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  Chapter 1


  You don’t know how very close you came to having your nose flattened inside a crimping iron, Mandy. For the first time since I’ve known Patrick, I’m going to be late. Yes, Mandy, thank you so, so very much. Yet to be fair, you told me that you’re not always reliable as far as time is concerned. But you know I have to be loyal to you, right? And for good reason. Mercifully, you say so very little when you cut my hair. And I don’t have to nod every several seconds or make hand gestures to get my point across—or pull out my notepad in order to write down the answer to “What did you do this past weekend, Samantha?” And most importantly, you’re sensitive to the fact that I can’t speak. You’ve never once asked me when it was that I lost my voice entirely. Always the same, mind-her-own-business-but-not-always-on-time Mandy. You’ve been so perfect for me. Except today you came in later than you ever have and threw my entire schedule behind.


  I should have canceled and made another appointment—but I didn’t want you to think I was irresponsible. I mean, not being blessed any longer with the ability to speak, I can’t afford to mess up that which I can do as well or better than anyone else. I’ve never been late one second for any of Patrick’s lessons. Without exception, I have never failed to be at that piano ready to play at least ten minutes before his voice students launched into their vocal warm-ups. And today he has a brand new student and I’m not there yet. Without me there, it could be an unmitigated disaster. Can I say it again? Thanks, Mandy. Fortunately for you, I have no choice but to live up to Polonius’s advice in Hamlet, “Give thy thoughts no tongue.” Oh, I bet Patrick’s looking at his watch right now—I just know it. Oh God, I wonder what he’s thinking.


  A red light. Samantha Eliot couldn’t remember the last time she caught this one. In all the years she’d lived in Madison, Wisconsin—probably never. So why today? She lamented her characteristic lack of daring and unwillingness to risk a ticket by speeding up just a bit to make it through the yellow light. Caution on top of Caution. The infuriating motto of her life. Sam glanced at her watch and at her cell phone. What was he going to do without her there? Patrick might find himself at a loss and then he’d panic. He would pace about the room, look out his window, consider jumping, pace again, and resume panicking. Damned red light. She picked up her cell phone to see if she had missed a call. Perhaps today Charlotte would call her with the big news. Why not today? As her mom had so often told her, “What doesn’t happen in a year can happen in a day.” Her mom? Oh, God. What if her mom knew what her daughter was up to? She would never have imagined her daughter would use the internet for that.


  But poor Patrick. Green light. Just what was he thinking at this moment?


  



  * * * *


  



  I have to stop this craziness now—before it’s too late. Stop teaching voice. Come on, Patrick. This is insane. What can I do with this woman? A new student named Carol. That mouth. I can’t even look. I shouldn’t. But I can’t help it. I have to. She will utterly destroy me.


  Patrick Harrold thought he had seen every manifestation of nervousness in his over forty-two years of life. A careful student of the subject, he had long ago broken the nervous into two major categories. There were, of course, the visibly nervous—consisting of the pacers, the fidgeters, the nail chewers, and the hair yankers. But more interesting to him, because he was one of them, were the more subtly nervous—the toe curlers, the gum chewers, the water drinkers, and, of course, the smilers. He believed he was most fortunate to belong to the latter classification; after all, he would then spare himself the humiliation of being the object of immediate and sometimes life-long amusing stories shared by any gleeful witnesses to his visible nervousness.


  But Patrick had since childhood been an inveterate toe curler and voracious water drinker—one reason he never wore sandals and frequently had to excuse himself in company. He wasn’t naïve; he knew long ago that he would have to deal with his nerves the day he decided to be a singer. And that was when he was eighteen. True, he had experienced more than his share of nervousness as a high school athlete—watching an opposing running back break free into the secondary when he was the last player between that ball carrier and the goal line, or making two free throws with no time left on the clock, or needing to get the ball over the plate when he pitched in relief in tight games determining whether his team went further in the playoffs or simply stayed home and blamed him.


  Being a three-sport letterman in high school was an impressive accomplishment, he had often been told, but he wasn’t quite good enough in any of the three sports to take his skills to the next level. As an athlete, he was free to be one of the visibly nervous—for the playing fields and the court, which disdained subtlety, encouraged all open expressions of nervousness. As his coaches told him often enough, he could use even blatant neurosis to his advantage. On the other hand, his several voice teachers and later vocal coaches told him just the opposite. At seventeen, Patrick vowed never to go into coaching if he couldn’t make it as an athlete, but for some reason he later found it more acceptable to teach voice after he realized he’d never make it as a professional singer. And here he was—the dream long over—for over eight years now supplementing his income by instructing and nurturing the latest group of dreamers. Perhaps it was now time to stop, for he was about convinced that his teaching was simply a residue of the dream itself—his way of hanging on to what he once wanted but never achieved—the very reason that so many, he believed, went into coaching after their playing days were done.


  Patrick thought about all that in the several seconds it took the oddly attractive Carol Davidson, with the full lips and gleaming teeth, to deposit six full teaspoons of sugar into her coffee. This had to be a manifestation of the visibly nervous. Just had to be. Yet, she was smiling. He wondered if her toes were curling. And he wondered where Samantha was, as she had never been late before. Before he knew it, Carol’s spoon was invading the sugar bowl again.


  “Are you sure you have enough sugar, Carol? I can run down to the store and get you more if you’d like.”


  “Oh, no. Thank you anyway, Mr. Harrold. Really, you don’t know for how many years I just wanted to wake up in the morning and bury my entire face in a twenty-pound bag of Dixie Crystal. But of course, we had to watch our weight now, didn’t we?” The use of the third person informed Patrick that Carol was about to unload her past right there on his brand new living-room sofa. “Since his mother managed to maintain her one hundred and ten pounds her entire adult life, God forbid I would weigh four or five pounds more than I did when I first got married.” She took a sip of the coffee and then incredibly dumped in another half-spoonful of sugar—without introducing any milk into the concoction.


  Letting Patrick know that her former mother-in-law stood only four feet ten, which immediately put the woman’s one hundred and ten pounds into a less-flattering context, Carol’s face puckered up in apparent guilt, although Patrick wasn’t really sure whether it was indeed a sheepish smile or an insulin reaction to all the sugar. “Well, I’m being somewhat catty, aren’t I? Especially since she’s no longer my mother-in-law—but only one more clump of dumpy flesh taking up space on an already crowded planet. Anyway, I digress.” Patrick nodded and imagined himself squatting to make a tackle on a runaway fullback forty pounds heavier than he. “And you know, it’s so much fun being able to actually digress.” He didn’t even try to make the tackle. What would be the point? “When I was married, I couldn’t bring up anything not on his agenda for the day. No, no, no. God forbid.” Patrick thought that perhaps she had simply gotten confused and mistaken this appointment with one she normally made with her analyst. “Oh. That reminds me to ask. Have you ever been married, Mr. Harrold, hmm?”


  No, please, Carol, not the saucy flip of the head, especially not with the hands resting on both knees.


  “Or—are you...well, you know. I’ve heard that a lot of singers are.”


  “Please, Carol, call me Patrick.” He informed her that he had been married twice before, as a matter of fact. “My first wife was Gay...and my second wife was…”


  Carol smacked both palms down on her knees, with all the subtle effect of lightning splitting a four-hundred-year-old oak. “Oh, no! That must have been a shock. When did you first suspect?”


  No, Patrick explained, Gay was his first wife’s name. And his second wife was named Joy—although neither wife lived up to the billing, he regretted to add. Carol stood and marched in front of the sofa—apparently a pacer, Patrick thought. He could do nothing but watch the parade.


  Carol seemed stunned that he had been twice married. “Wow. You know I thought at first that you were going to tell me that you were gay. I mean you’re a good-looking unmarried man and your apartment looks as if a woman lives here. Then I thought, ‘Crap. Just my luck.’”


  Wait. Did she just say, “just her luck”?


  “Then I thought your first wife was gay—and then that your first wife and your second wife were gay together. Though far be it from me to judge anyone’s lifestyle choices. I’m fine with what they did in California, Massachusetts, and the other states. Personally, I simply can’t abide judgmental people.” Patrick wanted to swallow Carol’s coffee in one gulp and take his chances with a granulated afterlife. She bent her head in that peculiar way that signals a compelling question of some kind and softly inquired if he had given up on women. He half expected her to assure him that he could be “saved.” But no, he assured her, he had not given up on women.


  “Oh, good. I can’t tell you how happy I am about that—not gay or joyful—but happy. Get it?” Carol held out her mouth, encouraging him, it seemed, to pluck out one of her blinding-white teeth. Patrick praised her for the joke and asked if she might be nervous.


  “Who me? No. Not a bit. I don’t get nervous. Never a teeny bit. Can I use your bathroom?” He pointed toward the back of the room, telling her to turn left. But she turned right anyway and after a few seconds slid sheepishly out of his bedroom with the obligatory “Oops. You said left, didn’t you?” After her shoulders and forehead hunched to punctuate her giggle, she made it safely to her original destination.


  My God, he mused, she was one of those incredibly visibly super subtle nervous types. While Carol was otherwise occupied, Patrick got up from the sofa and went to the window of his condo. It wasn’t snowing—the conditions being clear and thirty-eight degrees—but he wanted it to be. He hadn’t enjoyed snow for an entire three days—and he didn’t like that at all. Why else live in Madison, Wisconsin if one couldn’t have constant February snow? He really thought he’d be living elsewhere at forty-two—or living temporarily in many elsewheres—but he had followed Gay to Madison when she was doing graduate work and stayed in Madison when Joy didn’t wish to leave her parents—and now he wanted to remain in Madison at least for a few more years since the son he had with Gay was in the second year of his six-year plan for an undergraduate degree in whatever was striking his fancy at the moment. Patrick spent a considerable amount of time looking out that window—more so now than in the past. But why? He assumed it was because he was forty-two and soon to be forty-three.


  The sound of flowing water preceding her return, Carol Davidson floated back into the living room on the very words that took her downstream. “No, no. I’m not nervous. What I am is just as thrilled as can be that you are willing to take me on as a student. You have such a wonderful reputation. In fact, you’re famous. But I guess you know that. You must have more students than you even care to think about.”


  He observed that he was very selective. Those who could pay his rate were the only ones he’d consider. He assumed Carol would adopt his tone and feel more relaxed, but unfortunately his wit was orphaned. “Oh. Well, Patrick. I am getting a healthy alimony check every month. That’s why I can pay it.”


  “And I’m writing two healthy ones every month. That’s why I’ll take it.” It felt good every once in a while to joke about his utterly pathetic personal situation. Two ex-wives and an unmotivated undergraduate to feed. Okay, Gay more than earned what he was giving her. Sixteen years of marriage—fifteen of them tolerable at least. She helped see to it that he could give his dreams a fair shot. But Joy? Thirteen months united—and none of those months tolerable—though the first week of the first one wasn’t too bad. Why hadn’t she told him before the nuptials that she really hated serious vocal music? Not wanting to “hurt his feelings” the seven months they spent together from the initial meeting to the dodging of rice—or was it birdseed?—was generous of her, to be sure. But not exactly fair. That she had held back a full two weeks after the wedding before she had that heart-to-heart with him was another example of her altruism, he supposed. She disdained his music and the kind of “stuffy stuff” he sang. So why then did he hang around for an additional twelve and a half months?


  “Okay, Carol, tell me. Have you done much singing these past few years?”


  She was in parade mode again—stopping long enough to showcase that twinkle in her eye—and of course the one in her mouth. “Oh, I used to sing all the time before I got married—ever since I was a small child. My mother said I was a true prodigal. In fact, everyone said so.”


  A prodigal?


  “A prodigal, did you say, Carol? Yes, yes. I can see that.”


  Carol’s heart was about to burst with glee. “Really? Oh, you are so sweet. And so close to Valentine’s Day, too.”


  Why did she mention Valentine’s Day?


  “I’m so going to enjoy taking lessons from you.”


  Patrick heard that inner-cranial voice rising to forte now. We are talking about the same kind of lessons here, aren’t we, Carol? His audible voice was fortunately more socially harmonious. He merely thanked her for the compliment.


  “You may find this hard to believe...Patrick, but I never sang a note the whole time I was married. Thirteen and a half years of complete vocal silence.” Patrick contemplated why women like this believe that every such revelation is worthy of a gasp from the listener. It seems that her husband only liked brass music. Flugelhorn. Carol thought Patrick ought to know that this was the first Christmas in thirteen years she didn’t have to suffer through a honking rendition of “Ding, Dong, Merrily on High.” Patrick wondered what the husband had to suffer through all those years. Perhaps the flugelhorn was a necessity—not a choice.


  “Carol, I just hate it when they ruin that one.”


  “You know, Patrick, we really do have so much in common. I think we ride the same vibe.” As Patrick began thinking of a way to dismount, Carol dropped her chin and collapsed her eyes in an attitude of high seriousness. She wanted him to promise her that he would treat her just like any other student and wouldn’t spare her feelings if he happened to find a “teeny error” in her vocal technique. Patrick assured her that he would just have to justify his fee—which she again took literally. Now he believed he caught sight of clouds forming and wanted to rush to the window—but Carol plopped down on the sofa next to him and put both her hands on top of his left one, which was resting on his thigh—high on his thigh, actually.


  Did he think she was really a little too old to be taking voice lessons, she asked tepidly? Good, the emphasis he wished to apply to his answer more than justified his escaping from beneath her hands. He got up, walked to the window as if preparing a reply, and frowned when he saw no real evidence of clouds.


  “Of course not, Carol. If you want to sing, it is never too late—nor is anyone ever too old.” He admired her ability to remain seated, when it was obvious from her face that she wished to embrace him. She once more insisted that he not treat her special. “Carol, I’ll treat you just like the prodigal I know you to be.”


  “That’s all I ask. Oh, I can’t wait to start!” She was up now headed for the piano on the other side of the room. Patrick estimated her age. Thirty-seven? Thirty-eight? “Patrick, I have to tell you something important.”


  Uh, oh.


  Carol announced that she wanted him to get her ready for her first public vocal engagement. Apparently, she had promised to sing a few Valentine’s love songs at the grand opening of her girlfriend Mona’s new card shop. Carol punctuated the announcement by poking a low F on the keyboard. Patrick came to her, somewhat puzzled. Carol’s friend knew a whole year and two days in advance when she was going to have her grand opening? “No, silly.”


  No, silly?


  “I mean this Valentine’s Day. I figure I’ll have today’s lesson and one early on Monday. And then I’ll be ready for the afternoon opening. You’ll get me ready. I know you will.”


  Ready for what? Carol, you’re really scaring me.


  Patrick gave no lessons on Mondays, but he didn’t want to spoil her party by telling her. “Of course, Carol. I mean, if you were singing with the symphony, it might take another three or four lessons, but since it’s just Mona—hey.” She pressed the low A now, moving ever so slowly up the keyboard. She again couldn’t believe how in sync they really were. She let him know—conspiratorially, of course—that that was one of her short-term goals. Patrick stepped toward her and offered another “Come again?” look. To sing with the symphony was what she meant by one of her short-term goals. Patrick turned and headed for the sofa, groping for the arm rest. Yes, he offered, she certainly had an admirable goal in mind, to say the least. But he couldn’t leave it at that; he had to know what her long-term goals might be. Carol almost ran to the rear of the sofa, and was standing now directly behind him. He could feel her mint-laced breath cascading over his head.


  Where are you, Samantha Eliot? Why did you have to pick today of all days to be late?


  Carol cleared her throat for the dramatic answer. “My long-term goal—although I really hope that it won’t be that long—is to sing opera, of course.”


  The words somehow forced their way out of Patrick’s clenched mouth. “Why, of course. How silly of me.” Now he was calling himself “silly.” Naturally, he asked if she had ever sung opera. He thought it was a fair question.


  Carol moved slowly toward the back of the room. “I was never in an opera, per se. You see the day my mother was to take me to the Lyric Opera—oh, have you heard of the Lyric Opera? It’s in Chicago?”


  Patrick felt like a character in a Kafka story. Trapped and without any hope of escape. He said that, yes, he had heard of the Lyric Opera and asked if she had grown up in Chicago.


  No, Carol answered, she was then living in Minnesota—along with her mother. And her father. Just the three of them. “Anyway, when my mother heard they were auditioning children for their production of La Boheem…”


  Did she just pronounce that Boheem?


  “…she decided to drive me down to Chicago. Actually, she heard that it was only for Chicago-area children, but since my mother knew I was a…”


  “Prodigal. Yes, go on.” Carol lowered her voice as if she were about to predict an unforeseen calamity. It seems that on that fateful day there was a terrible winter storm. Tragically, Carol’s mother couldn’t see very well because of all the blowing snow—and instead of heading southeast on I-94, she accidentally went due south on I-35. Alas, she didn’t know she had made the wrong turn until they reached Des Moines. So they turned around and had to settle for singing with Ray Conniff on the radio all the way back to Minneapolis.


  Again Patrick just couldn’t leave well enough alone—he never could. “I see. But, Carol, what makes you think you could sing op...I mean, opera is the ultimate challenge for the voice. Only the best can...I mean, you haven’t...I mean, is this a realistic...to attempt to...uh…”


  She waved her hands and told him she knew what he was trying to say.


  “Oh, good. Thank you, Carol.”


  She moved around to the front of the sofa and stood over him, as if she were some avatar demanding either his compliance or his life. “You’re asking how I, who never sang in an opera before, could believe that I could sing opera now, aren’t you?” Her frightful visage slowly transformed itself into a patronizing one. She really seemed to express pity for his ignorance of what she knew would once more startle him. Why was she smiling that way?


  Sam, hurry!


  “You see, Patrick, the day my husband moved out, I bought a bottle of expensive Italian champagne—over fifteen dollars with the tax—which had attached to it a double CD of the great opera singers from 1950 to the present. So, you see?” Not with her standing over him like that, he couldn’t. In fact, he could see little more than her waistline to the bottom of her breasts. Attractive enough under any other circumstance—but now completely suffocating. “I sing along in my car. I found that it’s really not that difficult. Now do you see?”


  “Of course. The forest for the trees.” Oh, how he wanted to escape from the forest or better yet, into it. Finally, Carol moved away, turning in a kind of flirtatious and jaunty way she must have seen in an old episode of Charley’s Angels.


  “You know, Patrick, that’s the great thing about CD players, isn’t it?”


  Don’t say anything, Patrick. Just nod.


  “When I was younger, I just hated it when you’d be singing along with the radio and then the car would go under a bridge or something—and right in the middle of your highest note, the sound would cut out, which would be really embarrassing when your boyfriend was with you.” Patrick got up and put as much distance between himself and Carol Davidson as the room would allow. He kindly expressed his confusion over the fact that she could be embarrassed with the kind of prodigal’s voice she possessed. But no, she wasn’t talking about herself, she said, but rather about her then boyfriend, who couldn’t sing a lick to save his life.


  Patrick desperately wanted to drag the conversation back on the pot-holed, but at least more familiar, path. He asked Carol to inform him who was on the opera tape she sang along with. He recalled that she had said “Italian champagne”—and tried to imagine what brand could it be that included a CD attached to it? He supposed that the venerable Maria Callas was one of the singers. Carol had moved and was sitting on Patrick’s window seat, rubbing her fingers on the cold glass, making little squeegee sounds that burrowed painfully into Patrick’s cerebral cortex. “Ah yes. Old Maria—and a number of other women whose names defy pronunciation. I wish they would use the English translations of their names when they sell their music in America.”


  “We’ve tried to encourage that—but they’re just too stubborn. You know those Europeans.” Wait. Were those clouds on the horizon? But he wasn’t going to the window to find out—not with Carol, resembling some famished condor, perched there, figuratively licking her chops. She explained that there were a “bunch of different singers” on the tape—all with different sounding voices. Some higher, she added helpfully, some lower. “Okay, that leads to the next question, Carol. How would you classify yourself?”


  Carol was taken aback by the question—looking for all the world as if she would never have expected it. In spite of his instincts, Patrick made his way toward the window. “Oh, dear me. Well, Patrick, I guess you would say that I’m a liberal. But not when it comes to pornography.”


  No, he corrected—he meant vocally. How would she classify her voice? Carol was in the early stages of opening her mouth, when Patrick involuntarily added, “As a very good one, I know.” Carol now thrust her jaw forward. Apparently, one of her erogenous zones had been stimulated. “No, Carol, I mean in coloring, range, texture, you know.” She was blinking. “Okay.” Patrick wondered if there was something more basic than square one he could wend his way back to. “Are you a soprano?” Still no response. “All right. Can you sing along with most of Callas’s notes?”


  Now Carol unleashed a grimace of absolute disgust and horror. “Oh, no. She sings way too high. She must have had tremendously big breasts or something.”


  What would she think if I just ran out my own door and didn’t come back for an hour? So, he reasoned, Carol would be a mezzo, then.


  “Excuse me, Patrick. A whatzo?”


  “Mezzo. Mezzo-soprano.” Carol came down from the window seat and returned to the sofa. Patrick assumed she wanted him to translate the words into English. He asked if she were more of an alto. She looked no closer to comprehension. “More an alto?”


  “More what?” She then looked into her coffee cup. “No, no, it tastes fine.”


  Patrick often kicked himself for his characteristic stubbornness—never wanting to let anything pass. Always wanting to go for it on fourth down—never wishing to punt. The last to be convinced that it wasn’t going to work or that he didn’t have what it took. The very last. All he had to do was tell Carol that it wasn’t going to happen between them. But he couldn’t. He had let her remain in his apartment far too long to turn her down now. Incredible. He was actually judging the entire matter of whether he should take her on as a student based on her squatter’s rights. He asked if Marilyn Horne was one of the singers on the tape. Yes, Carol recognized Marilyn Horne as being one of the singers snugly attached to a bottle of relatively inexpensive sparkling wine. “Good, good. She’s a mezzo-soprano. Now do you feel any more comfortable singing with her than you do with Maria Callas?” Teaching voice should not have to be as tedious and hazardous as archeology, he thought.


  “Oh, God, no. Still way too high. And she sings too fast anyway.” No, Carol was most comfortable singing with someone named Rainey. Wait—or was it Ramey? That was it. Ramey.


  Patrick thought he knew the noted sopranos fairly well, but...“Who is she? I can’t seem to...Wait. You don’t mean Samuel Ramey?” Surely, she didn’t.


  Unfortunately, she did—as her rapidly accelerating head bobbing informed him. Patrick quickly let her know that Sam Ramey was a bass—and worse, that he was a man.


  “Well, I don’t know what he is—but I can sing along better with his notes—or most of them anyway. On the tape he sings ‘Surrey with the Fringe on Top.’ Is that from Puccini?”


  Patrick was happy she had moved away from his window—for he didn’t want to take her with him when he leaped through it. “Okay, Carol. I think I’ve got it now. You’ve probably never before sung in the female register.” Carol was not even on the road to, let alone actually in, the ballpark. “Never mind, Carol. It’s just a minor matter.”


  Thank goodness for the phone. Patrick moved again to the rear of the room and checked the caller ID. He smiled and picked up the receiver. “Hi, Sam.” He heard Carol gurgle—and she wasn’t drinking her coffee. “Oh, no, Carol. It’s not Sam Ramey. This Sam’s a woman. Her name is Samantha but I’ve always called her...Oh, sorry, Sam.”


  Feeling that she finally understood something he was saying, Carol dropped another half-teaspoon of sugar into her half-drunk coffee.


  “Sam. Twice if you’re running late... Wait, you are late. But it’s okay, no problem.”


  Carol realized that something Patrick just said sounded kind of incomplete or funny—one of the two at least. Patrick told Sam that Carol Davidson had arrived and... Carol could not make out what he said after the word “arrived,” for he had lowered his voice to a whisper.


  He’s probably telling this Sam person that I’m a prodigal.


  “So, you’ll be here when? One for every five minutes. What? Just one? Just five minutes?”


  Carol again thought she heard something that one doesn’t normally hear when eavesdropping on someone’s private phone conversation, a skill she had apparently acquired over the years.


  “Well then, Sam, you didn’t have to call. But you are sweet and so highly professional. See you in a bit. Bye.” Patrick put the phone down and looked completely relaxed and contented for the first time since Carol entered the room. He informed her that he was just talking with his—and soon to be Carol’s—accompanist.


  Carol stood up quickly with military precision. Did that mean that Patrick would not be playing for her?


  “God no, Carol. I’m afraid I don’t have the right temperament.” Patrick knew how broadly that remark could be applied to mostly everything in his life. “Nor the talent, I’m afraid. I play piano like I type on the computer. Hunt and peck. Not bad for ‘Chopsticks,’ but pretty pathetic for everything else.”


  Carol began her pacing again, and made a beeline to the window, touching the pane with her finger—then turning all the way back to her left, arriving at and then touching the doorknob. Patrick was not proud of himself for wishing that she’d go through either of the two places she had just touched. Clearly, Carol was in a quandary.


  “Well okay, Patrick. Is she nice? Or is she one of those super-critical types who’s going to find fault with everything I try to sing? I have to be frank and say that I can only serve one master.”


  No, Carol, don’t pause.


  “You.” She winked at him first—then made her move toward him. “So, if she’s going to be chewing me out for every little thing, then I…”


  Patrick couldn’t help laughing at Carol’s trepidation. He assured her that the accompanist wouldn’t say a thing. “In fact, Samantha doesn’t speak. What I mean is that she can’t.” Patrick explained in general terms that something had happened when Samantha was a young girl—a horrible accident and a failure in surgery that led to her present condition. He could have told Carol more—about Samantha’s childhood struggles and the humiliations that came with them and about his own anger at who or whatever it was up there that would have allowed such a thing to happen to such a beautiful and talented person. But Patrick was not one to say too much to strangers or even friends about intimate details regarding himself or those closest to him, although he thought that Carol ought to know the basics of Sam’s dreadful luck. All his other students did. “Anyway, as I mentioned, she won’t be saying anything.” Patrick’s smile was by now tiring rapidly.


  “Oh, how sad. She’s dumb.”


  Patrick softly reminded Carol that a more acceptable term would be “mute.” By now, Patrick was fairly well convinced that Carol was incapable of deliberate thoughtlessness or cruelty. He was also becoming firmly convinced of other things about her, however. Carol suddenly became mortified. “What’s the matter with me? I should have said “vocally challenged.” For a second Patrick wasn’t sure which of the two women she was referring to—herself or Sam. “Patrick, I’m thirty-six. I’m at that age where I should begin to be more sensitive about that kind of thing.”


  What did she say?


  “Anyway, it must be terrible not being able to express yourself at all.” Carol picked up the coffee cup for punctuation and downed the rest of the now alum-like concoction. Patrick’s cheeks sought refuge up his nose when he saw her drink it.


  “No, no, Carol. Sam can express herself well enough. You just have to know her language.” Patrick sat on the arm of the sofa and explained that when Sam was on the phone, she answered all “yes and no” and “how-much-longer-will-you-be” questions by tapping her fingernail on her cell phone mouthpiece. That is, unless she was really angry—and then she would use some more intimidating instrument—from pen to butter knife—to make her frustrations known.


  “Oh.” Carol looked over toward the back table near the piano—the one that had the coffee maker on it. Did she want another hit? Patrick asked—but to her everlasting credit, Carol said that wasn’t it. “No, I was just imagining where I should stand when Samantha is playing, so that she can see my lips.” Patrick gently reminded her that Sam wasn’t deaf. “Oh, that’s right. I’m sorry.” Carol giggled peculiarly. “You’ll have to forgive me. I’m just so hyper-sensitive to other people’s situations.” Patrick refused to let his naughty inner voice contribute anything now. “I’ll just have to do all the talking for the both of us.”


  Now Patrick accepted all contributions. I’m sure you will, Carol.


  He gestured for his new student to sit again. He joined her on the sofa, this time taking her hand, but in that way one would if he were attempting to awaken a loved one from a coma. “Let me try this, Carol. Do you know what your normal vocal range is?” Same old Patrick; he wasn’t going to let it drop. “What I mean is high note to low note. That sort of thing.”


  Carol brightened and moved herself forward on the sofa, throwing out her face and putting her other hand on the top of Patrick’s. Patrick’s own face expanded as if it were being fed with air from a bicycle pump. He couldn’t believe he was actually at this instant thinking what Carol might be like in bed. All talk and no…?


  Stop, Patrick.


  “My vocal range? Well, Patrick, I know I can’t sing all the notes on a piano. The ones on either side of the very middle are either too high or too low. Is that what you wanted to know?” Patrick slowly pulled his hand free and once more felt he had to stand up and walk away. He professionally translated her response by telling her that he assumed she was coming to him with about an octave’s range—or less. Carol stood slowly this time, with deliberate purpose. She walked straight up to him as if they were about to begin some schoolyard altercation.


  Carol, please. Not the finger in my chest routine.


  “Well, Patrick, I’m leaving it up to you to make sure that I can sing that special octave they use in opera.”


  Patrick sagged back onto the piano bench.


  Ah, yes. The old “opera octave,” as we call it in the trade.


  Chapter 2


  Samantha Eliot was at another light, waiting to make the left that would lead to Patrick’s condo only four tenths of a mile down the road. Sam knew all of her distances to the tenth of a mile. She knew her chronology to the exact year, month, and day. She was born with that gift, she firmly believed, one of the many that made up for the one she wasn’t permitted to have past the age of seven. It was never enough for her to know that Washington was born early in the eighteenth century—or even that the year was in 1732. Or even that it was on February 22 of that year. No, she had to remind herself and her friends that America’s first president was actually born on February 11, 1732—according to the calendar England and the colonies were using at that time—that is, the one not in sync with all of Europe, where it was eleven days later. Sam took delight in having taught Patrick Harrold that England and the colonies did not get in line with the rest of the western world until twenty years after Washington’s birth. Therefore, after 1752, Washington had to start celebrating his birthday eleven days later than he had previously.


  Still waiting for the green arrow, Sam contemplated what that calendar shifting did to the familiar astrological charts. She understood that she was a Taurus, as she came into this world on April 30th. But were all those charts in line with the old English and colonial calendar, rather than with the European one? If that were true, she reasoned as the light still refused to change, she would really be an Aries, born April 19th. Of course, she never really went in for all that astrological charting—for who could run one’s life by planets and moons in or out of alignment? She had no desire to pull into any astrological body shop for that or any other psychic lube jobs or personality rotations. But she did find valuable the general descriptions of each sign of the zodiac, often fighting but then more often conceding to the fact—or perhaps only to the irony—that her Leo or Sagittarius friends had temperaments exactly like those characterized in the boilerplate depictions.


  Samantha Eliot also put stock in—but never admitted to doing so—the compatibility diagrams offered by the few books and several more websites she perused. The only problem, she felt, was that there was so much inconsistency in the advice for finding the perfect mate. According to some of her pseudo-sources, as she liked to think of them, her perfect mate had to be—since she was a Taurus—either a Virgo or a Capricorn. Something about the fourth zodiac sign away from one’s own being where the romantic promised land could be found. But unfortunately for Sam and the reputation of said astrological sagacity, both of Sam’s fiancés broke their promises in those very lands—one being a Virgo and one, yes, a Capricorn.


  She began her relationship with the Virgo when she was twenty-two and just out of college. Her man proposed on his twenty-seventh birthday; and he was twenty-seven years, five months, and a day old when he got around to telling her that the marriage couldn’t happen. But the Capricorn seemed so different—more talented, or at least he tried to be—as evidenced by his placing the engagement ring at the bottom of a champagne glass, the one he mistakenly drank from, which led to Sam’s extracting the ring only a mere inch and a half from her Capricorn’s glottis. He was older than the Virgo—thirty-three to Sam’s then twenty-eight—and highly creative with his monthly presents the entire three months, sixteen days, and one half hour they were betrothed. The end came on April 30th, on Sam’s twenty-ninth birthday. But that was three years, nine months, and thirteen days ago now.


  Her car still frozen by the apparently malfunctioning turn arrow, Sam opened the glove compartment and pulled out two pages she had that morning printed from the internet. One discussed the romantic compatibility of Taurus and Aries; the other of an Aries and another Aries. The first glowed warmly with the possibilities of a happy union, once the Taurus partner, being more of a plodder, got used to the more hectic pace of the Aries. But she handled the second sheet as if it were a cobra. It noted the possibilities for a good Aries and Aries match, but its “However” seemed to rise off the page and spread its hood, spitting out the dire warnings of partings that would be heart-breaking and even violent. And Sam still couldn’t be sure she wasn’t really an Aries—as the old style calendar would have had her. If she were, what then?


  Finally, the green arrow. No movement from the car ahead of her, as apparently there was one more phrase before the text message was complete. Sam looked at the steering wheel and brought her right hand up with fingers spread, poised to strike. Still, her instincts always made her hesitate, and she invariably conceded to patience. But oh, how she enjoyed making the car horn blare. She loved making that noise. There weren’t many that she could make, after all. What the hell. It wasn’t New York—but then again it felt better mashing her palm against the horn in Madison, where it was more of an occasional thing. The driver of the reluctant Chevrolet, finally looking up to see that it was all right to turn, lurched spasmodically—Sam was certain the cell phone flew out of her hand—and offered the “Ooops” wave. Sam waved back and smiled. But this pleasant look reshaped itself into a more exuberant grin—somewhere between surprise and indefensible glee—as she recalled the tone of Patrick’s voice as he hinted at what kind of new student this Carol person was. Sam knew that Patrick was in full “ship going down” mode; her ears well prepared for his subtle S.O.S.—which he told her meant “Sam. Oh, Sam!”


  It was presently the fourteenth month of their relationship—as she had met Patrick for lunch on January 2nd of the previous year, after a mutual friend told Patrick that he had the perfect accompanist for him. Since she was sixteen, Sam had played for a variety of singers—from right under brilliant to not even up to wretched—also accompanying for high school and community theatre productions all over Southeastern Wisconsin, from Fond du Lac—where she was born and raised—over to Sheboygan, down to the suburbs of Milwaukee, further down and over to Beloit, and then back over again to Kenosha. She considered herself rather nomadic, taking gigs miles from her eventual residence in Madison and staying with friends and relatives until the show or recital was over. She liked the hopping about after she graduated from the University of Wisconsin—all throughout her twenties. But she had a feeling she’d eventually stick her toes in the good old earth around Madison, perhaps on the shore of Mud Lake, which after all was just a short distance from “Broadway”—Madison’s Broadway, that is—not the one just to the west of Madison Avenue.


  Sam never entertained for long any thoughts of that other Broadway. For some reason, she felt that Wisconsin would be more accepting of her limitations. New York would never be patient enough with her. Accordingly, she took small, though often welcome, comfort from the fact that both her fiancés were not natives of the mid-western state. But neither was Patrick Harrold, although he just seemed to be a perfect fit for Wisconsin. He loved the winters. So did she. And he was born in the middle of April.


  Sam had only a tenth of a mile to go before pulling into the condo parking lot. As was her custom, she reached for her cell phone to put it in her purse and realized that she had bought this particular phone the morning she first had lunch with Patrick. That their friend Marshall had not informed Patrick ahead of time that she couldn’t speak utterly amazed her. Later Marshall confessed to fearing that Patrick would not agree to meet and then hire her if he knew of her limitations beforehand. He told Sam he was sure that her charm would win Patrick over in “about five seconds.” Sam’s frown did not stem from the friend’s refusal to tell Patrick; rather it came from Marshall’s total lack of concern for the fact that Sam was considering Patrick as an employer as well as he was interviewing her.


  Sam turned into the parking area of the condo at the moment she began playing for the hundredth time in her mind the initial meeting at the restaurant on that January day. Patrick was already at the table facing the front door. He had a physical description of Samantha Eliot to go by; accordingly, he stood up as soon as she walked in. Sam could tell he was delighted that she looked as attractive as she did. That was the great thing about meeting a man in his early forties. Sam’s “now-past-thirty” status was a decided plus. And meeting a man in Madison on a January 2nd also allowed for the more dramatic unveiling of the butterfly under the heavy cocoon of a winter’s coat. She would never forget Patrick’s face as she handed him the coat—his eyes struggling mightily not to lower to her hemline—the struggle finally in one flash second being lost. He waited until she sat; he handed her the menu; he asked if she wanted a drink; he didn’t react immaturely when she nodded yes. He also seemed comfortable asking her how the traffic was coming over—she thinking that he considerately offered her a question her facial expressions could answer perfectly. He laughed when she rolled her eyes, and he replied with, “I know what you mean.” She thought he would be an easy person to play for; he would be sensitive to her inabilities; and more importantly, he would allow her to be as animated as she wanted to be when they conversed.


  The server’s request for a drink order went smoothly too. Patrick allowed his luncheon date to make up her own mind without suggestion. He nodded with approval at her merely pointing to the specialty drink she wanted. He also complimented her on her choice. But then the time for such an ease of communication ran out. “Samantha, why don’t you tell me about yourself? I know you’re from Wisconsin originally—and Marshall told me that you majored in music here at the University. What kinds of music do you usually accompany? How long have you been doing it? Do you sing as well?”


  As she got out of her car, Sam remembered the reverberation of that last question. Whenever she heard something that put her on the defensive, something always vibrated palpably inside her ears. He doesn’t know I can’t speak. Oh, my God. She recollected that this thought repeated itself at least three times before she heard him say, “I’m sorry. Did I hit a nerve?” Then the delicious irony of the moment cleared her ears and caressed her face into a broad smile—the kind so infectious that it needed no laughter to accompany it. Patrick laughed because he had no choice not to, but he had nary an idea what Samantha Eliot was so amused at.


  Sam now reached the elevator of the condo complex. When she pressed the “3” on the console, she remembered on that first meeting pulling her note pad from her purse—the one with “Sayings from Sam” embossed on each page. Patrick of course wore the generic puzzled expression—the same one Sam had seen more times than she wished to recall—as she began writing a note in her tiny but impressive script. From the time she returned to school after losing her voice, her mother and her wonderful second grade teacher encouraged her to develop this style and size of penmanship, as they knew she might wish to talk for a while and, after all, who needs to use up so much paper?


  “I guess no one told you that I can’t speak.” She pushed the notepad across the table. Patrick read the message. He looked at her. He read the message again—she thought more slowly this time. He looked at her a second time. She perfectly understood what he wanted to know. She took the pad back and wrote, “It’s permanent, I’m afraid. But I don’t mind talking about it.” To this day she had been unable to describe adequately the look on his face after reading her second remark. He didn’t allow his expression to burst into an unwelcome blossom of sorrow and pity. He didn’t look away, as if to gather himself to express something grippingly serious. Rather, he seemed to have a kind of a twinkle in his eye as he reached for her pen and began writing on the pad. She put her hand on top of his and bent her head forward, tugging with her other hand on her right ear. He blushed slightly though immediately and threw his eyes upward. “Don’t I feel like the complete idiot,” he said, barely able to suppress a laugh. “You can hear. I knew that. Just...just forgot it for...a...second there.” Samantha didn’t smile—but only because she wanted to play coy. “Okay, now that I have completely demolished the timing, I have to tell you that I was going to write, ‘I bet your talent is permanent too. And I don’t mind telling you that.’ But I sort of blew it, didn’t I?” Sam recalled never having then or since ever shaken her head “No” with any more sincerity.


  



  * * * *


  



  “Get in here, Sam!” She didn’t even remember getting to his door, let alone knocking. “Carol’s in the bathroom. You’re just in time. You’ve got to help me. I’ve been listening to a five-minute dissertation on the vocal deficiencies of Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music, for God’s sake. This woman said that Julie sang too fast in ‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.’” Sam’s brow furrowed deeply enough to invite seeds. “I know, I know. That’s Mary Poppins, but Carol insists that Julie sang it to the Von Trapp children while sliding down the staircase with her umbrella.”


  Sam stuck her tongue into her cheek and traipsed over to the piano. She sat and without so much as a bending of her fingers to get the kinks out, she started playing the super-charged patter song from Mary Poppins.


  “The Sound of Music!” Carol shouted behind the closed door, right before she flushed the toilet. She emerged grandly, ready to sing the entire score—if she had only known even one song from the Rodgers and Hammerstein classic. But Patrick wasn’t about to let her try to recall even a single phrase. He quickly introduced Carol to her new accompanist. Samantha stood and extended her hand. Carol looked at Patrick as if she needed permission to take it. Patrick was staring at the ceiling—so Carol took the chance.


  “Hello, Samantha. I’m Carol Davidson—but please call just me Carol.” Carol’s mouth began to spread like old burning 16mm. film—stopping when she finally emitted an embarrassing, “Aaaaaahhh.” “I said, ‘Please call me.’ I shouldn’t have done that. I feel so dumb—I mean, stupid! Stupid...was what I meant. Sorry, Samantha.” Sam waved her off without giving any indication of the burning amusement scorching her insides.


  Patrick knew the drill. He explained to Carol that Samantha wanted it made clear right from the outset that she didn’t want any apologies for slips like that. They were going to happen from time to time, so Carol shouldn’t worry or say anything about them. Carol’s gaze darted back and forth between Patrick and Sam. Sam’s gaze was doing the same between Patrick and Carol. But when Carol was looking at Sam, Sam was looking at Patrick—and when Carol moved her stare to Patrick, Sam’s eyes shifted to her. Patrick felt completely bombarded. “You know, Carol, it’s like telling a blind person, ‘You should have seen what happened today.’ Or a deaf person, ‘Did you hear who kissed so and so?’”


  Sam smiled a “No. So tell me, Patrick. Who was it who kissed so and so? Anyone I know?”


  Patrick read every word and inflection and put his finger to his lips and provided a silent “shhhhhh.” Sam turned to Carol, wondering if she caught the little moment—hoping that she did, as Sam had no problem with any of these moments between her and Patrick being “caught” publicly.


  Alas, Carol was staring at the piano composing a thought. “But a deaf person couldn’t hear you say, ‘Did you hear who kissed so and so?’—so that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?” Patrick determined that the next time Carol had a lesson, he would ask Sam to arrive at least fifteen minutes earlier. Perhaps twenty. After all, no one could come close to touching Sam’s martinis—and Carol was at least a “three-martini” student. He said he hoped that Carol at least got his point.


  “Well, Patrick, I just don’t want you condemning yourself for saying anything stupid to a deaf person…” Sam headed back to the keyboard. “…because that person wouldn’t be able to…” Sam resumed her place on the piano bench. “…Oh, wait, Patrick. You better be sure that you turn your head to the side when you say it. That way the deaf person won’t be able to read your…” Sam hit the opening chords of Beethoven’s Fifth. “Oh, oh. I know that one. That’s Beethoven. And he was deaf. I get it. I get it!”


  Patrick wondered why he had to be the one that got her. “You know, that must have posed a real problem. So you see, Samantha, it could have been worse.” Carol slammed her voice shut.


  Sam thought the bulge in Carol’s throat resembled a half-eaten apple.


  “So...Samantha. That is a pretty name. What made your parents choose that one?” The apple wasn’t going anywhere. “Oh, hell. You can’t tell me, can you?” Patrick looked out the window hoping it would just start snowing, even without any clouds. “I did it again, didn’t I, Patrick? I’m so stupid!”
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