a cellar. But I know I have no chance of  inding it. 

Later, when I would recall this party, I would realize that I never did ind 

out where Eileen had disappeared to (and neither had my mother seemed 

concerned). I would suspect that she had found the alcohol and was too 

embarrassed by me to bring me along. 

Three years ago, I would have been welcomed into the elite social 

circle of  the men who are no doubt somewhere in this manor, sipping 

champagne by the bottle. Playing Beethoven from a Victrola. Musing of  

trips to Europe to passively view sublime art.

 But just then, I receive a shock. Someone has slipped her arm into 

mine. Someone has asked, at a volume only I can hear, “Do you dance?”

 In mind of  my appearance, I resist jerking away. “Only on 

occasion,” I lie; I am a gentleman. And I turn to see before me the lesh 

copy of  Lyra’s portrait.

 “Ms. Lyra Finley,” I say slowly. “I have no mean to offend, but 

you do startle a man so.” I’m impressed by her courage, but I wish she 

would remove her arm from mine. I don’t dislike the touch—it’s through 

the wool of  my jacket, anyway—but she knows about me. I can’t help 

but think she’s grabbed my left arm instead of  my right out of  pity and 

respect, and I can’t stand it.



42

 “Ah, you’re right, I should have announced myself  irst. But it 

seems as though you already know me, George Scarlatti Walters.” She 

emphasizes the middle name, as if  poking fun at the dramatics of  it.

 “Are you quite envious?” I say with a laugh. 

 “Indeed. Would that I had the honor of  such a name.” She hasn’t 

stopped smiling. It’s very strange and somewhat abrasive.

 “Your name is very unique,” I say. “I gather it is a shortened form 

of  Lyric, or perhaps an altered Lyre.”

 A song has ended, and the crowd begins to look around, almost 

in unison; it’s time to ind the person one came with. From across the 

ballroom, Mother has spotted us together now, and she’s pushing through 

the crowd to reach us. Just before she arrives, Lyra pulls from my arm and 

I’m completely struck with her full appearance.
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 She’s wearing a light-colored, sheer gown that stops just short 

of  her ankles. It’s a glittery, nightgown-like thing, and I feel almost 

embarrassed for her. Yet it compliments her somewhat plump features 

when she moves; the fabric sways gracefully about her legs and waist in 

such a way that she appears lovely from every angle, although the gown 

doesn’t hug her torso. She’s not wearing 

a long necklace like my mother and 

Eileen have decorated t h e m s e l v e s 

with this evening, but one wouldn’t 

have realized this immediately, 

for her copper hair curls at 

the nape of  her neck, 

perfect ly illing in 

the space below her 

ruby hat.
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 “Lyre, as a stringed instrument, would be very itting, 

as you are a violinist.” I am sotto voce. She is lovely, but she 

does not respond. I’m not sure if  I feel jealous or irritated 

when she shifts her attention from me.

This cannot be natural. She must have contempt for 

me. Her conidence is unnerving. She must have secrets.

 I do not like this Lyra Finley.
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Like her or not, exchanging letters these past months has certainly reduced 

whatever interest I might have felt at the party.

For one thing, I hate writing. It takes me three times longer than 

it should to be writing responses to her with my non-dominant, singular 

hand. She doesn’t seem to understand this, and often sends letters not 

only scolding me but also including at least ive extra pages of  things 

she expects me to respond to individually. Yet I am neither surprised nor 

disappointed to ind that she only writes of  her garden and her family. 

Rather, I am glad she is not outstanding.

 It’s well into fall, and she’s describing growing summer crops in an 

indoor garden. You would love the strawberries, she writes. How much money 

does her family have, that they’ve invested in this kind of  heating system 

that can grow off-season plants?

 While I’ve gotten used to her conidence to the point of  boredom, 

her fanciful ideas have passed the time. I often alternate between 

attempting to practice the piano and attempting to make sense of  her 

wild, 6-page letters. Both aggravate me to no end. Goodness knows how 

she inds things to say. My responses rarely cover a page. Sometimes, if  I 

don’t respond, she sends a follow-up to scold me in two pages and spend 

another six talking about something completely new. Sometimes she even 
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has Eileen send me a scolding letter, asserting that I should be properly 

courting and stop moping about.

 How can these women think I’m actually courting Lyra when I 

haven’t even asked her father if  he’ll allow it? I’m not sure what I kind 

of  deal this has become with my mother. But not long after Lyra and I 

agreed to write, my parents left my city home and the thought of  sending 

me off  because of  my head did not seem to be on their self-righteous 

hearts at all.

 As it went, my mother and I left Eileen’s apartment not two days 

after the party. Lyra was in the process of  moving or applying for jobs, or 

something along those lines, so she did not come to see us again. It did 

confuse me that months passed before I heard anything else about her 

moving. And I’m not exactly sure where she had been before the party, 

either. I didn’t really care to ind out.

 Either way, she’s moving into a painfully small house about four 

miles away from mine and closer to the center of  the city. I know because 

she’s convinced me to meet her there this Saturday and help her get 

settled. I’m not sure what I sent in my letter to make her think I would be 

happy to help. But I sent a letter to my mother to keep up with the game:
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Dearest Mother,

Lyra arrives in town to settle in her new home, and I shall be aiding her in 

the process. As always, I wonder how she has been able to ind a home here, 

and I am blessed it is so near-by. I promise I will look after her, you know 

how scandalous it is for a young woman who isn�t a widow to be living alone.

Your doting son,

George Scarlatti Walters

But everything I write contains untruths.

It is Saturday and I’m waiting outside the little house, waiting for a woman 

like I always seem to be doing. I can’t deny the excitement I feel, but I 

decide it’s only because I’m doing something new today by coming out 

to greet a new neighbor. It was hell trying to bike over here, though. The 

action is still new to my left hand, yet I am glad for not having given it 

away when I left for Europe. It’s so much simpler than trying to take the 

trolley or walk everywhere. But I resent the wild children who shout after 

me when I stumble on the cobblestones.

The seller is hufing, checking his pocket watch. He’s absolutely 

a mess, rambling about not being able to just give me the keys and move 

along to his next appointment. 

“And on a Saturday,” he laments. “Men weren’t meant to work on 

Saturdays, Mr. Walters. Don’t you agree?” He whines with a thickness that 

can only be attributed to the obese.
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“I have only worked weekends my entire life,” I say with a straight 

tone. It is true, concerts are generally weekend evenings. My voice must 

be thick as well, in a lofty, ridiculous way.

“I admire your stamina,” he changes the topic abruptly, “biking 

over here like this. What was that, four miles?”

I stare straight into the road from which I think Lyra’s coach will 

appear, to the south.

“I could not survive without my automobile, you know. I have so 

many clients in all the nearby cities, plus all those in the countryside. It’s 

not easy selling houses. Lots of  traveling. Lots of  paperwork.”

“I imagine.” But I can’t, and I think my irritation inally brings 

him to silence. But then I realize he’s only become quiet because he’s 

spotted Lyra’s coach coming from the other direction.

Lyra’s arrival is uneventful and needs no mention other than the uselessness 

of  me being there. Apparently, her father paid for the two coachmen to 

unload all her belongings and deposit her in the house. It really was more 

of  an insult that she called on a man who cannot carry her things.

Yet I do ind myself  drawn to her place later in the week. As 

I departed Saturday, she called after me to make a visit on Thursday, 

after everything with her unpacking and her new job in this city settled. I 

would not have come, but she proclaimed that her record collection, once 

rescued from the hat boxes she assured me were now spread throughout 

the house, would absolutely rival whatever I had. 
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I am curious, I must admit as I pedal the distance to her tiny 

home. The mere fact that I’m on this damn bike again is proof  of  that.

My own record collection is small—along with a hand-crank 

tabletop model Victrola, I have about ifteen records of  various pieces of  

classical music. It has been useful, I’ve found, to analyze the recordings 

for interpretation styles of  the music. But not all of  the recordings were 

performed by the composer—clearly, this is not possible in the case of  

Purcell or Handel. Either way, illing my home with sound is not possible 

unless I turn on the Victrola and struggle to one-handedly place the 

record upon it.

When I arrive, she opens the door before I even have a moment 

to set my bike against the fence at the front of  the property. She stands 

in the doorway and I can feel cool air around my ankles as I approach 

the threshold. How did she manage to secure a small house with a nice 

cooling system? I suppose she didn’t have it up and running when she 

moved in, so I wouldn’t have noticed it then.

“I hope you haven’t come only for the music,” she says, opening 

the door further so that I can walk through.

“It might not be a future reason, now that I know about the 

cooling system.” I allow a hint of  irritation to show.

“You’re welcome to visit any time,” she says, almost seriously. I 

may have offended her. Regardless, she begins to give me a tour of  the 

little house. It’s not much more than a parlor, kitchen, bedroom, and water 

closet. But the tour ends just at the entrance to the bedroom. Which is 
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all well and ine—there’s no way we could traverse through the room 

because her things are absolutely covering the loor.

“Of  course, I have no qualms about pretending I’m a mountain 

goat in the Rockies and jumping into bed,” she looks at me furrowing my 

brows, “but I would not expect a guest to want the same, and I really must 

clean this soon.”

“Indeed,” I mumble. Her strangeness does not surprise me—as 

I received plenty of  it in her novel-length letters—so I don’t pay much 

attention. It feels like a game on her end, anyway. I consider trying to 

make her feel awkward by bringing up my arm or the way she shouldn’t 

have invited me to unpack earlier in the week if  I wasn’t going to be 

unloading anything from the carriage.

Finally, after settling in the parlor with useless cups of  tea that 

I decide I won’t try, she shows me her cheap, widely-produced cabinet 

Victrola. Everything is truly scattered about the room—luckily, the 

Victrola stands on its own as a cabinet, but the records are all over 

sofas, tables, and the loor. It suddenly occurs to me that she did not 

bring furniture when she moved in. She must have sent it ahead and had 

someone else unpack it before her.

I inspect the sleeves about the loor. Where I have ifteen records, 

she has ifty. I can’t believe she even has more than two. Yet I notice 

that a great deal of  them are jazz. She must have every jazz record ever 

produced to date. The genre is such a minority that there can only be a 

handful of  recordings which have been made. But classical music and 
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studies have been the most popular material being recorded for quite a 

long time. If  she only has jazz, there’s no way she has any idea what kind 

of  library is considered extensive. She doesn’t even have any of  Haydn’s 

greats. She does not have real music.

“I want more than anything to see this one performed live.” She 

begins to place a particular record on the player, but I stop her.

“How is this an extensive library when you only have one genre?” 

I’ve placed my hand on hers just before she has moved the needle. I’m a 

little too close to her.

Her eyes are green, as I thought they would be. I suddenly feel 

very itchy.

“Are you not interested?” If  I say no, can I get away with not 

courting her and still have independence from my mother?

“You might be more pleased by my collection.”

“I will not listen to yours if  you will not listen to mine.” Her 

hand feels sweaty beneath mine. Or perhaps it is mine which is clammy, 

and I can only perceive the moisture when I touch another. It is strange, 

holding another hand. I’ve forgotten what we’re talking about.

She reaches across the cabinet to set the needle on the record with 

her other hand. “Will you crank it for me?” I oblige, surprised to ind a 

handle on the side. I was sure it was electric, after learning of  all these 

innovations Lyra’s family seems to surround themselves with.

A horrible jazz song soon scratches to life, and I feel normal again. 

Yet I still watch Lyra as she settles on the loor, eyes closed, obviously 
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enjoying this favorite song of  hers. I want to leave the room.

As I’m leaving a bit later, Lyra tells me she will be visiting me—on 

Tuesday, if  I have nothing planned—to hear something from my library. 

I don’t sense a trace of  contempt from her, but I know she must be good 

at hiding her feelings. Women are all like that.

 She also tells me what job she moved here for, inally. I thought I 

was going to have to ask at some point, but it seems I’ve won this battle. 

She’s a church choirmaster. She invites me to Mass tomorrow to hear 

the music she’s helped the vocalists practice in just a few short days. I 

don’t give a straightforward response. I don’t really go to Mass anymore, 

I almost say. But I can already feel that she’s able to convince me to do 

things I don’t want to do, so I hold this back. She has the ability to make 

me anxious, and I can’t understand it.

She says she also teaches violin lessons, but since she moved 

she’ll have to ind all new students. She mentions one of  them living near 

Eileen, but also says that the distance to Eileen’s apartment—two days—

is now too far to keep that promising student.

I know she means the student I saw potential in, and I can’t believe 

Lyra is working with such a young master. Perhaps I have been blinded by 

her obsession with jazz, I consider as I mount my bike outside and wave 

awkwardly before grabbing the handlebar and kicking off  to head home.

The next day is Sunday, and I perhaps feel some guilt for not attending 
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one of  Lyra’s services. I tell myself  all day that I’ll go to the next one—

for she let me know that there would be three throughout the day—and 

when the last one inishes, I think I could pretend that I’d gone. As I begin 

writing the letter to send along my congratulations, I suddenly think she 

has no place inviting a crippled man to a public event. Did she not think 

of  my feelings, my social status? Never mind that I’ve gone to parties—

my mother was the cause of  all my attendances—she should know not to 

attempt to embarrass me so. I then decide not to write the letter. 

 I do, however, spend some time picking out exactly which of  my 

few records would be best for her visit later in the week. For some reason, 

this is very important to me and it takes me a few days. I think about 

showing her the classics, wonder how much she knows. She’s a violinist 

and no doubt has knowledge of  music. Why is she listening to trash?

I consider showing her the recording I did of  a handful of  Scarlatti 

sonatas. I bitterly think of  this record—in many ways one of  my debuts 

after I graduated—and how my professor and I were convinced I should 

play up the coincidence of  my middle name by playing a great deal of  the 

composer. I also think of  how many of  my classmates did not have the 

opportunity or funds to have any part of  their repertoires recorded.

George Scarlatti Walters, I roll around in my mouth. Repeating and 

distorting the vowels over and over as I stare at the record sleeve in my 

hand.

I feel that my name is now a curse.

I want to throw the record against the wall.
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I wake up on the couch, as usual, and not for the irst time am disturbed 

by someone knocking on my door early in the morning. This time, I don’t 

have a chance to change or cover the smell of  alcohol. I certainly won’t 

be able to hide the crippling headache, blasting through me as soon as I 

stand, which makes everything appear thick and viscous.

I peer through the little window next to the door to see Lyra. Is it 

Tuesday already? She waves. I should have cleaned the study yesterday, I 

think as I open the door.

“Good morning!” She is composed, probably choosing not to 

mention my smell.  I wonder if  it would be better to smell like the green 

salve I must use constantly, and I know I must ind a moment to clean 

myself  up a little.

I ask how she arrived, only suddenly wondering how she was able 

to visit without an automobile. She gestures to the bike she’s propped 

against my porch and talks brightly of  a family of  the congregation that 

gifted it to her when the family learned she intended on walking to work. 

“They were just so excited to help me out. This might be a big city, but 

folks out here are rather friendly.” She’s already removing her traveling 

scarf. Why she was wearing it anyway in this fall heat, I have no idea.

 “Come in—I picked out a record I think you’ll like.” I show her to 

the study, where she no doubt notices the bottles sitting around the loor. 

She doesn’t sit. Instead, she kneels to sift through the spread out records 

on my loor.

“Oh, a whole ifteen records,” she teases.
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“Of  only the best.” And this is certainly so. Her selection consists 

only of  music no one else wants to listen to. But I’ll take this opportunity 

to try to get rid of  the smell of  alcohol I know follows my shadow. “If  

you’ll excuse me, I’ll go freshen up.”

When I return from dabbing myself  with cologne that I hope 

doesn’t just add to the sweaty musk that I am, Lyra is riling through the 

records on the loor. “You must ind a bookshelf  to arrange these on,” 

she says when I walk in, not looking up from a Rachmaninoff  recording 

of  a Chopin waltz, “they’re absolutely stunning, but you mustn’t leave 

them about the loor like this.”

“I like to spread them out,” I’m speaking nonsense, but I don’t 

know why she’s trying to mother me, either.

I’d been listening to my Scarlatti sonata recording the night before, 

so I go to the Victrola to place the needle and crank it. My heart throbs 

each time I do this. One wrong shake of  my ingers, one spasm of  my 

hand, and the record will be deeply scratched by the needle and all I’ll be 

able to do is listen to an endless hiccup of  a piece. No matter the amount 

of  time I’ve been doing things with my non-dominant hand, I can never 

truly perform delicate tasks gracefully. I take comfort in the fact that Lyra 

doesn’t offer to help, but I feel as though her eyes carve away at my back.

 The irst piece starts, a little quivering thing that builds into 

complicated parts and expression. It doesn’t sound clear to me; I feel 

groggy and the daylight is hazy from the curtain of  drowsiness over my 

eyes. I decide that booze will help. I offer her a drink and am surprised 
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when she accepts. 

While the music plays and I look for a bottle that isn’t empty, I 

glace at Lyra, who is still kneeling on the loor. Her dark lips are curved 

upwards and her eyes are closed, eyelashes resting upon the tops of  her 

cheeks. For someone who enjoys the formless, scattered music of  jazz, 

she seems to be quite attentive listening to the structured, beautiful pieces 

I spent years studying for my repertoire. Though I suppose she did start 

with classical violin.

 I ind a clear bottle with brownish alcohol and pour a glass for 

her. I consider drinking from the bottle, but decide that I probably don’t 

want to add to the visuals any more than I already have, what with the 

disheveled room and my un-pressed clothes. 

So we sit with our moonshine—as I’ve found a glass for myself—

and listen to the record. As the irst side comes to an end, she smiles and 

gets up to lip it over. She probably doesn’t want to see me struggling with 

the Victrola again. It’s probably uncomfortable for her.

A condescending sort of  smile spreads across my face, until she 

turns to me and speaks.

“Your interpretations are lovely.”

I feel slowed. “Do you mean my taste in music?”

“Ah, no. I mean I like your performance.” 

“My performance?” I feel itchy again.

“This is you,” she points to the record, “playing Scarlatti. Am I 

incorrect?”
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“It’s a small performer of  little fame.” This isn’t untrue. “He 

doesn’t perform anymore.”

“I suppose Scarlatti piano sonatas are fairly popular to record,” 

she says.

I swirl the booze in my glass. “Out of  curiosity, why do you think 

it’s me?”

She laughs like she’s won. “Eileen had a copy of  the exact same 

pieces…with the exact same expressions. She used to play it and tell me 

about you when we were friends in university.”

“What else did Eileen share with you?” I hear myself  ask this 

from far away, as if  I’m not the one asking.

“Well, that was when you were in Europe, so she used to talk 

about you a lot. She had this picture of  you—I wonder if  she still has 

it? I also heard quite a lot about the time you grew up together, on your 

family’s estate.” That’s not what I wanted to know about. She turns to play 

the next side of  the record.

“Eileen gave me her copy,” she says with her back to me, “but I’ve 

misplaced it in the move. I’m so happy to listen to it again through your 

copy, at least.”

She didn’t have to add on that last bit. Surely she heard this record 

back then and never dreamed the performer would become crippled, but 

it’s not my fault she’ll never get to hear my performance live.

“Do let me know if  you want it signed when you ind it. It won’t 

be a collector’s signature, though.” I lost my writing hand and the other 
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can only scribble.

“So you admit that it’s you.” She turns around, levels her gaze 

with mine and I feel myself  shrink back ever so slightly. I don’t respond, 

just continue to swirl my drink.

“I could ind you a performance gig,” she speaks in a soft voice, a 

voice which opposes her prideful stance.

 I am quiet for a while, wondering how long she’ll hold my gaze. I 

feel squeamish.

 “Trust me,” she says in the same voice. I feel as though my heart 

is betraying me when I respond.

 “A performance opportunity for a one-armed musician?” I stand. 

“Try, if  you’d like—as long as it’s not at the circus.”

 I want to sound careless, but the words come out sounding 

choked.

That evening, I write Eileen a letter, demanding to know what else she 

has told Lyra about me. I know they are friends from university, so it 

would make sense that Lyra would know of  me in passing if  Eileen spoke 

of  me. But I am angered by the possibility that I have been extensively 

gossiped about by a member of  my family. Beyond that, what the hell 

does she know about my arm, that now she has some past version of  me 

to compare my life to? And why hasn’t she brought it up even once, in all 

the months we’ve exchanged letters and now visited each other?

 The letter I receive from Eileen is cryptic but also unashamed. She 
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writes something like a statement that she doesn’t remember everything 

in detail that she and Lyra have spoken of. I am so irritated that I don’t 

respond to a telegram from Lyra during the week. She wants to meet 

for tea. I don’t like tea. I tell myself  this is a good excuse to use if  she 

confronts me in the future, and I send a response to Eileen that she 

forgot to tell Lyra that I don’t like tea. I only consider after I’ve sent it that 

Eileen may go to my mother about my rudeness.

In the week to come, I don’t remember much. I’m not concerned—I 

must drink a certain amount daily to help curb the pain from my phantom 

arm.

Is it already Monday? I must have slept for days, though the bottles 

along my loor and counters tell me otherwise. Suddenly, I’m anxious that 

I might be running out. I’m in my bedroom, so I peel off  the bed to check 

under the loorboards. It looks like I still have quite a bit of  booze left. 

I’m glad I stashed up before leaving here a few years ago, but I don’t know 

when I’ll be able to get more when I do run out. I try not to think of  this.

I try to clean myself  up a bit, dabbing a wet rag with cologne 

over my forehead, armpits, shoulders. Then the salve is next. As I ish 

it out from my desk drawer—and then realize I’ve started leaving it in 

my sock drawer for some reason—I consider not even wearing it today. 

But I vaguely remember that I haven’t eaten in a day or two because I 

couldn’t ind any food in my kitchen, so I know I can’t go to the general 

store (or anywhere in public) unlawfully intoxicated. I wave my arm a 
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bit, stretching and trying to fan the medicine into drying faster. When it 

doesn’t, I pull on a shirt anyway. This one is dark-colored, so at least the 

arm won’t look green. It’ll just look like a sweat mark. I reach again for 

the cologne-cloth to mask the smell, and then go straight out to my bike. 

It might be about eleven o’clock in the morning, but the sun 

already feels so hot. It’s supposed to be getting cooler as fall approaches, 

but nothing ever changes for me anymore. It’s always too hot.

I bike to the store. I don’t go to the nearby one, as it was the 

one I frequented every two week or so when I was in the conservatory. 

That one is only a mile and a half  away. Instead, I go to one about ive 

miles away. It’s still within biking distance. On the way, I realize the route 

intersects the street Lyra lives on. I don’t even consider stopping to visit.

 But when I arrive at the general store, I see that Lyra’s bike is 

propped against the building. I curse and then compose myself. I go into 

the store and nod at the owner, who is counting bills for a customer’s 

change. I see Lyra by the bread, and I go nearby, to the cheeses. Her 

too-long hair is pulled back into a ribbon and a deep red hat sits atop her 

head, and I wonder why she doesn’t cut her hair very short, like how the 

all the other ladies wear their hair.

She will have to turn around and see me the moment she makes 

her bread selection. And then I can feign not recognizing her, not seeing 

her bike outside. Since I left my bike on the other side of  the building, it 

won’t look as though I’m lying.

I’m a step away from placing myself  right in front of  the cheese 
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when she turns around. I haven’t even reached for a wedge before she’s 

caught me.

“Hello,” she seems excited. “I hope you received my telegram.” 

“Ah, yes—” I’m about to give an excuse, but she continues.

“I must confess that inviting you for tea was a ruse. I actually 

wanted to tell you something in person, so it’s good that you’re here.”

“Pray tell.” I do grab a block of  cheese now.

“I’ve found you a job,” she half-whispers. “How would you like to 

play at the nickelodeon?”

I pause. “You think I can play along with those ilms?” Should I 

feel angry?

“Of  course, the theater has a pianola. You’ll be the operator.”

Deceitful woman!

“So it’s not a performance opportunity.”

“It can be.”

I want to shake her. “Have you made your selections?” I nod 

towards the groceries in her arms. “I would offer to carry them for you, 

but—well.”

“Let’s be off,” she says. “I have the proprietor’s information 

written down for you at my home. Shall we walk our bikes there?”

How did she know I biked here?

I curse myself  for not realizing just how close her home is to this store. I 

will have to ind a third store, now that she has put me in this state. She 
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could have behaved demurely and I would have perhaps begun to look 

forward to visiting this store and the possibility of  running into her. But 

her forward nature is abrasive and undeserving of  my attention.

 “After Mass last Sunday, the theater owner approached me. He 

explained that he needed to employ a musician to operate his pianola, 

since the last person he hired was a kid who had no musical talent and 

ripped some of  the rolls, besides.”

 “Indeed.”

 “So he asked me to work for him, if  I could manage it with 

church. But you know, that could become dificult with me being the 

choirmaster, and I really did move here for the church. So I asked him if  

I could recommend someone to him, and here we are.”

 So I’m the backup plan. “But it’s not a performance. Why does he 

want a musician?”

 “I didn’t really ask.”

 Damn her, the crazy woman. “How much did he offer you?”

 “Ah,” she turns her head to the side, but I can hear in her voice 

the smile she’s trying to hide. “It seems I forgot to ask about that, as well.”

 “Did you ask him anything, other than if  you could pass the job 

off  to someone?” I stop walking and prop my bike against my hip so I 

have a free hand to rub across my forehead. Although I did only buy a 

few things, I’m endlessly thankful that my bike has a basket ixed just 

behind the seat, above the back wheel.

 She stops with me. “You’ll like it, George. He’s a very nice old 
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man. He told me he just wants to sit and watch movies all day while an 

expert operates the player piano.”

 “I’m no expert on this,” I say, rubbing the place where my arm 

cuts off.

 But it might not be so bad, loading rolls and pedaling out tunes. 

And maybe Lyra’s right, it could be a performance—if  I play along. 

Maybe being accompanied by a machine won’t be as horrible as dealing 

with another person, I think as the memory hits me of  when I frantically 

checked a glass piano to see if  it was a music box.

We reach Lyra’s home and she goes inside for moment to bring out the 

theater proprietor’s name and address, so that I may pay him a visit. She 

invites me in, but I excuse myself  by saying that I must be getting home. 

I make up something about doing some research in my musical library 

so that I may be able to answer any questions he has for me. I think Lyra 

knows that the proprietor doesn’t expect much, and I know this isn’t 

exactly a performance gig. I know it needs no preparation.

I don’t care enough to visit the theater, though it is located 

conveniently away from the main areas of  the city, near my own home, 

and only about two miles away. I send a letter, one which is unnecessarily 

impersonal. It’s handwritten, and I hope my poor writing will make him 

think I’m uneducated.
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Dear Sir:

I have received information about your job query from a Miss Lyra Finley, 

and I would like to express my interest in the pianola operator position.

Looking forward to hearing from you,

George Scarlatti Walters

Within a few days, I receive a short command in handwriting 

almost as terrible as mine:

George:

Come to the nickelodeon on Friday.

Harold Brown, Owner
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And then Lyra shows up on Thursday at my home, unannounced. I am in 

the middle of  a bottle of  moonshine and the knock at the door frightens 

me. It could be anyone; it’s the middle of  the day. I stash the bottle beneath 

a loorboard in my study and peer out the window near my bookshelves. 

When I see her, I let out a frustrated grunt. She’s going to think that all I 

do when I’m alone is drink.

 “Just in time for a drink, if  you want one,” I say, opening the door.

 “Actually, I did come to ask for something, but not for a drink.” 

She walks past me, turning the corner into the study.

 “Ask away.” God, I’m not actually this cheesy, am I?

 She sits at the piano. I rush toward her immediately. “What are 

you doing?” I don’t try to hide the way my voice raises, but she doesn’t 

look alarmed.

 “Will you teach me the piano?” Her eyes are bright.

 “You shouldn’t,” I start. “Don’t just come in and start using my 

things.” But I don’t sound very assertive, and she continues to sit. She 

touches the keys, forms a chord in both hands, but her palms are against 

the wood of  the keybed.

 “That’s not good form,” I sigh. It’s basic enough to know that the 

backs of  your hands should be level with the inside of  your elbows. “Are 

you this bad on purpose?�

 “George,” she stands, and she’s a little too close to me since 

I’d rushed forward when she sat at the piano. “I’m sorry for intruding. 

But I have students who want to audition for the conservatory in a few 
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years, and I just know that it’ll be so helpful to them if  I’m there, as the 

accompanist. Will you teach me, for them?”

 So she wants me to do her job for her, as a piano teacher? She’s 

more than ready to hand me some machine operation position but won’t 

give me the joy of  working with students directly?

 “Didn’t you learn how to play the piano irst in the women’s 

college you went to? Why did they let you learn violin if  you didn’t master 

the piano?” I take a step back.

 “Well, I do know how to play. But I want to learn how to really 

play. I mean, at the level I play violin. At the level you play piano.”

 “You’re not going to have fun.” Of  course she would. That was a 

useless comment and a weak argument; piano is the superior instrument.

 “It’s for my students. It’s important to me.” She places her hand 

on my left arm. She seems to always be careful to avoid my right. “Please?”

 She’d closed the space between us when she reached for my 

arm. I’m not really looking at her. I’m gazing over her shoulder at the 

somewhat-open baby grand I have squeezed into my study. But I can’t 

ignore her presence; a light, wispy scent loats to me with her so near, and 

her shoulders move every time she breathes.

 “Please.”

 “You’re better off  sending your students to a teacher who 

specializes in performance and conservatory auditions, instead of  using 

them as test subjects to try your teaching skills out on.” When I look at 

her now, she’s inally growing angry, her face turning pink. “I won’t teach 
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you what you should know in the irst place, if  you’re trying to take on 

students with those kinds of  aspirations.”

 “Is that it, do you blame your teacher for your failures?” She’s 

pulled away, is crossing the room towards the door.

 “At least I don’t hand off  the odd jobs to real musicians, while 

keeping the worthwhile ones to myself.” She’s already out the front door; 

I hear it slam.

 Now, if  only I can get her scent out of  my nose.

When she leaves, I decide not to go to work the next day. Damn that 

woman. She thinks she can do something for me just to turn around and 

demand another thing in return.

 On Saturday, I receive an angry telegram from her, wanting to 

know why I didn’t go to the irst day of  work. On Monday, she arrives at 

my home, demanding entrance. She argues with me about not working 

and not replying to her.

But then she smiles, as though she’s caught on to me. She proclaims 

that I must make everything up to her, starting today. She says she has a 

few hours to spare, and while she’s here, she will receive lessons from me. 

I begin to grow angry now. She simply continues to grin and carry on into 

the study, where she pulls a second chair up to the piano. 

“I already told you I wouldn’t help you,” I protest, but her hands 

are all over the keys. She’s tapping out something with her ingers. It’s all 

a dissonant mess. “Stop.”
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“Teach me,” she replies. “Unless you think I should play jazz?” She 

adds a swinging rhythm to whatever dissonant nonsense she’s offending 

me with.

“Stop,” I shout. She doesn’t linch, but she does lift her hands 

from the keys. Her foot is still on the sustain pedal, and the clamor takes 

a moment to fade from the room.

Her cheeks look lushed when—in such a sweet voice that it 

hurts—she says, “Why don’t you like jazz, George?”

I wish she wouldn’t mess around with my piano. “What does 

that have to do with teaching your students how to audition for a 

conservatory?”

“That’s not—”

“If  you’re thinking of  teaching jazz to elevated students, you may 

as well send them to me. You do not deserve to shape their minds if  jazz 

is what you want to impart.”

She thinks for a moment, traces the edge of  a key with her thumb. 

“I don’t think you should be so narrow-minded.”

“What’s narrow-minded about not obsessing over a style that’s 

only sprung up in the last decade? How can it even begin to compare to 

the hundreds of  years of  the Baroque, Classical, and Romantic eras?”

“Well, what if  this is a transition period, right here and now?”

I turn away and begin to pace the room. She is impossible. “Why 

should I care?”

“Think of  all the greats who lived between two musical eras. 
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Beethoven, for one, was working with a new kind of  expressiveness 

not heard in his earlier work, when he started with Classical and moved 

into the Romantic era.” She scoffs. “You know I’m right. My point is 

that composers like Beethoven incorporated new styles into their work, 

instead of  rebuking the trends.”

I stare at her, wondering what will make her shut her mouth. She’s 

too concerned with my personal decisions. I wonder if  my mother has 

directly told her that I’m supposed to be courting her. But she is not 

graceful or feminine at all. It’s as though she doesn’t want me to like her.

She sighs, closes the cover on the keys, and stands. “I should head 

to town now.” She passes me, standing there in the middle of  the room, 

and pats my shoulder. The right one; maybe she isn’t avoiding it? “I want 

to take you to a jazz club. And before you ight it,” she holds her other 

hand up, “think of  it this way: everyone drinks together, and it’s easier to 

ind booze. You don’t have to hide it, if  the cops aren’t patrolling.”

Something makes my feet follow her to the front door. Over 

her shoulder—over her wild, copper curls covering her shoulder—she 

throws back, “And I’ll come fetch you tomorrow so you can beg for your 

job back at the theater. So don’t make any plans.”

She’s laughing as I slam the door. I’m curious what she will do 

when she inds me tomorrow, smelling of  prohibited substance. There’s 

no way she’ll be able to drag me anywhere if  she doesn’t want me to be 

found out.
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The next day, I wake up when the sun hits my face at dawn and rummage 

under the loorboards for something particularly foul-smelling and 

strong. As if  Lyra suspects my plan, she arrives not an hour after dawn. 

It must be too early to go to the theater as I know, from the proprietor’s 

information that Lyra gave me, that it doesn’t open until one o’clock.

I open the door only to show her that she can’t win this time. 

She barges in and grabs the bottle from my hand. I grin stupidly, trying 

to look more drunk than I am. But soon I realize she intends to take 

me to the theater no matter the state I’m in. She slaps my face—not 

hard, but obviously with the intent of  waking me up—and scolds me. 

She goes straight to my bedroom, which I have never shown her. I am 

immediately embarrassed by the mess it’s in, and especially when she 

begins to rummage through my clothes. I decide not to tell her when she 

picks through the dirty things, as I feel she likely can tell by the smell. She 

inds the salve among my socks and immediately recoils, but makes no 

comment. I begin to feel my passive, drunk act fade, replaced with anger. 

How dare she pity me! It would be better if  she’d say something.

 I cross the room to grab her shoulder, and perhaps my grip is too 

tight. She falters a bit, but her face is neutral.

“You are going to the theater when it opens,” she says evenly. 

She surprises me by draping across my shoulders a decent, everyday 

suit complete with a shirt, jacket, and pants. I’m impressed she found 

an unwrinkled one in the mess, but I’m more irritated at myself  for not 

thinking of  soiling the few remaining good clothes the night before. I 
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honestly thought that drinking would be a suficient barrier for appearing 

in public.

She leaves me to change and comes back when I’m struggling 

into the jacket. She tries to help me put it on, but I step back. I’m not 

sure why I’ve listened to her so far—I may just be dumbfounded by her 

determination or a little bit more buzzed than I think I am—but I will 

not take her pity as well. She hands me a glass of  some reddish liquid and 

has cornered me in the room. I must drink whatever she disappeared to 

make. It tastes like tomatoes and vinegar, and she says it will wake me up. 

God, I want to throw it at her.

 She sits with me in the study until it’s time to leave for the theater. 

I’m surprised she doesn’t force me to teach her performance again. 

Instead, she picks out two books from my shelves and hands me one. 

It’s the awful primary school etiquette book I’d used to fool my mother. 

This I do toss, but only to the loor. I smirk at her and pick out a French 

novelist’s biography instead. The one I settle on describes Amantine 

Lucile Aurore Dupin—the lover, but never the wife, of  Chopin.

 When the time comes to leave, Lyra won’t let me take the bike. 



73

She says I’ll escape if  she can’t hold me down with her arm. I know it’s 

because she thinks I’m too embarrassing on a bike, and I won’t make a 

good impression with the theater owner. Regardless, we stroll together, I 

refuse to speak to her, and her arm in mine is making me feel overheated.

She doesn’t know me, yet she mothers me. I don’t even let my 

own mother do these things to me. And yet she escorts me all the way to 

the front door of  the theater, leaving only after she has said hello to the 

proprietor.

 “Good to see you, Miss Finley,” he croaks. “Thanks for escorting 

this snake.”

She laughs, “He’ll work hard.”

I extend my left hand. He shakes it with both of  his, not seeming 

alarmed in the slightest. “Glad to have a Scarlatti working for me,” he says 

as Lyra excuses herself.

“Thanks. Not by blood,” I say.

“I’m not an idiot, boy.” He shows me into the theater, weaves me 

through the row of  seats, and ushers me toward the massive player piano 

sitting just to the left of  the screen.
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It’s so incredibly dim in the little piano nook that I can barely tell 

what color the instrument is. It’s a deep brown, but it’s covered in scratches, 

especially around the roll and the pedals. The bench is connected to the 

piano at the base, as if  it were an organ. I almost expect Harold Brown, 

Owner, to shove organ shoes into my arm and order me to wear them.
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He doesn’t, and I approach the bench. The keys are exposed, and 

the little compartment to load the paper into is closed. When I sit down, 

I can see just how ugly and misused this instrument is. Not only does it 

lack embelishments, I wonder if  it’s even in tune. It doesn’t strike me that 

an insument in this state has been cared for properly.
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“Now, you know how to get it going, right?” He huffs.

“Indeed.” I begin to pedal before he can ask anything else in that 

abrasive voice of  his. The music cranks into life, but it sounds distorted.

“Pedal faster,” he orders, above the music.

I pedal, but way too quickly, and the sound shoots up in pitch. 

The highest notes come out like chirps.

“You’ll need to practice, but the music for Friday night’s ilm is 

easy enough,” he says. “Move. Let me show you how to switch the rolls 

out.” He nudges my shoulder so I’ll get up from the bench. He takes my 

place and begins mumbling instructions, demonstrating how to remove 

and replace the paper.

I don’t think I’ll ever have a more strange instructor than this man 

who told me to come back to operate the machine Friday evening, despite 

my knowing nothing.

Lyra shows up for my irst movie. I curse the owner in my head, for he 

must have told her when I would start. As I sit at the bench, aligning holes 
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in the roll to set it up before the ilm starts, she comes over.

“Good luck, George! Are you excited?” She places her hand on 

my shoulder, leans down against me to talk close to my ear.

“It’s just a job,” I sigh, and it’s probably inaudible. The theater is 

surprisingly packed, for a neighborhood nickelodeon.

“Don’t let that stop you from doing it well,” she kisses my cheek 

and disappears.

I think I’m staring at my hand.

What am I supposed to be doing right now?

I reach up to touch my cheek. I’ve been kissed like this in greeting, 

but I’ve never felt so shocked by it before.

The lights licker on and off  in the theater, which means people 

should settle in their seats. The ilm will be starting in just a few minutes.

As quickly as I can, I inish aligning the paper and crank my feet a 

bit to move the paper in the machine to the starting place, so I won’t have 

a delay when the countdown starts.

The lights licker again.
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Once.
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The voices begin to hush.
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     Twice.
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People settle in their chairs.
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Three times, and now the theater remains dark. Giggling 

children and whispering adults are blanketed by the glow that 

suddenly appears on the screen.

My heart is throbbing. Is it from the kiss…or my debut as a 

pianola operator?
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                         Why did Lyra come?

5
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     Not that I’m upset. I feel…light?

4
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But…should I be upset that she touches me so freely?

3
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                          What happens now?

2
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And that�s my cue. I begin pumping with my feet, rocking 

the pedals back and forth on their axis. My thighs start to burn but 

I have to keep going. The ilm is only ifteen or twenty minutes, so 

it should be ine. And I don’t have to switch out the roll—Harold 

Brown, Owner, told me to just forget about doing a timely switch.

1
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But as I watch the ilm and try to keep my feet moving at 

an even tempo, the bright, cheesy chords and swinging rhythm 

sometimes clash with the more somber visuals.

I know it’s jazz that I’m playing. It’s a sort of  generic song, 

though. It feels like it could accompany anything, and there�s 

no dissonance at all. Perhaps this is why it�s made it to a paper 

recording—it’s not unstructured, undisciplined street music like 

the trash I�ve been hearing.

Maybe jazz isn’t so terrible, if  I can stand to play this.
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After the ilm ends, the proprietor scolds me. Apparently, I didn’t 

keep up with the cues in the ilm.

 “You weren’t awful. Your speed was better tonight. But if  you 

want to keep this job, you’ll have to come and practice with the ilms for 

two hours every day. Except on Sundays, of  course.” He shoos me. “Since 

I’m here at one most every day, start coming in at one. The movies don’t 

start until six, anyway.”

Lyra is at my side the moment I turn away from the owner.

 “It wasn’t a performance,” I say when I think he’s out of  earshot.
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 “Of  course,” she laughs. When did I start liking the way her laugh 

jumps around, like she’s loating? “Are you ready?” She hooks my left arm 

in her right.

 “For…what?” We’ve made it outside the theater now, along with 

the other patrons. It’s not too crowded, but I still feel claustrophobic in 

the warm night air.

 She looks pleased with herself. “But you have to admit, I did ind 

you a good job.”

 “Don’t change the topic,” I say lightly, but the playful way she’s 

acting pains me. Beyond anything, I feel an urgent need to hold her with 

both hands, to gently poke at her, to play back. How unfair it is that she 

can hold my good arm, and my other is restricted in movement.

 Yet I don’t know how to even begin to ask her to switch sides, so 

that I can reach across to her face, trace her eyebrows with my ingers.

Maybe she’s restrained my good arm on purpose.

“I have a surprise and I don’t think I can hold it in,” she says. 

“Eileen arrived earlier today. She’s staying with me for a few weeks, isn’t 

that exciting?”

“Indeed.” I can’t think about much right now.

“She’ll be meeting us where we’re headed.”
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I realize we’ve arrived at a jazz club when I see Eileen outside, talking to 

a man with a saxophone. 

 “Lyra, why are we here?” I slow my pace, try to get her to stop 

with me. But she lets go of  my arm and continues walking towards Eileen 

and the man.

 “Let’s head in,” she throws back. “Eileen and her friend are here.”

I get ready to make a bolt for it before I realize the man is an 

old classmate of  mine who also played piano. He might also be courting 

Eileen; he’s deinitely her escort this evening. 

“You can’t come alone to a speakeasy,” she says.

“So you picked my classmate,” I counter. Something about it 

bothers me. “So Bradley, why aren’t you playing piano anymore? If  I 

remember well, you found an agent and started touring.”

“Of  course, I’m still touring and recording. I’ve actually learned a 

few instruments since we were classmates.” He puts his arm over Eileen’s 

shoulder. “Including violin.” He looks at Lyra from head to toe and winks 

at her.

The women both laugh like they didn’t just understand what 

happened. I knew Bradley was a ladies’ man when I had classes with him, 

and we were never friends because I thought his escapades were frivolous. 
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But if  Eileen and Lyra want to play into Bradley’s game, let the whores 

do what they want.

 We go in and Lyra hasn’t put her arm through mine again. If  she 

wants me to initiate it, I’m not going to. She’s already shown me she’ll lirt 

with anyone, so I don’t need to try.

I hole myself  up in the corner of  the club, at some empty table. 

Sometimes Lyra and Eileen come over to ask me to dance, but I decline, 

shouting over the music with something like a “Have a girls’ night.”

I’ve also found out that this club isn’t serving alcohol tonight. 

Apparently, it usually alternates nights with booze and without. They say 

you’ll never know if  it’s a booze night until you show up, but I think Lyra 

and Eileen planned to keep me from the alcohol and face this horrible 

jazz sober.

My classmate performs, and it’s more of  that street trash noise. 

Yet I can see Lyra enthralled. What’s going on in her head?

It’s time to leave, I think. I approach the women but only tell 

Eileen that I’m heading home. “It’s been a long day,” I shout. “Please see 

Lyra home, my dearest cousin.”

Surprisingly, she waves me off. She must be in a good mood.
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I expect that Lyra will send me another angry telegram, but I don’t hear 

from her for a while. I do manage to arrive at the theater on time for 

practice, and then again for the ilm showings in the evenings. 

When I show up to every practice, it seems, I must correct Harold 

Brown, Owner, that it’s not a performance. It’s a job. He always just 

scoffs and then goes to the projector booth to start the ilm. I watch the 

numbers lash on screen as I settle on the organ-like piano bench and 

begin working my feet to get the music going. It’s getting easier to time 

the music, now that I’ve gained a feeling for how much force I need to 

use to pump the pedals. And I’ve really mastered switching the paper out 

during the ilms, even in the dark.

After a few days, Harold Brown, Owner, doesn’t comment on my 

timing anymore. He does tell me to come to practice at the end of  every 

showing, though. It’s getting boring, now that I know what I’m doing. So 

I test the proprietor’s attentiveness—or perhaps his interest—by seeing 

how many ornamentals I can get away with without him commenting that 

he doesn’t recognize the music.

He never seems to care when I add things. He just wants me to 

get the timing right. I don’t know if  his secret desire to be a director or 
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a conductor is coming through when he pushes me around. His Scarlatti 

jab when we irst met makes me think that he knows I was a semi-

famous performer. Perhaps he inds this entertaining, that he can boss 

around someone and be better than someone who used to be great. How 

immoral, upon a cripple.

Anyway, I was paid about ten dollars this week for my work, so I 

feel pretty strongly about keeping the job. Even though it’s boring.

Time passes like this—I take the damn bike to work every day and ind 

ways to occupy myself  when I’m not at work. I know that my alcohol 

stash is almost depleted. I probably have three bottles left, which will only 

last me another week or two. I’m going to have to ind a supplier soon. 

Eileen would probably know where to ind some. I send her a 

cryptic letter:

Dearest Cousin:

Where do you buy your groceries? The general stores around me don�t have 

important things.

George Scarlatti Walters
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I really hate writing left-handed, but it’s deinitely become easier 

since I moved away from home and have been relying on letters to 

communicate. Though I suppose I could be sending telegrams, since I 

don’t write much in my letters, anyway.

Regardless, I hope Eileen knows what I mean. I’ve addressed it to 

Lyra since Eileen is probably still visiting. I consider heading over there, 

but I’m still sour about the jazz club.

And then, because I’m bored, I send a letter to my mother:

Mother:

Fall is almost over, it seems. How are you? Writing is still dificult. My job 

is enjoyable. Eileen is visiting Lyra right now, and I think they�re having fun.

Write soon,

George Scarlatti Walters

I don’t respond to all of  her letters, but I like getting them. No 

matter what I say in mine, she’ll gush about anything I’m doing for a 

couple of  pages. My father, who I’ve not received a letter from, never 

seems interested in what I’m doing, I think. But at least my mother doesn’t 

seem irritated in her letters.
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I consider writing to Professor Frank. Now that I’m playing in a 

theater, I might have something to bring to the table if  he really wants me 

to perform again. But as I think about this, I’m only reminded that there’s 

no performance music for one-handed pianists. I could write my own, 

but no one will come if  they don’t recognize the name of  the composer.

My performance days are truly over, no matter how easily I was 

hired into a theater job. Which isn’t a performance gig, I remind myself.

I go into my study and search for one of  the last bottles I have. 

Uncapping one against the edge of  a table, I settle into the couch and take 

some long swigs.

I can think of  only one thing—the start of  all my problems. Being 

sent to Europe to ight a war I had no opinions of, no information about.

My arm exploding because of  a machine, a faulty gun. I wonder 

if  the pianola, a machine, will similarly turn on me. And it probably will. I 

know I’m doomed to never develop my musical skills again—how can I, 

with only one hand, with only one part of  a whole?

The future had been so bright for me, even though some were 

jealous. Some even said that my parents, mildly famous musicians and 

enthusiasts themselves, didn’t give me the middle name Scarlatti. Rumors 
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spread that a critic gave me the title, or perhaps I gave it to myself  on an 

early performance program. The coincidence was too great for some to 

accept. For me it hasn’t been a coincidence, but rather a reminder of  the 

greatness I am destined to achieve.

 Was. That I was destined to achieve. Clearly, God had other plans 

for my soul. I rose up, grasped perfection, and received punishment as 

a dull blade separated splintered bones from my wholeness. I grabbed 

at perfection with two hands and lost one in warning. I recall this and 

immediately feel the hot burning in my stomach of  the whisky I’d been 

given to dull my senses. I smell the old rag in my mouth that I’m grinding 

with my teeth instead of  chomping off  my own tongue. Hands are on 

top of  me, someone is nearly sitting on my stomach, I’m being restrained. 

The arm has to go, or I will die.

 I feel like I’m dying in the present. It doesn’t matter how far 

removed I am from the amputation, the pain is always as destructive to 

my mind as it was when I irst experienced it. I’m reduced to a heap on 

the loor within a matter of  minutes, and it can last anywhere from a few 

hours to a week. 
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These tremors last a few days, and suddenly Lyra is with me. My 

mind must be tricking me when I see her. I guess I hadn’t locked the front 

door, because she’s there, in my study, inding me rolled into a strange 

lump.

When she appears, I feel a kind of  peace and have just enough 

strength to reach towards her, and I see her face change from shock to 

fear. Does she think I’m dying? Or maybe this really is a hallucination, a 

vivid desire for her to save me.

She pushes me to sit up, and I let her guide my left arm over her 

shoulder. I think I hear her say something about taking me to bed, but 

I’m numb.
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As soon as she lays me out, I�m gone.
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I was 18, and the year was 1918. I was on a high note after 

graduating from the conservatory during the summer.

But my celebration came too early, which I�m sure attracted 

misfortune to me. There was suddenly news of  a draft for the Great 

War. I thought I’d be safe—all other drafts had a minimum age of  

21—but this one was different. The new minimum age was 18, and 

all eligible men were required to register on September 12, 1918.

My birthday was September 1, 1900—eleven days before 

the cutoff  birthdate—so I went in to register with the rest of  the 

unfortunate souls born before the twelfth. They told us, in the town 

recreation hall we�d all gathered in to write our names in blood, 
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that not all of  us would be drafted. But they assured that we all 

had an equal chance to ight for our nation, to ight for life. There 

were upwards of  a thousand men stuffed into the hall, but it was 

eerily quiet the entire time I was there. I think men were afraid 

that if  they protested, they’d be shipped off  to ight right there on 

the spot. Better to go along and pray to be spared. Even two of  my 

friends from the conservatory—who were in the same situation I 

was in—didn’t have much to say when we three inally made it to 

the registration tables and were inspected and then approved as 

eligible future soldiers.
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Is Lyra holding my hand?

Something’s warm, and I can’t be holding my own right now.
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During the next few weeks, my parents sent me letters, urging 

me to join the Church. Clergymen are exempt from the draft, they 

said. But I reminded them constantly that I had to already be a 

clergyman before the registration. And draft evasion, if  I attempted 

it, would prevent me from ever performing again. If  the authorities 

were looking for me, it would be foolish to continue on a path to 

national fame.

 I was terriied, but time passed and I felt as though things 

would work out in my favor. I returned to my performances. Professor 

Frank set up a session for me to record my Scarlatti sonatas. I had 

just graduated a few years early from the conservatory—many on 

the same track as I don’t inish until they’re about 21—and my 

parents had recently permitted me to continue living alone in the 

city so that I could make a living performing in the numerous local 

venues.
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Then I received a letter. The date was June 30, 1919. I�d had 

almost a year to enjoy my post-graduation freedom, and my records 

were being distributed fairly well. Yet I�d had a feeling that my rising 

popularity in the classical world was really a luke. I had about two 

weeks to get things together, prepare things for my departure. I 

begged my parents to keep the house in the city, for I promised 

them I would be home soon.

I wanted to run away, even up until the last minute. I 

remember the feeling that nothing would remain the same. Professor 

even asked me for my signature on his copy of  the record the last 

time I saw him. I thought it was a joke, because he certainly made 

it out to be one. But now I can�t shake the idea that he somehow 

predicted my downfall and tried to preserve a legacy, though I don�t 

know what he ended up doing with that record.
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I think there’s a cool, wet cloth on my forehead. I don’t feel Lyra’s 

hands anymore. Has she already left me? Am I that pitiful?
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For almost three months, I was stuck in the training 

camp, which was about 20 hours, by cart, away from the city. The 

routines and rules imposed on us by the military were not unlike 

the discipline I underwent as a lifelong musician, but it was a very 

uneventful time. I did sometimes become troublesome, however. 

I was so tortured without my music that I would compose piano 

pieces in ink on the cloth rags in the mess hall. And it was not 

dificult for them to igure out who’d caused everyone’s inked 

moustaches and black eyes.

It wasn�t all bad, for a time. I made a friend in another lad 

who told me he was from my conservatory. He was a lutist, which 

explains why I didn�t know him. We were bunk mates and usually 

spent any free time discussing music. I asked him, one day, how he 

deals with not being able to practice on his instrument. He revealed 

that he was able to bring his along, and in that moment I decided 



107

not to be friends with him anymore. He was deported a week later 

and I found out that he�d died in battle.

 It was like a harbinger of  my own downfall. I was sent off  in 

late August. All through the end of  the month and into September—

until my birthday passed and we were nearly upon September 12—I 

was on a boat headed to somewhere on the other side of  the world. 

I did not fare well on the boat, I did not fare well in the preparations 

for battle, and I did not fare well in the ighting.

My gun exploded in my hands during the irst battle I 

entered, not a week after my arrival. My right hand was splintered 

almost all the way up to my elbow, and my left hand was badly 

shredded—in some parts almost to the bone—but not damaged 

enough to amputate. So they removed what was left of  my right 

forearm, stitched it up at the elbow, and left me with one hand.
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I think Lyra’s back. There’s something on my lips. Is it booze or 

medicine? It doesn’t smell pleasant. But I’m glad she’s back. I feel her 

hands on mine again.
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I was told it was good fortune I didn�t have to lose both 

hands. I was sent home because I could not ight anymore. They 

knew my recovery would take a long time.

I did not fare well on the boat, and I did not fare well with the 

infections. But I emerged from my fevers and delirium sometime in 

the middle of  1920. I remember it because it was raining and I was 

at my parents� estate. All I could think of  was whether my home 

still existed in the city.

 In 1921, the ighting ended and I was not called back into 

service. I think they pitied me, but that was ine. I didn’t want to 

lose anything else. I wondered if  any part of  my arm had survived. 

Did they give it a proper burial?

 I stayed with my parents until I couldn�t stand them anymore. 

Skin had grown back on my left hand and I did exercises every day 

to make sure I could hold a pen, at least. 

 The war has been over for a year now, but I can�t feel it even 

started until I arrived home from Europe.
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 I open my eyes and it’s too bright. Squinting, I look around and 

it kind of  surprises me to see that I’m in bed, and Lyra is asleep on a 

stool next to my bed. Her head, curls spread out ridiculously, is just close 

enough for me to reach.

 I can never feel comfortable doing delicate things with my left 

hand, but I brush through her hair and she doesn’t stir, so I feel I may be 

improving.

 One of  her hands is stretched out towards me, almost touching 

my leg. Did she fall asleep holding my hand? I realize she must have stayed 

at my left side for this purpose. Something surges in me, but whether it’s 

embarrassment or gratitude, I can’t be sure.

 Carefully, I adjust myself  lower on the bed so that I can sit over 

her. Her face is partially revealed, and I run my thumb over her eyelashes. 

I don’t know why. It just seems like something I want to do. She moves 

ever so slightly. I stop. I don’t want to wake her; I don’t think there’s ever 

been a silent moment between us which I feel hasn’t been full of  disdain, 

and I want to savor this.

 But I’m looking at her hands again and I must hold one. I must 

feel a right hand in my left. I lace my ingers through hers and slouch over 

her enough to kiss her knuckles without lifting her arm.

 This time, she stirs into wakefulness. Her eyes lutter and I’m 

caught with her hand at my mouth. Don’t say anything, I silently plead as 

her green eyes ask me a question. I sigh a little.

 “You should have taken the bed.” I realize how it sounds after it 
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comes out. She reaches up to place her other hand over mine, straightening 

her back and sitting up.

 “Do you feel well?”

 I nod.

 “The medicine I gave you last night was to help you sleep.” She 

tilts her head toward the desk next to the bed, and I follow her eyes to see 

a translucent bottle, half-full with some whitish liquid. My mouth feels 

dry.

 “When I got your letter for Eileen, it was too late. She’d gone 

home a day earlier. But I decided to come over, see if  you needed anything 

from my cabinet.” She holds the back of  her hand to my forehead. “I 

hope that’s okay.”

 Her touch makes me feel strange. “Mhm,” I manage.

“I brought some food, but when I found you…I thought you 

probably needed medicine. I went home for a moment to bring the 

medicine back after I checked that you didn’t have a fever,” she says, then 

adds, “I used to take that when my mother passed away.”

 I look back at her. I’m still holding her hand. I don’t want to let 

go. This is the hand that grounded me during my tremors. I feel that if  I 

let go, she’ll disappear. The terror will return.

 “I sent a telegram to Harold, to let him know you’ve been sick. He 

hasn’t responded, but I don’t think he’ll ire you.” She looks at my hand 

over hers. “You can have that bottle. It seems like it worked well for your 

pain.”
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 “Actually, it’s not the pain in my arm,” I inally respond. She 

doesn’t seem uncomfortable by my silence, but I feel connected to her 

and I want to understand her. “I mean, it is the pain. But it’s in my head.”

 I’m talking slowly. It’s dificult to say these things out loud. “I 

want to stop thinking about it. But I keep reliving it.”

 �What do you mean?�

 “I can never again lose myself  in a piece of  music. I cannot feel 

what I’ve been taught to feel for my entire life. The rapture of  music is 

now something I can only feel through listening. It can never be from my 

own ingers.”

 “You’re strong.” I want to hold her. I’m not strong.

 “Are you, about your mother?” I’ve never been able to igure out 

why she’s so happy all the time.

 “That’s why I had that sleeping medicine.” She pulls her hand 

from mine, stands. “It was hard to be awake for a long time. I took care 

of  her, you know.”

 I did know. I nod.

 “Cancer, in her breasts,” is all she says.

 I try to stand, but my head moves a second slower than I want it 

to, and I’m hit with an awful aching.

 “I’ll get you water,” she pours a glass from a pitcher which I 

assume she brought to my bedside during the night.

 “Everything works out in the end.” She’s not making eye contact, 

and I feel she’s reassuring herself. She hands me the glass and smiles, a 
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little sadly, before turning away. “You should get dressed. You probably 

would do well with a stroll.”

I want to hold her back from leaving the room, but once I’d 

grabbed the glass I became useless. 

Lyra is visiting me every day now. She didn’t want it at irst, but I gave her 

my spare key to the front door. She saved me by appearing at a door I’d 

forgotten to lock, but I don’t want to bet on that if  I fall to pieces again.

 And she helped me out with Harold Brown, Owner. She went 

in person to tell him how sick I was, and asked for me to have a bit of  a 

vacation. After all, I’d been practicing and working almost every day for 

a few months now. Apparently, he didn’t give her any trouble at all, but 

I ind this hard to believe. I’m just waiting to get a letter of  termination 

from him. I wonder if  he’s already replaced and forgotten about me.

Lyra has begun to spend her free time here, when she’s not at 

the church or with her students. Usually, we read in the study or listen to 

music. Sometimes, she brings her violin and asks me to play with her. I 

almost want to kiss her—she isn’t much at piano, but her entire demeanor 

changes when she plays the violin. She is beautiful.

I think of  a favorite piece which I never had a chance to learn, 

but one which I have on record—Beethoven’s Violin Sonata No. 9 Op. 47. 

The Kreutzer Sonata. A complicated piece between piano and violin. The 

violin is to begin the irst movement, but I play what I can with my left 

hand on the piano. I start with the violin melody and then move to just 
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the piano chords when the cue happens. I decide I will not give Lyra any 

clues other than these. If  I can play from what I have heard before, she 

should recognize this piece.

 And she does seem to know the piece. She makes the instrument 

sing.

But not two minutes in, she drops out. “I apologize,” she laughs, 

“I can only go so far with a piece I only know by ear.” 

Who are you? I want to ask.

“That was a wonderful choice, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I say. “Do you want to keep playing?” I can’t 

believe myself. I should hardly want to play at all. But I must admit that 

the beginning of  that piece is manageable with one hand. Perhaps there 

are other pieces I can handle?

“I’ll play something, if  you want to follow me this time.”

I nod and she begins a lilting thing that I don’t recognize. But I 

can pick out the key—D-sharp major—and experiment in the bass with 

some chords and runs. It’s not very entertaining to play, but the simplicity 

of  what I’m improvising allows me to watch Lyra handle the violin.

She sways, she lows. She is the music.

She’s facing me and standing near the curve of  the baby grand. 

Her eyes are closed but luttering with each bow movement she makes.

Is this what it is to watch a person in rapture? I’ve seen many 

performers in her state, but none have been quiet so beautiful or expressive 

as her.
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Every time she moves, I can smell her faint perfume. It carries 

to me, bringing along her presence, and I feel her around me. Respecting 

her request for me to accompany her is the only thing stopping me from 

standing and wrapping my arm around her waist.

      I think I want her.
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Yet not two weeks later of  this, my chest is tight with an familiar aching. 

Lyra is supposed to arrive in a half  hour. It must be the tremors, but I 

don’t know what could have triggered it. Sometimes it just hits me when I 

do normal things, like playing records or reading. And there’s nothing else 

that could bring me to my knees like this.

I stumble into my room and use my truncated arm to hold the 

sleep medicine bottle against my chest as I uncap it with my hand. I toss 

the cap and I take some gulps, not sure how much is too much. I assume 

it must be like alcohol, where a few swigs won’t affect me too much.

But I lay there on the loor, clutching my chest. Am I dying?

I think I drank more than I should have of  the sleeping medicine. I 

remember Lyra showing up. I remember reaching for her, like before. But 

I can’t remember much beyond that, except for a vague feeling of  resting 

my head in the curve of  her neck. She smelled light, lowery. I felt my 

heart ache again.

In the morning, I wake up to see some of  her outer clothing—such as 

a sock or hair ribbon, the kinds of  things one might forget if  one were 

dressing in a hurry—scattered about my bed. I’m sure I slept all night, but 

perhaps not. Didn’t I only drink a sleeping draught?

As before when she kissed me, Lyra doesn’t mention anything physical 

we may have done. So I’m at a loss for what happened that night. She 
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continues to visit, but everything is normal. About a week passes, and 

then I even go back to work.

 It’s getting colder, and the theater is becoming even more 

packed. The building actually has a heating system, so I’m not surprised 

that people are coming in to sleep to the ilms they’ve probably seen a 

thousand times. We don’t really play new stuff—I think Harold Brown, 

Owner, doesn’t order as many ilms as he does music. It seems like I’m 

switching out music a lot more frequently than I used to, but the music is 

really all the same kind of  upbeat, swinging jazz.

 Lyra visits me before work, and I’ve taken to biking to Lyra’s home 

after work, when it’s about 9 or 10 o’clock. We sit in her very organized 

and very clean parlor for an hour or two—usually until she grows too 

weary for conversation. We’ll talk about the ilms, scores, and anything 

else that has happened while we’re apart.

 Sometimes, she falls asleep in her chair, and I kiss her eyelids. It’s 

the most I can do before I wake her up and she sees me to the door.

But tonight, I notice she’s wearing a thin nightgown, instead of  

an actual day dress. It’s a light-colored chiffon gown that makes her look 

like an angel.

What I really want is to pick her up and carry her to her bed. I 

want to make her comfortable. But I’m too afraid to try picking her up 

with only one and a half  arms to hold her. I don’t know what I would do 

if  I dropped her.

 I can feel my heart beating through me as I kiss her lips. It’s really 
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just a brush, but my ingertips and toes start to tingle and I must restrain 

myself. She’s asleep, after all. I cup her face in my palm. Did we have sex, 

that evening last week? It’s starting to become more believable.

 I straighten up and reach for her hand. “Lyra,” I call softly. “Wake 

up, Lyra.” I tug her hand, gently. She stirs, but instead of  saying anything, 

she lifts her arms like a child trying to be picked up, and I can’t deny her.

 I crouch a bit, so she can wrap her arms around my neck. Her 

eyes are half-lidded.

 “I’m going to pick you up,” I murmur into her hair. “Lean onto 

my chest.” She buries her nose into the right side of  my neck as I stand, 

and I try to support her with my left arm wrapped under her knees and 

my right nub holding up her back. She’s much heavier than I expected, 

and I pray I won’t stumble as I take her the twenty feet between the couch 

in one room and her bed in the next.

 I do almost stumble, but it’s less from her weight and more from 

the feeling of  her breath against my neck.

I can feel her body through the nightgown. I have to keep 

reminding myself  that she’s still very much asleep.

 I lay her in bed, adjusting the sheets to keep her warm. “Goodnight, 

Lyra.”
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She comes to visit me before work today but doesn’t mention last night. 

She probably was very much asleep. I’m glad I didn’t do anything indecent 

with her.

But as we sit in my study—which she has lately been helping me 

tidy—I notice that she seems a little different. Maybe it’s just the fact that 

I’ve begun to notice what she does, how she moves like a dancer, but 

something seems off. And over the next few weeks, she seems to grow 

weary.

If  we begin to talk about music, she doesn’t bring up jazz anymore. 

She doesn’t even talk about her students.

When we play together, she seems to be ever so slightly a beat 

behind me for faster sections. It’s like her reaction time and her ability, her 

articulation, have diminished. 

I wonder if  she has always had such a pronounced collarbone, 

had such dim eyes.

I want to talk to her about it, but I’m afraid of  the truth. What if  she’s 

sick? Just the thought of  it paralyzes me, so that I have to push it back if  

I don’t want the tremors to return.

 But think—why hasn’t she said anything?

 Maybe it’s like how she hasn’t tried to talk about any of  the 

physical affections we’ve shared.
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And then it hits me—she must be pregnant. She must not be eating enough 

for two people, so she’s become weary and gaunt. It makes perfect sense.
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I’m happy, but then I consider my position. I haven’t technically courted 

Lyra, though we’ve spent so much time getting to know each other. I 

never made it oficial with her family, so not only is she pregnant out of  

wedlock, she’s also pregnant out of  a relationship. And she works for the 

Church, so she might not be able to keep her job if  they ind out she’s 

having a child.

And I know that, above all, she cannot have my child. I don’t love 

her, irstly. This was all set up by my mother, I remind myself. Secondly, 

what if  the child is born deformed, because I’m deformed?

I take a trolley into the deepest center of  town for the irst time 

in a long time to ind a doctor who can make secret house calls. This will 

be the best thing for her. Perhaps she has been too scared to ind a doctor 

on her own, since abortions are illegal.

On the way home, I stop by her house. I’ll have to tell her not to make 

plans for tomorrow. The doctor said he’d be able to come by in the evening 

to do the procedure. But I’m not looking forward to talking to her about 

it. Something makes me hesitate, even as I stand on her doorstep.

I don’t have a key—she’s too embarrassed that I even gave her 

one of  mine—so I have to wait for her to answer the door when I knock.

 I walked here from the nearby trolley stop, which is just by the 

general store. The air has become wintery almost without my notice, and 

I hate the way my ingers grow cold no matter what I do. As I shufle 

my feet and rub my hand against my side, I know that the simple act of  
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rubbing hands together for warmth is greatly underestimated.

 “Hello, George,” her words become fuzzy clouds as she opens 

the door. “It’s so cold, come in.” She’s clutching a thick wool blanket 

around her shoulders, so I can’t tell if  her collarbones have become more 

pronounced. Her face looks a bit thinner.

 I reach for one of  her hands, and the blanket falls away just slightly 

while I kiss her ingers in greeting. Her hands are a bit cold, though her 

house has heating.

“Eileen just arrived,” she says, and it almost sounds like a warning.

“My cousin is here?” I’m surprised; did she send me a letter? I 

can’t remember.

“Yes, please come into the parlor.”

Her formality bothers me. I follow her. She seems so frail that I’m 

afraid she’ll fall over at any moment. I hover my hand behind her back, 

ready in case she does stumble. Are you eating well yet, I want to ask. Are 

you excited? Are you scared?

           Do you want to keep it?
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But I can’t bring myself  to speak.

“George, what a surprise!” Eileen greets me from the couch when 

we enter the parlor. “I’m so sorry, dearest cousin. I know this must shock 

you that I didn’t send you a letter ahead of  my arrival. But Lyra—”

Lyra clears her throat. “She wanted to surprise you.”

I watch as Eileen’s nose scrunches up, her eyebrows raise just 

slightly. I know that expression too well to be fooled—Eileen is hiding 

something. She’s never been good at lying with a straight face.

“Did she?” I counter, my hand still behind Lyra’s back. She lets 

me escort her to the couch.

“Yes,” Eileen hesitates. I can feel her watching me as I adjust the 

blanket around Lyra’s shoulders, but I’m looking into Lyra’s eyes.

Or trying to. She won’t meet my gaze. Maybe she’s tired?

“I have wonderful news, and I had to share it in person.” Eileen 

doesn’t sound very happy. “Your friend from the conservatory, Bradley…

he’s asked to court me, and my father said yes.”

“Fantastic,” I say, but I wasn’t listening and I didn’t really care. 

He’ll probably break off  any connections with her in a few months, 

anyway. He was always like that in school.

“George, you don’t seem too excited for your cousin,” Lyra 

whispers. God, when did she become so weak?

“I don’t particularly ind courtship essential,” I say, and Lyra 

smiles sadly. She still won’t meet me gaze, even as I stand by the sofa, 

ready to aid her if  she needs something.
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“What an odd thing to say,” Eileen starts.

“George.” Lyra cuts her off. “I want you to go to the bookshelf  

and ind my jazz record.”

 �Your favorite one, you mean?�

 She nods, but her eyes are closed.

 I cross the room and locate it easily—it’s sitting atop the pile as if  

she played it last. “Do you want to listen to it?”

 “No, that’s alright. I want you to take it home.”

 I don’t like jazz, I’m about to say, but I notice that her cheeks have 

become wet. “Are you in pain, do you need medicine?” I rush to her side, 

reach to touch her forehead with the back of  my hand. But she opens her 

eyes and inally looks into mine.

 “Hug me, before you go.” What an odd order. She’s sending me 

off  already? Well, I suppose she must be tired from carrying around a 

baby. She raises her arms and I lean down. She wraps her arms around my 

neck, but I can’t do much in return with the record in my one hand.

 She doesn’t smell right, I think as I embrace her. She smells like 

medicine.

 She begins to whisper so quietly and so cautiously that I have to 

hold my breath so that I can hear her.

 “I’m going home for a while,” she says. “Please keep up with 

work.”

 “You’re telling me that you’re suddenly leaving, and that’s what 

you’re thinking about right now?”
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Eileen clears her throat. “You should get going.”

Lyra releases me and nods. I’ve only just arrived!

“You’re really going home? Why?” Neither woman answers me. 

“I suppose you really came to escort her, not to tell me about how you 

wrangled a male prostitute,” I turn on Eileen. Both of  the women should 

be enraged by my words, but they seem to ignore it.

“She wants to visit her family.” Eileen stands. “Be calm, dear 

cousin. Come now, I’ll see you out.”

As she approaches the door, I ask, “When?”

“Next week,” Eileen says. Lyra’s eyes are closed. I’m still standing 

by her. At least I still have some time. But what will I do if  I have tremors 

when she’s gone? Ah, at least Eileen is here. I can ind some booze 

through her this week, and that should help.

This placates me for a moment, and I say, “I must take something 

other than the record.”

“George, let’s go—”

I ignore Eileen and bend down to kiss Lyra gently on the lips. 

Probably for a few seconds too long. But Lyra kisses me back, and it’s 

Eileen who breaks us up.

“She’s just going to visit her family,” she practically yells at me. I 

stop, press my forehead against Lyra’s, and tell her, “I’ll see you, then.” 

She smiles. Her eyes are wide open now, and a little bit dilated. 

 I don’t know why I don’t tell her about the doctor, who told me 

he’d be able to see her tomorrow. Maybe it’s easier to pretend it’s not 
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happening. And anyway, it’ll be good for her. She’ll get better after the 

baby’s gone. Clearly, it’s made her this weak already.

When the day comes and the doctor arrives at Lyra’s place, I am not there. 

I don’t think I need to be. After all, why would she want to have my child? 

And anyway, it’s good that Eileen is here. She’ll be able to take care of  

her while she recovers. I’ll visit tomorrow, since I don’t have much time 

before she leaves.

And anyway, I really must ind a way to replenish my booze. I 

might not be able to rely on inding it through Eileen if  she’s caring for 

Lyra this week. But I’ve run out of  alcohol, and the cold air has found its 

way into my home. I’ll have to use the ireplace soon, but drinking should 

keep me warm, at least until the irst snowfall. 

 Maybe I’ll spend more time at Lyra’s house, I think. She has 

heating.
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 In the evening, there is a knock at my door. I open it to ind the 

doctor, looking perturbed, and I’m immediately alarmed. What happened 

to Lyra, that he’s here instead of  with her?

 “What’s the problem?”

 “I arrived at the address you gave me, but no one is there.”

 “Can I see the address?” He rummages through his pockets for 

the slip I’d given him. Conirming that all the information is correct, I ask, 

“Well this is right. Maybe she stepped out?”

 “No, sir, you don’t understand. The house is boarded up. It looks 

vacant.”

 After he leaves, I know I’ve got to see it for myself. It’s very late 

now. Maybe midnight.

I bike to her home and ind everything shut up and locked tight. 

The windows are fastened and the door won’t budge.
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I don�t hear from her, no matter how many letters I send. I�m not 

even sure if  I should be sending letters to her. She left way before 

she was supposed to. Was it on purpose?

 She didn�t even see the doctor. What could she be upset 

about that I�ve done?
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The tremors return without Lyra there to ground me. I 

quickly run out of  the sleep medicine. I need to igure out how to 

get more. 

 I try to ight the tremors with by playing the jazz record she 

gave me. Maybe it will feel like she�s with me.
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But it doesn’t work. I still hate jazz.

I begin to despise that she has left me after being around 

every day. I try to think of  some way to make her pay for my pain.
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I stop going to work. I don�t bother opening the letter I get 

from Harold Brown, Owner. I�m sure it�s a termination notice.
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      How dare she leave me like this?
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 I write a letter, telling her all the things she does that I hate, which 

is practically everything. 

 I shouldn’t send it.

 I send the letter in the morning. Something makes me reluctant to 

send it if  her parents get a hold of  it. So I send it to Eileen, addressed to 

Lyra. I consider delivering it personally, along with taking some kind of  

payback for what she’s caused me. Anything of  hers would make up for 

this betrayal.

 Yet I can’t bring myself  to do anything more than mail the letter. 

I can’t shake a feeling of  dread which has risen in me this past month 

without her.

 I check my mail now, and see that the doctor sent me a bill for his 

‘traveling trouble.’ How can you be troubled if  you have an automobile 

and you don’t even have to leave town? But I pay it.

 There are also letters from my mother, but I don’t have the 

mindset to read them right now.

 And it’s good that I don’t try to dive into them now, because 
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someone knocks urgently at my door.

I rush to open it, thinking it will be Lyra. When I see Eileen, I’m 

irritated. Once again, she shows up without sending a letter ahead.

“How dare you,” she immediately begins as I attempt to usher her 

through the door.

“You’ve surprised me with your visit, I couldn’t have had a chance 

to prepare any tea.” I have no idea what she’s talking about, so I throw 

this out there. “Won’t you come in?” I’ve got to igure out where Lyra is.

“No, I will not come in, and I’m not talking about your hospitality.” 

She doesn’t cross the threshold. “Were you not courting Lyra?”

“I am,” I test the words in my mouth. Was that past-tense? Either 

way, I’m supposed to be courting her.

“Don’t you think this letter says otherwise? What if  her father had 

read this?” She rips a crumpled bunch of  papers out from a small bag 

slung across her torso. Her hair is nothing like Lyra’s. Her face is nothing 

like Lyra’s when she’s angry.

“Why do you think I sent it to you?” Why the hell does she have 

it?
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“I can’t believe you sent this to a dying woman!”

I stare at her. I haven’t been so numb since the moment I signed 

my name in blood for war. 

Then, suddenly self-conscious, I look around at my street. I don’t 

see anyone walking about, but it’s the middle of  the day and I would 

much rather have this conversation inside. Plus, it’s freezing outside. The 

irst snow hasn’t fallen, but it should within the next few weeks. Yet when 

I gesture for Eileen to come in, she bursts.

“I came to berate you, not to enjoy an afternoon in your company.” 

She gathers herself  to leave. “I wanted to comfort you when I told you 

this, but you clearly don’t deserve it. Lyra is dead.”

I feel my body supported by the doorframe. I don’t remember 

ever being this weak.

“Dead?” The words feel unreal. “But she was just visiting her 

family.” Anger shakes me. “You said she would be back!”

“I never said that. She just didn’t want you to know that she was 

sick.” Eileen is crying. I wish it were cold enough already to freeze the 

tears on her ugly face.
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“So she just leaves to die?” I’m shouting.

“She didn’t know how to say goodbye.” Eileen looks 

small. Helpless.

“I thought she was bearing my son,” I choke out.

“Then why didn’t you come look for her sooner?” 

Eileen is angry now, and begins to walk away again. I grab her 

wrist.

“Please.” The cold air bites my cheeks, where I didn’t 

know tears had fallen. “Please tell me…did she love me?” I 

don’t know why that’s the thing I need to know, but it is. The 

moment I say it out loud, I realize I’ve wondered it since the 

moment I met her at the Bakers’ party, almost eight months 

ago.

Eileen jerks her arm away from me and keeps walking. 

“I’m going to help her family’s footman pack up the house. 

The funeral is on Saturday.”
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She�s gone.

    Why did she leave me like this?

           I didn�t get to say goodbye.
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She knew she was dying. She should have told me.
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 I should have known.
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 No, it�s her fault. She�s wicked, for tricking me. Who the 

hell lies about visiting family and then just dies?

 I�m glad she�s gone. She was full of  tricks.
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The funeral is in Lyra’s hometown. Eileen comes to fetch me when she 

and the Finley footman have everything packed to go back. We must 

travel two days by train to get there. It’s along the coast. I wonder why 

she never told me about living at the beach.

I think I meet her relatives at the funeral. One man’s face looks like it’s 

melting, from all the weeping he’s doing. That must be Lyra’s father. I 

decide to avoid him.

I receive condolences alongside her family and my own, but I 

feel almost indifferent. 

Here lies a woman who didn’t solve problems, the gravestone 

should read. Here lies a woman who caused problems. 

She couldn’t help me. She tried so hard, but in the end, I spent 

a year courting a woman who wasted my time. I spent the same amount 

of  time being drafted and sent to Europe, and now I’ll spend the same 
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amount of  time in recovery as I drink to forget her.

It’s a good thing I’ve already started. Some of  her 

relatives have a bit of  a booze stash and were more than happy 

to have the dead girl’s almost-groom partake.

I’ve been selected to help carry the casket from the 

church to the hole in the ground. I help lower it into the grave 

that has been plotted just next to her deceased mother’s.

I slip. Trip just slightly on a tree root that isn’t there, 

and lose my singular grip for a moment. I try to catch the 

corner of  the box again, but it’s too late.

The box slams into the pit and splinters up the sides. 

No one says anything. A few members of  the congregation 

cross themselves. Eileen wails.
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I don�t know what day it is. How long has it been since Lyra left me 

this time?

The speakeasy downtown is perfect this time of  night. Why didn�t 

I ind this one months ago, when I ran out of  booze? 
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I will never sleep again. All I can do is cocoon myself  in alcohol. 

The sidewalk is a ine place to be.

I’ve been invited to a classy clip joint tonight.
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I wonder when the money will run out from my parents, I think as 

I toss aside their third letter this month. I stopped responding to 

them a long time ago.

At least the jazz doesn’t bother me anymore when some woman is 

under my arm and holding my cigar as I down moonshine. I kiss 

the lapper. Lyra should have ixed herself  to my right side, to be 

this kind of  help.

I�m glad I live so close to the city. There are so many clubs. There 

are even men selling alcohol on the streets.

      The sun burns my eyes.
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Sometimes I see cops, but they usually go after the men wearing nice 

clothes. Maybe they think they�ll catch some politicians drinking 

illegally. They don�t seem to want to interact with a one-armed man 

who hasn�t shaved or changed his clothes in weeks.

   The alcohol burns my throat.

I don�t like to go home to sleep.

I only go home to check the mail. That�s what I tell myself. But I 

don�t reply to any letters.
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The truth is I�m awake all night so I don�t have to see anyone I 

know during the day.

At least the alcohol is keeping me warm. When is it going to snow, 

anyway? It�s coming so late this year.
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If  I become a regular someplace, I quickly switch to a different 

joint.

             …Was that Lyra’s ghost?
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I think I see Lyra. I follow her. She is translucent. Tendrils of  

darkness escape her outline. Is she an apparition?

It�s not Lyra. But I think if  I keep drinking, I will hallucinate that 

she is here.

         The city is playing tricks on me.
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            My parents are threatening to fetch me.
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I’m in a new jazz bar. This one doesn’t seem too dirty. I don’t know why 

they let me in.

 I’m not too inebriated yet. I watch a band set up on stage. I’m at 

the bar, telling the tender to mix whatever he feels like putting together. 

Maybe I am drunk already.

 The drink comes, the music starts, and the glass slips from my 

ingers.

I rush to the packed danceloor before the bartender can scream 

at me.

 They’re playing her song. The one she gave me.

 The one I haven’t listened to since she disappeared.

 It’s all I can do to keep from moaning in distress. If  she had lived 

just a few months longer…

 …If  I would have gone to jazz clubs with her more than once, we 

could have heard it together.

I weep, uncontrollably but silently, with my head thrown back. I 
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follow the music with my one hand, tapping out the accompaniment.

I remember the way I used to feel when I could perform.

After the performance, the musicians come down into the crowd for 

alcohol. I’m sitting at a table by myself, cradling a second drink I haven’t 

tried. I’m suddenly terribly aware of  my physical appearance and mental 

state.

I only somewhat perceive that the bassist of  the group has 

approached me. “You must have a story,” he says as he slides into the 

chair next to me. 

I wouldn’t know it then, but that band saved me. The bassist brought 

over the rest of  his band when he found out I used to be the nickelodeon 

improviser. Apparently, I have a small bit of  fame, and people noticed 

when I quit working at the theater. This was foreign news, but even 

stranger was their excitement to include me in their next practice, later 

in the week.
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During the week, I’m not sure what to do with myself. A strange awareness 

permeates me, driving all of  my actions, which are born of  my remorse.

I feel unforgivable. 

I have about ive days before the practice, so I take a train to 

Lyra’s hometown. I bring almost nothing except for a bag across my back 

and my tabletop Victrola—which can be closed and carried like a suitcase. 

In the coldness of  the morning, I ind her grave fairly easily, as 

if  she’s guiding me there in my mind. I set myself  up with the Victrola at 

her headstone. I dig through my bag and pull out her jazz record. I play it 

for her, front and back.



159

Time seems to slow while the needle slides across the wax. I feel 

that as soon as it stops, my life will never be the same.

While it plays, I rest my head where I think her chest would be, 

below me. A strange peacefulness blankets me, and suddenly, little white 

lurries begin to fall. It’s inally time for winter’s irst snow.

My face is wet and beginning to freeze when the record stops. I 

sit up, though reluctant to leave her side. I put the jazz record away in my 

bag.  I pull out my Scarlatti record and lay it against her headstone.

“I want to keep the jazz one,” I whisper to her, as I prepare to 

head home.
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