
  
    [image: Elegy for Piano and Three Voices]
  


  
    
      Elegy for Piano and Three Voices

    

    
      
        Kristine Kathryn Rusch

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WMG Publishing, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Elegy for Paino and Three Voices

          

        

      

    

    
      Her mother loved music.

      Stacey had forgotten this until she sat down at the piano one evening after a particularly bad day, a day in which her mother threw her lunch at the visiting nurse, then burst into tears of frustration and rage.

      The piano gathered dust in what had once been the conservatory of her parents’ home, a large room which, in its heyday, had been filled with plants and sunlight, except in the back corner, where the piano sat in the required darkness. In those days, other instruments had their own places of honor—her father’s cello, her brother’s violin, her older sister’s flute, her younger sister’s oboe. Stacey’s instrument was supposed to be the piano, and she played it reluctantly in the beginning and later, when she realized how essential it was to composing, with great enthusiasm.

      Only she never wanted to master the classics. She never wanted a repertoire. All she wanted to do was learn how twelve half-tones could combine into a thousand different pieces of music, all with different melodies and harmonies, with different moods and tempos, with different rhythms and different souls.

      A Bach prelude, which she had left behind when she had moved out, remained as difficult as always. She turned on the small light clipped to the music stand, and played, not stopping when she missed a note or fluffed a measure. It had been a long time since she had gone back to the masters—not since Advanced Composition at Julliard. She had forgotten how very lovely the old pieces could be.

      She was lost in the notes and arpeggios, the tensions of the day forgotten in the baroque rhythms so strange to her modern ear. Some lingering resentments remained—how come she was always the one to clean up the messes? How come her sisters failed to call? How come her brother couldn’t drive across town and relieve her for one half day every week?

      She knew the excuses. She knew them like she knew these notes—familiar and unfamiliar—hard to play.

      You don’t have kids, Stace. You don’t know how much time they take.

      I know it’s tough, sis, but you volunteered for it. You knew what you were getting into.

      If you had a real job, Stace, you’d understand how your time is not your own.

      A real job. She had a real job, once. Assignments and commissions. Steady work, if not high paying. And yes, she worked on her own schedule, so she seemed like the logical choice. Besides, no one wanted Mother in a home.

      Stacey hadn’t touched a keyboard in months.

      Her fingers stroked the keys. Something about Bach, something deep and melancholy, something—

      “If you sat up straight, young lady, your reach would improve.”

      At first, Stacey thought the words a figment of her imagination. Her mother used to catch her practicing and issue imperatives in that strong, didactic voice.

      A voice Stacey hadn’t heard in nearly twenty years.

      “Your wrists should be locked, your elbows forming a perfect angle with your upper arms. And you should never ever take your hand off the keys. Where did you learn that?”

      Not at home. Stacey had picked up the technique of letting one hand float above the keyboard at Julliard, from a woman who now toured with one of the most famous chamber groups in the country.

      Stacey peered into the darkness. Her mother was out there. Not the broken woman who spoke in a querulous tone if she spoke at all, but the straight-backed, formidable woman who never brooked any disagreement, especially from her children.

      “Mom?” Stacey asked.

      “Don’t talk, just play,” her mother said.

      Stacey squinted into the darkness. And there she saw not the tall, big busted woman she remembered, but the little woman with the dowager’s hump, the one who had thrown her food that morning because she didn’t like peas.

      Stacey’s breath caught.

      “Play,” her mother said.

      And Stacey did. Note for rigid note, arpeggios perfect, an eighth-rest in the right hand, a quarter note in the left. Her back hurt from sitting too straight, her wrists ached from their uncomfortable position, and her hands remained on the keyboard, just like they had when she was a little girl.

      When she finished, she looked up, not knowing what to expect.
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