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Who helped me find my voice




Music isn’t about perfection, anyway.
It’s about humility and process,
And more than that,
It’s about humanity.


—Frederica von Stade





May 1980



LIZ MORGAN SLIPPED INTO the orchestra pit at the last minute. Hands and fingers flickered over passages from Magic Flute, and she encouraged a few notes from her own instrument. The random practice stilled, gave way to a single note from the oboist. The strings, followed by the winds, descended into a whirl of tuning. After a few moments, the busy hum coalesced into a second simmering silence. The house lights faded, and the conductor, slim and dapper, came to the podium amid applause. He turned and raised his baton. A third silence, the final phrase of incantation, settled over the hall.


Poised with her flute at her lips, Liz felt the gathering of energy: an indrawn breath, and then, in the charged void, sudden sound. Music. She felt the first isolated chord of the overture under her sternum. Slowly the strings approached the allegro, and then they were off, passing the theme from one section to another, now in the trebles, now in the basses. Her line rose in smooth counterpoint to the orchestra. Notes pulsed in measured perfection, binding together voices of reed and shaft and string.


The curtain opened, and the singers commanded the audience’s attention. By the end of the second act perspiration stained the soprano’s costume, dripped off the tenor’s face. In spite of the heat Liz shivered. Anticipation prickled in her solar plexus as the violins meandered toward her big moment. She wiped the sweat from her lower lip and raised her flute, ready with the passage long ago burned into her muscle memory. She placed her solo deliberately on the restrained brass accompaniment. Her instrument’s primitive voice wove enchantment around the singers.


At the end of the opera, taking her solo bow, it occurred to Liz that perhaps Titus was right about her ego.


The applause over, Liz began her descent to the commonplace. She cleaned her flute and put it to bed in its case. Calling good night to her colleagues, she headed for her car.


The sun had set, but unseasonable heat still shimmered over the city. Liz walked slowly, noting the quivering stars. Stimulating, exhausting, the energy still cycled through her, seeking release. She wouldn’t sleep for hours yet.


She unlocked the passenger door of her green Sirocco, tossed in her book bag, and set the flute case on the floor. As she started around to the driver’s side someone called to her.


“Hey, Lizzie.” Titus ambled up, swinging his trumpet case lightly.


“Hey, Titus. Quit calling me that.” She leaned against the car. “Where were you?”


He settled himself next to her. “Talking to people. You were excellent.”


“If we had to do opera, at least it was Mozart.”


Titus laughed. “You don’t mind. You and your big solo.”


“Why settle for being some no-name second chair?”


“Ha. In five years you’ll be teaching kids in the suburbs.”


“You’re so wrong.” She tugged his white-blond ponytail. “I’m going to play with all the major orchestras, wait and see.”


“Man, ever since that master class with Galway you’ve lost your mind. Didn’t anybody tell you? Wind players don’t get big solo careers.”


“So I’ll be different. You know what he said.”


“You should be a singer. Sure got the ego for it.”


“Have you got a problem with that?” she snapped. He always led her into this trap, his banter gradually penetrating her optimism, even on a satisfying night like this.


“Hey, I’m just keeping your feet on the ground.”


“When I want you to do that I’ll ask.”


He grinned. “Come on, don’t get all huffy on me.”


She glowered at him.


He set his trumpet case on the ground and leaned closer. “Coming over? You’re so sexy, nights like this.”


“Not tonight,” she said. “History final’s tomorrow. Thank God that class is over.”


“You know that stuff cold. Come on, you’ll be in England all summer.”


“Wales,” she corrected automatically. “Maybe. I haven’t even called my aunt yet. And I have to be back in time for Cazadero in July.”


“Thought you weren’t going to teach up there anymore.”


She shrugged. “They need somebody for second session. It’s money. Besides, I like it up there. You can really see the stars.” She leaned back and gazed at the sky again. “You know, what we played tonight won’t reach the stars for years.”


“You’re thinking of light.”


“Sound moves in waves too.”


“Not the same. Doesn’t travel where there’s no atmosphere.”


“I don’t care. I think all the great music is up there somewhere; it never really ends.”


“You’re such a kid.”


She stuck her tongue out, annoyed with him all over again.


He laughed and reached for his trumpet case. “How about tomorrow night?”


“I don’t know. My roommates will be out, so I’ll have a little time to work on the Boccherini.”


“You’re gonna die alone if you don’t get out sometimes.”


“Maybe I’ll come by later, like around nine?”


He pushed his chin out in assent. “There’s my ride. I’m takin’ off. Good show, Liz.”


“You too. G’night.”


They kissed, and she got into her car. From the scrambled cassettes in the backseat she pulled a recent practice tape and poked it into the player. The mercury smoothness of her flute, underlaid with pinpoints of lute music, filled the little car. A favorite passage danced by, faintly punctuated by the squeak of fingers moving along strings, but the tape began to squeal. She punched Eject, but the metallic ribbon stretched and snapped. Sighing, she tossed it on the seat next to her.


As she merged onto the freeway her mind slipped back over the night’s work. Despite her complaint to Titus about opera, she loved every note of the laughing, enigmatic score of Die Zauberflöte. Her LP of the 1959 Covent Garden cast now popped and crackled from age and use; Liz knew every passage, every nuance. It kept her mother’s voice alive.


How on earth could her mother have given it up to get married? She could never do that for Titus.


Titus. She whistled lightly through her teeth, reconsidering. Maybe she would just show up tonight after all and surprise him. She smiled to herself and changed lanes. She made every green light as she cruised down Army Street. As she approached Dolores something caught her eye and sent a little twinge through her gut: A car a block away, silhouetted against the twilight, headlights dark, its trajectory jerky and erratic as it approached.


“Drunk,” Liz muttered. She glanced over her shoulder and signaled, but the car at her right bumper sped up.


The car was almost on her now, lurching into her lane. Panicking, Liz jammed down the accelerator, but as she shot by the car to her right and tried to move into the lane in front of it, her car fishtailed sharply, clipped by the drunk driver weaving past on her left. The Sirocco skidded sideways into the oncoming traffic. The steering wheel snapped out of her hands. Hurled against the door, she couldn’t move, couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream. Smoky friction burned in her mouth and nose. The infuriated blast of a horn filled her head. A pair of headlights slammed into the passenger door and drove her into a telephone pole, shattering sound and light.


* * *


BREATHING.


Bleeding.


A pulse of red intruded. Slowly, Liz opened her eyes. The hood of a yellow Mustang was jammed into her passenger seat, one headlight burning holes in her retina. The sickly sweet smell of engine oil slicked the air.


She started to sit up, but her stomach roiled and pain assaulted her left side, and she fell back again. The crushed driver’s door seemed molded to her body. Her left arm was caught fast in a gash in the steel, from her hand almost to her elbow. She didn’t dare try to push herself up. She must be bleeding; there was blood on her sleeve, in her lap, in the shower of safety glass around her. Clutching the dashboard with her right hand, she looked up through the opening where the windshield had been. Two cops, their faces looking like radar blips in the throbbing red lights, raced across the street.


They’ve got to get my flute out before they tow the car. I’m playing tomorrow.


A fuzzy sensation, like blood returning to a limb that has fallen asleep, pressed against her eyes, her throat—the grayness of unconsciousness.





Chapter 1



ON A MORNING LATE IN AUGUST Liz rose in slow panic from a deep, still sleep. She moved gingerly, testing her body. For weeks, pain had jarred her every move, grinding and tearing from her collarbone through her rib cage, from her shoulder to her elbow to her hand. Today felt like a good day. She opened her eyes, and the first thing she thought of was her neglected flute. Yes, today would be a very good day.


She got out of bed and winced into her clothes. She settled her left arm into its protective sling, pausing to gently flex her fingers as much as she was able. Her Army Street roommates had brought all of her stuff to her parents’ house in Pacific Heights. The disorganized pile blocked the fireplace at the far end of her old bedroom. Her flute, which had survived the wreck, waited atop the pile. She had walked warily around it for three months, avoiding even looking at it. Now she picked up the padded case and cradled it a moment before setting it on the dresser, a reminder of work to be done. Then she went downstairs.


Her stepmother, Madly, stood at the island in the kitchen reading The New York Times with a cup of coffee. Dressed in a suit of deep lavender, she carried her graceful height like royalty. A still deeper purple scarf at her throat darkened her blue eyes and offset her silver-blond hair. She looked up smiling. “Good morning, kiddo.”


“Morning. Can I get a ride to school in a bit? My advisor needs me to sign some stuff about the leave of absence.”


Madly’s eye flicked toward the clock. “I have a luncheon at noon. I can’t be late.”


“Just drop me off. I’ll get home okay.”


“Of course.


“I can hardly wait to get back to work.” Liz awkwardly rummaged for a bowl and spoon.


“It won’t be easy, you know.”


“But they moved this time, Madly, my fingers moved.” She surprised herself by suddenly smiling. “I know I won’t be able to play today. But something’s finally working!”


Madly opened her mouth, and Liz abruptly headed off the inevitable lecture on patience. “Have you heard from Da?”


“He’ll be back when he can. He does have deadlines.”


“He manages to show up for your fund-raisers and stuff.” She shook shredded wheat into her bowl.


“Liz.”


She winced even before her stepmother spoke. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. But he didn’t even call to find out how the last surgery went.”


“The world can’t stop for him because of this.”


Liz leaned against one of the high stools, her eyes fixed on the ragged remnants of fog blowing past the window. “Yeah. It only stopped for me.”


“I know how you must feel.”


Liz slapped the counter. “How can you? You never understood why I want music so badly. Do you know what this is like, wondering if the only thing I’ve ever wanted is going to be taken away by some stupid drunk?”


Her stepmother held her gaze a moment. “Maybe not. But I lost my husband of eight years to cancer.” Her quiet remark silenced Liz and brought a flush to her cheeks. “I know about loss; believe me, I do. And I wish I could make your father be different, but . . .” She shrugged.


Liz nodded. They’d long shared this resignation about her father’s ways. Disregarded messages from his publisher and agent always cluttered his desk.


Madeline reached over and touched her stepdaughter’s shoulder. “Listen, I spoke to my lawyer about suing the guy who hit you. He thinks there’s a case.”


Liz considered. The irony that it had taken something so dramatic for her stepmother to finally admit that her music was more than self-indulgence was not lost on her.


“No,” she answered finally. “Just settle with our insurance company.”


“You have a year. We shouldn’t settle yet.”


Liz shook her head. “Just get the medical bills and the car paid for. I’m really sorry about the car,” she added. The green Sirocco had been her parents’ gift when she graduated from high school, and she had loved it.


“But we can get more than just damages,” Madly said. “He thinks we should try for the biggest settlement we can get, based on loss of livelihood.”


“I don’t accept that,” Liz snapped. She took a breath. “I haven’t lost anything,” she insisted. “I’ll be playing again in no time. We can’t sue him for something that won’t happen.”


Madeline glanced over at her stepdaughter. “Maybe. Just think it over, okay? We don’t have to decide this minute.”


Liz nodded. She could barely hold back the tears. She was haunted by one panicked moment before the invasion of anesthesia, when the possibility that she would never play again had slipped under her guard.


* * *


THEY SKIMMED ALONG GOLDEN Gate Park and up the hill into the lingering fog. Madeline left her at 19th and Ortega, and Liz watched the sapphire Mercedes drive off before she made herself look up at the stucco building that housed the San Francisco Conservatory of Music. The fifteen stone faces over the entrance contemplated her, and she frowned back at them before slipping in the door and practically tiptoeing toward the staircase that led to her teacher’s office.


Classes would start later in the week, but the building seemed empty. Two violinists came toward her in the hall, chatting, and they stopped and shrieked when they saw her, descending on her with a babble of questions. Faintly embarrassed, and yet touched, Liz gave them ambiguous assurances. She was acutely aware of how they looked at her hand—the morbid curiosity in their eyes.


She went on up the stairs and knocked softly. When the door opened she stifled an urge to reintroduce herself to her mentor.


“Liz!” Julia Bradshaw drew her into a cautious hug. “It’s so good to see you.”


“Thank you, you’re very kind.” The words came automatically. She’d said them hundreds of times over the years in response to praise.


Her teacher gave her an affectionate shake and drew her into the softly lit room. Liz swallowed hard at the comforting smells of pulpy music paper and sweet valve oil.


“Come have a seat.” From the day they’d met, almost nine years earlier, Julia had reminded Liz of a tiny wren with her quick precise movements and alert, intelligent eyes. She pulled a file folder from the stack on her desk and focused on Liz. “First things first: How are you? How is your hand?”


“All new parts. They finally shipped me off to this guy in Oakland who’s supposed to be the best in the business. Artificial joints, reconstructed tendons, grafted nerves. I should be good as new.”


Julia looked at the splints that held the swollen fingers in position.


“Well, not yet,” Liz admitted. “There’ll be lots of physical therapy first.”


“And what are your plans? They’ve granted you a medical leave for the entire year.”


“I guess I’ll have to get a job till I come back. My scholarship’s gone, and I don’t want to be freeloading off my folks.” She made a face.


Her advisor gave her a piercing look. “You seem to be handling this fairly well.”


“I just want to get on with it. No sense moping around because I’m losing a year.”


Into an awkward little silence rose the sound of a voice singing somewhere in the building.


Julia pulled some forms from the file and paused, as if reading them over carefully. Finally she put down her pen and looked at Liz directly. “Have you thought about what happens if you can’t play?”


Liz stared at her. “I have the best surgeon in the world working on me. I just need time.”


Her teacher got up and walked behind her, out of sight. “I think this leave of absence might be a good time to reevaluate your plans.”


“What do you mean?” Liz tried to turn, but a twinge in her rib cage stopped her.


“We’ve gone over and over this. It’s not realistic for a wind player to expect the kind of solo career you talk about. It isn’t like you’re a violinist or a cellist.”


“But I’m different. I’m going to make it.”


Julia sat down again, her head tilted as if she were allowing a concession.


“Performance is everything to me. I’d be nobody without my playing,” Liz whispered.


“Of course you wouldn’t. There are lots of ways to use your talent.”


“What, like teaching?”


Julia frowned. “If it wasn’t for people like me there wouldn’t be people like you in the orchestra pits and on the concert stages.”


In spite of the warning in her teacher’s tone, Liz pressed recklessly on. “I’d find a way. I do this because I can’t not do it.”


“Not alone.” The bite in Julia’s voice was now unmistakable.


Liz held her gaze for a moment longer but then retreated. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, ashamed. “I don’t mean that.”


“All I want you to do is think about it, hard and realistically, while you’re away. You need to make some decisions. I know you have a passion for music. I hear it in your voice every time you speak of it. That will always be with you.”


“You’re just saying that because you think . . .” Liz swallowed. “You think that my fingers . . .”


“No,” Julia said. “Whether or not your hand heals—”


“I’ll show you,” Liz said. “When I get better I’ll work twice as hard as I ever did. I’ll be the best you ever taught.”


“You’re already that,” Julia said. “You probably always will be. But what I’m talking about can’t be had by any amount of hard work. There are things you can’t control.”


Liz gestured to her sling with her good hand. “No kidding.”


Julia looked at her with a slight frown and a half smile. “Would it be so bad? To play in an orchestra and teach and maybe do some local performance? Why does it have to be all or nothing?”


“It doesn’t.” Liz examined her left hand and shook her head slowly. “At this point, that actually sounds pretty good.” She looked up at her teacher. “I guess I better get going.”


Julia nodded. “I do have a meeting in a few minutes. Just sign these for me, and then go home and concentrate on getting better. I shouldn’t have brought all this up now. You’ve already got too much to cope with.”


With great effort, Liz withheld the sarcastic reply she would have liked to make and signed her name, committing to a year in purgatory. She put down the pen and stood up.


Julia came around the desk and held the door open. “Don’t be a stranger, Liz. I want to know how you’re getting along.”


Liz left quickly, blinking tears away. She had to prove Julia wrong.





Chapter 2



ON THE DAY AFTER THE THIRD surgery, when Liz saw her fingers move on their own for the first time since the accident, she nearly choked on the rush of adrenaline that seized her throat. Following that, she went religiously to physical therapy. At home she manipulated her joints, worked each finger, squeezed little rubber balls to strengthen her hand. Slowly the pinky and index fingers remembered how to fold into place, but the middle digits refused to cooperate—they moved only a little, even when she strained until the back of her hand ached and trembled with the effort. At first she thought she was having a difficult day, and then that she was tired, and then, after that, that she was overworking herself. Days turned to weeks turned to months. October came before she dared to challenge the surgeon.


Madly was in Atascadero for the wedding of a niece. She had offered to stay and drive Liz to her appointment, but Liz had insisted she go, so she had reluctantly left that morning. Liz was on her own.


It took four different buses to get to Oakland’s Pill Hill, where her specialist had his office, and by the time she got there, her left side ached from the cold humidity and her hand felt stiffer than usual. Although she was on time for her appointment, she had to wait. She sat moodily in the waiting room. The fluorescent lights hummed as she shuffled through the magazines. She read all the cartoons in the New Yorker without smiling and sighed as she set it aside. Finally she just sat staring at a black-and-white photograph on the opposite wall. It showed a chubby baby’s fingers clasped in the loose-skinned, dark-veined hand of a grandparent.


The receptionist’s window snapped open. “Miss Morgan? Dr. Rouse is ready for you.”


But after she was shown to the exam room she was left alone to wait again, staring absently out the window in the overly bright room. The East Bay hills wore a shroud of gray fog.


When the doctor came in he was focused on her chart. He looked up briefly, then continued reading for another moment. She could see the physical therapist’s letterhead on the paper in his hand.


“Well, how is it?” he asked at last, setting aside the folder.


“Stiff.”


“Show me.” He put her through her paces. On this cold day her elbow tingled, and she fancied that the pins and rods themselves ached. It seemed that he was being gentler today than he had been when he’d manipulated her hand on previous visits.


Finally he stepped back and leaned against the counter with his arms folded. “And you’ve been doing the exercises?”


“Every day. That’s my job right now.”


“What has the physical therapist said?”


“She keeps telling me to be patient. But shouldn’t it be improving by now?”


“It has improved. You have close to full range with your first and fourth digits, and your thumb is about 75 percent. That’s a lot.”


“It’s not enough.”


He didn’t answer. Instead he took her hand again and extended the two middle fingers, testing them against his own. He looked at her.


“Miss Morgan, I don’t think we can expect much more.”


She swallowed, barely able to draw a breath. “More—more surgery?”


He shook his head slightly, letting go of her hand and pushing his own deep in the pockets of his coat. “Your hand was completely crushed. Perhaps if I had seen you right after it happened, I could have done more. As it was, it was an outside chance at best. As it is, you’ll be able to use your hand close to normally, since you’re right-handed. But for the kind of work you want to do . . .” He shook his head slightly. “We probably can’t expect too much more.”


Liz felt a heavy heat seize her chest. “So I won’t play again. I might as well not have even bothered with the second and third surgeries.”


“I’ve successfully worked on patients who were in a similar position. If you had any chance, this was it.”


Liz turned her hand one way and another, looking at the scars that ran up and down her wrist and over her palm, across the back of her hand and in faint lines along the base of her fingers. It looked like a plastic Halloween prop. She looked up at him. “So there’s nothing else you can do?”


“The surgery was cutting-edge technology. The nerve grafts just didn’t completely take.”


She continued to watch him. He looked away, at her chart on the countertop, but his eyes were unfocused, unmoving.


“Medicine isn’t magic, Miss Morgan. We fail sometimes.”


Only a day ago she had been able to touch hope, stave off this gray desolation.


After a moment he said quietly, “I am sorry.”


She stood up. Inside of her head she felt herself sway, though her footing seemed steady enough. She didn’t look at the doctor.


“You should continue physical therapy,” he said.


Liz turned her wide eyes on him. “I don’t see why.”


“You’ll want to maintain the flexibility you do have.”


“Thank you.” She left the room, careful to shut the door quietly.


* * *


BY THE TIME SHE GOT HOME, the quiet despair that had propelled her out of the office had modulated to the numbness she had grown accustomed to living with. The house was cold and silent. She went upstairs; she would deal with dinner later. Just now she wanted only to lie down and put the day from her mind. She dropped her coat on a chair, pushed off her shoes, and eased back on the bed.


The brace she wore at night, heavy and hateful, lay on the table next to her, and the sight of it goaded her. “God damn it!” She snatched it up and flung it across the room with all her might. It hit the wall near the dresser with a sickening thud, like a live creature, and dropped to the floor. The impact sent her mother’s picture toppling over against her flute case.


After a moment Liz got up and righted the picture. As she did, she felt as if she was seeing it anew.


Her father had taken the formal black-and-white portrait, but it was her aunt who had given Liz the picture. Her mother looked back over a shoulder at the camera, her eyes large and luminous, her smooth skin perfect, her mouth soft but serious. At one time Liz fancied that the pose beckoned, as though her mother was saying, “Come, follow me.” Her mother, who had dumped this burden of music upon her and then abandoned her.


She stared at her flute case for a long moment before she picked it up and sat down on the cane-backed rocker. She unzipped the cover, flipped up the catches, and opened the case. Her flute’s keys had left worn patches in the bed of purple velveteen. The flute itself seemed to catch and magnify light. She could almost hear its overtones, here where she’d practiced for so many years. She put out a finger and gentled it over the shining surface. She remembered precisely the moment when light and sound had first merged and led her, with magpie covetousness, to the flute.


She had been a silent child at the age of seven, still lonely for her mother and her home. And then her stepmother took her to a youth symphony concert. A slim shadow of a girl arrested her wandering attention. Or rather, the girl’s flute did. Liz watched the light slide up and down the shaft and itched to touch it, to hold it, to make those lovely sounds and have the light draw to her as it did to that other girl—so much so that she, silent for the two and a half years since her mother’s death, felt compelled to tug at her stepmother’s sleeve and whisper, “Madly, can I do that? Can I?”


In something of a trance she fitted the instrument together now, her hands awkward. For a moment she supported it in the joint between her thumb and forefinger, feeling its cool familiarity. Steadying it with her whole right hand, she shifted her left thumb to the proper place and felt her index finger nestle in the center of the key.


She took a sudden, deep breath and raised the flute to her lips. She blew a tentative note, low and broad, like a kid with a Coke bottle. Then she tightened her cheeks and pulled it up an octave, producing a sweeter tone. Her embrasure, which had suffered from this hiatus, wobbled and struggled to sustain the note on high. She stopped, breathing hard. Then, with her left pinky, she groped for the funny little G-sharp key, hoping her other fingers would automatically fall into place. Her little finger found its way home, but her two middle fingers slipped right across the instrument, and she could not bring them back to the silver keys. They lay inert across the delicate line of hinges and springs.


A tear dropped. She watched it darken the lining of the flute case. She began to tremble from deep inside, and she clutched her flute, doubled over, shaking with the tears that were now pouring down her face. “No!” she roared, her voice ragged and explosive. Deep, puncturing sobs she hadn’t shed before because of broken bones and painkillers now clawed and scratched up from the heat of her chest. She hugged the flute, pressing it to her breast, rocking like a mother grieving her child.


At first the anguish tore at her, as dark in her mind as a storm at sea, brutal on her still-healing body. Then, gradually, she calmed, though her body occasionally tightened with a shudder.


In a pleading whisper, she repeated, “Oh no.”





Chapter 3



FOR DAYS, LIZ COULD NOT escape blurred fragments of Vivaldi’s flute concerti. They surrounded her soul with a corona of grief. She seemed always to be out of breath and her heart felt constricted. She lay on her bed, sometimes for hours. At other times she drifted around the house, unable to settle to anything. Silence distressed her to an unreasonable degree. She shrank from the sun and stayed up all night, reading incessantly with lights ablaze.


Slowly the grief passed through her, leaving an aching detritus behind, like a flood path of sorrow.


One evening she was in her room, clumsily folding her clean laundry, and she started at the sound of Madly’s voice. She hadn’t heard her stepmother come up the stairs.


“Hey, kiddo.” Madly had not encroached on Liz’s retreat, though at times Liz had half-sensed that her stepmother was watching over her. Now she paused in the doorway, almost hesitant.


“Hey.” Liz pushed the drawer shut. “How was your day?” she asked shyly.


Madeline relaxed and came into the room. “Nice. I was over at the de Young for the opening of the new exhibit.” She seemed to size Liz up. “Hungry? I brought home Chinese.”


Liz shrugged. “No. Yeah. I could eat.”


“Come downstairs, then, while it’s hot.”


To Liz’s relief, Madly chatted about trivial topics during dinner. Liz gingerly offered the correct responses, conversation feeling strangely heavy on her tongue. She began to relax when she realized that Madly would not ask about the last few weeks and helped herself to seconds of the Szechuan chicken, seeking out the cleansing feel of the hot peppers that made her nose run and her lips burn.


“So have you got some work for me?” she asked through a mouthful of chicken.


“Anytime you’re ready,” Madly said.


“I guess it’s time I surfaced.” Suddenly it was all Liz could do to hold back tears, for this was an admission that it was time to move away from her dreams.


“I’ll make some calls tomorrow.”


Liz studied her plate, but she felt Madly’s scrutiny.


“It might take your mind off your troubles.”


“I guess.”


“Liz, what about some counseling?”


Liz scowled, a bite poised on her fork. “A shrink? I don’t need a shrink. I’ll be okay.”


“But I don’t think you are. Okay.”


“I know I’ve been kind of depressed. Fine, a lot depressed. But I’m over that now.” Liz stopped when she heard the tremor in her voice and applied herself to her food again.


Madeline sat back, a glass of white wine in her hand. “When was the last time you went to physical therapy?”


Liz put down her fork. “I guess the last time you drove me there.”


“Why?”


Liz couldn’t answer.


“I see.” Madeline touched Liz’s right hand lightly, then stood up and began to collect the dishes.


“I’ll do that,” Liz insisted, shaking the tears out of her eyes.


* * *


AFTER WEEKS OF GETTING USED to the idea, Liz called Titus. She had gone to a couple of concerts at the Conservatory but had somehow missed seeing him each time.


Titus didn’t sound surprised to hear from her. Briefly, she wondered why he had not called her, why he didn’t ask how she had been. But she knew why.


He agreed to meet her on a Sunday. People lay beneath the trees in Golden Gate Park like overripe fruit, their sweaters and shirts discarded in the hazy Indian summer heat. Liz sprawled on the grass with her unneeded sweatshirt under her head, waiting for him to show. A somnambulant breeze rolled over occasionally.


Telling Titus that her career was over would feel like breaking a vow of silence. As long as she didn’t say it out loud, maybe it wasn’t true. She struggled to an upright position and sat with her head in her hand. Madly and Julia had both hinted at the unacceptable, and she felt the words chasing each other around in her head like a fugue. She wondered if all of them—her friends, Madly, Julia, even Titus—had known, and had tolerated her inability to accept it only out of pity. She had become what Titus would deride as a “wannabe.”


He came finally, leaning his bike against a tree before flopping down on the grass next to her. Just as he reached her she sensed a withdrawal, ever so slight, that warned her not to hug him impulsively


“Hey, Lizzie. Guess what?”


Alert to an unusual energy about him, she bit back the urge to tell him not to call her Lizzie. “What?”


He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, his lips pursed like he was trying not to smile. “They posted the soloists for Messiah on Friday.”


For a moment she heard the mockery of the gods and couldn’t speak. When she did, she hoped he could not detect the effort it required to reply. “And you got it. Congratulations.” She leaned up against him, smelling the sun and sweat on his skin as another impulse, less generous, followed. “I’m so happy for you,” she told him determinedly.


He lay back on the lawn, squinting, the golden hair on his arms and legs shining in the sun. It was hard to imagine that December was only weeks away. She closed her eyes, feeling the warmth on the back of her head, through her clothes. She flexed her shoulder, which still ached sometimes, wishing she could spread it in the sun to heal.


“So are you gonna be there?”


His hesitation made her open her eyes and look at him before she answered. “You don’t want me to come.”


He pushed himself up to sit cross-legged and scrubbed a hand through his unkempt hair. She saw where his glance went, saw him flex his own fingers. “You do make people kinda uncomfortable.” He hunched his shoulders as if he expected her to argue.


She did not. In the months since her surgeries, especially since it became clear that physical therapy was failing to restore her dexterity, she had seen friends withdraw, felt conversations lag in her presence.


“I know,” she said. “I’m having a hard time.”


He gave her no opening, no chance to reveal her turmoil. He idly pulled up grass and didn’t look at her. He didn’t want to hear the truth. Not on this day when he was golden with triumph, on this day when he wanted to be praised and encouraged. Now was not the time to tell him of her misery. But in the vulnerable silence she spoke.


“Maybe you’ve already guessed. I’m not getting any better. I won’t be able to play again. Ever.” She could hear the shake in her voice. It was the first time she’d said it out loud. It sounded untrue.


“That’s rough.” He did not appear surprised.


“It’s awful, watching you and knowing I can never be there again.”


Suddenly he yanked up a clump of grass by the roots and flung it away. “Know what your trouble is? You can’t let anyone else have their moment.”


“I’m not trying to take away your moment. It’s wonderful that you got it. But I needed to talk to someone.”


“It’s always about you. You’ve always got some big drama going on. It used to be how successful you were gonna be, and now it’ll be how you’ll never play again. And you know what? I’m sick of it. Sick of watching what I say, sick of you feeling sorry for yourself, sick of your envy.” He tore up another tuft of grass each time he spit out the word sick.


The air and blood in her chest froze, solid and heavy. And then hot anger shot up through her, tearing open her lungs. “Too bad I wasn’t killed,” she hissed. “It wouldn’t have been so hard for you.”


Her sarcasm hit the mark. He seemed to be embarrassed by his outburst, and he would not look at her. “I’m sure it’s hard and all.”


“But?” She prompted him when he hesitated.


He took a deep breath. “I think we should just go our own ways.”


She studied his profile for a long moment. Her anger had drained away with her venomous outburst. This did not hurt; it barely registered. “Why didn’t you just dump me to begin with, and get it over with?” She asked out of curiosity, nothing more.


He shrugged. “You seemed kinda, you know, fragile, with the accident and everything.”


“And you think I can take it now?”


He reddened but did not back down. “At least when you could play you were upbeat.”


“What do you expect? All I have to look forward to is hanging around with musicians while I can’t play. What kind of a life do you think that’ll be?”


“I wish you just wouldn’t hang around at all,” he snapped.


Her anger still did not return, not even at these words. Instead she looked at him with a cool gaze, letting his words penetrate. “I guess you’re right. I’m asking a lot.”


He hunched his shoulders, backpedaling. “If you would just—you know—be happier. People wouldn’t be so bothered.”


Her stomach tightened. “What great advice. I’ll try that. Be happier. Great idea.”


“Come on, you know what I mean.”


“No, you’re right. I only bring people down. But I’ll tell you something right now. I’m not going to sit around while everybody else succeeds.” Her sudden certainty took her by surprise.


He gazed at her and shook his head. “It’s gonna kill you to have to be ordinary.”


“I’ll never be ordinary. Never.”


* * *


LATE THAT NIGHT LIZ CREPT downstairs in search of something to occupy her mind. She had read everything in the house, though none of it had made any lasting impression on her. She idly scanned the living room for a new magazine and then up to the shelves that held the leather-bound encyclopedia. Then her eyes fell on the shelf holding her father’s books.


David Morgan had published five lavish collections of photography in the last fourteen years, but her favorite was his first, filled with images of her native Wales. She pulled it down, opened it on the glass-topped coffee table, and sat cross-legged on the Persian carpet before it. He had captured the poetry of the dark hills and wild seacoast. Liz paged through the images. The scenes all seemed familiar, though her memory faltered, unable to distinguish between a place she knew and a picture she’d memorized. The silhouette of hills sometimes resonated like the overtones of a chord, felt rather than recognized. Wales almost seemed like a place she had never lived, a place from a fairy tale.


She flipped to the front of the book. “The voice of God called our hills to rise . . .” She read the familiar words of the foreword, trying and failing as usual to hear them in her father’s voice. She turned back one more page, to the dedication: “To my wife, Margaret, in loving memory.” She swallowed hard and closed the book with a slightly shaking hand.


She sat motionless for a long time. In her undisciplined mind rose unruly scraps of Mozart. Joyful music. For a while she ignored it, but at last she gave in to the spell. She perused the record cabinet, her head cocked, reading titles. Liz knew exactly what she was seeking. Die Zauberflöte was her mother’s only existing recording, made at the time of her London debut. Her only record, and her only appearance at Covent Garden, as it turned out. The next year Margaret Morgan had handed her career back to the gods who had bestowed it upon her, and Liz had been born.


There it was, between Die Meistersinger and The Merry Widow. Liz put it on the turntable and retreated to the couch. The first chord, echoing from a lifetime ago, stabbed her. She closed her eyes, bracing herself against the assault. But she waited for her mother’s first scene and knew that it was not punishment she sought, but comfort.


At last came her mother’s voice—high with flute, sweet with cello. As she listened, Liz relaxed for the first time in months. Her mind felt clear. Alert. She listened and drew in the sound like nourishment. Her mother’s voice. Her voice. Her own.





Chapter 4



LIZ SLEPT DEEPLY, AND SHE woke with the odd and immediate sense that a dream had been in the room with her. Sitting up abruptly, she glanced around. Nothing seemed changed. Outside, a flock of geese racketed through the sky. Liz got up to look out the window, and only as she extended her left hand to push aside the curtain did she remember that she would never play again.


She sank down on the window seat, idly watching the cool sun ride the moving clouds, absently massaging her left hand. Small fishing boats crossed back and forth on the bay. Fifteen years ago, when her father had first brought her to San Francisco, the sight of ships leaving the harbor had made her speculate wildly about running away, going back to Wales. She stared, not seeing the vessels so much as remembering the sense they had brought her, at the age of six, that escape was possible.


“Right then,” she told herself. “Can’t lie about all day.” She headed downstairs to the kitchen, where she heard someone moving around. Expecting her stepmother, she stopped in the doorway. Her father was standing by the stove while a teakettle gurgled, preparing for the boil. Dundee, his marmalade cat, sat on the forbidden counter, watching the rising steam as if it were prey. The sweet smell of pipe tobacco hung in the air like humidity. Madly would scold him for smoking in the house.


“Liz!” A smile turned her father’s features all round and soft.


“Hi, Da.”


“All healed, are you?”


She glanced at her hand. Hamburger, someone had unkindly said in her hearing at the hospital. “As healed as I’ll ever be, I guess.” She noticed with some satisfaction that her father’s face sagged at her tone.


“Well,” he said. He looked everywhere but at his daughter. He wore his travelling jacket. She knew how that jacket smelled—of pipe smoke and the soft mustiness of the hundreds of places he had been. He’d had the jacket as long as she could remember. She wanted to bury her face in it and be held.


“I’m sorry.” He spoke to the kettle. “You’re not in school?”


“What would be the point?”


More silence. She rubbed the cat’s head and scooped it onto the floor.


“Where have you been? Since last July?” She suddenly noticed that her jaw was clenched and she consciously relaxed it.


“Baja. On a boat a lot. Doing a book on Steinbeck’s trip. And then, well . . .”


“So. I guess you couldn’t call from a boat,” she conceded.


He hesitated but gave in to the fiction she was offering him. “No,” he finally agreed. “No, I couldn’t.”


She turned off the kettle just before it splashed over.


“So what are you doing?” He settled on a captain’s chair.


“Right now I’m helping Madly with bulk mailing stuff for her foundation. I’d go nuts with nothing to do.”


He received that information in further silence. He picked up his pipe from the table and examined it. She swished hot water in the ceramic teapot, drained it, and added fresh leaves.


“I know you were good.”


“I don’t want to talk about it.” Her voice rose with warning as she filled the pot with the boiling water.


“But I did hope you would succeed.”


She met his gray eyes, so clear when they looked through a camera lens, so cloudy when they regarded his own child.


“Really? I thought music was the last thing you wanted for me.”


“It was because of your mother.”


“Oh, no, it wasn’t Madly’s fault. She paid for the lessons and drove me all over the place and came to my concerts, even though she thought I took it too seriously.”


“Not Madeline. Your mother.”


“My—” Liz stopped abruptly.


“Very like her you are. Very like.” He did not look at her, spoke with the resignation she’d never understood.


Never before had he volunteered information about her mother. Liz trod carefully. “She was good, wasn’t she?”


For the first time she saw her father smile at a memory of her mother. “That she was. Magic. Such a tremendous voice from such a tiny thing. The opera world was eating out of her hand when she gave it up to have you.”


“I remember her voice.”


“Do you?”


“She used to sing to me all the time. Hymns and lullabies. She sang in Welsh a lot. But other stuff too. Probably opera.” Liz fell silent, remembering. Then she looked over at him. “Did she regret it? Giving it up?”


“I was the one who regretted it. She never seemed like the same woman.” He shrugged. “But it was a relief to her.”


“A relief?”


“She hated the stage. She was nearly ill with fear before a performance.”


The idea astonished Liz, so drawn to the spotlight. “I must be a throwback,” she remarked, half to herself. A vision filled her, a mixture of daydreams old and new.


Her father gazed at her. “It made her no end of unhappy.”


His version did not agree with Liz’s experience. “Why? Why do you say she was unhappy?”


He considered. “Everything she did was sacrifice. She had to leave her home when she was sixteen to study in London. When she made it, she was anyone’s equal. But then she gave up all of that when you were born.”


“But if she hated it, why on earth did she do it?”


“The mines were closing. There was nothing but poverty for her. Her Da wanted her out of that, and she had promise, so he scraped and saved and sent her away to London.” He drew on his cold pipe, rubbed his thumb over the bowl, and tucked in into his pocket. “She told me once that she had nothing for her own, not even her voice. Except you,” he added after a moment. “You were her pride and joy.”


“I want to sing, Da.”


His eyes grew round, the pupils dilated. He shook his head, dismissing the notion. “It will break your heart.”


“It’s too late to worry about that.”


* * *


SHE CONSIGNED TITUS TO the dark little room full of things she refused to mourn. But she brooded over his prediction: ordinary. All that night and into the quiet early morning she cultivated what she had told her father. I want to sing, Da. I want to sing. Of course. Obvious. She’d been coming to that conclusion for days now, ever since she’d listened to the caress of her mother’s voice over the specter of the flute.


The dense grief lifted ever so slowly, still in her indelible memory but no longer an active impediment to daily life. She could hardly admit, even to herself, that she had shut that door. But a fearful curiosity began to replace the chaos of mourning inside. She pushed it away at times, feeling a grave disloyalty, as to a dead child. But not completely. As the days passed she stretched the idea like a muscle, a little more each day, until her tolerance allowed her to picture it, a glimpse here and there, dim and unfocused. On the worst days she continued to deny the notion, but on better days, when she walked around the neighborhood and felt health returning to her body, she daydreamed.


One morning, when Madly and her father were out of the house, Liz approached the piano and sat contemplating the familiar keyboard. The only time she had ever opened her mouth to sing was during the technical exercises in the solfège classes at the conservatory. For most of her life she had borne the solemn taboo against reminding her father of her mother in this way. But in Wales, when she returned to visit, song and laughter had always seemed inseparable. This had made her feel isolated from her relatives, who would as soon sing as speak.


Tentatively she played middle C. As it faded, she sang—“Ah”—to match the tone. Her voice came out thin and soft. Because she couldn’t think of any other song, she fell back on a Christmas carol.


“Once in royal David’s city . . .” Tonic, fourth, fifth, she played and sang the line.


Well it was in tune, anyway.


She hugged herself, her mind reaching back for the sound of her mother’s voice.


“Fy nghariad a dorrws ‘y nghalon i bron . . .”


The line rose in her throat before she could identify it, and she sang it as her mother had, tender, wistful. In Welsh. She remembered no more, and could not translate the words, but that one line from a long-forgotten song soothed her like a hand pressed against her sternum.





Chapter 5



THE NEXT DAY LIZ TOOK MUNI to campus for the first time in weeks. As usual, Julia was pleased to see her.


“Come in, come in,” she said when she opened her office door. “How are you?”


Liz sat down and could not find words to begin. She looked over at the picture on the piano, her teacher’s daughter in her blue band uniform, holding her flute with a toothy grin.


“Is everything all right?”


“I’ve changed my mind,” Liz began slowly, pulling her gaze away from the photograph. “No. That’s not quite true.”


Julia looked at Liz’s left hand. “So. He couldn’t help you. I thought he was supposed to be the best there is.”


Liz was touched by Julia’s tone. She cared nearly as much about this as Liz did. She took a breath. “I want to change my major.”


“To pedagogy?” Julia seemed to relax.


“I don’t want to teach.”


“What then?”


“Vocal performance.”


Julia blinked. “You’ve never studied. Have you?”


“No. But I can learn.”


“I don’t know if the voice faculty would take you.”


“But you said I could switch to pedagogy.”


“That’s different. You can’t expect a performance department to take you without an audition.”


“Then I’ll audition. I have until next May before they kick me out of here. I’ll learn.”


“This doesn’t seem very realistic.”


“I’m just moving on, like everyone keeps telling me to do.”


“Liz.”


She reined herself in, hearing how belligerent she sounded. “I can do this,” she said in a more neutral tone.


“People usually come to the voice department with some training.” Julia leaned forward and spoke soothingly. “You still have time. Let it rest awhile.”


“Are you telling me I can’t try?”


“That’s not my place. But I wish you would save yourself more disappointment. You don’t know that you can sing.”


“I don’t know that I can’t. You know me,” Liz said. “I’m too impatient to be a teacher.” She gestured helplessly, groping for the right words. Finally she pressed her right hand against her breast. “When I’m onstage I touch greatness. I can’t bear to lose that.”


Julia sighed. “The choice isn’t yours anymore.”


“Who would I talk to in the voice department?”


“I don’t think—”


“Never mind,” Liz said, unwilling to let her finish. “I’ll ask downstairs.” She got up.


Julia sighed again. “See Derrick Chamberlain. He’s the Chair. It would be up to him.”


“Will you recommend me?”


Julia said nothing.


“I know you think this is nuts. Maybe it is nuts,” Liz conceded. “But I can’t live with silence all my life. I just can’t.”


“Don’t rush into this.”


“I don’t have a future as a flautist.”


“I know that and you know that,” Julia said. “But as far as I’m concerned, no one else has to know yet. If we say nothing it buys you time to make up your mind what to do.”


“My mind is made up.” Liz opened the door, but then she paused, hoping for something more from her teacher.


Julia shook her head. “Let me know what happens.”


* * *


DR. CHAMBERLAIN HAD THE PORTLY stature and goatee of a smaller version of Pavarotti, though he lacked the world-famous tenor’s charm. He responded to Liz’s hesitant taps on his door with a curt “Yes, what is it?” When she entered, precisely on time for her appointment, he didn’t acknowledge her at all. He was opening his mail with a phone cradled on one shoulder. He kept her waiting while he sliced envelopes. His side of the phone conversation consisted mostly of bored murmurs, just enough to keep his attention occupied.


Liz sat uneasily on a hard metal chair, noting the expanse of the professor’s glass-topped desk. Term was over that very day. He was obviously anxious to be gone.


Perhaps Julia was right after all. Sitting there, it no longer felt reasonable or even sane to be basing her life on this ephemeral whim. Just when she made up her mind to leave, however, he hung up and glanced at her as though just noticing her.


“Yes? Miss Morgan, is it? What do you want?” He slit open another envelope and squinted at the contents without removing them.


“You might have heard that I had to stop playing the flute.” She raised her left hand, snug in its light splint, as evidence.


“Oh. Yes, I had heard something about that.”


“I want to change my major to vocal performance.”


“Mrs. Bradshaw mentioned that to me.” He looked at her with a slight frown and pursed lips. “How long have you studied voice?”


It was a reasonable question. “I haven’t.”


His eyebrows rose.


“Listen, I’m still a musician. I may not have the precise techniques of a singer, but I do have an education. I can learn to sing.”


“Perhaps.” He shrugged and swung his chair back. “But why here? Your failure doesn’t compel us to offer you anything more.”


“I did not fail.” For the first time she felt herself on steady ground.


“Does it matter how it happened?”


“It matters that I didn’t fail. I was doing well. I work hard. Ask Julia.”


“That’s beside the point. You want me to make room for you in a program that is based on proof of potential, yet you offer me none. You can’t reasonably expect me to give you a place that by rights belongs to someone else.”


“But can’t you just give me a chance to try?”


“We require applicants to complete their audition by March 1.” He stabbed another envelope. “No one learns to sing in two and a half months.”


Her chest felt like it was caving in. “Couldn’t you give me a little more time?” she pleaded. “A chance to find out if it’s possible? I’ve been granted a leave of absence until the end of the school year. Can’t you give me until May?”


“You ask me to break the rules for you, but you give me no good reason to do so.” He was losing interest.


“I’ll do whatever it takes if you’ll give me a chance.”


“But has anyone ever told you that you could sing? Has someone said, ‘My God, you’re wasted as a flautist?’”


She ignored the sarcasm, sinking for a moment deep into the past and hearing her sparkling mother, then seeing her father’s pained face the one time she herself sang after her mother’s death. “My mother was an opera singer.”


“That is hardly relevant.”


“I can do it, I know I can. I was a good flautist. A great flautist.”


“That still isn’t enough. In my experience”—he idly fingered the letter opener—“instrumentalists don’t make very impressive singers.”


A slim knife blade ripped up Liz’s belly, a sharp, cold rage. She sat up straight, forgot to be a suppliant. “What do you mean?”


He smiled faintly. “A player turned singer often lacks a certain emotional depth. I believe it comes from being habitually at something of a remove from passion. Perfect execution does not reliably lead to transcendent expression. That takes an awareness that I find lacking in persons who have limited themselves to external instruments instead of developing the instrument we are all born with.”


Stunned, Liz didn’t answer for a moment. Then she stood up. “All I wanted was a chance. Not a guarantee.”


“I’m sure you’re disappointed,” he said.


Liz thought he had probably never experienced thwarted ambition. She didn’t move.


“But you mustn’t expect the world to compensate you for it,” he continued. “I can’t help you. If you get some training and wish to reapply, of course you’ll get due consideration.”


* * *


LIZ WENT BACK TO JULIA’S OFFICE immediately. There was no point in drawing things out further.


“So he turned you down?” Julia drummed the eraser end of a pencil on her desk.


“Pretty much.” She didn’t care to elaborate further.


“What next?”


“I’m withdrawing.”


Julia’s eyes widened. “But, Liz!”


“I can’t even finish last year’s juries . . .”


Before Liz could go on, her advisor cut smoothly in. “Finish your leave of absence. Let me deal with the juries. Come back in September, when you’re not saying to yourself every day, ‘I used to play.’”


“I’ll probably be doing that the rest of my life.” Liz glanced down at her permanent reminder.


“Perhaps,” Julia said gently. “But don’t turn your back on your gift.”


“My gift has been revoked.”


“Not your mind, Liz, and not your heart. There’s music in you yet.”


Liz flinched. The words beat at her with tiny fists of truth she could hardly bear. Nothing else in the universe moved, no song, no laughter, no cry of despair. Only sterile waiting into which she had once poured magic fire music. “Listen,” she said, “I know you’re trying to help, but you’re only making it worse. There is no point in pretending I could come back.”


“You could,” Julia insisted. “Not on your current terms, perhaps. But in some capacity. I can’t believe you would ever completely give up.”


“I haven’t,” Liz said. “Not really. But whatever happens next won’t happen here. I’m done with this place. Or it’s done with me.”


Julia looked unhappy. “I hate to lose someone of your caliber.”


Liz’s unreliable mouth attempted a smile that wobbled. “Coming here meant everything to me. I hate to leave.”


“Don’t disappear, Liz. Think about what I said.”


“Oh, I won’t disappear,” Liz replied, almost managing to sound jaunty. “You’ll hear from me. I promise.”


As Julia walked her out, Liz self-consciously kept her head down, nervous about running into anyone she knew.


“If you need references, or any kind of help, please call me,” Julia said.


“I will,” Liz replied, but she said it absently. She was aware only that this was truly the last time she’d be there. The building seemed foreign, as it had years ago when she had first come as a grade-school prodigy. But now the familiar corridors and concert halls no longer resonated with life—not for her.


She and Julia slowed a few feet from the front door. Liz stopped and looked around, impressing everything on her mind. Then, at last, she looked at her former teacher and tried again to smile.


“Thanks for everything. Not just today. But all the time I was here. I’ll never forget it.”


“I’m going to miss you,” Julia said.


Liz gave her a hug and went alone out the door and down the steps without turning back. In her mind she deliberately pictured her Sirocco parked at the curb, remembered the weight of her book bag, her flute case cradled in the crook of her left arm, a whistle of contentment on her lips. And then she reminded herself that these things were all gone, and she would never be back.





Chapter 6



IN FEBRUARY, LIZ LEFT SAN FRANCISCO in what felt like the worst storm of the winter. As the British Airways jet heaved off the runway, the overhead storage compartment twisted against the frame of the aircraft. She quickly closed her eyes, holding tight to the armrests. She could almost feel Valkyries thundering through the sky, snatching and dragging at the plane.


As she poked at her supper, unaware for once if anyone was staring at her awkwardness, she replayed the arguments she’d had with her parents.


“Don’t run away,” her father had advised. But he hadn’t been able to offer her an alternative she could live with.


“How will this help?” Madly had demanded after multiple dead-end conversations, her patience finally growing thin.


“I want to learn to sing. I have to see what happens.”


“Oh, Liz, when are you going to give up on this nonsense?”


“Not until someone proves to me that I’m not good enough.”


“I just hope you’re not heading for another broken heart.”


This statement had kept Liz from telling Madly the other reason she felt compelled to return to Wales. She didn’t want to hurt her well-meaning stepmother by insisting that only her long-dead mother could offer her the comfort and guidance she needed.


The pins and rods that stabilized her elbow had been removed in January. She would never be quite free of the tingling that ran down to her little finger, or the stiffness that impaired her range of motion. She had a permanent ten-degree crook in her wrist, and two fingers that worked only up to the middle joint. She continued to exercise her hand in an absentminded way, but only because she wanted to seem as normal as possible.


At Heathrow she resisted the urge to quicken her pace as fellow passengers surged around her. She ambled down the chutes and ladders until she reached Immigration and presented her British passport. The officer carefully compared her photo to her face, looking back and forth several times. Liz did not hold this scrutiny against him. The picture, taken only two years ago, probably looked like someone else altogether. Her thick brown hair was now cropped to shoulder length, and her heart-shaped face had lost its roundness. The last time she’d looked in a mirror she’d been startled at how gaunt she looked. But the biggest difference was her expression. In the photograph she looked as though she was about to burst out laughing. Now, she knew, she held her face still and shuttered.


Satisfied at last, the agent licked his thumb and turned a page. “Very good, luv. Been away a while, have you?”


Liz nodded. “A couple of years.”


He handed back the passport. “Welcome home, then.” He nodded at her and turned his attention to the businessman behind her in the queue.


Home.


Unchallenged at Customs, Liz crossed the terminal and emerged into the sun. Freed from eleven hours of confinement, suddenly bombarded with the brittle racket of construction and traffic, Liz looked up at the broad, winter-cold blue sky, and took a deep breath. Somewhere in the night the balance had shifted. She was no longer running away. She was coming home.


The bus to Cardiff took three long hours. Her eyes grew heavy. Behind her the murmur of conversation made her smile in her half-sleep, comforted. The sound of her grandmothers, her aunt. Her mother. English softened by Welsh—a gentle, open singing of the language. She slept and dreamt of her mother.


* * *


AT CARDIFF LIZ CHANGED BUS for train. Rush hour streamed and surged around her, and the sour-sweet smell of the Brains brewery permeated the air as she crossed Saunders Road to the station. The train passed quickly through the city’s slim outskirts, then ducked behind a small ridge and into the countryside. Hedges and diffident stone walls divided the fields. Leaning drowsily against the glass, Liz saw scattered horses and sheep, a few cows and goats, a white goose. On the horizon, trees spread bare branches in lacy alertness against the pale, low sky.


After only a quarter of an hour and a couple of pauses at tiny platforms, the train deposited her at Caerphilly. She rang her aunt and waited to be collected from the station.


Ellen had the same round face as Liz’s father, but her expression was openly delighted to see her niece even before she got out of the Fiat. She left the car running and hopped out eagerly. Liz gave herself up to a warm, hard hug, the kind her stepmother never thought to give.


“Not a word, dear,” Ellen said when she released her. “Toss your bag in the boot and let’s be off home. I want to know everything, but you’ll want to rest first.”


They wedged Liz’s bags on top of two sacks of plant food and one of dog kibble in the back of the car. In only five minutes they arrived at the whitewashed stone house at the end of a lane off St. Martin’s Road. All was cool gray and green. Even in their sparse winter foliage the trees loomed larger than Liz remembered, reaching branches over the gray slate roof.


Ellen pulled around to the back of the house. Except for the bare canes of the rose bushes, the garden was thriving. Frivolous red geraniums and some other pink and lavender flowers filled the boxes under the kitchen windows. Green broccoli, purple kale, and white cabbages grew in straight rows.


The familiar kitchen drew Liz in. Soft light gleamed on the buttery yellow enamel of the Aga and the stainless steel kettle. Benjamin, their arthritic half-retriever, shuffled over. Embarrassed by the tears that rose in her throat and stung her tired eyes, Liz got down on one knee to fondle his ears.


“Why don’t you go up and have a lie down?” Ellen suggested. “We’ll have tea around half six and you can tell me your plans. Your uncle has choir practice tonight, but Kate will be coming.”


“I think I’ll just wash up. The jet lag gets worse if you sleep at the wrong time.”


“I don’t mind what hours you keep.”


But Liz would not be tempted. “I’d just be up all night.” She struggled to her feet, her carry-on feeling twice as heavy as when she packed it.


The staircase seemed narrower, the ceilings lower, the furniture a little more crowded than Liz remembered as she hauled her bag up to her cousin’s old bedroom. She rubbed the cat that was carved on the newel post for good luck. The wood under her hand was dark and shiny from years of the whole family doing the same. The floorboards creaked in the same places they always had as she went upstairs.


She knelt on the window seat in the bedroom. Winter was squeezing the daylight short, but she wasn’t looking out at the garden; instead, she touched the bottom pane of glass. She never saw it without remembering it broken. She had shattered it by throwing a shoe when she was six years old—the day she was told that she had to go to America to live with her father and his new wife.


* * *


LIZ WOKE FROM HER UNINTENDED nap an hour and a half later, a crick in her neck and grit in her eyes. She splashed her face with water and combed her hair. As she turned at the bottom of the steps to go to the kitchen, she caught sight of her mother’s spinet in the darkened parlor. She tiptoed in and ran a finger over the golden wood. Ellen kept it dusted and polished.


Liz opened the keyboard and played the line she remembered hearing her mother sing. She waited hopefully, but the next line stayed stubbornly out of reach.


“Ah, Sleeping Beauty.” Her uncle’s voice interrupted her. She blinked as he turned on the lamp and came in to give her a kiss. He had lost part of his right leg in an RAF training accident in the fifties, and he walked with a slight limp and the faint snick-snick of an artificial joint. “Look like your mother, you do. How are you, luv?”


“I’m all right. It’s so good to see you.” She got up and gave him a hug.


Liz had mistaken Ian Taeffe for a policeman when she was small, when he wore the blue uniform of a British Rail guard. Now he managed employment affairs for the entire southwest region of BritRail and wore a suit and tie to work. But she still found him reassuring.


Ian took Liz’s hand in his own, inspecting it. “How is it?”


Liz shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”


He pressed the damaged hand firmly. “What will you do?”


She couldn’t bear for him to see her as less than courageous. “Start over. What else?”


His elastic face spread into a broad smile. “That you will, my dear. That you will.”


He left for choir practice, and Liz joined Ellen in the kitchen. Her cousin, Kate, looked up from where she was laying the table. “Hullo, Liz.”


“Feel better?” Ellen said, spooning a savory pie onto plates.


Liz nodded sheepishly. “I guess I did need a nap after all.” She sniffed. “Do I smell apple biters?” Her aunt made a gingery baked apple with a distinct zip that Liz had loved as a child.


“I didn’t forget.”


Liz glanced over at her cousin and found her staring at her scarred hand. Their eyes flickered up and met. Liz flushed, and her cousin’s fair skin colored.


“It’s too bad, what happened to you,” Kate said, all awkwardness.


Liz took a sharp breath, but she merely nodded.


“What will you do now?”


Liz took a filled plate from her aunt and passed it to Kate. “I want to be a singer.”


“You sound like nothing’s changed.”


“What I want hasn’t changed. I’m not giving it up just because of the accident.”


Kate’s brow wrinkled as she took in Liz’s statement. “Could you not teach?”


Liz sighed. “Why does everyone tell me to teach?”


They sat down, and over the steaming steak-and-kidney pie, Ellen steered the conversation away from Liz’s dreams. She spoke of family and quizzed Kate on how she was faring in Cardiff.
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