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For Lynda


who promised there is always more.


I know you are listening.

















It is okay to be unsure;


we must strive to be brave.


Lucille Clifton,


in conversation,


Olympic Valley, California, 2005












I





Allegro


lively, at a brisk tempo














1.





She stands behind the screen door in the muted light of a cottage shaded beneath banana palms, watching me walk toward her down a short concrete drive. The cottage is tucked within a pod of small beach homes; dense leaves press its green clapboard exterior, wrapping it in more green. A cocoon, I think, eyeing it for the first time.


A vast blue sky, a birdsong afternoon. The air rich with beached sea kelp, salt. When she steps out in jeans and a white tee, a pencil behind her ear, her smile is magnanimous. “Hey there. I’m Lynda.” She extends a hand. “You must be Lisa.”


Inside, she tidies a composition in progress spread atop a Baldwin grand. In a small side alcove with insulation squares tacked to walls, a double-wide monitor sits above an electronic keyboard, stacks of CDs tower near a standing mic. “Please have a seat.” She gestures to a deep leather chair backed against a shelving unit overflowing with music scores and books. A matching sofa in the same worn golden leather and a low pine table fill out the room.


She sits on the piano bench facing me. From the dove-white wall behind her, a framed oil of fiery hues glows. “Where shall we begin?” she says.












2.





I studied classical piano in spurts for some thirty-seven years.


Mrs. Wiley was the first. Arriving at our house Thursdays before dinner, she sat next to me at the antique upright my mother found through an ad in the Baltimore Sun and purchased for $60. Mrs. Wiley, with her shiny fingernails and her grandmother voice that never scolded, her repeated exclamations at the aromas wafting from my mother’s kitchen, and if it happened to be roast chicken, which it often was on Thursdays, questioning again what made it smell so good, to which I at age seven again and again responded: rosemary. There followed more serious classical study through high school. Then after a twenty year pause: Wayne, Madeline, and John, classical concert pianists.












3.





At forty-four, it was time for a new approach, a freer way.


“Call my friend, Lynda,” my son’s clarinet teacher told me when I mentioned I’d like to try jazz. “I’ve known her twenty years. She’s the one.”












4.





She slides off the bench, gestures for me to take her place. “Would you play something?”


I begin the dramatic opening of Beethoven’s Pathétique (the French title translating, notably, as both poignant and pathetic), a composition in classical three-part sonata form.


“Okay,” she says. “That’s good!” Not meaning that it is good, but that it is enough. Hands in my lap, I turn to face her. She nods but her body tells all: Beethoven?












5.





What is it you want? he pressed me over the years,


the man I’d spent half my life with, What?


I didn’t have an answer, how could I? It was so big, so much.


When I asked him, What do you want, what?


he took a sheet of lined paper and a blue ink pen


and swiftly listed his items, one, two, three, clicked


the pen to retract the ink, dropped it onto the sheet


and looked at it as if to say, Yes, that’s it. So easy really.












6.





“Why don’t we start here?” She opens a thick, spiral-bound book of jazz standards to “I’ve Got You Under My Skin.”


The musical page is nearly empty. A single note melody line runs beneath clusters of letters and numbers: C7, D9, Eb dim. I have no idea what to do.


“Chord suggestions,” she says. She smiles.












7.





“You never are satisfied,” he tells me. “You can have ninety percent of what you want, and still focus on the missing ten percent.” We are walking around the neighborhood—a quiet, gated enclave, manicured, lush with trees. He begins to sprint without me.


Okay. Maybe true. But if that ten percent is the critical amount . . . if what is missing is intangible . . . emotional connection, true intimacy . . . then what?












8.





In the classical realm, perfection is attained by performing a piece as the composer intended. It is all there: each note, phrase, tempo detailed. One knows what one has to do. The difficulty is in the precision, the adherence to the written score.


In jazz, I learn, one needs to challenge the expected, embrace an unscripted page. Its freedom demands an intuitive sense, an unrelenting trust that any sound can be musical.












9.





The mission: Take a simple idea and explore it, using everything you’ve learned (not nearly enough), and in real time build tone and rhythm, and birth something authentic, moving, beautiful even.












10.





My fingers search for the right notes.


“Let go . . .” she says, standing at my side.


“I’m trying.”


She joins me on the bench. Eyes steady on my face, her hands sound a series of melodic, cascading chords.


“Don’t try. Think only of where you want to land.” She plays another run of chords, lingering on the final one. “Like the end of a sigh.”












11.





My great-grandfather, on temporary leave from his infantry position in the First World War, was only ten miles away from being reunited with his wife and six children when he learned how the deadly plague had ravaged the family’s village. Unable to face what he might find, he returned to the Italian front. His entire family was miraculously still standing, his wife desperate for his strength, for a hand to feed the children, to know whether he was still alive.


My grandfather promised my grandmother a good life in America, just a few years, maybe five, enough to earn something and they would return to Italy. It took twenty years, and then for a visit only. My grandmother hardened to life here in America, hardened to him.


My father, when I was a girl, pulled into the driveway at 5:55 p.m. every workday, Monday through Friday, regardless of hailstorms, hurricanes, or even once a desperate daytime phone call from my housebound mother saying she was done. With it. Forever.












12.





“What was it? What went wrong?” a friend I’ve known since childhood asks. She believes in my marriage, visited us during our years in Europe, is charmed by him, by what she calls our “worldly life.”


I shrug in defeat. It is not one namable thing. Or is it?


“We never really fit,” I say. But that isn’t it either.












13.





In Italian, there exist two verbs for the English to know.


Sapere, to know a fact.


Conoscere, to know a person, a place, a want.


The first involves a binary: yes, no. Do you or don’t you?


The second involves full consciousness, familiar connection. Soul.












14.





We sit thigh to thigh on her piano bench, her jeans against my skirt and bare leg. “Like this,” she says, dropping her hand in an augmented seventh. It is effortless for her. Harmonies, tonalities, rhythms. “Like this,” she says, nodding to me, and I find the shape and rest my hand over hers, my breath trembling, the heady scent of cigarillo floating in her hair.












15.





“Are you pressing keys,” she says, “or allowing the music?”


“Are you creating sounds . . . or hearing them?”












16.





After several months of weekly sessions, I riff for nearly five minutes, improvising a melody, an almost-song.


A mystical pulse fills the room. A musical breakthrough.


It seeps into my skin, muscle, heart.


“Yes,” she says. Just that: “Yes.”












17.





When she was in her mid-twenties, she says, her parents showed up one Saturday evening at the club in New York City, her band’s name flashing on the marquee, her father dressed in a plaid bowtie and dark suit, her mother in an A-line dress with pearls, gloves, matching bag and shoes. It was a drunken hole, beer fumes oozing from dirty floorboards. Tats, smoke, a slutty place. They wanted to see what she’d done with her life a year after graduating at the top of her class at Brandeis.


In my mid-twenties, I tell her, newly hired as a programmer in Germany, I discovered that the archdiocese was inhaling a sizable chunk of my salary. Apparently by noting “Catholic” as a religious preference on an employment form, I’d given them the right. When I descended into the building’s dank basement and informed the head of personnel that as of that moment I was officially no longer Catholic, his face reddened and a gruff voice said, “Sie sind ab sofort kein Gotteskind mehr!” More or less (more) condemning me to German hell. “Okay,” I said. “Now where do I sign?”


We laugh,


    and how the room dances.












18.





In a dream, my mother comes back, younger than I remember her, smiling, happy. I know she is here for only a short while, and she knows this, too. She has something important to do. Then she will leave again.












19.





“Leave him,” my mother said weeks before she died.


“Mom, it’ll be okay,” I said, convincing neither of us.












20.





A squally spring wind whistles through the jalousies. After nearly a year, our weekly hour stretches into the afternoon.


A small voice recorder rests on the coffee table. I am documenting her outrageous life.


She begins about an older man and his young mistress, how they follow her from gig to gig—on the Cape, in Boston, western Mass.—study her movements, buy her drinks, hunt her, and eventually proffer a financially lucrative (and creepy) sexual arrangement.


“The woman was hot. A real babe,” Lyn winks.












21.





The venue is packed. Guests from the music and arts industry and locals from town gather for the debut of the choral/orchestral work Lyn’s been composing for months. She’s in high gear, welcoming, introducing. When she sees me standing at the door in a flowing red skirt, a small video camera in hand, she pauses mid-step and whispers my name as if it were holy. She walks toward me, touches my arm, clasps my hand. I raise the camera. “At your service,” I say, and we laugh. Someone calls for her. She seems not to hear. When again she whispers my name, the air around us quivers, and I know in that moment on that warm moonless night a year after we met that I will offer myself to her, a carnal desire I’ve never before imagined or felt for a woman. It is molecular, quantum; there’ll be no stopping it.












22.





When she walks off to greet other guests, Andy, a retired LA school teacher and songwriter in his early sixties also studying with Lyn, introduces himself with an endearing smile. “Thank god there’s one woman here who isn’t a lesbian,” he teases. I like him immediately.












23.





I call Lyn the next morning. Can I stop by?


I find the two of them lounging side by side in her rusted patio chairs, smoking, thoughtful.


Andy blows a kiss by my cheek, announces he’s off. Lyn touches my arm, her pause says I’ll be right back, and she walks him to his car.


At the open front window, atop the piano, her cat Zeke turns to me and sings.


In composition, it’s the outside-octave you aim for. That tone just beyond the one the ear expects to hear. Edgy, it can startle. But add the right note,and it becomes . . . exciting.












24.





We stand so near her breath finds my lips.


“You are my student. You are married.”


“We can’t do this,” she says.












25.





Occasionally a craving races into my body, not letting on what it is, only that it is. After a brief jolt it leaves—allowing moments when I can settle, look at my life and say, Okay . . . until the craving comes back.


It always comes back.












26.





I’m wearing a short black skirt, silver heels, and white, scooped tee. A tie emblazoned with piano keys is noosed loosely about my neck. I’m walking the streets, and I can’t find it. I stop in a hotel. “Excuse me,” to a young, blue-suited woman behind the desk, “can you tell me where the Boom Boom Room is?” She stares at the tie, shakes her head. I retrace my steps to a drab building already passed; darkened glass doors at its corner front and black drapes covering the windows make it a possibility. There’s a clatter of laughter, and then I hear her voice. Husky, playful, crooning her “Oxytocin Blues.” I pull open the door and stand inside, adjusting to the dim light, the raucous energy. Groups of women press against the room’s square bar. Last week she’d said, “Would you like to come? It’s Ladies’ Night, which means Lesbo Night.” She laughed. “You good with that?”
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