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Wild Roses




To my family, with love and gratitude.
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Chapter One


To say my life changed when my mother married Dino Cavalli (yes, the Dino Cavalli) would be like saying that the tornado changed things for Dorothy. There was only one other thing that would impact my life so much, and that was when Ian Waters drove up our road on his bicycle, his violin case sticking out from a compartment on the side, and his long black coat flying out behind him.


My stepfather was both crazy and a genius, and I guess that’s where I should start. If you’ve read about him recently, you already know this. He was a human meteor. Supposedly there’s an actual, researched link between extreme creativity and mental illness, and I believe it because I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Sure, you have the artists and writers and musicians like my mom, say, who are talented and calm and get things done without much fuss. The closest she gets to madness is when she gets flustered and calls me William, which is our dog’s name. But then there are the van Goghs and Hemingways and Mozarts, those who feel a hunger so deep, so far down, that greatness lies there too, nestled somewhere within it. Those who get their inner voice and direction from the cool, mysterious insides of the moon, and not from the earth like the rest of us. In other words, brilliant nuts.


I guess we should also begin with an understanding, and that is, if you are one of those easily offended people who insist that every human breath be politically correct, it’s probably best we just part company now. I’ll loan you my copy of Little House in the Big Woods (I actually loved it when I was eight) and you can disappear into prairie perfection, because I will not dance around this topic claiming that Dino Cavalli was joy-impaired (hugely depressed), excessively imaginative (delusional), abundantly security conscious (paranoid as hell), or emotionally challenged (wacko). I’m not talking about your mentally ill favorite granny or sick best uncle—I’m not judging anyone else who’s ill. This is my singular experience. I’ve lived it; I’ve earned the right to describe how it felt from inside my own skin. So if your life truths have to be protected the same way some people keep their couches in plastic, then ciao. Have a nice life. If we bump into each other at Target, I’m the one buying the sour gummy worms, and that’s all you need to know about me.


Anyway, madness and genius. They’re the disturbed pals of the human condition. The Bonnie and Clyde, the Thelma and Louise, the baking soda and vinegar. Insanity just walks alongside the brilliant like some creepy, insistent shadow. Edgar Allan Poe, Virginia Woolf, Charles Dickens. William Faulkner, Dostoevsky, Cézanne, Gauguin. Tolstoy, Sylvia Plath, Keats, and Shelley. Walt Whitman and F. Scott Fitzgerald and Michelangelo. All wacko. And we can’t forget the musicians, because this story is about them, especially. Schumann and Beethoven, Chopin and Handel, and Rachmaninov and Liszt. Tchaikovsky and Wagner.


And, of course, Dino Cavalli.


In that group you’ve got every variety of creation: the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel and Farewell to Arms and the epic poem, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” which, if you ask me, finds its true greatness as a cure for insomnia. You’ve also got every variety of crazy act. You’ve got the gross—van Gogh slicing off his earlobe and giving it to a woman (you can just hear her—Damn, I was hoping for chocolates), and the unimaginable—Virginia Woolf filling her pockets with stones to hold her down in the river so that she could do an effective job of drowning. And even the funny—the reason our dog is named William, for example, is because Dino Cavalli bought him during a particularly bad bout of paranoia and named him for his enemy and former manager and agent, William Tiero. He liked the idea of this poor, ugly dog named William that would eat used Kleenex if he had the chance. He liked yelling at William for getting too personal with guests. I can hear his voice even now, in his Italian accent. Get your nose out of Mrs. Kadinsky’s crotch, William, he’d say with mock seriousness, and everyone would picture William Tiero with his bald head and beetle eyes, and they would laugh. Man, oh, man. You didn’t want to get on Dino Cavalli’s bad side.


Some people think the brilliant have been touched by God, and if this is true then Dino Cavalli got God on the day he was wearing black leather and listening to his metal CDs, feeling a bit twisted and in the kind of mood where you laugh at people when they fall down. God wearing a studded collar. Because, sure, Dino Cavalli was a world-renowned composer and violinist, a combination of talent virtually unheard of, but there were days he didn’t get out of bed, even to shower. And, sure, he wrote and performed Amore Innamorato, said to, “have moments of such brutal tenderness and soulful passion that it will live forever in both the hearts of audience members and the annals of modern composing,”1 as well as the unforgettable Artemisia (“breathtaking and heart-stopping work with the brilliance of the seventeenth-century masters.”2), but he also had the ability to make you feel small to the point of disappearance. His perfectionism could shatter your joy like a bullet through a stained glass window.


What I’m saying is, he possessed magnificent and destructive layers. Either that or he was just plain possessed. I mean, it all got toned down in the papers, but we all know what could have happened to William Tiero that day. We all now know what happens when you self-destruct. Yet I’ve got to say, listening to his music can make you cry. Goose bumps actually rise up along your arms.


Everyone wants to get close to genius and fame, claim pieces of it, mostly because it’s the closest they’ll ever get to fame themselves. You learn this when you live with someone renowned. Those who know that Dino Cavalli was my stepfather think I’m near enough to fame to call it good. Fame, the nearness of it, the possibility of it rubbing off, seems to turn people into obsessed Tolkien characters, hypnotized not by a ring but by the thought of getting on TV. Luckily at my school, most of the kids who hear the name Dino Cavalli will think it’s some brand of designer shoes. To the majority I am just Cassie Morgan, regular seventeen-year-old trying to figure out what to do with my life and hoping my jeans are clean and swearing at myself for cutting my own bangs again. Few know my stepfather was once on the cover of Time magazine, or was also well known for the journals in which he wrote of his sexual adventures as a young composer in Paris. Everyone is too involved in the school game of How Orange Is Tiffany Morris’s Makeup Today to care, even if they did. But the teachers and orchestra students, they know who I am, and I see what it means to them. Once during a school concert this kid was staring so hard at me that he accidentally stepped into an open viola case and wore it like an overgrown shoe for a few seconds on the gym floor.


And then there’s Siang Chibo, who used to follow me home every day. She would walk far behind me and duck behind trees when I turned around, like some cartoon spy. She once tripped over a tree root in the process and spewed the contents of her backpack all over the place. You couldn’t find a more incompetent stalker. I went over to her after she fell, and her palms even had those little pockmarks on them from landing on gravel. Now we have a Scrooge–Tiny Tim partnership of reluctant giving and nauseating gratitude. To Siang, I’m second in line in the worship chain of command, right after Dino. If people look at the famous as if they’ve been touched by God, then they look at those close to the famous as the ones who have seen Jesus’ face in the eggplant.


You would have never recognized the Dino I lived with in the books that had been written about him before the “incident.” No one had a clue. No one seemed to see what was coming. His demons were the real truth, but those who clutched at his fame made him into someone else. Just listen to Irma Lattori, a villager from Sabbotino Grappa, interviewed in Edward Reynolds’s Dino Cavalli—The Early Years: An Oral History, the much-quoted source of Dino’s childhood. It’s his only authorized biography, in which the people who knew him then tell the events of his life.


Everyone in Sabbotino Grappa knew Dino Cavalli had that special light, Irma says in the book. From the time he was an infant. I would see his mother, Maria, walk him around in his carriage. She was a beautiful woman with round, warm eyes. She always dressed elegantly, oh, so rich. She had tucked a peacock feather in the back of his carriage. It rose up, like a grand flag. You want to know where he got Un Cielo Delle Piume Del Peacock? That was his inspiration. Maria always appreciated the unusual. She wore hats, even when no one wore hats. Stunning. No wonder he became a ladies’ man. He was born, you see, taking in the world and using it in his work. Born to beauty and greatness. He couldn’t have been more than six months old, this time I am remembering. He reached his hands up to me when I bent to look at him. He wanted me to hold him. He wouldn’t let my sister Camille go near him.3


And Frank Mancini, gardener, another one of the villagers from tiny Sabbotino Grappa: A beautiful garden, beautiful. Four hundred years old. Magnolias in the spring. Plumbagos, hibiscus in the summer. Lemon trees and figs. An olive garden. I worked my fingers to the bone. Now I cannot tie my own shoe, my fingers are so crippled. But it was a beautiful garden, and you could hear the child playing the violin through the open window. Small boy, not more than four years old, and he played the violin! A divine gift. His mother played the piano. Music was in his veins. And the smell of lemon trees. I didn’t mind that the father was cheap and barely paid me enough to buy food.4


All in all, as gagging as a dental X-ray.


“No one ever mentions that he is a wife-stealing psycho,” my father said once after Dino was featured in the entertainment section of the newspaper—FAMED MUSICIAN SEEKS LOCAL INSPIRATION. He tossed the paper down on his kitchen table. “With bad breath.”


“You haven’t even been close enough to him to smell his breath,” I said.


“Who says you have to be close,” my father said. Let’s just say my father didn’t read the divorce books that say you are not supposed to talk badly about the other parent and the other parent’s partner. Actually, I think he probably did read them, but has somehow convinced himself that only my mother is required to follow these rules. He ignores the other Divorced Parenting Don’ts too, the ones where you aren’t supposed to grill your kid about what happens in the other home. Sometimes he tries to be casual about his fishing around, and other times it’s like I’m in one of those movies where the criminal sits under the bare lightbulb in a room and after twelve hours confesses to a crime he didn’t commit.


My parents were divorced three years ago, and my mother married Dino five days after the divorce was final. Do the math and figure out what happened. If you’ve been through this, you know the vocabulary. Parenting plan, custody evaluation, visitation, court orders, mediation, transfer time. And can anyone say restraining order? I can talk with my friend Zebe about these things. Ever since I met her in Beginning Spanish we’ve spoken the same language, in more ways than one. Her new stepfather may not be famous, but we understand the most important things about each other. She knows that you really don’t give a crap about who gets you on Labor Day, that no-fault divorce are the three stupidest words ever spoken, and that you are not split as easily as your parents’ old Commodores albums, and there was even a war over those.


“Barry Manilow, in my house. Not Commodores,” Zebe told me once. “Which they both hated, by the way. For a week they were flying e-mails at each other over the goddamn F-ing Copacabana LP. They each accused the other of taking it. ‘Did your mother find my “missing” album yet?’ ‘Next time you go to your father’s, look for my stolen record.’ God.”


“Was anyone hurt?” I asked.


“Aside from the e-mail bloodbath, the only thing that was hurt was both of their egos when one of them finally remembered that they brought the album to some party back in the seventies and left it there on purpose.”


“You wonder why they ever got married.”


“Mi mono toca la guitarra,” she said. My monkey plays the guitar. It’s what she wrote on every Spanish test question she didn’t know the answer to. I cracked up. Zebe’s the greatest.


If my father treated my time at my mother’s house as if he were the gold miner panning for The Dirt of Wrongdoing, my mother, on the other hand, would listen to any news of my father the same way someone who had plans to stay inside listens to a weather forecast. Hearing just enough to make sure there was no tornado coming. This is one difference between the leaver and the left, the dumper and the dumpee. The dumpee has the moral righteousness, and the desire to hear every dirty fact that will prove that You get what you deserve in the end. The dumper has the guilt, and wants to know as little about the other party as possible, in case they hear something that will make them feel even more guilty.


“Dad’s got a new client. Some big Microsoft person,” I told Mom once. It was after she and Dino had first gotten married, and I was starting to get a real clear picture of what she’d gotten us into. I guess I was hoping she was seeing, too, and that a little nudge in Dad’s direction might help along the underdog. I hadn’t learned yet that in terms of divorce, your only real hope is not to play team sports.


“Oh, really. Good for him,” she said. She was braiding her long hair. She had a rubber band in her teeth. Oh, weewy. Ood for him. She finished the braid, put her arms down. “I need to find my overalls. I’m planting tulip bulbs today. Planting just calls for overalls.” She went to her closet, flung open the doors.


“It’ll bring him a lot of money,” I said. My father was an accountant. He was a white undershirt in a world of silk ties and berets and pashmina. He was a potato amongst pad Thai and curry and veal scallopini. He was still madly in love with my mother. He didn’t have a chance.


“Great,” she said. “My God, look at this mess. The man is incapable of hanging anything up.” She said this with a great deal of affection, poked a toe at a pile of Dino’s shirts. “Overalls, overalls. Bingo.” She held them up.


“You’re not even listening.”


“I’m listening, I’m listening. You’re just making me feel like I’m in some Parent Trap movie. You’re not going to put frogs in Dino’s shoes or something, are you?”


Mom’s unwillingness to get involved may have also had to do with her own experience of her parent’s divorce. Thirty-two years after the end of their marriage, she still can’t tell one of her parents that she’s visiting the other, or she’ll be punished with coldness, hurt, and upset. Thirty-two years later, and her mother still refers to her father’s wife as That Tramp.


“I thought you’d like to know. Jesus, Mom.”


“Good. Thanks for telling me. You’re not the Parent Trap type anyway. What was the name of that actress? Started with an H. Heather. Hayley! Mills. God, how’d I remember that? You, girl, are not Hayley Mills. I’d like to see them put you in a remake. Disney’d ditch the hemp bracelet. Don’t you think? Too edgy.”


“I hope squirrels dig up your tulip bulbs,” I said.


She socked my arm. “You know how much I respect you. I like your hemp bracelet.”


Respect—that was what was lacking in the other member of our household. Dino didn’t respect me, or my mother, either, for that matter. Or anyone who wasn’t his own perfect self. See, Dino hadn’t always acted crazy. For a while, he was just plain arrogant. Dino was fluent in criticism, as generous in spirit as those people who keep their porch lights off all Halloween. If my mom was dressed up to go out and looking beautiful, he’d point out her pimple. If you opened the wrong end of the milk carton, he’d make you feel you were incapable to the point of needing to be institutionalized. After I’d bought this jacket with fur around the collar and cuffs at Old Stuff, Dino had pointedly told me that people who tried to make some statement of individuality were still only conventional among those of their group.


“I’m not trying to make a statement,” I said. I was trying to keep the sharpness out of my voice, but it was like trying to hold water in your hands—my tone was seeping through every crack and opening possible.


“I didn’t say you were. Did I say you were? It was a commentary on dress and group behavior,” he said in his Italian accent. He chewed a bite of chicken. He was a loud, messy eater. You could hear the chicken in there smacking around against his tongue. His words were offhand, casually bragging that they meant more to me than they did to him. “By avoiding conventions, one falls into other conventions.” He plucked a bit of his shirt to indicate someone’s clothing choice. I felt the ugly curl of anger starting in my stomach.


“I’m sorry, I just don’t want to be one of those See My Thong girls who bat their eyelashes at boys, rah rah rah, wearing a demoralizing short skirt and bending over so a crowd sees their butt,” I said. “That’s convention.” Anger made my face get hot.


“Be who you like. I was simply making an observation. You don’t need to bite me with your feminist teeth.”


Honestly, I don’t know how my mother didn’t poison his coffee. Certainly I wondered what the hell she was thinking by loving him. If this is what could happen to a supposedly charming, romantic guy, then no, thank you. And this was before everything happened, even. Before Dino’s craziness became like a roller coaster car, rising to unbelievable heights, careening down with frightening speed; before he started teaching Ian Waters; before he began composing again and preparing for his comeback after a three-year dry spell. But in spite of what must have been perfect attendance in asshole classes, Dino was one of those people who got under your skin because you cared what they thought when you wished you didn’t. So after that conversation I did the only thing I could. I wore the coat the next day, too. The truth was, I wasn’t sure I liked it either. It was vaguely Wilma Flintstone and Saber Tooth Tiger. Little hairs fell into my Lucky Charms.


Because I wanted his approval and hated that fact, I did what I could to make sure I didn’t get it at all. One of those things you should be in therapy for. Before I met Ian Waters, for example, I had no interest in music, which was an act of will living in a house where my mother was a cellist and my stepfather a prominent violinist and composer. But Ian Waters changed that about me, and everything else, too. Before I met Ian the music I liked best was something that sounded, if Dino was right, like your mother hunting for the meat thermometer in the drawer of kitchen utensils. My interest was in astronomy—science, something that was mine and that was definite and exact. I felt that the science of astronomy existed within certain boundaries that were firm and logical. If you think about how vast the universe is, this gives you some idea of how huge and wild I thought the arts were.


After three years of living with Dino Cavalli, I had had enough of people of passion. Passion seemed dangerous. I’d seen the tapes of his performances, the way he had his chin to his violin as if he were about to consume it, the way his black hair would fly out as he played, reaching crescendo, eyes closed. It made you feel like you needed to hold on to something. I’d never felt that kind of letting go before. It all seemed one step away from some ancient tribal possession. And that crescent scar on his neck. That brown gash that had burned into him from hours and hours and hours of the violin held against his skin. He had played until the instrument had made a permanent mark, had become part of his own body. If Chuck and Bunny are right, and everyone should hunger for life and its banquet, I would rather have the appetite of my neighbor Courtney and her two brothers, over Dino’s. All Courtney and her brothers hungered for in life was a box of Junior Mints and MTV, fed straight through the veins. Dino, he could inhale an emotional supermarket and still be ravenous.


Right then, the only thing I was hungry for was to have Dino Cavalli, this flaming, dying star, out of my universe. It was the only thing I would dare be passionate about. That is, until Ian Waters veered into our driveway on his bike, his tires scrunching in the gravel, scaring Otis, the neighbors’ cat, who ran across the grass like his tail was on fire. Otis was running for his life. In a way, that was when I began finally running to mine.




Chapter Two


Edgar Allan Poe watched his mother bleed from the mouth as she died from consumption, as he and his two siblings lay in bed beside her. Hemingway committed suicide with the same gun his father had used to kill himself. Lord Byron’s father had an incestuous relationship with his own sister, and his mother’s relatives were a toxic mix of the depressed and suicidal. When you look at the families of crazy geniuses, you start to understand where their pain comes from. You start to get their need to paint it away, write it away, compose it away.


But Dino Cavalli’s childhood in Sabbotino Grappa (population 53) sounded like one of those lush movies filmed in hazy golden-yellows with a sappy soundtrack that makes you cry even though you know it’s just music manipulation. It sounded close to perfect. Reading The Early Years snapped me right up from Seabeck, the island where we live, just a ferryboat ride from Seattle. It lifted me from the salty, wet air and the evergreens and the cold waters of the Puget Sound, and landed me in the warm orange tones of a Tuscan hill town. I would open the shutters in the morning, said Antonia Gillette, wife of town baker Peter Gillette. And I would see little Dino walking to school in his white shirt, holding his mother’s hand. I remember the smell of the lemon trees, and the smell of the baking just done, coming up warm through the floorboards. Peter would hurry out to give a frittelle to Dino, and one to his mother, no charge. Always no charge. He should have charged the mother, but she was too pretty. And the father—ah. Handsome, like from a magazine. And a beautiful voice. Dino, we all knew he was special. His hair shined; his fingers were magic on his little violin. We knew he would bring us fame. I heard him from the open window, Grazie, Zio. That’s what he called Peter. Uncle.5


“It’s too good to be true,” my father said once. “You mark my words. If it sounds like a duck and looks like a duck and smells like a duck, it is a duck.”


“Quack,” I said.


The stories of Dino’s childhood glowed like firelight or radiation, one or the other. You could see those townspeople sitting at their kitchen tables, remembering a time past, smelling of wine and salami, a thick, wrinkled hand grabbing the air to emphasize a point. You grew to love those old Italians, and that ragged town with its winding streets and good intentions, more than you liked Dino himself. I did anyway. The only real nasty thing that was said came from Karl Lager, Sabbotino Grappa grocer. The child was a monster. Spoiled and sneaky. He stole candy from me. Later, cigarettes. Slipped them up the sleeve of his jacket as he looked at me and smiled. I tried to grab him, took off that jacket, but nothing was there. Born of the devil, and any idiot could see it.


Karl Lager is a drunk and a bastard, Antonia Gillete said. He’d accuse the pope of stealing.


Karl Lager had no business in Sabbotino Grappa, Peter Gillette agreed. He is a German, after all.6


You imagined a childhood like that creating a genius. You did not imagine those two beautiful and perfect parents and the adoration of a village creating a Prozac-ed pit bull.


“Is Mr. Cavalli home?” Siang Chibo said the day that I first saw Ian Waters. She was whispering, following me around the house as I dropped my backpack on a kitchen chair and looked around in the fridge for something that might change my life. If you want a good picture of Siang Chibo, imagine that little boy in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, that kid that rides around with him in the runaway mine car. She’s not much taller, and has that same squeaky voice—“Indy, Indy!” But Siang’s surprised me a few times. For example, she and her father love to watch monster trucks on the weekends. For another example, she’s a fierce flag football player. I once saw her nearly knock out Zane Thompson’s perfect teeth as she reached up to catch a pass in tenth-grade PE. Zane had to rush to a mirror to see if he was still beautiful. Go Siang.


“Dino’s at the symphony offices,” I said. I didn’t want to let Siang down, but the truth was, I had no idea where Dino could be. He might have been at Safeway, for all I knew. Being a violinist was not a regular nine-to-five job, I guess—in fact, lately he didn’t seem to have any job at all except for being famous and giving interviews about his past glory days. He gave one concert that I knew of, traveled to Chicago for it with Mom. I stayed with Dad a few extra days, days that were mostly spent trying to talk him out of searching the Web for every nasty comment or review about the event. He even printed out one Chicago Tribune article and posted it to the fridge with this glittery macaroni magnet I made in preschool. RERUN PERFORMANCE BY MASTER DISAPPOINTS.


What Dino spent most of his time doing was hiring and firing new managers. Since he ditched William Tiero three-plus years ago, he just went through these poor guys like you go through a bag of M&M’s when you’ve got your period. Consume, and on to the next. One of the first exposures I had to Dino’s temper was when we had all just moved in together and this manager got booted. I heard only a part of the enraged conversation before I left and walked down toward the water, went far enough so that the cries of the seagulls and gentle voices on the beach—Olivia! Roll up your pants so they don’t get wet— replaced Dino’s shouts. The few pathetic imaginings I was trying to hold on to about a stepfather—new beginnings, new adventures, new life—were instantly shot to shit and replaced with a deep distrust of the word new. It is bad enough to be suddenly (even if it is not so sudden, it feels sudden) living with a male stranger who sleeps in bed with your mother and eats off of your forks and who farts with an unearned degree of familiarity. But when the male stranger yells loud enough to shake your baby pictures in their frames too, then, God, where have all the boarding schools gone?


Anyway, almost six months before Ian Waters first came, Dino got this new manager, Andrew Wilkowski, this skinny guy with music notes on his tie. It was practically a long-term relationship. Andrew Wilkowski flattered Dino’s ego, talked to him about writing again. I heard them when Andrew came over for dinner. They could take it slowly, he told Dino. But the world was ready. Dino was ready. I’m sure Andrew Wilkowski only had staying power because his ass-kissing skills were so perfected, his lips were chapped.


If I had to create a job description based on Dino’s behavior before he really went nuts, I’d say being a violinist and a composer meant spending some days in bed, some holed up in your office, occasionally playing music and stopping over and over again, and storming around the house as your wife walked on eggshells. Oh, and seeing your psychiatrist. Mom said this was necessary for Dino to deal with the stresses of his work, but to keep that information private for the sake of Dino’s reputation. It was okay to look like a tyrant, I guess, but not to talk with Freud about what your id did. Basically, a genius composer/violinist meant being a tantrum-throwing toddler with an expensive musical instrument. My mother should have given him the spaghetti pot to pound on with a wooden spoon instead.


I wouldn’t tell Siang any of those things, though. I could have destroyed him in an instant for her, but it seemed too cruel. To her, not to him. “Apple?” I offered. Mom was on a diet kick. I hated when the adults in my life went on a diet kick. There was never anything good to eat in the house. I hoped Dino was at Safeway.


“Okay,” Siang said. She took the apple, but didn’t eat it. She put it in her sweatshirt pocket. I imagined a Cavalli Collection—empty TP rolls from our bathroom, pebbles from the insides of Dino’s shoes left by the front door, William’s squeaky rubber hamburger dog toy that had vanished without a trace. “Can we go in his office?”


“I worry about you, Siang, I really do.”


I took the key to Dino’s office out of the sugar canister that was empty of sugar. Mom put it there because she was sure that Dino, in a distracted state, was going to one day lock himself out. That there was a key at all should tell you that Dino would have gotten furious had he known we were in his study, but I couldn’t let Siang down. I had a little problem saying no to people with eyes as pleading as in those ads FEED A STARVING CHILD FOR AS LITTLE AS ONE DOLLAR A DAY. She practically left offerings on his desk blotter.


The room always felt cool when you first opened the door, cool and musty. There was a fireplace in that room, though it was never lit except when guests came over. The fire showed off the room for what it was—one of the best in the house, with big windows that had a peek of the waters of the sound, if you stood on your toes and looked high over the neighbor’s hydrangea bush. His desk was dark walnut, and a mess—papers and books, mail and clippings, piles of sheet music. There were three clocks on it, only one which you could hear ticking, sounding like a metronome, and an old coffee mug with a ring of dried brown on the bottom. Assorted objects lay among the clutter—a robin’s egg, a golf tee (Dino was not a sportsman), a cigar box (Dino did not smoke cigars). There was a paperweight with a white dandelion puff saved perfectly in glass, and a spare pair of Dino’s glasses worn sometime in the seventies, if you judged by their size and thick black frames. Above the desk was a painting of white flowers against a dreary green background, and in the corner of the room sat a globe that always settled toward the side revealing the African continent. An antique music stand, ornate silver, delicately curved, stood in another corner, and there was a bookcase, too, filled with Cavalli biographies, volumes of music theory, history, and art, and one of those enormous dictionaries.


Siang strolled by the desk, her fingertips lightly touching the edge. She looked up at the painting, tilted her head to the side and examined it for a moment. Her eyes moved away to a frame facedown on the desk. She took hold of the velvety frame leg, rubbed her thumb along it. “What’s this?”


“How am I supposed to know?”


Siang raised the picture carefully, the way you lift a rock when you’re not sure what’s underneath. It was an old black-and-white photo of a young man. He was standing in front of a building, a theater, maybe, as you could see a portion of a poster in glass behind him. He was beaming, hands in his pockets.


“That’s William Tiero,” I said. “At least I think it is.” I squinched my eyes, looked closer. “Same beaky nose. A much younger William Tiero. He still had hair. I never knew the guy ever had hair.” I chuckled.


“William Tiero became Dino Cavalli’s agent shortly after Cavalli won the Tchaikovsky competition in Russia when he was nineteen,” Siang said.


“Jesus, you give me the creeps sometimes,” I said. “Put that back down.”


“They say it was a partnership made in heaven.” Siang set the photo on the desk the way it was.


According to Mom, William Tiero had been dismissed no fewer than five times before the final break a little more than three years ago. I could only imagine what that firing must have been like. Before Andrew W. came on the scene, the last poor manager that was booted got a wineglass thrown in the direction of his head. I saw the delicate pieces of it, sitting on top of the garbage can, and felt the silence that lay heavy as a warning in the house. I remember the drops of red wine on the wall, looking as if a crime had been committed there. If being fired five times by Dino was a partnership made in heaven, I wondered what a bumpy working relationship would look like.


“Siang, really. You need a hobby or something. Crochet a beer-can hat. Learn fly-fishing. Whatever.”


“The pursuit of understanding genius is always a worthwhile endeavor,” Siang squeaked in her Temple of Doom voice.


“Did some famous person say that?”


“No. I just did.”


“Shit, deprogramming necessary. We are going to walk down to 7-Eleven. We are going to have a Slurpee. Corn Nuts. Or one of those scary revolving hot dogs. We are going to take an Auto Trader magazine, just because they’re free.”


“I hear the door,” Siang said.


I froze. Listened. “You’re right. Damn it, get out of here.”


We hurried out. My heart was pounding like crazy, and my hand was shaky on the key as I locked the door again.


“Cassie!”


“It’s just Mom,” I said.


My chest actually hurt from the relief. We walked casually into the kitchen. At least I did. God knows what Siang was doing behind me—probably putting her hands up in the air like a captured criminal in a cop show. Mom was filling a glass of water. Wisps of her hair were coming loose from her braid. “What are you doing here?” I asked. Mom was in a rehearsal period with the theater company of her current job. By the time she took the ferry home from Seattle afterward, she didn’t usually arrive until dinnertime.


“Hello, my wonderful mother. How was your day?” she said.


“That too,” I said.


“I got off early,” she said. It seemed like a lie, but I let it pass. “What are you two up to?”


“I was just heading home,” Siang said. “Chemistry test to study for.”


Mom shuddered. “God, I’m glad I’m done with school.”


“Then she’s starting a new hobby,” I said.


“Crafts,” Siang said. I smiled. It was pretty close to a joke.


“Puff paint. Shrinky Dinks,” I said.


“Cool,” Mom said. She took a long drink of water. You could usually count on her to make her best effort to one-up your jokes. Obviously she was distracted.


Siang left, and I went up to my room, turned on a few of my lamps. My head was achy and tired—I’d slept like shit for the past few nights. Dino kept turning down the heat below zero to save money, and in a few days my nose and toes were going to turn black and fall off from frostbite. Far as I knew, Dino had a lot of money, but he was really attached to it. Any time he had to spend any, he acted like he was parting with his cardiovascular system.


I looked at my homework and it looked back at me, flat and uninspiring, growing to impossible proportions right in front of my eyes. Sometimes a little math and science is as easy as tying your shoes, and other times, it feels like an Everest expedition, requiring hired Sherpas and ropes, oxygen bottles, and crampons, which always seemed like an especially unfortunately named word—a mix between cramps and tampons. I picked up a book of poetry beside my bed instead, thumbed through e.e. cummings, my favorite poet for probably the same reason he was other people’s favorite poet—he chucked grammar and got away with it. It was like thumbing your nose at every one of those tests where you had to underline once the main clause, and underline twice the prepositional phrase. I stank at those. Grammar words were so unlikable—conjunctive, some eye disease you need goopy medicine for; gerund, an uptight British guy. Gerund would like his tea now!


I amused myself with these inane thoughts until I heard Dino’s car pull up. He had a Renault, and it made a particular clacka-clacka-clacka sound so that you always knew it was him (okay, he, for the above-mentioned grammar neurotics, although no one really talks like that). The engine was still on when he came through the front door. Then he went back out again and shut it off. It was entirely possible that he forgot that he’d left the engine running, as this was pure Dino, distracted to the point of barely functioning in the real world. Mom sent him to the store once for dinner rolls for a small party they were giving, and he came back two hours later with a glazed expression and a pack of hot dog buns. Another time, he tried to catch a bus from one part of Seattle to another, and ended up across the lake, calling my mother for rescue from a phone booth. He can play the first page of any major concerto off the top of his head, but doesn’t understand that it’s time to cross the street when you see the sign change to the little walking guy.


I heard my mother and Dino talking downstairs, which for some reason actually spurred my sudden desire to do my homework after all. We were maybe a month into the school year, and every teacher was beginning to pile homework on as if they had sole responsibility for keeping you busy after school and therefore out of jail and drug-free. My head was really hurting now. I worked for a while, then I heard the crunch of bike wheels down our road. This was not an uncommon sound, as Dino also often rode his bike; we Americans drove our cars too much, he said. Growing up in Italy, it was the only way people got around, he said. It was no wonder Americans had such fat asses, he said. You could often see him pedaling to town and back with a few grocery items in his basket. Yes, he had a basket on his bike. It wasn’t a tacky one with plastic flowers or anything (thank God), but a real metal basket. The whole bike itself, old and quaint and squeaky, looked snitched from some clichéd French postcard, or stolen from some History of Bikes museum.


The sound of bike wheels on gravel might not have been out of the ordinary, but Dog William (versus Human William) barking crazily at the sound was unusual. I pulled up my blinds and here is what I saw: the curve of our gravel road, and the line of maple trees on each side framing the figure in the center. I saw a boy about my age, in a long black coat, the tails flapping out behind him, with a violin in a black case in a side compartment. I saw a yellow dog running alongside him grinning, his tongue hanging out in a display of dog joy.


I cannot tell you what that moment did to me. That boy’s face—it just looked so open. It was as if I recognized it, that sense he had—expectation and vulnerability. He looked so hopeful, so full of all of the possibilities of a perfect day where a yellow dog runs beside you. The boy’s black hair was shining in the sun and his hands gripped the handlebars against the unsteadiness of the bike on the dirt road. Are there ever adequate words for this experience? When you are suddenly overwhelmed by a wave of feeling, a knowing, when you are drawn to someone in this way? With the strength of the unavoidable? I don’t know what it was about him and not someone else. I really don’t know, because I’m sure a thousand people could have ridden up that road and I would not be abruptly consumed with a longing that felt less like seeing someone for the first time than it did meeting once more after a long time apart.


I watched him as he veered into our driveway, causing a snoozing Otis to bolt awake and flee maniacally across the lawn. What was he doing here? He was about my age, but I’d never seen him before. Was this a Dino pilgrimage? A fan wanting his violin signed? He parked his bike, set it on its side on the ground. He said something to his dog, who looked up at him as if they’d just agreed about something. The boy lifted his violin case. He ran his fingertips along it, as if making sure it was okay—a gentle touch, a caring that made me rattle the blind back down and sit on the floor suddenly like the wind had been knocked out of me.


Here is something you need to know about me. I am not a Hallmark card, ooh-ah romance, Valentine-y love kind of person. My parents’ divorce and my one other experience of love (Adam Peterson, who I really cared about. Okay, I told him I loved him. We hugged, held hands. He told me I was beautiful. He told half the school we had sex.) has knocked the white-lace-veil vision right out of me. Love seems to be something to approach with caution, as if you’d come across a wrapped box in the middle of the street and have no idea what it contains. A bomb, maybe. Or a million dollars. I wasn’t even sure what the meaning of the word was. Love? I loved my telescope. I loved looking out at the depth of the universe and contemplating its whys. But love with someone else, an actual person, was another matter. People got hurt doing that. People cried and wrapped their arms around themselves and rocked with loss. Loving words got turned to fierce, sharp, whipcracks of anger that left permanent marks. At the least, it disappointed you. At most, it damaged you. No, thank you.


So I sat down on that floor and grabbed my snow globe, the one that had a bear inside. I have no idea where I got it; it’s just something I’ve always liked and have had forever. Just a single bear in the snow. He used to be anchored to the bottom, but now he just floated aimlessly around, and maybe that’s why I liked him so much. I related. I turned it upside down, let him float and drift as the snow came down, down. Oh shit, I thought. Holy shit. My heart was actually thumping around in some kind of heaving-bosom movie-version of love. I could actually hear it. God, I never even came close to experiencing anything like this for Adam Peterson, and look where that got me. I breathed deeply, but it was like a magnet had been instantly surgically implanted in my body, drawing everything inside of me toward that person out there.


My headache had hit the road, replaced with some super energy surge. I told myself I was insane and an idiot and a complete embarrassment to my own self. The snow settled down around the bottom of the globe as the poor bear just floated, his head hitting the top of the glass as if in heartfelt but hopeless desire to rise above his limited world. I got back up and peeked out the blinds. The yellow dog sat on the sidewalk with the most patient expression I’d ever seen on animal or human—just peace and acceptance with his waiting, appreciating the chance to enjoy what might pass his way. The boy had come inside, I guess. And then it finally occurred to me—he’d come inside. True enough, there were voices downstairs. I opened my door a crack, heard Dog William being forcibly removed from the house, his toenails sliding against the wood floor.


“We’ll work in my study.” Dino.


“Can I get you or your dog something to drink?” Mom asked.


“That’d be great—my dog would love some water,” the boy said.


“What’s his name?” Mom again.


“He’s a she. Rocket.”


“Shall we not waste valuable time?” Dino said. You should have heard his tone of voice. That’s what could really piss you off. I sent a silent curse his way, that his tongue would turn black and fall out. I heard my mother fish around in the cupboard, probably for a bowl for the water. My heart was doing a happy leap, prancing around in a meadow of flowers, tra la la, without my permission. His dog’s name was Rocket. I liked astronomy. It was that thing you do when you first fall in love. Where you think you must be soul mates because you each get hungry at lunchtime and both blink when a large object is thrown your way.


I started to put the pieces together. Boy with violin, Dino and his study. Maybe Dino was giving him some kind of lesson. But Dino wasn’t a teacher. First, the best music teachers weren’t necessarily virtuoso players. I knew that. Teachers are usually teachers and players are players. As far as I knew, Dino had never taken a student before. But more importantly, Dino didn’t have the patience instructing would require. He would get irritated when he couldn’t figure out how to turn on the television, for God’s sake. You’d think he of all people could locate a power button.


I got a little worried for that boy now, alone with Dino in his office. I went downstairs, caught Mom coming back inside from giving Rocket her water. She had little gold dog hairs on her black skirt.


“What’s going on?”


“Dino’s taking a student,” she said to me.


A student. He was going to be Dino’s student. I thought about what this would mean. He’d be coming back. And back again. I swallowed. Wished my jeans were a size smaller. Wished my hair was something other than brown, that I had a better haircut. Shorter, longer. Anything other than medium length. I forced the casual back into my voice. “Why’s he taking a student? He’s not a teacher.”


“Well, one, because the opportunity came up, and two, the boy needed someone.”


“Dino’s not exactly patient,” I said.


“He’s a master. The boy’s lucky to have him. And Dino’s not charging a cent. A friend of Dr. Milton’s set him up.” Dr. Milton was Dino’s psychiatrist. “God, I’m starving. It’s a good thing I’m not home during the day. I’d weigh three hundred pounds.” Mom rooted around in the cupboards.


Dino teaching for free surprised me. I knew how he glared when I threw away a bread crust. “That’s generous of Dino,” I said.


“Well, they both get something out of it. Andrew Wilkowski’s got this deal in the works with Dino’s old record company and the Seattle Symphony. He’s got to have three pieces ready to perform for a taped concert to be held in March. He’s got two that he started a long while back, but they need more work. I guess the composing has been torture in the past and he’s only got six months.”


“So, what, the student helps him?”


“Aha!” she said, and held up the last Pop-Tart she found. She removed it from the foil, threw away the empty box, and took a bite without bothering to warm it up. “No, the student doesn’t help literally. The lessons just provide a structured environment—another focus, a place he’s got to be. They’re trying to avoid all of this open time spent obsessing about creating and not creating.”


“Maybe he should pay the student, then.”


Mom devoured the Pop-Tart like Dog William devours a... well, anything. “Ian needs Dino. That’s his name. Ian Waters. He’s preparing for an audition that’s coming a couple of weeks before Dino’s concert. Sometime in March too, I think. You know who he really should have? Someone like Ginny Briggs. He’s that good, from what I hear. But you’ve got to mortgage your house to get her.”


“What’s he auditioning for? The youth symphony?” I asked. It was a hopeful question. If he was that good the answer could be Julliard, which meant he was heading to New York.


“No. Curtis.”


“Wow,” I said. My heart sank. It more than sank; it seemed to clutch up and evaporate. The Curtis Institute of Music. Only the best of the best went there. Better than Julliard, lots of people thought. Every student was on full scholarship. He was heading to Philadelphia.


“Yeah. Ian was asked to perform at the Spoleto Festival in Italy last year. He was only sixteen. You know who else performed there at that age.”


“Clifford, the Big Red Dog?” I guessed. “No, wait. Donny Osmond.”


“Very funny,” Mom said.


“Is it George Jetson?” I’m sorry, but it just always bugged me how everyone was supposed to know Dino’s entire history. Dino composed his first piece of music at twelve. Dino made his first armpit fart on June 12, 1958.


“Okay. Never mind,” Mom said. “You asked.”


“No, I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry.”


“Anyway,” Mom said. She paused for a moment, deciding whether to forgive my brattiness. “That’s why he’s taking Ian on. He and his mother moved here when she lost her job. From California. You know that little house by the ferry terminal? Shingles? The one that used to put the sleigh in the yard at Christmas?”


“And keep it there until spring? Yeah.”


“They moved in there. Whitney Bell taught him in California. For little or nothing.”


“He’ll be going to my school.”


“Kids like that don’t go to school. They have tutors. They learn at home. He’s probably working on his GED now. They get into college early. More time for the music. I think the plan is, he applies in March and if all goes well, he moves to Philadelphia in June.”


“Lucky,” I said. Nine months. That’s as long as he was going to be here.


“I don’t know. This prodigy business . . . look at Dino. The ultimate love-hate relationship with that violin. I hope this teaching really does help. He’ll have to start writing, and he hasn’t picked up his instrument in weeks.”


“Or his socks,” I said. Lately, whenever Dino arrived in the front door, his shoes and socks would come off immediately. They lay in the entryway like they’d just had a thoroughly exhausting experience.


“He always went barefoot growing up. It’s hot in Italy.”


Italy, Italy. That was another thing you got sick of hearing about in our house. How much better it was than evil and endlessly annoying America. How Italy had per capita more beautiful and intelligent people than here, how they invented the human brain, how they could take over the world using fettuccine noodles as weapons if they wanted to.


“Well, I hope Dino’s nice to him,” I said.


“I know.”


“So that’s why you’re home early.”


“Just keeping an eye on things.”


It was my personal opinion that my mother didn’t have a relationship as much as she had a babysitting job.


Mom went upstairs, probably reading my mind and trying to prove me wrong. From the kitchen I couldn’t hear anything coming from Dino’s office. I lingered outside the door for a while, listening to the rumbles of conversation without the definition of actual words, and then I heard the tuning of a violin. I did something I shouldn’t have. I sat down right there with my back against the door so that I could hear better. They discussed music, what piece the boy should begin with, and then he began to play.


I can tell you that I have heard Dino play many times, and have heard the best of his performances on his recordings. As I’ve said, they send chills down your spine, even for someone like me who still chuckles when some musician mentions the G string or the A hole. Dino’s playing was a storm thrashing waves against rocks; all of the earth’s emotion jammed into a cloth bag, then suddenly released.


But Ian Waters’s playing was different. It was tender as that hand brushing the violin case, as open as his face as he rode down that road with the maple trees on either side. There was a clarity, a newness. A hopefulness that made your throat get tight with what could be tears.


From what I have learned from my mother all of these years, no one pretends to understand musicality, that certain something that a human being brings to the playing of his instrument. A machine can play an instrument, but it is that something of yourself that you bring to it that makes a player really good. That piece of your soul that you reveal as the music comes through you. I know nothing of this personally—I played the tissue paper comb in the kindergarten band—but you can hear it. You may not have words for it, but you can hear it. Maybe feel it is more accurate. There is a communication going on at some ancient and primitive level when music is played from somewhere else other than simply the fingers. This playing—it was his energy and heart rising from the notes. His dreams lifted from the instrument and carried out to where I heard them.


I don’t even know what he was playing, and that’s not even the important thing to this story anyway. I shut my eyes; it was as if he was painting with sound. I saw tender, vulnerable pictures. I was a child in a village, a child who’d just plucked a tangerine from a tree. Around me were the sounds of a town, Sabbotino Grappa maybe, voices speaking in Italian. I watched other children playing under a fig tree, and because it was so orange and shiny, put my teeth into the tangerine peel before remembering that this is not a good thing to do; it tasted terrible.


“Stop, stop, stop.” This I heard loud and clear. Dino’s authoritative voice could be heard two states away.


“Technically nearly perfect. But purpose. There is feeling, yes. But no purpose. You must have it. Without direction, you will drown. You may be young, but you don’t need to hesitate. If you don’t give everything to your playing, Ian, you will go hungry.”


“I know.”


“Hungry.”


“All right.”


“You know what I am talking about.”


“Yes, I do.”


Ian started to play again. The paintbrush stroked the canvas. I peeled that tangerine, broke off a sticky segment and popped it into my mouth. It was juicy and warm. The juice trickled into the tiny hammock between my fingers. I watched two old Italian women cross the street while arguing. One wore kneesocks that had given up on the job and gathered in clumps at her ankles. The other had a bad dye job—her hair was blacker than a briquette while her face was older than time. Everyone knew her hair hadn’t seen that color since dinosaurs roamed the earth.


The music filled me with vivid-dream drowsiness. I watched two teenagers snitch a bicycle from the street, running like anything to the canal where they would toss it. Just like Dino’s stories. When it was summer and the boys had too much time on their hands, the canal was filled with bicycles. A grandfather leaned down to speak to me. His breath smelled of a wine-soaked cork, his chin had a dent in it that split it right in half  . . . .


I fell backward suddenly, jolting before my head hit the ground. Shit, I had fallen asleep, right there against the door, and Dino and Ian came out of the office and nearly stepped over my tumbling body. Oh, God, I could be such an idiot. I had fallen asleep, right there, and the first impression I left with Ian Waters was my body rolling into the room like the corpse in some Agatha Christie novel.


“What have we here?” Dino said. “Either a very bad Romanian gymnast or a spy.”


Oh, the humiliation. I gave him the black-tongue curse again, added an essential part of the male anatomy.


“Guilty on the spy thing,” I said. I hoped to sound casual, which is tough to do when you are reclining on one elbow and your face is hot enough to ignite a Bunsen burner. I struggled to stand. “Actually I was listening. I’m sorry. It was really beautiful. I must have fallen asleep.”


“Rule one. Keep your audience awake,” Dino said.


Ian grinned. I wondered if I should hate him for colluding with Dino. Then he said, “Classical music can do that. Someone ought to put lyrics to it.” He smiled.


“Ah!” Dino said in mock horror, and pretended to strangle Ian. “This is Cassie Morgan, astronomer. Ian Waters, talented, struggling musician. And heretic.” All right. Since Dino attempted to restore some of my dignity, he could have his penis back.


“Astronomer,” Ian said. “Wow.” His eyes were a very gentle brown; his black hair threatened to swing over them. An angular face, long legs. He was tall and thin. In spite of performing before what must have been hundreds of people, he seemed shy, poetic.


“Still learning,” I said.


“Tuesday, then?” Dino said.


“Tuesday,” Ian said. “Thanks for listening,” he said to me.


“Next time I’ll stay awake,” I said.


“No problem.”


God, I was still kicking myself. That feeling of something being done wrongly, left unfinished, needing to be recaptured and played again, started churning inside as they headed out. Jesus, I should be put on some island for the terminally socially inept. Fuck-Up Island. It could be another perverse reality TV show. Mom came down the stairs, called a good-bye, and checked them both surreptitiously for blood and scratches.


Dino clapped Ian on the shoulder three times at the door before Ian left. Dino shut the door behind him, looked up at my mother, and smiled. “His mother is Italian.” Dino beamed.


I went out to let Dog William back in. He was peering through the slats in the fence, no doubt watching as the figure of Rocket got smaller and smaller in the distance. I took a spot next to him, and through the narrow slat watched the black speck of Ian until he was gone. Dog William sighed through his nose as if saying farewell to the most interesting day of his life. I patted the top of his ugly head.


“I know it,” I said to Dog William.




Chapter Three


My father’s house is also on Seabeck Island, and both of my parents live here to Minimize the Impact of Divorce. We all used to live together on a street not far from here, but Mom sold the place after she got together with Dino. Dad now lives in the house he grew up in, right on Outlook, one of the nicest streets in town, where a row of Victorians sit overlooking the waters of the Puget Sound. From his porch you can see the ferries gliding to and from Seattle, and he has a front-row seat every March, when some thirty-two thousand gray whales migrate down the coast and a gazillion tourists come to town to watch. Dad bought the house from Nannie, his mother, who now lives at Providence Point Community for Seniors. But Nannie comes over a lot and rearranges things back the way they were when she lived there. She’s been forbidden to empty the dishwasher after she reorganized every kitchen cupboard when Dad was out mowing the lawn. He couldn’t find the cheese grater for two weeks. Once we caught Nannie in the living room, trying to shove the couch back against the window where she’d had it for forty years. She did pretty well too, for someone who must weigh about eighty pounds—she had it about halfway across the floor.


Mom and Dino bought the house we live in now on Mermaid Avenue (yes, it’s really called that) shortly before they married. It’s bigger than our old house, which was materialistic consolation for about a week or so, until real life set in. The divorce, the wedding, it all happened quickly. So quickly that you sometimes got the feeling that Dino was looking around with no small amount of resentment, wondering how he got from there to here. There being New York City, where he lived with his third wife, to here, a small island in Washington State, tucked far away from the center of the music world, married to a good but not great cellist, with a daughter who didn’t appreciate what an astounding human being he was (i.e., hated his guts). How they got here was a tempestuous affair from what I have heard, although you don’t want to think of your mother that way. It’s okay to think of mothers in the same sentence as lunch box and garden gloves, but not in the same sentence as passionate and tempestuous. I will spare you the gory details of that time, the craziest, messiest kind of hell and chaos you never imagine for your life. Okay, one gory detail—my father, who takes insects outside when he finds them in the house, who rides them out on an envelope or some other handy airborne insect express material and gently lowers them to the ground, actually smashed his fist through his car window at the height of his anger and loss. Glass shards poked from the skin, sent blood down his Dockers.


Not that I blame my mother, not really. First, she’s my mother and I love her and she’s mostly a terrific person. But aside from that, it sounds like Dino chased after her with the determination of those dogs that travel thousands of miles to find their way back home after they tumble out of the back of a pickup. My mother, Daniella Morgan Cavalli, is, after all, a rather beautiful woman. Not in the sexy Barbie way, but like a medieval princess. Long, dark, curly hair. Dark eyes, a serenity that seems mysterious. People look at her, I know that. I have her eyes, I am told, but my hair is brown like my dad’s, and is straight but not long enough to quite hit my shoulders. We both tend toward being full and curved and have to watch what we eat, but I distinctly lack that serenity people seem to find so alluring. She and Dino met when she was substituting for a cellist on maternity leave with the Seattle Symphony, and he appeared as a guest for three nights, performing Amore Trovato (Love Found), written for his third wife. In spite of this, my mother fell for him as if she had been kidnapped and brainwashed, and my father was sure this is what had actually happened. Dino’s charm must have been intense, as prior to then my mother was a practical person who barely sniffed at a sad movie. My mother’s charm mustn’t have been too bad either—Dino stayed for three weeks, went back to New York only long enough to pack up his things. Lesson learned—charm is a one-way ticket to hell. Better to fall in love with a man who is dull as a pancake than one with charm.


Still, if I’m honest, I can’t exactly blame Dino entirely either. Blame is so satisfying that you can forget it’s actually useless. The truth is, there are a thousand reasons my parents aren’t together anymore, and nine hundred ninety-nine of them I don’t even know about or fully understand. I do know, though, that there are essential differences between them that I’ve noticed over the years: my father reads a map, while my mother doesn’t mind getting lost; my father is consistently a believer, while my mother uses religion like some people use vitamins—when they feel an illness coming on. Before he paints a room my father tapes the edges and covers everything as thoroughly as an Egyptian mortician, while my mother’s only preparation for the same job is to put on old jeans and take off her socks so she can tell if she’s stepped in a paint drip. He cuts a peach; she bites it whole. The practicality I thought Mom had was maybe more an adaptive response to living with Dad, rather than her original, true self. Something like those fish that go blind after living in a dark cave.


Whatever the reasons for their split, I now go back and forth between locations, same as a letter with a bad address. I refuse, though, to be a messed up Product of Divorce, which some people think should be stamped on the side of you MADE IN MALAYSIA–style before they stick you in a crate and pack you off to the Land of the Damaged. Broken home, remember? The message being that because a marriage is broken, everything in the home is broken too, including you.


But there is one thing that I would say about the going back and forth, and that is, you wonder if the adults would ever get divorced if they had to be the ones to change homes every week. This is all supposed to be all right, and we are required to be okay about it, but it’s not okay. Not really. We can handle it, don’t get me wrong. But the truth is, it’s not okay. The truth is, you just start to get comfy, when suddenly you’ve got to pack up and remember to bring your book and your favorite earrings and your notes for your paper for humanities. You’ve got to readjust to your surroundings—the parent, the pet, the stepsiblings or lack of them, who has bagels, who runs out of milk, which drawer to reach for when you want a spoon. The truth is that you have a day on either side where it feels as if you’ve just come home from vacation. You’ve got to remember where things left off. Oh yeah, that’s right—my room’s a mess. Oh yeah, that’s right—my CD player’s batteries are dead and I haven’t read my new magazine yet and I’d gotten in a fight with Mom before I left. And the truth is, as soon as you arrive “home” you are too often pulled into the perverse divorce game, Who Do You Love More. It begins with what looks like an innocent question: “How did it go at Mom’s/Dad’s?” It ends with this reverse Sophie’s Choice, where instead of a mother choosing between children, you are asked to choose between parents. If anything, all this divorce stuff made you feel that if you were anywhere near love you ought to don one of those suits those people wear from the Centers for Disease Control.


That’s why I was trying to get thoughts of Ian Waters out of my mind that day I went to my dad’s for the weekend. Real simply, I didn’t want to get hurt by the power of my own emotions. I wasn’t doing a very good job of erasing him from my head. I’d stooped to the lowest depths of thoughts, pictured him kissing me deeply before leaving on a plane for Curtis, me sobbing miserably in an airport chair as his plane pulled away from the doorway. I mean, I knew how this story would have to end, if there was even to be a story at all. It was not an end I wanted to willingly walk toward.


Dad wasn’t home when I got there, so I went out to the porch and sat in the swing and looked out toward the sound. At that time of year you had your occasional humpback, otters, and sea lions, and I watched for the odd shape in the waves, a break in the pattern that meant some creature was there. It was colder than hell outside, and everything was painted in the Northwest’s favorite color, gray. The water was steely, and the sky a soft fuzz, but it was still beautiful out there. A kayaker with a death wish was bobbing around on the water, his boat a vivid red spot in a silver sea. For the millionth, compelling time, I saw those fingers stroke that violin case.


“Look who’s here!” my father called out.


I went inside. My father had one arm around Nannie and the other around a fat bag of groceries.


“He thinks he’s made of money,” Nannie said.


“I bought her a People magazine,” Dad said.


“That’s hard-earned dollars you spent on that trash,” Nannie said. I kissed her cheek, helped her off with her coat, which wasn’t too necessary. She was flinging it off like an alligator wrestler in her eagerness to get to the bag Dad had set on the counter. She fished around inside with one thin arm, plucked out the magazine, squashing a loaf of bread with her elbow in the process.


“I don’t even know who these trollops are,” she said as she eased into a corner of the couch and stuck her nose in the pages.


“Hey, Cass. How about sweet-and-sour chicken?”


“Yum.”


Cooking was one of Dad’s post-divorce hobbies. Before that, his specialty was cornflakes with bananas on them. Now he was really into it. He cooked better than Mom ever had, which was probably the point. He has all of these fancy knives and pots, and various, curious utensils good for only one weird purpose—skinning a grape, say. I could have written a confessional My Father Had a Spring-form Pan. He built a shelf in the kitchen for all of his cookbooks, and Nannie kept bumping her head on it. Who put this thing here? she’d grouse, knowing full well who did it.


We had dinner and watched a movie, some PG thing about misfit boys who go to camp, which ended with the two parents who’d both lost their spouses deciding to marry. Of course there were two white kids (one good, one evil), a black kid, an Asian kid, one fat kid, and one girl with glasses. It was worse than those movies where a dog wins a sports championship.


“Sex, sex, sex,” Nannie said when the happy couple kissed at the end. “That’s all you see in movies anymore.” I guess that’s why we weren’t watching The Rocky Horror Picture Show. “I’m going to bed.”


“Dishes await,” Dad said after Nannie’s flowered housecoat disappeared slowly up the stairs. “Would you go and check on her? I’m worried that by the time you get there Grandpa’s photo will be up on my nightstand and her Poligrip will be in my medicine cabinet.”


“No problem,” I said.


I trotted upstairs, checked the guest room, but didn’t find Nannie. I went to Dad’s room to see if he was right. I was expecting to catch her red-handed, an unrepentant criminal of living in the past.


That’s when I saw it—part of the cover of Dino’s biography sticking out from under Dad’s bed. It was splayed open to keep his place. I was sure he’d read it before, when all of the awful stuff was happening, but why was he reading it now, three years later? I walked over to his bed, looked underneath. There was a nest of papers, notes in Dad’s handwriting, other books. Composers Speak—Part 2 in the Young Musicians Series, with that famous picture of Dino on the cover, looking sultry and young, during his days in Paris. And there was Culinary History—Authentic Tuscan Recipes. What was he doing, writing the Dino Cookbook? I wrestled with my conscience about sitting down right then and reading those notes. Guilt convinced me that Nannie would fall and break a hip or something if I did, so I left to find her. I saw the light on under the bathroom door.


“Are you okay in there?” I called through the door.


“Yes, thank you,” Nannie said primly.


I waited until she came out and got settled into the guest room bed. She was propped on the pillows as if waiting for visitors when I kissed her cheek and turned off her light.


“What a day,” she said.


“Good night, Nannie,” I said.


“Good night, my special dear,” she said. She was always a little sweeter at night. Maybe it was the nightgown with the bow.


I wanted to go right downstairs and confront Dad about his under-the-bed project, but when I got there he was drying a pan with a kitchen towel and whistling, having such a cheerful father moment, I couldn’t stand the thought of breaking it. His T-shirt was loose over his jeans, and his hair had gone from polite to playful. He looked so happy I decided I didn’t have the heart for a confrontation just yet. It would have to wait.


The next day I went to the movies with a couple of my friends, Sophie Birnbaum and Nat Frasier, Zebe and Brian Malo. Zebe’s real name is Meggie Rawlinson, which sounds like some fifties cheerleader and doesn’t fit her at all. We call her Zebe after her favorite zebra-stripe boots. We try to get together most weekends when there isn’t a play, as everyone but me is in drama. Sophie and Brian usually are the leads and we give them crap because sometimes they have to kiss. They love each other like brother and sister, which apparently means they sometimes want to tear out each other’s throats. Zebe does stage managing, and Nat is happy when he gets more than a couple of lines. Last year, every time we saw him, we’d say “This way, sir,” after his Oscar-winning role as a waiter in The Matchmaker.


It was turning out to be Crappy Movie Weekend, as what we saw was basically one long boob joke. It was all girls in tight shirts with enormous buttlike cleavage and boys falling over their own tongues hanging out their mouths, the kind of thing that makes you wonder if there’s any truth to evolution after all. Sophie got in a fight with Brian when he said that a little lighthearted movie with lots of tits was occasionally refreshing.


“We can help you hold him down,” Zebe said.


“Hey, I don’t want to touch him,” I said. “Stupidity is a disease.”


“I’ll wash my hands afterward,” Zebe said.


When I went back to Dad’s, the house was quiet. It was so quiet that the refrigerator humming was the only noise, and I got that has-a-mass-murderer-been-here-and-now-he’s-in-the-closet-just-waiting-to-jump-out-at-me feeling. Instead, I found that Nannie’s coat was gone, taken back with her to Providence Point, I guessed, and I noticed that a couple of pieces of toast had popped up from the toaster and had long ago grown cold. The coffeepot was on, with no coffee left in the pot, just a burning smear of brown. I always worried that this was how Dad really lived when I wasn’t around, that the good cooking and orderly house were a show put on just for me and dropped the moment I left. I’ve come by unannounced before and saw unopened mail stacked six inches high, and egg yolk permanently wedded to the dishes it was on. That’s the other prominent thing about divorce—you worry about your parents when they are supposed to be worrying about you.


I turned off the coffeepot and went upstairs. I found Dad on his bed, propped up not too differently than his mother the night before, with his glasses on and one toe trying to get a glimpse of the outside world from a hole in his sock. Those notes I had seen the night before were scattered all around him. Maybe it wasn’t disinterest that had let the toast grow cold—maybe he was just excited to get back to his project.


“Knock, knock,” I said.


“Oh, jeez.” Dad startled, gathered up his papers. I’m surprised he didn’t shove them under the pillow, stuff them in his mouth, and swallow them like they do in the spy movies.


“What time is it? You’re early.”


“Nope, right on time,” I said.


“Wow,” he said.


“So what’re you doing?”


“Work.”


“One, you look too guilty for work. Two, there’s one of Dino’s books open in front of you. Unless you got a new job I don’t know about, that’s not work. What’s going on?”


My father sighed. He looked out the window, as if hoping the answer to my question would form in the clouds. I see a giraffe! I see a pirate ship! I see that I’m nosing around on my ex-wife’s new husband to try to catch him doing something horrible!


I moved closer to the bed to see.


“No!” he said. He actually put one arm over his notes, same as those kids who make sure you don’t cheat off them.


“Dad, God.”


“All right,” he said. “Okay! I just had a little feeling about something and I wanted to check it out.”


“What kind of little feeling?”


“About Dino Cavalli.”


“No shit,” I said.


“Cassie, watch your mouth. Is that necessary? I was just thumbing through this book recently and something caught my eye that didn’t add up.”


“You mean you were hunting through it line by line for something that didn’t add up,” I said.


He ignored me, which meant I was right. “I found something. I mean, I think I found something, and I was just checking it out.”


“What did you find?”


“I don’t know if I want to say.”


“What? He’s actually a woman,” I guessed. “A killer. A killer woman.”


“A liar,” my father said.


I sighed. “You should get a girlfriend, Dad. I mean it. It’s been three years, and you haven’t had a date.”


“I’ve had dates. This isn’t about dates. This is important. Your mother’s life. Your life. If he’s lied about one thing, he’s lied about others, mark my words.”


“Marissa what’s her name. She seemed nice. A little Career Barbie but . . . ”


“All right, listen to this,” Dad said. He adjusted his glasses and began to read. “‘My mother would make a simple lunch, gougere, some bread, and then I would practice.’”7


“Goo-zhair. Is that edible? I think our neighbor’s cat had one of those caught in his throat once,” I said.


“It’s a lie.”


“There’s no such food?”


“No, it’s a real food, but it’s a recipe from 1969. He’s claiming he ate it when he was eight or nine, and the man is older than I am. The recipe first appeared in a Moldavi wine recipe book, and the wine itself used in the recipe wasn’t even made until 1968.”


“God, Dad.”


“I know,” he said.


“No! I’m talking about you! What are you doing? So maybe the food wasn’t around. Maybe he made a mistake. Maybe they got his age wrong. Maybe a thousand things. What does this prove? You’ve already got plenty of reason not to like him. Shit, in my opinion, Mom has plenty of reasons not to like him, and she still does.”


Dad got up, gathered his papers. He looked pissed at me. “It just may prove what I’ve always known. He’s a fraud. You just wait.”


It’s tough to lip-synch violin playing, but I didn’t say this. I turned and left the room, as I didn’t want to fight with Dad. Anything I said would sound like a defense of Dino, and the Civil War began on less.


*  *  *


“That snake was fucking strong, man,” Zach Rogers said. “A reptile’s muscles you can’t exactly see, you know, through that skin and everything, but I had two encyclopedias on the lid. Two, and he still pushed open the lid and got out. Here’s the psychic-phenomenon-ESPN-shit part. One encyclopedia? It fell open to a page on dinosaurs. Tyrannosaurus rex. Biggest badass dude of reptiles in history. Now, that’s almost creepy. What are the odds?”


I was walking home from school with Courtney Powelson, my neighbor, and Zach, though I don’t even think he lived near us. He was just sort of migrating along with us, and I had the feeling he was soon going to look up and wonder where the hell he was. He either had a thing for Courtney or he was so used to seeing me that he forgot we were separate individuals. I had every class period with him, even lunch. It was one of those annoying twists of fate in a supposedly random universe. I’ve noticed that this kind of scheduling cruelty never happens with anyone you actually would want to spend all day, every day, with. No, I got Zach. Zach was weird. Entertaining, okay, but weird. He made me believe in alien life forms who come to live among us to steal our souls and our Hostess Cupcake recipes.


“A dinosaur isn’t a reptile, it’s an amphibian,” Courtney said.


Zach ignored her, which was a good thing, since she was wrong, anyway. Courtney and I walked to school together often, but she usually pretended she didn’t know me when she got there. She was one of the Popular Group, which meant two things: one, she could outfit a small town in Lithuania with the amount of clothes she had (picture innocent Lithuanian children in glittery HOT BABE T-shirts) and two, she was destined to marry some jock, have a zillion kids, and thereby assure herself a spot in front of a television forever. Queen of the American Dream. She didn’t often walk home with me, as she was usually doing some after-school activity—the Sexy Dancing in Front of Male Sports Team club or the I Could Play a Sport Myself but Then I’d Have to Get Sweaty club. Her mother should have named her MasterCard, Zebe said once. Courtney and her two brothers bugged the hell out of Dino. “They have the glazed eyes of too much technology,” he said once. “You look in their eyes and see Gillian Island reruns playing.” Gilligan, he meant. Even though our houses were pretty far apart, you could often hear their TV blasting or the repetitive pounding of video game music. I still walked with her because, okay, I admit it, she was nice away from her friends, and because I was weak when it came to compromising my principles.


“I didn’t even get to the best part yet,” he said. “So the lamp I had shining on him? I stuck it down with duct tape. When this mother got out he climbed up the lamp, and when I found him, there was the snake, stuck on the duct tape, back of his head pinned like this.” Zach threw back his head, did a really good stunned cobra impersonation.


“Hey, that was great,” I said. “You could take that on the road.”


“Eyuw,” Courtney said. She shivered. I’m not kidding. Those kind of girls always shiver.


“I didn’t even try to take it off. I was afraid I might skin him.”


“Hey—perfect ad for the strength of duct tape,” I said.


“Oh, my God,” Courtney said.


“Had to take him to the vet. Luckily he was still alive,” Zach said.


I pictured Zach putting his ear to the little chest to check for a heartbeat, a grateful tear coming to his eye. “How does a vet de-duct tape a snake?” I asked.


“Very carefully,” he said. “Anyway, there’s six encyclopedias on there now, to see if he can beat his record. He’s my Bench-Press Baby.”


“Well, here’s our street.”


I was right earlier, because Zach stopped and looked around. “Where the fuck am I?” he said. Then he shrugged his shoulders. “Cool.”


Zach wandered off the direction we came, and I left Courtney to an evening of video fulfillment. At home I let Dog William in, went back out front to get the mail. Up the road came Dino’s car. He parked in the driveway and got out. He had his suit on but wasn’t wearing any shoes. No socks, shoes, nothing. It was October. Way too cold for simple, barefooted pleasure.


“Dino?” I said. “Hey, did you forget something? Or is this a new bohemian phase?”


Now, Dino was usually a pretty distracted guy. But this struck me as a bit beyond his usual absentmindedness. We’re talking shoes. Not exactly something that tends to slip your mind.


This, my friends, is how quickly life can change.


A little kernel of unease planted itself inside my gut. “It doesn’t matter,” Dino said.


He slammed the car door and went inside. Something more was going on here; something was not right. I could feel this wrongness coming off him, just like you feel someone’s anger or joy. I followed him, saw him discard his tie on the floor. He paced into the kitchen, and a moment later paced back out again. I was getting a seriously eerie feeling. An uneasiness that didn’t have a name. It was his agitation. And he had this weird look in his eyes, like he was watching something I couldn’t see.


“He always knows where I am, doesn’t he?” Dino said. “He can see me wherever I am, that bastard.”


Okay, shit. Something freaky was definitely going on. My body tensed in high alert. I wanted Mom home. Creepiness was doing this dance inside my skin.


Dino strode into his office, shut the door with a click. The house was quiet except for Dog William huh, huh, huhing beside me. I was glad for his presence—at least I wasn’t completely alone. I had one of those inexplicable moments where I looked at Dog William and he looked at me, and I decided that dogs really had superior knowledge to humans, held the secrets to the universe, only they couldn’t speak. It’s an idea you quickly discard after you see them chew underwear, but right then I felt better thinking one of us understood what the hell was going on.


And then suddenly the silence was shattered. Sorry for the cliché, but that’s what happened. Shattered, with the sudden frenzy of the violin, the sound of someone sawing open a tree and finding all of life and death pouring out.


“Wow,” I said aloud. “Jesus.”


He didn’t tune first. That was what I realized. Not tuning was like a surgeon not snapping on his gloves. Like, well, going out without first putting on your shoes.
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