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For Phoebe and Saylor, who fill my life with music






CONTENTS

This book is based on the format of a three-act opera.

An opera begins with a grand overture, which is the opening number. An overture often sets the stage for the entire opera and introduces the themes for the story. Our story begins with a letter, a mystery, a friendship.

The next operatic element is the aria, which features a virtuosic solo melody line, with accompaniment, often sung by an important character. In our case the aria is sung by the character voice of Magic. Magic welcomes you (the reader) to the scene, invites you to journey through the labyrinth of the story.

The chorus poems are derived from the concept of a Greek chorus. In a traditional opera the chorus characters are often allegorical; big concepts such as Time, Dreams, Fear, Mirror, and Bells are given voices by using the poetic device of personification. I imagine these allegorical characters watching Lula and Barbara, breaking the bounds of physics, and slowly bringing the two women together through space and time.

Then we have the finale, which is, of course, the last part of the opera. For me this is the voice of a library, a sacred place where stories and memories are distilled.






(OVERTURE)


My star,


I do not know if you were

a specter, or a vision,

but I know

you were there.

A light

surrounded by darkness,

you moved

through the water.

You heard me singing.

In my sorrow,

I reached for you.

You gave me the courage

to know

what must be done.

I leave you this gift

to find.

In your own time.

Bring me

wherever your journey

takes you.

No matter the cost,

the danger,

the fear.

It is time to be free.

Take my voice

and make it yours.










ACT 1
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The Greenroom


Every performance begins with a moment of loneliness.

A pit deep in my stomach. An emptiness. An ache.

Staring into the mirror. Just me and the lights.

Slowly, the audience gathers.

I can hear the footsteps, the car horns.

The drums are beating. The strings are tuning.

Everyone to their places. Stand on the chalk marks.

Line up on yellow tape. Places, everyone.

The only place that matters is here. The stage. This moment.

They’re all waiting for me. And I am nothing without them.

Nothing. Without their applause.










Mom likes to say


I was born singing

loud and clear and strong

and I kept singing all through the night

and each day.

A squeaky wheel that just needs

to be heard.

What she doesn’t know

is that I sing

because I hear everything.

The siren in the distance,

a train hitting the track, a dial tone,

fingers on a keyboard, a cackle,

church bells, storms.

Each noise has a tone, a rhythm,

a resonance

that lives in me.








I was eight


when I had my first solo.

I stood in the balcony with the rest of the choir.

Shaking, not sure what to do with my hands.

After the first couple of notes, heads started to turn.

At the end of the song,

I saw my mother’s face glowing

as bright as the spotlights above the altar.

When the service ended,

siblings, mothers, fathers, grandparents,

priests, and deacons gathered in the hall.

They told my mother what a beautiful voice I had.

Told her I was talented.

Told her I should keep singing.

Told her I could become famous.

For the first time

since I could remember,

it didn’t matter

that I never had a dad.

I was enough.

For my mother.

For our community.

Worthy of attention and love.








I wanted it all


Music.

An escape, a sweet dream.

Floating in open water, dark liquid space.

Music.

A raft made of body, and the wind flowing through it.

The beat. The sway. The lift and tilt of planets circling.

Music.

Just a little more.

A crescendo of breath and heartbeat.

Music.

Emotion and electricity. A shiver down the spine.

A lightning bolt between heaven and the earth.

Music.

The connection.








Somehow, over the years


the connection

got lost.

It became about my mother.

Competition.

Winning.








Now I’m here


at the New England Conservatory of Music,

with musicians just as good as me, if not better.

I’m afraid that if I don’t succeed, if I’m not the best,

I will end up on the curb with all the other trash

that lines these grease-filled Boston streets.








We walk through the main lobby


filled with debris, lamps, minifridges, bicycles.

Luggage everywhere, some unpacked.

A ship has sunk and washed onto the shore

of a sterile island, with faux marble sand.

Students pull out clothing, search for elusive items,

wallets, folders spilling open, IDs on lanyards, key cards.

Cell phones ring and ping, lit up with messages.

Parents hug their limp-armed kids, cry into their hair,

I can’t believe you’re so grown-up.

There’s panic in the air.

I can see it in my mother’s eyes.

I can hear it in her voice when she says,

I believe in you.

What she means is—

Don’t let me down.








Mom says goodbye


Take care of yourself. Call me if you need me.

Make sure you take showers. Eat something green.

Don’t forget to wear your retainer. Look at you.

You’re blooming! This is what we’ve worked for.

All the lessons, the private choirs, and competitions.

The playdates and picnics and parties that I missed.

And the money. It was worth it. For this.

Don’t go to parties. Don’t get distracted by boys.

Like she did. She was so young.

She never had this opportunity.

Never had a chance.

Put all your energy into your music. Focus.

Show them what you can do.

She worked two jobs to pay for this.

It’s always been just her and me.

This is all for you, Lula. It’s your time to shine.

Remember the rehearsals.

The audition prep, the long hours of driving.

The costumes we sewed, the hair curlers.

The early mornings.

Don’t forget to rest your voice. Steam and honey.

We’ve been waiting so long. It’s happening!

I’m only a phone call away.

I’m here for you. Just remember.

This is who you are.

This is what makes you special.








I climb the stairs to my dorm room


Open the door with my key.

The lights are off.

When will my roommate arrive?

Who will she be?

I walk through the dark.

Lie down on my bed.

The sheets smell like Target.

The lights of the campus pulse through my window.

I lie on my back and try to breathe.

Why did I come?

I could have waited another year.

Until my eighteenth birthday, like everyone else.

I thought I was ready.

Now I’m not so sure.

I feel like I can hear the entire building thinking.

All the students chattering at once.

The excitement.

The fear.
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Mamma tells me


I was born begging

at her breast.

All my life

asking

for love,

legitimacy.










Even in my dreams


I am growing

too large

for this house.

My limbs

wrapped in a knot

around the sheet.

Body contoured

to fit the space.

I am trapped.

Fitful,

I push every boundary.

Head hits the ceiling.

Limbs spill over the sides

of bathtub and bed.

Dresses too long

for the small closet,

where I used to hide.

I can no longer

sit in the child’s chair

at the end of the table

eating soft foods.

I must

be allowed to grow.

Even my dreams

are becoming

too large

for this house.








All night I push and pull


try to find

a new space.

In the morning,

I wake

in the same bed

as my mother.

With a flash of fire,

she lights the lantern

beside our thin mattress.

The candlelight

skips along

the jagged scars

that run from her lip

to her collarbone.

I love my mother’s face,

beautiful

even with the scars,

and I love

these quiet moments

before the work

begins.

My skin shivers

and pimples

from the frosted air.

Under-dress

and bloomers,

then a shift

dyed brown with coffee grounds

to hide the kitchen stains.

We cinch our dresses

with leather sashes.

I want to pull against

the tug of my mother,

but I hold still.

I do not complain.

I must comply.

Frozen toes

jammed deep into

stiff stockings.

Finally,

we each wrap and tie

a thick

white cloth

around our hair.

Always covered.

In the house

in the marketplace

in the alleyways.

A signal to all.

We are servants.








I open the window


catch the first light

peeking

over the redbrick rooftops.

Listen to the music

of the morning.

A wheelbarrow

clacks along bricks.

Pigeons

coo from their nests,

rhythmic and steady.

The bells

of Abbazia della Misericordia

ring six times.

Buongiorno!

Neighbors wave

from balconies.

Servants,

always the first

in a household to

wake,

pull laundry

across lines,

balcony to balcony.

Exchange the morning gossip.

Men stand

bleary-eyed

on empty porches

smoking

waiting

for the master

to rise.

I can smell the salt of the sea,

a few blocks away.

It mingles

with the dank smell

of the tangled green algae,

the canal,

flowing

beside my home.

The pink morning light

rises higher

splashes

against the sides of buildings

spills onto the water.

The day

has begun.








Someday


we’ll have our own house

with boxes full of red flowers

Someday

we’ll cook for ourselves

not for others

Someday

someone will love me

someone will want me

Someday

we won’t be afraid

we won’t be hungry

Someday

we’ll have all that we need

and more

Someday

we’ll share with the poor

Someday

all these dreams

will seem small

Someday

I won’t remember

these cold mornings at all

Someday

we’ll play music and dance

and drink and eat

Someday

Venice will fall at my feet








(ARIA)


Magic:


Allow yourself

to take the first steps.

Enter the labyrinth.

Explore

the narrow lanes and

hidden corners.

The darkness beckons you.

Do you hear the music at the center?

The sound of water

lapping the sides of the canal.

Flooded streets

that reek with seaweed

and rot.

And yet, the sunshine.

The angled light

finds its way through

the rooftops

and the courtyards.

Dries the damp

and fills stale air

with a hint

of roses.
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Butterfly


In the morning, she enters our room.

Flowing silks, skirts, colors,

and patterns pulsing like wings.

She leans over my bed. Freckles and blue eyes.

Hello, she says, and waves her long fingers

as if casting a spell across me, circling the room

the windows the hallway with magic

and air that smells of green grass and clover,

new blooms, forest floors, and tufts of moss.

I’m Agatha.










Agatha unpacks her scarves


into many drawers and pins a tie-dyed tapestry

to the wall above her bed, sets up an altar with candles and crystals,

lights a stick of Nag Champa to hide the smell of her vape.

I’m pretty sure it’s not tobacco in there. She looks like

an eighteen-year-old Stevie Nicks who has not been

hardened by years on the road. Music, love, and sun.

A halo of luck and fortune’s rainbow aura shining around her,

everything she’s ever wanted stretched out in a long ribbon

of a highway, and she owns the VW wagon

to take her there.








I could stay and make small talk


I need a shower, I squeak,

and awkwardly gather a change of clothes,

my plastic shower caddy, a towel,

rush down the hall, push open the bathroom door,

and run directly into a jacked, tall blond dude

whose pecs are as tight as the tile work.

Oh, God! My shampoo and conditioner explode on the floor.

He bends over to retrieve them, his towel barely secured.

What if his towel falls off? What if I see everything?

I avert my eyes and squeal, I thought this was the ladies’ room!

He chuckles and reaches into one of the stalls,

pulls the curtain back.

The showers are coed, freshman, he says,

and motions me inside.

Why am I such a dork?

A baroque-singing, opera-loving dork.

Why couldn’t I have chosen soccer or surfing,

or something that would have tinted my hair

with the sun and toned my thighs?

Instead I am an inside child,

as pale as a ticket stub.

He looks me up and down and says,

I would suggest getting undressed.

I step into the shower stall.

You wish, I say, and then blush.

I snap the curtain closed in his face.

I’ve never been naked in front of a boy.

Okay, freshman, he sighs.

I’m down the hall if you need me.

My breath shallow, my chest heaving,

I wait until I hear his footsteps, and the door click shut.

I peel off my clothes, step under the steaming water.

Try to wash away the embarrassment.








Whoa, Nellie


Agatha says. She twirls a lock of her white-blond hair

around her finger and narrows her blue eyes.

What happened?

I’m fine, I say, and towel off

my auburn hair,

wishing I had her California

sun–bleached curls.

She looks at me a little too closely.

You’re rattled. Do you need me to help you breathe?

I laugh, I can breathe just fine on my own.

I lie down, head on my pillow, stare at the ceiling,

unsure of what to do next.

How are you supposed to act?

When there’s someone there all the time?

I prop myself up on one elbow, make eye contact.

I’m sorry. I’m awkward. I’m an only child.

And…

Tell the truth.

I was homeschooled. I shut my eyes.

Cue the laughter.

She pulls up a chair right next to me,

like a psychoanalyst.

Who the hell is this chick?

You know what we need? she asks.

I sigh and say, Ice cream.

No. She shakes her head. We need a card.

A greeting card? I ask, confused.

She tells me to hold her vape

and starts pawing through her bags.

Take a hit if you want.

No thanks. I need to protect my voice, I say.

She nods in agreement.

She pulls out a purple velvet pouch.

Ta-da!

Maybe talking to her wasn’t the best choice.

We’ve got to break the ice. She smiles.

Get loose. Get to know each other.

She sits on my bed.

Pulls out a deck of circular cards

with ancient art and Roman numerals

scrolled across the upper arch.

Let’s find out who we will become while we’re here.

She shuffles the cards, splays them on the bed,

like a dealer in a casino.

She’s staring at me too intensely.

How about a coffee to get to know each other?

I mumble. I mean, do these really work?

Maybe these cards will tell her too much.

I am too intense. Too competitive.

All I do is work.

I have no friends.

She’ll decide I’m not worth the time.

She’ll want someone cooler as a roommate.

Someone who wears ripped, tight jean shorts,

has tattoos, and smokes with her.

Someone who has had a boyfriend.

I look down at my leggings and running shoes.

My pigeon-toed feet.

My mother would be disappointed

with this whole situation.

Just breathe, Agatha says, and pats my hand.

I feel strangely soothed.

She’s more motherly than my mother.

I close my eyes. I take a deep breath.

It feels good.

Everyone does this differently.

Pick as many cards as you want.

I close my eyes again and wait.

There’s a strange pull in my fingers,

guiding me toward the ones I need.

Agatha chuckles.

Wow, she says as she flips a card.

Looks like you’re searching for something.

She flips another.

Or someone, she says with a wink.








What does it all mean?


I ask. Waiting for her sage advice.

Fuck if I know! She giggles.

I groan. Come on!

You can’t just leave me hanging here.

You have to help.

She puts on her glasses.

They’re purple and rimmed with rhinestones,

attached to a pearled chain around her neck.

She looks like a cosmic librarian.

Okay. Hold your horses.

She pulls out the instruction manual.

The Pilgrim The wanderer, the traveler, the apprentice.

The Riddle The puzzle, the question, the mystery.

The Siren Follow her into the ocean. She will connect you.

Does that make sense? she asks.

Not really. I shake my head.

The images swirl in front of me.

Sirens and stars, hands reaching through water,

finding each other on the other side.

A dream.








2 Barbara


Venice, Italy

1635


Once dressed


we hop down

the winding stone steps

to the hearth of the home.

Rossini, the cook,

has been up for hours.

The smell of brown bread

wafts and lingers in the air.

Signora Mancini,

the head maid,

delivers assignments.

Without a word,

my mother snaps into action

and begins to load

dishes onto a brass tray.

Warm cornetti

shaped like crescent moons,

mascarpone cream,

and marmalade.

Thin slices of ham and salami.

Prosciutto and fontina.

Coffee

with whisked, warm milk.

My limbs are aching

from the idea

of the chores

that are waiting.

My stomach grumbles.

Empty.

I stand as close as I can

to the fire, warm my stiff bones,

without getting burned.










Rossini’s red cheeks


puff

and stretch

as she yells at me

to do the dishes.

Clean faster

scrub deeper.

I stare at the warm loaves.

No food

until the work is done.

I plunge my fists

into the swarming suds

wishing

they were her face.








I close my eyes


Imagine

I am in a gondola

covered in rose petals.

Drop one hand,

drag it in the water.

There is a man

with me.

He smells of

cinnamon

chocolate

honey.

I lean back

against his wide chest.

Sing him a song.

He feels the sound of my love

fill the space around us.

His right hand rests

above my breast.

So close.

I reach

and guide him

all the way

down.







Barbara!


What?!

I yell with too much force.

The women stare at me

with open mouths.

I come out of my dream.

I’ve been singing

aloud.

The water is spilling

over the basin.

Unwashed dishes

piled high.

My mother puts her hand

on my shoulder,

and squeezes

with purpose.

You must learn to work

and hold your tongue.

Il signore is coming!

Ashamed,

I wipe my pruned hands on my apron.

Straighten my spine,

lift my chin,

and place my arms by my side.

I wish

I could trade dishwater

for the sweet rock and sway

of the Grand Canal.








The women scuttle


to the side of the kitchen

brown crabs

lining up at the edge

of the water.

Snap to attention,

smooth their aprons,

wait for orders.

The master of the house,

Signor Strozzi,

renowned poet

of Venice,

enters the warmth

of the kitchen

with a bluster

that stokes the fires

in the hearth.

His silk dressing gown

flowing behind him,

hair tousled,

mustache unwaxed.

Rossini!

Si, signore!

Today I will welcome

a small group of gentlemen.

We will need something special

for lunch.

Assolutamente!

Qualcosa speciale!

I have an inkling for octopus!

I hold my hand

to cover my smile,

suppress a giggle.

Poet signore.

Academic signore.

Nobleman.

Libretti signore.

Famous.

Signore.

Always on a stage,

in his mind.

Always kind.

Makes a show

of every movement

and word.

Turns

and grabs my hand,

and shouts for all to hear,

Signorina Valle!

I heard your enchanting voice

when I was walking down the stairs.

I stumble on my words.

I’m sorry, signore.

I didn’t mean to disturb you.

I was…

He twirls me around the room,

and dips me

until my hair scarf

almost touches the floor.

Nonsense!

I have been asking for years!

Why are they

keeping you in the kitchen?








Even though I smile


his words

enliven

and scald me.

It is true.

I will spend my most attractive years

hidden in this basement.

With grumpy old women.

I am

the fronds of a carrot

the twirl of a turnip

the eye of a potato

the head of a mackerel.

Wilted greens.

A servant girl.

Thrown into a hole

to rot.








(CHORUS)


Dreams:


slick fish

glinting, darting

through the canal

under the bridges

into the cool

shadows

tricks of light

and water

pulsing

and weaving

sleek bodies

too silvery

too slippery

to hold










3 Lula


New England Conservatory of Music

2025


First lecture:




History of Music, Professor Jenkins, Tuesday, 8 a.m.


Music has always been an important cultural and social factor

throughout human history. It’s tribal, it’s visceral, it’s corporeal.

We feel it in our heads, our hands, our feet, and our hearts.

Professor Jenkins stands at the front of the lecture hall,

wearing a brown tweed pencil skirt and kitten heels.

Her shadow bounces against a large screen as she pans

through photographs of fires, petroglyphs, and huts.

From the first moment,

music helped humans form important bonds.

Music helped people connect with the divine.

Music preserved memory and the ability

to pass stories from one generation to another.

People throughout time have felt the power and pulse of music.

How did music develop?

Throughout the centuries, around the globe?

What do the music from different cultures and music

from different generations have in common?

These are the questions I want you to ask.

She scans the room, makes eye contact with me,

and then moves on.

The first example of written song is from Syria

around 4,000 years ago.

What do you have in common with that composer?

What inspired that musician to create?

I close my eyes and imagine chiseled notes on a clay tablet.

The sun setting in an ancient port city on the Mediterranean.

Professor Jenkins continues,

Always remember that the first instrument was the human voice.

Then came a drum, and then string. A lyre, a flute.

The creation of polyphony. Instruments creating sound together.

Ancient music grew in Europe, India, the Middle East,

the Persian empire.

During the Middle Ages, polyphony blossomed,

together with a new notation system.

We will learn how this set the foundation for music today.

She clicks through pictures of knights dying on the battlefield.

Women in flowing dresses waiting in towers above the sea.

Tales of love and chivalry, woe, pain, and plague.

Then music of the Renaissance, the baroque,

the romantic, the classical.

Opera. Jazz. Rhythm and blues. Rock ’n’ roll.

Punk rock. Hip-hop.

Photos and video clips play across the screen.

We watch history unfold in black and white.

Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, Robert Johnson, Billie Holiday.

The Rolling Stones, the Clash.

Mouths open, faces contorted, as the musicians bear

the pain and pleasure of performing.

My stomach grips.

I can feel the energy.

The pull.

I want to be on that stage.

Music throughout the ages holds our misery, gives us hope.

Helps us celebrate triumph.

Makes us dance.

In a rush of movement, Professor Jenkins swivels and grinds her toes

on the floor and sings, Come on, baby, let’s do the twist!

She lifts her eyes, scans the audience, gives a small smile.

Anyone want to join? Students laugh.

One boy jumps up and joins her, extending his arm.

Take me by my little hand and go like this!

Professor Jenkins grins and hits a button on her clicker.

A video of Chubby Checker performing on a TV show

in the 1960s rings through the speakers.

Students hop up and dance, clap their hands.

I watch them from my seat and admire the energy.

When the video finishes, Professor Jenkins smooths her hair.

She takes a breath and continues her lecture.

Music exaggerates every feeling and sensation, until the words

and notes uttered became a manifestation for our very soul.

And the sensuality. And physicality. And passion it contains?

Scandalous.

From Mozart to Elvis, Madonna to Dua Lipa.

Music has been blamed for inappropriate behaviors of youths.

Love, sex, and desire.

She stops for a moment, cheeks flushed.

She walks to the podium to gather her papers

into a thick leather folder.

The main assignment for my class is a thirty-five-page

research paper. I cannot stress how important

this project is for your grade.

It needs to be about a time period in music, or a specific composer,

from anywhere in the world, from any time, who inspires you.

I want you to connect a specific composer to your own music.

She looks at me again.

I want you to think about the lasting art you want to create.










I wait after class


Professor Jenkins greets each student with smiles

and kind words. I am patient, until she turns to me.

Her warm gray eyes are swirling storm clouds

over a pond right before it rains.

I’m Lula.

I don’t know if you remember me.

I wanted to say hi.

She smiles broadly.

Yes! Lula!

I’m glad we were able to convince you

to come to the conservatory.

We were all impressed with your audition.

I blush and glance at the brown carpet.

She continues, I’m happy to say,

I will be your advisor.

There’s a sign-up sheet on my office door for office hours.

Let’s start working on a piece.

Maybe we could link what you’re singing

to your music history project.

Professor Jenkins winks

and turns to the next student.

The admiring crowd moves

down the hallway, hanging on her every word.

I can’t help but hate them. Just slightly.

I want to be her favorite. Her best.








I reach for my phone


to call my mom, but I hesitate.

I’m used to telling her everything.

Breathe.

It’s hard to break old patterns.

I want to find out

who I am.

Before she tells me

who to be.








I am so into her


Agatha leans against me.

I jump. She’s so close.

I’m not used to physical affection,

but I don’t hate it.

She looks at me and chuckles.

Jenkins is so smart, and she’s got the dreamiest eyes.

She places her hand on her forehead

and feigns fainting.

She does, I say with a smile.

You hungry? I ask,

trying to ignore the pit in my stomach.

Please say yes. Please say yes.

Famished! she says.

Thank God.

I don’t have to eat alone.

We walk across a wide green quad.

Enter the student center.

It’s packed. I take it all in.

Hundreds of people talking at once.

The smell of cream of broccoli soup

and tater tot casserole.

All the backpacks.

People handing out flyers for clubs

and teams and all the activities

that I would never join.

AGATHA!

I look up and see a tall boy,

all legs and arms and sinewy muscle,

striding across the room.

He lifts my roommate into the air.

Her hair and gauzy skirts swirl,

so different from the baggy sweatpants

and crop tops

the other girls are wearing.

I’ve been wondering when I’d see you!

He kisses her on both cheeks.

Agatha points to me. Cass, this is my roommate, Lula.

Lula, this is Cass.

He extends his hand. I take it.

His eyes are the color of a lion.

Dark amber flecked with yellow.

Agatha and I know each other from music camp.

I play the lute and she plays the harp,

so basically we were destined to be best friends.

Agatha laughs deep in her throat.

Just a couple of anachronistic nerds!

They give each other a high five.

I’m silent.

I’ve just noticed how handsome he is,

beneath the mop of dark curls.

Like. Really handsome.








I pull on my ponytail


Adjust my sweatshirt.

Standing next to Agatha makes me feel

like the sidekick in a romantic comedy.

Awkward smile,

double thumbs-up.

We drop our backpacks at a table

and enter the maze of food stations.

Make-your-own omelet, a taco bar.

I go for chicken, a salad, and a Diet Coke,

which seem like a safe bet.

I find Agatha and Cass back at the table.

Cass has piled food high on his tray.

A burrito, casserole, a side of fries, a salad,

and strawberry shortcake.

He’s already shoving two things

into his mouth at once.

Agatha opts for a bowl of Froot Loops.

No milk.

Cass turns to Agatha.

I heard Jenkins is assembling a crew.

Agatha puts one red loop into her mouth and crunches.

What kind of crew?

Cass eats his shortcake in two bites.

An ensemble…

He pauses for effect.

To go to a baroque music competition

over fall break…

He waves his hands

and makes smoldering eye contact.

In Venice.








3 Barbara


Venice, Italy

1635


Mancini sends me upstairs


to tidy and dust

signore’s parlor

for the gathering

this afternoon.

It is the most luxurious room

in the house.

Large enough to hold

two velvet sofas,

several mahogany tables.

A giant

potted orange tree

grows in the corner,

hanging with fruit.

Richly hued

oil paintings of pomegranates,

crimson juice

staining the canvas.

The bloodred

velvet curtains

frame

the arched windows.

The canal below.










A fire cracks and snaps


within columns of marble.

I jump and turn

my head.

Light flicks across

two figures

sitting on the sofa

speaking in soft tones.

They look like a painting.

My mother turns around,

sharp and quick.

Her dress

slipping

from her shoulder,

her scars exposed.

Signore’s hand

slides across

my mother’s back.

He’s kissing her neck.

A smile replaces her worry.

Ciao, cara mia,

my mother says.

Ecco lei!

Signore smiles.

My mother covers her shoulders,

touches signore’s hand,

and looks at me.

We’ll leave you to your work, my love.

As she leaves, she places her finger

on my mouth.

She knows I will keep their secret.

My lips have been sealed.








I dust the furniture


and smolder.

Emotions rising,

crackling and spitting with the fire.

Everyone at Palazzo Pesaro knows

there are nights when my mother

does not sleep in our bed.

Nights when I feel angry and guilty

taking up all the space.

I sweep the embers

in front of the hearth.

Hit the dustpan loudly

against a brass bin.

Is signore forcing

my mother into his bed?

Is she indentured to his desires?

No.

I see my mother’s expression

when she sees him.

Her licked lips

and soft eyes.

How she turns her head

and smiles as she is leaving.

Charming, beautiful.

These are the moments

when I see her bewitching power.








I place my hand


on the harpsichord

in the corner.

My body grows warm

as I touch

the polished lid.

This instrument

holds all the years of music

in this house.

Concerts

where I pressed my ear

to the door

trying to catch

every brittle, bright note

floating

through the keyhole.

I brush

the inside of the raised lid

painted in blues and greens,

a pastoral scene,

clouds and ocean shoreline.

A siren holds

the carved

supporting beams.

I run my hands

along the black and white keys.

Notice a lined page

poised on the music desk,

scribbles and staffs,

an open bottle of ink.








Lines


from an unfinished opera

that will grace the stage

at the Teatro Novissimo,

one of the new theaters

being built

in the heart of the city.








The siren calls to me


Music flows

from her mouth.

A song

only I can hear.

In my chest,

there is a longing

so sharp,

it feels painful

to hold.

My fingers itch

to write.

She calls again.

I look at the sheet music,

run my finger along the notes.

I promise.

I will replace

the soft down of this duster

with the sleek

flight-feather

of a quill.








(CHORUS)


Mirror:


come to the water

touch the surface

see the reflection

someone

on the other side

reaching for you










4 Lula


New England Conservatory of Music

2025


I inhale, deeply


The Blumenthal Family Library

smells of dust, parchment,

leather, history.

Years stacked on top of years.

I’m comforted by the white noise

of people chatting at tables,

footsteps, phones,

pencils scratching against paper,

the tapping of fingertips on keyboards,

a chair being pulled back

from a table.

A girlfriend squeals

as her boyfriend pulls her onto his lap.

Friends laugh,

sitting close on the couches.

I think of all the hands

that have held these books, bodies

that have sat in these stuffed chairs, feet

that have worn divots

into these stone staircases.

Musicians who dreamed

of becoming,

while notes swirled around them

and settled on the page.

I stop and close my eyes,

think about all the manuscripts,

correspondence, articles, and scores

preserved for others to discover.

I want to read every book.

Listen to every song.

Watch every recording.

Learn all I can

in the time that I have.

And one day

create something that lasts.
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