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For GCH, who has my back,
and my heart









Either it’s going very, very well,
or it’s going to be over
very, very soon.


—attributed to Jascha Heifetz









INTRODUCTION


I met Katherine Min at Yaddo, an arts residency, in 2009, when she was fifty and I was thirty-one years old. She was disarmingly warm and direct, a nice surprise in a cliquish residency where writers flaunted their barbed wit over dinner rather than exchanging meaningful conversation. She had short wavy hair that curled under her ears and always wore long silver earrings and bangles and favored silk shawls that she wrapped tightly over her shoulders. Almost immediately, she confided in me about her divorce and her writerly insecurities. I was deeply insecure, too, but I dared not expose it at Yaddo, where writers brought their pretensions with them from New York. I assumed that at fifty, a woman would be over her issues with her racial identity, childhood, and writerly neuroses. Now, a few years shy of fifty myself, I know those issues never disappear and that it takes emotional maturity to be as honest and vulnerable as Katherine was with everyone around her.


Of her writing, Katherine said she was a perfectionist. She polished words like they were jewels. She worked and reworked a chapter of The Fetishist while she was at Yaddo. I distinctly recall her reading an excerpt of it during a presentation after dinner. It was the description of a white male musician watching a slim, nubile Asian girl clacking her retainer loose with her tongue. Her writing was exquisite, disturbing, and Nabokovian. The Fetishist was a reframing of Lolita from the perspective of an Asian fetishist. The idea was so brilliant, I was surprised that someone hadn’t already published this book.


I exchanged a few emails with Katherine after 2009 but saw her only a few times before she contracted cancer five years later. On Facebook, she posted detailed entries about life with cancer. She was so persistent, vital, and raw in these pieces that I was sure that she would beat it. It was a shock, then, when she wrote that the cancer reached her brain, and soon afterward, when she said she was going into hospice care.


Katherine finished The Fetishist during her lifetime but never sought publication for it. Thankfully, her daughter, Kayla Min Andrews, editor, Sally Kim, and agent, PJ Mark, were able to edit and bring this novel out to the world. The Fetishist turned out quite differently than what I had anticipated. Rather than a one-sided delusional monologue of the eponymous male protagonist, the novel is from the perspectives of heroines Alma and Kyoko, as well as the serial fetishist in question, Daniel Karmody—which makes sense. Either erased or hypersexualized, the Asian female is rarely given the chance to share her perspective on being fetishized—at least in mainstream culture—so it’s fitting that Katherine would focus on Alma, the beautiful former prodigy cellist who ruefully reflects on her relationship with Daniel, and Kyoko, the punk-rock avenging angel intent on inflicting serious harm on Daniel for using and disposing of her mother, Emi.


Except for David Hwang’s play M. Butterfly, I can think of no literary works by Asian American writers that deal squarely with queasy questions of desire and politics between a white man and an Asian woman (unfortunately, there are plenty of novels about such relationships by unselfaware white authors). Anne Anlin Cheng, in her scholarly book Ornamentalism, writes that under the colonial gaze, the Asian female is “an insistently aesthetic presence that is prized and despoiled.” Desire for the “yellow woman” is an aberration or a symptom rather than a preference. Meanwhile, in Western history, her own desires have remained largely unheard until recently. In The Fetishist, Katherine brings to life the desires and rage of Alma, Kyoko, and Emi with beauty, humor, and poignancy that will ultimately move any reader. This story is long overdue.


CATHY PARK HONG









AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a story, a fairy tale of sorts, about three people who begin in utter despair. There is even a giant, a buried treasure (a tiny one), a hero held captive, a kind of ogre (a tiny one), and a sleeping beauty. As with most fairy tales, poison is involved, as is a certain suspension of time (time, a tricky current, medium of buoyancy and stagnation, slick and sticky, fluid, fixative—a prison of its own; an enchanted tower; a strange country once visited, to which we can never return). And because it is a fairy tale, it has a happy ending. For the hero, the ogre, and the sleeping beauty, and for the giant, too. After all, every story has a happy ending, depending on where you put THE END.
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KYOKO, THE ASSASSIN


She should have known better. She should have read the signs: the girl, the rain, the crazed quality of light. The sky had been gray, streaked with black, and the rain—backlit in halogen and neon—had fallen sallow green. Why hadn’t she seen it then? Nothing auspicious could have transpired beneath such a sky; it was sickly and low-down and regarded the city with a jaundiced eye.


At the time, though, she had read it differently. It had been cold, and damp, and inhospitable, and it had seemed to Kyoko like the perfect evening to kill Daniel Karmody.


She had followed him ten blocks from the enormous brownstone in Baltimore’s fanciest downtown neighborhood. He had been performing there for a dying man with his string quartet. It was his pathetic little business these days, playing music for the rich and dying. Kyoko hadn’t expected him to come out with someone—a thin, trench-coated female, carrying a violin case (of course! some things never changed!)—and it had enraged her, this added insult, this further blow to her mother’s memory. It had seemed like another sign, urging her on toward a justice too long delayed. She had held her umbrella low in front of her face, stopping once in a while to pretend to inspect rain-soaked notices on lampposts, hanging back at crosswalks, maintaining a half-block distance, until the pair had gone up the stone steps of Rafferty’s Olde Tyme Grill and disappeared behind its huge wooden door.


Kyoko had waited then, in the shadow of the stone staircase, back behind a line of dumpsters, listening to The Cramps through her earbuds. If you had seen her, you would have thought she looked more Hello Kitty than killer, in her oversize hoodie and size five-and-a-half salmon-colored sneakers. With her heart-shaped face and Day-Glo blue forelock sticking out from beneath her umbrella, she was a bedraggled elf seeking refuge under a mushroom.


But in spite of her cuteness, her size (5´3˝, 103 pounds), and her age (twenty-three), Kyoko’s life had been deformed by grief; grief, in turn, twisted to hate, hate hammered to anger, until the anger, the hate, and the grief had become grotesquely fused. Kyoko believed that violence would alleviate all three. In fact, she had bet on it.


In the kangaroo pocket of her hoodie, she held the handle of a yanagi sashimi knife with a seven-inch carbon steel blade. Forged in Seki, Japan, by the descendants of samurai sword makers, it seemed to Kyoko almost too fine a weapon for Daniel Karmody, whose soft, white belly she had long imagined gutting like a pig’s.


The door to the restaurant opened and Kyoko caught a glimpse of the interior: elbows on red-checked tablecloths, the rose flickering of domed candles. Two couples appeared at the top of the stairs, putting up umbrellas, pushing arms through coat sleeves. Kyoko eased her grip on the knife and flexed her hand. Cramps, she thought, and smiled to herself; “People Ain’t No Good” was blasting in her earbuds.


The Cramps’ lead guitarist was one of Kyoko’s many idols. Insolent in gold lamé or leopard-skin, Poison Ivy strummed her Gretsch Nashville like she was giving a hand job. Kyoko instinctively pressed the chords into the handle of her knife.


The door to the restaurant opened again, and this time Kyoko looked up to see Daniel Karmody at the top of the stairs with the woman he’d gone in with. Getting a good look finally, Kyoko saw that she was Asian—probably Korean, judging from her sullen features—and much too young for him, around Kyoko’s age. Guys like Karmody made Kyoko sick, with their white-male entitlement and their power-trip fetishizing. They viewed Asian women as interchangeable sex dolls, and they never seemed to learn their lesson, never had to pay for what they’d done. But Kyoko was there to make Daniel Karmody pay.


They came down the stairs together, Karmody and the girl. He said something that Kyoko couldn’t make out and the girl laughed. “Don’t say that,” she said. “It makes you sound ancient!” The gray expanse of Karmody’s raincoat passed right in front of Kyoko, stopping mere yards away. Kyoko felt a pounding at her temples. Her legs went weak, and her whole body trembled. This was the moment. Carpe, carpe the moment! She thought, Vengeance. She thought, At last.


Kyoko had envisioned her revenge a thousand different ways since the day she had come home from school to find her mother on the bathroom floor. It would be seven years ago in October. Not that Kyoko registered her mother’s death as a discrete event, happening at a particular moment. Instead, it was as if each moment since then had been compounded on that one event, accruing around it, so that her mother’s death felt ongoing, always, inside a swollen and eternal present, in which Kyoko sat, in a buttered wedge of sunlight, on pale blue linoleum, smoothing her mother’s nightgown down around her hips.


Daniel Karmody stood on the curb with one arm up. A blur of headlights passed without stopping. Kyoko depressed the latch on her umbrella, but it wouldn’t close. Somewhere deep inside herself, she felt the small prescience of defeat, like the tick of a clock past the hour, but she shook it off. She tried to force the latch, or maybe it was a surge of wind, but the umbrella suddenly bloomed inside out, exposing its thin, silver ribs. Kyoko dropped it to the sidewalk and took a firm grip on her knife. She anticipated the shuddering thrust of the blade into resisting flesh, the unh-unh bewilderment of Daniel Karmody’s last, grunting breaths.


But whatever it was that Kyoko had imagined for this moment, over the years of plans and schemes, strategies and daydreams, and long conversations with her boyfriend, Kornell Burke—right up until this afternoon’s discovery on Facebook and her sudden impulse to action—whatever Kyoko had or could have imagined, this is what happened instead. As she brought her arm out, the knife tip snagged on the inside of her hoodie pocket, unfurling a thin thread of cotton filament. As she struggled to pull the knife free, she brought her foot down on the upended umbrella, her ankle catching between two spokes; she lurched a few steps forward with the umbrella fastened to her leg, like a bear in a trap, before she managed to kick herself free. Whereupon, she tripped, stumbled, staggered, righted herself—poised for an instant, graceful, plumb, like a ballerina en pointe—before pitching face forward onto the wet pavement. She felt a stunning smack to the underside of her chin. Tasted metal. Saw red. For a few seconds, she may have been unconscious.


Her rain-blurred eyes opened in time to witness the loathsome culprit, Daniel Karmody, opening a cab door. It seemed to Kyoko, just for a moment, that their gazes locked and he had seen her. But then he turned, and she could only watch, on hands and knees—from the sucker end of destiny—as he guided the girl inside, closed his umbrella smartly, folded himself inside the cab, first one leg, then the other. She heard him murmur a street address to the driver before the door slammed shut.









DANIEL GETS LUCKY


In the cab, they were silent. Daniel snuck a peek at the girl, who was staring straight ahead, a vague smile directed out the windshield. She was lovely, Melody Park, the name itself evocative of carousel and calliope, of geometric grass expanses. A pretty girl is like a melody … Wasn’t that a song?


The cabdriver turned the wipers on intermittent and the world came at them, awash with color and light, in rain-blurred columns and branching rivulets, punctuated by unexpected clarity. He was Southeast Asian, a Hindu or a Sikh, with a dark red turban and thick beard. Daniel wondered if his glance, cast back in the rearview mirror, was reproving, or if Daniel only imagined censure behind the man’s stony expression.


Daniel was surprised by his success with the girl. In truth, he’d only been going through the motions, grinding his gears in the worn tire ruts of seduction. He was taking the next three weeks off, to work on some new arrangements, he’d said, but really to try to sort out his life now that Sigrid had finally left him.


And immediately before the gig, there had been the Facebook message from Alma. What timing! At his most vulnerable, newly divorced, running late, checking Facebook to see if the new second violinist could make it after all, and—bam! Out of nowhere. After nearly two decades of silence.


His heart had lurched at the sight of Alma’s name, then fallen as he hurriedly read her message. DK—I hope you’re happy and that things are going well for you. A paragraph of vague niceties, a mention of her illness (which he already knew about, it was common knowledge) and her location (California, which he already knew), more lukewarm well-wishes including the phrase I’m not angry with you anymore, then the stultifying conclusion: Well, take care. —A.


It had seemed to Daniel so willfully, uncharacteristically, boring. Utterly devoid of the personal—a total repudiation of intimacy, past, present, or future—her message contained no questions, no apparent interest in a response. Why break the silence for this? Seemed a bit cruel. She had also, inexplicably, “liked” a photo of him and the quartet.


Thus, after the gig, Daniel had thought, in a state of creeping panic and emptiness, that a night of romance might cheer him. Instead, he found it all rather unsettling, the rain seeping into the toes of his good leather shoes; Melody’s youth, his age; the way her sliced eggs had looked at him, accusingly, from atop her chef’s salad. The fact that everything felt like aftermath, like auld lang syne, the memory of desire like a vestigial tail.


The evening had started with a joke. “An Irishman walks into a bar,” Daniel had begun, “orders ten shots of whiskey, and starts drinking them as fast as he can. The bartender asks”—here Daniel shifted into his ready Irish brogue—“‘Aye, Paddy, why’re you drinking so fast?’ And Paddy replies, ‘You’d be drinking fast, too, if you’d got what I’ve got.’ The bartender says, ‘Aye, Paddy, what’ve you got?’ And Paddy says”— here Daniel had paused, beat, beat, beat—“‘Eighty-five cents.’” Mr. Trask had laughed so hard he started to choke. His wife, who had not laughed, raised a glass of water to his lips, but he waved it away.


What had once been an enormous study had been transformed into a hospital. IV stands and heart monitors, like modern art installations, stood beside the Duncan Phyfe and Hepplewhite furniture. An electric bed presided, like a hulking stage prop, and Mr. Trask, with his translucent face, white hair thinning and unwashed, looked precisely the part of the dying man.


Daniel had helped Mr. Trask sit up straighter and thumped his back. He hadn’t thought the joke was funny himself, his timing had been off, and eighty-five cents was clearly not the right amount, but he knew from experience that dying made people less discerning.


“‘Eighty-five cents.’ Oh, that is good,” Mr. Trask had said, when he could speak again. The two men had continued to chuckle.


Mrs. Trask looked at them doubtfully. “Easy, Randall,” she said.


“Oh, Annie,” Mr. Trask said, “what’s he going to do, kill me?”


He laughed again, and Mrs. Trask shook her head, miming vexation.


“What shall you play us this evening?” Mr. Trask asked Daniel.


“You’re the boss,” Daniel said.


“Then Death and the Maiden, maestro, please,” Mr. Trask said.


“You got it,” said Daniel. It was always Death and the Maiden for Mr. Trask these days.


“I’m the maiden,” he said now, not for the first time.


“Yes,” said Daniel. “Yes, you are.”
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The quartet had galloped to the finish line, riding it, kicking it, skidding so hard on the final D minor that the audience—the night nurse, Mr. and Mrs. Trask, their two daughters, two sons-in-law, and five grandchildren—hadn’t realized at first that it was over. Their ears had kept on ringing, retaining the music as memory, as sensation.


Daniel had brought the violin down from his chin and let his bow arm dangle on the back of his chair. The new second violinist sat next to him. She was young and beguiling, her dark hair falling forward onto her pale, serious face. He smiled at her as she turned to put her instrument away.


“Wonderful!” Mr. Trask applauded from his bed, his tufted pink head lolling. His arms were bone and cord, with green-blue tendrils of vein. Daniel smiled and waved his bow.


The only fault Daniel could find with the new violinist was in her chin. Her jaw sloped gracefully to the end of her face, curving toward beauty, already confident of it, and then—precipitously, incomprehensibly, like some eroded stone monument—it just fell away. She was still lovely, Daniel thought, but it was perplexing, this unfinished look of hers, her face coming to such a premature conclusion.


Mrs. Trask walked over to him now, extending her hand. “Thank you, Mr. Karmody,” she said.


“Daniel,” he prompted her.


“Daniel.” Her blue eyes were pink-rimmed. She squeezed his palm. “You’ve given Randall so much pleasure.”


Daniel bowed his head. Mrs. Trask was an attractive woman, considerably younger than her husband, with the blond patrician bearing of a young Grace Kelly. Daniel was aware that he was still holding her hand.


“You’re very kind, Mrs. Trask,” he said. He waited for her to offer her first name, which he knew to be Anne, but she did not. “Your husband is a lucky man.”


“He was,” she said with surprising vehemence, dropping his hand. “He was lucky.” She hurried out of the room. Daniel considered going after her, but she had already disappeared.


Just a few weeks before, on a day when Mr. Trask had felt up to it, he’d shown Daniel his prize possession, a thin album of rare stamps locked in vinyl sheets. Errors, freaks, and oddities, he’d called them. His favorite was the Inverted Jenny, a twenty-four-cent stamp, issued in 1918, with an upside-down airplane. He had pointed out a six-fingered President Roosevelt stamp, and one that featured seven legs for four horses. “And this should be of particular interest to you,” he’d said, indicating a blue square with his forefinger. “East Germany issued this one in 1956, to commemorate the composer Robert Schumann. Only one problem … Look closely at the piece of musical score in the background! Schubert!” Mr. Trask had laughed, a brittle, breaking sound, and Daniel had laughed with him, in the way that the healthy condescend to the dying.


Daniel remembered now that it had been Mrs. Trask who had urged her husband to show Daniel the stamps that day. She had listened patiently to all of Mr. Trask’s anecdotes, which she must have heard a thousand times before, and when he was finished, she’d covered his hand with her own for a moment before taking the album away. Strange that he should remember this briefest of gestures, her small, pale hand coming to rest atop her husband’s wide, liver-spotted one. Recalling it, Daniel felt close to tears.


One of the sons-in-law walked over to hand Daniel a check. “You’re gone the next few weeks, right?” he said.


Daniel nodded, blinking.


“Well, we’ll see you when you get back.”


“Not likely,” Roger, the violist, whispered to Daniel.


“Memorial service,” Daniel whispered back. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Good job, guys,” he said, more loudly. Deirdre, the cellist, ignored him. The new second violinist—bless her—smiled. She was their third second violinist in eight months, as Roger kept reminding him. They’d had a hard time getting anyone on such short notice, and until this afternoon Daniel wasn’t sure she would show—repeated messages to her cell phone had gone unanswered—but she had posted on Thanatos’s Facebook page that she had lost her phone and would be there, which had reassured Daniel that everything would be okay. Though, seconds later, he had discovered the message from Alma.


Against his better judgment, and despite Roger’s look of warning, Daniel leaned into the curtain of Melody’s hair, which smelled of citrus fruits and coconut, like some tropical rum punch. With one slim hand, she gathered her hair to one side of her neck, and Daniel couldn’t help himself.


“You did well,” he said.


“Thank you,” the girl answered.


“Would you care to get a bite to eat?” He kept his voice low. It was not a general invitation, and anyway he knew that Roger had to hurry home to Nina and the kids, and that Deirdre would rather eat rat poison than go out to dinner with him. He saw a look of uncertainty cross the girl’s face, like a dark cloud, but after a moment, she said yes, and Daniel felt almost giddy with relief.
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He had taken her to Rafferty’s because it was raining, and it was the only place he could think of. He had ordered a Pilsner on tap. She asked for Chardonnay. They had both ordered food.


“So, what do you think?” he asked.


“Of what?”


“This afternoon.”


She thought, pouting, her lower lip plump and delicious. “It’s sad,” she said finally.


Daniel smiled. “Oh, yes, it is sad, but you get used to it.”


She played with the damp ends of her hair. For a moment, she reminded him of Alma, but then they always did.


“Are you?” she asked.


“Am I what?” Daniel dabbed his brow with his napkin.


“Used to it.”


He considered. “I was,” he said. “But I’m not now.”


“What?”


“Never mind.”


She was too young. Daniel could see her collarbone protruding from beneath her skin like a clothes hanger. Her truncated chin disturbed him, made her seem unfinished.


“How old are you?” he said. “If I may ask?”


“Twenty-five.”


“Ah, you look five years younger,” he said. “That’s the wonderful thing about you Asian women,” he went on. “You never seem to age.”


Melody took a long sip of wine.


“Sorry, I know I shouldn’t have said that,” Daniel said. And it was stupid. He wished the girl would scold him for it. He relished a bit of sparring, like rubbing two sticks together for sparks. He thought of Alma, her dark eyes alight with provocation. “Once Asian, never again Caucasian,” she had said the first night they’d spent together. She had meant it as a joke, but—with the exception of Sigrid—it had turned out to be true.


“I’m Irish, you know,” Daniel went on. “People call Koreans the ‘Irish of the Orient,’ though I suppose it should be the other way around, really—Irish, the ‘Koreans of Europe.’”


“Oh, why?” Melody asked, though she sounded bored.


Daniel swallowed a mouthful of beer. She had no doubt heard it all before. “Well,” he said, “we’re both a very passionate people. Sentimental. We like to get drunk and laugh, sing sad songs and cry.” He wiped the foam from his upper lip. “And then there’s the whole shared history, divided country and all that,” he mumbled.


“When my father gets drunk he sings ‘Danny Boy,’” Melody said.


“There you go!” said Daniel.


“Then he passes out,” she said, and was quiet.


“You’re very beautiful,” Daniel said.


The girl blushed. “What about your wife?”


He smiled ruefully. “My wife and I were happy for thirty years,” he said. Beat, beat, beat. “And then we met.”


She looked at him sharply. “What does that mean?” she said.


“It’s a joke.”


“Oh.”


Daniel looked down at his plate. “It means she left me,” he said. He saw Sigrid picking up the last of her things, a hair dryer, some dish towels, a bottle of shampoo, carrying them out of the house in a wicker wastepaper basket.


Melody stabbed her salad with her fork. “For good?” she asked.


“For better,” he answered.
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Somewhere after the third beer, he decided that all he really wanted was to go home. He’d run out of jokes, or she didn’t laugh, or he was exhausted thinking up topics of conversation. A dispirited silence had fallen, which the girl had broached by putting her hand on his thigh. “I have condoms,” she’d said. “If you don’t.”


Daniel had looked around the restaurant, shocked. “And if I do?”


She’d smiled.


And so they had walked back out into the rain.


If he had been going home alone, he would have taken the train. But with Melody by his side, Daniel tried to hail a cab, dimly registering a gloom-faced girl behind him, fumbling with her umbrella. There was a loud, percussive clamoring of rain on metal. The gutters gushed with water. Somewhere far down the street, a car alarm. And standing there with his arm outstretched, Daniel experienced the peculiar brand of despair that comes from getting what you wanted the second you realize you don’t want it anymore, and worse, he realized that he had never really wanted it in the first place, and that he hadn’t wanted the same thing the last time either, or the last time—a perversion of good luck condemning him to repeat the same mistake, repeating down a corridor of mirrors that stretched many years back, and who knew how far forward? “When the pecker gets hard, the brain goes soft,” Daniel’s father had been fond of saying. What passed for wisdom from a man who had never had much on offer. But in Daniel’s experience, in this one regard, the old man had been right.


So here he now sat, good old Danny boy (… the summer’s gone, and all the leaves are falling …), regretting in advance something he had not yet done, something he knew he should not do, but in a faint flush of revelation knew that he would, having narrowly—through the fluke of a defective umbrella latch—escaped a peculiar and meddlesome fate, but not, as it turns out, for long.









ALMA AND THE MIRACLE CURE


Meanwhile, 2,800-odd miles away, in a cavernous room smelling of cardboard and cabbage, rocking uneasily on an aluminum folding chair with uneven legs, Alma Soon Ja Lee waited her turn. The woman next to her wept discreetly, wiping her nose with a tattered tissue that she clenched in her fist like a rosary. Across from her an Indian man with a walrus mustache pressed his eyes and mouth closed in replicating lines of tightly held pain.


Sitting very still, Alma cataloged her symptoms du jour: the thrumming pain in her lower back, a numbness in her left hand, fatigue like a cairn of stones piled atop her chest. No spasm in her right leg today. No vertigo. No careening roller-coaster headache. Over the years, Alma had learned to survey herself in this manner, eyes closed in concentration, attune to the battery of symptoms that came and went, until she had come to envision her body as one of those old-fashioned telephone switchboards, lighting up and down in a frenzy of incoming calls.


Alma fingered the first few notes of the Franck sonata, humming a little to herself, the fingers of her left hand fanning out to the first extension, reaching for the major third. The problem was that, with the numbness, she couldn’t bend her fingers reliably. The impulse to bend them was strong—will and muscle memory—but the translation to action was weak; she had to look to see her fingers tremble in trace compliance. For Alma, the biggest cruelty of her disease was this alienation of mind and body. Like an unhappily married couple, they warred with one another, grew distant, retired to opposite ends of the room, communicating only in stiff, furious bouts.


The building Alma was sitting in had once been a vegetable warehouse. It was cold and drafty, with green corrugated metal walls. A man with a tremendous goiter over his left eye—it hung like a sac above his eyelid—let loose a hacking cough. The woman next to Alma sneezed. Alma considered leaving. She felt stupid being here in the first place, no matter what Rickey had said. She was no dupe, no patsy. She had always prided herself on her rigor, her contrarian’s resistance to credence.


“Just go,” Rickey had said. “I tell you, the guy’s the real deal. And anyway, what do you have to lose?”


“What about my pride?” she’d said.


He’d shrugged. “Didn’t you lose that already?”


Alma had nodded. “Somewhere between falling off my chair during a concert in Minneapolis and losing bladder control at an arts fundraiser in D.C.”


“You see?” Rickey had said. “Nothing.”
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Dr. Woo finally arrived with an entourage of serious-faced young helpers in brocaded Chinese jackets. By this time there were twelve patients seated in the circle of folding chairs. The last to enter was an elderly couple, the woman supported by the man, both of them wrinkled and droop-jawed, like twin Shar-Pei dogs.


“Okay, let’s get started, shall we?” Dr. Woo said, stepping into the center of the circle. He was short and almost bald, with a round, smiling face. His English was British-inflected. He approached the Shar-Pei couple and spoke to them in a low voice, which Alma strained to hear.


“My wife has just been diagnosed with a brain tumor,” the man explained. “The doctors say there is nothing they can do.”


“I see,” Dr. Woo said, taking the woman’s wrist. “How do you feel?”


“Ahh,” the woman murmured. “A bit of a headache when I woke up this morning, but I took some medicine the doctor gave me and now I have only the slightest edge of pain. Here.” The woman indicated a spot above her left eye. As Dr. Woo listened to her, he tilted his head, occasionally nodding, like a swimmer trying to drain water from his ear. He said something to an assistant, who began to tap the woman behind her elbow with a tiny silver mallet.


“And you?” the doctor said to the Shar-Pei man.


Behind the man’s glasses, his eyes widened and blinked. “Oh, I just came along to bring my wife,” he said.


Dr. Woo waited.


“But I do have terrible arthritis,” the man said. “In my hands. It’s gotten worse, I think, with stress.”


Alma watched as Dr. Woo consulted with each patient, always with the same birdlike inquisitiveness, asking one or two questions, responding with a nod, leaving an earnest assistant behind to attend to the mechanics.


Stage IV lung cancer. Lupus. Severe head trauma. Leukemia. The complaints were dire, the patients in distress, the building a warehouse of suffering, smelling of vegetables. Alma began to feel lucky by comparison. Her pain was intermittent, scattered and various; she could not honestly say that it was too much to be borne. What was too much, and here Alma half rose in her chair, were the things she had lost to the pain, the things that the pain was replacing. She thought of Jacqueline du Pré, her predecessor in both vocation and disease. The irony was that early on in her career, Alma’s playing had been compared to du Pré’s. Brilliant, passionate, barely controlled. They had both made names for themselves playing Elgar, and they had both married conductors. When Alma was diagnosed, she’d been incredulous. She was seven years older now than du Pré had been when she died. People might interpret her illness as an eccentric career move, some grim, misguided homage.


At last Dr. Woo made his way to her. When he asked what was wrong, Alma, suddenly superstitious, didn’t want to name it. “I have this pain in my lower back,” she said. “And I’m always tired.” The doctor took her wrist. She could feel her own pulse against his fingers. He put his hands on the sides of her head and pressed.


“What is wrong with your hand?” he said.


“What?”


“Your hand,” Dr. Woo said.


“It’s numb.”


He gave her the sideways scrutiny. His face was smooth and flat, with a dusting of small moles.


“Are you Chinese?” he asked.


“Korean.”


“Ah.” He nodded, as though this clarified something. “Born here?”


“In Seoul, but moved to the U.S. when I was four,” said Alma.


Dr. Woo nodded again. “And how long have you had MS?” he said.


Alma was startled. “I was first diagnosed twelve years ago.”


“And it’s moved to the secondary phase?”


Again, Alma tried not to register her surprise. “Yes.”


“Since when?”


“Nine months ago.”


Dr. Woo tilted his head, stroking his chin between a thumb and forefinger. Alma felt a small sense of pride that he was taking more time with her than the others. He spoke with an assistant, a young Caucasian woman with multiple facial piercings. She tapped Alma’s wrists with a mallet in light, even movements. “After this,” Dr. Woo said, “your MS will go into remission.” His tone was matter-of-fact. Alma was surprised once again.


“What did you do?” she asked in a subdued voice.


Dr. Woo waved his hand, his wrist relaxed, two fingers extended. Alma had no idea what it meant. “Anyway,” he said, moving away, “this is the case.”


Rickey had told her that she would be astounded. He knew people with an assortment of maladies, including cancer, who claimed to have been cured by Dr. Woo and his silver mallets. Perhaps, Alma thought, it was a matter of faith after all. That Dr. Woo was Asian made a difference to her somehow. Eastern medicine, ancient and incomprehensible, reminded her of the smelly black herbal balls her grandmother used to swallow, the tiny seeds her father used to press into the inner curl of his ear. It seemed entirely possible that Western science, in its infinite hubris, had missed something, had failed to take into account, simply because it could not explain them, the uncanny results of so arcane a knowledge. There was also the matter of payment. Dr. Woo didn’t charge for his treatments. “He says it’s bad karma,” Rickey had said. “No one knows how he does it.” And, in the end, after countless hours, days, weeks, running into years, of hassling with insurance companies, hospitals, doctors’ offices, the Italian health system, and her ex-husband, which had left Alma exhausted and broke—more than broke, in debt, disheartened, desperate—it was this that had convinced her to come.


Alma got up from her chair now. She breathed deeply and gathered her purse. She was hyperconscious of her body, her mind scanning for interventions. The pain in her back seemed to be gone; the numbness subsided. She flexed her fingers, played a bit of Bach, her hands out in front, moving in midair. The music, sounding in her mind’s ear, was energetic, joyful. It was possible that she felt less tired. Alma sent a quick text to Rickey.


The Shar-Pei couple was leaving. She waited for them to shuffle past, the old woman with her watery, opaque eyes, the man holding her elbow with his hand as though it were a rudder. The man nodded to Alma as he steered by, wattles bouncing sadly, and for a second she saw in his eyes an expression that must have mirrored her own: doubt and astonishment, fear, and the fragile ignition of hope.


“It’s not common,” said Dr. Mehta, three weeks later. “But it’s not completely unheard of either.” She was referring to Alma’s “remission,” which she would not call a remission. “Think of it more as an ‘intermission,’” she said. Alma imagined her disease as a recital. Alma Soon Ja Lee, barely live and in concert, performing “MS in A Minor by a Vengeful God” (with a brief intermission).


[image: image]


“They should send them to comedy school,” Alma told Rickey later. “They should have to wear rubber noses.”


“Like Patch Adams,” said Rickey.


“Who?” said Alma.


“Never mind.” Rickey should have known by now that Alma rarely got pop culture references, a combination of not having been born in the States and having had no life outside of the cello. She was proud of what little she did know, which was mostly music from the ’70s and ’80s. “I used to be in a band,” she’d told him, as though this were widely known. It was Talking Heads’ “Swamp” that they were listening to now. Rickey bopped his head, and Alma waved the knife, and when it got to the chorus they both sang, “Hi, hi, hi, hi, hi, hiiiii … Woo-ooo.”


Rickey and Alma had been best friends since the night he had knocked on her door three years ago to borrow fish sauce for Vietnamese spring rolls. Not only had she had some but kimchi besides, and a special bond had formed. Nowadays Rickey cooked for Alma whenever he could, curries and stir-fries, and soups that he froze in small containers so she could microwave individual servings. He also bought her groceries. “Whole Foods had a sale on cheeses,” he would say. “I couldn’t resist.” He pretended he was just being neighborly, and she pretended it was no big deal, though her pantry was stockpiled for the apocalypse, with cans of tuna fish, baked beans, and soup, bags of trail mix and Oreos, cases of condensed milk, ramen, and bottled water—and in this way Rickey could continue to save Alma’s life without the burden of her gratitude.


Ever since her “intermission,” though, Alma had been cooking again. She was making her mother’s famous japchae now. “My mother always parboiled the carrots,” Alma said, “but you don’t have to.” She poured the carrots into a colander and ran them under cold water. Her face was flushed from the steam, but also, Rickey thought, from the giddiness of unexpected health. She was beautiful in that particularly soft Asian way, her long black hair, with its mirror shine, her sloe-eyed gaze, and long, slender fingers, occupied now with julienning carrots. Her cheekbones were high and sharply angled, and though it gave her face a look of severity, a modern art aspect, like a cubist Picasso, Rickey thought it was this that most committed her to beauty, the way that most beautiful things could seem freakish, even ugly, from certain angles, because beauty was strange and singular, and often unsettling.


“The thing is,” she was saying, “that I feel kind of better than normal. I mean, for a long time. Like I’m souped-up or something. I have all this energy.” She was onto the scallions now, fingers moving adroitly back behind the speeding knife blade.


Rickey was about to take a sip of his Chianti. “Whoa there, A.,” he said.


Alma stopped, pushed the scallions into the japchae. “Done,” she said. She wiped a hand on the front of her apron and took up her wineglass. “Santé.”


“Geonbae,” said Rickey.


Alma leaned across the counter to give him a kiss. She smiled in a shy way, her dark eyes shining. “Sometimes I wish you were straight,” she said.


“Sometimes I wish you were a guy,” he said.


“Sometimes I wish you were a woman and I was gay,” she said.


“Sometimes I wish I was a woman, and you were a guy, and we were both straight,” he said. They laughed.


Alma reached over to hold Rickey’s hand. “Sometimes,” she said, “I wish it would always be like this.”


Five hours later she woke from a dream about an earthquake, only the quaking did not subside. She spent rude seconds in violent tremor, lying on her side, her left leg pedaling the bedsheets as though riding an unseen bicycle. “This isn’t funny,” she said to the empty room. Her sheets were soaked in sweat, her left leg still now, feigning rest.


She went into the bathroom and turned on the light. Her face in the mirror was mushroom-colored, sunken-cheeked, with dark, rubbery circles under her eyes, her loose, damp hair sticking out in all directions. She looked like Caravaggio’s head of Medusa, a Gorgon monster with writhing hair. Some wild, defeated thing.


It was unfathomable how quickly her life had changed. One minute she had been worrying about her recital gown—whether the skirt was too long, the front too plunging—the next minute she’d been hoping that she could hold her cello upright for an hour. She had first noticed a tingling in her bow hand. That was more than thirteen years ago now. The tingling had been quickly accompanied by extreme weakness in her left hand. It became harder and harder for her to press her fingers forcefully enough into the cello strings. She’d gone to a massage therapist trained in the Feldenkrais Method. He had taught her some exercises. It was not uncommon for cellists to feel pain in their neck, back, and shoulders, and Alma had a standing prescription for a kick-ass pain reliever. But this had been different, more ticklish than painful, and accompanied by a disproportionate fatigue, as though she had pitched nine innings instead of practiced cello for five hours. Soon, the tickle and fatigue had been accompanied by a slight tremor, and soon after that she started to fall down, her legs buckling as she got up from her chair, sliding out from under her as she negotiated the pavement. Her vision went blurry, or she’d see two of everything. An arm or a leg would stiffen. She’d go numb. They did tests, made diagnoses. She was under stress. She had a vitamin deficiency. It might be a brain tumor. Rheumatoid arthritis. Possibility of a mild stroke.


She had been in the early stages of divorcing Paolo, slated to record the Franck in L.A. When they said MS, she had been doubtful—they had been wrong so many times already—but all other contenders had fallen away, and retesting had confirmed it.


Paolo, impatient to be divorced but trying, in his way, to be considerate, was upbeat. “This is good news, cara,” he’d said, and when she hadn’t responded, he’d added, “I mean, it’s not can—” He was speaking to her via speakerphone from his office in Milan. She could picture him perched on the corner of his desk, absently picking lint off the cuff of one of his crisp, custom-tailored suits—solid navy or navy pinstripe—and glancing at his watch, wondering how fast he could tactfully end the call. Right there on that desk, there used to be a photo of her, in an engraved silver frame, backstage at the Teatro Comunale in Florence the summer they had first met. In it, she wore a red halter evening gown with a black leather belt, her hair swept up into an impossible architecture. It was one of the few photographs she liked of herself, something about the way the dress swirled around her as she strode forward, the expression on her face looking through the camera, beyond it, as though she defied it to fix her in the moment. There was something prescient about that expression, Alma had always thought, as if she had been gazing out toward her future self, as if she had known everything that was going to happen and had still chosen to go forward. And in the background you could just make out Daniel, half his face cast downward, coming off the stage, and Alma knew it was no accident that Paolo had chosen this particular photograph for display—the trophy of his wife’s triumph, of course, but more importantly, of his own.


Alma wondered now what had happened to that photo. And what photo had replaced it. “I am coming to the States in June, cara,” Paolo had said. “I promise to come see you. Ciao, bella, I have a meeting.”


And then her whole life had simply stopped, like a broken-down car by the side of the road.


Alma, knowing that she would not get back to sleep now, went into the living room. Her cello stood in the corner, to the side of the stereo cabinet, in its hard carbon fiber case. It was a 1732 Francesco Goffriller that Alma called “Franny.” She had stopped playing it altogether six months ago when she had fallen out of her chair and nearly crushed it, her bow hand shaking uncontrollably, beating a manic rhythm on the floor. Since then it had stood unmoved, like a strange sculpture, or, as Rickey had dubbed it, “the proverbial elephant in the room.”


When Alma had first stopped playing, she had listened to music obsessively, lying on the couch for hours with her eyes closed, and while she listened, she dozed, dreaming about the time she had heard this particular piece in London, another performed by Barenboim, another still in Boston with Daniel. But it became gradually more difficult to listen—the more beautiful, the more transcendent, the harder a hot stone pressed against her chest. She was like an exile looking at photographs of her native country—all the familiar landmarks, the sacred places that had been burned into memory, lay lifeless and shrunken, because they remained inaccessible.


Alma had been eleven when she became obsessed with the cello; she had been playing for six years by then, but had been too young for it to feel like a choice. At eleven, though, something had happened. She didn’t need her parents, or Mr. Felsenfeld, to scold her; she wasn’t motivated by competition or recitals. She didn’t give a thought to pleasing anyone, to becoming better, or really to achieving anything at all. She just felt compelled to keep her cello close to her, to move with it, to listen to it, until the cello had become a part of her, or, more precisely, she had felt a part of it. It was very physical, more like dancing than playing an instrument, and all her life Alma had felt this weirdly mystical sense of her playing as moving through physical space, the notes like steps, like gestures, the music like breath, like breeze, and the feeling of wide-ranging freedom, of expanse and embrace, and of always ending up somewhere else. It was a compulsion that kept her fingers pressing imaginary strings, her bow hand moving even as she was solving algebra problems or sitting in English class. It was not something she was proud of or that she felt she owned, and it was mystifying to her the way her mother bragged about her—the trophies and ribbons that accumulated on the shelves of the living room and in the store, the judges’ lavish praise in competitions, the murderous envy of the other mothers and their cowed and driven children—all of that was simply by-product to her, a kind of sausage that resulted from the steaming entrails of her obsession.
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