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Chapter One: The Cottage on Tide Lane
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Mara Sinclair had not performed in two years, four months, and eleven days.

She did not count on purpose. The number was simply there, the way certain things become lodged in the mind without consent — the way you know the exact square footage of the room where something important happened, or the precise color of the sky on a day you would prefer to forget. It lived in her the way the music itself now lived in her: present, insistent, complicated, and not entirely within her control.

The cottage on Tide Lane was everything she had needed and nothing she had wanted, which she was slowly learning was its own form of wisdom. It sat at the end of a short lane in the coastal village of Halcyon Point — a village whose name she had found either deeply ironic or strangely hopeful, depending on the quality of the morning — and it had low ceilings and white walls and windows that faced the harbor and let in a quality of light that changed every hour with the tidal sky. It had been her grandmother's, and before that her great-grandmother's, and the walls had absorbed a century of salt air and family history and something else that she could only call the particular peace of a place that has been lived in well.

She had been here for eight months. She had come in November, driving from the city with two suitcases and the violin case on the passenger seat, which was where it had always traveled — beside her, always beside her, since she was nine years old and it had become the most important object in her life and then the most complicated one.

The village had accepted her with the practical kindness of small coastal communities, which was to say it had noted her arrival, asked no intrusive questions, and made sure she had milk and firewood before the first winter storm. She taught music at the primary school on Tuesdays and Thursdays — piano, mostly, and elementary theory, and the particular patient art of convincing seven-year-olds that practice was not punishment but the opposite of punishment — and she had come to love it in the uncomplicated way you love things that ask nothing of you beyond your honest best.

She did not play the violin at school. The violin stayed in its case in the back bedroom, on the old wooden chair that had been in the cottage since her grandmother was alive. She opened the case on certain evenings when the tide was coming in and the light was exactly the complicated amber of the later afternoon, and she looked at it — the instrument she had spent twenty years learning to love and another five years being afraid of — and sometimes she took it out and held it, and sometimes she didn't.

She had not performed in two years, four months, and eleven days.

But she still played. That was what nobody in her old life had understood when they called — her agent, her colleagues, the two music critics who had written pieces speculating about her 'disappearance' as though she had vanished rather than simply stopped being visible to them. They had assumed that leaving the concert stage meant leaving music. As though the music belonged to the audience and not to her. As though it had ever been about anyone watching.

She played in the evenings, alone, with the windows open if the weather allowed and the sea sound below her on the nights it didn't. She played what she felt like playing — not programs, not repertoire, not the disciplined practice of her former life. She played the way she had played as a child before the competitions began and the stakes arrived and the music began to belong to other people's expectations of it. She played for herself, finally, after thirty-two years.

It was the cottage on Tide Lane that had given her that back. She was grateful for it in a way she had not yet found the words to express, which was itself unusual, because she had always been better with music than words and the music was still returning.

On the first of April, a removal van appeared at the cottage next door.
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Chapter Two: The Composer Next Door
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She watched it from the kitchen window — the van, and the two men carrying boxes, and the single large shape wrapped in moving blankets that she identified with professional certainty as an upright piano before it had fully cleared the front door.

Whoever was moving into the Hendersons' cottage had brought a piano. This was, in a village where the nearest concert hall was forty miles away and the local entertainment tended toward the pub quiz and the annual amateur dramatic production of something by Gilbert and Sullivan, an unusual thing to bring.

She found out who from Mrs. Calloway at the post office, because in Halcyon Point all information of consequence passed through Mrs. Calloway, who considered this a civic function and discharged it with gracious efficiency.

"A composer," Mrs. Calloway said, with the satisfied tone of someone delivering genuinely good material. "Jonas Wells. He teaches at the Royal Northern — professor of composition. He's taken the Henderson place for six months. A sabbatical, apparently."

"A composer," Mara said.

"Well-regarded, from what I understand. Margaret Henderson showed me a photograph of him — dark-haired, quite tall. She seemed to feel this was relevant information." Mrs. Calloway's tone suggested she had withheld judgment on this. "He wrote an orchestral piece that was performed at the Proms three years ago, she said. Something about the sea."

Mara thought about a piano being carried into the cottage ten meters from her back wall and the evenings she spent playing by the open window and told herself that this was probably fine. Composers understood music. Composers would not complain about a violin being played next door in the evenings. Composers, by definition, made their own noise.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Vou' s " |
R





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





